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Scott Gresham’s Journal

(Sunday, June 22)

Testing…testing…one…two…three. Oops! Wrong medium….

Hmmm: What do I say? I’ve finally got around to puzzling out this fancy laptop the Mystic Mountain folks gave me last week, so I guess I ought to put something official in it, like a journal, which is what I’ve called this. Only something tells me the stuff I really ought to include isn’t the boring day-to-day log of me trying to put one over on my employers about this staff-geologist-thing they’ve hired me to do and which I’ve suddenly found out I ought not to do, and to lay out all this magic stuff instead: this stuff that’s had me freaked-to-avoidance since that business at Scarboro Faire a couple of years ago, when I first found out there was such a thing as Faerie.

Thing is, I wasn’t the first. Myra’s brother’s friend David Sullivan was first. He accidentally got the Second Sight back when he was in high school and found out that the Sidhe, who are basically the Irish Faeries, lived in an invisible world that overlapped his corner of north Georgia but which only he could see. Short form (long form later), he knew they were there, they knew he knew, and some of ’em liked it and some of ’em didn’t—which didn’t stop him and his buds bouncing back and forth between here and there off and on for the next umpteen years. Up until now, I guess.

(God, I’m rambling! Maybe I’ll just think of this as an outline and fill in the details some other time—not that I’m likely to keep this, anyway.)

Anyway…David’s crowd and my old Athens crowd eventually got together and started holding these yearly picnics near a Straight Track (which is a kind of road between the Worlds), down in Athens, on one of the days the Faeries are supposed to ride in procession. Nothing’s ever happened before, but then this year something did happen. I was supposed to be with ’em, only I’d just that day been offered this job with Mystic Mountain Properties as staff geologist and had to come up here to Enotah County, thinking I had this neat new job I needed really badly, doing surveying for a resort a bunch of money men from Atlanta wanted to build near some of David’s old turf. 

But anyway, this year a kid from Faerie, whose name I don’t remember, came riding up and told ’em that they were summoned to an audience with Lugh, who’s High King in Tir-Nan-Og, which is the local Faerie realm. Short form (again): Lugh’s apparently in a bad political situation because iron from our World’s been burning through over there a lot, and this resort I’m working on is kind of like the last straw, so he summoned every human who knew anything about the existence of his folks to a big council to pick their brains, except he also gave them an ultimatum: stop the resort or he’d flood Sullivan Cove, which is where the resort’s going to be. 

Somewhere in there, too, there was an attack on the mortal-types, and David’s crowd had to retreat back here—right on top of my campsite, actually—so they figured they’d see what they could do. Bottom line was that a bunch of ’em decided to seek aid from some really powerful dudes who live over near (I believe) Wales, and have gone there. The rest of us are supposed to try to slow things down here, which I’m doing by dragging my heels and trying a bit of very clandestine industrial espionage, like sugar in gas tanks and stuff like that. And some more folks are going to see what they can do to mess up things via the Net, while my old friend LaWanda and David’s friend Calvin (who’s a for-real Cherokee) are supposed to be trying to delay things here by making it rain, only I’ll believe that when I see it. 

Shoot, I wouldn’t believe it at all if I hadn’t seen some other things to kind of make me believe. So here I sit, in this nice paid-for motel room in Enotah County, wondering what I’m gonna do, because I thought I was looking out for myself, only I’ve wound up being on the side of the bad guys. And…

Shit. I don’t feel like playing the self-analysis thing right now. It’d just make me more depressed. Sun’s out, so maybe I better go up to Sullivan Cove and pretend to look for a sapphire mine somebody told me was around there.

Gotta figure out how to hide this file, too. Shit. I hate computers.


Prelude: The Prisoner

(a dubious place—high summer)

It was the first time in the uncounted ages since his birth, unreckonably far away in time and space, that Lugh Samildinach had ever been unconscious.

Against his will, anyway, for even the Sidhe must sleep; their bodies were not so unlike those of mortal kind to preclude that necessity—besides which, without sleep there could be no dreaming, which was in itself an art to one as skilled in the shaping of Power as he. And of course there had been revels uncounted: drunkenness, drugs of every kind, besottedness on sensuality that might as well have been unconsciousness. But never had he passed from full awareness to the realm inside his skull abruptly, without consent.

He had even been dead. Immortal he was, and yet could die; for what was death to one of his kind save the severing of the bond ’twixt soul and flesh? Indeed, he had died so many times—all before his last rebirth, in Ethlinn’s Tower—that he was expert at it. It was amazing what meat, bone, and blood could withstand. Swords had pierced him, poison ravaged him, starvation—once, on a dare—reduced him to a shriveled shell. But he was strong—the strongest of his kind in this fourth of Faerie—and Power, which was to spirit as energy was to matter, was his in profligate amounts to command. As long as he—himself: his soul—had Power…well, the body that housed it was of no real consequence. Time would (as mortals said) heal all wounds. And time he had aplenty.

He did not think much of it, this unconsciousness. It was darkness without dreams, dull heavy pain with only the ghostly hope of relief. But it was not forever.

He blinked—and saw naught save the same colorless geometries that spun behind closed lids in the darkest caves of his realm. Blinked again, and saw neither more nor less. But he noticed three things at once.

The most imminent were the bonds that held him spread-eagled and naked in midair: shackled at wrist, neck, and ankles. Iron it was that gripped him: iron, which none in Faerie could work, for the fires that had wakened in that metal at the Worlds’ first making never cooled. Iron that contained his limbs but did not touch them, shielded by the thinnest sheets of impervious wyvern skin, so that he felt the pain of proximity where those fetters clasped his flesh but did not—quite—consume it.

Iron was the second thing he noted as well; for not only did it restrain him but chains of it stretched away into unguessable dark, to bind his bonds to a greater mass of that metal that entombed him like the shell of an egg in which he was embryo. Or the core of a ball of flame: a sun, perhaps—irony there, for mortal men had styled him Sun God and given him a feast-day to prove it: Lughnasadh, celebrated in that World and Faerie alike.

But the iron sun had him now, and not one of the Powers at his command could win through that fierce ferrous fire and escape. Not even thought.

The third thing he noticed was how very badly he missed the Land. He had lost the Land, though his rational aspect, that every second fought past panic and pain to greater ascendancy, knew that as long as he lived and Tir-Nan-Og endured that bond could not be severed.

Which set him to thinking more alertly, as impressions gave way to knowledge and supposition bowed to the force of fact.

Fact. He had not become thus of his own free will. He had drunk wine—poisoned, probably—and dozed in his bath, not yet dreaming—and awareness had simply vanished into darkness, like a candle blown out. And before he could rally his Power and recover, there simply was no air. Too quickly. His substance had needed that support before spirit could muster itself to flee, and so he had thought one urgent plea for help, and one command—and passed out.

Fact. Whatever had occurred had required intervention by another conscious will. Which could not have been accidental. Which in turn awoke that word he had long, in his most secret parts, dreaded.

Rebellion.

Someone—many someones, likely, else his guard were more lax than he had cause to assume—had won through a palace crammed with defenses mundane and arcane and stolen a reigning sovereign from the heart of his own realm. He had to admire their bravery—their audacity, anyway—and already had an idea what group had worked his downfall.

The Sons of Ailill.

But why was he a prisoner?

One reply alone made sense: the same reason there had been talk of rebellion before and increased disaffection among the smaller Fay as recently as yesterday.

The mortal situation.

He should have listened, he supposed, to the tidings Nuada brought him, he who was closest observer of what chanced in the Lands of Men. But also to what everyone of late had seemed to whisper: that the Lands of Men were grown too close, that Holes were burning through the World Walls everywhere, and ever nearer to the heart of Tir-Nan-Og. That by ones and twos, in families and clans, the folk of his realm were fleeing, claiming shelter with Rhiannon of Ys, or Arawn of Annwyn, or Finvarra of Erenn—or simply seeking some new World upon the Tracks.

Lugh wasn’t certain he blamed them. But he strongly disapproved of how they had chosen to resolve the situation, when he had just set the final stone in his own plan to counter the increasing encroachment of the Lands of Men.

Which brought him to the boy.

The mortal boy. David Sullivan—who, though not by design, had already brought him too much pain.

And then whatever—wherever—it was that held him shifted, as the weight of bodies came upon it. For the briefest instant, fresh air flowed in, and Lugh thought he might be on the verge of release. He inhaled—

—and breathed agony beyond belief, while more pain spread like flowing lava across his body. It was dust: some fine powder riding in with that air to settle upon his sweat-soaked skin and form a thin film there.

No ordinary dust, however—

They had coated him with powdered iron!

Perhaps, he reflected, as his dark prison echoed with the grinding of immortal teeth, unconsciousness was no bad thing after all.


Prologue: Holed Up

(near Tir-Nan-Og—high summer)

Firelight woke dancers of black and red upon the cave’s rough granite walls. Dancers already posed there, however, their shapes crude yet graceful, their forms human, yet not quite so, the paint with which they were limned clear though dulled with years uncounted. Blood bound that pigment (not all of it based on hemoglobin), and the fat of beasts as well, whose genes sometimes showed a fifth and sixth amino acid. Handprints showed there, too, outlined in ocher blown through bone: five-fingered hands, but with some of the digits oddly attenuated or smaller than those of the smallest child.

And the beasts—most had four legs, but many also sported wings, and some showed equal parts bird and fish, or mammal and reptile, and (not all that rarely) aspects of all four. There was writing, too, perhaps, though neither of the men watching that firelight dance among those painted revelers could have read that curling script. It had been there when the older man’s folk had entered that land. The younger’s kin had dwelt in caves then, and wrought art of their own: painted horses, fat women of clay, and scrimshaw work on ivory and horn.

The fire burned in a cavern a hundred yards from the fractured cliff face that masked its mouth. The floor was sand washed in by centuries. The air was chill because the rocks were, but the fire warmed it, and gave light and security. Fish baked in clay shells beneath the coals, but no smoke fouled the air, for Power whisked it away before it could torment either set of lungs.

Both men were magicians, after the notions of their kind. One was mortal, one was not.

The immortal—taller, fair-haired, and with the smooth, unlined face of a twenty-year-old and the eyes of the eons-aged—leaned back against the pillow he had contrived from what remained of a fine white velvet cloak, laced fingers cased in leather and silver metal across the flat plane of his chest, and regarded the other with the wry, wary stare of the warrior he was.

“You were wise not to sleep in the palace,” that one observed, careful to avoid names here where names had Power and those who presently commanded Power were even now reshaping the order of the World nearest without.

The other—the mortal; once also a warrior, now called poet—looked rougher. He wore new jeans, a black T-shirt, and a jacket of faded denim. And a leather glove on his left hand. His hair was short, auburn-brown—and unkempt. He looked older than the other, with experience if not actual wear, but was tenscore centuries younger. His teeth caught the light when he grinned, and the warrior recalled that they were both, by some obscure linkage, born as tearers of meat.

“I was…warned,” the poet confided. “I’d prefer you didn’t ask how, and surely you already know why.”

The warrior smiled in turn. “The keeping of secrets is an art well practiced among the Sidhe—in exchange, I fear, for crafting such as this, though something about the proportions of these hands we see around us makes me wonder.”

“I wonder that you never found it,” the poet snorted, reaching out to prod the coals with a stick of wood already vitreous with petrification.

“I never looked,” the warrior admitted. “One must hold some mysteries in reserve when one is immortal.”

“Good thing for both of us,” the poet acknowledged.

“The food was good, though—in the palace, I mean.” 

“No better than those fish I smell cooking there.” 

“Found ’em in a pool further back. Blind. Caught ’em one-handed, but kinda hated to.”

The warrior raised his leather-gloved hand and studied it absently, flexing the fingers, noting how they still stung from his night’s work with sword and Power. He could have healed himself, of course, but this was not—quite—Tir-Nan-Og, for all that, as best he could tell, this little bolt-hole had once been part of that Land until it had broken away. Or been eaten off by the taint of iron in the Lands of Men and drifted here along a Track, changing as it went, acquiring its own existential conventions.

“I am also glad I found you…Poet,” the warrior said at last, with a knowing twinkle in his eye.

“I was wonderin’ about that…Warrior,” the poet replied. “Figured it was rude to ask.”

“You have your secrets, I have mine,” the warrior laughed, trying not to stare at a certain silver boss among the many that marched down the front of the other man’s jacket. The same silver, in fact, as the silver arm that had given him his appellation: Airgetlam—Silverhand. His first name—his true name—he dared not think. The poet, whose name, safely enough, was John, did not know that Power rode with him most days, though the warrior imagined he was aware that the part always touched the whole, as far as some Workings went, and that connection between the once-joined was never entirely severed.

The poet—John—dug through the ashes, dragged out a hand-long block of hardened clay, and cracked it open, to reveal a feast of pearly, sweet-smelling flesh. He offered it to his visitor, who took it with a certain amount of trepidation.

“Sharing food and fire…” that one said.

“…makes us friends,” the other finished. “Thought we already were—much as your kind and mine can be.”

The warrior ate without reply—odd how hungry he was, no doubt a function of the Power he had spent so profligately of late, spiriting close to fourscore mortals out of Tir-Nan-Og. Eventually he became aware of his companion’s gaze upon him.

“Sooooo,” John ventured. “Feel like tellin’ me why you showed up here? Homage to Bobby Bruce it might be, but I doubt re-creating mortal history was your main concern. No spiders here,” he added.

“I am no king in exile,” the warrior retorted, flourishing his silver arm. “Nor can be, with this. But I suppose I am in exile, for the nonce.”

John scowled, cleared his throat. “I’m not sure I’m entitled to speak for my folks,” he began, “but I appreciate what you’ve done. You’re the second most powerful person in Tir-Nan-Og, best I can figure. You chose to help my folks when the crap hit, ’stead of tryin’ to save your own king.”

“Which some would say brands me a traitor,” the warrior observed. “And I would be one, had I not been following that king’s commands.”

John looked startled. “He had wind of it?”

“He has a seer—Oisin, of whom I imagine you’ve heard but doubt you’ve met. Oisin foresaw a threat but could not tell when or where. It was no real news to him. Tonight—the evacuation—was—I think the mortal word is contingency.”

“One of several,” John drawled back enigmatically, applying himself to a second fish.

The warrior’s eyes flashed dangerously, but he fought down anger. This was no time for dissension. “Would I be correct in assuming you are concerned for the boy?”

A curt nod. “Got a debt to him. Blood debt. He lost close kin ’cause of me. Somebody got killed trying to connect with me, anyhow.”

The warrior fumbled inside the neck of his tunic and retrieved a disk of oddly glimmering crystal framed in gold. “Would you see how he fares?” Without waiting for reply, he closed his eyes, called upon a trickle of Power and reached to a certain place, then to a certain other, and bound them together, then opened his eyes once more.

The disk caught fire as it twirled first between silver fingers, then on the sand between the men. And as it spun, it expanded into a sphere of light as wide as John’s forearm was long. Images moved inside. John frowned in resignation and scooted forward.

And the two of them—mortal and immortal, poet and warrior, John Devlin and Nuada Airgetlam—both at the same time saw…

…mountains: lumpy with age, now softened more with the summer-toned crowns of countless trees—conifers and hardwoods in equal riot…roads webbing them like scars of silver-gray; lakes splashed among them like melted mirrors…

…water everywhere: rainwater…drowning the lowlands, ignoring the banks of streams, filling every hollow with silt scoured from those mountains like flesh flayed away to granite bone…washing every rooftop, sheening every leaf plastering every hair on man or beast to the precise contour of skin and skull…

…closer now, as though a bird flew there, or wide-ranging thoughts gained more focus…

…a wide road through bottomland, thick with corn and sorghum but framed by mountains to either side…a thinner road running off it, once gravel, now washed down to bedrock beneath a glaze of mud…a farmstead crouching on the mountains’ knees…a church, a graveyard, an iron-ringed family cemetery…

…closer…

…a farmhouse on the road’s southern side, its boards decayed, its roof retained by patches…its front porch in ruins, its back stoop scarcely better…glass in half the panes, and a chimney a yard shorter than it ought to be, from which thin smoke wheezes, before drowning beneath the ongoing storm…

…cedars in the yard; a house trailer on a knoll nearby…cars in the drive: a Dodge minivan, a brand-new Lincoln Town Car, a red ’66 Mustang, an aging Mercury Monarch, a new Ford Explorer…a BMW touring motorcycle…

…and now inside…

…an old room, all but abandoned—but crammed to the rafters with people. A door opens onto the collapsing porch, a window gapes beside it. In the left-hand wall, a massive stone fireplace stands behind an imposing hearth. Opposite the entrance, another window overlooks a backyard. Doors to the right lead to bedroom and kitchen, with the remains of a sofa between. A man sits on the hearth, folded upon himself as though his shoulders bear a world’s worth of pain. He is golden-haired, armored, and wears clothes not seen by mortal men in half a thousand years; his face bears the same alien cast as Nuada’s. John does not recognize him. Nor can he identify many of the others strewn about the room, save that he has seen them once before. Among those strangers are a slight, wiry fellow carrying bagpipes, and beside him an imposing black woman who, by the way she hovers about him, is clearly the wiry lad’s lover.

There is a boy, fourteen or thereabouts, with a surly expression and waist-length jet-black hair.

There is a woman a little older than the rest, clean-featured, and with hair bound atop her head like a blond fountain. Her clothes—black minidress and tights—scream Gothic. Something in her face brands her an artist to her soul.

And there is a man in his late twenties, lanky, angular of jaw and chin, blond and worried-looking, as though guilt and fear wage some inner race to consume him.

The rest John knows.

There is Dale Sullivan, close to eighty, white hair worn in a tail; khaki-clad, hard as a fence post and nigh as gnarly-lean—and all but father to John’s lost friend.

There is Calvin McIntosh: black-haired and rusty-dark, with features that proclaim, unmistakably, Cherokee Indian.

There is Sandy Fairfax of the waist-length light-brown hair, athlete’s body, and scholar’s mien.

There is Aikin Daniels: twentyish, brunet, compact, and furtive; clad in cammo and black; with a forestry degree all but completed.

There is Alec McLean: slender and blandly handsome, and even amid the surrounding chaos, somehow a trifle too neat.

There is Liz Hughes: a slight, pretty redhead, with more magic about her than she dreams.

And there is the one he knows best: David Sullivan. Mad Dave. David Kevin Sullivan, to give his whole name: the same as John’s dead friend. He too is twenty-odd; a tad on the short side, and built like a wrestler or a gymnast. He has thick blond hair caught back in a tail, and a handsome, snub-nosed face. He is also the leader of this company, though clearly unhappy to be cast into that role.

And there are two other people in the room. Like the fair-haired man, neither of them is mortal.

One would be barely more than a boy—had he not also been immortal. He might be a younger version of Nuada; then again, all Daoine Sidhe tended to look alike.

The other is a woman: hair like black ice and perilously fair. She stands in the doorway between living room and kitchen, looking dazed, and with some odd garment clutched about her, as if she had donned it in haste…

Nuada looked surprised at her presence and leaned closer. John noted his interest and likewise attended. “What…?” John wondered.

“The last time I saw that one,” Nuada hissed, “she was a cat. And before that, an enfield.”

John’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “Like the rifle?”

“Like the beast—Lugh’s pets—you would know them from heraldry.” Nuada pointed once more toward the tableau. “It would seem that a discussion is about to commence that it would be wise for us both to attend.”

John shook his head. “When…?”

“A week, in your World, since you…left. Less than an hour, if that, for me. Now be silent, and let us see what we shall see.”


PART ONE


Chapter I: Ongoing Chaos

(Sullivan Cove, Georgia—Friday, June 27—early morning)

“This ain’t no natural storm,” Big Billy Sullivan opined from the smaller of the two back porches that flanked the kitchen extension on the back of the north Georgia farmhouse he’d occupied for close to fifty years. He thumped the morning’s third cup of coffee down on the porch rail and leaned against the post nearest the steps. The worn, faded wood groaned at the pressure: two hundred pounds was a lot to bring to bear on old construction. The yard was all but invisible, masked by slanting sheets of rain and rushing streams of mud-colored water that carried more of the drive-way—and the mountain, on whose knees the house squatted—into the frothing river at its base that had once been Sullivan Cove Road. His lower lip stuck out in his standard scowl of disapproval. A chill breeze caught him—damned chilly for Georgia in June—and he shivered, hugging the brawny torso that strained beneath the plain white T-shirt he wore above worn jeans and bare feet.

“No natural storm,” he repeated.

The initial response was from Tiberius, the ancient yellow tomcat, who made one quick pass against his legs, apparently sensed a kick impending, and fled to the sheltered corner where Little Billy’s bedroom had been tacked on ten years back.

“You ever think it was?” someone snorted behind him, the tones so masked by the rattly timpani of what sounded suspiciously like hail on the roof he couldn’t tell if it was his wife or younger son who had spoken—save for the wording. Nor did he look around, as JoAnne, his spouse of twenty-three years, padded out to join him. The scent of breakfast came with her: coffee, corn bread, and bacon freshly fried. He felt her stop at his back, and reached around to draw her close. Warmth flowed across his shoulders as her arms enclosed his ribs. Hair brushed his neck where she laid her head against him. Gettin’ to her, too, he thought. Has to be, for her to be like this.

“Hoped it might be,” he replied in a pause between blasts of thunder. He squinted into space, gazing west: toward the lake, the mountain—Bloody Bald—and the farm that lay between his own and those two landmarks: Dale Sullivan’s place, home of his single surviving uncle. It was dark as pitch over there, as if all the fury that had wracked the mountains for nigh onto a week had been distilled into one single vat of gloom that was rupturing out there, half a mile away.

“Men in this family do a lot of hopin’,” JoAnne murmured through a shudder he knew she’d have masked if she could. “Me, I do most of my hopin’ about the men in this family.”

“Billy okay?”

A shrug. “Think so. He was up half the night, but once he’s out, he could sleep through the Second Comin’.”

Big Billy nodded toward the yard, the rain, and the road. “Might get his chance sooner’n we thought.”

JoAnne eased around to flank him. “Wish it was that,” she acknowledged. “That I’d understand. It’s this stuff that comes from that other place I can’t puzzle out. I’ve seen it and I still can’t. Seen enough, anyway.”

“Magic,” Big Billy agreed. “Just ain’t natural. Folks like us oughtn’t to have nothin’ to do with it.”

JoAnne nodded solemnly. “Yeah, well you an’ me both know that, but this ain’t our world anymore. We got the kids, but this sure ain’t their world now! Shoot, they know more now than we’ll ever know. And David’s just barely finished the first part of college, never mind Billy—I still say he’s gonna beat ’em all, smart-wise.”

Big Billy gestured at the yard with a stubby right hand, while the left sought his abandoned coffee; he winced as a gust of wind whipped rain into his face. JoAnne edged behind him again. “Shit,” he spat. “Reckon I oughta go check on Dale?”

“Might be a good idea. Phone was still out last time I tried. Comes and goes,” she added, as her husband turned toward the house.

“Wish this fuckin’ rain’d go!” Big Billy grumbled, aiming one final frown at the storm before retreating inside. “Guess I’d better walk; truck’d prob’ly flood out on the way.”

As if in answer, thunder boomed again—louder and closer alike. A final gust of wind flailed at him, as though to hasten him away from things he did not understand.

*

It was just as well that the loudest thunderclap yet had that moment rattled what remained of Uncle Dale Sullivan’s first-and-birthright house, because the noise hid a room’s worth of startled exclamations; and the flare of lightning that followed hard on the thunder’s heels—prelude to a clap that was even louder—gave the occupants something to gape at besides the figure that had just appeared in the doorway to the ruins of the collapsing farmhouse’s kitchen.

A woman. A beautiful, dark-haired, exotic-looking woman. A Faery woman, who was clutching—barely—the remains of what looked suspiciously like a tablecloth around her like a threadbare sarong.

A woman who instants before had been a yellow cat named Eva and who twice a day, for a few moments at dusk and dawn, had worn a third, less likely, shape entirely. One patently not part of mundane reality.

Not that the woman David Sullivan saw now was either.

“Aife,” he blurted into the silence that followed the last round of thunder. Silence, save the white noise cacophony on the roof.

The woman blinked at him as she slumped against the doorjamb—and kept on slumping, as though she were mortally tired. David lunged toward her, but Alec was there before him—and the other fifteen people in the crowded room—and eased the woman’s descent as she sank down atop a pile of dusty cushions between the worn-out sofa and the floor. And went utterly mute, as though tongue-tied.

An eruption of voices followed: questions, cries of astonishment, admonitions of caution, offerings of advice. David ignored them all, save Alec, who had a vested interest. Yet even he sat back on his haunches as the woman’s face contorted, a mighty cough racked her, and she doubled over, coughing twice more, before choking something dark into her hand. He recognized it as she dried it against her sketchy robe, and was reaching toward it even as she passed it up to him with the merest ghost of a smile.

“Iron has its uses,” she murmured in a voice soft and oddly accented. “Especially iron that is overlaid with Power—even when one wears the substance of this World.” She paused, dark eyes probing the room. David twisted around to follow that gaze as it settled on the smallest person present: a boy of about fourteen, slim and feral-looking, his face pale with alarm beneath a belt-length flag of patently dyed black hair. Gothic elf was how someone had described him. It fit, as much as his name did—the name he went by anyway: Brock.

Brock’s eyes locked with David’s, who countered with a wary smile and an upward quirking brow, as one tiny mystery was clarified.

“Told you it was magic,” the boy chuckled.

David regarded the object curiously. It was a medallion the size of a half-dollar, wrought of black iron that still showed a faint metallic sheen beneath the patina of ages. Quite a few ages, to judge by the wear that had smoothed the device raised on both sides. A wild boar: the ancient arms of the Sullivans of Ireland, though Brock claimed to have bought it from an old woman in an antiques store in Yorkshire.

“What’s that?” someone asked nearby. David started—God, but there were too many people in too small a space, and too much was hitting him too fast, and he was having a damned hard time sorting it out. And now one more thing!

Finally he cleared his throat—no one else seemed able to say anything coherent, including Alec, whom logic suggested might have some comment, given that the woman to whom he was ministering had once, in a fashion, been his lover. “Lady, is there anything we can do?”

Aife shook her head even as she accepted a cup of coffee from Liz Hughes, David’s own sweetie. “That was a potent magic, and a strange one,” she managed at last. “Or”—she paused, staring at the grimy window to her right, as though what she sought might somehow be visible there—“or perhaps it was not only the Power of the medallion but also the fact that he who bespelled me is no longer in touch with his Power.”

Lugh, David thought through a chill, and scanned the room for reactions—or advice. Troubled faces stared back: his friends, and friends of friends, the latter mostly folks he knew through Myra Buchanan, the blond woman with the fountain of hair gathered atop her head. Folks like James Morrison Murphy (Piper, to his chums) and LaWanda Gilmore. Not to omit Myra’s sometime-lover, sometime-basket-case, underachiever, work-in-progress: Scott Gresham, who had more than a little to do with why they were all crammed in here.

Never mind the immortals. Besides Aife, there was rash young Fionchadd mac Ailill, David’s closest friend among the Sidhe. And the newest arrival: the golden-haired man who sat slumped on the hearth with his inhumanly handsome face buried in his hands, while his tattered white surcoat steamed in the heat of the fire someone had (in spite of the season) had the sense to stoke up—for light as much as anything, given that the cabin’s power had long been disconnected. Shoot, he still didn’t know that guy’s name—or anything else, save that he’d been a guard to Lugh Samildinach, High King of the Daoine Sidhe in Tir-Nan-Og, and had just escaped that place with his life—and a warning.

Too many people, too much chaos. Too many stories that had to be told one at a time and debated.

And, if what the Faery had revealed scant seconds before Aife’s arrival was true, quite possibly far too little time.

Somehow, too, he had found himself leader of the band—which was a laugh, given that he was barely twenty-two, not quite five-foot-eight, and was only now on the threshold of his first college degree—though he doubted, at this point, he’d physically graduate.

Twenty-two, and a veteran of nearly six years dealing with Faerie and the World Walls and those strange glowing roads that laced between them that were the Straight Tracks.

And now, he feared, he faced war between his own World—the Lands of Men—and Faerie.

Everyone was looking at him, too, dammit! Even Uncle Dale, who was well past seventy and had fought in more than one war himself. Never mind Aife, who’d been in Lugh’s guard, and this still-unnamed stranger, who—until the last few hours—apparently still was. He had just opened his mouth to ask what their Faery guest’s name might be when he heard the sodden thump of footsteps on what remained of the back porch stoop. He was already glancing frantically around for a makeshift weapon when he caught—muffled by rain and a room’s worth of breathing—someone male grunting, “Oh, fuck! Shit!”

David relaxed even as he caught Alec’s scowl. With Liz at his heels, he bolted for the door. “Pa!” he gasped as Big Billy Sullivan stomped through the kitchen door. Water puddled around his feet like the lake around the mountains, and his thinning red hair was plastered to his skull like a bathing cap. “I had a hat,” he growled as he divested himself of a sodden slicker, “but the wind got hold of it. I—” He broke off, irritation replaced with anger, and then that wistful, disturbing confusion David had come to realize meant an adult had suddenly discovered he was in over his head—or thoroughly outgunned.

“Got company, Bill,” Dale drawled smoothly, joining David and Liz in the tiny room. “And most of it the kind you don’t wanta see.”

Big Billy glared at him. “Right now all I want to see is something dry.”

“What’re you doin’ here, anyway, Pa?” David ventured.

His father’s gaze shifted toward him. “Checkin’ on Dale. Phone didn’t work, and the storm was so bad I got worried—trailers and storms don’t mix. Saw all these cars down here, and lanterns burnin’, and the chimney smokin’, and figured something was goin’ on I oughta know about.”

David handed his father a towel. “Lots goin’ on, Pa,” he acknowledged wearily.

“Well, start at the beginnin’,” Big Billy retorted. “I ain’t got nothin’ but time.”

David took a deep breath and steered his father back into the larger room. “This is my pa,” he explained. “He can figure out who’s who as we go along—easier to keep folks straight that way.” Big Billy looked seriously pissed—and a dozen other emotions all at the same time—but nodded a greeting and flopped down on the floor as close as he could get to Dale. He studiously avoided looking at any of the three Faeries—though his gaze did creep now and then toward Aife. Not that David blamed him.

David accepted a cup of coffee-an’-’shine from Liz (who promptly contrived another for his pa), then cleared his throat. “Okay, Pa,” he began, “you know about the Worlds, right? How there’s more than one…reality occupyin’ the same space at the same time, but with different rules in some of those places than we count on here. And I know you’ve heard me talk about the World Walls—they’re what separate these overlapping places from each other. Are you with me so far?”

Big Billy grunted assent, and David went on.

“Fine, so anyway, you know how a few years ago me—first—and then most of my friends, started runnin’ into situations that took us to some of these other Worlds, to Faerie, mainly, but also to Galunlati, the World of Cherokee myth, if you want to think of it that way. And sometimes we took the Straight Tracks, which connect…everything just about, at some level; and sometimes we just went straight through the World Walls. Well, it turned out that wasn’t good for the World Walls. And what’s worse is that iron—plain old everyday iron and steel that’s everywhere in our World—has different properties in some other places, and one of those differences is that iron in our World can actually eat through the World Walls and into places on the other side, like Faerie, and…basically dissolve ’em away.”

He paused for a swig of coffee, then went on. “Another thing, though, is that as best I can tell”—he looked at Fionchadd for confirmation—“our World’s the primary one that holds the others together, and Bloody Bald exists, in a way, in both Worlds. We see it as a mountain in a lake; you’ve seen how it looks in Faerie, ’cause I showed it to you. Lugh’s king there, and any Faery king is joined to his realm by an almost physical bond, and the place that holds that bonding—the heart and center of Lugh’s Kingdom—is also Bloody Bald.”

Big Billy coughed impatiently. “Most of which I knew. You think you could get to the new stuff?”

David drowned a retort about how little his father actually knew in another slug of coffee. “Okay, fine. So, do you know about the real estate developers?”

Big Billy’s face flushed red—if that was possible, given his already ruddy complexion. “Hell!” he snapped. “They been after me for weeks, but I didn’t say nothin’ to you ’cause I figured you’d blow sky-high—when they wasn’t nothin’ we could do anyway, ’cause we can’t deny ’em access and we don’t own the Cove no more.”

David fought down anger of his own—at his father for giving up so easily, and for limiting his options, and for a thousand thousand other things besides. “So you know about the resort?”

“Know they’re plannin’ to build some stuff down at the Cove and a lodge in the mountain itself. If it ever stops rainin’,” he added with a snort.

“You better hope that’s no time soon,” David growled. “That rain’s savin’ our asses fight now.”

Big Billy’s eyes narrowed; he glared at Dale accusingly. “You’re not sayin’ this—that you guys made this rain.”

“Helped,” Calvin and LaWanda grinned as one.

“Anyway,” David went on, “the bottom line is that Lugh got word of the developers’ intent and…basically found his back up against the wall. Any construction that close to the center of his realm, with the iron beams and all it entails, would cause major damage to Tir-Nan-Og—and he’s not gonna put up with it. Add to that the fact that the little folks there are all emigrating, and that the place is full of young hotheads who don’t like mortals anyway, though they’re cool to bop in here any time they feel like it and raise hell…and you’ve got a recipe for disaster.”

“Gettin’ ahead of yourself, ain’t you?” Uncle Dale inserted.

David sighed. “So anyway, short form: ’bout a week ago Lugh invited what I presume to be every mortal he could get his hands on who’s ever had dealings with the Sidhe to this grand council meeting in Tir-Nan-Og. And what he tells us is that if the resort is built—actually, the first time any iron bites into Bloody Bald—they’re gonna flood this whole area. He gave us two weeks to come up with a solution, and we’ve still got a little time left, but not much. Anyway, we were attacked in the palace, fled here—and decided to go see what we could do solo.”

Another pause for a drink, then: “Basically, we decided to split into three teams. One would go to another Faery realm and try to enlist the aid of some folks there who have come in and slapped Lugh’s hand before—they’re called the Powersmiths and Finno’s kin to them. I was with that group, and to make a long story short, we ran into trouble on the way and got turned back at the border of the country we had to cross to get where we were going.

“Meanwhile, Aik and Sandy tried to find out what they could about all this stuff on the Internet—Aik also, uh, squirreled around with their computers, you might say. And a third group stayed here and made it rain.” He eyed the ceiling dubiously.

“And then on top of it,” Alec put in, “we’d just got back to Athens from our fools’ errand in Faerie when we heard from Aikin that all hell had broke loose up here. So we hopped in our cars and here we are. Awful trip—got here in the middle of this storm—and right at the worst, this guy”—he indicated the despondent-looking Faery warrior—“came runnin’ out of nowhere and tells us that Lugh’s been deposed and that the Sons of Ailill are in control.”

“One other thing, too,” Scott chimed in with his soft Tennessee accent. “Somewhere in there I got offered a job doing survey work for the developers—Mystic Mountain Properties. I needed a job,” he continued defensively. “They offered me one, and good money, and a chance to be outside a lot. I’d forgotten about Bloody Bald—it kinda does that to you. And then these folks showed up outta nowhere and told me I was workin’ for the bad guys. Still am,” he added. “Covert operations, I guess: stall as long as I can before they figure out that I am stalling.”

David took a deep breath and looked at his father. “That’s the very short form. The long one would probably take all morning. The folks here didn’t know until just now that our embassy to the Powersmiths failed. I know a little about what’s gone on up here ’cause Aik told us on the way up, but there’s still plenty we don’t know.”

“One thing we have decided,” Myra inserted, “is that we’ve got to put Lugh back on his throne.”

“But to do that, we have to know what happened in Tir-Nan-Og after we left—what was it? A week ago?” David wondered.

“By your time,” the nameless Faery warrior volunteered. “Little time at all in our World, for time flows oddly between the two just now.”

“Oddly indeed,” Fionchadd agreed. “I was ordered from that fight a week gone by—in this World—yet you seem to have but lately come from there.”

“Yes,” Aife echoed from the corner. “It would seem, then, that we should have your story next, if we are to learn anything at all.”

“Yeah,” David acknowledged. “And I know it’s rude to ask, but a name would be good, too, if you trust us enough to tell us yours.”

The Faery regarded him curiously. “You are astute, for a mortal, so perhaps what I have heard of you is true. Too, you have trusted me with your names; therefore I will tell you mine. I am Elyyoth, of the house of Angus, of the first corners to Faerie out of the High Air, and I am a guardsman to Lugh Samildinach.”

David gnawed his lip from impatience, though he knew that such an introduction—the full panoply—carried the force of ritual, which was a thing Faeries respected beyond almost everything.

“Former guardsman, I should say,” Elyyoth amended. “For surely a man cannot claim that status when he has failed in his assigned task.”

“You were sent here, as I recall,” Fionchadd countered. “If you fled, obeying orders, you are no failure.”

The Faery’s face was grim. “Yet I failed.”

David cleared his throat, impatience—and fatigue—having gotten the best of him. “The story…”

“Oh, aye. Very well, first of all, you should know that those who bear blame for this are many. Some—most—were the Sons of Ailill”—he paused to look at Dale and Big Billy—“a faction among the Sidhe who think your kind have encroached too closely on our World, whether in knowledge or in ignorance does not matter, and who decry what they claim is Lugh’s too-tolerant attitude toward mortals.

“In any event, during the time since David here first learned of Tir-Nan-Og, this faction, plus most of the other disaffected in that land, made secret cabal with certain powerful folk in Erenn and Annwyn and even among the Powersmiths, and so they began to plot against the High King, with an eye toward deposing him and substituting one of their own thinking. This was no easy task, for Lugh is the most Powerful man in Tir-Nan-Og, and possibly in Erenn or Annwyn as well. There was much plotting, and—”

“How do you know this?” Scott broke in roughly. “Seems to me a refugee like you knows a little too much for me to feel good about this.”

“A reasonable concern,” Elyyoth replied amiably, “and one which shall be addressed anon. Now, as I was saying, Lugh, for all his knowledge, skill, and interest in mortal kind, does not truly know as much about how mortals think as he might. Or rather, he knows the minds of but one sort of mortal: the sort he brought to his council—the best and brightest. Mortals of the baser kind—the ignorant, the rough, the infirm, the violent or mad—he ignores. The Sons of Ailill did not ignore them. They were younger, rasher, more eager for excitement, and they took themselves into the Lands of Men—often. And there they learned much of the darker side of mortality—and used it to advantage. We have a saying among us—the guardsmen do—that a mortal who deserves our attention at all deserves our respect. The Sons took another tack. They saw mortals as resources to be exploited, not respected; and to make a long tale short, they assumed control over a number of mortal men.”

“Why?” Alec wondered aloud, even as a very likely answer occurred to David.

“Iron!” Elyyoth spat. “Mortals can wield iron; Faeries cannot. Nor can a Faery assume the substance of the Mortal World while in Tir-Nan-Og, and thus wield it that way.”

Fionchadd nodded his agreement “I should have thought as much. Still, Lugh is strong—”

“Lugh was distracted, and the attack came from unexpected quarters, for the Sons were wily indeed. First, they divided themselves into groups. One—in effect a suicide team, though you know that death is no final thing among the Sidhe—attacked you mortals who were guesting in Lugh’s palace after his council. Nuada was able to forestall much of that attack, and with the help of certain others, spirited most of you away.” He looked at David. “Nuada says to tell you that your friend John Devlin is well.”

David exhaled his relief. “Go on.”

A deep breath. “Aye… Well, it turned out that the attack was mostly a ploy. Yet it had the desired effect. Lugh was enraged—one of his flaws, I must say; for though he is slow to anger, when it does awake within him, he does not always think like the wise man he is. In any event, Lugh dispatched a third part of his guard to capture those who had had the temerity to attack his guests, and he sent a part of his Power with them, so that he might more quickly know how events transpired.

“Then, while Lugh was thus distracted, one of the Sons, who had infected even our own ranks and who had obtained a potent poison from the Lands of Men, took that poison and gave it to Lugh in a goblet of wine while he lay at ease in his bath.”

“Poison!” Aikin blurted. “But I thought—”

“Some from your World act with amazing speed,” Fionchadd informed him. “Most of those we make are slow to work. And while your bodies are not as our bodies, still, some things are the same. Thus, while a poison might not kill Lugh, its healing could easily consume an enormous amount of Power.”

“Which is exactly what it did,” Elyyoth confirmed. “The poison was timed precisely. It took the High King from consciousness, and—we think—he went inside his mind so as to heal himself. And at that moment of vulnerability, the Sons of Ailill acted. They were already inside the palace. But they had ensorcelled men from this World and laid glamours on them so that they looked like familiar men of the Sidhe. They had also shifted their own shapes to small things, so that they might ride with those men and not be noted. Then, careful to avoid any of the more Powerful among Lugh’s comrades, many of whom were still abroad seeking the decoy attackers, these traitors split into two groups.”

Another pause for a sip of coffee, and the Faery went on. “Now keep in mind that mortal men are able to wield iron weapons, both in this World and in Faerie, and you see what valuable allies they might be. And as soon as Lugh’s consciousness failed—not a hard thing to know, when one speaks from mind to mind—one group of bespelled mortals bearing…guns, I think they are called, attacked the Throne Room while the other assailed Lugh’s chambers, intent on capturing him while he was unconscious. The throne was but lightly guarded—most of these Lugh sent away were among those normally stationed there. The mortals used these guns, and shot Lugh’s guards where they stood—not killing them, but wounding them nonetheless, for a shattered limb or a blind eye cannot be repaired immediately, and pain is pain regardless. That achieved, they entered the throne room and erected a cage of iron around the throne—”

Fionchadd’s gasp cut him off. “The King is the Land!” the young Faery hissed. “The Land is the King. Lugh had put much of his Power into that throne; a shield of iron would cut him off from the bulk of his strength!”

Elyyoth nodded grimly. “And another portion of his Power was afield with the guardsmen chasing decoys.”

“While the rest he used to heal himself of poison!” Fionchadd groaned.

Again Elyyoth nodded. “While the remainder of the englamoured mortals attacked Lugh’s quarters, incapacitated most of my fellow guardsmen, and took the High King captive. Cowards’ weapons,” he added, wiping his mouth as though he had tasted something foul. “Guns…that wreak havoc from afar.”

“Like the Spear of Lugh,” Fionchadd chided him. “Like the Horn of Annwyn.”

“Weapons of war,” Elyyoth countered. “Not for close combat.”

Fionchadd looked very sad. “No, my friend, it is war. It was already going to be war with the Mortal World if this resort is built. Now it is war…everywhere.”

David was about to explode from impatience. “So basically what you’re saying is that a bunch of Faery traitors set it up so Lugh stretched his Power too thin and then contrived events so he’d have to divide it further, caught him at his weakest, and zapped him where he wasn’t looking.”

“Nuada tried to warn him,” Fionchadd noted.

“Nuada,” David echoed. “What about him?”

“He is the reason I am here,” Elyyoth replied. “I was among those guarding Lugh’s Throne Room, and I alone survived that attack—though it shames me—by playing dead. As soon as I could, however, I hastened to Lugh’s chambers. I could hear the commotion within but could not reach him. Fortunately, most of the mortals had been abandoned by then, and wandered about dazed and aimless. Their traitor masters had apparently left them with some final orders to defend Lugh’s quarters, and so they attacked me—with their bare hands, their guns apparently having few…charges. Nevertheless, I was forced to fight them—and no few of the Sons who heard the commotion and came at me with swords. And then Nuada was with me, and together he and I escaped. Along the way, we chanced upon one of the wounded Sons hiding among Lugh’s halls and captured him. Nuada read his thoughts and there learned what I have told you. That, and their plans for Lugh: to sacrifice him on the feast of the Sun and set up a new king then—one who will brook no traffic at all with mortal kind. Nuada sent me here to warn you.”

“That they’ll flood the Cove regardless,” David growled. “Sons of bitches.”

Liz scowled thoughtfully. “So where’s Nuada now?”

“Rallying those who would aid in Lugh’s restoration, I imagine,” Elyyoth replied. “Alas, many were away from court, and disaffection is more widespread than Lugh thinks, wily though he is. It may take a while.”

“A while we may not have,” David sighed.

“Yeah, well, I don’t know if this is an omen or not,” Calvin observed ominously. “But it’s just stopped raining.”


Interlude I: Travelers’ Tales

I

(Erenn—high summer)

Finvarra mac Bobh’s summer seat, in what mortal men called New Grange, was not notably warmer than his winter halls beneath the Hill of Knockma, west in County Galway. Certainly it held a chill this season that seemed to shadow him as he stalked restlessly along the endless corridors, wondering vaguely whether his brother monarch Lugh did not have the right of it: to build a palace level upon level, with towers, stairs, and turrets, in lieu of this nigh-onto-endless sprawl.

His robe—gray velvet edged with matching fur—swished along the polished agate floor behind him, and swished again as he turned a corner and entered his favorite place in all that enormous maze. The Hall of Time, he had named it. It was the newest room in the palace; indeed, it was incomplete at the far end, which represented now, for now was always ongoing.

This end, however—He took a step, and his pointed velvet shoe pressed down on an explosion of jewels that represented what in the Lands of Men was called the Big Bang. And as he trod the length of that hall, history passed beneath him: the history of life in the Lands of Men, at least, which was also that of life in Faerie. For Faerie had no history, not from the beginning like this. No one knew whence the stuff of which it was wrought had come, before the Tracks had claimed it (and where had they come from? made or natural?), no more than anyone knew how the Worlds had grown up around those nodes of Power, mass, and force—with the subtle great Powers that supported the Lands of Men reaching through to hold things steady here.

Windows gaped by on the left: high square panes set in slanted stone walls an arm’s-length thick at their bases, the stone unfinished to better draw the gaze to the mosaic miracle underfoot. Beasts battled there now: dragons, of a kind (and surely these behemoths had begot dragons when they chanced into Faerie and mated with other creatures there in a way that was impossible in the Mortal World); and a few dozen strides farther on, a ball of flame crashed down from the sky in a sparkling explosion of yellow gold and crimson jewels, and when life resumed the dragons were no more and the beasts were furred. He wore the pelt of one now, as trim on his robe: a great cat with foot-long teeth that still dwelt in Erenn.

Yes, that floor was truly a wonder, and Finvarra marveled anew at it (not the least because it was mortal work; the Sidhe could not create such things and had long since left off trying). But a larger part of Finvarra’s thought was turned to puzzling out what in all the nested Worlds had made him so anxious this morning. It was not the Tracks, whose unexplained and unpredictable resonances sometimes awoke him in the night, demanding he use his own Power. Nor was it the strange pull of the Seas Between, which had been oddly calm this season, though more Holes gaped among them than ever. The Land itself, then? Was the Land troubled? Surely not, for Erenn overlapped the Lands of Men at an earlier time than Lugh’s Tir-Nan-Og overlay the continent to the west, and the things men wrought there of metal were not yet a problem here; though soon enough, as men numbered time, his own realm would find iron burning through. For now, however, the iron problem—and with it, the mortal situation—was Lugh’s dilemma. Himself—best to watch, wait, and remember.

He had just recalled a certain mortal wench he had borrowed from a Leinster farm, and was already turning his steps that way, when a darkness flickered into the edge of his vision. He froze at that, blinking, off-guard, hand flashing for the dagger that always hung at his hip. Yet by the time he had found its hilt, eyes, mind, and senses subtle and obscure had identified the flicker as a vast raven gliding with uncanny ease just beneath the massive square stone beams that supported the roof a bare three times his height above his head.

And not merely a raven; one of those ravens, lately come across the Seas Between from Tir-Nan-Og.

The raven circled once before alighting—precisely in the center of the pavement, which perhaps not accidentally put it atop a rendering of an extinct flightless bird mortal men called a moa, executed in jet, black jade, onyx, and rutilated quartz.

“Hail, Messenger,” Finvarra cried when the fowl had folded its wings and cocked a wary eye toward him. It was ritual politeness; one addressed such messengers as though they were their masters themselves—for sometimes they were. Lugh had been known to shapeshift, Ailill had done it constantly, and Nuada was a reluctant master. “Are you someone I ought to know?” Finvarra continued amiably.

“Raven,” croaked the raven, preening itself.

“Who is your master?”

“No one—now!” the raven replied promptly.

Finvarra took a step back. “No one?”

“No one.”

“Not the Morrigu?”

“Gone and not returned.”

“Not Nuada?”

“Vanished away.”

“Nor…High King Lugh?”

“King no longer—soon.”

“Then who sent you?”

“When the ravens leave the White Tower in London Town in the Lands of Men, it is said that land will fall.”

“And when they leave the twelve-towered palace of Lugh Samildinach?”

“They say that Land will fall, too. Or perhaps it has already.”

Finvarra took a deep breath, feeling an odd flux of emotions ranging from fear through distrust to a vague, hopeful elation. “Lugh is Ard Rhi no longer? Then who rules Tir-Nan-Og?”

“No one,” said the raven—and flew out the nearest window.

“No one,” Finvarra echoed, staring back down the long trod of the Hall of Time—which might as easily be called the Hall of Extinction.

“No one reigns in Tir-Nan-Og,” he mused again a short while later as he gazed with keen interest at the vast fleet anchored in his harbor.

II

(Annwyn—high summer)

It was hard to tell the departing ravens from the gloom that gathered in the sky. Black they were—all twelve, save the single white one that winged most clearly west. But black also were the clouds that hung above Annwyn’s rocky coast: black as boiling pitch, as the tumbling stones in a dragon’s craw, as kraken ink boiling in wine and brackish water.

But red showed there, too, reflected from foundry fires up and down the coast, for every forge in Annwyn was aflame. War, the word was—and Arawn it was who had proclaimed it. And so every smith and fletcher, bowman and weapon-wright in all his vast, dim land worked day and night, forging bronze and copper and those esoteric new metals whose secrets came from the Lands of Men into spears and swords, daggers, axes, and arrowheads. Shields too they crafted, each with its own device, the colors born of the very metal; and armor they likewise made; the fine mail that moved like a second skin upon the body and held no weight at all but would stop anything that did not carry with its substance more than a hint of wizardry.

Smiths were not the only ones occupied, however. Every magus, wizard, and sorcerer to be found was at work as well, laying spells of direction on those weapons as they were wrought, and spells of protection on shields and armor as soon as they were done. Annwyn might be poor and underpopulated when compared to the lush, fecund splendor of Lugh’s bright Tir-Nan-Og, but Annwyn still claimed mighty wizards, and its bare, shattered rock and tumbled mountains yielded up far more ore than Lugh’s land, which was fit mostly to supply gaudy gems, strange beasts, and lavish vegetation.

Arawn sighed as he watched those birds depart. Many fled where one had entered, bearing a certain message. Of a throne emptied but not yet filled, of the mighty of an entire kingdom fled, of a rich realm ripe for picking. Those were temptations indeed, and Arawn had not been slow to heed them. Yet for a good while longer he lingered on the high rocky headland where he had released those ravens, each with a particular message for a particular other ear, which would be repeated in precisely his own words and tones. He stood until the last black tail had faded utterly, vanished both to eyes and mind—and yet he waited, rust-red hair blowing wild around his shoulders, the wayward locks at the end merging with the dags on his cloak like dried blood among torn and rattled feathers.

The messages were gone. A throne stood empty. In a hidden cove two leagues to the south an immense armada waited.

Arawn wondered if he was ready. A throne usurped was one thing, a throne vacant quite another. And if Lugh fell (and it was time someone fell in Faerie; affairs had been as they were millennia too long to be entertaining), it would be wise to have the goodwill of Tir-Nan-Og’s new master (and his measure as well—assuming that master was not Arawn himself). And if Lugh had not fallen or regained his Power (which there was more than a little reason to expect), why then the forces a fellow monarch could muster to shore up a shaky throne might be much appreciated.

No matter how affairs resolved, Arawn would profit: a new alliance, a new throne, or a new debt. Each had possibilities.

Another sigh, as he turned from the view of the dark, frothy sea and toward the inner land. Two things alone gave him pause.

One was his seer—Taliesyn—who claimed to see nothing at all ahead but a dense knot of change he could neither decipher nor comprehend.

The other was the ship of Powersmith make that had lately approached his coast, flying the sign of Fionchadd mac Ailill, which had been attacked by those whom Arawn chose to regard (with careful toleration) as refugees from Tir-Nan-Og (Lugh would have styled them rebels), and retreated—straight into a Hole in the Seas Between.

He shuddered at that. Ships did not enter Holes freely. Not even ships built by the Powersmiths. Not even ships commanded by high-minded, dare-anything fools like Fionchadd. There had been mortals on that ship, too, which was troubling. Then again, Fionchadd liked mortals, he had heard. But what could have brought them here? Desire for an audience with his own splendid self? Unlikely. But Fionchadd had Powersmith kin, and to reach them, one must pass through Annwyn. That the boy had turned tail and fled rather than proclaim his errand did not bode well. That he had fearlessly entered a Hole boded even worse. (He had given out that Fionchadd had been slain and his mortal crew had entered the Hole in confusion, but he and two others knew that was a lie.)

There had been a taint of Power riding that boat as well—mortal Power, and of more than one derivation, and mortals with Power was not a concept Arawn was eager to embrace or, really, understand.

But, he told himself again, he truly was ready. His only fear now was that he might not be the only one prepared.


Chapter II: Muster

(Sullivan Cove, Georgia—Friday, June 27—mid-morning)

The high, soft peals of Myra Buchanan’s laughter tumbled around Big Billy Sullivan’s den like a toy ball that had escaped its master and gone exploring on its own. It bounced off cheap paneling and expensive leather furniture (the funding for which had not come from this World), and would’ve been louder yet had it not been absorbed by thick brown shag carpeting and a room full of refugees lately come from Uncle Dale’s house, which had simply become too crowded.

David looked up from the yellow legal pad on which he’d been scribbling notes on an hour’s worth of preposterous revelations, and glared at her. “What’s funny?”

She stifled another giggle into a smirk, then peered absently at the bottle of Miller beer Big Billy had provided to calm all those frazzled nerves.

“What?”

“I was just thinking,” Myra murmured, “how screwy all this is. I mean, here we sit, for all practical purposes a Faery government in exile—if you can call three people who barely knew each other a government. But what’s funny is that Tir-Nan-Og is so strange and perilous and…fucking aloof, and yet here’s this bunch of college kids, flaky artists, and rural farmer types trying to save two Worlds, one of which would shaft us if it could. We’re like George Washington trying to restore King George because he’s the devil we know.”

“You noticed that, too?” Calvin chuckled, combing his still-damp hair.

“Noticed what?” Alec wondered, padding barefoot and shirtless from the adjoining kitchen. His hair was even wetter than Calvin’s, legacy of the hot shower he’d been latest of that company to claim. That pissed David, too, though he tried not to let it. War was impending, after all, against which clean hair and fresh clothes paled out of consequence, screw what Liz had whispered in his ear about people being more cooperative and thinking more clearly when they were warm, well fed, and dry. David had acquiesced to her—but vowed to be last to bathe.

“So…is there a plan?” Alec asked more loudly, as he slid down beside Aife. She caught his hand as he hesitated, then looked around again.
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