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			If this is a tomb, then where’s the body?” Beth swept her flashlight over the empty bier against the wall. The couch was big, bronze, and impossibly well preserved. The Celt buried here must have been at least six foot. She could imagine his strong limbs and broad shoulders resting atop the soft furs. She stifled an impulse to stroke the downy pelts. Everything inside the mound was too fresh, too pristine, too perfect, from the spirals and whorls carved on the passage walls to the brightly woven tapestries decorating the central chamber, which should have crumbled to dust at the first whispered breath of outside air.

			“Grave robbers,” Frank said with a dismissive shrug. It was an economical gesture, the slightest twitch of shoulders neither broad nor muscular. Funny how she hadn’t minded his narrow shoulders—or his narrow mind—when they were married. All she had seen was his boyish charm and dark good looks.

			Frank had no imagination. But when Beth stepped inside an ancient tomb, she could close her eyes and see the past, conjure whole lives out of shards of pottery and heaps of ash.

			The first time it had happened, she’d been seven years old, playing in her mother’s jewelry box. The iron brooch had drawn her like a magnet. It was surprisingly delicate for such heavy material, a circle of black metal chased with swirling knots, fastened with a pin through the center. In the past her mother had warned her not to touch it, but this time her mother wasn’t there and Beth couldn’t resist.

			When her fingers closed around the cold metal, a shock traveled up her arm and visions filled her head: a woman, a stone circle, the forest floor. The images rushed past her, and it was only later, after years of work, that she learned to control them, to search them like the pages in a book, to speed them up and slow them down like a film.

			Not that she had to work hard at the moment. This find was unprecedented. More lavish than any Celtic burial she’d ever seen—if it really was a burial.

			The grave goods were all here: the bier and the wagon, the drinking horn and cauldrons. They were standing beneath a symmetrical, man-made hill, sixty meters across, inside a vaulted chamber eleven meters square. It all fit with what they knew of thousands of years of Celtic burial practices. It even smelled right. Like green grass above and new-tilled earth below. But it felt wrong.

			She strobed the burial wagon with her flashlight. Gold. Lots of it. Bright yellow, high karat. A pair of daggers, several torcs, a set of shoe ornaments, and a two-handed sword with a hilt of hammered gold. Symbols of a potent, vibrant masculinity, extinguished two millennia ago. The weapons of a chieftain or a warrior king. They were dazzling, but they shouldn’t be here, not neatly laid out in the bed of the burial wagon, not if the tomb had been raided before. It didn’t add up. “Grave robbers don’t steal bodies and leave gold behind.”

			“Then the body was eaten by scavengers. Wolves, maybe,” Frank offered. He fingered one of the glimmering neck rings lying on the wagon.

			Nothing destroyed artifacts faster than handling. The first rule for touching ancient objects was don’t. Frank knew that, but Frank thought rules were for other people. When she’d been a young and impressionable graduate student, she’d thought that was cool. Part of Frank’s sophisticated appeal. She knew better now.

			“Wait,” she said. “Use my gloves.” She tucked her flashlight under her arm and dug into her jacket pocket. No gloves. She shifted, tried her pants pocket, and dropped her flashlight.

			It hit the floor and went out.

			The darkness was absolute. Beth felt the massive weight of the hill above them, the deep chill of the stone walls. She’d never been skittish underground before, but she was unsettled now.

			She needed the flashlight. It couldn’t have rolled far, but the darkness scrambled her bearings. She reached for the wall—and brushed Frank’s groin instead.

			She jumped back, but he grabbed her wrist and tugged her hand over his crotch. “I should have remembered. Burial chambers make you hot. The bier looked sturdy enough if you feel like a trip down memory lane.”

			That was a street she’d rather not revisit. She had worked too hard to learn to resist Frank’s allure. “No thanks.” She yanked her wrist back. “This is all wrong. It’s a Stone Age monument filled with Bronze Age treasure, as though this tomb remained in use for thousands of years. And no one is buried here. This place was sealed tight as a drum. It hasn’t been robbed or scavenged, but it’s got everything a burial needs, except a body. Doesn’t that bother you?”

			She could hear him moving about the chamber. “Nope. Collectors don’t buy mummies, Beth. They buy objets d’art. Corpses don’t fund university chairs, and they don’t underwrite expeditions. They don’t get you invited to lunch with the minister of culture. Gold does.”

			She couldn’t see him, but he must have moved closer again, because she felt a breath tickle her neck. It was disturbingly arousing, which was bizarre, because while she’d always felt attracted to Frank, drawn by his almost hypnotizing charm, she’d never found Frank’s attentions arousing. She only understood that in hindsight, of course. What she had felt, during their courtship, was flattered. She’d basked in the attention of her idol and thought she was special.

			A hand ghosted over her breast and her nipple hardened. She bit back a moan. “Stop that.”

			“Stop what?”

			The hand was gone.

			Click. Light bloomed in the darkness. Frank had the flashlight. On the other side of the tomb.

			The hair on the back of her neck rose. “I need to go outside.”

			Frank looked at her, puzzled. “What’s with you?”

			“Nothing. I just need air.” She tried to get herself under control. There was nothing to fear underground. She’d climbed down into a dozen burial mounds in her career. Archaeology wasn’t for the easily spooked, or the claustrophobic. She tried to tell herself that the breath on her neck, the hand at her breast, had been air currents. Or Frank messing with her. But the air in the room was completely still, and she’d never seen Frank move that fast for anything.

			Frank smirked. “The locals have you rattled, don’t they? With all that talk about fairy mounds and the bowls of milk and honey they leave outside their doors. You spend so much time writing down their superstitions, you’ve started to believe them.”

			“Their folk ways,” she said, finding comfort in the familiar, arguing with Frank, “are what helped me identify this tomb.”

			“Satellite photography identified this tomb,” he replied. “And all the others we’ve found.”

			But they both knew that wasn’t true. Beth didn’t need aerial photographs to find Celtic sites. Maps would do, even crudely drawn ones. All she needed was an idea where to look. Folklore always pointed the way. When a village said the nearby hill was a fairy mound or the clearing in the woods was a Druid circle, Beth could touch the spot on the map and know. A shudder would pass through her and something low in her belly would clench.

			It was why Frank—handsome, sought-after Frank—had courted and married her.

			“None of this gold,” she said, putting the past from her mind, “will end up on the antiquities market, or in the university museum. We signed strict agreements with the Irish government before we started digging.”

			Frank shrugged once again. She didn’t like that shrug. He was caught last year in Mexico City trying to board a plane with his pockets stuffed full of Mayan seals. Naturally the university had pulled strings to smooth the whole thing over. They couldn’t have their golden boy spending the night in a Mexican jail.

			She would have to watch him. Catalog the mound as quickly and thoroughly as possible before anything went missing. She had a feeling that if they took anything that didn’t belong to them from this tomb, they’d face someone—or something—much more dangerous than the police.

			The digging woke him. He sent his mind out through the roots and the soil, to the west slope of the hill, where sometimes a sheep wandered and a shepherd followed, though not for many years now.

			The locals knew better than to disturb his sleep. They preferred the Good Neighbors quiet beneath their hills. The Fair Folk, the Beautiful People, the Lords and Ladies; the Irish had many names for his kind because they were afraid to call the Aes Sídhe what they were: bored, cruel, wicked, and soulless. Conn knew he was all three, his humanity worn away long ago, because immortality bred contempt for life. But he judged he’d slept long enough to rekindle his appetites, to dull some of the viciousness—the fatal flaw of the undying—he’d sensed in himself when he’d last walked in the world.

			He knew it when he felt the girl.

			She wasn’t a child of the local earth. He could sense that. But she had the old blood, dancing hot beneath moon-pale skin. His cock stirred. Appetite. Desire. He would have her. The villagers would offer her up with the milk and the honey, glad he wasn’t asking for one of their own. They had to. There was no one to gainsay him. Their new priests had no power over the earth or the trees, no power over the Fae.

			He liked her hair. Chestnut. Her curves, soft like the hills. And her eyes, bright, brown, cow-like. He had not encountered a woman so appealing to him in decades. Her beauty was not the passing flower of youth, but the enduring elegance of classical proportions. Full breasts, a defined waist, and lush hips. She climbed the hill with a hunter’s stealthy, athletic grace, and he imagined how sinuously she would move beneath him in his bed.

			She had a man with her, another foreigner—slender, almost pretty, but not of the blood, and weak. Brother, father, husband, he couldn’t tell. The man’s aura was clouded like bog water. Unlikely to fight for her, but easy to kill if he did. The sort who failed to defend his woman’s honor, then asked for compensation when she was ravished.

			He smiled at the thought. Firm, warm, living flesh beneath him, engulfing him. Digging through the sweet green grass to reach him. Her eagerness was touchingly human. He would enjoy spreading her, drinking in her pleasure and her release. If she pleased him as much as he hoped, he would keep her for a time. And then he would leave her, unable to taste mortal food or enjoy a mortal man’s bed, because he could not change his nature. Ancient, cold, tethered to the world only through the vicarious pleasure and pain—the one had no savor without the other—of humans.

			Yes, he would have her, but he must satisfy more basic appetites first. He took his spear and his knife and passed through the hill—earth, wood, water, grass—changing from one thing to another, channeling his essence through each living particle, because all living things were one with his kind, to emerge in the wood at the other side of the village, and hunt.

			Beth couldn’t shake her unease or, if she was honest with herself, her unwanted arousal. She tried to tell herself that her concerns were real and mundane: Frank and the gold. She’d hired a watchman to camp at the site overnight and planned to return first thing in the morning to catalog the contents of the tomb before her ex had a chance to palm anything, but that wasn’t why she was still sitting in the curtained window seat in the taproom of the inn where they were staying, nursing her half pint of bitter. Worrying about Frank’s sticky hands shouldn’t make her nipples hard and the place between her legs throb.

			The pub attracted a rough crowd at night. She normally didn’t stay this late, but after the incident in the tomb, the thought of returning to her room alone was unappealing. She wanted lights and people.

			But not company. She’d already fended off the advances of an unsavory local, a granite-dusted young quarryman who hadn’t taken her rejection kindly. Now he was nursing his drink and his resentment at the bar.

			Of course Frank and his current “research assistant” were there, too.

			When Beth and Frank were married, he was more discreet with his graduate-student hookups. He never picked the youngest or the prettiest ones, and at least maintained the pretense of evaluating their credentials. But no longer. Christie Kelley wasn’t bright. She didn’t have brains, or brawn, which would at least have been useful on a dig. She was whip thin and, Beth suspected, starved herself to stay that way. Fragile. A decided antidote to Beth’s feminine curves.

			Beth had been naive enough, the first time one of her “hunches” paid off, to allow Frank to take the credit. It had been a remarkable find, a hill fort that had at one time contained at least thirty houses. Wind and weather had so changed the topography that the outline was no longer visible, even in aerial photography, but Beth had felt it there when her fingers brushed the site on the map. She had known.

			Frank had convinced her that the university would never fund them if she led the dig, never publish their findings if she authored their paper. She was only a graduate student, after all, and didn’t have Frank’s Ivy League pedigree; plus he was already a full professor and a name in the field.

			Her hill fort had made his career.

			She’d been living with him when they’d started their second expedition and too besotted with her idol to argue for credit. He knew so much about their field, had met so many of the heroes in her professional pantheon, traveled to so many of the places she longed to go. Just being with him, she could feel a little of his personal glamour wear off on her.

			By the time of their third major discovery they were married, and from the outside their partnership appeared perfect. They were a globe-trotting academic couple, invited to lecture at cultural institutions around the world. When Beth’s name appeared as coauthor of their treatise on the new findings at Hallstatt, everyone assumed that her role was that of devoted academic spouse: editor, cataloger, subordinate. When she insisted on an equal share of the credit, he began sleeping with his students again, and she refused to identify any more sites for him. Then he betrayed her in an act that still turned her stomach whenever she thought about it. After the divorce, she found herself shut out of grants to dig unless she partnered with her ex-husband.

			Beth almost felt sorry for Christie Kelley, nestled in a corner table at the other side of the taproom with Frank, sipping her half pint and staring up at him with starry-eyed adoration. She could remember feeling like that about him.

			Beth had never met anyone before him who’d shared her fascination with the ancient Celts. She had not connected them with the iron brooch in her mother’s jewel box until she was fourteen, on a class trip to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, when the guide had led them past a gallery that Beth had known she had to enter. The compulsion was so strong that she’d been parted from the group and was standing alone in a vast hall in front of a massive glass case before she’d even realized what had happened. Her teachers and classmates, oblivious to her defection, had continued on to the Greek and Roman galleries.

			In the hush of that empty chamber Beth had felt it, the same thrill her mother’s brooch had given her, magnified a hundredfold. Though the brooch had been snatched away and hidden, Beth had always continued to be aware of its location. There were similar brooches in the case. Several in iron, two in silver, one in gold. Pennanular, she later learned. Moon shaped. She’d pressed her fingers to the glass, longed to touch them, then gone home, searched out her mother’s brooch, and started to learn to harness her strange ability. That summer she’d begun volunteering every weekend at the museum, desperate for a chance to touch the objects in that gallery.

			Christie Kelley wasn’t enamored of Frank for his knowledge of Celtic archaeology, though. That wasn’t even her specialization. Her thesis was focused on the early Maya. No, she was attracted by Frank’s charm, his fame, his power in the department. His patronage could make or break her career. No wonder she stared up at him with such slavish adoration.

			But Frank wasn’t looking at Christie now. He was looking straight across the room at Beth, smiling. He winked, then produced one of the glittering torques from the tomb out of his pocket. He slid it around Christie Kelley’s twig-like neck, then basked in her fawning praise. Beth had fallen for the same tricks when she was his student. Frank playing the great archaeologist, Schliemann, decking his wife in the jewels of Troy.

			Only, this wasn’t the nineteenth century, and archaeologists didn’t loot graves. They cataloged them, preserved them, wrote about them for the public. The torc belonged in the tomb. She contemplated getting up and retrieving it. With a sinking feeling, she realized she couldn’t. Not here, in public. She would look like a shrew. The jealous ex-wife snatching jewelry away from the pretty young girlfriend. Ugh.

			The hairs on the back of her neck rose. There was something behind her. Something outside the window. She tried to tell herself that the inn was old and the windows drafty, but the danger was real, and she knew it in her bones. Whatever was out there, it had power over her. It intensified the low throb between her legs and made her breasts ache. She had to get out of the bar, away from the window.

			She stood, jostling her table and sending beer slopping over the rim of her glass. The bartender darted a quick, worried glance her way. Of course he did. She was behaving like a drunk. But the couple at the next table was also staring at her as was the quarryman at the bar. Was her blouse unbuttoned? She looked down to check, felt even more foolish. Her nipples were pebbled, visible through the soft cotton of her blouse.

			She looked back up. Now the quarryman and his buddies were smirking, but the bartender and the old-timers near the fire were studiously looking the other way. Was she imagining all this? She felt flushed, awkward, self-conscious. She couldn’t remember a moment like this since middle school—everyone aware of her and ignoring her at the same time. Except Frank and his floozy in the corner, too absorbed in themselves to notice.

			She edged out of the window seat and ran smack into the quarryman. And his friends. Five of them. “Don’t leave yet. Stay and have a drink with us,” he drawled, backing her into the alcove. She could smell whiskey on his breath. She darted a quick look at Frank, still absorbed in Christie Kelley. No help there.

			“No thanks. I was just leaving.” His friends were sliding onto the bench behind her, cutting off her retreat.

			And the thing outside the window, the danger her body could feel like an icy wind, was growing closer. She had to get out of there.

			There was no room to maneuver, but she knew from her earlier clumsiness that the table wasn’t screwed to the floor. She grabbed the apron of the heavy wooden top and shoved. The bastard menacing her swore and jumped back, and she scrambled past him.

			She fled from the room, into the front hall, and straight into the neat, silver-haired landlady. “I’m so sorry,” Beth murmured, trying to steady the tottering innkeeper. Mrs. McClaren was one of her best sources of local folklore, had talked for hours about the fairy mound when Beth had first visited last spring. The woman was tiny and frail, eighty years old if she was a day, but her grip on Beth’s wrist now was like a vise.

			“I’ve got to change your room, dear,” she said. It was an ordinary enough statement, but Mrs. McClaren sounded as spooked as Beth felt.

			“Now isn’t a good time, Mrs. McClaren,” Beth said, trying to loosen the woman’s hold.

			“I’ve got a nice room right across the hall with an iron latch on the door,” she persisted.

			“An iron latch won’t keep him out.” Beth recognized the speaker. The old man sitting behind the desk was Mr. O’Donovan. The locals accounted him a great authority on the sídhe, the mythical, semidivine inhabitants of the fairy mounds, but when Beth had approached him on her first visit to Clonmel, the man had refused to speak to her. When she’d returned with Frank, the old man had marched up to them and told them to leave the mound alone. Then he’d marched off and never said another word. Until now.

			“Who are you talking about, Mr. O’Donovan?” Beth asked.

			His eyes were wild and his smile was gleeful. Beth didn’t like that at all. “You know who. You came here looking for them. You woke the worst of a bad lot. I warned you not to dig in the mound, but you wouldn’t listen, and now he’s come for you.”

			“Bite your tongue, old man,” Mrs. McClaren said, and turned to Beth. “Pay no mind to him. Sit here for a minute and I’ll have your things moved across the hall into the nice room with the batten door. An iron latch and iron bands. Old as the inn. Strong in the earth,” she said, as though she was recommending chocolate biscuits or vanilla cake, something ordinary and pleasant.

			“Won’t keep him out,” the old man cackled. “It would take iron windows and iron walls and an iron floor and a roof of iron to keep him out. And even then, he’d get to you. And it’s no more than you deserve. No decent woman goes searching for the likes of them.”

			It was too much. Beth bolted. Up the stairs, into her room with the brass doorknob, and the brass bolt, and the brass window latch. She locked all three, then took a deep breath and rested her forehead against the cool glass of the window.

			“Don’t let them frighten you.” The voice was musical. Wind in the forest. Deep and primal. Musky sweet like honey. It compelled her to turn and behold the speaker, who leaned casually against the door she had just locked.

			The man was well over six foot, and his skin was the ivory of Viking raiders and Celtic heroes. His hair was pale gold and arrow straight, woven in slender braids. She recognized the silver dagger at his hip, twin to the blade in the tomb, tucked into a wide leather belt that cinched soft fawn trousers. His linen tunic was embroidered by the same hand as the tapestries in the burial chamber, and around his neck was a torc finer than the one Frank had palmed that afternoon.

			Strong limbs and broad shoulders in soft pelts. It flashed through her mind, and though the rational academic in her said no, the woman in her said yes, this is him. The Celt from the tomb. Rational Beth said, It’s some local joker playing with you, but irrational Beth, the Beth who could feel the old places through maps and pictures, heard a voice whisper, The Good Neighbors. The Fair Folk. The Lords and Ladies who dwell in the earth. The Sídhe.

			You’ve always known they would come for you.

			Conn had chased the deer for miles, not because he had to, but because he enjoyed feeling the grass beneath his feet and the wind in his hair, and because prey deserved the dignity of the hunt. He roasted and ate his fill, washed in the stream that ran down toward the mill, and left the carcass hanging outside the mill door so that word might spread. “Bring your tithe to the mound,” they would say. “Keep your daughters inside. One of the Old Lords walks abroad, and requires meat for his table.”

			The inn he remembered. He could feel the age of it in the timbers, could read its history through the wood. A stand of living trees four hundred years ago, hewn and new, rooted to this place. He had liked it then, with its thatched roof and shuttered windows, better than the stone buildings the invaders brought. He liked it less now. The building was the same, but it stank, inside and out, of black iron and burning smoke. The filthy tar of the long dead beasts under the earth was poisoning the living wood and clay, driving the clamorous engines that rumbled past at unnatural speed, drowning out the sounds of the birds in the trees and the wind in the meadow. The girl was here. And her weak man. And another foreigner, a different woman. Younger. Callow. She smelled of base metals and dead beasts, too, bright and clattering like the smoke engines.

			He entered the low door of the inn, and the old man sitting by the fire nodded. “I warned her,” he said. “She wouldn’t listen to an old man. But here you are, come to claim her. And it’s no more than she deserves.”

			“Quiet!” The old woman curtsied, the creak in her arthritic knees audible as the snap of the fire. She tried to keep her eyes downcast, but her gaze was drawn to him. He knew the glamour he cast, irresistible even to a woman long past youth, wondered what it would be like to be obliged to woo a woman, to win trust and affection, rather than receive them as his due.

			He followed the trail of the woman, his woman, her scent now spiked with fear, into the common room. The crowd fell silent as he entered. all save the granite-dusted men clustered in the window seat, where she had been. He could feel her lingering warmth there, see the print of her lips on her unfinished glass of ale.

			He strode to the table, lifted the beaker, and licked the taste of her mouth from the rim. Summer fruit and honey wine.

			He addressed the biggest of the quarrymen. “Where is the woman who was sitting here?”

			The big man stood. Almost as tall as a Fae. Conn caught another tendril of the woman’s scent, all panic and indignation, clinging to the man’s clothes.

			“What’s it worth to you, pretty boy?” the man asked. His friends laughed. Memory, it seemed, was growing short in Clonmel. The quarryman reached for a lock of Conn’s hair, and faster than the human eye could see, Conn seized the man’s wrist and broke it. Beneath the skin, the two long bones jostled and splintered like dry kindling.

			The man screamed. His nearest friend swung a fist at Conn. Foolish. But this one hadn’t touched the woman, so Conn decided not to maim him, and merely picked him up bodily and dropped him onto the table, shattering it.

			The rest thought better of challenging him.

			“Where is the woman?” This time he addressed the room at large.

			“Upstairs,” said the bartender.

			The callow girl who smelled of metal, and was, he noticed with amusement, wearing one of his lesser ornaments filched from the mound, tugged at the sleeve of the foreigner. “Frank,” she said. “What’s going on? Why doesn’t someone call the police?”

			“She’s right,” Frank hedged, nodding at the bartender. “You should call the police.”

			“For the love of God, shut up,” said the bartender.

			But the woman persisted. “Aren’t you going to do something? He’s threatening your ex!”

			This was entertaining. Conn watched as the foreigner—Frank—deliberated. The man wished to keep both women, not because he valued either one, but for status. The arrangement was an old one, a woman to make his home, and another to warm his bed. But this Frank was a fool. He had made a queen out of his concubine, and a drudge out of an empress. No good could come of it, and he deserved to lose both.

			“I’ll go check on her,” Frank said to the woman. But Conn held up a hand, and two strong villagers—memories apparently in good working order—grasped the outlander’s shoulders and held him there.

			Conn smiled. He enjoyed seeing the man humbled. It was one of the delights of waking. Food and drink and sex and the taste of mortal emotion. Salt and sweet. Anguish and joy.

			He took the stairs two at time. The hall was long and dark, the only light coming from beneath the door at the end. Her room. He crossed the hall and passed through the door.

			She stood at the window, her temple resting against the smooth pane, her fingers wrapped around the brass latch. She thought it would keep him out. He would show her otherwise.

			“How did you get in here?” she asked, wondering at what point it would be appropriate to scream. If this was a prank, some tasteless joke cooked up by Frank, she would look like a fool.

			Her question seemed to amuse him. “I passed through the door.”

			“Get out,” she said. She ran through all the possible explanations for this man in her head. A crazed reenactor. One with an improbably thorough knowledge of the grave goods she’d excavated only hours ago, and a lot of free time to spend at the gym. A thief who had plundered her discovery, and then come straight to visit her, decked in the loot. None of it made any sense.

			Unless she was delirious. She’d contracted malaria in the Yucatán last year, but an attack in this climate seemed unlikely. Perhaps she was really out of her mind with fever and this was all a bizarre dream, her mind conjuring a hero to fit the discoveries she’d made in the tomb, a body to fill that empty bier.

			And what a body. Biceps she wouldn’t be able to circle with both hands, whorled with sinuously inked tattoos. Thighs like tree trunks, sturdy, muscled, virile. The drumbeat between her legs sped faster.

			She realized she was staring, openmouthed, at his body. Just short of panting.

			Over a complete stranger who was probably some local lunatic with a fetish for Celtic jewelry and—dear God, were his nipples pierced beneath that shirt? And why did the thought make hers contract to hard points? What was happening to her?

			“Speak your name.” That voice again.

			She obeyed before she realized what she was doing. “Beth.”

			“Beth,” he repeated. “It tastes like a meadow after rain. Beth. It pleases me. Show me your breasts.”

			She reached for the shoulder of her blouse, started to push it down, then stopped. What was she doing?

			“Go ahead,” he instructed. His voice was music that reached deep into her soul, made her want to join the dance.

			She shook it off, said, “No,” but it was like the tide, lapping at her, and the urge came back even stronger. She wanted to expose her breasts. Because she wanted him to touch them. She fought it.

			He knew. “Why resist,” he asked, “when surrender will bring so much pleasure? When you want to be on your back, beneath me, filled.”

			She almost came from the thought alone and remembered with frightening clarity that she had never experienced a climax with another person in the room. She’d never come with a man. Or, at least, she had never come with Frank, the only man she had ever been with. And this one was a total stranger, and probably deranged. The thought was a tiny spark of sanity, and she clung to it. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Conn.” As though that explained everything.

			“Conn who?”

			That seemed to amuse him. “Of the Aes.”

			“Aes,” she repeated the syllables. “That just means ‘people’ in Gaelic.”

			“You are pedantic as a Druid,” he said drily, but he also sounded amused. He crossed the room and touched her hair, stroked it. And she let him. She enjoyed it, was lulled by it. And by his voice, which went on, “You came to the mound looking for me. Surely you knew what you would find there. Only the Aes Sídhe, the people of the mounds, the Tuatha Dé Danann dwell in the hills.”

			He was smug, like Frank, because he was handsome and women threw themselves at his feet. She hated that. And herself, a little, because she’d fallen for it, once. She latched on to her irritation, tried to use it to keep her head clear. “I am not some gullible tourist. I have a PhD in archaeology,” she snapped. Or tried to snap. It came out more of a moan. She leaned into his touch, so sure, so deft. “The Tuatha Dé Danann are not real. They’re a myth. The old Celtic gods recast by Christian monks as early Irish kings and heroes. The Fair Folk. The Good Neighbors. The Lords and Ladies . . .” she trailed off, blinked, looked down to find his hands at her collarbone. “The Fae.”

			“Who worship beauty. Their own,” he said, sliding the soft cotton off her shoulders, letting it rasp her nipples, exposing her to his hungry eyes, “and that of others.” His skin brushed hers, an electric jolt, accompanied by a whisper in her mind.

			Never let them touch you.

			She ignored it. Nothing had ever felt so sweet as his hands on her breasts. Lifting them, testing their weight, rubbing the sensitive curve beneath the areolas, thumbing the tight nipples. Murmuring approval and admiration. Frank had always called her breasts teats and jugs, said they were too large to be tasteful. Had handled them roughly, as though annoyed with himself for being drawn to them despite their gaucheness.

			This was different. This was . . . worship. This man—no, that joy-killing voice whispered, this is not a man—compared them to summer fruit, then bent his head and tasted them, his tongue latching on to her swollen buds and suckling, first gently, then with greater force. A hint of teeth, sharp, smooth, scraping over her sensitized flesh.

			She was losing herself to his touch and his voice. “Your man leaves you wanting,” he murmured. “Let me ease you.” He pressed her down to the bed and she went willingly. Or part of her did. Another part of her was screaming inside, telling her this was all wrong, that she had to stop him, that something irrevocable would happen if she didn’t.

			But the mischievous voice, the voice that wanted to know what it was like to enjoy a man, said, he’s a handsome stranger. You are having a casual hookup. Women do it all the time. Frank cheated you of this in college, stole your youth. Take it back.

			“Frank isn’t my man,” she said, wondering why it was so important she tell him that.

			“Lie down,” he coaxed. God, he was gorgeous. He was kneeling on the bed, his golden braids falling like silken ropes over her breasts. His eyes had appeared amber when she first saw him, now they were golden, catlike, feral. Wrong. But she no longer cared if this was wrong, so she didn’t look in his eyes. She looked at his chest—strong, muscular, only the finest scattering of golden hair over his pecs, leading down, down, where her hand wanted to go.

			She pushed at his shirt. He obliged her and pulled it off, smiling down at her. His regard warmed her, made her feel alive and free and comfortable in her body. Beautiful, even. Though nothing could be as beautiful as his body. She ran her hands over his torso. Yes, those were tiny golden rings in his nipples. And a swirling pattern of scars, whorls, and dots that stirred some memory she could not quite grasp, over his rib cage. She ran her fingers over the rings and he hissed, a sharp intake of breath that told her he was pleased, and that made her feel powerful.

			She couldn’t stop herself. She spread her legs, felt him push her skirt up and cup her sex. His touch felt like fire through her wet curls. She writhed, and her hand brushed the iron bedstead.

			Cool and rough. Cold iron. Cleansing. She opened her eyes to see the creature poised over her with crystal clarity. Still blond. Still beautiful. With his hand between her legs. But fox faced. Cruel. It hurt to look at him. His eyes were cold, the planes of his face sharp and merciless. A perfection so alien it stopped her breath.

			His fingers stroked. So good. She wanted this. Her grip loosened on the iron. His image blurred, became seduction itself, and she teetered on the edge for a heartbeat. Then she gripped the bedstead hard and screamed.

			The words that came out were not English, and the sound was not her voice. But the meaning was clear: GET OFF ME!

			Her cry threw him across the room. He hit the wall like an earthquake.

			And the bastard laughed.

			She’d tossed him across the room with the force of a geological event and all he did was throw his shoulders back and laugh. Never mind that she had no idea how she had done that.

			He wiped a trickle of blood away from the corner of his mouth, then licked it off his hand, seeming to savor the taste and the violence at the same time.

			She shivered, frustrated desire and revulsion making her sick. “What are you?” she asked.

			He smiled. “You know what I am. And you were enjoying it. But the question is, what are you?”

			“I’m an archaeologist,” she said, although it was hard to stand on her dignity with her arms wrapped convulsively around the iron headboard. Topless. “And I’m done with your little role-play. I’m sure the Lord of the Fae thing goes over big at your D and D game, but I’m an academic, not some American rube susceptible to your made-up Celtic mysticism.”

			“Then let go of the iron.”

			“I don’t feel like it.”

			“Because you know that cold iron has power. It lets you see clearly, hear clearly, think clearly. It cuts through glamour like a blade.”

			He was right. His voice did sound different. It was still musical, but no longer a haunting melody, more like listening to an orchestra tune, when you could hear all the individual instruments. And some of them were shrill, ugly, dissonant.

			“Fine. I’m sure this is a dream or a delusion, but we’ll play by your rules. The iron has power. I can see you clearly now. And I don’t want you.”

			Without his glamour, his face was far more expressive. More human. And right this second, a surprising mix of disbelief, wounded pride, and puzzlement. “Then why did you come to the mound?”

			The floorboards outside her door creaked. “Beth?” It was Frank, his voice muffled by the door. “Is someone in there with you?”

			Conn raised an eyebrow. “Your man has found his courage.”

			The doorknob rattled.

			“I told you. He’s not my man.”

			Then a higher pitched voice, Mrs. McClaren’s, said, “I can’t be giving you keys to another guest’s room.”

			“She’s not another guest; she’s my wife.”

			Her Celt raised an eyebrow. “We’re divorced,” she said in response.

			“Then he has given up his right,” her mad Celt came to the bedside, “to see you like this,” and pulled up her blouse, then stepped away. Her hands were still wrapped around the iron, so his proximity had only a muted effect on her, but the casual kindness of the gesture made her want to cry for all the years of her life when she had received none. And this, from a mad stranger.

			The key scraped in the lock. Conn stepped back and settled his wide shoulders against the cracked wall. A casual pose, entirely at ease, like he owned the place. Like he owned her.

			The door opened.

			Frank barreled in, ready to play the hero, then stopped when he saw Conn. “What the hell is going on here?”

			Mrs. McClaren bustled in. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop him,” but she said it more to Conn than to Beth, and she said it with decided deference, and that was decidedly odd.

			“I’m fine, Frank. We were talking about the mound. And the Aes Sídhe.” Both true. “But we’re finished here,” she said.

			It was a dismissal.

			Mrs. McClaren drew in a sharp breath and held it. Frank looked confused. And her enigmatic visitor cocked his head. “If you wish to know more about the mound, you know where to find me.” He bowed. It was a small gesture—courtly, rigid, and fraught with hurt pride. Then he walked out the door.

			Beth watched him go, and felt bereft.

			“You could have answered the door, Beth.” Frank chided. “That guy broke somebody’s arm downstairs.”

			“I’m fine,” Beth said. She wasn’t, but the last person she wanted help from was Frank. She wasn’t certain herself whether she’d almost had a one-night stand or nearly been assaulted. But his concern surprised and touched her.

			“That’s what you get for picking up locals in bars,” Frank said.

			So much for his concern. Frank turned on his heel and left.

			Mrs. McClaren lingered and cast a knowing eye over all the things Frank had missed: the crack in the wall, the drooping shoulder of Beth’s blouse, her white knuckles still clutching the iron bed frame.

			The old woman sat on the edge of the mattress, her expression puzzled. “He let you go. I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

			“Do you know him? Conn?” Beth loosened her grip on the iron headboard but found she wasn’t ready to let go altogether.

			“That one, no. He hasn’t been about since before my time. His kind, yes. And I can tell you this: they’re as rotten inside as they are beautiful without. I always envied my sister her looks, until she captured the fancy of one of them. She went off with him in sixty-eight. They could hide in plain sight in those days, with their fancy clothes and their long hair. But our mother knew what he was. She tried to warn her, but my sister wouldn’t listen. When I finally caught up with her, she was living on the street in Dublin, nothing but skin and bones. Wouldn’t eat or drink. Didn’t sleep. Just sat there waiting for him to come back. There was nothing to do but bring her home to watch her waste and die.”

			Then she looked Beth straight in the eye and said, “Lord only knows what possessed him to let you go tonight, but you can’t count on his mercy if you should meet him again. Run. Now. As far and as fast as you can.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			So you packed up and ran away from the biggest find of your career because a hot local tried to pick you up?”

			“When you put it that way,” Beth admitted, “it sounds crazy.”

			“How else would you put it?” Helene Whitney, director of development at the museum where they both worked and Beth’s best friend, picked a leaf of wilted lettuce out of her salad. The museum cantina was awful, but it was quick and cheap.

			Beth couldn’t say what she was thinking. That Conn hadn’t felt like an ordinary local. That his glamour, his power, had seemed real. At the time. And she certainly couldn’t tell Helene about the voice that had emerged from her mouth and thrown a grown man across the room. Helene knew about Beth’s talent for finding sites, but she ascribed it to instinct coupled with hard work and research. Not supernatural woo-woo.

			“You had to be there,” Beth said at last. “His clothes, the dagger, the torc . . . everything about him was pitch perfect. He wasn’t just some gothed-out poser. No ordinary reenactor could have produced that level of detail. If it was a prank, it was a pretty elaborate one.”

			“If I had been there, I wouldn’t have passed up a night of wild sex with a handsome stranger.”

			Beth sighed. “You don’t need handsome strangers.” Helene was tall, blond, slender, and gorgeous. “You can have any man you want.”

			“You wouldn’t have any trouble attracting men if you didn’t spend all your time in your office or in a hole underground.” Claustrophobic Helene shuddered at the thought. “You haven’t dated anyone since the divorce. How long has it been? Three years now?”

			“Four,” Beth admitted.

			“Not every man is like Frank. There are good ones out there.”

			“This was not one of the good ones,” Beth said, remembering the way he’d licked his own blood off his hand. She knew a bad boy when she saw one.

			“Have you considered,” Helene said carefully, “that Frank might have been behind this? Think about it. You find a horde of Celtic gold in the morning, and the same evening the tomb’s supposed owner shows up in your bedroom and scares you all the way back to Boston.”

			Beth thought back to the incident in the tomb, the hand brushing her breast. Frank flicking on the flashlight from the other side of the chamber. She felt like a fool. “He played me,” she said. “Earlier that day. In the tomb. He pulled this trick where he groped me in the dark and tried to make me think . . . oh, God. He’s there alone with the gold. The sticky-fingered bastard.”

			Helene gave up on her salad. “Then there isn’t a damned thing you can do about it, unless you want to play the role of bitter ex-wife. Accusing Frank of pilfering from the horde when he’s there with his latest floozy will only make you look crazy. Chalk it up to experience, and move on. And away from him.”

			“I can’t. You know I can’t. Archaeology is my life. But thanks to Frank, I have no independent publication credits. And no one will sponsor me for a dig without a big name attached. Academia is all about credentials and connections. No one wants to fund Frank Carter’s ex-wife when they can fund Frank Carter.”

			“It’s a two-way street,” Helene pointed out. “Frank married you because you always know where to dig. You can take your ball and go home, refuse to find any more sites for him.”

			“I tried that once.” Beth took a sip from her glass of tea to cover the wave of nausea, wash away the taste of bile that rose in her throat. That had been the worst day of her life. Not the day she had decided to withhold her abilities from Frank and refused to locate another site for him, but the day he had vowed to make it all up to her.

			Her memory was spotty after he’d come home with flowers, champagne, steaks. He’d made her dinner. She remembered the wine swirling in her glass. The peculiar taste of it, and then, only fragments. Frank showing her a map, barraging her with questions, repeated, insistent. His friend, Jack Egan—a doctor who ran a rehab clinic in New Hampshire—a man whom she had never liked, turning up later. Her mind skittered away from the rest of it. But she’d woken up on the sofa the next morning, her clothes on wrong. She’d packed her belongings, and filed for divorce.

			“Maybe you don’t need Frank or academia as much as you think you do,” Helene said, interrupting Beth’s dark thoughts. “There are other sources of funding out there. Martin Hale’s last dig in Syria was paid for by private donors and Kelly Winestrap’s Mayan expedition was underwritten by a cable documentary series.”

			Beth groaned. “I’m not good at the schmoozing.”

			“Then get good at it. Start now. Be my wing-girl at the opening of the Maya show tonight.”

			“Helene, I was just snookered and humiliated by my ex-husband. I’m still jet lagged, and I left my luggage to the tender mercies of an Irish landlady who either believes in fairies or was part of the plot. I just want to spend the night at home.”

			“Eating frozen pizza in your pajamas and falling asleep in front of the television will only make you feel worse. Throw on an evening gown and some mascara and take one for the team. This shindig is being sponsored by the Maya doc producers. You can brush up on your schmoozing skills and drink the equivalent of your annual departmental budget in free champagne.”

			The idea held a certain appeal. Enough that Beth found herself, after a quick trip home to shower and don her standby black evening gown, back at the museum by six in the evening, just in time to sign for her suitcases. She hadn’t expected them so soon, and when she reached the loading dock and saw the price on the shipping manifest for expedited service, she was mortified. She hadn’t left Mrs. McClaren anywhere near enough money. Then she looked at the manifest again. She knew that handwriting: Frank’s.

			“Need some help, Mrs. C?” The museum’s security guards were pensioners, older than some of the objects in the collection, and while it irked her that they still called her Mrs. C, she appreciated their ingrained chivalry. Dick Chandler, known to the staff as Dick Fuzzy Ears, was at least seventy, but he was a healthy seventy, and hefting two dingy suitcases was unlikely to do anything good for Beth’s evening gown.

			“Thanks, Dick,” she said. “I can get one if you can get the other.”

			“It’ll have to be two trips, then,” he said, lifting Beth’s familiar blue duffel. “You’ve got four bags.”

			Beth scanned the packages lined up on the dock. There was her battered green suitcase, partner in crime to a dingy blue duffel. The other two bags were shiny, black, new, and definitely not hers. “Those aren’t mine,” she said.

			“You signed for them, Mrs. C. They gotta go somewhere.”

			Ten minutes later Beth was staring at the contents of the four cases, laid out on the table in her pokey little office. The door opened and Beth’s heart skipped a beat, until she saw who it was.

			“You look great. Very Madame X, very John Singer Sargent, that gown,” Helene said, resplendent in pale-blue chiffon. Then she stopped short when she saw the gold. “Oh no.”

			“Yup,” Beth said. Her clothes were all there, and the books she’d brought on the expedition, the maps and charts she’d used to find the mound at Clonmel. But she’d found that damned gold torc wrapped in one of her sweaters. The dagger down the leg of a pair of cargo pants. The drinking vessels muffled inside her socks. “He planned this. The whole thing. So he could get me out of the way, and implicate me at the same time.”

			“Is that what I think it is?” Helene reached out to touch the gleaming sword, silver chased with gold and, instinctively, Beth stopped her.

			“Don’t touch any of it,” she warned. Fingerprints. She was concerned about fingerprints, and the damage that the oils from her skin could cause. Not because the gold belonged to a Fae Lord she had barely escaped and could not, if he exerted his power, resist, without the defense of cold iron.

			And not because of the strange shimmering awareness that had flowed down her spine the moment she’d spied her suitcases on the loading dock. That was the autumn chill in the air, the bare arms and neck of her gown, she reassured herself. It was nothing like the sensation she’d felt in the window seat at Clonmel. Nothing.

			This was America. Boston and Cambridge. The home of Yankee common sense, not Irish fancy. The dangers here were mundane, but real. Frank had embroiled her in a crime that at best might end her career and at worst would send her to jail. Unless she played along with him. Or outsmarted him. “I signed for it,” she said. “All of it. The bags came through customs with my name attached. Frank planned all of this.”

			“What are you going to do?” Helene was biting her lip, a nervous habit Beth rarely saw her indulge.

			“I’m going to fight back.”

			“Beth,” Helene said.

			“Go on to the party without me. Frank is going to turn up looking up for this gold. And I’m going to be ready for him.”

			Taking the gold home with her was out of the question. Her apartment was the first place Frank would look. And if she refused to hand it over, he could always threaten her with the police, make it look like she was the thief. Her office wasn’t safe either. Frank was a renowned scholar with ties to the collection; he had the run of the museum.

			So she hid the torc, the drinking vessels, and the small ornaments in plain sight: in the overstuffed cases of the poorly lit Near Eastern Gallery. It was nineteenth-century exhibit space, quantity over quality, and the displays were such a jumble no curator in living memory had tried to sort them out. No one would notice a few extra pieces amongst the Scythian gold. She took care to reset the motion detectors when she was done so that even if Frank sussed out her hiding place, he wouldn’t be able to take the gold without alerting security.

			The sword presented different problems.

			For one thing, she was afraid to touch it. Even wrapped in her shawl, muffled by layers of cloth, it seemed to vibrate, to resonate through her body with the same strange tension she’d felt in the window seat at Clonmel. She needed to get it away from her. She could think of only one place to hide it where it wouldn’t stand out: the Arms and Armor Room.

			At least she told herself that was why she chose that place. It wasn’t because there was an iron altar gate in the room, relic of some medieval cathedral. It wasn’t because she wanted to hide behind it. It wasn’t because of the voice in her head whispering insistently: Cold iron. Get behind the gate.

			That voice was talking nonsense. Cold iron was nonsense. Fairies were nonsense. Her bizarre visitor in Clonmel had been a perfectly ordinary nut job. The real danger now was Frank, and she was determined to outwit him this time. The sword was just a sword. Nothing more, nothing less. The hum was the air-conditioning. Or the heat. Climate control of some kind. Nothing supernatural at all.

			She hid the sword among the other weapons, pocketed the iron gate key, and hurried back through the museum’s darkened halls, the silk of her gown swishing noisily. The galleries were an unfamiliar landscape at night, a rabbit warren of interconnected buildings and projecting wings, confusing by day, nearly impossible to navigate in the dark. She paused to get her bearings in the museum’s rotunda, where moonlight flooded in through a glass dome.

			To her left were the pitch-black galleries of the old museum, where she had left the sword. To her right were the lighted corridors of the new American wing, all sleek white walls and soft gray carpet. The distant clink of glasses and the occasional bubble of laughter indicated that the Maya exhibit party was already in progress. She’d left the sword several galleries behind her, but the feeling, the tension vibrating through her body, was growing.

			She ignored it, smoothed her gown, swiped her ID badge past the electronic lock on the door, and stepped through.

			It was like entering another world. The old galleries had been cool and silent. The new wing was warm and loud. The dull roar of the party rushed down the corridor to meet her, and somehow, instead of offering comfort, the light and warmth only increased her unease. Beth wished she could go home, put on her pajamas, and spend the night in front of the television. The idea was a lot more appealing than what she was about to do.

			The gallery was crowded, but mostly at the ends of the room, where the bars were set up. She searched the crowd for Dave Monroe. She needed to talk to the museum’s director now, before Frank turned up and used his charm to twist the truth.

			Helene appeared beside her, a glamorous column of pale-blue silk holding a glass of red wine in each hand. “Here. You’re going to need this.”

			Beth groaned. “Why? What now?” But she took the drink, hoping it might blunt the keyed-up, edgy feeling she couldn’t shake.

			“Frank got to the director before you. I heard it from his admin. He called Dave Monroe this morning and told him you fled Clonmel one step ahead of a drug charge.”

			“What?” She couldn’t believe it. “I barely drink, Helene.”

			Helene pursed her lips. “I know that, but you haven’t been yourself since you got off the plane from Clonmel. I’m not saying that there isn’t a good reason. If my ex-husband tried to gaslight me, I’d be out of sorts, too. But you have to think about how it looks to Dave. And you have to be strategic if you want to outmaneuver Frank.” Helene nodded to where Dave stood beside a Mayan relief. He was staring up at a taller man, and seemed to be listening enthralled. Then Beth looked at the man.

			Even before he turned, she knew it was him. Conn. Her Celt from Clonmel. He looked different without his costume, but the sharp cheekbones and dangerous, pale-blue eyes were the same.

			Tonight his white-blond braids were drawn off his face and gathered at the back of his neck. He wore jeans, indigo blue and artfully frayed at the hem. His white button-down was needle tailored and open at the collar. His forest-green velvet coat might have come from Carnaby Street—or Culloden. The effect was striking but not entirely outlandish in a university town that prided itself on the arts and encouraged eccentricity. Apart from his attractiveness and his arresting garb, though, there was nothing to indicate the otherworldliness she’d sensed—no, imagined—in Clonmel.

			“That’s him,” Beth said, realizing that the dull throb between her legs had started again. How did this man arouse her from across a room? And what did her susceptibility to this lunatic say about her?

			“Who? Conn?” said Helene.

			“That’s the Celt from Clonmel. What is he doing here?”

			“Dave says he’s a good prospect for a big donation. A serious collector.”

			“Helene, he’s the guy Frank hired to gaslight me.” And she knew it was no coincidence that he had turned up at the same time as the gold. Frank had probably sent him to charm the treasure away from her.

			Helene’s brow wrinkled. “Come to think of it, I’ve never heard of him before tonight. But he was really convincing.”

			“That’s it,” Beth said. “I’ve had enough of Frank and his shenanigans.”

			Beth made a beeline for Dave and Conn. She knew Helene was following at her elbow, chewing her lip in worry. And with good reason. Dave Monroe wasn’t a scholar or an educator. He was a fundraiser. This was his hunting ground. Angry employees tended to scare off the prey. Beth was taking a huge risk approaching him here tonight, but if she didn’t, and Frank or his accomplice made away with the gold . . .

			“Excuse, me, Dave,” she said. “But I have an urgent matter that needs your attention.”

			Conn turned and looked down from his lofty height at her. She’d forgotten how beautiful he was. Almost too beautiful to look at, but she forced herself. His smile was politely blank. As though she were a stranger. Somehow that irritated her.

			He and Frank had played her for a fool. And probably laughed about it afterward.

			“Of course,” Dave said politely. But Beth didn’t miss the flicker of irritation that passed over his face. He turned back to Conn. “If you’ll excuse us.”

			“No,” said Conn, in a voice that reached straight down Beth’s spine and stopped Dave Monroe in his tracks. “You are not excused. You will stay.” Dave stood there, mildly fuddled, like a man who had entered a room looking for something but forgotten what it was.

			And that wasn’t right. Not right at all. Dave Monroe was never uncertain about anything, even when he didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. “Dave,” Beth said, trying to break through to him. “Frank stole objects from the dig at Clonmel and sent them here in my luggage.”

			Conn kept silent but cocked his head, intrigued. Dave came out of his fog for a second. “Frank Carter is a respected scholar. He’s well versed in the intricacies of international art and heritage laws. I’m sure anything he shipped to the museum was obtained legally and for the collection. He has more to gain publishing his finds than pilfering them.”

			No one ever wanted to believe anything bad about Frank. But this time she had proof. “He didn’t ship it to the museum; he shipped it to me. In my suitcases. There’s no customs record of any of it.” Dave’s brow wrinkled. She had him now. He was worried. Anything that might embarrass the museum would demand his full attention. “I can show it to you. Now,” she added.

			Dave sighed, placed his glass down on a passing waiter’s tray, and prepared to follow her.

			Then Conn said quite softly, “Now isn’t a good time.”

			Beth felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise, like they had in the window seat in Clonmel. Like in her bedroom at the inn. She could feel it—this man’s power—his glamour enclosing the three of them, only Beth able to resist as he tightened his hold.

			“Put her off until tomorrow,” Conn suggested, his voice soft but resonant with power.

			Dave’s face went blank. He shook his head and parroted Conn. “Now isn’t a good time.” He faltered for a second, trying to process thoughts not his own. Then he picked up the thread. “I’m meeting with Frank tomorrow morning, to discuss an exhibition related to the dig. We can talk about it then.”

			“It can’t wait until tomorrow,” Beth insisted. “I’ve hidden the gold but I’m sure Frank plans to come for it. Maybe even tonight.”

			But Dave wasn’t listening. He was staring up at Conn. So was Helene, with an expression of slavish adoration. She couldn’t see him for what he was, vulpine and cruel. Conn smiled. How had she ever convinced herself he was an ordinary man? Not even Frank had that kind of mesmerizing charisma.

			She could feel it wrapping around her, choking her.

			Then she remembered Mrs. McClaren’s words: “I always envied my sister her looks, until she captured the fancy of one of them. . . .”

			Helene was beautiful. Conn ran his eyes up and down Helene in an appreciative caress, and Beth realized he was making a threat.

			Her hackles rose. “Leave Helene alone.”

			“The fair-haired Amazon?” He shrugged. “Would you enjoy watching me take her?”

			She flushed. The erotic image, her Celt working himself in and out of Helene’s taut, tanned body, filled her mind. Embarrassed by her reaction, she stole a glance at Helene and Dave, but they weren’t paying any attention to her.

			“What have you done to them?” she asked.

			“They hear only the words I direct to them. So tell me, would you enjoy it, watching me spread her and take her?”

			It was beyond wrong. And beyond hot. And it made her irrationally angry. “You’re disgusting,” she said.

			He laughed. “And you, my lovely little thief, are aroused. And jealous. I’m gratified. You’ve put me to a great deal of trouble, you and your no-longer-husband.”

			“Frank took your gold, not me.”

			“But you led him to the mound, didn’t you, Beth? And now the gold has led me here, where I find so many diverting amusements offered me.” He lifted Helene’s guinea gold hair off her shoulders to expose the pure line of her neck, the swell of her small breasts.

			And Helene let him. She leaned into his touch. As Beth had on Clonmel. As the landlady’s sister must have with her Fae lover.

			“Helene,” Beth said. “You should leave. Go. Now.”

			But Helene was staring up at Conn with the puzzled intensity of a child. “I want to stay,” Helene said dreamily. “I want to touch him. . . .”

			“Helene,” Beth said, cringing at what she was about to do. She knew of only one thing dear enough to Helene’s heart to break Conn’s spell. Beth took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” And splashed her red wine all over Helene’s pale silk gown.

			Helene yelped. The glamour ensnaring them snapped, letting the room back in. Helene looked down at her ruined dress in shock. “Why did you do that?”

			“You were staring at him,” Beth whispered, her heart sinking. Dave was glaring. She gestured toward Conn, but now he seemed entirely harmless, the glamour that had surrounded him and fascinated Helene gone in a twinkling, leaving behind just a strikingly handsome man. “You were enthralled by him,” Beth finished weakly.

			Helene shook her head. “I don’t know what really happened to you in Clonmel,” she said, picking up the dripping hem of her gown. “But you haven’t been right since you came back.” She turned on her heel and walked with as much dignity as she could out the door. Dave’s eyes narrowed in veiled anger. Tomorrow’s meeting was not going to be pleasant for Beth.

			“Now you may be excused,” Conn said to Dave with regal authority, and like a marionette, the director trotted from the room, leaving Beth to face her nemesis.

			He’d been prepared to let her go in Clonmel, but not now. He had crossed an ocean in pursuit of his property, and even though Beth was not the thief, it was she who had led the thief to his horde. He was owed some recompense. And entertainment.

			Archaeologist. That was what she had called herself. A student of the ancient.

			He had discovered that and more. It had not taken him long to master the devices of this new age. The world had changed while’d he slept. It always did, and he adapted. Some changes he liked better than others; for example, he found the stink of smoke engines incredibly irksome. Their allure, of course, was speed. He understood the appeal of speed, and the human desire to build ever-faster chariots, but the Fae could still pass faster than any clattering machine.

			The computers and telephones he liked. A vast network of wisdom and knowledge available at his fingertips. An ethereal library, equal—almost—to the learning of the Druids. Useful.

			It was easy to find her in that gossamer web. Beth Carter. Archaeologist. Married, for a time, to Frank Carter. Another archaeologist. But while Beth was a true seeker of knowledge, this Frank, the villagers in Clonmel had intimated, was little more than a grave robber. The Gaels were a race, to use some of the modern vernacular he had acquired, of bullshit artists. They knew one when they saw one.

			They had been relieved Beth had escaped him, he discovered, as he sat in the taproom, being offered their best ale and their best food, receiving their quiet deference. They were eager to answer his questions about the foreigners. The villagers had liked the girl the first time she had come seeking her mounds and her barrows, but they had not liked the man she’d returned with, or the way he had flaunted his child mistress in front of them and his ex-wife. They had taken a certain amount of spiteful pleasure in manhandling Frank Carter in the bar.

			They were too frightened to say it, but they welcomed Conn’s questions and hoped he would pursue the pair, because they did not want him there. They had not wanted to give him Beth, but neither had they been brave enough to defend her. A whole village, one thousand strong, cowed by one single Sídhe. He’d made no threats or demands, but they’d rolled over like a beaten dog and offered her up, out of fear of what he might do. His kind were few now and not often seen, but most of Clonmel knew it was unwise to antagonize the Fae.

			But he had not cowed Beth. Tonight he had made threats, clear and direct, against her friend. Beth had done what a thousand villagers in Clonmel had not: she’d stood up to him. And she had more than a dim memory of what a Fae Lord could do. She’d been subjected to it herself, knew what he was capable of.

			In Clonmel he had admired her beauty. He’d wanted a taste of her, the same way he had wanted the deer and a cool sweet drink from the stream afterward. There she had engaged his appetite. Here he realized how long it had been since a woman had engaged anything more.

			He liked her garments better tonight—black silk and bare shoulders. The drapery of the gown hugged her curves and the inky color made a pleasing contrast with her porcelain skin. Beth’s museum was a collection of beautiful objects, admired by beautiful people, but no other woman here tonight appealed to him the way she did. When she had entered the room, everything, everyone else, had faded away.

			It occurred to him that Beth was not only beautiful; she was brave and strong-willed. The combination would intrigue any of his kind. Like cats, the Fae enjoyed toying with their prey. A spirit like Beth’s would take a long time to break, and provide weeks, if not months, of entertainment—if he played with her delicately enough.

			He tried to imagine her in his thrall, but somehow the image would not coalesce.

			In his bed.

			Yes, that he could picture. Under him, crying out, and once she was reconciled to her own buried sensuality, over him, taking her own pleasure with his body. Arguing with him. Yes, that appealed as well. But enslaved to him, as so many women had been, by pleasure, by their own vanity, and finally by the mark he placed on their skin—that he could not picture for Beth.

			She was more than courageous. She was resourceful. She had used the only weapon at hand—the glass of wine—to break his hold on the blond Amazon. Loyalty was a quality the Fae admired.

			He must have been mad to let such a prize go in Clonmel. She watched the tall beauty leave and wheeled on him, all angry, flashing eyes and outrage. Her body carried with it the scent of evening, fresh from outdoors, a pleasing contrast to the poisonous miasma rising off the strange carpets and too-bright walls. It offended him, this building. It shunned the earth and the trees and sealed out the moving air.

			“You tricked me,” she accused. “You didn’t want Helene at all.”

			“Not really. No. But I enjoyed your reaction to the thought.”

			She flushed. He knew she was sensual, but guessed also that she was not awake to her own nature. “I’m not like that,” she said, unaware of all the signs that told him exactly what she was like: the flutter of her pulse at her neck, the swell of her breasts in the confines of her gown, the color suffusing her pale skin. The signs of arousal. “It’s your voice,” she insisted. “You can make people feel things.”

			He laid his fingers gently over the delicate bones of her wrist and tugged her hand free of the pocket hidden in her gown. Her pulse sped beneath his touch. He lifted her hand and held it up between them, careful not to let the iron key dangling from her fingers touch his own. “My voice can’t compel you while you touch cold iron. And you have been clutching that in your pocket since you crossed the room to confront me.”

			He felt the shock ripple through her. “Oh,” she said, licking the lips he looked forward to moistening with his own tongue.

			“Why are you here?” she asked.

			“Would you believe me if I said I came for you?” It was partly true.

			He could see her thinking. She wanted to believe that, but she didn’t. Interesting. She had been surprised by his attention in Clonmel, seemed not to realize her appeal. He’d been awake long enough to know that this was an age glutted with images of sterile beauty. Hollow loveliness, with a tiresome, cloying sameness that blunted weak-minded men’s ability to see beauty like hers.

			But Beth was not weak-minded, not stupid enough to compare herself to such empty images. If she did not think herself beautiful, it was because a man, a man who could only see what others pointed out to him—Frank, no doubt—had convinced her so.

			That should have made her an easy mark, ripe for flattery and seduction, but she was too intelligent for that. “No,” she said at last. “You let me go in Clonmel. No matter what Mrs. McClaren says about your kind, I don’t believe you would have pursued me after I refused you.”

			Her faith elicited an unfamiliar emotion. He recognized it through the haze of memory as shame. Because he was not entirely certain she was right. His vanity told him he never needed to pursue a reluctant woman, but his conscience told him that not every woman he had taken over the years believed she had a choice.

			“I came for the sword.” He was surprised to find himself admitting it, but something about her made him want to deal honestly with her. “I hoped you had taken it because you wanted to be chased.” He remembered how his pulse had quickened at the thought, how very alive it had made him feel. Hungrier than when he had hunted the deer. He took a step closer to her, so she could feel the heat of his body, the velvet of his coat brushing her bare shoulders and the tops of her breasts. “Because you understood the old ways,” he said. “Because you wanted me to run you to the ground and take you on the forest floor. Like this.”

			He used their connection, her hand in his, skin to skin, to flood her mind with images. For a second they shared one mind, and she was in the woods, running, breathing hard, fighting her own dark desire. She wanted to be caught. A current of pure sensation slid through her body, a wave of dark pleasure, like the crest of a sexual climax, but faster, more fleeting. He shared in it, and before the connection between them broke, he caught something else. Fragmented, buried images. Ugly, painful, pushed to the back of her mind, but tangled hopelessly up with sex and desire. Another unfamiliar emotion licked at him. He wanted to call it possession, but knew it from eons ago as protectiveness. Fierce and sudden, it shocked him to the core.

			“Stop that,” she said, taking a step back, wrenching her wrist out of his grasp and stealing away the intoxicating emotions. “I didn’t take your sword. My ex-husband did. But I can’t give it back to you. I need it to prove that he’s a liar and a thief.”

			Conn was still trying to process the sudden and overwhelming desire he felt to protect her, to avenge her. As he had not been able to protect or avenge another woman a very long time ago.

			They were no longer touching, but the connection remained. He could feel the fierceness of her anger against the man who should have been her lover and friend but had become her tormentor.

			As he would become, if he took her. A voice from the past whispered: It was not always thus. But he silenced it. That was the past. This was now.

			So he surprised himself by offering her a compromise. “Keep the gold for now. Use it to prove your ex-husband a thief and a liar. And then let me deck you in it, naked. But I must have the sword, tonight.” He would not bother explaining the blade’s significance. She would never understand.

			“No. Frank is too clever for that. The gold could have come from anywhere. There are similar pieces in other collections, and on the antiquities market. I need the sword. It’s distinctive. I’ve never seen another like it.”

			“That is because there is no other like it, and I cannot allow it to become a pawn in this contest with your husband. Show me where it is, and I will glamour the man I just spoke with into believing anything you wish about Frank Carter.”

			He saw how tempted she was, and how foolishly high-minded she was as well. She was going to refuse. She opened her mouth to speak, and he did what he had to do. He grasped her wrist and pushed it back into her pocket, then squeezed the fine bones there. Hard enough to make her gasp. Hard enough to make her release the iron key into the silk of her gown.

			And the way was clear for him to compel her.

			“Take me to the sword,” he said. There was no music in the voice he used. It was pure compulsion. He recognized the emotion that clouded her eyes when she realized she would not be able to resist him: betrayal. And he recognized the strange feeling it kindled in him in response.

			Regret.

			Amo, amas, amat. Uno, duo, tres. Armavirumque cano. Whether ’tis nobler in the mind . . . a lifetime of memorized texts swam into her mind, and she clung to them like a drowning man in a sea of floating wreckage. Running through schoolgirl recitations until she had none left, then counting backward. From one thousand.

			Her feet moved. Corridors flowed past. Carpet and paint gave way to glass and stone. She was leading him to the sword, against her will. The surface of her mind could not refuse his command. His control was ancient and primal. Her resistance, she realized, was a product entirely of her education. The habits of a trained mind. They allowed her to think and to plan. And to observe him.

			He did not like what he was doing.

			She noticed other things as well. Her hand was tucked into the crook of his arm. A courtly pose on the surface, old-fashioned, but not, with him, affected. It also kept her from reaching into her pocket for the iron key. He had let her keep it, that spar of cold metal that was her only defense against him. She wondered why. He could as easily have allowed it to drop on the gallery floor.

			His posture changed when they left the new wing; it became less brittle, more at ease. When they entered the echoing stone halls of the old galleries, he placed a possessive hand at the back of her neck and rubbed small circles there. His touch was warm and comforting, though it should not be so. She wanted to shake him off, but found she couldn’t. Another part of the compulsion, she hoped.

			She stumbled. The effort of keeping part of herself free of him, of retaining any measure of free will, was taking a physical toll. Her temples throbbed. The beginning of a blinding migraine. Her jaw ached; her cheekbones felt pummeled. Tears formed at the corner of her eyes. Suddenly he pulled her up short and turned her to face him.

			“You’re hurting yourself by resisting,” he said. “Accept my control and the pain will recede.”

			She gritted her teeth and shook her head. “I can’t.” She couldn’t. Something about his compulsion was impossible for her body and mind to accept. Her reaction was instinctual, ingrained, and agonizing. Her vision swam. She felt cool stone against her back, knew he was holding her up against the gallery wall, could feel his intense scrutiny.

			He released her, withdrew his power so abruptly her ears popped. It was like surfacing after being pulled under by a strong wave and nearly drowning. She took in deep lungfuls of air and sagged against the wall, then eyed him warily.

			He was wearing his Fae glamour, a shimmering aura that blurred the air around him, softened his harsh beauty, and made it tolerable to look upon him. It was false. She knew that now. So, she suspected, was the handsome human face he had worn at the party. His true face was the cruel, alien perfection she’d glimpsed in Clonmel, when her hand had brushed the iron bedstead, and back in the gallery when she’d been clutching the key in her pocket.

			That he could have taken from her at any time.

			He was so alien, she realized, so removed from normal human emotions, that not hurting her required care on his part.

			“Thank you,” she said at last, acknowledging his action and taking in their surroundings. They were in the middle of the vast echoing European Paintings Room. Beyond were the galleries of the ancient world, and past that, the Arms and Armor Room and the sword.

			She reached up and tentatively touched her face. Her temples ached. Her cheekbones throbbed from the effort of fighting him. No wonder most people didn’t bother to try. Then his hands replaced hers. His fingertips circled and stroked, breaking up the lines of tension, massaging away the pain. She knew she ought to keep her guard up against this creature, not allow him another opening, but the relief was too sweet.

			“I didn’t intend to hurt you,” he said. He looked puzzled for a moment, then added, “But most mortals are like beasts of burden. They prefer the certainty of servitude. They welcome being yoked to the plow.”

			“I’m not an ox,” she said.

			“No,” he laughed. “You are not. But as you saw in the gallery, most people are. You don’t explain your purpose to your car, do you? You get in and turn the engine on and drive.”

			He was right. Most people, like Dave Monroe, preferred certainties, even when their certainties were wrong. And while she’d been under Conn’s control, she had been free of the burden of choice. Of responsibility for her own actions. It was part of what was so seductive about him.

			“That doesn’t make it right,” she said. More to herself than to him.

			But he answered her with a shrug. “My race is older than your concepts of right and wrong, good and evil. It was unlikely you would understand why I needed to reclaim the sword.”

			“Try me,” she said, struggling not to close her eyes under the sweetness of his fingers massaging her temples. “I already know the sword is powerful.” She recalled the way the weapon had sung to her even through muffling layers of cloth. “I just don’t know how.”

			“It makes the wielder an unstoppable warrior. The magic in it marries thought to deed, drives the blade home through sinew, blood, and bone. It has cut a red swath through a thousand battlefields. So steeped in death is its edge that even a scratch, untreated, can kill an ordinary man.”

			She didn’t doubt it for a second. Some instinct had told her not to touch the thing. Thank goodness she had kept it wrapped in cloth, had hidden it in a location where it would not, by the very nature of the place, be touched by anyone: in a museum. She knew a little of ancient weaponry, enough to ask, “What is it called?”

			“It has had many names,” he said. “But in your language, it would be called the Summoner.”

			That didn’t sound so bad. “What does it summon?”

			He didn’t answer her at first. He looked her up and down, considering. Then he appeared to reach some decision. “Do I frighten you, Beth?”

			The question took her off guard. “Yes.”

			“How did you feel when I compelled you?”

			There was no point in anything but honesty here. “Helpless. Terrified. Sick with fear.”

			“What did you fear?”

			Another unexpected question. “What?”

			“What were you afraid would happen when I was using my voice on you?”

			She had not thought it through, and now that she did, she felt the icy dread of it all over again. “I was afraid that I would give in.”

			“And lose yourself. Forever. Become nothing but a hollow shell. And yet, my appeal was such that you were tempted.”

			“What does the sword summon?” she asked again, dreading the answer.

			“I’m the finest warrior the Fae ever produced. I have never known defeat in single combat. But I’m no sorcerer, no bard, no singer of real seduction. Beth, do you understand what I am trying to tell you?”

			She did, but she hoped she was wrong. “What does it summon?”

			“The Fae Court.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			That’s a fairy story,” she said, clinging to childhood reassurances. There is nothing under the bed. In the closet. At the bottom of the stairs. “A folk tale. A myth.”

			He took her hand and drew it to his chest, then slipped it beneath the velvet of his coat and inside the fine cotton of his shirt. “Do you still doubt the evidence of your own senses?”

			His skin was warm to the touch, his heartbeat strong, the muscles of his chest flexed and firm. She wanted to run her fingers over him, to find the gold rings that pierced his nipples, to make him gasp with pleasure as he had in Clonmel. Her mouth felt dry, parched, and she realized that she was thirsty—for him. A thing of dreams and nightmares. “You’re real,” she said. It came out a throaty whisper.

			He smiled, and she realized that he knew what she wanted, perfectly understood his own appeal. His hand still covered hers. He drew it down, and together their twined fingers found the tiny ring in his nipple. His nostrils flared, his eyes became heavy lidded, and he used the pads of her fingers to pleasure himself.

			His shameless sensuality was frightening. Sex with Frank had always been a distant experience, impersonal. Pleasure was something she found by herself. This was different. Raw, uninhibited, intimate.

			She tried to draw away, but he stepped closer, settled his weight against her, pressed himself, hard and ready, into the cradle of her thighs. He lowered his head to her ear and spoke, his breath dancing hot over her neck.

			“You’ve made the Fae a toothless bedtime story, because the truth would keep you up at night. We ruled you once, through the Druids. A rule neither kind nor benevolent. We are an old race, with atrophied emotions, and we used you to feel,” he rolled his hips forward, and she felt his erection, thick and hard. “Mortal men, the Druids thirsted for power. They studied our magic, harnessed it with learning. They turned it against us and drove us underground, where most of the Fae dwell still, immured, ever seeking a way out. Save the ones like me, who the Druids imprisoned in their mounds. They thought they could use us, bargain with us.” He smiled ruefully. “But we are a sly race, and often outwitted them.”

			“Fairy bargains,” she said. “Rumpelstiltskin.”

			“Fairy bargains,” he agreed, “are never fair. And never to the benefit of mortals. Save the one the Druids made with me,” he added bitterly.

			“They gave you the sword,” she guessed. “To summon back your kin. What did they want in return?”

			“The Romans were hunting them down and destroying them with ruthless efficiency. The Druids were nothing if not wise. They knew their end was near. The sword could not be destroyed. They had invested it with too much power. But it had to be safeguarded after they were gone. Of course, they could have used the sword themselves, called upon the Fae to rise and repel the invaders, but they chose to accept their own destruction rather than have us return. That alone should tell you how dangerous we are.”

			“The Druids trusted you,” she said.

			“Don’t spin a fairy tale about me, Beth. They trusted only in my self-interest. I owed fealty to none. They chose me for my skill in battle, my talent for killing. They removed the wards from the mound, but they bound me to the blade. If the Summoner is ever used to free the Fae, I’ll be buried in the earth forever. I bought my freedom, at the price of my race’s. Altruism,” he added ruefully, “is not a Fae virtue. We value loyalty, beauty, our own pleasure, and nothing else.”

			“If that was true,” she said, “you wouldn’t have let me go in Clonmel.”

			She was right, of course, and that gave him pause. He’d let her go in Clonmel. Most of his kind wouldn’t have. Most of his kind would have seen it as an opportunity to take revenge on one of them.

			He could have had her. He was certain of it. Could have driven her no-longer-husband from the room. The old woman would have clucked, but accepted it. And his seduction could have proceeded. Beth was starved for pleasure, and her fierce rejection of him, her instinctive use of her buried power, had only whetted his appetite for her.

			But her steady gaze, the way she had met his eyes and said she did not want him, had given him pause. He did not want this forthright woman by trickery or glamour. He could have squeezed the fine bones in her wrist until she released the headboard, could have flooded her mind with desire, and taken her.

			He hadn’t. He’d wanted something different. He’d wanted her to wrap her hand around that iron headboard, look at him, really look at him, and see him, stripped of his glamour, mute of his compelling voice. And say she wanted him still.

			A strange new perversity on his part, to want her to desire him like that. Humans did not care to look upon the true faces of the Fae.

			If he couldn’t have her like that, he didn’t want her at all. If she was only a way to satisfy his appetite, there were easier conquests to be had. The blond Amazon, for one. He pictured her long tan legs spread to welcome him, and felt nothing.

			It was disorienting, this lack of desire for any woman but Beth Carter. It went against his Fae nature and left him searching for some fixed point on the horizon.

			“Grasp the key,” he said on impulse.

			“What?”

			“The iron key. In your pocket. Wrap your hand around it.”

			She was suspicious, because she had a keen intelligence and had been hurt by men before. He knew that much from the brief contact with her mind. But she obeyed him. He could sense the moment her fingers wrapped around the cold iron, the moment the haze of desire cleared for her, and she saw him. She did not recoil.

			He stepped back.

			“Is this a trick?” she asked.

			“No trick. No glamour. No compulsion. Do you still want me to touch you?”

			She blushed and looked away. “In the gallery,” she said, without meeting his eyes, “you looked like an ordinary man. Not as beautiful as you look when you’re trying to compel me, but not fox-faced, like now.”

			“It’s another glamour,” he explained. “We can look like ordinary mortals when we choose. Pass undetected among you.”

			Now she looked him right in the eye. “Why me? Why me and not Helene?”

			She wanted wooing.

			It came to him more easily than he expected. “I admire you.” He surprised himself. This wasn’t a glib falsehood, devised to lure her to his bed. It was the truth. “Your body appeals to me. Your courage and thirst for knowledge do as well. And your desire to protect your friends. And because when you look at me now, stripped of my glamour, you still desire me. But I won’t touch you again unless you’re holding cold iron, and you ask me to.”

			The fog that descended over her mind when he was using his glamour had burned away like morning mist when she grasped the key. And she still wanted him. His face was alien and cruel and so beautiful it hurt, but she still wanted him. She missed the warmth of his body pressing her into the stone wall, missed the heat of his breath on her neck, in her ear, missed the feel of his taut muscles and the hard planes of his chest.

			But without the compulsion, Mrs. McClaren’s warning rang in her mind. “The landlady in Clonmel said that one of the Aes Sídhe seduced her sister. That he left her on the streets of Dublin, starving, in rags. That when they brought her home she wouldn’t eat or drink. That she wasted away and died.”

			He stiffened, spoke cautiously. “Are you asking me for another fairy story, Beth?”

			“I’m asking if that is what you would do to me.”

			He stepped back awkwardly. It was the first time she’d seen him anything less than graceful. “You are not the landlady’s sister. You’re not a farm girl from Clonmel. It is unlikely the Fae who took the girl chose her for her lively mind or her broad interests. He wanted her body. No doubt she was a great beauty, if she attracted the attention of a Fae. Many women are content to be admired as such. Content with that.”

			“And the ones who aren’t?” she asked.

			He looked away.

			She shuddered, recalling the way her ears had popped when he’d freed her. The weight of his mind on hers had been crushing, like being buried underground. The thought of enduring that for months brought her headache roaring back and made her feel sick to her stomach. There would be nothing left of her after that kind of mental imprisonment. “Is it so easy for the Fae? Controlling humans?”

			“Yes.” There was a chord of guilt in his voice. It surprised her.

			“And me?” she probed.

			“No. It is not easy to control you. You have a trained mind. It defends itself, throws up barriers to keep me out. Our usual prey, however, are rarely so learned. It’s easier to slip inside their minds, to take over their will. But even with a simple mind, maintaining control requires a measure of effort, and we are an indolent race. The Fae who took the landlady’s sister probably saved himself the trouble of keeping constant hold on her mind and simply marked her with a geis.”

			She’d read, naturally, the entire body of Irish mythology, knew what gaesa were. “You mean like Cú Chulainn. One geis forbade him to eat dog meat, and the other forbade him to refuse food from a woman. When the Morrigan assumed the guise of a woman and offered him dog meat, he had no choice but to break one geis or the other. He ate the meat.”

			“And fell to his enemy. Breaking his geis weakened Cú Chulainn,” said Conn, his eyes growing distant, as though he had been there. “Made him vulnerable in battle. Brought him to his death.”

			“Stories with gaesa don’t usually end well,” Beth said.

			“To violate a geis is death and destruction. The most powerful gaesa are written on the body. This,” he parted his shirt, traced the pattern of scars that mantled his shoulders, “is a geis.”

			The marks she’d traced with her fingers. The pattern she now realized had graced the walls of the mound in Clonmel. They danced over every inch of his chest and shoulders, fine white scars incised with masterful skill. Her twenty-first century mind had not made the connection before, but these were not the casually acquired vanities of a neo-pagan poseur. They had not been done under anesthetic, in a sanitized setting with the safety of antibiotics. These had been cut into his flesh with a sharp blade. She touched them gingerly now, felt the raised bands beneath her fingertips. “Did they hurt?”

			“Receiving a geis always does. Even if it is only drawn in ink. And especially if you resist. The magic tightens like a noose around your throat until the design is complete. These,” he brushed his fingers over the marks on his shoulders, “once bound me inside the walls of the mound. The Druids held me down with their magic and carved them into my flesh. These,” he touched a cluster of thick raised lines that interrupted the design, “freed me. Also courtesy of the Druids.”

			The bitterness in his voice was palpable. She decided she didn’t want to see what he would do if he got hold of a living Druid.

			“And these,” he pulled back the velvet cuffs of his coat, rolled the needle-tailored sleeves of his shirt to reveal bands of thick scars around his wrists, bracers of intricate Gaelic knot work carved into his flesh. “These bind me to the sword. But most geis bind one being to another. Slave to master. If the Fae who took the landlady’s sister marked her, he would have drawn his personal symbol on her. It would have compelled her to want him, and him alone.”

			“And when he abandoned her,” Beth realized, the thought sickening, “she had nothing but her beauty, nothing else to keep her in this life, so she pined for him, and died. And you want to do that to me.”

			“I did,” he admitted. “When I first saw you in Clonmel, I wanted you. If I had taken you, and if you’d pleased me, I would have marked you so that you wanted me, and me alone. You would have accepted it by then. The pleasure to be had in a Fae’s bed is difficult to resist. And you might not have gone mad afterward. As I said, you are no farmer’s daughter. Even the old woman’s sister had a chance: had she fallen pregnant by the Fae, she might have had something to live for.”

			His words chilled her to the bone. He had wanted that for her, and she’d come so close to succumbing.

			“And now?” she asked, though she dreaded the answer.

			“I want you still.” He paused, and Beth watched the confusion playing over his face. “More even than I did in Clonmel, but I find that I want you to desire me without compulsion. I would not mark you now. Even if you were to ask.”

			“I wouldn’t do that. Ever. I don’t have a death wish.”

			“Neither, I would wager, did the landlady’s sister. Nor most of those who bind themselves to the Fae. They beg for it anyway.”

			“I don’t believe that. There’s no such thing as sex worth dying for.”

			“It’s as I thought.”

			“What, exactly, is as you thought?”

			“You’ve never been satisfied.”

			She could feel her face turning red. “Don’t be absurd. I’m nearly thirty. Of course I’ve been satisfied.” She had no intention of telling him that she’d only ever been satisfied by her own hand.

			He grinned. It was a slow, sly, smile, creeping across his face. He knew. Somehow, damn him, he knew. “Only in darkness, and solitude.” He took a step forward, closed the distance that had been growing between them. “Let me pleasure you, Beth.”

			Her whole body flushed now with the memory of his hand between her legs in Clonmel. Probably not worth dying for. Probably. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” Actually, it sounded like the best idea in the history of the world, if it wouldn’t lead to madness and death. “I’d rather not have you in my head again.” Of that, she was certain.

			“I promise not to use my glamour or my voice. There’s no danger for you if I don’t mark you or try to compel you. Just pleasure.”

			It was so tempting.

			She was nearly thirty. And she’d only ever been with Frank. That, of course, hadn’t worked out well, but she’d been too naive to know that it could be better.

			Everyone loved Frank. Collectors craved his opinion. Colleagues cultivated him. Men wanted to be his friend. Women fell at his feet. The problem must be hers, she’d always assumed. When she’d lost her faith in Frank, she’d reassessed all of her assumptions—and realized that the problem hadn’t been her. She’d tried dating after the divorce, but after a few meetings, whenever the relationship began to turn physical, she always cried off.

			Eventually, she’d given up, decided that something in her had broken while she was with Frank and that she was unlikely to find a man to fix it.

			But Conn wasn’t a man.

			“Promise to stay out of my head.” She swallowed. “I do want you to touch me. I do want to know what it’s like, but I can’t give up control like that. I can’t.”

			He stepped closer again. “You can keep hold of the key the whole time.”

			“And you’re sure you can make me . . . ,” She trailed off. She didn’t think she’d ever used the word out loud in that context.

			“Come,” he supplied. “Yes. I’ll even make a bargain with you. Let me touch you. Let me pleasure you. If you’re unmoved, I’ll take the Summoner and never approach you again.”

			“You told me Fae bargains are never fair.”

			“They aren’t. You’re certain to lose. And when you do, you’re mine.”

			He had her now. He wished there was time to savor the moment, but he knew better than to let a bargain go unsealed. She reached for him tentatively, but the time for hesitation was over. He bent and swept her into his arms.

			She squeaked, a little noise of surprise, the kind a kitten might make. But she didn’t struggle or try to break his hold. And he knew she was no kitten. More like a caged lioness.

			“Where are we going?” she asked. Her hands were trapped against his chest. He felt her move them, explore him. She was looking up at him wide-eyed, and he realized she was completely unconscious of what she was doing. Touching him because she could not resist doing so. It was powerfully arousing, her awakening sensuality.

			“You’ve only known pleasure alone in the dark,” he said. “Let me take you into the light.”

			“Um, it’s dark out, and it will be for hours. And if you turn lights on, security will come.”

			“Real light. Not your false day.”

			He carried her to the center of the Roman gallery, where there was an altar, finely carved, beneath a domed oculus, bathed in moonlight. He mounted the platform on which it stood and sat on the stone with Beth in his lap.

			She squirmed. “You can’t sit on this. It’s two thousand years old.”

			He ignored her protest. “I’m older still. And it’s stone, Beth. It has weathered worse.” Then he stood back up abruptly. “Unless you scream loud enough to shatter the stone.”

			She rolled her eyes and struck his shoulder. “That isn’t going to happen.”

			“You threw me into a wall in Clonmel,” he teased, still holding her above the stone.

			“You’re mistaken,” she said, her whole body suddenly tense in his arms. “Put me down.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“You’re misremembering what happened in Clonmel.” There was a note of raw panic in her voice.

			“Am I?” He had not considered that she might be aware of something different inside her, something that set her apart from other humans. And that she might be frightened of it.

			“Let me go.” She twisted like an eel in his arms, and he feared she would fall and hurt herself on the stone floor.

			“Easy, Beth.” He lowered her to the ground.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I changed my mind. I don’t want to do this, Conn.”

			“Beth.” He reached for her. Had not realized until now that the pleasure of having her in his arms was more than anticipation, more than desire. He couldn’t put a name to it, could only name its absence: desolation.

			She backed away, shook her head. “No.”

			He considered telling her pretty lies but knew it would not serve. “If this is about the voice you used in Clonmel, then I agree with you. Your abilities are better kept secret.”

			She eyed him warily. “What abilities?”

			“The ones you hide so well. The voice you used to throw me across the room at the inn. That’s one. But there are others, aren’t there? You know, I think, the names of all the trees and flowers you encounter, without ever having studied them. You can tell when a woman is pregnant before she herself suspects. And you know how to find us—the Fae.”

			She backed away from him. Her breathing had changed. Now she was truly a hunted animal, her instincts telling her to fight or flee. He was an experienced hunter. He must not move a muscle, or she would be gone.

			“How do you know all that?” she asked.

			Patience was what was needed here. Not his strongest suit. But she must come to it on her own. “Wrong question, Beth. Try again.”

			“No. I don’t want to know. Whatever it is, it isn’t anything good. Tell me about the sword instead. The Summoner. Can anyone use it?”

			The change of subject took him off guard, and he answered her honestly. “To kill, yes. To summon the Court, no. Only a Druid,” he hesitated, then added, “or the most powerful of Fae sorcerers, can use the sword to summon the Court back from their exile.”

			She took another step back from him. “You said the Fae are all underground or imprisoned.”

			“It’s been thousands of years, Beth. Wards fade. Spells dissipate. Bonds can be broken. I told you I didn’t take the old woman’s sister, remember? There are Fae roaming the earth. That’s why you have so many legends about encounters with them. Cautionary tales. If the wrong one got hold of the Summoner, you wouldn’t like the results.”

			“This is North America, not Ireland, not Europe. Fairy mounds aren’t thick on the ground here.”

			He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Have you ever looked?”

			She hadn’t. She’d never scrutinized a map of North America for ancient Celtic sites, because everyone knew where the Celts had settled: Europe, Britain, Ireland. But she had sometimes had that same feeling, that clenching deep in her belly, when she drove through the New England woods or passed by a grand and ancient house. If there were Celtic remains in North America, if she could find them, it would be the greatest archaeological discovery of the age.

			Conn’s knowing question fired her imagination. If she rescued her career from Frank and oblivion first, she could use her skills to find Celtic sites where no one had ever looked before.

			She knew better than to talk about her disturbing abilities—with anyone. As a girl, before she had found a use for her strange powers, they had frightened her. Sometimes they frightened her still. When she’d tried to tell Frank about her uncanny knack for finding sites, he had mocked her. When she’d shown him, used her skill to locate their first discovery, he had refused to acknowledge what she’d done. Anytime she’d raised the subject, he’d treated her to a frosty silence.

			Except for that night. The dinner. The wine. There had been maps. She remembered that much. And Frank coaxing, forcing her to look at them. And later Egan—but she didn’t remember that. Didn’t want to remember that. When Conn had teased her about her abilities a moment ago, she’d felt buried memories threatening to surface and had not wanted to be touched. At all. By anyone. Ever again.

			What had happened with Egan and Frank had happened because of her strange abilities. They never would have drugged her otherwise. She did not think about the events of that night, because she could not think about the events of that night. There was no way she was going to talk about her strange talents with this even stranger creature.

			“If you take the sword and the gold, I’ll lose my job. Dave Monroe will think I’m an addict, or crazy, and fire me.”

			“I can glamour him into forgetting what happened tonight, compel him to allow you to keep your job.”

			“That won’t free me from Frank, won’t show the world what he is. Let me keep the Summoner for a day,” she said. “Just one day. It won’t leave the museum. It’s not like you can walk through the streets of Cambridge with a sword on your back, anyway.”

			“The sword is easily hidden by my glamour,” he explained patiently.

			“One day is all I am asking for.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said. The words tumbled out of him as though he was unfamiliar with the taste of an apology. She suspected the Fae did not apologize often, or maybe ever. But she couldn’t let that sway her.

			“I’m sorry, too.” She was. She wanted what he had to offer but was too broken to accept it. She hated him, too, in that moment for promising something she could not have.

			She gripped the iron key in her hand, then turned on her heel and ran. Her identity card was hanging at her hip. She reached for it, held it out so it would touch the scanner plate as she hurled herself against the thick glass door leading deeper into the ancient wing. Heard the click. Didn’t dare look behind her as she shoved the heavy door open and slid through. She ran, flat out, no looking back, for the iron gate that guarded the entrance to the Arms and Armor Room.

			It loomed up out of the darkness like a spiked black castle, gilt tipped and menacing. She unlocked the gate, flew through the opening, and slammed the door shut behind her with a mighty clang. The case lights, triggered by motion detectors, flickered on one by one until the entire nave, transported stone by stone from some long-destroyed English abbey, was bathed in ghost light.

			For a moment she was alone in the strange room, arrayed with daggers and pikes and halberds and blades of every kind, and she could only pray she had guessed right: that the iron would protect her, that he could not pass through the gate as he had her door in Clonmel.

			She didn’t hear him approach. Conn simply appeared out of the darkness, his skin seeming to drink in the ethereal light. He walked with preternatural silence, his booted feet impossibly quiet on the polished stone. He stopped short of the iron grille and drew back, then shocked her by laughing. “Very clever,” he said. “I take it you have the sword with you in your cold iron cage.” He prowled back and forth in front of the bars, but he didn’t come too close.

			She nodded. “I won’t let Frank have it. I promise you. He has no idea what it is anyway. Frank just likes shiny things he can sell,” she said.

			“But didn’t he take it for that reason, to sell? And who then, my clever Beth, do you think might be of a mind to buy?”

			A chill breeze wafted through the nave, and she shuddered in her bare-shouldered gown. The answer was obvious, but ludicrous at the same time. Another Fae, of course. One who wasn’t bound by the same covenant. One who might use the sword.

			But planning to find a buyer like that would mean Frank knew the Fae were real, had known, before he decided to steal the sword. And if that was the case, it suggested he had probably known Beth’s powers were real, for a very long time.

			It was a monstrous betrayal, and she had no time to dwell on it now. Even if it was all true, it would take more time and planning to find a Fae buyer for the sword than Frank had since Clonmel . . . unless he had a particular customer already in mind. He could have been selling Celtic relics for a while now, after all. As long as they had been digging together.

			It was a risk she had to take, an abstract danger, where the threat to her career was real and pressing. “Collectors,” she said. “Crooked dealers. That’s who Frank will go to.” Not that she knew anyone like that, but she could imagine them, cobbled together in her mind from movies and television, stage villains with pinky rings and fluffy white cats.

			Conn sat down gracefully on the bench outside the iron gate. “You,” he said, “are the most exasperating woman I have ever encountered.” But he didn’t sound exasperated. He sounded . . . amused. Almost pleased.

			“You live under a hill. I doubt you get out much.”

			“And yet I have watched mountains rise and fall, empires wax and wane. In the vernacular of this age, I get out plenty. I just do it on a slightly different time scale.”

			“How old are you?”

			“Eons,” he said, then smiled, sly as he had been in Clonmel. “But I do like a good sleep. You have a thirst for knowledge, Beth. Come out of your cage and I’ll tell you everything you ever wanted to know.”

			“Tomorrow,” she said. “If you take the sword away tonight, I’ll lose everything here. I’ll look like a drug addict or a lunatic or Frank’s jealous ex-wife. Probably all three. My job and my reputation will be destroyed.”

			“Are those the only things that are important to you, Beth? Your role and reputation?”

			“They’re all I have,” she said. It was the truth. And it had been enough, until she met Conn, damn him. He made her want more.

			“What of friends, family, lovers?” Conn asked. He appeared to be genuinely curious.

			“My lover betrayed me, my friends, except for Helene, deserted me in favor of him. And I made choices—to take my own path in life—that cut me off from my family. I don’t regret them, but if I allow my career to be destroyed, I’ll have nothing.”

			Conn appeared to consider, then stood abruptly and shrugged out of his green velvet coat. He held it out to her, though he kept well away from the bars. “Here. You’re cold. Take it.”

			She hesitated. How close could he come to the iron bars?

			He read the question in her eyes. “You’re safe. I can’t cross the iron. It sets my teeth on edge even to be near this much of it.”

			She reached through the grille and snatched the coat.

			“Let no one touch the blade,” he warned. “And do not touch it yourself.”

			She clutched the velvet, warm and soft, to her breast, still reluctant to put it on. “What do you want in return?” she asked.

			“Foolish woman,” he chided. “Never make bargains with the Fae.”

			She looked down at the coat in her hands, then back up again, to find him gone. She waited a few minutes but heard nothing in the darkness, so she slid first one arm, then the other into the luxury of the silk lining. Light as air. Warm as down. She fastened the silver buttons, which felt like living metal, warm to the touch and chased with a pattern of curling leaves. It was like slipping into him.

			They had made no bargain about the sword, but he had warned her not to trust him. She was desperate for the warmth and security of her apartment, or at the very least her office, but she knew she would be a fool to set foot outside the iron bars tonight.

			There was a bench, a hideous scratchy upholstered thing, bolted to the floor in the middle of the room, graceless and institutional, and she felt like a pagan sacrifice lying on top of it. But it was that or the cold stone floor, so she curled up on the bench in his coat, and breathed deep the pine and rosemary scent of him captive in the cloth.

			She wanted him. There was no hiding from it. Wanted to feel him wrapped around her like the coat, in a warm and protective embrace. But she was afraid of him, too. And afraid of herself, because the voice she had used to throw him across the room in Clonmel, her strange ability to find ancient sites on maps, her reaction to the sword, were unnatural. There was something wrong with her. Something that had drawn Frank to her, because he could use it, and something that had made him treat her cruelly, because she was a freak.

			She dozed fitfully, her mind full of Conn and at the same time anxious about what would happen in the morning. Tomorrow was going to be the fight of her life. Even the gold and the sword might not be enough to bring Frank down. He could be so very plausible.

			The screech of the iron hinges woke her. Her first thought was that Conn had come back, but she felt none of the sweet tension that rang through her body when he was near. Her second was that it was morning and she needed an excuse that would placate the early-shift security supervisor. But the gallery was still black with night, even the case lights gone to sleep in the quiet dark.

			They flickered on now, revealing two men standing in the open gate door, her ex-husband and his disturbing friend, Jack Egan. The sickly light revealed something else as well: Egan’s arms were full of gold. He had the drinking vessels and the torcs from Clonmel.

			“How did you find the gold?” Beth asked. She stood up stiffly, putting herself between Frank and the case with the Summoner. She was trying for intimidating, but her legs had gone to sleep on the bench and she wobbled, spoiling the effect. As she found her balance and straightened, gravity found her gown and dragged it low over her breasts.

			Egan smirked and snickered, which made her blood run cold. She knew what she must look like—what Egan must be thinking—with her crushed hair and crumpled clothes. She pulled her gown up and Conn’s velvet coat closed around her.

			She had seen very little of Frank’s loathsome best friend since the divorce, but she remembered him vividly, and he was little changed. He still possessed the kind of blond, all-American good looks that made him seem approachable, harmless—safe—but deep in her bones Beth knew better.

			Frank examined her with clear disgust. “Security said you came down here with your Irish boy toy a few hours ago.” He held up a set of keys and jingled them in front of her face. “Told me you signed these out this afternoon. Scythian Gold and Arms and Armor. Now what, I asked myself, would Beth want with them?”

			“Conn isn’t my boyfriend.”

			“Conn? Could you be any more pathetic? Hooking up with the Lord of the Dance and bringing him back with you? You’re a little old for teen rebellion. What next? A tramp stamp? Nose ring?”

			“Get out,” she said, wishing the voice she’d used on Conn in Clonmel was hers to command. “Before I call security.”

			“Security’s packed it in for the night. There’s only Dick Fuzzy Ears sleeping off his champagne at the loading dock.” Frank took a step toward the cases, and she slid in front of him.

			Now he looked at her, really looked at her. For the first time, maybe in years. His eyes widened and his brow knitted in disbelief. “Did you fuck that guy?”

			“None of your business.”

			“I thought you said this thing was ancient.” Egan had slipped around her while she confronted Frank. He stood over the case with the sword, and turned to face them with the blade in his hand.

			“It is,” Frank said.

			“Looks brand new.” Egan touched the edge with a finger. “Sharp, too.”

			The blade hummed in the enclosed space, but neither man seemed to notice it.

			“Put it down,” Beth said. “It doesn’t belong to you.”

			“Finders keepers.” Egan swung the sword through the air like a baseball bat. It rang like a bell, the noise setting Beth’s nerves on edge.

			“Give me that.” Frank snatched the sword, held the blade up in the flickering light, and examined the runic chasing along the edge.

			“Frank,” Beth said. “It isn’t an ordinary sword.” She searched for some explanation she could give him that didn’t involve Conn or the Fae, neither of which would make a difference to Frank, and found one. “It isn’t like the gold. It’s too distinctive to sell on the open market. Buyers won’t pay much. They’ll want to know where it came from.”

			He shrugged. “My buyers don’t ask those kinds of questions.”

			A prickle of foreboding ran up her spine. “And who, my clever Beth, do you think might be of a mind to buy?” Other Fae, of course. Ones who would use the sword to summon the Court.

			And feckless Frank would sell it to such a buyer without a second thought.

			“I won’t let you leave with the sword.” She took a step forward, putting herself square in front of him.

			The shock was plain on Frank’s face. She never stood up to him. Only that once, when she’d refused to identify another site for him. And he’d cooked up a piece of nastiness that had put her—oh, how it had put her—back in her place. Not anymore. “Give it to me.” She held her hand out, a plain demand.

			For a second Frank looked quite affected. He offered her the weapon, hilt first. When she moved to take it, he snatched it back and spluttered with laughter.

			“You didn’t really think I was going to hand it over, did you? What? So it can gather dust in some museum in Dublin? What do you care, Beth? You’re not going to get the credit for the dig. You’re never going to get the credit for a dig. And if you go on slumming with that Paddy, next time I won’t even let you come along.”

			He took a step toward the door. Her anger boiled over. She grabbed the hilt of the sword, below where his hands clasped the cross guard, and pulled. He pulled back. In a game of tug-of-war with a man a foot taller and seventy pounds heavier than she was, she didn’t stand a chance. If she played fair.

			But Frank never played fair, and tonight Beth wouldn’t either. She was wearing heels. Not spiky or high, just a two-inch kitten, but she stomped down on his instep with all of her pent-up fury.

			Frank howled and doubled over but didn’t relinquish his grip on the sword.

			Neither did Beth. As Frank lurched forward, his weight drove the foible of the blade down, the razor-sharp edge heading straight for Beth’s neck. She dove to the side but not fast enough.

			The blade whispered past her ear, and sliced through hair, velvet, sinew, blood, and bone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			[image: Image]

			He had let her go. Again. And allowed her to keep the sword.

			Madness. But not the kind Conn was used to. Not the madness of age, of boredom and a surfeit of depravity. This was the madness of youth, something he had left behind thousands of years ago. Infatuation.

			It would pass, of course. The Fae did not tie themselves permanently to mortals. But the fizzing exuberance he felt when he thought of Beth, the way he looked forward to seeing her again tomorrow, was an exciting novelty, and he savored it.

			And he tried to deny that it was anything more. To deny the sense of . . . kinship he had felt when she had spoken of her isolation. She knew the taste of betrayal, the ache of loneliness. He had stifled an impulse, standing before the iron gate, to confide in her, to tell her his history, to seek something he had never desired from another being: solace.

			Instead he had given her his coat, and even now he continued to imagine it wrapped around her body, embracing her.

			He tested the connection with her, established when he had touched her mind in the gallery. It was still there, a gossamer thing of sense and impression rather than words and meaning. She had told him to stay out of her head and, curiously, he wanted to honor her wishes. So he resisted the impulse to invade her thoughts and instead feathered the edges of her consciousness with . . . what? It wasn’t entirely desire, though it was that, too. Regard, he decided. She had his regard, his brave, fierce little scholar.

			He liked her city. It was old. Not as old as Clonmel or Dublin, but rooted deep in the soil. Gray granite and black earth. Circled with rivers. Crowned by hills. He had spent time today exploring it, a rabbit warren of twisted streets here, an elegantly laid-out grid as perfect as any Druid pattern there. He had twice encountered telltale signs of other Fae, and quickly turned from the path he was on to be sure not to encounter them. He wondered if Beth would care that his people had once called him champion, and now called him traitor.

			He found the local customs more familiar than he expected, considering how mixed the peoples of this Boston were. But so many of them were Gaels, no doubt they’d had some influence on their surroundings. It had taken him only a few hours in Clonmel, seated in the taproom at the inn, tasting the ale and being served—cautiously—by the deferential locals, to master contemporary patterns of speech, observe the new fashions in dress, absorb the new fashions in ideas. After that the Boston vernacular had been easy to acquire.

			He had learned that Boston was really two cities. The city proper, and across the river, Cambridge and its mighty universities. Centers of learning. Exactly where he expected to find Beth.

			Her museum had puzzled him. An unattended temple to heroes, where great deeds went to die. It was a sorry place for an archaeologist, a lover of the ancients, more of a tomb than his mound in Clonmel. Sorrier still was Beth’s master, one of nature’s beggars, this Dave Monroe. No matter what she said, Conn planned to glamour the man into treating her better.

			His ramble took him through the warren of red-brick buildings that made up the center of the university, then farther, past the timbered houses of the early settlers, glossy with paint and studded with small-paned windows. He walked down to the bank of the Charles, the river that seamed the two cities, knelt on its pebbled strand, and ran his fingers through the soft current.

			He understood Beth’s desperate need to defend her reputation. She had done great deeds, and another man had claimed them as his own and been rewarded for them. The Druids would have said that only the deeds mattered, that fame was fleeting vanity. For all their wisdom, Conn reflected, on that account the Druids had known nothing.
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