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Prelude




  




  Shrouding themselves with starlight and mist, two fair figures struggled to elude death’s relentless pursuit. The faithful wind whipped behind them, blurring the signs of their passage. In its newness the moon betrayed them not.




  Graceful even in their panic, Anu and Danu locked away their grief to fight for their survival. Anu faltered, tangled by the tall, wind-plaited grass. Locks of shimmering red hair escaped from her travel braids. The tresses mingled with the grass, giving the illusion that Anu was being pulled under, consumed by the prairie.




  Danu frantically reached back for the reassurance of her sister’s hand. She could not allow Anu to fall behind. From the very womb their fingers had intertwined and if they were to leave this life, she wanted it to be in the same way.




  As their hands clasped, Danu nearly faltered from what she sensed. Drawing her focus away from what stalked them, she settled her senses on her sister. Anu’s brown eyes were filled to brimming with both love and determination as they met hers. The pain and despair was enough to bring Danu down, dulling her own vibrant green gaze. Death did not follow in their footsteps; it ran in stride beside them.




  “Do na do it, Lhiannon.” Sweetheart. Anu gently but forcefully admonished her twin. “We’ll be needin’ our strength for the tasks before us—the worse for you an’ ye make me waste one bit o’ what I have left tryin’ to comfort ye. Ye must away with ye an’ na trouble yer heart over what canna be helped.” As if to lend force to her words, she wrenched her hand free.




  Danu trembled violently, both with fatigue and horror. She wanted to cry out, to deny the truth, but she could not. The fading of her sister’s life was too sure a thing. By the faint shimmer of the stars she could see the wound that would carry her twin across the Veil. A horrible rent tore down Anu’s side, her heart’s blood brimming and seeping from it. A muted sparkle of power kept the blood from flowing freely, but as her sister’s strength waned, the stream would gain force. Danu’s grief held her silent. Anu was her strength…the completion of her heart.




  “No! There is’na time for that. Now listen hard: ye must flee from here. Falias, Finias, an’ Gorias are but scorched rubble, an’ Murias…Murias has fallen into shadow, the gates forever closed to the Daoine Maithé.” Anu cast a haunted glance toward the way they had come and Danu’s gaze could not help but follow.




  All was silent, with no sign of pursuit, at least for the moment. The surface of the plain swayed in the moonlight with a deceptively peaceful air that clashed with the images in Danu’s mind, the memories of the carnage and destruction, of city streets painted with crimson blood and lit by the fiery glow of ancient homes reduced to the status of pyres. The bloody, ravaged remains of their people had been strewn about the cobbles in cruelly crumbled heaps, left to lie where they had fallen in their attempts to defend their kin and homes. The corpses were few, though no hope lay in this, for Anu’s Sight had revealed that the others had not fled to freedom; rather they had been rounded up like livestock to meet their fate at the convenience of the enemy. Only the sisters had escaped, traveling, as they were, between cities at the time of attack.




  There was no doubt, however, that they would share the same doom if they were caught. Already the Namhaid—enemy—knew the sisters had evaded them and were ruthless in their pursuit.




  She drew her attention back to Anu’s words, eerily echoing her thoughts. “Even now the Namhaid Conairt follow us, as sure as hounds, an’ soon there will be more on our trail. They must’na find ye, they canna be allowed to drag ye down like the rest o’ us or the Daoine Maithé will be dust forever.”




  Her good hand clutched painfully at Danu’s shoulder for but an instant before her strength faltered, but it was enough to loosen grief’s hold.




  “Ye do na understand, then, do ye?” Anu demanded. Her breath was thready and it was a moment before she continued. “Sorrow has blinded ye. ’Tis only for now ye’ll stand alone, an’ ye survive the hunt, ’tis yerself that’ll see that the Daoine Maithé rise again.” Anu’s hand came to rest on Danu’s smooth, flat belly and along with understanding, strength and love was shared between them. “I’ll na be lost to ye forever, then. Now away with ye! I canna last much longer an’ I’ve one more task to see to.”




  Danu clasped her sister to her and barely suppressed the keen that welled up in her throat. Without even a thought, she sent a penetrating stream of power across the link that bound. Before her sister could block her, she mingled her very being with Anu’s, deeper even than the constant bond they had shared since the womb. Danu shared every ounce of herself in that instant, before Anu ripped herself away with a burst of love and regret.




  “Ye wee fool, ye have’na strength to squander.” Anu struggled a moment as her throat grew thick and tears pricked her eyes. “Now away with ye, an’ let me do as I may to see ye safely free.”




  




  Anu waited until Danu was well away before luring the hunters to herself. Only when she could neither see nor sense her sister’s fleeing form did Anu release the barest trickle of her own power, as good as a beacon in the night. Already she could hear on the wind the snarls and shouts of their pursuers. She must muddle the trail that would betray her beloved sister before the Conairt were upon her.




  Tearing a bloody scrap from her tunic, Anu fought to keep her hand steady as she probed the open wound in her side, a gift from the Ard Namhaid who’d discovered them and set the Conairt upon their trail. Her teeth clenched and sweat glistened on her brow as she ruthlessly grasped a sliver of bone from the wreckage of her ribs and snapped it free. Not even the rigid control acquired over centuries of life could hold back the scream of agony the act tore from her throat. Triumphant howls mockingly echoed her wail. Their hurried breathing crept about her, chilling her further to the very core.




  Damn! They were drawn by pain nearly as much as they were drawn by power. They would be upon her even sooner now. She would have to work quickly. Gathering all she could spare of her dwindling energy, Anu pulled her travel blade from its sheath and sawed furiously at the thinnest of her braids. Then, preparing her bundle with careful haste, Anu wrapped the bone in the fragment of cloth and tied it fast with the severed braid. She held it in the now free-flowing stream of blood spilling from her side, all the while chanting fervently in the ancient tongue. Uncontrolled by her fevered mind, all manner of images began to form, fantastic creatures both fair and foul, with jeweled wings and needle-like teeth, fey eyes and fickle manner, leviathans of the deep and wispy spirits; all that was darkness and light filled her thoughts, interwoven with her memories of joy and fear and grief. Her imagination was peopled by legions of faeryfolk never before seen upon the earth. Their sole purpose: to confuse and distract the Namhaid Conairt with tantalizing whiffs of borrowed power, giving Danu time to flee.




  




  Anu kept nothing back for herself; she was already fading. She held the crude fetish to her face and blew upon it, guiding her creations with all the magic at her disposal—both her personal capacity and the wilder magics of the surrounding landscape. A mist sparkling with power enveloped Anu as she sank to her knees, arms raised above her head in entreaty. Her delirious eyes were further dazzled as the vapors took on her imagined shapes and one by one she released her only children to the world, feeling a bit of her soul drain away with each one. In her mind she whispered their names: púca, sprite, fairy, redcap, yeti, leprechaun, ki-lin, selkie, lamai, and so on until each of them knew themselves.




  Out loud, a breathless moan was all Anu could manage as she crumbled the rest of the way to the ground. She could not even muster a sense of satisfaction, as she lay upon the flattened grasses, vaguely aware of the approaching sounds of her pursuers.




  And then she could see them. Their red eyes glowed in the pitch-black night and their short white pelts shimmered like crushed velvet. Thick manes of fiery red hair whipped about their bare shoulders and breasts, while razor-like fangs gleamed almost daintily in their open mouths…open to allow the dragging breaths that would taste the scent of the sisters on the air. Their own musk was heavy and cloying, leaving Anu longing for one last breath of crisp, clean air. How could they possibly filter through enough of their own scent to track anything less potent than they were?




  She would never know.




  They were upon her and yet apathy was all that was left; she could not even gather the motivation to cross the Veil by her own hand, rather than allow them the satisfaction of taking her. She just laid there, eyes raised to the stars, as they circled and baited. Vicious in their frustration, cheated by her passiveness, they sought to draw from her a more gratifying reaction; they lashed out with raking claws and taunted her with flicks of their rasping tongues, as if she were a bit of candied fruit. They went on to howl their chilling cries. Moans and growls of battle-lust filled her ears and yet her only thought was to wonder where Danu would find herself when finally she stopped running.




  And then she glimpsed a sort of peace sparkling in the evening sky—a Vision of a strange, vast island of green, rolling hills and impressive granite cliffs surrounded by seas trimmed in white, lacy froth as they broke upon the rocky shore. Danu would thrive there among the ancient groves and moors, surrounded by the Clan that were her children.




  Finally her sister’s face floated before her mind’s eye. She muttered a curse at that beloved one, and the name Danu was on her lips as they dragged her away to Murias, there to meet the same fate as the rest of her people.




  




  “Imeacht gan teacht ort, A chuisle mo chroí!” May you leave without returning. It was but a whisper on the wind at her back, but Danu knew her sister’s love had turned that common curse into an anchor to help her remain steadfast in the time to come. May she leave without returning, indeed; Danu had no doubt that it would be a blessing to never see this cursed shore again. She shared her sister’s mortal agony, felt the hand of death upon her own shoulder, but she’d also brought away with her the surety of hope. It was time to take that elsewhere and fulfill the unspoken promise she had made to resurrect their people, to be the vessel through which their souls would once again enter the earth.




  Putting the darkness from her mind, she focused on what her beloved twin had called her: A chuisle mo chroí! O pulse of my heart! The phrase was more usually shared between lovers, but in using it, Anu had given her a gift, for now Danu could not dwell on the heartache without knowing that each time her wounded heart beat it was a reminder that her twin was with her still. For Anu’s sacrifice, they all now had a future. Danu would find a new home; there to bear her children…and the Daoine Maithé—the Good People—would once again lift their faces to the sun and moon and wind.




  




  
Chapter 1




  




  Cloaked windows turned a blank gaze toward the alley as a steady rain moistened the dust and grime on the cobbles outside, making them glisten with an oily sheen. In the murky store room of Pat Connelly’s Pub, tucked away on a back street in Dublin, an arsenal was being readied for another move against Oppression.




  There were crates of AK-47 rifles stacked where Connelly usually kept kegs of beer, and open boxes of bullets waited on the massive and scarred oak table to be loaded into their magazines. Next to the rifles were white sacks of Swiss black powder and a keg of nails, screws, and broken glass destined to become the innards of future pipe bombs. Another crate was full to the top with half-pound blocks of C-4, its putty-like consistency and explosive capacity making it so useful to the Cause.




  The atmosphere was charged with anticipation, fed on blind conviction. Ideas flew about the room until they drifted down in some semblance of a plan, a plan anchored in ruthless hearts that had grown indifferent toward those innocents who would unexpectedly pay dear in the name of revolution. A malevolent force drifted through the rafters, its presence felt, if not recognized, in the heavy, humid air. It waited avidly for the ideal moment.




  There was no need to provoke the self-righteous fervor and burning hatred wafting about the room, buoyed upon the pall of nicotine and whiskey vapors that thickened the air. The negative emotions already fed upon themselves, thriving far better than could be hoped. But alone, they weren’t enough. It would take a catalyst to play this out according to the Power’s plans, and the components were already in place. Tangled in the mélange of scents were matchstick sulfur, stale sweat, and an ozone tang that drifted in from the outside through gaps in the rafters.




  The gathered men railed and cursed at English oppression and the hypocrisy of the Church. Fanatical in their need to rebel against any and all, they even railed against the IRA, Sinn Fein, and half a dozen other factions, certain in their hubris that all society needed was their own vaunted wisdom, whether wanted or not. Such was the arrogance of splinter groups everywhere, seeing themselves as the refined essence of the Cause and all who came before as failures at maintaining the purity of their ideals.




  Caught up in the heated debate, eyes feverish with zeal, one man absently lit a cigarette and flicked the match across the room as he called for an attack louder than anyone else gathered there that night. As he continued his animated argument, the still-glowing match sailed in the direction of the weapons and explosives. Fortunately, it fell short. With a curse the leader, who had stood to the side as he silently observed the uproar to this point, reached over and smacked the man in the back of the head. As he moved, he momentarily bared the tattoo wrapped around his wrist and down the back of his hand—an intricate knotwork pattern of a viper poised to strike. A wisp of satisfaction flavored the air; the leader would be the perfect vessel.




  “We’d all o’ us care to live long enough to carry this out, Michael, would we na? Pick it up an’ watch where ye toss ’em from now on, an’ for crissake, put that cigarette out. There’s loose powder all over the place.” With eyes like burnished coal and hair to match, the leader was more than intimidating as he caught the fanatic’s eye, more because his strongly molded features betrayed no emotion than due to his build, which was wiry and of only medium height. But with that cold, hard glint in his eye and the firm confidence to his stance, he seemed much bigger.




  With a calculation of its own the malevolent Power surged forward as Michael’s gaze faltered. This one must not back down; so easily manipulated, he was integral to the plan. The fear and cowardice must be drowned out, the fury fed. No other in the cell was so well suited for the purpose at hand. Evil seeped through the charged atmosphere, infiltrating the seated man until his gaze grew contemptuous and he eased back in his chair to take the measure of the adversary before him, lingering on the gun in McDubh’s pocket before allowing his gaze to travel back up to lock fiercely with the leader’s eyes in determined challenge. Leaning back and propping one foot overtop of the other, he made it quite obvious he wasn’t at anyone’s beck and call before insolently speaking around his cigarette, keeping his hands free and deceptively at rest on his thighs. “Come now, McDubh, ’tis already gone cold, why would I pick it up for nothin’?”




  “If I choose to make an example o’ ye, who are ye to say no?” The words were deceptively soft, yet they filled the back room like a diamondback’s rattle. “’Tis a dangerous lack o’ forethought ye have. A careless match…a reckless, unsanctioned hit…’tis all the same.” With a subtle tilt of his head, John McDubh signaled two cell members nearby. “I do na take it kindly when my orders are ignored…but maybe ye were’na ignorin’ them, then? Were ye? Perhaps ’tis only ye did’na understand? I think I better make myself more clear.”




  Fear and fury flared to life in Michael’s eyes, fed from within and without, as the two men who had closed in to either side of him quickly moved to haul him to his feet. “I do na know what yer talkin’ about! What the hell are ye doin’?” Not a small man, he struggled against their grip with considerable strength, but did not stand a chance.




  “Do ye think I do na know ’twas ye behind that hit on the RUC up in Belfast last week? An’ right before the peace conference, at that?” The room suddenly fell silent, broken only by the rumbling thunder outside. None of the others had known of this. They had cursed The Murphy himself for their failing luck…until now. The hovering malevolence encouraged the growing wrath. Pinned by so many glowering gazes, Michael redoubled his efforts to get free, but his captors had him wedged firmly between their massive brawn. “What do ye think o’ yer timin’ now? Already ye’ve made it twice as hard for us to strike. Ye should be kissin’ my feet in thanks that all I ask ye to do is pick up a bit o’ match.” McDubh’s black eyes glinted dangerously as his men restrained the troublemaker.




  With a surge bordering on glee, the dark force oozed down further into the room, malice dripping like condensation from the rafters, eager to enflame the rebellious glare in Michael’s eyes.




  Outside, the steady rain became a torrent and the humidity in the air grew even thicker, but not as thick as the tension. The rumble of distant thunder went unnoticed by all.




  “Kissin’ yer feet? I’d sooner spit on them than kiss them!” and he did so. “Ye’re too slow to take a perfect chance when ’tis offered up to ye. ’Tis a man o’ action I am, an’ yer only sore I’ve made ye look the coward ye are. Ireland will never be free an it must depend on John McDubh. Ye canna even take me on fair—ye need yer flunkies here to give ye a hand.”




  As Michael raged on, exhaling contempt with every spat word, McDubh merely stood his ground, hands fisted at his sides, shoulders relaxed, eyes hooded. They stood frozen in a tableau eerily limned by green-tinged flashes of lightning slipping through the smallest gaps in the window coverings.




  “Are ye sure that’s how ye want to be takin’ this, then?” the leader’s tone was all the more threatening for its evenness. “Come now, Michael, use a bit o’ sense. What do ye gain by fightin’ me? Tommy an’ Owen will only give ye a bit o’ hurt to remind ye o’ yer place. A slow, painful death is what ye can look forward to if ye make me see to ye myself.”




  “So sure o’ yerself, John McDubh, are ye na?” Michael snarled back, his lips still clamped on the cigarette that had led to the confrontation. Straining against the grip of the men holding him, he fell against the table as McDubh gestured for them to release their hold. He recovered quickly and lunged for his target.




  Gracefully evading Michael’s attack, McDubh snapped a kick at the man’s face. He shifted easily around the room, a moving target, providing more opportunity for the bungler to wear himself out. Invigorated by the violence charging the air, the unnoticed Power funneled even more anger into the room, nurturing Michael’s rage.




  A nasty smile danced across his face, half sneer and half maniacal grin, and the cigarette bobbed precariously. “Who says there are no snakes in Ireland?”




  “Ach, Mikey, ’tis a snake I’d rather be an’ na a worm.” The comeback dripped with scorn. A murmur traveled through the group of uneasy witnesses. Seeing the perfect opportunity, the Power reached right into the heart of Michael, drawing out the primal ferocity of Man, suppressing every instinct but for domination.




  Unable to stand against the overwhelming impulses flooding his veins, riding on a wave of adrenaline, Michael became the very reflection of the Viking berserker from whom his line had been spawned. Poised to lunge, eyes wild and muscles bunched, something more than just his stance had the observers backing as far from him as they could.




  There was an air of satisfaction in the room that would have puzzled the cell members had their attention not been locked upon the conflict taking place before them. Unnoticed above their heads the shadows deepened and writhed like a nest of vipers. Their attention was locked on Michael as he cast away his cigarette and with a bellow barreled into McDubh with his fist driving hard into the man’s gut. Shock stole precious seconds and McDubh hesitated a moment too long. Torn between the need to protect himself and the horrible certainty of where the burning cinders would land, McDubh did not evade or defend; instead he fell back onto the edge of the table beneath Michael’s rain of blows. He lost sight of the cigarette as table tilted, sending him and Michael to the ground, and the boxes of bullets flying right along with the fists.




  With an aim that could not have been better had it been consciously attempted, the cigarette went tip over tail toward the stockpiled explosives as the rebel dove for his leader. Horror crept into everyone’s eyes as they watched the lit cigarette leaving Michael’s hand. For a moment, utter silence filled the air and the rest of the Cell were powerless to intervene as their death landed in an open bag of Swiss black powder. The silence ended with a prophetic boom as a crash of thunder rattled the building.




  Mingling with the cacophony of panicked screams, the repeated peals gathered force overhead as the green-tinged lightning continued to slash across the sky. Either foolhardy or brave, the moment they realized their reprieve, select members of the resistance scrambled forward, rushing to snatch away the flame. Others dove for the doors and windows, stumbling over the two men still fighting on the floor, until in horrific parody of the explosive thunder, the powder ignited and drew all but a fortunate few down into a fiery nightmare.




  It was as if the night were a black velvet sheet drawn over Dublin…a corner of the sheet was burning. The very air was afire. The demonic roar of the blaze melded with both the echoes of continuing explosions and the screams of the unsuspecting to create a powerful mimicry of Hell.




  In the midst of the chaos the malevolent Power uncoiled completely, rearing up in triumph. Now was the apex of decades of calculated manipulation. Feasting on the anguish and horror of those scurrying below, the dark hovering force that had once been known—and feared—as Dubh, dove into the heart of the inferno to claim McDubh, his fittingly named prize.




  Down through the boiling smoke and the consuming flames, slithering through the superheated air, the displaced godling hovered above the burning men. With a tendril of power, he reached out to caress the tortured nerves of his chosen tool. His victim shrieked in agony, drawing the fiery air even deeper into his lungs, only to spasm in worse torment, his body attempting to arch off the ground as much as the dead weight of his adversary would allow. Scorched inside and out he longed for the mercy of death, only to have an insidious voice whisper directly in his mind.




  “No, I think not. There shall be no comforting release, neither death nor oblivion will be allowed you, unless I deem it so.”




  The tendrils of power again slid across the charred surface of what used to be recognizable as John McDubh, firing off every angry, enflamed nerve ending.




  “Oh yessss…such sweet suffering…you will do well.”




  Weaving a spell ancient, powerful, and perfected by millennium of practice, Dubh dipped beneath the surface of the man’s thoughts, settling comfortably within the pain-drenched crevices of his mind. Drawing in the awesome energy of agony to achieve possession was a matter of but a thought. It took even less effort to cloak the body in a seeming, hiding its true and hideous condition.




  There were none to witness as John McDubh climbed up from beneath the remains of both Michael and the shattered oak table and strolled calmly out of the inferno, to all appearances completely unharmed. Working his way through the choking debris left in the trail of the explosion, the one who wore McDubh like a mask caught sight of his reflection in a tenacious sliver of mirror, warped but still hanging, on the far side of the bar. Taking in the seeming, and knowing what lie beneath it, the Power smiled a particularly nasty smile, thinking, “It’s true what they say…Appearances can most certainly be deceiving.”




  




  The weak, dismal daylight diffused once it hit the shadows of Agnieszka Anne Michaels’ sparse bedroom. Even in its dimness it raised a muted glow from her cloud of ivory hair and kindled flaring embers in her sleep-dazed, amber eyes.




  It was not the approaching dawn that had awakened her, but the sudden hopeless ache of unnamed loss. Lying there, huddled in her sweat-soaked sheets, she felt bruised all over by the restlessness of her sleep. She must have been dreaming, and whatever it had been about, she was just as grateful not to recall it. The images could not have been pleasant to leave her waking in such a state.




  She pulled herself up to perch listlessly on the edge of the bed and couldn’t help wondering why she bothered. The sun-sparked glow in her eyes faded into apathy. What did she have to get up for today? What purpose did she serve, which couldn’t just as readily be taken up by another? Not one person she knew would be lost, or even particularly distressed, without her. The accounts at the orphanage could be handled by anyone, she had no close friends or family, and all of the nuns with whom she’d counted as such had passed away long ago. The only living things to miss her would be her plants and the local strays. Well… and the gypsies, but with the randomness of their appearances, they had to know that someday she would not be here when they came to Wicklow Cottage, that old age or illness would eventually claim her in their absence. The gypsies and animals would merely find another dooryard to grace upon occasion.




  Resolutely she pulled herself away from that train of thought before it wandered to its usual destination: the face of her faithless love, whose betrayal and absence she could not help but mourn, even after forty-four years. The memories were shrouded in mist, obscured in her mind so that only flashes of a face, a whisper of a voice, or other brief, tormenting aspects could be recalled. But even as nebulous as they were, remembering them was like purgatory.




  No. She would not allow herself to indulge in that torment yet again; her mood was already foul enough as it was. She didn’t know what had put her in this dismal frame of mind today, but she was going to snap out of it right now. There was no time for self-pity, no call for being ungrateful for being alive and well. Her life was not perfect—whose was?—but she was quite content with her quiet English cottage, occasional company, and peaceful solitude.




  It took but a moment to rebraid her snowy locks in a single, thick tail trailing down her back. She started to rise, but a twinge in her abdomen threatened to fold her over. She turned her focus inward, noticing a bitter, copper-penny aftertaste in the back of her throat that differed from her general morning mouth. Indigestion perhaps? Her vague dreams had been unsettling enough to turn every stomach in the surrounding village of Cornhill, England sour. Another clenching of her gut made her wince. Unless she felt more herself after her morning cup of tea, she did not think she would make it to St. Michael’s today.




  Wandering out to the kitchen, she did not even get as far as putting on the kettle when she doubled over in sharp, jagged agony. Catching hold of the edge of the table before she fell, Agnieszka could not reach far enough to pull the ladder-backed chair toward her. Another flood of pain was followed by a wave of nausea. Fighting the compulsion to retch, she lowered herself carefully to the hardwood floor. She didn’t know how long she lay there, huddled around her pain, but with unnatural detachment, she noticed mournful sobs filled the air. Her heartbeat seemed to match itself to the rhythm. Only once before had she felt such soul-wrenching despair…again a pair of forest-green eyes drifted fleetingly across the surface of her memory.




  Gradually, as the desolate sobs faded, the focus of her world expanded away from her overflowing pool of pain and she could once again hear the steady ticking of her Regulator clock and the meadowlark singing a morning song from its hiding place by her window. Her eyes returned to focus, locking in on her pale white wrist, mesmerized by the faint throbbing of the vein there…and the bright red trails of blood that led back to deep, angry gouges in the meaty part of her palm where her clutching nails had dug in. With the metallic tang of a fresh wound overwhelming her sense of smell and the sight of the blood transfixing her gaze she lost her battle with her stomach.




  With a quivering breath she looked away, trying to ignore the oppressive odor of bile. It seemed that now that her stomach had had its way, the dreadful pain was nearly gone, but it would take a moment to gather the strength to get up and deal with the mess.




  Resting quietly with her head propped on her arm, she looked around her in something of a daze. She could not remember ever viewing her kitchen from this particular vantage point; there were tiny cobwebs forming under the bottom of the cabinets and motes of dust clumped beneath the icebox. There was even a glint of metal that looked like it might be a lost piece of silverware. The mundane presence of dirt was like a safety line, pulling her out of her despair. Cleaning was a purpose, a goal; but first, it was time to climb up off the floor and make that cup of tea.




  




  Her grief numbed by necessity, Maggie McCormick scanned the violated rooftop. The blood and evidence of recent damage had been “cleaned up” by those Sidhe fresh and just recently arrived. But they might as well have left it as it was. This sanctuary had been desecrated by purest evil. She vowed that after this night she would never set eyes upon this place again, even should her god ask it of her.




  It was enough that it would haunt her dreams.




  It had happened so quickly. Lucien Blank and his flunkies had breached her haven, Yesterday’s Dreams, by means of an unanticipated path across the Greenwich Village rooftops. The Sidhe guardians, along with Patrick O’Keefe, had fought valiantly. Even so, two of the Sidhe had fallen and it had seemed their side would lose. That is, until the very person they sought to protect—Kara O’Keefe, Maggie’s sacred charge and blood of her blood—defeated the foe single-handedly. Just not soon enough…




  Though the Sidhe and their allies had won the battle and Kara and Quicksilver were safe once again, her father Patrick lay in death’s shadow. Unless they moved swiftly, he would follow both Cian and Demne into that final embrace.




  Maggie’s jaw clenched and her breath came shallow and quick. No, she could not dwell on their losses. They were not clear yet. She could not grieve until the clouds carried them far away.




  There was no question of where they were bound, but plenty of doubt as to the reception they would receive once they arrived at Tír na nÓg. Yet there was no help for it, and if it were Eire they were off to, then she had better be prepared. Many of the Good People would eagerly dissect her actions and call to question her judgment. She and all who would accompany her must be above reproach. And that was another thing she must do, determine which of them would stay behind, held to this place by duty, and which would travel to the Land of Youth. Sweet Eri must stay, and Cassmail, Urias, and Donn, likewise. All four had tasks that could not be forsaken. There were others who could go or stay as they pleased, but Kara and her parents, Beag Scath, and half a dozen of the younger Sidhe—their only purpose in America to learn—they all must go to Tír na nÓg. It was not safe for any of them to remain. And one more she had not considered; Miach, he most definitely must come…if Patrick were to survive the trip.




  Where was the healer? Scanning the area around her she spied, towering nearly half a head higher than any Sidhe there—and most likely anywhere else for that matter—a shimmering curtain of iridescent hair, at once all colors and none in particular. Maggie felt a sudden rush of warmth and exasperation as the one whom it adorned wended his way among those bearing the marks of battle. Even now, when he was pale, nearly faded with weariness, he sought to sooth the hurts and cares of others. She had to divert him, before he spent himself completely over things that could wait.




  “Miach, are the O’Keefes set for the journey?” Her gaze settled on the mortally injured man and his wife. Valiant Patrick, a man burdened with more than his share of both heartache and sheer Celtic stubbornness. He had stood beside them in battle to protect his daughter, and yet it was Maggie herself who owed him her life. How poorly she would repay him, with more heartache and responsibility beyond his ken. Or worse, by offering a hope he may not feel free to accept, no matter how he may long to…or his family might strive to persuade him. What had she begun?




  Maggie thought longingly on her centuries of near solitude as the pawn broker at Yesterday’s Dreams. Centuries where she did not have to consider such ramifications. She had not been alone, but neither had she been immersed in society. The company of her beloved sprite and self-appointed second shadow, Beag Scath, and a few carefully selected acquaintances had kept her in touch with the world, while still allowing her to maintain a fringe existence, more observer than participant. Those times even now slipped away from her to be relegated to mere memories. Great Mother how she missed them already.




  As if summoned by her depressive thoughts, the diminutive sprite, proportioned as an adult human but scarcely the height of an infant, scampered gracefully up to her shoulder. He rubbed his silky tousle of hair—a blending of every shade of red and brown imaginable—along her cheek in greeting. His burnt-umber eyes were eloquent in their concern. Weaving an arm through her hair, he gave her a relaxed hug and gently rested his cheek against her forehead. She could feel his sub-vocal hum as he instinctively sought to sooth her. Sprites were creatures of harmony and wonder; Maggie’s turmoil was like a hurricane sweeping across his peaceful appreciation of the dance-like movements of the other, more industrious Sidhe. Scath drew her attention back to the here-and-now just in time for her to acknowledge Miach’s affirmative response to her question.




  She managed to meet his glittering lavender gaze, recognizing the reflection of her own horror in those depths. After seven decades without feeling the touch of death, this gentle healer had stood by and had to watch, powerless to stop two kin crossing the Veil. But the day was theirs, Kara and Quicksilver were safe and the attackers were dead or had fled. The leaders, Lucien Blank and Tony DeLocosta—whose name one of the Sidhe had gleaned from his wallet as they cleaned up the battle site—were all but mindless husks stretched out on the rooftop. The Sidhe had attempted to banish these two as well to the formless void, but something prevented them from sending away the bodies to where they would never again do harm. This concerned her greatly, but if they were to get Patrick O’Keefe the help he needed to survive, there was no time to dwell on the uneasy feeling that something important was being left undone.




  Anyway, Miach’s spirit would heal, and she dared hope her own would as well, though she had trouble believing that at the moment. A glance toward the roof access and the pile stacked beside it confirmed that all items of power had been gathered from the shop and the rath below, the sword that was her ancient charge to protect—triple-wrapped with sheath, spell, and silk—and everything else whose protection she had assumed of her own choice. Now to see to the people and there would be nothing more to hold them here.




  “An’ have the…have our…” She swallowed hard to subdue the grief that threatened to yet again rear up. “Have they been gathered up, to be borne away to the land o’ our kin?” The healer held out to her two velvety bags of deepest ebony; Maggie caught herself just as her trembling hand rose unerringly to clutch the fullness of the grave bag on the right. She turned from Miach abruptly, snatching her hand back to her side. A deep centering breath restored her calm as her eyes tracked back across the rooftop but her hand, of its own accord, continued to clench and unclench on the empty air.




  This was no longer a healthy place to be. With the humans ready and the fallen seen to, Maggie needed to pull herself together and see about a cloud to take them all to Court.




  But not quite yet…. There were a few loose ends, she realized, as a snowy white head wove through the bustle of preparations. At some point Molly had left the safety of her tavern next door and climbed the stairs to Maggie’s rooftop. Right now the tavern owner was making the rounds with a jug of cider in the crook of one arm, a second of water cradled in the other, and a plastic sleeve of cups across her back. The pockets of the apron tied around her waist were bulging with items Maggie couldn’t identify. A warm smile came to the Sidhe’s face: she never ceased to be amazed at the resilience of the Celts. That very same day Molly had been cowering in fear of Maggie herself, based solely on the fact that she was one of the Kindly Ones, the Tuatha De Danaan, and yet here Molly was, walking this devastated site after a mage battle, offering sustenance to Maggie and others like her with no more concern save whether she’d have enough cups.




  Maggie actually chuckled a moment, but sobered just as quickly. She realized that she must make arrangements for those left behind, those who would not be safe if the rogues who had fallen tonight were not the last of the danger lurking. Of particular concern was Molly herself. Kneeling beside the pile of items, Maggie sifted through them for something she would be free to leave behind, looking for something that did not radiate with the soft glow that told her the person to whom it was linked still lived. There were baubles and instruments and a jumbled assortment of vessels, but most of them were to be sent off with Eri and Urias, to be returned to those for whom they had meaning and fate. So many dreams, so much destiny strewn before her, she prayed to the Mother Goddess the people tied to those destinies would have their opportunity to fulfill them.




  Finally, near the bottom—of course—Maggie found what she needed, an item still charged with mystical energy, though it no longer emanated a pulsing glow, evidence that its original owner had no more use for it on this plane. Picking up the intricately carved wooden cross by its leather lacing, she called out to the tavern owner. “Molly…a moment, love, if ye do na mind?” The woman looked up, startled, and turned a questioning look upon Maggie. Molly gestured with the jugs; Maggie shook her head and beckoned the woman over. “I have somethin’ I would leave with ye, just in case.”




  Carefully making her way across the crowded rooftop, the woman stopped a few feet from Maggie. “Just in case o’ what?” Molly’s eyes narrowed.




  “In case ye’ve a need for help, or to try an’ reach me. Short o’ a phone, which we do na have where we’re goin’, I canna hear ye from somewhere about a fourth o’ the way around the earth, but I can give ye a way to reach others o’ my kin here in New York. They will help ye, as they’re able. An’ if ’tis danger that has ye callin’, they’ll be here as quick as if ye were me.” Maggie stepped forward and lowered the cross over Molly’s head. Her hands being full, the woman could not stop her, though she did hunch away as if afraid the pendant would shock her or something. Maggie respectfully did not acknowledge Molly’s fear. Placing her hand over the cross where it lay, she instead embedded a magical message in the object—two actually, each triggered by urgency. The first message was a call for help, to be answered immediately by whatever Sidhe was closest; the second, for less pressing needs, to be answered as time allowed. All one need do was hold the cross in a hand and let the heart call out as it would. Maggie explained this quickly, making sure the mortal understood.




  “Could I na just call them on the telephone?” Molly’s natural pragmatism reasserted itself.




  The question was a valid one, though not one without a reasonable answer. “Aye, ye could if ye were able to reach a phone an’ have the time, but ’tis much too unreliable, as they may’na be near one. Should ye be caught unawares, goodness forbid, ye have another means o’ gettin’ help…one that will’na fail. O’ course, reachin’ me will take a bit more doin’, but they’ll manage if ’tis needed.”




  Reassured that she would not need to worry so much about her neighbor, Maggie sent Molly back to her rounds. Now to make sure all was straight with those Sidhe being left behind.




  




  Quicksilver wailed and trilled, the notes spiraling up and around until Kara felt herself in the midst of a whirlwind. She was the calm at the eye of the storm, unfeeling, distant, pushed so far by the evening’s events that she stood untouched for this one moment. There was only she, the music she played, and the vibrant energy building, charging the very air. And yet, some part of her felt a deep, constant tug as the strands of what she called to her were gathered up by another and harnessed to their intended purpose. The air on the rooftop grew misty, softening the signs of battle that were everywhere. Something akin to a breeze delicately caressed the skin of her cheek; a gentle, accepting touch at odds with the barely controlled tempest she knew surrounded her.




  “Enough, Kara,” The words were distant, foreign; they had nothing to do with her. The concept of Kara was becoming more and more disassociated with the musical equivalent to a lightning rod standing on top of Yesterday’s Dreams. A stinging slap drew her harshly back within herself, anchoring her once again to her humanity. Anger replaced languor as her eyes remembered the art of focusing. She had not wanted to return to the restrictive envelope of her skin, let alone in so harsh a way.




  Glaring into unfamiliar eyes steeped in such an ancient understanding that they could be nothing if not Sidhe, it was a good thing that the effectiveness of Kara’s clenched fists was severely hampered, one hand being still locked around the neck of Quicksilver and the other clutching her bow.




  “Enough, leanbh,”—child—”else the power ye draw ’twill shred the very clouds we seek to call…an’ ye with them.” She didn’t know his name, but, despite his spiked, metallic blue hair, this strange Sidhe vaguely reminded her of Grandda… and Papa.




  As his words reached her buried awareness, the trembling started. Swiftly it built from the tiniest muscle quiver beneath the surface of her skin to seismic proportions reaching down to her very depths, nearly akin to a seizure. Kara’s knees buckled and she could not convince even herself that it was the aging of the night that dimmed her vision, and not some flood of reality. If it weren’t for the obsessive grip she had on her instrument it would have been dashed upon the roof as she crumbled.




  “Shhhhh…shhh…’tis well ye’ve done, lass, time to rest.”




  Kara found herself—Quicksilver and all—scooped up like a sleepy child being carried off to bed. She twitched in the elf’s arms, and feebly protested his officiousness, but he continued on without even tightening his grip. As he slowed to a stop, Kara muttered and moaned, so weary she ached. Had she ever in her life been as drained as this? She did not have time to ponder the appropriateness of the phrase “dead tired” before some other hand reached out and smoothed her hair away from her brow. Kara was too far gone to even wonder who it was, but as a familiar hum calmed her tremors and beckoned her to sleep, she felt she knew.




  




  The less-than-wholesome air of New York City took on an unprecedented thinness as Olcas, cloaked in the new vessel of Tony DeLocosta’s body, rose from the deserted roof of Yesterday’s Dreams. With a wave of his hand, he set the place ablaze behind him, just the first step in his ultimate revenge. Without looking back, he made his way from the Village to Alphabet City…traversing above the skyline. Stepping off yet another ledge, Olcas used the force of his will to draw the surrounding air together beneath his feet, melding it with his power to make it as firm as the pavement below. Behind him he left a trail of dead pigeons and sparrows, suffocated in the vacuum created by his aerial walkway. A nasty smile twisted his stolen lips as he thought of the fuel this would add to the city’s panic over the West Nile Virus and their constant obsession with ozone alerts. It was always gratifying to know one’s efforts were maximized: a convenient path, a trail of death, and mortal fear, all achieved with a minimal expenditure of effort.




  It was glorious to be strong again. If it weren’t for the inherent physical weakness of the human form, his abilities would have approached what they had been before the destruction of his own divine body. Exhilarated by the sudden rush of power gained with his new shell, he didn’t care if he spent it recklessly. No longer was he hindered by that psychic cripple, Lucien; he could now unleash the fullness of his wrath upon this world. It was intoxicating to once again be able to draw upon a potential deep enough to conduct even a fraction of the awesome abilities of a god.




  In celebration of this newfound freedom, he flung his arms outward and indulged further in a display of raw electrical power. Out of the cloudless sky lightning danced above his head and with a sweep of his hand he sent it dashing toward every antenna and transformer within sight. He laughed maliciously as whole blocks went dark. Such power!




  As he settled on the roof of the building where Tony lived an odd twinge across the surface of his skin caused him to rein in his enthusiasm. He was new to this body and with all the ability it promised Olcas would have to be careful not to overdo things so soon; he’d hate to lose all that potential. He thought of his time working through Lucien and sobered, there had been such limited control he could not even possess the body without crippling himself further. Now Tony…Tony was another matter completely. Olcas had more control over this tool than any other he had ever possessed. Thanks to the conditions under which he’d taken over, not even the personality was an obstacle. It had been so submerged by shock that it had taken but a thought to shackle it in place, leaving Olcas the full benefit of Tony’s memories without the hassle of the constant battle for supremacy or the need to eradicate the individual. Yes, care would have to be taken; to burn out the tool now would be to risk having to turn to another vessel as unsuitable as his previous one.




  Without another glance at the disrupted city surrounding him, Olcas entered the building through the rooftop access, no longer interested in the minor amusement of merely tormenting mankind when he could be working toward its ultimate downfall.




  Stopping before the door to the apartment Tony shared with—Olcas dipped into the boy’s memory to find the answer—Gypsy Rose, he noticed a series of runes painted upon the door. They were only vaguely familiar to him. It was a nagging feeling, but their significance was elusive. Impatiently, he pushed the unease aside; they were probably some pagan protection from thievery or break-in. Even in his day, the Rom had used thousands of such “spells” and rituals in every aspect of their lives. Putting the matter from his thoughts, he pulled Tony’s keys out of his pocket and opened the door. It wasn’t until he stepped across the threshold that the world spun down into darkness.




  




  Blinded by a brilliant burst of light, Tony shook his head to rid his ears of an echoing roar. What the heck was going on? Why did he feel like a Mack truck smashed into him?




  Rubbing his hand across his face, he reached behind him to close the door. He was too rattled to move yet. All he could do was lean against the cracked plaster wall and wait for his head to stop pounding. With his dark brown eyes closed, all he saw was a persistent afterimage dancing across his lids. It was as if a flash had gone off, or one of those disco strobe lights, burning onto his retina some of Gypsy Rose’s queer writing. Tony took a deep breath and straightened, nearly falling back again in shock as he opened his eyes.




  The apartment was empty! The furniture, the pictures, everything was gone. Not even a particle of dust remained in outline of where things had stood. The place even smelled sterile. Moving in a daze from room to room, they were all the same, until he reached his own door. It stood open and, as far as he could tell, everything was just as he had left it, with one exception: the entire door was covered in his grandmother’s scrawl, written, by the smell of it, in oils and herbs. He couldn’t read it but he knew enough to recognize it as some serious mojo.




  “Aw, Man! Shit! Shit! What the hell is going on here?!”




  Slipping into his room, carefully avoiding brushing against any part of the door, he looked around for some explanation. There was nothing, not even a letter on his dresser or a message on his answering machine. Fumbling in his pocket he pulled out his cell phone; nothing there, either.




  Making yet another search of the apartment, he noticed something he had missed earlier…every door and window was marked somewhere with a symbol he did recognize, the one barring evil from entering. Looking at the place with new understanding, Tony got a sick feeling in his stomach. The place had been cleansed; Gypsy Rose would not be back.




  He rushed back to his room. The ceiling panel—where he kept a few photographs, personal items, and anything else that was important to him—had been disturbed. He climbed onto the bed to investigate. Pulling down the meager bundle with both hands, he sank to the mattress, feeling scared shitless at what he might find. Flipping though the snapshots a pattern became clear: every single picture of his grandmother was gone. She was the only family he had left that he knew of and he’d come home to find things as if she never existed.




  He cursed out loud, using every variation he could think of until his throat was hoarse. He even threw in a few he’d picked up from Gypsy Rose in the language of the Romani. He knew she did not quite approve of his business lately, but to abandon him? He couldn’t remember any parents in his life, or any other close family for that matter. Regardless of how they had gotten along—or not gotten along—lately, he still loved her and to have her vanish like this nearly tore his heart out. How could things have gotten as bad as this? Hell, she hadn’t even left him with a picture! He finished looking through the pile but he knew it was useless—he would find nothing more than used-to-be friends looking up at him.




  With a growl, he stood up and flung the photos across the room. As they fluttered to the floor something caught his eye: a picture of himself as a very young boy, smiling in an open, happy way that was foreign to him now, his deep brown hair briefly kissed with red highlights brought out by the summer sun. In the background was the heavily carved and brightly painted wagon they had lived in when they had traveled with the Rom. Gypsy Rose referred to that time in their lives as setting his roots. What an ironic phrase for a gypsy to use. Her desertion hit him harder with that memory. For the love of him alone she had settled down in the city, and now she had abandoned him.




  Yanking his thoughts away from the memories and betrayal, Tony suddenly realized why the photo had caught his eye; while all the others had fluttered to the ground this one had dropped as if anchored. The moment he picked it up again the difference was obvious. Turning it over, he discovered something he had missed before; taped to the back was an ancient-looking pendant, a copper charm heavily engraved with spiraling runes hung from a braided leather thong. On the surface it looked like any one of the touristy, soul-seeker baubles Gypsy Rose had sold in her shop downstairs, but as he pulled it from the picture and held it up in his hand it felt heavy with age. A tingle went up his arm and settled in the vicinity of his heart.




  He didn’t know what was going on, but here was a link and somehow he felt that he had not been completely abandoned by his grandmother. Slipping the thong onto his neck and that single photograph, along with the money from his secret stash, into his pocket, he turned to leave; nothing else here mattered now that Gypsy Rose was gone.




  Taking one last look around to make sure there was nothing he’d missed, Tony stepped through the front door only to find himself gripped by an unrelenting dizziness that trailed off into oblivion.




  




  Kara felt her heart thud against her ribcage and her blood crackle in her veins like an electric charge—by no means comfortable, but also not unpleasant. She was giddy from her efforts to take all of it in. How could the Sidhe sit there so calmly? Even with the horrors she had seen not two hours ago burned forever in her memories, Kara could not help but thrill in this experience. Experimentally, she minced her way across the cloud’s surface, marveling at how much it felt like trying to walk on a trampoline, or perhaps walking around in the Moonwalk bubble at the Fair. She was nearly overcome by the urge to bounce on her butt, as she would have done on either of those things. Only recalling the very long drop to the ground stopped her—that and the awareness that her timeless travel companions would witness such a childish act. But oh, how she wished to bounce!




  “Ye could, ye know.”




  Startled, Kara jumped, almost unintentionally doing the very thing she restrained herself from moments before. Only the Sidhe’s steadying hand kept her on her feet. Cheeks burning, she could not respond. Miach’s smile was soft, gentle, as he continued, “What a curse eternity would be without an appreciation o’ the need for frivolous acts an’ the joy they bring.”




  Kara found herself smiling up at him in return. Though Miach radiated an intensity that far surpassed that of any of the other Sidhe, almost as if he had memories as far back as the dawn of Sidhe history and they were all pressing against his skin, she found she could not fear him. His tender nature quickly diffused any awe she felt. It was almost as if Grandda stood beside her once more. Though he was long dead, she could still picture him in her mind; his passion for nature and others had glowed similarly, if not as bright.




  “Come, leanbh, let us see what there is to see, shall we?”




  As if embarking on a stroll in the park, Kara slipped her hand around his arm and lost herself in the wonder of cloud-riding, trusting he would carefully skirt them around those seated on the cloud’s pillowy surface. Running her free hand through the misty curtains of vapor surrounding them, she giggled at the soft, tingly feel as she drew her hand back covered in miniscule points of dew that glittered like diamond dust in the brilliant sunlight.




  “How can we breathe so easily? Isn’t the air supposed to be thinner up here? Why aren’t we cold? How….” Kara trailed off. Realizing she sounded like a curious two-year-old, she glanced self-consciously at the others lounging nearby. Those that were not sleeping wore amused smiles and their averted eyes danced. Miach did not bother masking his laughter but as she searched his face she could see it was not malicious. Freed of her embarrassment, Kara chuckled herself.




  “’Tis good ye show an interest in what surrounds ye, leanbh, just give me time to answer.” Miach smiled warmly and she marveled at the beauty and serenity the Sidhe emanated. “Now…Let us see,” he paused and she caught a mischievous glint in his eye. “Oh yes, ’tis magic.”




  Kara couldn’t help groaning, even as she grinned at him.




  “Okay, close yer eyes an’ picture a bag o’ goldfish from yon Faire ye called to mind a moment ago.”




  Already a water-filled plastic bag, tightly knotted, was suspended before her mind’s eye. Twelve tiny little fish darted within its confines and she would have giggled at how each one resembled a member of their party if she hadn’t been so annoyed by his intrusion into her thoughts. She could feel that they were Miach’s touch to her image and she had to struggle against the urge of picturing any of them belly-up, as invariably those she had gotten from the Fair always ended up.




  She could not hear Miach tsk beside her, but she could feel his subtle reproach tinged with great sorrow. That was when it hit her how cruel and heartless her reaction was to one whose kin had indeed fallen. Horrified at her callousness she focused again on her bag of water, noting the tautness of the bag, how the water filled it only halfway, and the rest ballooned with air. An outside sense of satisfaction and approval drifted across the surface of her thoughts, as comprehension blossomed within her.




  She barely had time to bask in Miach’s approval when suddenly the water in her cerebral goldfish bag rippled, bright colors playing across its surface. Kara flinched as sudden caresses glanced across her mind, darting and alien, both hungry and awe-filled. For a moment panic flooded her as she tried to pull back from her mental landscape and the unexpected assault she encountered there, but terror locked her down as memories of Lucien and his intent to possess her surged up from the depths of where she’d submerged them. But fear lasted only for a moment before her rage flared up in its place. She had vanquished Lucien and his kind would never threaten her again—she would not allow it!




  The mental intrusions abruptly pulled back and she could sense terror not her own in the wake. She was left dizzy and disoriented. It was difficult to focus when she opened her eyes and turned her gaze on the Sidhe beside her, head shaking as if to be freed of the sensation.




  “Easy…easy, they’ll na harm ye.”




  “They? Who do you mean? Who was it?”




  Kara allowed him to take her by the arm and draw her to the rear edge of the cloud. She looked out on the sky and could not fathom what he showed her, there was nothing there but the wispy clouds such as she had previously trailed her hands through.




  “Look….” he gestured toward the tiny, wafting puffs. Kara strained to see if they carried some sort of passengers of their own, but she saw nothing. “No…look….” and with a subtle telepathic touch he guided her other Sight, the one she still did not understand, and then she saw. There were no diminutive creatures perched on the fluffs of cloud matter, the dancing and diving bits of vapor were the creatures, kindly and curious, and when they had ventured forth to say hello she had blasted them with her anger and fear. Both her hands flew to mask the trembling of her jaw, stilling it before the tears could follow, leaving her eyes shiny and brimming.




  “No, lass, no… They do na fear ye. Reach out to them an’ feel it. ’Twas yer heartache an’ pain that sent them to flight. Ye did’na harm them.




  “If ye’ll forgive me, I must check on yer Da; will ye be all right now?”




  Kara nodded, as he moved off to give her time to adjust to all that was new. As if that was likely to happen any time soon. She managed a small smile and wished to herself that the turmoil were over and she could go back to being simply Kara O’Keefe…only she had not been so simple as she had thought and, truthfully, neither had the world; not when clouds could think and feel, and magic was no longer bound harmlessly in the pages of a fairy tale. Kara took a deep, settling breath and waved him on. Acceptance opened the door for peace, freeing her once again to satisfy curiosity. All thought of Miach and the other Sidhe fled her mind as she perched at the edge of the cloud and studied the dips and dives of these magical creatures.




  




  For the first time in a very long time, Maggie felt the complexities of the cloud-riding magic interwoven all around their little company. It sent tickling ripples down her nerves and filled her eyes with rainbows as the dazzle of sunlight on captured condensation created a jeweled haven in the air. She rediscovered the marvel of this mode of transport as Kara explored their aerial chariot on Miach’s arm.




  Maggie had not traveled thus since she first came to America. She allowed her mind to unfold from its tight little ball of concentration and took the time to relax and savor this moment of peace. Her spell was well set and no longer needed her complete attention. She scanned the group to see how each of them faired. Most of the Sidhe were at rest: those who had fought recouping their strength, and those who had not conserving theirs. She smiled to see them perched on the cloud like so many brightly plumed birds, their strong, molded features and ancient eyes softened by their beauty. Though the entire party wore similarly modern clothes, the humans were drab little wrens beside the Sidhe, or at least the older ones were. Kara radiated her own aura of timeless beauty, no doubt fed by the immortal blood flowing in her mortal veins; if her parents were wrens, she was the mourning dove.




  Taking a deep, appreciative breath, Maggie turned her attention away from the people and savored the subtle perfume of the troposphere, rich and soothing after the tainted air of civilization. A solitary albatross settled to perch on the cloud beside her, companionably warbling before taking wing into the endless sky. The tranquility was endless this far above the world. Birds and the other inhabitants of this plane did not much care who shared their aerial space, as long as everyone was left in peace.




  In the distance she could sense more than see them as a host of wispy elementals skated in the cloud’s wake. Darting forward and swirling back, they were easily confused for bits of clouds themselves, caught in the intersecting currents of weather fronts. Knowing them for what they were, Maggie wouldn’t have taken further notice at all if they hadn’t shown such an obvious interest in Kara. A quick glance revealed that the enchantment was mutual, though Maggie wasn’t quite certain if Kara realized what they actually were. While the girl’s gaze was constantly darting from one point to another, taking in every aspect of their magical journey, it always trailed back to the graceful wisps that followed behind them like the tail on a soaring kite.




  A gentle smile kindled miniature faery lights deep in Maggie’s eyes and the flow of magic coursing through her as she sustained the energy envelope encompassing their cloud made her soft strawberry-blonde curls dance about her head with the charge, though no breeze riffled through them. Careful not to startle the girl right over the edge, Maggie reached out with the briefest of touches. “Want to invite them over for a visit?”




  Kara jumped and gave a nervous little gasp. It was obvious she’d lost herself in contemplating this wonderland. Maggie easily read the uncertain curiosity in Kara’s eyes. At the same time, she couldn’t help notice the shadow that tinged the girl’s gaze. What happened while Maggie had been lost in weaving her magic?




  “Look at them with more than yer eye an’ ye’ll see—’tis more o’ the faeryfolk, this time creatures o’ the wind an’ aerial dew.”




  Maggie watched closely as Kara extended her untamed gift, wrestling it to her will with intense concentration. Something had to be done about that lack of sure control. The thought was fleeting as the atmospheric acrobatics began. The elementals were more than ecstatic, they swooped and swirled and pirouetted, clearly for the sole benefit of this unwitting girl. Maggie had never witnessed such a display, nor seen such an open approach from these somewhat timid kin-cousins. They were absolutely enthralled by this magical mortal. Swarming close, they wreathed Kara’s shoulders and twined gently around her in a way Maggie would have to call fawning.




  What could be the cause for such behavior on the elementals’ part? It was perplexing: they were known as skittish and fickle, yet they acted as if Kara was divinity!




  




  The soft murmur of the evening news filled the screaming silence. Arn’s grey eyes widened in horror and some detached, far-away portion of his brain sensed Lynn’s hand clutching at his arm.




  “My God, Arn, it can’t be!” His wife’s voice trembled, but Arnold Barnert, doctor and best friend to Patrick O’Keefe, barely heard her. All of his attention was riveted on the scenes flashing before him on the television screen. That was his best friend’s house with the front door hanging from the hinges and shattered glass from every broken window littering the ground. Arn had walked through that door just hours ago. That twisted wreckage was the couch he’d sat on as….




  Desperately, he tried to latch on to the calm, matter-of-fact words of the announcer, anything to stop himself from slipping into the dark pit he felt gapping before his consciousness.




  “The peaceful neighborhood of South Richmond Hill was rattled tonight by a bizarre and inexplicable occurrence. This wreckage behind me is all that is left of the home of Patrick O’Keefe, his wife Barbara, and their twenty-three-year-old daughter, Kara.




  “Neighbors describe the O’Keefes as quiet and considerate, decent people that were well liked by all… Or were they?”




  The reporter looked so unmoved. Her face was carefully composed, her good side toward the camera as she paused dramatically for effect. It was almost as if it were not real for her, that the scene of devastation she stood before did not represent the violent interruption of people’s lives…and that no one in her audience saw this story as a personal tragedy. But that wasn’t so. There were people like himself whose chest constricted and eyes burned with every image that flashed, people like Lynn, weeping uncontrollably beside him. Friends, family, Kara’s students, Barbara’s co-workers…to all of them this was a moment of grief. For the reporter…it was a sixty-second spot, filler…not even likely to draw the ratings.




  Arn forced himself to put aside his indignation at the shallowness of it all and focused once again on what the reporter was saying.




  “…believe that some time between eleven this morning, when the local mail carrier completed this portion of his route, and eight this evening, when the scene was discovered by the next-door neighbor, several parties entered this residence by extreme force through the back yard, somehow committing their violence completely unnoticed by anyone in the homes nearby.




  “It is not known if the O’Keefes were present at the time of the break-in. There is a car in the driveway, but neighbors confirm that the family’s second car is unaccounted for. Though police have told this reporter that no signs of injury have yet been discovered, they have not ruled out the possibility.




  “Police have not yet named any suspects and are requesting that anyone with information that might reflect on either this case or the whereabouts of the O’Keefes please contact the Police Hotline at….”




  Arn clicked off the television as the news report segued into the sports. He ran a trembling hand across his face and up through brown hair just threading through with silver. His silver-grey eyes had darkened to the color of thunderclouds over a turbulent sea. Lynn’s muffled sobs were the only sound to break the silence. She and Barbara were not best friends the way he and Patrick were, but they were friends nonetheless and the shock of the news report was horrifying. His wife’s blue eyes glistened with tears as they met his, desperately begging without words for reassurance that the horror was untrue. He could understand how particularly difficult this was for her to accept when just the other day the four of them had sat around the dining table in the other room trying to pretend they weren’t there for Arn to gently break the news that Patrick’s battle with cancer was a losing one.




  It had been bad enough knowing Patrick would be taken from them at some ever-nearing point in time, but to have all of the O’Keefes stolen away abruptly, that was too much. Numb with their shared disbelief, Arn pulled his wife toward him. They sat in the dark, wrapped tightly in each other’s arms, unsure of whose cries were whose.




  




  
Chapter 2




  




  It was after sunset by the time Agnieszka wiped up the mess and retrieved the silver—that perhaps taking longer than all the rest. It had required an hour alone to pick herself up off the tiles and then it had just been to crawl back into bed. And now, though her household was back in order, Agnieszka only felt more out of sorts. What happened that morning truly unsettled her. Never having in any way been sick before, her imagination ran wild, fearing a lifetime worth of illness was even now preparing to beset her. Suddenly she felt very alone.




  She had always felt held apart, isolated by the subtle differences she could not help but notice had stood between herself and others her entire life. Though she could not give name to those differences, she could certainly recognize them and their effect on her life. Even now, as she wandered from room to room in her little cottage it struck her how empty her existence was. These were her golden years and she kept company with herself. That hadn’t bothered her…before.




  Though not everyone in her life had been cruel or uncaring, in her eighteen years at St. Michael’s, without exception, not one other child there had befriended her. They either accused her of being fey or odd, or simply avoided her so as to not join her as a target for the bullies. They called her witch-child and changeling and hid nettles in her bed and poured salt on her porridge when she wasn’t looking. Behind her back they made signs against evil and more than once she’d heard the more malicious of them “innocently” telling prospective parents how queer she was. Those harsh early years made it hard for her to trust in the intentions of anyone. Instead she spent her time with the Sisters or tending injured animals and birds she found in her solitary wanderings. There was never any doubting either group: the Sisters were ever faithful and loving; and the animals showed more gratitude than most people she knew, often lingering with her a while even after they’d recovered.




  If only people were as honest and as accepting as the creatures of the forest were. Some of those in town still treated her like a pariah to this day. They weren’t petty; no, but to say they were distrustful would certainly be accurate.




  She went to the chest buried beneath the clutter in her seldom-used spare room. Like a child prodding at the gap left by a missing tooth, she excavated the pile until she could lift the lid. Resting on top was a small carton of photographs from her days at the orphanage. Twitching her rope of a braid out of the way, Agnieszka settled on the rag rug and withdrew her memories. With reluctant effort they came out of their little box one by one to find themselves spread out on the floor. Before her was her despair and it only deepened as each photograph joined the ranks. So far she had encountered no true smiles, and none at all on herself. There were two types of snapshots: those the Sisters orchestrated, and those of Agnieszka by herself. It was a toss-up as to which was more dismal. She flipped and flipped without though until a handful of photos in the faded shades of early photographic color caught her eye. Now she smiled.




  This small grouping was from after her life at the orphanage; just after she’d completed her A levels. The Sisters had put together a celebration dinner for all who were ready to move on. Agnieszka’s silvery-white hair was twisted elegantly on top of her head with small tendrils framing her face. She had felt so lovely in the black sheath dress and low pumps. With platinum blondes and tall willowy figures all the rage, on that day the others couldn’t touch her. Even Matéo had been there, making the day absolutely perfect.




  Matéo had been a kindly giant of a man, a gypsy. She supposed now that he must have actually been just normal sized and her memories of him were based solely on the fact that as a child she had to look so far up to see his face. He had seemed so very large and old, as if one had taken Methuselah and combined him with Samson. But thinking back, it wasn’t that he was wrinkled or grey. His actual nature was more indeterminable than that. No, it was his eyes and the intensity that virtually emanated from him. He felt ancient.




  They had all been instructed to call him Mr. Smith, but when the Sisters turned away he insisted on Matéo. Every so often he would wander into one of the orphanage classrooms or play areas, smile gently at whichever Sister was there at the time, and seat himself, as an old uncle might, on the fringes of the goings-on, watching everything closely but careful not to get drawn into the activity before his want. It was from him that Agnieszka had learned how to care for the injured creatures she found.




  Occasionally, one of the younger children would wander over and settle at his feet, a book clutched in her hopeful hand, or a novice would bring him tea. The children would eventually forget his presence and when next they glanced back he would be gone. What Agnieszka remembered most fondly, though, were the evenings he’d appear and, with whatever instrument he happened to have with him or found at hand, he would sit with them before prayers and play any song they asked. Funny that, she could not recall even one instance where he had faltered, no matter how obscure the tune requested. Not even when the little Pakistani girl requested a song from her homeland.




  Matéo hadn’t come very often, yet he had been one of her joys, if nothing else but for the music and the smiles or bits of candy he’d always had for each of them. His presence in her life, his easy acceptance and unconditional love is all that had made her feel special. Not to be ungrateful to the Sisters, but there was only so much they could do with as many little souls as they’d had to care for.




  Looking back, though life at the orphanage had not been kind, she still thanked God that she’d had even that much love. So many others hadn’t. They had come to the orphanage after being taken from parents who hit when they should have held. Or worse yet, parents who behaved as if they weren’t even there, until the bright potential of youth sputtered and all but went out beneath sullenness and despondency. Agnieszka might not have had a life free of torment, but at least she had not known abuse. She might not know her lineage, but at least she knew herself. It had been the Sisters who had given her that.




  In fact, everything she had, everything she was, she owed to the Sisters of St. Michael’s; her name, her purpose, her life, her birthday…even that they had given her—those who actually knew the date she had come into this world has seen fit to abandon her without even a name, let alone a birth date. She was grateful for it all. And yet here it was, packed away in one sense or another, for despite eighteen years in the Sisters’ loving care and even more in their friendship, deep down Agnieszka still had trouble opening herself to others and did not care to leave about reminders of the time she allowed herself to be ruled by her longings. She had not known what it was to be loved because she was always looking past what she did have for what she wanted more. So much time had been wasted, so much potential for happiness. What a horrible way to treat the gift of life…the only gift her parents had given her. With but one exception, not counting the Sisters who ran St. Michael’s and Matéo, she had never felt loved. And now she could admit the fault was hers. Agnieszka’s face burned with shame as she remembered the exception, the one indiscretion of her youth, and the reason she never again allowed another near. The reason she now spent her “golden” years alone.




  Having grown up at St. Michael’s she had a strong foundation of Catholic beliefs that, unlike many of the other children, she had never felt compelled to rebel against. That fact only made her fall all the worse, intensifying her sense of guilt quite beyond any hope of redemption, not because she felt herself unforgivable, but because even now she could not bring herself to repent her actions…her carnal sin. The only person she had ever loved and trusted—if only briefly—with all her heart, had left her nearly before the mingled sweats of their passion had dried on her naked flesh. Was it any wonder there was not one person she had met in her sixty or so years—other than the Sisters and Matéo—whom she trusted not to hurt her? But was that any reason to stop living?




  She took herself firmly to task, vowing not to waste another moment in self-imposed exile from the human race. With an ease that was shocking she released her hold on the obsessive hope she had never even admitted to herself: that one day her love would come back for her. She had clung to that. Clutching that hope so fiercely and deep in her heart that no other could compete with the ideal image she had built of him. It was time for freedom.




  As Agnieszka made peace with herself she marveled at the shimmering tingle that swept over her from the surface of her skin right down into the core of her. She felt warm and content, almost the way she felt with a belly of the finest, richest, darkest hot cocoa she had ever had, only so much more. It was as if she had finally shed the skin of her former life, discovering she was a butterfly and not a tiny worm…ready to start anew. With wonder she ran her hands across her face and body as if to discover it for the first time, following with her eyes. Her palms came to rest on her abdomen, the point that seemed to be the seat of the kinetic heat that infused her. She was almost shocked to note that she did not glow; such warmth had settled upon her that she’d nearly expected to be shining brighter than a star. Was this really how simple it was to be happy? Had she only known, she would have made the decision long ago.




  




  Aí approached Goibhniu with dread in his heart, making his way through the heavy silence of those gathered. Not much could cause a Sidhe to cower, or rather, not much beyond the disfavor of the Smithgod. He had been sent on a task, to gather news of ominous occurrences and visionary warnings. Instead he stood here before the Court with his duty half discharged, driven by visions of the Cosaint, the security of his People, and another young woman he had never seen before. It was the Cosaint that concerned him the most.




  Every Sidhe was aware of her existence, a safeguard against the extinction of their race, but beyond that, none of them knew the details of her nature. Was she one of them? Was she of mixed blood? Could she even be something none of them could begin to imagine? The legends were not clear, with nearly as many versions as there were members of the Tuatha de Danaan, and even though the tales were vague, they were closely guarded and never told to anyone who was not Sidhe. Only one knew every exact detail regarding the Cosaint, and who would have the presumption to quiz Goibhniu?




  “Ye return early, my envoy, surely ye have’na discharged yer duty so soon.” Goibhniu had no need to shout, his disapproving words hung in the air above the crowd.




  Kneeling before him, Aí bowed his head without remorse, his chestnut hair falling like a curtain to hide his face. The scrutiny of the god, to whom his kind owed their very immortality and continued existence, was overwhelming, but he knew the knowledge he returned with was of much more import than gathering news of threats that were ever-present. Of course, he could not be sure what this would mean for the Sidhe and that doubt…that fear…held his tongue.




  “Then why have ye returned early, with yer charge not yet done?” The words were not harsh, nor unkind; they merely drew Aí out of his uncharacteristic reserve.




  Rising, his bright blue eyes intense with the importance of the message he came to deliver, Aí was bold enough to step forward, near enough to grip Goibhniu’s arm with urgency. “’Tis visions o’ the Cosaint I’ve had…never a face have I glimpsed, an’ she always seems a different person, but I’ve not a doubt ’tis her; every time, beset by purest evil,” he whispered intently, unsure of how those around him would react should they hear him. He did not receive visions often, as his own gift lay in the understanding and healing of the heart. It had been a harsh lesson, learning that the intermittent visions should be heeded. These particular visions had continued uncharacteristically for weeks.
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