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Prologue I: Time A-wastin’

(Sullivan Cove, Georgia—Saturday, June 7—mid-afternoon)

By the time three o’clock had finally dawdled around, David Kevin Sullivan was getting almighty tired of shoveling gravel and busting up rocks. And of getting sunburned and dirty and sweaty and sore—especially on the last Saturday afternoon before high school graduation when there were a lot more interesting things to do than engaging in impromptu slave labor on a certain waterlogged farm in the wild south end of Enotah County. Especially when it was the first decent day in over a month.

The mere futility of it made his blood boil: half a precious weekend blown to hell because his pa had finally felt compelled to try to salvage the driveway, when David knew with the absolute conviction of the much-put-upon that just ’cause the sun was shining and the roadbed dry enough for them to haul half a dozen loads of rock and gravel from the county quarry to the steep bit of defunct logging trail that provided access to Sullivan Manor was no guarantee at all that the dratted monsoons wouldn’t return by nightfall and wash it all away again. After all, why should today be any different from the last thirty-five?

Futility for sure then; and it was all his pa’s fault. A whole day gone from his life because Big Billy had decided he was tired of parking at the foot of the hill.

Ha! David snorted to himself as he paused in mid-swing to check his watch. More like the old sot was tired of having to tote his endless six-packs an extra hundred yards. Certainly Big Billy had made no move to fix the drive when the ruts got too bad for either his wife’s Crown Victoria or his son’s beloved Mustang-of-Death to navigate. But when he couldn’t get out, then it was suddenly a problem. In the meantime, the Vic was becalmed in the backyard until David’s ma felt confident her oil pan wouldn’t go bye-bye on some rain-exposed rock, and he’d taken to leaving the Mustang at Uncle Dale’s for much the same reason, even if it did mean a half-mile jog to fetch it.

“I’m payin’ you to work, not lean on that there hammer!” Big Billy’s admonition rumbled up to him from where he was shoveling their latest load off the back of his old Ford pickup.

David sighed. Just like a bleedin’ chain-gang, he thought, once more lofting an impressive sledgehammer above his rapidly reddening shoulders before thunking it angrily into his latest obstacle: a recalcitrant white quartz boulder that dead-centered the miniature Grand Canyon of ruts and bare rocks he was ensconced in. Just like bleedin’ Reidsville State Pen.

Another blow, and another, but his efforts had little effect except to free a runnel of sweat from under the red bandanna that bound his thick, white-blond hair and send it snaking through black brows and into his bright blue eyes. He blinked at the sudden stinging and let the hammer thud into the ooze by a Reeboked foot. A forearm across his face cleared his vision passably but caught the headphones of his Walkman. He swore softly and readjusted them, then retied the soggy rag tighter, taking special care to secure the controversial mid-back ponytail. —Controversial, because his ma hated it, his suddenly balding pa was jealous of it, his kid brother and most of his non-track-team friends loved it (the team, whose emblem it was, went without saying), and his favorite uncle and girlfriend hadn’t yet made up their minds. As for himself, he hadn’t decided either, because he could not divorce the fact of it from its symbolic function as both a gesture of defiance against institutional authority (he fully intended to wear it to deliver his valedictory oration in spite of Principal Taylor’s protests), and as a sigil of a goal acquired.

Defiance indeed! What he wanted to do now was defy these blasted boulders—either that, or defy his pa, who had set him at them. Except that he didn’t think that Big Billy was in much mood for defiance just then.

A final pause for a swig of Dr Pepper from the can on the grass behind him, and to flip over the Led Zeppelin tape he’d been listening to, and he was at it again: swinging the hammer in long, clean arcs that made his hands throb and the hard, smooth muscles of his bare torso tense and relax in syncopy.

“Don’t pick at it, hit it,” Big Billy admonished grumpily. David glanced up, scowling, to see his pa expertly flip a pile of gray and white granite chips into a particularly muddy depression.

“I’d like to hit it—or something,” David muttered back.

It was bad enough to have his afternoon co-opted, but to have his technique criticized as well—that really made him crazy.

As if in sympathy to his sudden burst of mental agitation, “When the Levee Breaks” began on the Walkman, and David swung harder, smiling grimly at the appropriateness of the tune as he let the grinding rhythm add its own energy to his rising spleen.

Thwack—crack, thwack—crack, and by God let Pa call that tickling! Thwack—crack, and a section of boulder shattered, leaving one insolent, sharp-edged excrescence that looked to David exactly like the damned thing was giving him the finger. He dealt it a solid one and saw it fly off to the right downhill.

“Incoming,” he hollered absently.

“Shit!” Big Billy yelled back, then: “Damn, boy, watch what you’re doin’! That ’un like to ’uv took out my eyeball!”

David didn’t bother to look up. “Sorry,” he grunted, though he wasn’t, much.

“Cut my damned face,” Big Billy continued incredulously, and then David did look up, to see his pa lower a hand from a ruddy and mud-spattered cheek and stare at a thin smear of the blood that decorated both it and his left cheekbone an inch below the orbit. The blood was scarcely redder than the hair Big Billy had started growing longer in back as it abandoned the front and top.

“I said I was sorry,” David offered.

“Well just watch it! We’ve had ’nuff trouble ’round here lately.” Big Billy eyed the flooded riverbottoms across the nearby highway meaningfully.

“That’s for sure,” David mumbled, and reapplied himself to his roadwork.

Trouble! That was for sure, too; and most of it his fault. After all, he’d been the one who’d insisted on prowling around the woods when his pesky younger brother had thought he heard music outside two years ago this coming July 31st. And he’d been the one who had got (or been given, he’d never quite figured out which) the Second Sight, which had allowed him to see the source of that music, whence it had led him to a series of adventures that had kept his life out of kilter ever since. For that warm summer night David had learned that his everyday world was not the only one; that there were others that lay about the familiar terra-firma like wet tissue paper thrown against a globe, and some of them were inhabited. That night he had met the denizens of the closest: Tir-Nan-Og, one of the three principal realms of the Sidhe—the old gods of Ireland, maybe; had seen them as they embarked on one of the periodic processional Ridings that marked the quarters of their year. That was before he had gotten tangled up in their politics, before the last in a series of ever-more-perilous encounters had resulted in their king ordering the border ’twixt Earth and Faerie closed and commerce between the Worlds forbidden.

But there were other Worlds as well, lingering tantalizingly among the golden Straight Tracks that linked them. Galunlati, for instance, the Overworld of the Cherokee Indians, where he had journeyed in a vain attempt to thwart a war among the widespread tribes of Faerie. He had lost a Faery friend on that adventure—or been unwilling participant and first cause of his betrayal and subsequent capture, which amounted to the same thing—and his conscience had not truly left him alone since.

“Trouble for sure,” David repeated aloud, “trouble with a capital T.” And then Big Billy decided to fetch another load of gravel, which was trouble of a different kind entirely.

*

Sprawling sleepily in the bathtub two hours later, with his buddy Darrell Buchanan’s latest homemade acoustic blues tape slowly winding down on the Walkman, David was certain there was no part of him that was neither sunburned nor worn to a frazzle. Or if not every part precisely, then at least a considerable number of large and/or conspicuous ones. With a deft twist of toes, he adjusted the hot mix to a gasp shy of intolerable, and set himself to compiling an inventory of those ills for possible guilt-tripping applications. Sunburned shoulders, back, and arms to start with, and ditto cheekbones and nose, all because there hadn’t been enough clear weather this spring for him to get his usual tan. And sore muscles in all the same parts (or at least the movable ones) not to mention hips and thighs in the bargain. Nor could he ignore shovel-born blisters on six fingers, a splinter in his right palm, and a numbed-and-blood-blistered toe where he’d dropped the hammer on it right before quitting.

And that didn’t even count being pissed, which—he supposed—was also pain of a sort, though in this case not of the body but of the mind.

He flopped back against the porcelained rim to let the rising tide draw the stiffness from his body, eventually finding the gumption to corral the soap and actually tackle some of the grime that patterned his torso like a Jackson Pollock painting. And recapitulated his litany of lost opportunities.

He could have been gaming with Gary and Darrell and Aikin, for instance: exploring imaginary paper worlds with the half of the MacTyrie Gang that had no particular interest in studying for finals and would not have sacrificed a Saturday for them even if they had. But that, at least, he was just as glad he had missed. He’d seen enough of real alternate Worlds to last him a lifetime. The worst thing was knowing they were still there: a temptation barely out of reach, waiting and—he sometimes suspected—watching.

And speaking of watching, he was suddenly having a fine time watching the soap slide and spiral over his body. Unfortunately, the patterns began to remind him of the interlaced designs the Sidhe used, and there he went again, thinking about a chapter of his life that was over—except, he feared, it wasn’t. That’s what his best friend, Alec McLean, had told him time after time. “You ain’t seen the last of old Silverhand, I promise you.” Or, “Wonder what Oisin’s doing now,” or, “Wonder if the war ever started.” Yeah, Faerie might be closed off, but it damn sure wasn’t forgotten.

Not when everything he encountered reminded him of it, including Alec, who wasn’t even interested in such things.

Alec! He was another defunct entertainment possibility, though in this case not one entirely out of the picture yet. In fact, after supper he was going over to Casa McLean to brush up on his chemistry (his weakest subject, and Alec’s second best), and to bounce a couple of ideas about his valedictory speech off him, to see if they found a better reception with him than they had with his in-absentia girlfriend, Liz Hughes, when he’d bounced them off her across the phone lines for forty-five minutes the night before.

And that brought him to that same Liz Hughes, who was the person he had really wanted to spend time with this weekend. But she had a bodacious final art project to complete, down at the private school she’d been attending in Gainesville for the last two years, and wouldn’t be coming up this weekend anyway. He quickly banished thoughts of her though, because it didn’t do to be naked and wet and soaping one’s body while thinking about one’s remarkably pretty lady, because it put him in mind of her plying the bar of Coast…

At least he still had Liz’s token, indeed had never removed it since she’d surprised him with it last Christmas.

It lay on his chest now, right between his pecs: a coin-sized disc of cloisonned copper she’d made in jewelry class, that bore on one side a full-faced human head (rather like his own, he thought), and on the other a conventionalized heart. Head and heart: his and Liz’s years-old conflict: the dichotomy that ever confounded him.

A swirl of heat into his armpits made him realize that the tub had finally filled to acceptable level, so he turned the water off with another twist of his foot and set himself to soaking. A drip remained, though, a steady trickle that he found somehow soothing.

He was tired, so tired. He slid down lower, let the water float the soap from his body.

His eyes closed and he dreamed.

There was rain in that dream, and already he didn’t like it because his dreams had been unpleasant lately—dark visions of war and death and conflict he suspected were slopping over from some unseen altercation in Faerie—never mind that he’d seen enough rain the last few weeks to last him a lifetime. But then the dream-self wrested free of even semi-conscious control, and there was nothing for a while but the hiss of sheeting water and vague, drifty images of running through a darkness full of cold prickles and slashing droplets all aligned at precise forty-five degree angles. He was lost on a stormy winter night, slogging along a road that might be the Sullivan Cove road, or might not, or maybe through woods where the long pine needles added their own prickles to the falling water. And there was something following him, something huge and cold and evil, with glowing yellow eyes. Something that hissed and made a rustly, squishy sound where it dragged itself across the sodden land.

Abruptly it was on him: a serpent that had no end he could see through the driving rain—a monstrous red thing with a triangular head the size of his car and ivory horns sweeping back from it and a kind of stony searchlight between that played back and forth and suddenly transfixed him so that he could only run in the slow motion pace of terrified dreamers, while the dreadful creature got closer. Its maw gaped; he tried to flee but could not; and then it had swallowed him, and he had climbed up into its forehead (which was, for some reason, hollow), and was gazing out its eyes. And then he was the serpent himself and gliding through the woods in search of…

What? Prey? Yeah, that’s what he wanted: prey and vengeance. Vengeance, and…

Light ahead of him, and he slid into a clearing where the rain had drawn back to form a dry circle in the center of which a young man sat on horseback, facing away. No, not a man, the captive rational part corrected: one of the Sidhe, one of Lugh’s black-cloaked guards. The figure twisted around in his saddle, and fear crossed the parts of his face visible below his helm, and he screamed—except that David couldn’t hear it, only see the full lips pop open. Suddenly he knew the face. It was Fionchadd mac Ailill, his one true friend in Faerie, the one he had inadvertently helped betray, and he shivered reflexively because he knew Finny probably hated him now and would hate him more if David ate him. But suddenly he was no longer the monster but Fionchadd, and he was scared, not because he was about to be eaten, but because there were people coming at him with chains, with iron chains, and already he could feel their heat, and then that other became aware that David was watching him, and somehow turned around in his own head and said, very slowly and distinctly, “It is all your fault, you know.”

David’s heart skipped a beat and he jerked away, as if fleeing that accusation.

“No it’s not!” he screamed. “No it’s not! No, no, no!”

And back in the tub his real body flinched as well, and came desperately awake, the words still on his tongue.

“No! N—”

The word trailed off as he caught himself, and a chill shook him in spite of the steamy heat. Jesus, that had been real—so real. Too real, in fact, because some of it was real—or had been. He swallowed hard. Not a difficult dream to interpret really, he’d had it before several times in the last few months, or variations, anyway. Not always with the rain—that was a late addition, though he did tend to have it more often when it rained—but always with two elements. One was the serpent that his waking mind knew was called an uktena: a monster from Galunlati that he knew all too well because not only had he helped kill one, but because he had briefly been one, last year when the Sidhe had come seeking Fionchadd’s betrayer. Anger had welled up in him, then; anger at his helplessness, and he had become the strongest thing he knew, the thing he now most feared, because he knew it reflected part of him, the darkest pit of his soul.

Yet still the memory infected his dreams—it, and the other recurring element: Fionchadd himself, now prisoner…where? He didn’t know. He only knew that it was his fault. If only he’d—

With no more warning than a brief mechanical click the door popped open.

David sat up frantically, snatching a washcloth to obscure crucial portions of his anatomy, only to see with minor relief the freshly clipped blond head of his seven-year-old brother, Little Billy, staring him straight in the eye, his expression an almost comical mixture of surprise, concern, and curiosity.

“Sorry, Davy,” he began. “Pa told me to find out what the matter was.”

David glared at him. “Shut the door, dammit!” Then, when the little boy acquiesced—unfortunately with himself on the inside, “What do you mean what’s wrong? Nothin’s wrong ’cept I just had a whole afternoon blown to hell!” He spoke deliberately loud, not caring if he were overheard.

Little Billy twisted in the frustrated consternation of one whose good deed has gone awry and prodded David’s abandoned jeans with a small, bare foot. “No, Davy,” he said patiently. “I mean why was you yellin’?”

David rolled his eyes. “Was it that loud?”

Little Billy nodded solemnly. “Sho’ was.”

“Jesus!” David slumped further down into the water, leaving only his head and knees exposed.

“Is something wrong, Davy? You been real jumpy lately. And you been talkin’ in your sleep a lot, I can hear you even in my room.”

“Christ,” David groaned for variety. “What about?”

Little Billy shrugged, sat down on the toilet lid, and dragged both arms inside his Batman T-shirt, which gave him the appearance of an armless but well-endowed female dwarf. “Don’t know, ’zactly. Mostly just stuff like now. You know: ‘no, no, no,’ and ‘it ain’t my fault,’ and all. You woke me up doin’ it last week. Two times!”

David didn’t know whether to be irritated or grateful. His brother’s room was across the hall from his own, closer than his parents’ lair, which shared porch frontage with the living room. He always slept with his door closed, even when it was really hot, as did his folks. But the kid didn’t. It was thus irritating to be spied upon, but a relief that it was his brother and not his parents doing the reconnaissance.

“You’re not mad at me, are you?” Little Billy inquired hopefully, freeing his hands again. “Everybody’s been real grouchy lately.”

David started to reply that yes, he was angry, at having his bath interrupted and his sanity questioned by a seven-year-old, however precocious. But then he saw his brother’s face, saw the real apprehension there.

He swallowed hard. “No, kid, I’m not mad, just tired. Tired and worried, and feelin’ kinda bad about somethin’ I did.”

“Finnykid?” Little Billy asked, hopping down from his perch.

“Yeah,” David acknowledged, as he levered himself out and wrapped a towel around his middle. “Finnykid.”

“It wasn’t your fault, y’know,” Little Billy observed, and scooted out the door David obligingly opened for him.

The door closed abruptly and David found himself facing the steamed-up mirror on its back.

“Oh yes it was,” he whispered to his strangely hollow-eyed reflection.


Prologue II: Behind the Lines

(north of Erenn—high summer)

The selkies had been swimming for three days and the nights between and not always through water—though what the curious red-purple stuff was they had passed through a half-day’s hard journey back, neither had known. All that was certain was that it had offered less resistance than sea-water and had tasted and smelled like flowers: alarming, yet pleasantly strange. And this morning something far more perilous had happened: when seeking to escape a curious kraken, they had dived too deep and come fearfully close to an Edge! Indeed, Tagd, the larger one, the male, had accidentally slid a flipper through and still felt in the long slender bones the empty cold that lay below the World. The rumors were true, then: there were places to the north of Erenn where the sea bed had begun to unravel—either that, or had not yet taken form.

No such uncertainties had troubled them lately, though; and now a gradually rising bottom and the half-sounds of waves on a not-too-distant shore told them they were approaching land. Anticipation awoke in them, gave them direction, gave them drive. Tagd swam ahead, rising toward the surface since the waters were now too shallow for the ship-long basking serpents that were their chief threat. The female, Erioch, followed, swam faster, and breached beside him. Afternoon sunlight shimmered across sleek dark fur, even as it glittered on the endless water like diamonds strewn across a slab of rippled jade. Ahead, halfway to the horizon, was their goal: a shard of island, scarce more than a dark line above the sea, except for that which glistened there like a wet black finger accusing the cloudless heavens.

Another dive, through red coral now, though the sand it rose from was silver and black; another breach, and they made landfall.

Tagd dragged himself ashore, suddenly awkward, where before had been only swift, sure movement. He grunted, for the rock was hard and vitreous and bore many a scarce-smoothed edge that cut at his belly and flippers. A particularly sharp ridge gashed his tail, and he yipped, then stopped, feeling foolish, for he already endured far worse hurt than that. He glanced toward his right forelimb, saw what glittered there—at once the source of his pain and the key to his mission. It was a ring of silver completely encircling one of the slim bones, but overgrown by the skin and flesh that webbed it to its fellows, making it for the time a part of him. But that would not be much longer.

Erioch joined him, and he barked an order. A harsher bark was the reply. He closed his eyes and reached into his memory, found a shadow-shape there and called it forth.

There was a rush of pain, as if his whole sleek body had exploded and collapsed onto itself once more, and when he raised his lids again, he saw through the green eyes of a man. A woman stood beside him, slim and naked and well-muscled, with the same wide swimmer’s shoulders and blue-black hair as he. A ring glistened on his black-nailed finger. Before him the tower taunted the sky.

He stared up at it appreciatively and a little in awe, for it was thing of rumor, a tale from the distant past made manifest. It did not look like the stuff of legends; much more it resembled a work of nature gone awry: a giant tree trunk grown from that hard black glass which sometimes oozed from the bowels of the earth in the Mortal World. Black it was, indeed; but in no wise uniformly, for in places he could see through a little way, and here and there complex patterns had been etched and hewn and blasted into its sheen. Its height, he could not guess. As tall as half a hundred folk as tall as he, it well could be. And a fit birthplace for a warrior king.

Lugh Samildinach had been born here, so Finvarra’s druids told; he who was now Ard Rhi of the Daoine Sidhe in Tir-Nan-Og, southwest across the sea beyond their own Erenn—he who was now their foe. Balor of the Fomorians had hidden his daughter Ethlinn in the distant top, fearing a prophecy that declared that a son of hers would destroy him. But in spite of all his efforts, a warrior of the Tuatha de Danaan had found her, and the child he had begot had grown to be lord of the youngest and strongest realm of the Sidhe. Even now Finvarra’s fleets fought his in the south, and neither side was winning, though that was due in large part to aid from the Powersmiths and Arawn of Annwyn, who so far had kept Lugh from being overwhelmed by Finvarra’s more numerous and far fester vessels.

“Truly, it is a wonder,” Erioch breathed behind him. “But we have no time now to stand staring.”

Tagd scowled at her, but his expression softened as he took in her naked beauty, their own smooth skins being fair enough for Faery eyes, and there truly being no time for the weaving of such frivolities as clothing from foam and stray seaweed. And then he saw her eyes shift and narrow as they caught some movement behind him. He followed her gaze, called upon Power to see farther, and saw as she did what broke the southern horizon: Ships at full career coming their way—long, low golden ships with blood red sails, each of which showed a golden sun-in-splendor. And above them, but a little behind, more vessels—but these rode the air a bow-shot above the waves, their oars slowly beating among the breezes.

“It appears we have come just in time,” Tagd noted wryly.

A gull’s cry answered him, and he turned to see a large white fellow gliding easily through the salty air toward them. It alighted on a knob of glistening rock, and before he had time to notice any more than a glittering around its throat, its shape shimmered and twisted and became a tall, pale-haired man, also nude.

“In time indeed,” the stranger snapped, casually conjuring a short green kilt from a handful of kelp. “Know you that I am Engol, Watch-Warden of Ethlinn’s Isle. If you have business here it would be wise to state it quickly.”

“I am Tagd,” the selkie informed him. “This is Erioch. If you are whom we seek, you will know how to receive our message.”

A frown bent the Warden’s dark, slanted brows. “You come from Finvarra?”

Tagd held up his hand. The ring caught a beam of sunlight and turned to fire.

Engol stepped forward and removed a similar ring from the chain that hung around his neck. He pressed it against the one Tagd raised to meet it. Light flared at the juncture for an instant, Engol’s face froze for a fractioned moment more, and then he nodded.

“You are who you say,” he acknowledged. “If you will follow, we may yet fulfill your errand in time.” He indicated a shallow indentation in the glass of the tower, inserted his ring into a hollow there, and motioned Tagd to use his likewise. “By your entering thus, those within will know you bear a true message. Come, we must hasten.”

For an instant the only sound was that of the slapping of waves on the glassy shore, and then a hidden something clicked, and a section of wall angled outward.

More men stood behind, and women, too, all of them tall and slim and dressed in serviceable tunics of green and gray. Their eyes were fierce and wary, and all clutched weapons hastily snatched from a series of trestle tables where they had evidently been rapidly donning armor, to judge by half-laced gauntlets and part-buckled vambraces that clad them, the shields and high-domed helms that lay about. The large, round room was lit by a shifting, gray-green light, and was empty save for the tables and attendant benches—probably some sort of seldom-used guardroom now awakened to use. The ceiling was domed, but not perfectly, for the circle of the walls was not exact, and a long ramp looped around the opposite side and disappeared through an oval opening between two carved obsidian ribs.

A few stared at their visitors’ gleaming skin as Engol hurried them past, but most, when they saw their commander’s haste, went back to their feverish vesting.

“How goes the war?” someone called, with the nervous tremor of one who had believed it would never touch him.

“You have only to look outside to know that,” Tagd shouted back as he and Erioch sprinted after their host. “I think your spear will soon find living sheathing.”

A murmur of alarm swelled the ranks, followed by a dull metallic clatter.

“But truly, how does the war go?” Engol asked in turn as he bounded onto the ramp. “Orders are not information.”

Tagd shrugged as he joined him on the slope, though all kept moving. “Stalemate as of three days ago, which is the last we heard. You still guard Finvarra’s prisoner; the Powersmiths hold theirs and add to their number daily, and among them Finvarra’s daughters. Finvarra’s main fleet encircles the Powersmiths’ flagship in the Middle Seas as they have done all winter, but still cannot come at them, for Ilionin has raised a shield of Fire that burns the very water—though now that the Tracks are strong again, that could quickly change, if she grows restless with captivity and sends for reinforcements. Meanwhile Lugh and Arawn harry Finvarra’s back and the southern shores of Erenn as well, when the Tracks permit—hoping, I think, to destroy Finvarra’s ships faster than he can build them. Lugh has the air ships, too, but few of them, and they are frail, though even now some come this way.”

“I knew it,” Engol spat. “I told Finvarra it was a mistake to hide the prisoner here, but he would not listen. He had vessels enough to defend this place, he said. Lugh would have to pass the entire coast of Erenn to come here, if he even knew where the prisoner was. And this way the war would not ravage his land. His lands, no; but what of the seas? What of Manannan mac Lir, whose domain they are? Does Finvarra invite a fourth foe?”

“I have heard no word of Manannan,” Tagd replied. “He keeps his silence, which in itself is strange.”

“But where will Finvarra move the prisoner, then?”

“We are to take him from here and swim north; no more would it be good to tell you.”

“Ah, surely you are right, for siege will be joined, and I could be captured. Still—”

“Can you not go faster?” Erioch interrupted pointedly. “This tower is passing high.”

“Aye,” Engol chuckled. “But there is more to this ramp than seems apparent. One more turn and we are at our goal.” And so it was that they reached the top of Ethlinn’s Tower.

Once more the rings unlocked an unseen door, and once more Tagd passed into a large round room.

And at last came face to face with the one who, through no fault of his own, had set the greater realms of Faerie in contention.

Slumped in a window alcove opposite, he did not look like much: a slender, fair-skinned, gold-haired youth not quite fully grown. Nothing special there—nor in his slanted brows, clean-angled jaw, and full lips; all the Daoine Sidhe had them. Not even his clothing was worth note, simply a long robe the same colors as the room: black and gray and white and silver. But his eyes were something else: green and afire with anger and pain. He met Tagd’s gaze when the door opened, and started to rise. A heavy clank drew the selkies’ attention toward the noise.

Another thing was also true, then: Finvarra not only had a prisoner, but that prisoner was shackled with Iron. He shuddered at that, fearing even the presence of that ever-hot metal, and wondered how the boy stood it. Wyvem skin helped, of course, and the boy wore cuffs of that stuff around his wrists and ankles, so that the heat was barely tolerable. But still, it was not a fate one of his race would have chosen.

The boy blinked back fury, his face contorted, and then Tagd remembered another thing: this lad had already known the Death of Iron, had suffered a spear-thrust (from Ailill, his father, so it was said) that had pierced both his body and his soul, sundering both, destroying one, and wounding the other past hope of healing. Well, the boy obviously had a new body now. But the wound in the soul…ah, those never truly healed. And the Iron shackles would sufficiently inflame it that it would take all the boy’s Power to remain sane. So that was why he had not escaped.

“Not much, is he?” Engol laughed harshly. “Such a little thing to start a war.”

“Boredom is what started the war,” Erioch snapped back. “A thousand years, nearly, since the last one, and that because of a heifer!”

“A bull,” Tagd corrected. “But you were the one who would hasten.”

“Aye,” said Engol. And with that, he reached into a compartment on the ramp side of the archway, withdrew six hand-sized squares of silvery leather, and gave two each to Tagd and Erioch, keeping a third set for himself. “You may have to touch his bonds,” he cautioned.

The prisoner did not resist when Engol jerked him to his feet, did not react when the rings applied to the locks made the chains fall from the shackles.

Nor did he protest when he was taken down the spiraling ramps and into the chaotic guardroom, nor when he at last faced open ocean.

Tagd scanned the horizon apprehensively. Lugh’s fleet was closer now. He did not need to call on Power to see the suns glittering on the sails.

“Barely in time,” Erioch observed irritably.

“What would you now?” Engol inquired.

“That you will see,” Tagd replied, whereupon he stared at his left hand until a bit of webbing showed there, then gritted his teeth and tore the thinskin free. The prisoner saw, and fear enflamed his eyes, but it was too late. Engol held him while Tagd and Erioch stripped him, save for the Iron rings about his wrists. When he was naked, Tagd slit the skin at the base of the boy’s neck with a fingernail and slapped the skin-patch across the bleeding wound. The boy shuddered, cried out weakly, but by then the change had come upon him. Tagd watched until it was finished, made sure the Iron bonds were still locked around the flesh above the flippers, now almost overgrown with skin. The prisoner-seal snarled at him when he grasped its shoulders, but he slapped it, then began his own change, even as Erioch did.

Engol bade them farewell from the shore, resumed his gull-shape, and flew south toward the fleet.

And two selkies and their prisoner started toward the sea.

They had not even reached the first line of breakers when something attracted their attention further out, beyond the most distant swells to the north.

Tagd halted for a moment, puzzled, and then his already round eyes rounded further with wonder.

For as he watched, a ship rose into view from beneath the very waves. Of some white material, it was, that might very well have been bone, and with sails of blue and silver, worked in an overall design of scales, over which three human legs in blue conjoined at the hips ran in an endless circle. Fear rose in Tagd, for this was not expected; this was not part of the plan. Was it some trick of Lugh’s? Did the Ard Rhi of Tir-Nan-Og command not only vessels of the water and of the skies, but of the deep seas as well?

But then Erioch barked a chuckle next to him, and he realized what had happened.

The vessel had fully risen now, and was gliding toward them, undisturbed by the breakers that flashed and fought around it. An instant later the carved wooden dragon at its prow tapped the shore.

A man stepped forward from where he had been hidden at the trailing rudder. He was as tall as anyone Tagd had ever seen, in Faerie or the Lands of Men, and more muscular than any warrior of the Sidhe he could recall. He wore a simple loose robe of blue and green brocaded velvet, open to the waist where a belt of golden shells bound it, and had hair sleek as wet black sealskin. Atypical for the Sidhe, a beard spread across his chest.

And apparently had no concern for his fine raiment, for he hopped across the low gunwale, landing chest-deep in the water, and strode toward the selkies.

“Do not bother to manshape for me,” he called casually, for already Tagd was changing again. “I know you for what you are. Show me the sign, and I will show you one, and relieve you of your burden.”

“Manannan mac Lir,” Tagd managed to bark, ignoring both orders from surprise as he reclaimed his human form. “So you have entered the fray.”

Manannan shook his head. “I owed Finvarra a favor, which he has now demanded. For the rest, I wait and see. Though,” he added, gazing south, “it appears that someone else may have made my choice for me.”

Tagd recovered himself, waded forward, and raised the ring. The Lord of Caer Ys met him, showed his own hand where an identical bauble glittered, twin to that so recently embedded in Tagd’s flesh the pain had not yet left him. Silver touched silver, light flashed once more, and words poured into Tagd’s brain without benefit of hearing: Deliver your charge to this one, then be about your business.

Tagd nodded stiffly and shuffled aside as the man stooped, lifted the prisoner (who was scarcely larger than a well-grown seal pup), and strode with him back to the vessel. He was still watching in stunned amazement as the ship slid away from the shore, turned gracefully, and slipped back beneath the waves.

“So Manannan now has the boy,” Erioch observed in human shape from the spray-slapped shore behind him—just as the shouts of warriors reached them from the fleet to the south.


PART I

WINDS BETWEEN THE WORLDS


Chapter I: Ancestral Voices…

(Sullivan Cove, Georgia—Friday, June 13—oneish)

“Now who in the Sam Hill is that?” JoAnne Sullivan wondered aloud to nobody as tires whined and ground in the gravelly mud at the foot of the hill below her family’s house, striving without much luck for traction on what in antediluvian times had passed for a driveway. She sighed and stuffed another dripping load of washing into the new Kenmore dryer in the kitchen’s northeast corner before stalking toward the westward back door (the kitchen was in the downstroke of the old T-shaped farmhouse and flanked by porches on either side), snagging a tall glass of Dr Pepper as she went. Unconsciously she smoothed stray blonde hair out of her face and wiped her damp hands on the tail of the single surviving Clifton Precision Softball T-shirt she wore above cut-off Wranglers because it was too hot and sticky to wear any more and too messy in the kitchen to risk anything better.

“Dim that down!” she hollered left into the tacked-on den that made the base of the T, where a nearly naked Little Billy was ensconced in front of the tube engrossed in “Chip ’n Dale’s Rescue Rangers”—loud enough to drown out k. d. lang’s latest on WZEL-FM, which she’d been listening to.

“But Maaaaa, you made me come in!”

“Hush up and mind me!” JoAnne snapped before she could catch herself. No sense being such a bitch over so little, especially when the protest was valid.

Not that it let him off the hook, of course: as soon as the sun had ventured out that morning the little varmint had been out there in it, muddying up the miniature Enotah County ’possums gym shorts Davy had given him for his birthday and the burgundy T-shirt that matched ’em—which had been the genesis of the current round of washing. It had pissed her off mightily, too; and he had gotten sunburned in the bargain. By the time she’d hauled him back inside, his arms and cheeks were a fair match for the rest of his ensemble. She should have known better, though: he’d proven noisy at best and underfoot at worst, and his television was about to give her a headache she didn’t need.

Wurrr-urr-urr-urrrrrrr.

Scowling, JoAnne sidestepped Tiberius, the yellow tomcat that tried to rub her legs, and eased onto the porch. Her brows practically collided, then, as she saw the heavy mass of clouds glowering above Bloody Bald out at the cove beyond Uncle Dale’s place where Big Billy was supposed to be re-anchoring the old man’s new trailer for the second time that spring. There were always clouds there now, and it gave her the willies. Magic, David said it was, though the border with that place was supposed to be closed off. But she didn’t like it, not one little pea-pickin’ bit!

Wurr-urr-urr-urr-uarrm.

The spinning persisted, grew louder, and she followed it toward the blood-red slash of the Sullivan Cove road and the spindly green shoots of the closest hunk of cornfield, mostly underwater now, as a result of last night’s downpour. Or maybe it was the night before’s—they were starting to run together.

A once-white Chevy S-10 pickup was slowly fighting its way up the drive, easing past her white Crown Vic, which was still in the ditch at the turnoff where it had slid that morning in utter disregard of the six loads of gravel her menfolk had unloaded the previous weekend, which had washed away three days later. Eventually the truck made it to the relative solidity of the side yard and squished to a halt, though the driver kept the motor idling. A stray beam of sunlight glanced off the bumpers and chrome light bar atop the cab, masking her frown with a squint. It was good to see the sun shining off something these days. Mighty good indeed.

The passenger door opened, dispensing a tiny, round-shouldered old lady in new Sears sneakers and a faded calico dress that had never heard of either color or fashion. JoAnne’s heart sank: it was Minniebelle Coker, who lived in the next hollow up the main highway. At least eighty-five, Minniebelle was one of that vanishing school of mountain women who didn’t believe in calling ahead and didn’t think anything at all of dropping by unexpectedly to spend the day. Oh well, she was a good-hearted old soul, and anyway, it’d give JoAnne an excuse to sit down and cool off for a spell.

Minniebelle had paused at the door to retrieve something from the seat, then tottered across the soggy yard, leaving her grandson Marcus to clunk the door shut behind her. Marcus stuck his thin, ruddy face out his window and hollered, “Just got a call ’bout another goddam ruckus. Be back ’round three, if I can.”

Minniebelle nodded, and JoAnne’s heart sank further. That meant she had to put up with the old biddy for at least a couple of hours.

But still…

Taking one final swig from her Dr Pepper before abandoning it on the weathered gray porch rail, JoAnne navigated the creaking steps and walked barefoot through the yard to meet Minniebelle halfway and relieve her of her burden: a corrugated cardboard box in which nestled four identical Ball jars.

“Thank-ee, gal,” Minniebelle squeaked. “I reckon I’m just plumb wore out and rotten. Ain’t got strength for nothin’ these days.”

“I ain’t quite that far gone,” JoAnne replied, trying to retain some semblance of both humor and hospitality, “but I’m pretty sure I’m a little bit mildewed.”

“Ain’t never seen such rain, ’ve you?”

JoAnne shook her head as she took Minniebelle’s arm and helped her up the steps. “Not in my lifetime.”

“Nor mine neither,” Minniebelle acknowledged beside her. “This much just ’taint natural.”

*

“Lots of unnatural things been goin’ on, as a matter of fact,” Minniebelle opined with special emphasis half an hour later. “’Specially ’round these parts.” She took a swallow of ice tea and regarded her hostess sharply.

JoAnne eluded that gaze and stared out across the thick-grown yard, thinking she probably ought to get David at it come Monday morning. They were sitting on the front porch now, eating the morning’s biscuits globbed with the fresh batch of strawberry jelly which had been the contents of the mysterious jars. Minniebelle was a famous canner, and this was only the first of many loads she’d drop by over the summer, as things came into season.

Unfortunately, though, she was also a famous gossip and busybody, and the last thing in the world JoAnne needed was for somebody to start asking questions about “unnatural” things. ’Specially when there really had been strange things goin’ on that she knew about, and probably a right smart more she didn’t.

“Mighty strange things,” Minniebelle offered again.

“Like what?” JoAnne asked innocently, having decided it was best to find out exactly what her guest knew—’cause what Minniebelle knew was bound to be the maximum anybody did.

“Like…oh, like all that sickness you folks had two summers ago: first pore ole Dale and his stroke, and then the littlest ’un just turns off for a while. You ever find out what’uz wrong with ’em?”

JoAnne cleared her throat uncomfortably: what was she going to say? They’d been sick and healed, that was true, but she didn’t believe half of either the cause or the reason herself, and didn’t want to believe even that part: that there was a whole other world overlaying this one, a world where magic happened and once in a while crept out to torment her family.

All these things flashed through JoAnne’s mind in an instant, but her reply was the well-rehearsed line she’d used on the non-local parts of the family—and on Minniebelle herself at least twice before.

“Miracles happen. They just happen, and I’m glad they do.”

“Seems to me like you been usin’ up more’n your fair share, though,” Minniebelle shot back. “Both of ’em sick one day and healed the next. I ain’t never seen nothin’ like it.”

“I hadn’t either,” JoAnne replied truthfully, thinking of the year she’d spent wondering how the healing had been accomplished before she’d followed another old lady up the mountain and found out the truth of the matter.

But Minniebelle was not to be daunted. “And then,” she continued, forging ahead, “…JoAnne, I hate to say it, but your oldest boy’s just gone plumb off of the kazip. Why, I’ve heard all kinds of things ’bout him. Just acts strange and all, and then last summer when everybody thought him and that Hughes gal had run off that time, and them Gypsy-folks got their wagons burnt—why, law! My boy Marcus seen that part, ’cause he’uz ridin’ with the sheriff that night, and he seen that fire. Oh, he told what they told him, too: said it was fire runnin’ fast on spilled gasoline, but he told me what he really seen: said there’uz a strange boy there just waved his hand and made that fire. Said he rode off and wasn’t ever seen again. Said there’uz some mighty fine horses there, too…just a little too fine, if you catch my meanin’. Wouldn’t you say that was strange?”

JoAnne finished off her second biscuit and checked her watch, wishing Minniebelle would just go on home. She even considered offering her a ride—except, of course, that her car was stuck beyond redemption. As for the pickup, which would have made it, Big Billy had taken it over to Dale’s.

“Well?”

“I ain’t got nothin’ to say,” JoAnne replied shortly. “It’s our business and Davy’s and his buddies. Everybody come out all right.”

“Yeah, I reckon so, far as you folks’re concerned. But Marcus got in a lot of trouble over it ’cause they was too many holes in his report. But that ain’t the last of it, neither…there’uz that stuff the next day: all them lights up on the mountain: I seen that! Was out Sunday mornin’ huntin’ for ’sang, and walked up the ridge, and seen them clouds come a-rollin’ in toward that mountain over yonder”—she pointed left, to where the shoulder of the proper Appalachians crowded in. Lookout Rock, JoAnne knew, was what she was talking about.

“But they weren’t no ordinary clouds, no siree,” Minniebelle confided. “They’uz like them clouds in that movie thing—Close Encounters, or whatever ye call it: that’un ’bout them spaceships, and that crazy man made a model of out of the mashed taters. Only I watched real close, an’ I seen shapes in there. Couldn’t make ’em out, but they looked kinda like boats, or somethin’: long, skinny boats with great wide sails. And then them clouds come back and they all vanished.”

“So you think we’ve been havin’ spacemen visit us up here in Sullivan Cove?” JoAnne managed a serious laugh in spite of her discomfort, for Minniebelle had certainly seen true—just interpreted it wrong.

“I’ve seen stuff ’bout it in the Enquirer: Folks loses time, or forgets where they were, and all; and they find out them saucer folks has carried ’em off. Shoot, I hear they even carried off Elvis!”

JoAnne rolled her eyes. That clinched it: Minniebelle was about to slip right on off, and she didn’t know whether to be grateful for the change of topic or worried about the poor old woman’s mind.

“An’ another thing ain’t natural,” Minniebelle went on blissfully, before JoAnne could reach any sort of conclusion. “All this rain! Why, law, girl, I’ve seen rain, but nothin’ like this. Straight down all day. Clear sky one minute, and clouds the next—and…why, land, the dreams I been havin’!”

JoAnne’s eyes narrowed abruptly. “What kinda dreams?”

“Bad dreams, gal: dreams ’bout hatred and killin’, and…and monsters!”

“I been havin’ nightmares too, and so has Davy. Can’t hardly sleep for ’em.”

“I dreamed I got mad at Marcus and stuck a knife in ’im! Woke up in the night and I had one in my hand, and was walkin’ out the back door toward his trailer!”

“Jesus, Minniebelle, you be careful!”

“Jesus,” Minniebelle observed pointedly, “ain’t got nothin’ to do with it.”

“Minniebelle!”

“So where’s your young ’un now?”

“I got two,” JoAnne snorted with unexpected impatience.

“I got ears to hear the littl’un; it’s the big’un I was wonderin’ ’bout.”

“He’s over at the lake with his buddies and their gals, I reckon—’cept his gal ain’t up here yet. Some kinda pre-graduation cook-out, or somethin’. He’s graduatin’ tonight: first honor.”

“Smart boy, I always said. Smart and polite and good lookin’—real good lookin’—’cept he needs a haircut. But weird.”

“I’d thank you not to talk ’bout Davy like that!”

“But he is! Everybody knows it. Why, them things he goes on about—”

“Goin’ on ’bout things don’t make you weird,” JoAnne snapped, feeling her day’s suppressed irritations start to escape their bonds. “Davy knows things, is all. He likes to know things. There’s two things that makes folks think you’re weird, Minniebelle,” she added, her voice rising with every word, “knowin’ too much—and not knowin’ enough! Up here folks say Davy’s strange ’cause he’s smart and interested in things most folks ain’t. But down there in Athens where he’s gonna go to school it’s you and me that’d be strange ’cause we’re so ignorant! Do I make myself clear?”

“Books don’t make you smart, neither, gal,” Minniebelle gave her back promptly, though her usual feistiness was edged with something harder and her blue eyes looked cold as steel.

“They sure don’t!” a male voice rumbled unexpectedly, as Big Billy sauntered out of the house, stuffing the tail of a clean white T-shirt into his jeans, though he seemed to have already sweated through it. JoAnne jumped a little, having neither heard him come in the back door nor tromp down the hall.

“Maybe me and Minniebelle was havin’ a private conversation,” she flared. “Ever think about that?” (What was gettin’ into her today? She wasn’t this bad when she was on the rag, yet she was picking fights everywhere. This had to stop and quickly, before she went too far.)

“Looks mighty public to me,” Big Billy drawled. He sat down on the swing and scratched his belly absently. Davy had finally got him to running, and he looked as good as he had in years. He seemed to have dropped another couple of pounds, too, JoAnne noted, trying desperately to shift her train of thought and thus defuse the potentially explosive tension. It was hard, though; good looks didn’t help her husband’s tongue or his temper, which were no great shakes at the best of times.

“Minniebelle brought us some strawberry jelly,” she managed finally, reaching down to pick up the tomcat that had arrived along with her spouse.

“Strawberries, huh?” Big Billy grunted, casting a distrustful blue eye toward Minniebelle, whom he was a little afraid of. “Surprised you got any. Everything we’ve got’s under water.” He swept his hand in an arc before him indicating the flooded bottoms. “Might as well hire Chinese and raise rice.”

“I got me a greenhouse,” Minniebelle beamed. “Don’t rain in there ’less I want it to.”

“Good jelly too,” JoAnne observed, relieved at the slackening of the previous moment’s hostility.

“Have to try some,” Big Billy replied, and fell silent.

“Least it’s not rainin’,” JoAnne added warily, checking her watch. “Uh, Minniebelle, I hate to do this, but I really need to start gettin’ ready for graduation.” She winked at Big Billy over the old lady’s head. “Bill’ll run you home, won’t you, Bill?”

“I reckon,” Big Billy mumbled sourly, starting to rise. “If you don’t mind ridin’ in a muddy pickup. ’Course I gotta go get it first. Left it over at Dale’s.”

“Can’t keep nothin’ clean round here,” JoAnne offered.

Minniebelle stood up so abruptly JoAnne started, sloshing tea into her lap. “Well I never!” the old lady shrilled, like a cat whose tail had been rocked on. “Why don’t you just come out and say it, ’stead of pussyfootin’ around?”

JoAnne gasped incredulously. What in the world had brought this on? Minniebelle was a pretty straight shooter, but she wasn’t usually rude—and JoAnne thought she had a thicker hide than to get huffy over honest talk.

“Say what?” she finally choked.

“That I ain’t wanted here! You can keep the damned jelly,” she added. “But don’t ’spect nothin’ else this summer!” Suddenly she was shaking, her wrinkled face red with rage.

The last bonds on JoAnne’s control unraveled. “I don’t want nothin’!” she shouted back before she could stop. Big Billy’s eyebrows nearly intercepted his receding hairline.

“You ain’t gonna get it, neither!” Minniebelle raged on, heading for the front steps.

“Well, I…” Jo Anne broke off as she saw the gasp of realization that suddenly rounded the old woman’s lips, the sudden horrified brightening of her eyes before they filled with tears.

“Why…I…I don’t know what made me say that,” Minniebelle sobbed. “I didn’t mean it, none of it. I just got real mad of a sudden, and wanted to…to hurt somebody.”

“Yeah,” JoAnne whispered shakily, taking her in her arms. “I felt it too.”

Big Billy looked puzzled but went back inside to begin the trek back to Dale’s. “Foolishness,” he muttered, as he slammed the door behind him.

The tomcat scratched JoAnne for no obvious reason.


Chapter II: …Prophesying War

(a tower—no place—no time)

Silver—and gray, and crumbling stone, and the persistent clink of the Iron chains that bound him: these filled Fionchadd mac Ailill’s days.

How long had he stared at the ill-made walls of his prison? How many risings of sun and moon had passed him by? Except that he was not certain there was a sun or moon in this strange shattered place, at least not as there was in Ethlinn’s obsidian tower from which he had lately been spirited—though of his time there he remembered little because he had spent all his Power keeping the pain at bay. Here there was only a sporadic brightening in the silver-white haze of the close-looming sky—a brightening that drew closer every day, as if some celestial body inscribed a slow progression that might sometime bring it in line with the single slit of window that lit the round tower chamber that was his world.

Or might never.

As to the room itself, it had curving stone walls and a floor of concentric circles of precisely cut gray flags inset with spirals of silver that here and there lapped up the walls and in four places reached the domed ceiling and spread out once more, though cracks and flakes and fissures disturbed the complex pattern.

For the rest, he had a silver-framed bed with torn sheets of rough gray silk, and a coverlet of ragged gray fur, and a table and chair of gray wood gilt with silver. The simple breeches and sleeveless tunic he wore were also of that non-color, and made of plain coarse wool; and his pierced and gathered shoes were of nondescript gray leather. He had chains, too: Iron-alloyed bonds lined with wyvem skin that bound his wrists and ankles to the wall and trailed across the floor behind him when he paced out the narrow limits of his freedom. But even that metal was dull: gave off no reflections, so that Fionchadd could not see the green of his own eyes, or the gold of his hair, or the pink of his lips and his tongue. His skin was pale—too pale to offer much contrast, and he had thought more than once of slicing open his veins so that the gush of red would relieve the monotony that drugged his sight. Not suicide that cut, for such was an impossibility with his kind. Oh, he might sever the ties between body and soul for a space of seasons, but the two would rejoin in time, and there was nothing he could do to forestall that reunion. And his captors would still have his body, and when the two reunited, the cycle would start all over with his situation not one whit better.

So Fionchadd had only to sit and wait and gaze out his window at a vista of white-silver water across which four bands of silver light slowly spun with the tower itself as their hub, until they merged with the like-colored sky of this strange, tiny land no one had heard of. Straight Tracks, he thought: roads between Times and Worlds. But who had ever seen them in silver?

He had asked once, queried the friendliest of the Erennese guards; but the man had told him little. Finvarra alone knew of this place, he had discovered, but almost nothing more except that it was not truly a part of Faerie. He still hoped by careful questioning of his captors to learn the full, true tale in time. It was something to do, after all, a puzzle to fill the spaces between more troublesome concerns, the principal one of which was winning his freedom.

But escape eluded him, because of that same pain that dulled his mind and would not let him draw on the Power that should have let him choose any number of shapes and so win free. There were two kinds of pain, too; one he had learned to live with, and one that was troubling and new.

The first, the wound in his soul, had never healed. It ached always, a gnawing between his thoughts, around his movements; so much a part of him he could no longer remember what it was like before. It, he had mastered; it, in a sense, he could numb—as he could ignore the slap and hiss of waves outside and the tangy smell of salt water, and center on other sounds and odors. But that did not mean it was not present.

The other agony was born of the Iron rings that bound him, for the fires of the World’s first making yet burned in that metal and never cooled. It was tolerable—barely, if he was careful; but of it, too, he could not be free.

And a final thing he could not elude was fear. For himself, of course, but more importantly for his mother, the Fireshaper Morwyn, whose fate he did not know except that she had offered herself up in exchange for his freedom when Finvarra had demanded she surrender herself for judgment because of her role in the deaths of his half-mad sister and her twin, his own equally insane sire.

Evidently that had not happened, however, for he had not been released, and he had heard vague rumors of the ship that would have delivered her being intercepted by her mother’s Powersmith kin. There were tales, too, of a massive battle waged between the Powersmiths and Finvarra’s folk, of Finvarra’s daughters taken hostage and Finvarra fleeing in the shape of an albatross, then turning his full wrath on Lugh and attacking both north and south, while a third force tried to intercept the Powersmiths en route home. This last had supposedly succeeded, but the Powersmiths had raised a shield of magical fire around their fleet which not even Finvarra could shatter.

All this he had slowly found out the previous autumn. Winter had come then, and in previous years both the Tracks and seas of Faerie would have been impassable. That was before the Powersmiths had learnt how to build ships that could sail in any weather and promptly built a fleet of them for Finvarra—an action they doubtlessly regretted now, since he’d heard something about an impass: the Powersmith fleet besieged that same navy. As for Lugh and Arawn, who did not have the new, stronger, vessels, he supposed they had used the interim to muster forces and augment their fleets so that they could come to their ally’s aid, now that the Tracks were once more growing stronger with the approach of Midsummer.
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