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  Pre-Christian Irish mythology is divided into cycles; the earliest of these being the Mythological Cycle, from the Book of Invasions, and chronicles the ancient lives, loves, losses, battles, and wars of the great Celtic gods.




  Now bear witness to the Irish Cycle, the epic, multi-part tale of what comes next.




   





  If encountering a warrior woman on horseback, complete with chain mail, animal hides, and sword, menacing a red-clad leprechaun in a top hat and carrying a magic lantern didn’t blow Sean Regan’s mind—a former police detective recently busted down to patrol—the giant, bloodthirsty, attacking vulture that disappeared into a gigantic puff of smoke certainly did.




   





  Add to that a series of bizarre murders—bodies whose very souls were sucked from them like a vacuum—those freaky October snow storms, a deadly search for an ancient Celtic artifact called Lia Fáil that could determine the fate of this world—and Others—depending on who possesses it, and oh yeah, a killing spree by what just might be a pesky vampire on the loose, all leave Regan’s grasp on reality tenuous at best.




   





  Crap like that doesn’t happen in modern day Boston. Does it?




   





  Stone of Destiny: Book One of the Irish Cycle




  a unique urban fantasy adventure with a mix of mythological and supernatural elements set in contemporary Boston. 




   





   





  For Kage,




  This man’s best friend




  Miss you, little mister
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  THE LOUD BANG on the cruiser’s hood snapped him awake.




  Patrolman Sean Regan sat bolt upright behind the wheel of his patrol car. He pushed his cap back off his eyes as he blinked away sleep and looked around. “What the…”




  “Officer! Hey, wake up, man!” A wiry young man wearing an Army field jacket, an Indiana Jones-like fedora, and carrying a backpack slung over one shoulder stood at the front of the car. A light snow had fallen, leaving a scrim of glistening flakes on the windshield, distorting the young man’s image.




  Regan wiped at the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. He twisted the key in the ignition, starting the car, then lowered the side window and stuck his head out as the young man was about to slam his fist down on the hood again.




  “Hey! Quit it. What do you want?”




  An hour ago Regan had backed the cruiser into a tight alley off 8th Street, just a few blocks from Old Harbor. It was one of his favorite napping spots. Dark, and just wide enough to accommodate the width of a vehicle, so no one could sneak up alongside.




  “You’ve gotta come,” the young man said excitedly, glancing furtively west down the street. “There’s a fight. You’ve gotta see it to believe it.”




  Regan waved him away from the front of the car and pulled out. When the driver’s side door cleared the sidewalk, Regan stomped on the brake. “What the hell does that mean?”




  “It means it’s like crazy. There’s this Amazon chick on a great big horse and some little midget dude.”




  “This some kind of joke, kid?” Regan thought if it was, he’d run the skinny punk in. “Or are you high on something?”




  “No.” He held his left hand up. “Scout’s honor, man. It’s a woman on a horse. And she’s got a sword!”




  Damn it. Regan looked at the dashboard clock. My shift’s barely started and I’ve gotta deal with crap like…this.




  “All right. Get in.” He hooked his thumb toward the back door.




  “What?” The young man backed up a step. “No friggin’ way, man. I almost didn’t get out of there alive the first time. I ain’t going back there.”




  The snow flurries were getting heavier—it was three days before Halloween—who’d ever heard of it snowing in October? At least not in Boston. Flakes landed lightly on the young man’s shoulders and the brim of his stupid fedora, melting into dark wet circles. He rearranged the backpack draped over his shoulder, clutching at the straps with two hands, and licked the snow from his lips.




  After eleven years of police work, Regan recognized fear when he saw it. The question was, was he scared by what he’d seen or because he was participating in some kind of college prank? “If you’re messing with me, son…”




  “I’m not, man. I swear. There’s this horse, and a woman yelling and waving a sword around. I got the hell out of there, man, and I’m not going back.”




  Swords. Horses. Midgets. Yeah, right. Regan could hear it now back at the station house. Like he didn’t have it bad enough already…




  “Okay. Where’s this supposedly going down?”




  “On William Day Boulevard. Right off I Street, man. You can’t miss it.”




  Regan took the kid’s personal information and waved him away. “All right, get out of here. If I see you around again...” He let the threat hang.




  The kid was already high-tailing it down the block. His shoulders hunched against the snow as he shook his head, mumbling, “Ain’t nobody gonna believe this when I tell ’em. Nobody.”




  Regan flipped on the emergency lights and turned onto 8th Street. At the corner he turned left, leaving the side window open, trying to ignore the cold, and listening. The cruiser’s tires rolled wetly over the pavement. The air was heavy with moisture and smelled of salt water this close to the harbor. Snow clung to the blades of grass along the sidewalks, coating them white, and the slick roadway shimmered from the amber splashes of light from the curbside streetlamps.




  Regan rolled through the intersection ahead, I Street and Columbia Road, and spun the steering wheel to the left. He slowed to a stop, blinked, and waited for the windshield wipers to clear the falling snow from the glass, hoping they would swish away what it was he thought he saw. They didn’t.




  No. Frigging. Way.




  The kid hadn’t been lying, nor had he been tripping on drugs. Maybe it was Regan who was tripping. Maybe he hadn’t really woken up and this was all a dream.




  Up ahead, his headlights illuminated a huge white horse. It stood at nineteen hands, at least. Its mane was hogged. Not something you saw very often nowadays. He marveled, recognizing the breed. An Irish sport horse. But bigger than any horse he’d ever seen.




  There was a rider, but too high above the glow of the headlights for him to see anything but a shadow, even after Regan flashed the high beams.




  On the road facing the horse and rider stood a man, or a boy, squat and no more than three and a half feet tall. He wore a red coat with tails and a ridiculous red top hat. In one hand, he held a lantern high. Its flame flickered green and bright, giving him the appearance of a lawn gnome. Caught in the penumbra of the intense halogen light, he twisted around and snarled a sinister, sharp-toothed sneer. The odd lantern glow gave his misshapen face a jaundiced look.




  Regan snapped his jaw shut, shivered, and stepped from the cruiser.




  “Do not interfere,” a voice warned from atop the restless horse. Steam billowed from the equine’s nostrils as it snorted angrily.




  Lightning flashed in the sky behind them, giving Regan a millisecond glimpse of the rider.




  It was a woman, as the kid had reported to him. She wore a vest of chain-mail armor, an animal skin kilt and a cloak of brown fur. Regan guessed it had been fashioned from animal pelts. A metal band encased her upper right arm. Auburn hair, highlighted with red, flowed in waves over her shoulders and down her back. It billowed in the wind. In her gloved left hand, she held a sword. Its blade gleamed menacingly in the pulsing light of the cruiser, its honed tip aimed at the lawn gnome’s chest.




  You have got to be kidding me.




  Regan drew his service gun. “Put the sword down.”




  “Do not interfere,” she repeated. “You know not what transpires here, nor what troubles you might cause if you do.”




  “You’re right, lady. I don’t have a clue what’s going on here, but I do know this. There’s going to be a whole lot of trouble if you don’t put that sword down. Now.” Regan stepped out from behind the open door, keeping an eye on both the woman and the living lawn gnome as best he could. “Don’t you think about moving either,” he warned the red-clad midget.




  “I cannot protect you if you persist,” the warrior woman said.




  “You’ve got it backwards, lady. I’m the one here to serve and protect. Put the sword down so nobody gets hurt. Then we can talk about what’s going on.”




  In his peripheral vision, Regan noticed a few people had gathered to watch, curious residents from the middle-class homes lining Columbia Road, the strobe of police lights having roused them from their beds or away from their flickering late-night television shows. They congregated in small groups of twos, threes, and fours, clutching parkas and thick robes and murmuring at the spectacle.




  Great. Now I’ve got civilians to worry about, too.




  The woman swung her leg over the horse’s withers and slid from its leather saddle. The horse pawed at the road with one hoof and snorted. The woman patted his neck, calming him.




  “Easy, Enbarr.” With her sword still pointed at the lawn gnome, she said to Regan, “You are a protector of the people in this Otherworld?”




  Regan scowled. Otherworld? Maybe it was this woman who’s tripping on something. “Yes. I am the police.”




  “I am Plor na mBan, daughter of Oisin and Niamh.” She said it as if that explained everything.




  At least I have her talking, Regan thought. “That’s a mouthful. Can I just call you Plor?”




  “As you wish.”




  “Okay. Good. Plor, I need you to put the sword down on the ground and step away from it.”




  “That would be a most unwise thing to do.”




  “Why is that?” Regan asked.




  She indicated the red-coated gnome. “Because he will tear off.”




  Regan scowled again. Her brogue was thick, and her word choices odd, as if English were strange to her. “I won’t let that happen.”




  “You cannot stop him.”




  “You’d be surprised what I can do.”




  “Sean, what’s going on?”




  Hearing a familiar voice, a voice he knew as well as his own, Regan spun around. It belonged to his wife, Deidre. What the hell was she doing here? He scanned the faces in the crowd. He didn’t see her. Where was she? “Dee?”




  Other than the few pedestrians who had come out, the animated lawn gnome and Plor, the street was empty. Perplexed, he called out his wife’s name. “Deidre?”




  “’Tis a mind trick of the fear darrig,” Plor shouted. “Do not listen.”




  Regan whirled back around. His heart hammered inside his chest. That voice was Deidre’s. Before he could question Plor about it, about what she said, the air split with a loud, sudden cawing.




  “Look out!” The warning came from a cluster of pedestrians hunkered down behind the row of cars parked on the street. An older man pointed into the air.




  Regan spun. Overhead, a bird of incredible size swooped out of the dark, snow-filled sky. Brown-winged with a plume of white around its crooked neck, it was a species of vulture, but one with a wingspan of over twenty-five feet, twice that of any normal-size bird.




  The creature dived with missile-like precision, straight at Plor na mBan.




  Again it cawed, its black talons splayed.




  The horse reared.




  Regan tracked the large bird with his gun but feared taking a shot. The damn thing was too close to Plor and the horse. If he missed, he risked shooting one of them.




  “Keep Ciag from tearing off,” Plor shouted, raising her sword, prepared to face the attacking vulture. “The fear darrig! Do not allow his escape.”




  The gnome put his lantern down at his feet, bared a sharp, snaggletoothed grin, and hopped, dancing a jig, and clapped, watching the vulture descend on Plor. His bloodshot eyes beamed from under the brim of his ridiculous top hat.




  Regan rushed at the little man.




  Ciag, as Plor had called him, stood his ground. His grin widened.




  As Regan made a grab for him, he retrieved the lantern he’d put down and held it high over his head. He tapped the top of his hat with his free hand, three times. It made a hollow popping sound. And then, incredibly, the fiendish little gnome vanished. Just poof. Gone.




  Regan came up short, slack-jawed and blinking. He twisted and turned, scanning the area around him. How the…! That’s impossible.




  The clang of metal on pavement captured Regan’s attention.




  Plor had somehow avoided the vulture’s first attack and retaliated by swinging her sword at the darting giant bird, but she missed. She stood with the tip of her blade embedded in the pavement. Cracks in the asphalt radiated outward from the broadsword’s strike.




  The vulture shrieked and circled, diving toward her again.




  Unable to free the blade of her sword in time, Plor abandoned it, ducked, and spun, but too late. The vulture’s talons raked deeply across her cheek, neck, and arm. She cried out.




  Enbarr reared up and snorted, angrily thrashing his hoofs at the departing bird, and quite possibly saved his rider’s life. A hoof clipped the vulture, knocking it off-kilter. It screeched, flapped, and cawed, circling up and away from the horse and Plor, and gave Regan a clear shot at it for the first time.




  He took it. His Glock boomed once, twice, thrice. The muzzle flash coruscated yellow in the snow-filled air.




  Each shot hit its mark. Hardly a surprise, since Regan was an expert shot…and the damn bird was as big as a barn. The vulture convulsed, cartwheeled, and flapped its wings, emitting a god-awful squawk as it plummeted to the wet pavement and skidded across the street in a flurry of fluttering dark feathers.




  Breathless, Regan approached the unmoving bird. Awkwardly, it struggled to get up. Regan marveled at its size, almost unable to comprehend what he was seeing, what he had just seen. The bird faltered and fell. Its claws clicked across the pavement as it tried to stand. Regan drew his baton and bashed the creature’s head in, putting it out of its misery.




  In the distance, sirens wailed. Someone had called in the disturbance. Police were responding.




  Regan started to turn away, but a movement caught his eye. He turned back to the dead, gigantically oversized bird. Could the damn thing still be alive? As he approached, the carcass burst into a wraith of black smoke. He jumped. “What the…”




  The smoke quickly dissipated in the heavy, snowy air, leaving behind nothing but an acrid smell and a smudge of soot on the pavement.




  “’Twas,” Plor said from behind him, “a conjuring. Meant to distract us.”




  He turned to see her leaning heavily against Enbarr’s flank. The horse snorted great plumes of steam, his large eyes on Plor. In them, Regan saw concern, but that was crazy.




  The sword she’d swung with such ease earlier lay on the pavement at her feet. Blood from the talon wounds covered her arm and neck and coursed down her chain-mail vest.




  “You’re hurt,” Regan said.




  “’Tis truth you speak.” Plor looked around. “That sound. What is it?”




  “Sirens. More police.”




  “Police. Protectors like you?”




  “Yes.”




  “What is to happen when the other…police arrive?”




  Regan shrugged. Standing directly under a streetlamp, he was getting his first good look at her. Her features were strong and angular, sharp with high, well-defined cheekbones. Her arms and legs were muscular, well sculpted, but not overly developed. At six feet tall, she matched Regan’s own height. If he could use just one word to describe her, it would be statuesque.




  “First, we’ll take you to the hospital where we’ll get you patched up.” He pointed at the bloody diagonal claw marks raking her arm, neck, and cheek. “Then, it’ll be down to the station house where we can talk about”—waved a hand around—“all this.”




  “I am to be your prisoner?”




  He hesitated. “No.”




  “A lie.”




  She said it without accusation. A simple statement. Nothing more, nothing less. And it was spot on. He sensed there was no point in arguing with her.




  “I will tell you my tale,” she said. “But I will not be your prisoner.”




  The sirens were louder now.




  “You’ve broken the law. I don’t think you’ll have a choice.”




  She didn’t answer; she simply nodded. Then she reached down and picked up the sword with her uninjured arm. It appeared to be very heavy for her now. She set the reins over Enbarr’s saddle. “What has been wrought here this night, what you have witnessed with thine own eyes, you consider unusual. Do you not?”




  “Yes I do. I very much do.” What else could he say?




  She held him with a steely stare, one filled with passion and intensity, yet the emerald green of her eyes sparkled with mirth and depth and excitement. “Then chance me to tell you my tale. Others who have not seen, who have not battled a conjuring or witnessed the trickery of the fear darrig will not believe. Once you’ve heard my tale, then you may decide what is to become of me. If prisoner it be, then so be it.”




  Several blocks away, two patrol units sped around the corner from L Street, their lights illuminating the night with strobes of blue and white.




  A cold, bracing wind blew in from the harbor, swirled the flakes of snow, coming down in faster, heavier waves. He’d have to decide fast. Coming up on the scene without having been here, what would he think? Would he believe stories about evaporating giant birds and disappearing lawn gnomes? He’d been there and seen them, and he was having trouble believing them himself.




  He cocked his head, trying to evaluate her. He had only seconds to decide. “You won’t resist? Whatever I decide?”




  “You grant me a fair hearing. After which, I will abide your choice.” She handed her sword to Regan. “Take Claiomh Solais as a sign of my good faith.”




  Regan took the sword—needing both hands to hold it—and laid it across the backseat of his cruiser. He glanced down the street and saw that the patrol cars were almost upon them. Holding the door open, thinking he was out of his cotton-picking mind, he said, “I don’t know what to do about the horse.”




  “I can ride him.”




  “Is he as fast as a police car?”




  Her full, beautiful mouth spread into a smile that lit up her whole face and made her emerald eyes twinkle with amusement. “The question is, is your police car as fast as Enbarr? Assist me.”




  He gave her a leg up. She mounted her horse with only the tiniest of grimaces tightening her sculpted face. Whoever she was, Regan thought, admiringly, she was drop-dead gorgeous and tough as nails.




  With her settled in, he K-turned the cruiser and drove back up I Street, away from the scene, away from the approaching cruisers. He was leaving a crime scene with a woman who had committed any number of crimes. He’d discharged his weapon at…at what, a sooty smudge on the pavement? How could he explain that?




  As they sped north, Plor drew Enbarr up even with the cruiser’s driver’s side door.




  Regan powered down the window and shouted out into the wind, “Keep up.”




  She patted the horse’s neck. He neighed, throwing his head forward, eager to run. Plor na mBan smiled, despite cradling her injured arm, and shouted down to Regan, “Enbarr says the same to you.”




  

  
CHAPTER 2





   





   





  AT PRECISELY THE moment patrolman Sean Regan was racing Plor na mBan and her oversized horse Enbarr up I Street, Kurt Kegler sat at the bar in the Old Sea Dog Tavern, thinking he was the luckiest man on the planet.




  Beside him sat a woman named Yuki, sipping an apple martini and watching him coyly over the rim of her glass. She had alabaster skin that creased into fine lines around her thin, red lips and radiated from the corners of her almond-shaped, sea-green eyes and straight black hair streaked with gray. More salt than pepper, as they say, but it took nothing away from her beauty.




  Breaking eye contact, Kurt reached for his scotch, feeling his face flush. He hadn’t felt this nervous since he asked Rebecca Lawton, his high school sweetheart, to marry him.




  “How long has it been since your husband passed?” At his age, asking about recently departed spouses, family members, and old friends who had died was the fallback position for all his conversations lately.




  “Several years,” Yuki replied, carefully setting her glass on the bar. She’d barely touched it.




  “Rebecca, too. Cancer.” He took another large gulp, finishing his drink. His second. He waved to Tom, the bartender and owner of the old joint. “Another round.”




  “Heart attack.” Yuki raised her fresh glass. “To the spouses we loved, and lost.”




  They drank. Kurt said, “I know it’ll sound lame, but what brings a beautiful gal like you to a dump like this?”




  He waved a hand around the Old Sea Dog. It was his favorite watering hole: a single room roughly the size of a doublewide trailer, with enough room for two pool tables, a couple of tables and chairs, and a dance floor nobody ever used. The bar ran along the length of one dingy, beige-colored wall under a few casement windows aglow with neon beer signs. Not exactly the dictionary definition of a classy joint.




  Kurt and Yuki were the only ones there, besides old Tom who sat at the far end of the bar—to give them privacy—reading that day’s edition of the Boston Globe.




  Yuki looked away, demurely, and though it was hard to see in the low light, seemed to blush. “You flatter me, sir.”




  So taken by this woman, Kurt didn’t notice she’d completely avoided answering his question. Her beauty, her demeanor, her interest in him captivated him and distracted him from everything else, making Kurt all the more self-conscious about his basketball-like gut, his weak, aged muscles, and his wispy, thinning white hair. At sixty-eight years old, he was hardly the catch of the day, especially for a woman like…this.




  Though she was no spring chicken herself, Yuki patted his liver-spotted hand and glanced past Kurt to where Tom sat, pretending not to watch them. “Perhaps there is someplace more…private we could go.”




  Kurt gulped down the last of his drink, again not believing his luck. He cleared his throat. “So, yeah, sure.” He deposited his glass on the Boston Lager coaster on the bar and leaped to his feet. “Tom,” he called out, “we’re outta here.”




  Yuki slipped gracefully from her barstool and stooped, quite ladylike, to retrieve her purse from the floor. “Are you okay to drive?”




  He stood up straight and tall. “Steady as a sailor on dry land. I am German after all. If nothing else, we know how to hold our liquor.”




  Kurt placed his hand on the small of her back and steered her toward the door. “Good night, Tom.” Behind Yuki’s back, he gave his old friend a thumbs-up sign.




  Tom smiled and waved back before folding up the newspaper and climbing off his seat, going about closing down the bar now that his last patrons had left.




  Kurt Kegler stiff-armed the door and led Yuki outside. There, they carefully navigated the three concrete steps to the sidewalk below, white from the sudden snow flurries that had begun to fall.




  Really. It ain’t even Halloween yet.




  He unlocked the passenger side door of his battered, ten-year-old Toyota Tundra, his service vehicle for his fledgling handyman business, wistful for the days when he tooled around town in his ’62 Corvette, bought at auction and painstakingly restored and refurbished over more weekends than he cared to remember. Where had the time gone, he wondered as he stiffly pulled himself into the driver’s seat of the old truck, wishing his muscles didn’t ache the way they did. It was a chronic complaint, but especially tonight with the cold and snow.




  Yuki put her hand on his arm and sent an electricity-charged chill through him. “Let’s go down to the bay. I love looking out over the water at night. It reminds me of my childhood home in Japan.”




  “Hell,” he said with a smile. “Sure.” He knew just the spot and it was only a block away, down at Marine Park, overlooking Pleasure Bay.




  They parked in a row of spaces facing the water, all of them empty. It was near two in the morning and too cold for anyone in their right mind to be out, not with the sudden wind gusts whipped up along the beach with an icy fury. Snowflakes blew past his windshield, too cold to stick.




  Only October, Kurt groused again, in awe.




  “You don’t want to get out, do you?” He hoped not. He didn’t take to the cold the way he used to, shivering just thinking about it. With the engine still running, he turned the heater up a notch.




  “No. Let’s just sit here and watch.”




  He wanted to ask, watch what? But he didn’t.




  After a time, Yuki asked, “When was the last time you parked with a girl, Kurt?”




  She placed a hand on his thigh.




  He stammered, feeling like a kid on his first date. Well, it was—his first in thirty-five years. “A long time.”




  Yuki shifted in her seat. The amber glow of the nearby streetlamp caressed her features, casting the side of her face in shadow, masking it. “It makes me feel like a young girl again. All this.” She waved a hand at the sidewalk and the empty beach and the flat, dark water, looking more ominous and black than it should, Kurt thought.




  Yuki reached out and caressed his white-stubbled cheek. He shivered from the touch of her icy fingers, realizing for the first time how cold she felt. She leaned into him and kissed him on the mouth. He tasted the apple martini on her tongue, her lips feeling like shaved ice, even as her kiss ignited a fire within him.




  Then the incredible happened; even without those damn blue pills, he got a woody!




  He sucked in a breath and his heart raced in his chest.




  Panting, he reached out for her, pulled her in close, returning her kiss, probing her mouth with his tongue. Could this really be happening? At his age? In his mind he heard all those medical warnings from TV: Be sure you are healthy enough for sexual activities before taking…




  And with that thought, he noticed the first inkling of trouble. His stomach churned, roiling like the waves they’d been watching out on the bay, stirred into a frothy cauldron. Lord, please, don’t let me throw up. He hadn’t had that much to drink, had he? Short of breath, he tried to push Yuki away. I need to breathe.




  But she climbed over him, straddling him, pressing his body hard into the split, plastic-covered bench seat. Her icy lips sealed around his mouth, so cold they burned like dry ice. It was then that Kurt suddenly smelled something rancid, like bad meat left out too long. He wanted to gag. His esophagus became tight and raw. The taste of bile rose up in his throat.




  He felt clammy. Sweat dotted his forehead even as he shivered. He felt drained, too weak to struggle against the iron grip Yuki had on him. Still she kept her lips locked over his mouth. Her hands were like icy claws grasping the sides of his face. Her tongue lashed wetly about inside his mouth, thick, but flickering fast, darting this way and that, the way a snake’s tongue would flit. He gagged.




  What is going on? An icy fear chilled him as his skin grew cold. His insides churned, tearing, ripping, pulling, until he felt as if his viscera were being sucked out of him. A howling, deafening whistle filled the cab of the truck, like a rushing wind filling his ears.




  Frantic, Kurt thrashed about under Yuki. He pushed desperately at her shoulders, kicked at the truck pedals, the dashboard. His eyes were open wide, filled with something beyond fear, filled with terror. But his ability to escape, to fight, quickly ebbed away. Drained, he felt too old, too tired, too worn out. More tired than even his normally fatigued sixty-eight-year-old body should be, he felt more like he was one hundred and sixty-eight. The last essence of energy now drained from him.




  His body went limp, and when Kurt Kegler knew he couldn’t survive another minute, sure this woman’s kiss had finished him, killed him off, Yuki released her grip. She sat back, away from him. She wiped at the corners of her mouth with her long delicate fingers, her nails shiny and blood red in the ghostly glow of light. The skin around her mouth and her almond-shaped eyes was less wrinkled, supple now with a healthy, warmer sheen than before. But it was her hair that frightened him the most. Gone were the streaks of gray. Now, her hair shimmered black and glossy, with only a single, thick highlight of white, like a solitary lightning bolt against a black night sky. Yuki appeared to be twenty years younger. How could that possibly be?




  Kurt remained wedged between the door and the bench seat, too weak to move, too spent to try, too tired to even draw a breath. Left like that, he was sure of two things: first, he was dying, and second, Yuki was younger, more energized, more beautiful than she’d been before.




  Gasping, he asked, “What have you done to me? Why?”




  Kurt Kegler never got his answer. His head lolled to the side, catching a glimpse of his face in the rearview mirror. It was the final thing Kurt Kegler saw in this world, and it made him scream.




  

  
CHAPTER 3





   





   





  SEAN REGAN DROVE hard and fast up I Street in his cruiser. Plor and the horse, Enbarr, kept pace easily. The animal’s hoofs struck the gleaming pavement with thundering clops, kicking up fantails of bright sparks. He snorted, eyeing the front bumper of the cruiser, as if to make sure he stayed just that far ahead of it. The sport horse was fast and unfazed by the wet pavement, the blue and white emergency lights, and the swirling snow.




  The same could not be said for the few pedestrians and motorists they passed. None failed to do a double take at the near-glowing white sport horse galloping along, sparking the pavement and snorting steam from his nose like a locomotive, and the warrior woman atop him, her cape and auburn hair billowing freely behind her as she clutched the reins and held on tight.




  They arrived at Regan’s condo apartment off Dixfield Street in short order. His was an end unit that came with a two-car garage. There he helped Plor lead Enbarr into the empty bay. By the time he returned from the kitchen with a plastic bag full of apples and carrots, Plor had the animal untacked and was wiping down his flank with an old towel.




  “Come on,” he said, feeding the horse some carrots before taking the towel from her and leading her to the apartment door. “I’ll take care of the horse after I get you patched up.”




  “You have a knowledge of horses, yes?”




  “Some. My grandmother ran a riding stable not far from here. I spent a lot of summers there, mucking stalls, cleaning tack, and lunging horses.”




  His one-bedroom apartment was long and narrow. They came through a short hall that led to the combined living room-dining room. The kitchen was to their right, the bedroom and bath off to the left. Glass panel French doors opened out from both the living room and bedroom onto a single balcony overlooking a courtyard pond and fountain—the geysers of water ablaze with multicolored, alternating lights—and Boston Harbor beyond.




  Regan guided Plor to the far end of the living room to a red leather couch set along the interior wall. She sat, gazing around the room, with a look of awe on her face, as if she’d never seen anything as magnificent as his modest apartment before in her life.




  “I’ve got a first-aid kit in the kitchen,” he said. “Sit tight.”




  When he returned with it, a bowl of warm water, and a wet washcloth, he found Plor gripping the arm of the couch and the cushion under her with a talon-like death grip.




  “Is everything all right?”




  She said, “It would appear so. Isn’t it?”




  Confused, he set the bowl and other things down on the coffee table. “I ask because…the way you’re holding the couch…” He pointed at her hands.




  “You requested I ‘sit tight.’ Was I doing it wrong?”




  Regan felt his forehead furrow. This is one strange chick. “It’s okay. I meant relax.”




  With the curtains open over the French doors, the fountain lights splashed a kaleidoscope of warm color over the room’s boring beige walls and sand-brown carpet. He turned on one lamp. At its lowest setting, it provided sufficient light to see by.




  Plor jumped away from the lamp, staring, then, guardedly, she leaned over to look up under the shade, awestruck. “I was told to expect such wonders, but how is there light with no flame? What manner of sorcery is this?”




  “It’s not sorcery. It’s electricity.” Regan shook his head, annoyed at himself for getting sucked into whatever delusional fantasy this woman was indulging in. “Never mind that now.” He wiped at the drying blood on her arm and neck with the warm, wet washcloth. “You said you have a story to tell.”




  “One of grave importance.”




  Regan hoped so, thinking about all the departmental regulations he’d broken, and the common sense ones: not waiting for the officer-involved-shooting detectives; leaving a crime scene; harboring a…what was this woman…a criminal? A fugitive? An escaped psychotic mental patient?




  What had he been thinking?




  “Well, let’s hear it. You can start with that giant vulture. Where’d it come from and why’d it attack you? And how in the hell did it disappear into a puff of smoke?”




  The wounds to her neck and cheek were superficial; a good cleaning with warm water, a little hydrogen peroxide, and they’d be fine. The three claw marks on her arm were another story. They were deeper and must have been very painful, though Plor sat with her hands in her lap without complaint and gave no indication of any discomfort at all.




  “As I told you earlier, ’twas a conjuring. A creature created by Ciag—”




  “This may sting a little,” he said before applying the antiseptic to her wounds. “So you’re saying it wasn’t real?”




  “Nay. ’Twas quite real.” Plor glanced down at her injured arm, as if to indicate just how real it had been. “And very dangerous.”




  After he was done cleaning the wounds, Regan placed two large bandages over the lacerations in her arm, held them in place while he wound an Ace bandage around her bicep, then secured the Velcro ends. A less than professional effort, but it would do the job for now.




  “What you’re trying to say is this Ciag…conjured up this creature from nowhere. How?”




  “Nay. Not from nowhere. From energy. Energy that is all around. It is an…ability of the fear darrig.”




  “You’re serious?”




  “I am.”




  Regan plopped the bloody washcloth into the now tepid bowl of water and took it back to the kitchen. We’re approaching looney-tune central now, he thought, putting the bowl in the sink and wanting to grab a beer from the refrigerator. He didn’t. He was still on duty after all.




  “You deny what your own eyes reveal to you?” Plor asked, coming up behind him.




  He whirled. “No.” He stepped around her and back into the living room. “I deny…your explanation of what I saw. I reject conjured-up creatures from energy and dancing little leprechauns disappearing into the night. Things like that don’t happen.”




  “They do, and they did,” she countered.




  Regan nodded, agreeing but still not believing. “Yes they did.”




  For a reflective moment neither one spoke. Then Plor said, “A fear darrig.”




  Regan scowled. He felt a headache coming on. “Excuse me?”




  “Ciag is not a leprechaun, though I understand your confusion. ’Tis a relation to the wee folk they have, yes, but the fear darrig are a far nastier bit of business.”




  He waved that away. “Okay, whatever. Let’s get back to why you were menacing this fear darrig…with a sword?”




  “I am here to stop Ciag.”




  “Stop him from what?”




  “In honesty, I do not know.” Plor began to pace the length of the living room. “I have been sent to this Otherworld because he is here. Is that not enough?”




  Regan blinked as he tried to sort out what she was saying. “No, it’s not enough. Why do you care if he’s here?”




  Now it was Plor’s turn to look confused. “A fear darrig brings mischief wherever it goes. They can do nothing else. It is their nature. Ciag should not be in this world. He does not belong here. He belongs…where he belongs.”




  Plor began to get agitated, so rather than push her further for an answer to why she was after him, Regan changed direction. “Where is that?”




  “Where he came from. Same as I. Tir na nÓg.”




  Okay, this broad’s a few bricks shy of a load. Regan clapped his hands, done. “On that note, let’s say—”




  “Wait,” Plor pleaded, somehow anticipating what he was about to say and do. “You made a bond to listen. You have not yet heard my full tale.”




  “No,” Regan said, “but I’ve heard enough.”




  “Why are you afraid to hear what must be told?”




  “I’m not afraid. I’m a cop, been one for eleven years. I listen to crackpot stories from people all the time. They’re a dime a dozen.”




  “I do not know what these dimes and dozens are you speak of, nor why you mention broken pottery, but you made an oath to listen. I implore you, honor thy word and fulfill the oath you freely entered into.”




  “All right. All right,” Regan said, about to add, in for a penny, in for a pound. He refrained, in no mood to explain that saying too. “I’ll listen to your tale, all of it, but make it snappy.”




  “Snappy?”




  Regan glanced at his watch. “Just get on with it. I need to get back on patrol.”




  She smiled, satisfied. “I am Plor na mBan, daughter of Oisin and Niamh. I am of the divine people Tuatha Dé Danann, from Tir na nÓg.”




  A blast of earsplitting static caused Plor to stop and jump to her feet while reaching for her empty scabbard. Her sword remained safely locked in the backseat of Regan’s patrol car. “What is that shrilling noise?”




  It was a call coming in over the radio strapped to Regan’s belt. Oh, man, no. Not now.




  “There’s been a report of a dead body found in Marine Park. Please respond.”




  Crap! He keyed the shoulder mic. “This is Officer Regan. I’m en route.”
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  SEAN REGAN ROLLED slowly up to the parked ten year old Toyota Tundra. It was three eighteen in the morning. Just seven minutes after the 911 call had come in. The vehicle was parked head-on, facing the combined sidewalk and boardwalk overlooking Pleasure Bay Beach. Whoever had made the anonymous call was already long gone. No surprise, Regan thought, zipping up his uniform bomber jacket and dreading having to get out of the warm cruiser.




  Regan grabbed his hat, not liking the cold or the snow, and climbed out.




  The snow had fallen heavier in the last half hour, having already dumped an inch of the white stuff on the ground. It being two nights before Halloween, Regan expected craziness, but having to deal with the likes of Plor na mBan and her whole warrior-woman act, and Ciag the leprechaun—excuse me, fear darrig—and a conjured-up giant vulture thing, that was beyond the pale. And now a full-blown October snowstorm?




  The 911 call reported that the dead body had been seen inside the parked Tundra.




  Regan flicked on his heavy Maglite and approached the vehicle, following the fading footprints in the snow, his other hand on the butt of his service Glock. The light reflected back off the wet metal of the truck chassis, then the beaded glass in the back of the cab, blinding him. Regan turned away and blinked, trying to clear the bright spots from his eyes and regain some of his lost night vision.




  Moving up along the driver’s side, Regan reached the truck’s door and shined the light into the interior, this time at an angle. Inside the cab he saw what looked like an old man slumped in an awkward position behind the wheel.




  The top of his head—it was almost certainly a male—was covered in wispy, snowy-white hair.




  Regan stepped out, faced the door straight on, and gasped. The old man’s face was pressed up against the interior glass. His flesh was dark, mottled purple and brown, and sagging. His eyes were wide and his mouth was open in a silent death scream.




  One withered, brown, skeletal-shaped hand pressed against the window, cupped and with split fingertips, like the poor bastard had been clawing at the glass to get out.




  The corpse’s skin was shriveled and drooped loose in jowly folds, as if the skull underneath had been shrunken, leaving the dry flesh nothing to cling to, so it hung slack. But it was the eyes that were the most disturbing. They were open, wide and bulging. Each sclera was bloodshot and the once blue irises were now cloudy behind a milky gray film. Blood had burst forth from beneath the eyes, staining the old man’s face with drying red tears.




  Regan tried the door handle. It opened. Despite his best effort to stop it, the corpse tumbled out. Its legs, tangled up in the well under the dash, caught, so the body’s fall was arrested, leaving it draped headfirst out of the side of the vehicle. Its arms flopped across the cold, snowy pavement.




  Pointlessly, Regan checked for a pulse. There wasn’t one.




  Regan pulled his hand back, shivering. The flesh on the corpse’s neck was dry, paper-thin and as cold as touching a block of dry ice. Regan took a step back, trying to catch his breath. Eleven years a cop, six as a detective investigating homicides, and he’d never seen anything like this before.




  Nor could anything in his experience account for the bloody tears marking the dead man’s face.




  Regan keyed his shoulder mic and called for a forensic team, the ME, and the detective on duty catching calls. While he waited, he secured the quiet crime scene under the penumbra of a single ghostly yellow streetlight from across Shore Road. A lone figure in the gusting cold, snowy wind, he spooled out the crime scene tape, looping it around the corner streetlamp, a garbage can, then a beach restriction signpost. He listened to the storm-stirred waves lapping against the sandy shoreline. Regan’s thoughts turned to Plor, the warrior woman with a sword and her crazy story about the fear darrig and a strange place called Tir na nÓg.




  That name sounded hauntingly familiar to him, but for the life of him he couldn’t place it.




  Detective Mike Hall was the first to arrive. Regan was relieved to see it was Mike because he was one of the few cops left who would give him the time of day.




  The detective parked his unmarked Crown Vic behind Regan’s cruiser. Hall was a big, linebacker-size cop with nearly twenty years in as a cop. He was old school, hard-nosed, and competent. At one time he and Regan had been friends. Now their relationship was strictly professional. Which was more than Regan could say for how the rest of the detectives on the force felt about him, and forget about the patrolmen he worked with. Can you say pariah, boys and girls?
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