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A Note From The Author


Welcome to  Ghosts At The Coast. I’m delighted to have you here. We’ve talked linguistic choices before, but before you dive into the next installment of midlife madness, I thought a little reminder might be in order. 
The series is set in Australia, so you’ll find a few classic Aussie terms in here. For fun I’ve included a glossary at the end. Hand on my heart, the definitions are straight out of the Oxford dictionary.
That said, the book spelling is in US English, with the singular exception of the word mum when used in dialogue. It just sounds and feels right.
With that little detail out of the way, let’s dive into the magical midlife crisis of Nora Byrne.
I’ll see you on the other side.

S.C. Stokes




Chapter 1


When my mentor told me he was taking me on an out of this world shopping trip, a junk yard was not what I had in mind. 
Then again, with Alasdair things were seldom what they appeared.
Alasdair’s bike sent up a plume of dust as it rolled to a halt in the dusty gravel.
I held my breath to avoid getting a lungful of the gritty mess. I could have taken my own car but riding with Alasdair had its perks. 
For starters, it was a perfectly serviceable excuse to wrap my arms around the handsome Scotsman. I still wasn’t sure whether the camp had any rules about fraternization, but it wasn’t the sort of question I could really ask.
Our little collection of Bounty Hunters numbered three: me, Alasdair, and the Old One. It would be pretty obvious who I was asking about. I liked to think I was more subtle than that.
There’d been something brewing between us for weeks now, but I was a divorced woman in my forties with two kids in tow and enough family baggage to fill the rusted-out husk of the Toyota Tarago in front of us. 
So I let it brew. After all, he was my mentor, and I didn’t need work getting any more complicated. 
Bounty Hunting. Turns out it wasn’t at all what I’d expected. On my first day coming face-to-face with the supernatural world, I’d watched Alasdair behead an ice troll.
Well, it turned out there was a lot more tracking, investigating, and training than that, at least on your average day. Some of it, like my arcane training, had been a blast. Other days, it could be a little more eccentric. 
Today was shaping up to be one of those days. If I could make it through this morning’s lesson without incident, I could be at the theme park with the kids by midday.
I’d been promising them the trip for weeks. And I tried my level best not to let them down.
I reluctantly let go of Alasdair and climbed off the bike.
“I thought you said we were going shopping?” I asked as I stared at the wall of stripped back vehicles that formed the outer perimeter of the wreckers salvage yard.
“We are,” Alasdair replied as he got off his bike and set his helmet down.
I put mine beside it as was our habit, and he waved his hand over the bike, whispering something in Scottish. I felt the release of power as he worked his magic.
When it came to theft deterrents, Alasdair had a predisposition toward arcane overkill.
If the next ass to sit on the seat wasn’t his, it was going to be in a world of hurt.
“Why do I feel like I’ve been misled?” I replied, looking about.
Alasdair chuckled. “I figured it would be easier to get you out of bed if you thought there was a chance of getting new shoes.”
I looked down at my shiny new boots. They laced halfway up my shins, had steel plates in the toe, and looked positively badass. 
“That was one time, and you said it was fine,” I replied, feeling a little defensive. 
“I did say that, didn’t I?” Alasdair replied as he pulled his leather knapsack out of the bike’s saddlebags. “I was worried your old sneakers were going to get you killed. Look at those boots. You could crush a gnome’s skull with ease in those.”
“And stain my favorite new boots? Not on your life, mister.” I eyed the wrecker’s yard. “Are we picking up something for the bike?”
Alasdair shook his head. “We’re here to collect payment from someone.”
“Debt collecting?” I sighed. “Oh, how the mighty have fallen. Are things really that quiet at the camp?”
He swung the empty pack over his shoulder and leaned close. “Enjoy the quiet days, Nora. Normally, they are just the quiet before the storm.”
I nodded, but I wasn’t feeling particularly reassured. I’d gotten into this gig for the money, and while I’d cashed in on the Red Cap’s bounty, things had been a little quiet around town ever since. On Tangalooma, I’d been fighting for my life, but the camp doesn’t pay you for dealing with familial drama. 
I had considered sending a bill to my father, but he was the King of the Winter Court and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to antagonize him now that he knew I existed. He’d been pretty clear that he wanted to meet my kids, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.
My mother had run for her life from the Winter Court. I couldn’t just open my world to him.
Alasdair and I left the bike, and wandered into the wreckers.
“Can I help you folks?” A big man in a plaid shirt called from behind a plain steel counter. He didn’t look up. He wiped at some sort of engine component with an old rag.
“Just looking to pick up a few things. Is the yard open?”
The man lifted his gaze. “Alasdair, you old grouch. It’s been a while. I was beginning to think some magical beastie had punched your ticket.”
“Sylvester, you wound me,” Alasdair replied, approaching the counter. “You’d bet on some supernatural stray over your old friend. The beastie hasn’t been born that can punch my ticket.”
“And what makes you so sure of that?” Sylvester replied, setting the engine part on the counter and placing the cloth over it.
“Cause if I ever do meet him, I’ll run like hell.” Alasdair chortled. “Nothing like knowing your limitations, Sylvester.”
“Indeed,” Sylvester replied, leaning on the counter. “That’s why we’re here, humble purveyors of the unusual and exotic.”
“So the Yard is open for business?” Alasdair asked.
“Sure is. Full house back there. Who’s your plus one?” Sylvester’s eyes lingered on me as he weighed my presence.
“Hunter,” Alasdair replied. “Latest recruit but she’s making a name for herself.”
“Is she now?” Sylvester asked. “And here I was thinking you’d found a squeeze at last.”
I felt the color rising in my cheeks. It was a mild mix of blushing and irritation. I didn’t particularly enjoy being talked about like I wasn’t here.
“You think he could handle me?” I laughed, leaning forward on the counter. “Sylvester, was it? You’re adorable.”
The big man smiled as he held my stare. “I’ve been called worse, by women who couldn’t hold a candle to you, sweetheart.”
“Sweetheart?” Alasdair coughed like he was choking on the word. “She cut off the Red Cap’s head with his own damned sword.”
Sylvester’s eyes bulged. “That was you?”
“Yes, sweetheart.” I smiled, enjoying the shock of that particular revelation. “Crossing me was a terminally poor judgement on his part.”
Sylvester swallowed. “Then I imagine you’ll be just fine in the Yard. If you’d be so kind as to show me your mark?”
“Mark?” I threw a sideways glance at Alasdair.
“Your coin, Nora,” Alasdair replied, producing his and setting it on the counter. I’d never seen Alasdair’s before. I was not surprised in the least to see an intricate flame patterned into the surface of the coin.
I reached into my pocket and drew out mine. Its surface was engraved with a beautiful snowflake.
Ice and fire. An unusual pairing to be sure, but it wasn’t like I had an abundance of mentors to choose from, and the Old One had certainly given Alasdair little choice in the matter.
“Why do you need my mark?” I asked, borrowing the term he’d used earlier.
“The Yard is open ground.” Sylvester pocketed both coins. “The Camp has no authority here. Inside you are simply citizens of the supernatural world. You cannot collect any bounties here, and you are responsible for your own safety. The Yard takes no responsibility for what transpires within.”
“My own safety?” I echoed his words. “From what?”
“Old grievances,” Alasdair answered. “The Yard is not governed by the Arcane Congress and those who see us as its executioners might take the opportunity to try and dispose of us.”
“And you want to go inside?” I asked, unable to fathom why we should risk our lives for whatever this place was.    
Alasdair stroked his beard. “The lack of Congressional oversight creates opportunity to buy goods and services that might otherwise be illegal.”
“It’s a black market for the supernatural world?” I replied, putting two and two together.
“Oh, the Yard is so much more than that,” Sylvester said, reaching beneath the counter as he pressed an unseen button there.
There was a whirring of gears and cogs somewhere out of sight, and then a whole four foot section of the back wall of the shop slid to the left, revealing a shadowy tunnel leading away from the room we stood in. Mist swirled in its entryway but didn’t spill into the store itself.
I remembered sizing up the store as we’d walked into it. There’d been nothing behind it but wrecked cars.
What was this place?
“Go in peace, hunters. Your marks are yours when you return.” Sylvester nodded toward the mist-filled tunnel.
“I’ll hold you to that,” Alasdair called over his shoulder.
An uneasiness settled in the pit of my stomach. When I didn’t move, Alasdair beckoned to me. 
“Come on, sweetheart, we’ve got places to be.” 
I started after him. “I’d watch yourself, boss. Apparently, I’m allowed to kick your ass in there.”
Alasdair laughed. “You’ll have to get in line.”
“Sylvester did get one thing right,” I began as I fell into step beside him, peacocking a little. “They don’t hold a candle to me.”
“Perks of being an ice queen, huh?” he replied with that cheeky half-smile of his. “You might want to keep your winter vibe in check today. Here your kind tend to be either killers or commodities.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied as we strolled into the dark tunnel with its swirling mists.
The further we got into the tunnel, the more my instincts urged me to draw on my power.
“Just relax,” Alasdair said. “We’re almost there.”
I looked over my shoulder, but I couldn’t even see through the mist to the store beyond. As the mist engulfed us, I was struck with the impression the store was no longer there. 
Or we weren’t. It was a strange sensation, but the very nature of the tunnel itself changed and the hum of the arcane energy running through it felt different.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“The Yard,” Alasdair replied.
I gave him a shove. “I gathered that much. I mean, where is it? The whole place feels strange.”
“You can feel that?” Alasdair asked.
“Of course. The energy here doesn’t feel right—why?”
“We’re no longer in the mortal realm,” Alasdair replied.
“We’re beyond the veil?” I pressed forward, more curious as to what lay beyond the smoke.
“Sort of,” Alasdair replied. “As far as I can tell, the Yard is a construct. It lies between the realms, not in our world, hence the Congress has no power here. But neither are we beyond the Veil. If we were, the magic would be in harmony with your own.”
I thought back to our flight from the Red Cap’s ambush. Alasdair and I had fled through the Veil. Strange as it had been, I hadn’t felt this unsettling sensation at all. I’d almost felt at home in spite of the fact we’d been running for our lives.
“It feels dangerous,” I replied as the mists ahead of us started to thin. 
Light filtered into the tunnel, guiding us onward.
“It is,” Alasdair replied, “so stay alert. At least together there are two of us, so we have that on our side.”
The mist dissipated, and we found ourselves standing at the end of the tunnel looking out over a vast field. 
The field was covered in rows of tents, gazebos, and portable shelters. It reminded me of a farmer’s market only larger than anything I’d ever seen. I looked up. Instead of the blue sky I was expecting, it was shades of violet shot through with patches of pink.
You’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy.  
I turned to Alasdair. “If it’s so dangerous, why are we here?” 
"We may not have any authority here, but neither do the Congress. So it’s a veritable blackmarket for goods one might not be able to find anywhere in the mortal realm.”
“And we need them because…?” I asked. I was still a little wet behind the ears when it came to bounty hunting but I thought we’d done pretty well for ourselves so far.
“Last week we did battle with the Leanansidhe. We’re fortunate she bit off more than she could chew, but she’s vanquished not dead. We’re not paddling in the kiddie pool anymore. We’re in the deep end of the supernatural world. If we want to survive, we’re going to need an edge.”
“And this is where you expect to find it?” I asked, looking at the tent city.
“Exactly. In the supernatural pecking order, humans, even humans with powers, are more often prey than predator. You’re not nearly as used to your powers as the Leanansidhe. She’s had centuries to hone her craft. So in the absence of a few spare centuries of training, we’re going to cheat.”
"So we are going shopping,” I replied, perking up a little. Anything that I could substitute for cardio would be welcome relief.
“Yes, just not the shopping you were expecting.
“I thought you said something about collecting a debt.”
"That's our first stop.” Alasdair led me toward the market. 
The ground was soft and a little squelchy underfoot. Like it had recently rained, but there wasn’t a cloud in sight. I kept my eyes moving as we walked; Alasdair called it a swivel. He was always scanning, his head swiveling from left to right, searching for threats before returning to the path ahead. 
I had never seen such a dense concentration of magical creatures in a single place. 
At the edge of the markets stood a pen. An ogre rested against its gate, haggling with a man in a black cloak. Inside the pen, dozens of small wooly creatures milled about chewing on the grass. They look like miniature sheep but with wool the colour of charcoal and legs so short you could barely see them beneath their round forms. 
We passed an open-air tavern with an old worn timber floor, no walls, and no roof. Patrons sat on stools or stood around wine casks, drinking while listening to a musician who at a glance appeared to be a Summer Sidhe playing an acoustic guitar. The Sidhe’s fingers moved like quicksilver as he strummed. His voice was smooth and soft like an angel.
As we strode past, the Summer Sidhe raised his head, his amber eyes meeting mine. I felt the air around me twist as he gathered his power. It was a reflex; I could tell from the manner in which he played. He gave it no conscious though as his nature recognized mine. Then as quickly as it had happened, the gathering power dissipated and he averted his gaze.
As my powers grew, it was getting harder to conceal my true nature. Other sidhe seemed able to sense my presence, my human half no longer able to provide enough cover for the burgeoning power of winter that seemed to be growing by the day.
I was starting to become accustomed to the recognition and responses of those around me. The normals in my life had noticed no change. Sally had come closest, but in the end settled for the difference she detected being my new haircut. 
On the plus side, I was getting better at discerning supernatural creatures around me. I knew, for instance, that Naerine Oaksidhe had been keeping tabs on me. I'd caught her in town a number of times, doing nothing in particular other than observing me at a distance. Once she’d used a glamor, but Sleet’s lessons had come in handy and my Winter Sight had shown her for who she truly was.
Her presence didn’t bother me. As far as I was concerned, we were even. I guess things were different for her. She had responsibilities in the Summer Court, and now that she knew who I was, my true heritage, she had problems.
And they had only grown when my father had sworn her to secrecy. An oath she doubtless would not have considered without the power of the enraged winter king hanging over her head. Now she was stuck. She couldn't tell the Summer Court about my identity without breaking her oath, but neither could she let the Winter King’s offspring wander through Summer’s domain unchecked and unsupervised.
I could see her predicament, so I ignored the fact she was checking in on me. I didn't particularly go out of my way to avoid her. I didn't see the need. I wasn't engaged on any business for the winter court and I had no interest in getting involved in the petty infighting that seemed to be breaking out between the courts. I had an ex-husband, which was animosity enough for one woman. 
Instead, I was throwing myself at my new job and trying to spend as much of my spare time with my children as I could.
As we strode down a row of market stalls, I couldn’t help but notice how many of them were run by gnomes. They were selling all sorts of trinkets, many of which I had no idea what they even did. If we had more time, I would have liked to stop to tinker and chat, but I got the distinct impression that Alasdair was on a schedule.
I tapped Alasdair and nodded toward one of the stalls. "What’s with all the gnomes?"
"Sneaky little buggers," Alasdair said. “Good at shipping and smuggling, they can get things most other merchants struggle with. They also spend most of their time mining, so they have a better feel for the value of most commodities than us. Places like the yard are overrun with them flogging their wares. Be careful, though, as often as not they are flogging counterfeit goods.”
As if to prove his point, there was a sharp shriek as a bearded gnome came hurtling through the wall of the nearest gazebo. He tore straight through the canvas and landed with a squelch in the muddy grass a few feet in front of us.
"You loathsome little cheat," a bellicose voice cut through the haggling chatter of the markets. All around us, the Yard went still as the entire wall of the tent ripped in half. A goat like creature, larger than Alasdair, emerged from the hole. It stood on powerful hind legs, wore the familiar brown and gold armor of the summer court, and had two massive curved horns growing out of its elongated head. 
The goat creature towered over the gnome.
"I’m telling you, Mr. Gruff, this is all a misunderstanding.”
"A misunderstanding," the creature roared. “You almost got me killed.”
I took a step forward. The massive creature bullying the tiny gnome just didn't feel right to me. But Alasdair raised an arm to block my advance.
"Don't. It's not our place.”
I opened my mouth to protest as an ogre, presumably the gnome’s security, caught up with his master. He rushed through the open wall in the gazebo and bore down on the gruff.
The gruff never took his eyes of the gnome, but I noticed his ears perk up as the ogre squelched through the muddy field toward it. 
There was a ring of steel as the gruff’s sword cleared its scabbard. The blade glowed with a faint golden light as the gruff turned, sword slicing through air and ogre with equal ease. The ogre’s grunt turned to a squeal and the creature pitched forward.
I took a step back as the ogre’s torso split in half from his right shoulder to his left hip. Each half of the body fell on a different side of the gruff. He bent down and cleaned his blade on the ogre’s loincloth before sliding it back into its sheath. 
The gnome had started crawling away as fast as he could manage. The gruff took two quick steps, scooped up the gnome, and holding both legs with one hand and his upper body with the other, lifted him high overhead.
"You have cheated the Summer Court for the last time.”
The gnome let out a shrill squeal of protest, but it fell on deaf ears as the gruff literally tore him in half. He tossed both halves over his shoulder, where he landed next to his ineffective security. The gruff let out a grunt and stomped away, his hoofs kicking up chunks of sod as he went.
When I was confident the violent creature was out of earshot, I turned to Alasdair.
"What was that?” I whispered.
"That is how disputes are settled in the yard,” he replied quietly. “The aggrieved usually only raise their issues if they feel they have the wherewithal to see justice done. Otherwise, it’s a dagger in the back. In any event, it's not our place to intervene. We are not in our realm. Laws function differently here.”
There was a savage barbarity to it that was difficult to ignore, and even harder to stomach. 
"That creature,” I shook my head in disbelief.
"A gruff,” Alasdair answered, setting off down the lane. “One of three. All of them are dangerous, but you never want to meet his elder brother.”
“Elder brother?” My mind raced as I flicked through the pages of the Otherworld Journal in my mind. 
"Wait, gruff as in, the three billy goats gruff?" I asked.
"One and the same,” Alasdair replied. “They all go by the same title. You know how things are with names and the Fae. But trust me, if humans knew the truth about them, they wouldn't have made fairy tales out of them. They would have made horror stories. The smallest of the three is a murderous little piece of work. He’s the Summer Court’s blunt instrument. Titania sends him in when she doesn't care about collateral damage. You've met the middle gruff today. The oldest of the gruffs you never want to meet. If the Summer Queen names you to the master gruff, you're as good as dead. He has what neither of his brothers has managed to cultivate yet.”
"What's that?” I asked.
"Wisdom and patience,” Alasdair replied. “When you add it to their natural speed and strength, it makes for a deadly foe. I met him once when I visited the court, and I'll be just fine if I never see him again.”
"Gruffs are bad,” I replied, simplifying the matter while simultaneously trying to avoid the thought that as a creature of Winter, it could very well be one of the gruffs that came for me should the Summer queen ever get word I existed.
"The Summer Queen's assassins. See that you stay off their radar,” Alasdair concluded as we stepped over the remains of the ogre bodyguard and carried on down the tent row.
We wandered past several more tents to a maroon colored pavilion. Alasdair brushed aside the entry flap and I stepped into the tent, passing through a pungent cloud of something that made me want to be physically ill. Alasdair steadied me with a hand on the small of my back.
"Easy, comet, breathe through your mouth. You'll get used to it."
The interior of the tent was lined with steel tables. Against one wall were a series of deep chest freezers, though what powered them was beyond me.
At the back of the tent was a large stainless steel table. Standing over it was a man who looked like murder given a human form. He was bald, six feet tall, and was bare chested save for a leather apron covered in blood. He wore calico slacks that were either red or had been stained that way, and a series of knives hung from his belt. He was holding a butcher’s cleaver raised high overhead, as he moved something about on the table with his other hand. 
He bought the cleaver down with a bone-splitting crunch, spraying blood across his apron as the blade struck the table in an almighty clang.
He had three piercings through one ear and another through his eyebrow. He looked at us for a moment before reorganizing the slab of whatever it was he was hacking into pieces, and brought the cleaver down again. I felt the impact in my bones as cleaver struck steel.
"How many times have I told you, Ramzey?” Alasdair began, “When you strike steel, it dulls the blade.”
"I don't tell you your business, Hunter, so don't presume to tell me mine," he answered in a thick Irish accent.
There was a tension between them as Alasdair approached the table. 
I followed, half a step behind my mentor and eager to stay out of reach of that cleaver. After watching the gruff dispatch the gnome and his bodyguard, and seeing the complete lack of response from anyone else in the Yard, I doubted anyone would bat an eyelid if Ramzey took a swing at us. 
"You always have done as you please, you great big Irish gowk.” Alasdair rested both hands on the steel table before leaning over it. "Now, Ramzey, where's my money?"




Chapter 2


Ramzey and Alasdair stared like a pair of lions sizing the other up for the kill. Both of them leaned over the steel table, ignoring the butchered carcass that Ramzey was partway through dismembering. I couldn't help but notice that Alasdair's posture had caused his leather jacket to lift, granting him easy access to the machete he kept in a sheath across the small of his back. 
I’d seen just how fast he could draw it when occasion required, but Ramzey looked pretty handy with that cleaver. I didn't like my mentor’s chance of drawing his weapon before the yard's pre-eminent butcher turned him into offal.
Ramzey’s cold expression cracked, the corners of his mouth perking up into a smile as a bellicose laugh roared through the tent.
"Look at her face, man. You really had her going there." The butcher set down his cleaver. 
The colour rose in my cheeks as the two men laughed. Alasdair rounded the table and gripped Ramzey by the forearm, pulling him in in for a massive embrace.
When they parted, Ramzey was still chuckling.
"Your money?" He chortled as he wiped his blood-covered hands on the rag that hung off his shoulder. He turned and used a sink set in the workstation behind him to wash his hands. “You know how it works by now. Part payment up front, the balance when I make the sale. I can’t go playing favorites now, can I?”
“Oh no, we wouldn’t want that, would we?” Alasdair replied with thinly veiled sarcasm. “What would all those crooks you deal with think of you?”
Ramzey held up his big, meaty hands. “I don’t care what side of the line they live on. If their merchandise is good, it’s good.”
The two of them seemed to be bantering about the terms of their arrangement, though I still wasn’t entirely sure what that was. I wouldn’t trust Ramzey as far as I could throw him.
“Discerning as always,” Alasdair replied. “At least you’re discrete.”
“I’m a man of many talents.” Ramzey’s grin turned a little smug. “Fortunately for you, I moved the troll’s head a week ago. Honestly, I expected you sooner. Busy times in the normal realm?”
"New rookie.” Alasdair nodded in my direction. “The Old One has me doing double shift trying to get her up to scratch before she gets herself killed."
Ramzey looked at me, his gaze lingering over my frame. I'd lost a good five kilos since I started at the camp, and was feeling a little more confident about myself. But the butcher was a little harder to read. I wasn’t sure whether he was going to leer at me, or bring up my age. If he did the latter, he better hope he reached his cleaver before I did. I’d had about enough of that.
I wasn't often eyeballed by men, so I found myself blushing as he said, "Yes, I can really tell that you’re suffering for the cause."
He winked before making his way to a safe set next to some cold storage chests. He fiddled with the lock before the door swung open on well-oiled hinges. Reaching into it, he pulled out a pile of neatly stacked notes and handed them to Alasdair.
Alasdair looked at the bundle of bills and cocked his head to the side. “I thought you said it would only be ten for the head?"
"Yep," Ramzey replied. “That's before I had a look inside. Tell me, where did you find a grizzled old ice troll like that? They are as rare as rocking horse poo outside of Caisleán Geimhreadh."
Ice troll? My mind raced as I put two and two together. The day we met, Alasdair had lopped the head off a troll to save my life. It had been doing its best to turn me into a pancake. Alasdair had jammed the head into his backpack and told me he expected it would fetch a few dollars. This must have been where he brought it.
Ramzey was more than a butcher. Given where we were, he had to deal in all manner of black market goods. Likely the sort harvested from magical creatures for arcane rituals. I’d read about them in the journal, but other than seeing the Leanansidhe’s ritual at work, I didn’t have a great deal of experience with them. 
"Turns out, it worked for the Red Cap," Alasdair replied. "Wandered into town looking for this one and paid the price. It had grown old and dumb, rather than old and wily. Our profit, I guess.”
Ramzey nodded. "I figured it wasn’t one of the King’s. The Red Cap never was one for training and discipline. More the murder and sport kind. Anyway, the tongue, eyes, and brains fetched more than I had anticipated, so consider it a bonus."
Alasdair eyeballed the wad of bills, slowly moving his thumb down the stack until he cut the bills somewhere around the middle. Peeling half out of the rubber band, he handed it to me. 
Ramzey's jaw just about hit the floor.
"What's that for?" I asked.
"Your share,” he replied as he tucked his away. “Last time we talked about it, you seemed to think you had earned it."
"Best take that before he changes his mind dearie," Ramzey replied. “I haven't ever seen him split his side cash with a trainee. Normally hoards it all to himself.”
"Perks of being the boss,” Alasdair replied with a shrug. “She's not your average trainee, though. She pitched in and as more than just bait.” 
The compliment made me smile as I took the wad of bills and jammed them into the inside pocket of my jacket.
"You better believe it,” I replied. “That thing tried to mop the floor with me.”
Ramzey laughed and reached for his cleaver. 
My curiosity grew as I cobbled together a more complete picture of how Alasdair survived on a Hunter’s salary.
"What are you working on?" I asked, nodding at the mess on the table before him.
"Nothing quite so exotic as an Ice Troll, I'm afraid,” Ramzey replied. "Manticore. About all it's good for is feeding it to the hell hounds. But it's worth a few bob a kilo as premium pet food, so it pays the bills while I'm busy waiting for more promising fare. Speaking of, did you bring me anything good?”
Hell hounds. They hadn’t been in the otherworld journal. Was he being serious? Or just messing with me? I’d heard of Cerberus; everyone had. Hades three-headed hellhound that guarded the gates of his domain. I’d just always figured that for a myth. If Ramzey wasn’t pulling my leg, it meant that somewhere out there, hell hounds actually existed.
“As a matter of fact, I do,” Alasdair replied. He set the empty knapsack on the table and reached into it.
I took a step closer to him. With the way Alasdair had pulled the knapsack out of his motorbike’s saddlebags, I didn't see how there could be anything at all inside it. It had practically been rolled up in a wad.
But, Alasdair reached into the bag and started fishing around. I thought he might be toying with Ramzey until he pulled out something almost as long as my forearm. It was off white, almost like ivory but shaped like a fang. I shuddered.
I didn't need to be told what it was. I still saw it most nights when I closed my eyes. I recognized it immediately as one of the massive fangs of an adult Dobhar-chú. The Leanansidhe had set three of the creatures on us when we had fled from the sunken wreck at Moreton Island. And, before we were through, I'd had one of the ten-inch-long fangs driven into my shoulder. I’d felt like it was going to punch right through me. It wasn't the sort of experience you forget in a hurry. 
Alasdair set the fang on the counter, then drew out another, and another. He kept pulling teeth out of the bag like some absurd magician’s trick until six of the fangs lay side-by-side on the table.
With each fang, Ramzey's expression grew more amazed.
"Now where are on earth did you find three Dobhar-chú, and how did you live to talk about it?”
“Sea World,” Alasdair replied. “New attraction but they went rogue and ate a trainer. Had to put them down.”
I tried not to laugh, but Ramzey caught the smirk.
“You’re not fooling me, you old tool. You’re either the luckiest man alive and found them washed up on shore, or there’s a story that you’re holding out on me.”
"I am not giving away my secrets, Ramzey, no matter how much you pay me. We both know if I told you where I got my goods, you’d simply cut out the middleman and source them yourself. Less handling, more profit. Am I right?”
"Well, that depends," Ramzey replied, picking up one of the fangs. "The Congress still want my head. I haven't stepped foot in the mortal realm in over three years, and I don't plan to test my luck now.
"You live here?" I asked, a little surprised. Everything seemed sort of temporary in the Yard. No permanent structures, only portable shelter.
"Live," Ramzey replied, "that's the key word. When the sentinels have already passed judgement on your future, you are willing to make a few concessions. It might not be waterfront, but the Yard has plenty of its own attractions to keep one entertained. It's not as bad as you might think.”
"You do you,” I replied. I couldn’t see how anyone could ever relax somewhere like this. The threat of violence or death felt everpresent.
"You didn't answer the question," Ramzey replied, glancing sideways at Alasdair.
"The three of them slipped into the mortal realm," Alasdair said. “Not their normal hunting grounds, but they were doing their mistress’s bidding and needed some dental work. We obliged them. Five fangs with the venom glands intact.”
Alasdair poked the last of them. “That one is a little bit drained on account of my friend here trying to stop a charging bull with her shoulder.”
Ramzey stared at me. “You're lucky it didn't tear right through you. Those creature’s don’t play around.” 
"Oh, it did its level best,” I replied. Even now my shoulder was still tender. “But turns out they couldn't take the same punishment and I bite harder.”
I’d gutted the creature with an icy harpoon, and while it had almost crushed me with its weight, I was still counting that as a win.
"So what do you say?” Alasdair asked. “Are you interested?"
Ramzey eyed the tusks as he slowly folded his arms over his chest.
"I can't tell you when I last saw one of these intact and available for purchase. They are incredibly rare and extremely valuable. But there’s a reason for that. The Dobhar-chú are the preferred lapdog of the Leanansidhe, who has strong feelings on those who poach them. Few are willing to traffic in her preferred pet, and for good reason too. The fact that you show up with six of them mere days after all hell breaks loose in Winter is timing I find to be both convenient and suspicious.”
"Don't beat around the bush, Ramzey," Alasdair replied, stroking his beard. “Speak your mind, man. We don't have all day.”
"We got word that something was going down between the Leanansidhe and the Winter King. For a being that seldom leaves Caisleán Geimhreadh, he appears to be personally pursuing her through the Otherworld, and he has a legion of Winter at his back. Now you've come to be in possession of an unfathomable amount of Dobhar-chú fangs, so either you're moonlighting for the Winter King, or you’re exploiting her meteoric fall in order to make a dollar. The latter I can respect; the former is a conflict I am unwilling to risk sticking my head into.”
"You pedal black-market merchandise here in the Yard and you're afraid of the Winter King?" I asked. I was curious as to how others perceived my father. My interaction with him had been rather limited and the journal wasn’t nearly detailed enough for my taste.
"Anyone in their right mind would be." Ramzey leaned on the counter. “I can't freely traverse the mortal realm, so there is no point agitating one of the few beings whose will is supreme in the Other. I would literally have nowhere I could go. And while the Leanansidhe might be down on her luck today, she is a wily old soul. She’s lived longer than almost any other being in Faerie. I wouldn't bet against her, and I don't have a legion of Winter at my back, so I don't know that I can take these off your hands and risk the fallout if  she cheats her fate.”
"If you're trying to haggle, you’re doing a miserable job of it.” He picked up the first fang and went to put it back in his satchel. “Name your price, or we’ll be on our way.”
"Twenty thousand a piece," Ramzey replied. “I couldn't do a dollar more and as it is, the risk is barely worth the margin I might make on them.”
"Oh, pull the other leg, Ramzey. We both know you could turn them around tomorrow for twice that. Call it one-twenty and you have a deal.”
My eyes almost rolled out of my head at that figure. 
I'd had no idea Alasdair had even taken the fangs, let alone what they were worth. When he'd offered to go back to the beach and cleanup, I’d figured he would just burn the bodies. Now I realised how he was able to make do with such an erratic income. He augmented his bounties by harvesting anything of value off the otherworldly creatures he brought down.
"One twenty?" Ramzey snatched up the fang that had been driven through my shoulder. "You've got to be kidding me. This one’s glands will be practically empty. The best I can hope for is turning it into a trophy for some Summer Court sycophant. One- oh-five is my limit and it’ll be half upfront and half when I can offload them.”
Alasdair raised an eyebrow. “You expect me to settle for half their retail value and take all the risk upfront. My friend, either you have fallen on hard times or you think I've already started drinking for the day. One fifteen, and we’ll take seventy up front and the balance on sale.”
Ramzey eyed the fangs, his greed betraying him.
“If that doesn’t work for you, no worries,” Alasdair replied. “We’ll just slip down to Brunhildr. I’m sure she’d kill for these.”
“Kill you, more like it,” Ramzey countered. "Don't mention that wench’s name in my presence.”
Ramzey went quiet as he considered his choices. After several long moments, he pounded the table with his fist hard enough to cause the fangs to rattle.
“Fine, fine. I’ll do it, but I don't have that sort of cash on me. I can do twenty cash, fifty in gold if that will work for you?" 
Alasdair stroked his beard and made a show of considering the offer.
It was all I could do to not accept the deal on his behalf. Seventy thousand was an outrageous amount of money. Sure, I’d just about bled to death on one of them but I'd feel a whole lot better about the entire affair with some of that cash in my bank account. Provided Alasdair was willing to share it as he had the troll. All of a sudden, my day was looking up.
"Okay," Alasdair relented, “but only because I like you, Ramzey. It's a deal."
“Huh? Like me? You’ll bleed me dry, you tight Scottish bastard. You keep an eye on him, lass." Ramzey threw a thumb over his shoulder at Alasdair as he made his way back to the safe. “Can peel an orange in his pocket, this one."
The expression made me laugh. It was the same one my mother used when describing someone who was tight. Given how Alasdair had been about the troll's bounty when I first raised sharing it, I had the suspicion that Ramzey might just be right. 
Though what Alasdair did with all the money was beyond me. He rode a nice bike, sure, but his leather was old and worn, and had obviously seen better days. So what was he saving for?
Ramzey bent down and opened the safe. In short order, he produced two more stacks of ten-thousand dollars each. Alasdair handed one to me and took one for himself. By my count, I was now holding close to fifteen thousand dollars.
I had never carried so much cash in my life. I was also mindful of the fact we were roaming through the Yard, and the sort of people that clearly made their home here would not think twice about trying to part me from it. 
Next, Ramzey produced a series of gold bricks and set them on the counter. Each of them was marked with some sort of Spanish insignia. 
Alasdair leaned over them and whispered, “Nochd!”
I felt the wave of magic that rolled over the counter, but nothing happened.
Ramzey shrugged. “You think I didn’t try that myself? It’s as real as you or me.”
"Don’t trust; verify, Ramzey. That’s my motto. It helps us avoid unpleasantness.”
Ramzay ran his finger along the edge of the nearest bar. “It’s bonafide Spanish gold. Picked it up off an English fellow a few months back. Had more of it than I had ever seen. Pulled it out of a Samsonite briefcase like he'd been hoarding it for four hundred years. Caldwell something or other."
“Caldwell?" Alasdair lifted his head. “Frank Caldwell?" 
"That's him. You know him?"
"Of him,” Alasdair corrected. “Everyone does. The Caldwells are one of the richest families in England. That gold probably has been sitting in a vault for four hundred years.”
"Who cares? It’s yours now." Ramzey laughed. “He wanted me to track down ritual components for him. While I’m not at liberty to discuss the details, I can assure you, his gold is good. I've been selling it without issues for the last few months."
“Intriguing." Alasdair snatched up the small bricks one at a time before setting them in his bag. He then placed the cash Ramzey had given him in there as well. When he was done, he whispered something I couldn’t quite catch and swung the satchel over his back like it was nothing. There should have been more than a kilogram of gold in there, along with fifteen thousand in cash.
“As always, Ramzey, a pleasure doing business with you. I'll pop back in a few weeks to pick up the rest.”
Ramzey nodded. “I know the deal.”
As we walked out of the tent, I turned to Alasdair. "What’s the deal with your bag? You throw it around like it weighs nothing at all."
Alasdair gave me a wry smile. “That’s because it doesn’t.” 
He lowered the bag off his shoulder and opened it. I could see right to the base; there was nothing at all in it. 
"Only an idiot would walk around the Yard with that sort of money.” He laughed. “That’s how you get robbed.”
"Where did it go?" I asked, feeling around in the bag for a false bottom.
“That, my young Padawan, is a trick we shall have to teach you.”
"Is it a glamor? Surely not. I’d be able to feel it.” 
“You’re right. You would. This is one better. It's not even there."
That really left me only one choice. "It's enchanted." 
It was a statement rather than a question. 
"Indeed it is,” he replied. “And it only opens for me. A two-way portal built into the base of the rucksack. When it opens, I can reach through it into my storage locker. There are all manner of things I might need close at hand. It's how I adapt to unexpected situations. It's also convenient for stashing valuables out of reach of others. So if you want to see your share of the gold, you best keep me alive till we get home.”
My jar dropped, both at the notion of getting a share of the gold and the thought he expected me to keep him alive. He was my mentor. Pretty sure that was in his job description.
Alasdair laughed. “I’m kidding, relax. We’ll be fine as long as Brunhildr has forgiven me.”
That was the second time I’d heard her name, and I still had no idea who she was. Clearly, Ramzey hadn’t been a fan, but Alasdair’s face was hard to read.
“Who is she?” I asked. 
“Just another merchant here. Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”
I was a whole lot less confident, particularly given how much cash I was lugging about. 
"Mind holding onto some of this money for me?” I asked. “Just until we get back home."
I reached for my pocket, but Alasdair put his hand on mine to stop me. 
“Hold onto it for the time being. Brunhildr’s store is unlike any other. I imagine there will be something there that will take your fancy.”
"What are you going to do with all that gold?” I asked. If Brunhildr’s store was as fascinating as he would have me believe, I wondered what he was intending to buy from her that he couldn’t get at home.
"I’ll convert it to cash when we get home,” Alasdair answered, popping his rucksack back on his shoulder. “I'll give you your half when I'm done."
"Why take payment in gold? Why not wait for cash?” I asked. 
The whole economy of the yard fascinated me. Why did a butcher have bars of Spanish gold? If the Caldwells were the richest people in England, didn’t they have cash?
I tried my best to match Alasdair’s stride. "Because Ramzey has been out of the mortal realm for too long, he has no idea just how much that gold has appreciated in value in the last few months. That fifty thousand is probably worth closer to seventy. Today's lesson, Nora Byrne—always understand what something is worth. That’s how we win. The merchants always stick you with their terms. You need to be equally wary."
“So you settled for seventy in gold and twenty in cash. It’s most of what you wanted going in, and if he makes good on the rest, you’re ahead. So you took advantage of him?"
Alasdair laughed. "No more than he tried to take advantage of me."
"I don't understand.” I wracked my brain, looking for how the butcher had taken advantage of us. Clearly, I’d missed something in the exchange.
"There was more than enough money in that safe to pay us. But by delaying payment for the rest, Ramzey gambled on both our futures. That’s how he makes his money. Those who are willing to deal with him are engaged in risky business like ours. Bounty hunters, smugglers, and thieves. None of which have much of a life expectancy. He settles for two thirds of the transaction upfront in the hope that something punches our ticket before we can come and collect the balance.”
I shook my head in disbelief. "That's savage.”
"Not in the Yard. Savage is good business here. Never forget the lesson.”
"Understand what things are worth and the terms of payment,” I muttered.
He locked eyes with me, his voice dropping to a whisper. "And it doesn't change when you're dealing with your own kind. They are every bit as shrewd as Ramzey. If you’re careful, you can use both as weapons against them."
I nodded, but I had no intention of dealing with the Sidhe if I could avoid them.
“So off to Brunhildr’s and then we’ll grab a drink and head home,” he said.
"A drink? It's not even lunchtime.”
"No, but the yard serves some of the finest beverages either side of the Veil. Now that we're here, we may as well enjoy one.”
He stopped in front of a massive pavilion. “That is, of course, providing Brunhildr doesn’t kill me first. Look alive. You’re up.”




Chapter 3


Alisdair placed his hand on the small of my back and pushed me into the pavilion ahead of him. I stumbled forward, trying to catch my balance. 
If someone wanted to kill him, what did he expect me to do about it? Talk them down? Take them out before they realized I was a threat? I was on unfamiliar ground and not happy about it. 
Drawing on my power, I searced my surroundings.
Where Ramzey’s tent had been cold and uninviting, and had somewhat resembled a morgue, Brunhildr’s pavilion was a bastion of luxury. Two burly security guards stood inside the door, flanking the entrance of the massive maroon and gold structure. An interesting place to put them. Clearly Brunhildr was more worried about what might escape her tent, rather than what might enter it.
The guards were dressed like Viking warriors and carried axe and shield in hand. If she was looking for a deterrent, they were doing their job well. 
The structure itself looked almost like a circus tent, but with smaller rooms protruding from its three, nine, and twelve o’clock walls.
I strode past the guards, hoping Alisdair was behind me. I gave the guards a nod of acknowledgment, praying they recognized it as a sign of my benign intentions, and made my way further into the pavilion.
A massive yak skin rug had been placed over the calico flooring to add a layer of luxury. The main chamber featured gauzy curtains separating sections of Brunhildr's shop like aisles at the supermarket. Signs were placed throughout the shop, but they were Viking runes etched into timber boards, so not particularly helpful for me. 
At the edge of the main chamber, seemingly guarding the smaller adjoining rooms, stood three statues. Each bore an unmistakable likeness to an Aesir. Facing the entrance was Odin, the Allfather, watching the store with his all-seeing eye, while simultaneously guarding the rearmost cavern of the tent. 
Thor stood watch over the adjoining room to my right, while Loki’s likeness as the trickster god stood by the room to my left. 
Near the middle of the pavilion, a large pot boiled over an open fire. Beside it, several tables were covered with ingredients in what looked like a bizarre episode of MasterChef. Only in this episode, I couldn't recognise a single ingredient.
“Alisdair!” a voice bellowed from the rearmost chamber, completely ignoring my presence.
A hand swept aside the gauzy purple curtain and the largest woman I had ever seen emerged from the back room. She was close to seven feet tall and broad shouldered. Her blonde hair was worked into tight braids that ran down the side of her head. She wore Viking leathers inlaid with gold detailing and bronze buckles. Her forearms were almost as big as my thighs, and she had the look of someone that was all too comfortable using her strength. 
I might be a bounty hunter, but my instincts told me she was a hardened warrior.
"Brunhildr,” Alisdair called back. “You’re looking lovely as always. How long has it been?" 
It was impossible to miss the note of grovelling in his voice. Was he genuinely afraid of this behemoth? I could certainly understand if he was—she was an imposing figure—but I’d seen my mentor step up to a troll, and run into hand to hand combat with a wyvern. If he was afraid of Brunhildr, then I’d gravely underestimated just how dangerous she was.
"Too long," she replied, straightening to her full height. “But not nearly long enough for me to forget you leaving me without a word.”
“Oh?” Alisdair replied. “Forgive my oversight, my dear. There was an urgent matter I needed to see to.”
“Was it the same urgent matter that prevented you paying me a visit last time you were in the Yard?” The question was closer to an interrogation than idle conversation.
The woman stepped past me, looming over Alisdair like a giant, blocking out the light from the lantern overhead and casting him into shadow. Alisdair shuffled backwards, went to speak, and then stopped himself.
The longer I stood watching, the more convinced I became that their dealings were not commercial. Somehow I’d ended up with court side seats to some sort of relationship gone wrong. How Alisdair expected me to help with this was beyond me. So I took a step back and wished I had a carton of popcorn to enjoy his embarrassment.
"Come now, Brunhildr, that had nothing to do with you, and everything to do with Lazarus. He ambushed me as I left Ramzey. The scoundrel thinks I stole his bounty.”
"Lazarus is a little sneak thief,” Brunhildr replied. "He wouldn't dare show his face in here. Not after he sold me those inferior eel tongues. I'd have his guts for garters."
It was fun to watch Alisdair squirm, so I said nothing as the massive proprietor bludgeoned her way through his excuses.
There was probably a warning in there somewhere for me, but my intentions with Alisdair were more daydream than dating, so I pushed it from my mind. I wasn’t ready for another relationship, anyway.
"Yes, Brunhildr, but what kind of man would I be, if I brought my troubles to your door? Dragging you into my mess wouldn’t have been fair to you, would it? Fighting my battles is beneath you. So forgive a man his misguided sense of chivalry, would you?"
I raised an eyebrow. Clearly, he was capable of flattery when he felt so inclined. Or perhaps he was simply bargaining for his own well-being. If Brunhildr really was a jilted lover, it didn't bode well for him. She looked like she could crush the life out of a man with her right fist.
"You've never been so shy before," Brunhildr replied. “There was a time I couldn't keep you out of my tent."
Alistair blushed furiously, his red cheeks visible around his copper beard.
"We've been over this, Brunhildr, and we decided to leave things as they were.”
"Oh, did we now?" Brunhildr replied. “Men really are daft at times. It's a good thing you're cute."
Being referred to as cute was the sort of sucker punch every man's ego needed from time to time. 
Brunhildr turned to me. "And now I see why you’ve been neglecting my tent."
I raised both my hands. "Oh, no, no, no. You have that all wrong. I am his mentee. Alistair is just showing me the ropes, you know, as a hunter."
My rambling deflection didn’t sound that persuasive, but she had caught me by surprise. 
Brunhildr eyed me warily. The jealousy in her stare was as apparent as it was dangerous.
Which made me wonder why he had brought us here in the first place. Perhaps he should have come alone. For him to brave this Viking, she had to have something he needed bad enough to risk both our lives.
I figured a little grovelling couldn't hurt. "Alisdair told me you were the finest potion maker in the Yard. So I insisted we stop by. I’m sorry if our visit has raised unpleasantness.”
Brunhildr set one hand on her hip, while looking at her nails on the other. "Well, he wasn't wrong, not about that at least.”
That was a loaded sentence if ever I’d heard one, and I didn’t want any part of it. So I pressed forward, gesturing about with one hand.
“I've never met a potion master before. Care to show me around? What sort of potions do you sell?"
Brunhildr smiled. “Just about anything you can imagine, dear, and quite a few you probably never even dreamed of.”
I ran my hand along the bench, pointing at the unusual components. "What's all this?”
"This brew is an elixir of clear sight," Brunhildr replied. "Useful for those who hunt or require a keen eye. One dose will help you see details your natural sight might have missed. It will help you see through all but the finest glamour, and your sharpened sight will make you one of the finest marksmen in either realm. Only lasts an hour, though, so it is best deployed carefully.”
I looked at the size of the pot. "You're brewing quite the batch.”
"It's one of my best sellers." Brunhildr paused, as if she noticed she still didn’t know my name.
I extended my hand. "I'm Nora. Nora Byrne.”
"Brunhildr. A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” she answered as she took my hand. In my world, single names usually meant superstars. In the Other World, it normally denoted deity. 
"It's fascinating,” I replied. “What else have you got?"
“What are you looking for?” she asked. “I can bottle your dreams, Nora. You’ll have to be more specific.”
It was like rubbing a lamp and speaking to a genie. When confronted with the prospect of wishes, even temporarily granted ones, it was difficult to narrow down exactly what one might want or worse, require.
"Well, I'm a hunter. And I'm not as young as I used to be. Anything that could give me an edge would be extremely useful.”
"Well, Nora, we have lots to choose from.” She pointed past Odin. “Under the domain of the all-seeing eye, we have potions that will increase your awareness, sharpen your mental acuity, or improve your spell craft. We can even increase your capacity to channel the elements.”
She pointed at Thor. “Then we have a range of brew, everything from strength, to potions that will increase your natural stamina or martial prowess. Albeit, temporarily.”
“Martial prowess?” I cocked my head to the side. "How is that even possible?”
Brunhildr smiled. “That, Nora, is a trick of the trade. If I told you that, I’d have to kill you, because you'd be competition, and I can’t have that.”
Her words and their potential double meaning weren’t lost on me.
“Fair enough,” I replied, looking at the last statue, that of Loki. “And what’s over there?”
"Over there, we have elixirs of speed, cunning, and deception. Those who cannot work a glamour could affect one that would fool even the Fae. Or move as fast and as lithe as a Sidhe warrior in battle. What sort of budget are we working with?"
I knew better than to discuss budget upfront. Nothing here had a price tag. I was confident Brunhildr charged as she saw fit. Best not to encourage her to charge more than she otherwise might.
"I have means,” I replied, answering without being too specific. “I was hoping you could help me with something for my speed. For when I really need to move.
“A little strength wouldn't hurt, either, and that potion you're brewing to sharpen one's eyes. That would certainly come in handy.”
Once I started naming things, I found myself wanting more and more.
“I think we can do some sort of deal,” Brunhildr replied. 
She disappeared into the portion of the tent guarded by Loki and emerged with two vials. One looked like it had a clear fluid swirling like a tornado inside the vial. The other was red and seemed to thrum with energy. Then she slipped into the room by Thor and returned with a blue vial. It was a little bigger than my index finger but with an ornate stopper with a red ruby patterned into the top.
“I could do the three of these for twelve thousand," Brunhildr replied, laying them on the counter.
Twelve thousand dollars? I tried not to balk openly; I didn't want to offend the woman. I had no idea what the market for temporary boons was like. Was I getting a good deal or being totally ripped off?
“Twelve is pretty steep. At least for my budget. I just don’t know,” I mused out loud, like I was unsure. “The effects are temporary, aren't they?"
Brunhildr leaned forward, tapping one hand on the bench. “Never underestimate the value of seizing a window of opportunity, my dear. History turns on small moments, and your life could hinge on the same.”
I’d never spent so much on an impulse purchase in my life. I wasn't sure any potion could be worth that much money.
"Let me show you." She left my vials on the counter and snatched up a beaker off the table. She poured a spoonful of it and held it out for me to drink.
I wasn't in the habit of accepting food from strangers, particularly not one with the power to seemingly brew good fortune or deadly poison at whim. I looked at Alistair and he nodded.
"That's one of her bestsellers, sharpens your ability to connect with the elements. I’ve used it before. It's safe."
I opened my mouth, and she dumped the contents of the spoon onto my tongue. It tasted like gold and honey before the temperature in my mouth plummeted. It was like I'd licked a frozen pole. The energy of the Yard surged around me and I could feel the currents of Winter and Summer vying for control of it. 
I closed my eyes as my entire being flooded with Winter’s might. When I opened them, foggy mist was descending from my fingertips, drifting down to the floor.
"An ice queen. Delightful," Brunhildr said.
My entire being coursed with power. If this was potent for a human wizard, what would it do for a Sidhe like me? 
I closed my fist and willed the mist raining from my fingers to stop.
"Oh, don't be shy," Brunhildr replied. “Give it a try.”
Her smile gave me confidence. I opened my fist, pointing at the floor, and mouthed words as if I was summoning a spell. I didn't want to give away my true nature, so I was learning to lip sync, imitating a human practitioner to conceal my identity. 
A massive spear of ice materialized from my open palm, hurtling into the floor of the tent. It pierced the floor and drove six inches into the earth beneath before trembling in place.
I'd barely needed to expel any effort at all. I hesitated to think just how much damage I could do if I was trying.
I reached into my pocket, pulled out the cash, and peeled twelve hundred dollars off the stack before setting it on the table.
"You've got a deal."
Brunhildr eyed the notes that I put back in my pocket and reached for a brown leather pouch on her belt. Opening it, she pulled out a tiny capsule with pink liquid swirling about in it.
"If that other cash is weighing you down, maybe consider some essence of Cupid. A few drops will turn any man in your life into a machine in the boudoir. Handle with care.”
I eyed the pink potion and thought of who I might use it on, then I did my best not to blush in his presence. 
"Men have caused me quite enough trouble for the time being,” I said. “Just these three, if you don't mind.”
Brunhildr chuckled. “Men, they’re nothing but trouble."
She pocketed the cash and the essence of Cupid, and handed me my vials. 
I loaded them into different pockets of my leather jacket, feeling more confident than ever now that I had a little extra help on my side. 
Brunhildr smiled at me. “A pleasure doing business with you. Come back any time.”
She turned on Alisdair. "What do you want, Alisdair? Clearly you want something, or you wouldn’t have stopped by.”
Alistair set his knapsack on the table and reached into it. His lips moved as he muttered the incantation to open the portal. He pulled out an esky almost as large as the bag and set it on the counter.
It was packed with large black shapes that were unmistakably organs of some kind.
"What I wanted was to bring you a present, my dear, my way of apology. The hearts of three adult Dobhar-chú. A rare treasure for a rare woman. Consider them a gift and a fool's hope at making up for any any harm he might have caused.”
Brunhildr stared at the hearts, her jaw dropping open. "You’re serious? Where did you find them?”
“I harvested them myself, from three foolish beasts that wandered into our realm,” he replied, leaning on the counter. “When I cleaned the corpses, I couldn’t help but think you might appreciate these. We both know what they're good for.”
"We do indeed.” Brunhildr grabbed Alistair by his shoulder, yanking him into her chest. The embrace was so tight, I thought he might burst.
“Alisdair, you’re an angel," she replied, barely able to contain her enthusiasm.
As she practically squeezed the life out of him, he beat his palms on the the back of her amour until she eventually let him go.
"They're terribly valuable,” she replied. “You must know that. And you're giving them to me? All of them?”
"I meant what I said," Alistair replied. “I never meant to hurt you, Brunhildr, which is one reason I didn't come when I was last here. I knew I needed to find a suitable gift with which to atone. I hope you'll not think poorly of me now.”
"Precious chance of that,” she replied. “Ramzey will be green with envy. The little maggot has been trying to source these for years. These could fetch a fortune in his market.”
"No doubt,” Alistair replied. “And I brought them to you anyway. Remember that next time you want to bully an old man.”
She smiled as she gave him a sideways glance. "Not that old, she replied. “Not where it counts.”
Alisdair could have used a potion of invisibility cause he was blushing furiously.
“I was also hoping you might be able to help me with a potion of keenness,” he said. “Not too long ago, I faced a wyvern. It was so old and dangerous, I could scarcely scratch its hide.”
"Anything for you, dearest,” Brunhildr replied in the greatest attitudinal turnaround I'd ever witnessed. She made her way back past the Allfather and emerged with a vile of quicksilver fluid. “Coat the blade in this, and that old wyrm won't stand a chance.”
She handed over the vial and leaned closer to him. “If you should happen to bring it down, I could use some of the scales. My supplies are running low.”
"If it’s fool enough to come back, I’ll see what I can do,” Alistair replied. “Anything for you, my Norse goddess."
Brunhildr beamed and Alisdair shot me a wink when she wasn’t looking. We packed our supplies, said our goodbyes to Brunhildr, and made our way out into the yard.
"Well, that was interesting,” I replied as we wandered down the grassy lane.
"Don't you even start,” Alistair said.
"Not old, indeed.” I chortled as the colour rose in his cheeks. “Are we getting that drink? Or are there other jilted goddesses that you’d like to visit?”
"Yes, to the drink,” he replied, bristling at my barbs. “And we will be meeting someone. He isn’t a goddess, smartarse, but he’ll kill you with a thought if he thinks it will serve his purposes. So keep your head down and follow my lead.”




Chapter 4


Alasdair made straight for the tavern, and I had to pick up the pace to catch him. 
“Wait, you can’t just leave it at that. What do you mean he could kill us with a thought?”
He strode on and I couldn’t tell if he was ignoring me on purpose or was just too focused on our rendezvous.
“If we were meeting someone, why keep it from me? Why this charade with Ramzey and Brunhildr? Why not just be straight with me?”
"Don't pout," Alasdair replied, holding up a hand. “I wasn't keeping it from you. I just didn't want to raise your expectations only to disappoint you. I wasn’t expecting him to actually show up."
“And he’s here?" I asked, still trying to work out why I would be expecting anything from them. We didn’t even have an open bounty at the moment. 
What did I have to get my hopes up about?
"Who are we meeting? And why here?” I asked, not letting up. “If they’re so dangerous, surely our own realm would have been a safer bet?”
Alasdair drew in a deep breath. "It certainly would have been, and if that was an option, I would have taken it. Unfortunately, there is not a snowflake’s chance in hell our contact would have met with two hunters in the mortal realm."
That put the situation in perspective. It meant we were meeting someone who fell on the other side of the law. Someone who lived in violation of the Congress and their mandates. Someone who had reason to fear the hunters. Someone that in our own realm, we would have been duty-bound to arrest, perhaps even execute. A warlock perhaps—or something worse. 
"Why would we want to meet with a warlock?" I whispered, loud enough that only he could hear.
"Because they were the last ones to deal with the Leanansidhe," Alasdair said. "And if she is on the run, they might be sheltering her. Given the Winter King is after her, they might be willing to sell her out to avoid becoming collateral damage to his rage.”
"Why do you even care about the Leanansidhe?" I asked. "She's running for her life with the better part of the Winter Court after her.”
"And she is running because of you." Alasdair pointed at me. “They discovered your existence and sent the Red Cap to kill you. She wants your father’s throne. If she’s willing to kill him, you are at risk. You have to see that. Now that her ambitions are known, there is only one path for her—victory or death. The Leanansidhe will either sit the Winter throne or die trying. Oberon will not forgive her attempt on his life and as long as she lives, you and your family are leverage. You might think she’s been vanquished but what you should be worried about is that Oberon has not found her. With all the tools at his disposal, he remains a step behind her. That should terrify you.”
A chill ran down my spine that had nothing to do with my power. He was right. It was just difficult to believe someone could want me dead simply for existing. It was even more uncomfortable to think that my children might be used as leverage.
When I said nothing, Alasdair filled the silence. “Like it or not, your lives hinge on the other’s demise. You cannot endure her ambition and she cannot suffer you, your father, or your children to live. If any of you do, you will surely seek her out for revenge. It is the way of Winter. Your father’s death would require reprisal. Better you deal with her before she has time to regroup.”
I shook my head in disbelief. I had never had a mortal enemy before, and all of a sudden I had an immortal one. Or something close to it. The Leanansidhe was ageless and cunning, and if my mentor was right, she was committed to destroying everything I held dear. 
There were more important things than a drink and an early mark to worry about. And I’d been ignoring them, hoping that someone else would clean up my problems for me. But it was impossible to escape the fact she’d evaded my father this long, there was no telling if he would ever catch her.
"Where are we meeting this warlock?” I asked as my frustration and fear started distilling into cold, hard anger. I knew Winter’s influence as it welled up within me, but it was stronger than usual. A byproduct of Brunhildr’s brew, no doubt.
“The tavern,” Alasdair replied. “And he’s already waiting for us.”
We were almost at the outer perimeter of the open-air tavern we’d passed on the way in. 
At least we didn’t have far to walk. I had no idea who we were meeting, so I let Alasdair lead and followed a step behind.
The Summer Sidhe still played his guitar in one corner while patrons sat on stools watching him or drank at tables formed from large wine casks. Scattered throughout the tavern’s open pavilion were several tables. At one in the far corner, a variety of magical beings were engaged in some sort of game played with tiles rather than cards. A pile of coins in the middle of the table indicated it was some sort of high stakes match.
I scanned the patrons and tried to guess who our contact might be.
Alasdair beckoned me to follow. "Come along, Nora, you'll meet him soon enough.” 
We strode into the tavern and much to my relief, headed away from the Sidhe musician. I didn't know him, but from the look he’d given me earlier, I suspected he had some inkling of my true nature. Naerine and I had an understanding, I had no idea how this Summer Sidhe would react to my presence. 
Alasdair and I wound our way through the tables and wine casks to where a man sat alone, a mug of ale resting on the upended wine cask in front of him. 
Our contact was in his early sixties, his black hair and beard shot through with grey. He was dressed as if he were going to the mall and looked a little out of place in the supernatural shopping plaza that was the Yard. Where others wore amour or weapons openly, he simply had a long trench coat over jeans and a Metallica T-shirt. One of his large combat boots tapped against the leg of his stool as he waited. 
His apparent comfort in a place such as this told me he likely possessed a power at odds with his appearance. If he was a warlock, his willingness to meet with Alasdair spoke double to that point.
"Kaznius, it's been a long time." Alasdair dropped into a stool opposite the man. He rested his hands on his thighs, not at all at ease, in spite of his effort to appear so.
I slid onto my stool, and as I studied our contact, I noticed a straight scar on his neck. Almost like someone had tried to slit his throat but not managed to finish the job.
"Not long enough,” Kaznius replied. “I’m not in the habit of making time for oathbreakers.”
Alasdair laughed and waved at one of the bar keepers before pointing at the table.
"Then let me salve your wounded pride with another drink. Next one is on me.”
Kaznius scoffed. "You think so little of me that you could buy me off with a beer?”
“No,” Alasdair replied. “I think it’s been a lifetime since we both made difficult choices. Surely enough water has gone under the bridge that you can see past what was, and hold judgement on what might yet be.”
Kaznius leveled his finger at Alasdair. “I raised you, Alasdair, from the streets. I taught you everything and at the first sign of trouble, you abandoned us.”
"That's one perspective," Alasdair replied. "I also remember my brothers, including you, running for their lives when the hunter came.”
A chill ran down my spine. I’d pressed Alasdair about his childhood and got nothing. Even after discovering the orange flame emblazoned on his back, I’d been unable to get more than two words out of him. Now I could see the pain in his eyes as he spoke. Only it wasn’t pain; it was shame.
His youth haunted him, and I was beginning to see why.
“We all have choices, Alasdair.”
Alasdair thumped the cask with a fist, causing the tankards to shake. “Yours was to run. You all left me to die."
“No warlock who faced the Old One lived,” Kaznius replied. “I thought you would run too. It was our best chance. I never thought you’d betray your oath.”
“You never thought it was an option,” Alasdair replied. “In your mind, there is only your war with the Congress. You never thought we’d be able to walk away.”
“Who would want to? We gave you life, purpose, and power. You were a lamb and I made you a lion. Now you use those skills to hunt your own. Your hypocrisy is matched only by your cowardice.”
The next breath Alasdair let out seethed with anger. I thought he was going to grab Kaznius by the shirtfront and drag him over the cask. Instead, he ran his hands through his hair.
"What would you have had me do?” he whispered. “I wasn’t even old enough to drink when I stared into the Old One’s eyes and expected to die. When he offered me another path, I took it. Would you rather I had died?”
"I'd rather you had fought." Kaznius pulled down the neck of his shirt, revealing another scar that matched the one on his neck. “When the hunters caught me, I fought and offered the reaper their souls instead of mine. You always have a choice.”
The more they spoke, the more vivid the image was that was forming in my mind. Kaznius wasn’t just any member of the Burning Hand. He was the man responsible for the orange flame tattooed on Alasdair's back. He was the man who’d led my mentor down the path of the warlock. A man who used magic as a weapon to gain power and influence over others for his own gain. In Kaznius’ case, that agenda seemed to be open warfare with the congress and its edicts.
This man’s very existence and presence here threatened to out Alasdair’s past. A past that called into doubt his present and future. If the Congress learned of Alasdair’s past, they would no doubt have something to say about his position as one of their enforcers.
I realised the profound sacrifice he was making to try and protect me from the Leanansidhe. My hands trembled, so I slid them into my pockets. I didn’t want Kaznius to see how close to the surface my feelings were.
"The past is the past, Kaznius,” Alasdair replied. “I'm not here to rehash old memories and reopen wounds long since closed.”
“For you perhaps.” Kaznius grunted. “For the rest of us, moving on hasn’t been nearly so easy.”
“Well, let me remedy that,” Alasdair replied. “I have a proposition for you.”
"Of course, you want something.” Kaznius let out a scornful laugh. “I should have guessed as much. What makes you think I would ever help you? You’ve hunted your brothers.”
“I’ve avoided them as best I could,” Alasdair said. “Sometimes you’ve given me no choice. But I’ve done my best to let sleeping dogs lie. The Wilds are a big place. I don’t need to eat at your expense.”
“A mercy to be sure.” Kaznius scoffed. “Where was your mercy on Moreton Island? Dozens of our kind died on that island. Your master even came out of retirement to ensure our extinction. I'll never help you. I'd rather die."
"And you might," Alasdair replied as the bartender set down another round of beers.
Kaznius tensed, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the mug in his hand. I thought he was going to lean across the table and brain Alasdair with it. My heart skipped a beat. A fight here in the middle of the tavern would surely be a disaster. Dozens of magical beings could get caught up in the chaos. And who knew what powers were at their disposal. It was an outcome we couldn’t afford.
Alasdair leaned back on his stool. "But it won't be at my hand, not today. Not ever, if I can avoid it."
"Going soft in your old age?" Kaznius said.
"No, just hoping you'll see enough sense to live to see yours. You deserve as much for getting me off the streets.”
“So I’m to believe this is gratitude then, some three decades late. But it’s something I guess.” Kaznius took a deep draught of his beer.
“I’m here to speak about your real problem,” Alasdair replied. “You sided with the Leanansidhe and tried to assassinate the King of Winter. Now you and your little band of pyromaniacs are second on the hit list of one of the most powerful beings in the Otherworld.”
Kaznius sat in silence.
"Ambitious, even for you,” Alasdair said. “But she lost, badly."
"Only because you intervened," Kaznius grumbled. “You should never have been there in the first place.”
"Your minions framed my apprentice. We didn't start the fight—we just ended it.”
“Your new apprentice,” Kaznius said, stretching every syllable to emphasize his distaste, “is one of them. She has no place in our world anyway.”
I held my tongue, not because I was afraid of Kaznius, but because I was worried that any backlash from me might scuttle the deal Alasdair was trying to make. 
“You bit off more than you could chew, and we both know Oberon isn't the forgiving type. The Burning Hand aren't novices but you can't deal with a being of his magnitude,” Alasdair said.
"The Leanansidhe is almost as old, and twice as wily." Kaznius shrugged. "She's managed to evade his forces thus far.”
"Only because she hides in the mortal realm,” Alasdair answered. “Separated from Faerie, she can hardly muster the strength to stay alive let alone challenge him. Why go down with the ship? Tell us where she can be found, and we'll see to it that you’re spared from the fallout.”
Kaznius laughed. "You think you have that kind of pull with the Winter King? We both know your new mentee has no pull in his court. Your tongue is making promises you can’t keep. Three decades and nothing really changes. Funny that.”
Kaznius picked up the second tankard the waiter had set down, drained it to the dregs in a single draught.
"I'm a dead man walking, Alasdair. I knew that the moment her plot failed. The only difference is I keep my oaths.”
"If you aren't going to help us, why did you bother meeting us at all?" Alasdair asked, looking up from the table.
Kaznius shrugged before standing. “Curiosity, I suppose. That or the desire to look my largest disappointment in the eye one more time before I die. Goodbye, Alasdair.”
He turned and headed for the door. I considered going after him but Alasdair shook his head. Leaning close, he whispered, “No need. We got what we came for.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “He gave us nothing.”
"Not intentionally,” Alasdair replied. “He’s a true believer. You won't sway him with brute force or be able to buy him off. Once he has his mind set on a path, he sees it through. We'll get nothing else from him.”
“Then how did we get what we came for?” I asked. 
“Well, we learned the Leanansidhe is indeed hiding in the mortal realm. Kaznius as good as confirmed the same. He’s certainly in contact with her, likely shielding her from the Winter King’s attempts to find her.”
“And what was the other?” I asked. 
Alasdair smiled. “That he’s sworn some sort of oath to the Leanansidhe. He’s not the sort to be beguiled easily, so she’s promised him something worth risking his life for.”
“And what’s that?” I asked.
“Are you familiar with the Arcane Covenant?” he asked.
I nodded. “Of course. It’s the agreement that governs the relationship between the different members of the supernatural community.”
“Precisely. What you may not know is that your father was one of its founding proponents. The Covenant validates and protects the Arcane Congress and brings order to our world.”
“That’s what she’s promised him,” I whispered as it fell into place. “If she takes my father’s throne, she can alter or put an end to the Covenant in its entirety.”
“Yes,” Alasdair replied as he watched Kaznius vanish into the traffic in the grassy lane. “He can bring down the entire Arcane Congress in a single stroke.”




Chapter 5


I was so intent on watching Kaznius leave, I didn't see the figure approaching us from the other side of the tavern until he was looming over the table. As his shadow cast across the table from the overhead lanterns, I turned and found a handsome man in a white open collar shirt, black slacks, and a jacket. He had the sort of strong jaw line that looked like it had been carved from granite. I wasn't sure if he was a male model, or vying for the next 007 spot. Behind him stood a pair of men in jackets and thin black ties. 
Together, their corporate appearance seemed utterly out of place in the Yard. They resembled the clean-cut look of FBI agents though somehow, I doubted that agency had a presence here in this backwater black-market of the supernatural world. Jawline reached down, picked up Alasdair's tankard off the table, and took a long steady pull from it.
Alasdair cleared his throat loudly as the man continued chugging down his beer. His audacity was made all the more impressive by his ability to ensure not a single drop landed on his clean, pressed shirt.
"Lazarus, if you are going to steal my beer, you best remember neither of us are hunters here. I'll happily kick your arse for that mess you left at the Gold Coast last year.”
Hunter? Lazarus. Wait, Brunhildr had mentioned a Lazarus. She’d also called him a thief. Had Alasdair really been ambushed by another bounty hunter? It didn’t make sense. Though I had to admit, I didn’t really know much about how the Camp was organized. I knew there were others, but I had no idea what status quo existed between them. 
I hadn't asked how broad the organisation was when I’d signed up. I’d simply been looking for a paycheck. Now that I thought about it, it made sense that there might be other camps scattered around the place. After all, how much ground could Alasdair cover, even on his bike?
It didn’t explain the obvious animosity between the two of them, though. If this Lazarus was a hunter, he certainly had a different tailor to Alasdair. And by different, I meant he had one. Alasdair didn’t really believe in clothes that required an iron. They were for people who worked in a field with less decapitations.
Lazarus set down the empty tankard.
"Oh, was that your beer?" he asked as he leaned on the table with one fist. “Kind of like how those kobolds were in my backyard and you swooped in and stole them?”
“Look, Lazarus,” Alasdair started as he fixed the hunter with a cold stare, “I don’t care what they were doing in your backyard. They’d robbed two banks and killed three people.”
“I’d trailed them for days,” Lazarus said, “located their warren, and you swoop in while I’m establishing a perimeter. Lop off their chieftain’s head and leave me to clean up the disorderly mess while you claim the most valuable bounty. You robbed me.”
"Establishing a perimeter? Lazarus, you were dragging your feet while I did the real work. I took his head; I get the bounty. That’s how it has always been, and you’d have done the same.”
“I have more than enough work without having to steal from others,” Lazarus replied, the veins in his neck standing out as he tensed up.
Alasdair seemed utterly unperturbed by the growing tension and simply shrugged it off. “It's not my fault if I could do in a morning what took you three days. Next time, try to keep up. The only reason you have so much work on is you are utterly inept at doing your job. Every creature beyond the veil knows the Gold Coast is open season. They couldn’t be safer if they stayed in their own home."
“Or maybe you have less work because you’ve already cut a deal with every scum bucket and warlock in your post code,” Lazarus replied. “You’re an embarrassment, and one of these days the Camp is going to throw you out and remedy the injustice the Old One committed the day he dragged your fat ass in off the street.”
Alasdair pointed at Lazarus. “You’d want to watch your mouth, pretty boy. Those sort of accusations can get a man killed.”
“Strange how you don’t even deny it,” Lazarus replied. “One day, the Congress will know the truth of it. You wait and see.”
“I don’t feel the need to dignify your lunacy, Lazarus. Be gone before I lose my temper.”
“Lunacy? Here I am running down some intel here in the Yard, and who should I see but my old colleague, drinking with one of the most notorious warlocks of our time. Did you think no one would recognise Kaznius Markan? Care to explain that little dalliance?"
"Not really," Alasdair replied, “but seeing as you don’t seem to grasp how to do your job effectively, let me provide a lesson. The man had information that pertained to a more dangerous threat. I asked for it. And I did it here in full view of the world, because I’m not ashamed of using one bastard to catch another. It's simple enough even an eejit like you should be able to understand it.”
"More dangerous than Kaznius? A likely story.”
“Lazarus, you’ve spoiled my drink and are on the way to spoiling my morning. It’s none of your business. Now make yourself scarce.”
“I could make it my business, particularly given you owe me twenty grand.”
“You're not carrying your mark any more than I am,” Alasdair replied. “So if you mean to shake me down, remember there's nothing stopping me from splitting that scrawny little skull and beating your two bozos to death with what’s left of it. Now sod off.”
"Gentlemen, gentlemen.” I held up my hand to draw their attention off each other before they came to blows. “This all seems like a load of fun but we really must be getting back. So, Lazarus, was it? Why don't you take your little boy band up to the bar. We’ll buy you a round, and we can call it a day.”
I didn't know what came over me—perhaps it was Brunhildr’s elixir coursing through my veins—but despite we were outnumbered, I felt a confidence coursing through my veins that was utterly alien to me. It felt incredible.
My heart beat faster but not in my usual nervous dread.  Adrenaline coursed through me in response to the brewing chaos around us. 
Was this what confidence felt like? It was intoxicating.
"Oh, that's adorable, Alasdair. Your new sidekick has inherited your delusional temperament. Best keep her in line. Running her mouth like that could get her into all sorts of trouble here."
Keep me in line?
My blood pressure went through the roof as this condescending excuse for a Myer model dismissed me out of hand. I clenched both fists to stop myself from grabbing him and yanking him over the table.
Alasdair shook his head.
"I think I'll stay." Lazarus sneered. “Because this time I came prepared.”
Something cold, oily, and altogether unpleasant wrapped around my right wrist. My head snapped away from Lazarus where a black creature about three feet tall stood by the table. It was humanoid in shape, but dozens of tendrils hung from its little black head. They slithered and danced back and forward over its robed body as it regarded us. Two of the many tendrils pulsed as they held us fast, one around my wrist the other around Alasdair's.
"What the hell!" I tried to shout. My lips moved but nothing came out. 
Alasdair reached for his back, but Lazarus had a butterfly knife in hand, its blade positioned near Alasdair's throat.
"I wouldn't do that if I were you," Lazarus said. “Our little Gnathian here prevents you from talking. So no magic for you. We have you at a distinct disadvantage. No need to turn dumb into dead."
Alasdair breathed out, relaxing visibly though how he did that with a knife at his throat was beyond me. The Gnathian was causing an unpleasant tingling sensation in my wrist where the creature gripped my skin.
I looked at the bizarre Gnathian. Its inky little eyes stared back at mine. I glanced from him to my wrist and back at him, glaring my best attempt at a silent warning. My children would have recognized the look, but the confused little creature simply cocked his head to the side and tightened his grip.
"We've been following you all day, so we know you've already been to Ramzey’s and Brunhildr’s. So no doubt you’re flush with cash. Pay me what you owe and we can leave the past in the past. I’ll even forget what I saw here with you-know-who.”
Alasdair made a show of considering it, then nodded to his knapsack. One of the goons picked it up and shook it onto the table. 
Nothing came out. 
Alasdair raised his hands and motioned at the empty air as if to say, take anything you like.
Lazarus sighed. "We both know you’ve been hoarding cash for years. You certainly don’t spend it on yourself. Now hand it over, or we can pull it off your corpse.”
Alasdair didn’t move an inch. I could tell by his demeanor he had no intention of complying. But what was he waiting for?
“Perhaps you've already spent it at Brunhildr’s. We will of course accept payment in goods if we can't get cash.”
One of Lazarus's goons started patting him down. He found the machete and set it on the table, but his unwelcome search turned up nothing else of value.
Alasdair just shrugged as if to say, ‘I told you so,’.
The other goon approached me. Unlike Alasdair, I was still carrying cash and a small fortune in Brunhildr’s potions. 
He reached for my jacket. I grabbed him by the wrist, twisting it outward until I was in danger of breaking it. The goon grunted as he turned with my motion to ease the pain. The Gnathian tightened its grip on my other hand. 
I looked at Alasdair who shook his head. It seemed like he had every intention of letting Lazarus take what he wanted in order to avoid violence. But as far as I could see, I was the only one who lost out in that scenario.
Maybe it was meant to be some sort of object lesson for me, but I had no intention of playing along.
Lazarus had no idea who or what I was, and that gave me a distinct advantage. I didn't need my voice to use my magic. It was woven into my very being. 
Thank you, Dad.
I’d be damned if I was going to let a thieving bounty hunter and his useless cronies shake me down for my mentor’s old debts.
As my temper flared, I could feel the power of Winter welling up inside of me. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them, the bar was illuminated in a spectrum of powers not normally visible to the naked eye. 
With my Winter sight, I could see things as they truly were: a tavern full of beings who were not what they seemed, and beneath it all, a rich tapestry of power ready to be tapped into. 
I stared at the Gnathian, who through my Winter sight looked like an inky black void as he tried to smother my access to the magic of this place.
Fortunately, I’d brought my own.
"What the…" Lazarus gasped as he stared at me.
I glared at the creature gripping my wrist and unloaded the power of Winter directly through the tendril binding us together. The slimy snakelike appendage snap froze as a torrent of Winter coursed through it. The Gnathian let out a deathly shriek as the tendril, followed by its head, froze before an effort of will shattered it into a thousand pieces, spraying the bar with little chunks of Gnathian. 
Alasdair grabbed the butterfly knife with one hand and his machete with the other, and cleaved through the frozen tentacle gripping his arm. 
Shaking it off, Alasdair kicked back, away from the table. His sudden motion yanked Lazarus off balance, and they both spilled onto the floor in a heap.
I wasn’t sure whether it was the sound of the two men tumbling across the timber floor, or the shards of Gnathian brain raining down through the bar that did it, but the rest of the tavern got the message quick. Patrons scurried away from the conflict as the Summer Sidhe musician abruptly stopped playing, snatched up his guitar case, and headed for the door.
Lazarus raised his knife, but Alasdair drove an elbow into his stomach, before twisting his wrist. The knife skittered across the floor, as Lazarus glared at me. I’d ruined his shakedown, and his face was turning a shade of red as his outrage grew.
As magic gathered in the first minion’s open hands, I raised my hand to protect myself. Thanks to Brunhildr, my magic seemed to respond like lightning to my every whim. With a thought, five shards of ice blossomed from my outstretched fingers. As I rotated my wrist, the ice formed into a shield. 
The lackey bellowed, “Ventus!”
A blast of gale force wind hammered into me from point blank range, but my shield was ready, funneling the force of the blast away from me. There was a squeak as my boots slid back a good two or three inches. The spell washed over my icy shield, blowing over tables and stools as I doggedly held my ground. As I felt his power and focus dwindling, I drew on my magic, readying a spear of crystalline ice.
"Nora, no!" Alasdair shouted.
The rage welling up inside of me wanted to put an end to this charade, but even after they'd held a knife to his throat, Alasdair was intent on not causing these imbeciles any lasting damage.
Well, other than the Gnathian; the ship had sailed on that little doom squid.
With the thought, I reshaped the spear into a globe of ice the size of a bowling ball. Moving my shield aside, I hurled the five-kilogram hunk of ice at the lackey. The icy missile shattered through his attempt to raise a shield of his own and struck him with a satisfying crack. He went down, hard, grasping at his chest and breathing heavily. There was every chance those ribs would be broken. 
His colleague was conjuring a ball of fire. As my shield was already between me and him, I raced forward, using it like a linebacker dropping his shoulder. The thieving minion tried to sidestep my berserk charge, but the wall of ice caused his fireball to fizzle out of existence before it struck him hard enough to knock him into next week. He collapsed, unconscious, as my shield of solid ice rolled to a halt like a dropped coin.
I straightened my clothing and went looking to help Alasdair, who was extricating himself from beneath an unresponsive Lazarus.
"What part of no, didn't you understand?" Alasdair huffed as he shoved the limp form aside.
"The part where he splits your throat for chump change.” I was still shaking with adrenaline. I’d just saved us both and here he was complaining about it.
"Lazarus is a coward. He never would have gone through with it," Alasdair replied. "If it wasn't for his little Gnathian, he never would have even tried it.”
I glanced at the grizzled remnants of the unpleasant creature. "Well, hopefully, he got the extended warranty. This one doesn’t seem to be working properly.”
“You are a smartarse,” Alasdair replied with a grin he tried to hide beneath his copper beard. He might have been frustrated, but he was also in danger of having a good time. 
"Unfortunately in using your magic without speaking, you’ve given away that you're not entirely human,” Alasdair said. “Life would have been easier if we kept that particular secret to ourselves.”
"Has the camp got some sort of rule about Scions that I don't know about?"
Alasdair shook his head. "No hard and fast rule. But humans have a way of shunning those who are different. I didn’t want to give Lazarus any excuse to come after you.”
"They just did," I replied, “and if it wasn't for you holding me back, we would have one less threat to worry about.” 
Alasdair pointed at the three incapacitated bounty hunters. "Outside the yard, they wear our colors. Those are three faces you may one day need in a scrap. You can't just go killing everything that gets in your way.”
My heart pounded. "Why is there one rule for creatures of the Otherworld, and another for humans? If that had been three Sidhe that had jumped us, you’d have killed the lot of them. The Leanansidhe has a crack at us, and you’re ready to hunt her to the end of the earth. Lazarus tries to slit our throats over beers and you're willing to give him a pass. What gives?”
"Motive," he said. “These idiots only want to be paid. They want to put food on the table, same as you. The Leanansidhe won't be content with anything but your utter extinction. If push comes to shove, we can buy Lazarus off. You heard Kaznius—the Leanansidhe is committed to toppling the existing world order. There is quite a difference and it has nothing to do with species and everything to do with making the world a safer place.”
I wasn’t convinced. "So if you saw Kaznius again, outside the yard, you'd not pull any punches?"
Alasdair held up a finger. "I am your mentor. It's not your place to question me. It's your place to listen and do what you're bloody well told, before it gets us both killed." 
My cheeks burned at being dressed down like a child but at the end of the day, he was right. Not about Lazarus and his goons perhaps, but right about us. I'd barely been on the job a few weeks. I should have listened to him, but at the same time, the fact that he had dodged the question about his former mentor did make me wonder.
If push came to shove, would he be able to do what had to be done?
Clearly it was a sensitive subject, so I let it be. But I made a mental note to exercise caution should we ever see Kaznius again.
My shoulders slumped and as the thrill of the fight left me, I found myself exhausted. I closed my eyes and released my sight. When I opened them, I felt like I’d spent all night drinking. I had a headache and my stomach churned. From the fatigue setting in, I was getting the distinct impression that Brunhildr’s potion was beginning to fade.
I rested my hand on the table to steady myself and catch my breath.
"Good work dealing with the Gnathian though. I can't stand those guys,” Alasdair said, offering me an olive branch. “Now let's get out of here before these three idiots come to.”
I looked around the almost deserted tavern. I felt a little guilty for driving off their customers.
Alasdair snatched up his knapsack from off the table, stepped over the lackey who was still clutching his chest, and headed for the bar. As he walked past me, I could hear him whispering as he fished around in his bag, and I suspected I knew why.
Unlike a lot of magical creatures, Alasdair seemed intensely aware of the collateral damage his actions caused. And he always did his best to ensure others weren't left paying the price for his visit.
Unfortunately, most of this mess was mine, and it didn’t feel right to let him foot the bill.
"Let me," I replied, reaching into my pocket and pulling out my remaining wad of cash. Alasdair would be even more morose if I got us banned from his favorite bar. By my guess, I had the best part of three thousand dollars remaining. I slapped it down on the counter and motioned for the grizzled-looking bikie barkeep. He wore a heavy black leather jacket studded with silver barbs.
“Sorry about the mess. I hope this will make things right."
The barkeep looked around the bar, taking in the upturned tables, before glancing down at the stack of notes. 
"We’re good. That should cover the cleaners and then some."
I gave him a smile. “Then best add a round for the other patrons when they filter back in. Next round is on us.”
He picked up the wad of bills. “I’ll see one poured out in your honor.”
Alasdair pointed at Lazarus and his cronies. “Don’t be in a hurry to rouse them. Give us a few minutes head start, will you, Francis?”
The barkeep picked up his dishrag and threw it over his shoulder. “You got it, Alasdair. Behave yourself.”
Alasdair scoffed. “Not a chance.”
He led the way, and I fell in beside him.
"Just when I think you've heard nothing I have said,” Alasdair said with a chuckle, “you go ahead and do something like that. You might be getting the hang of this after all."
I knew he was talking about making things up to Francis, but I chose to interpret his compliment in a much broader sense, because, well, I was a woman and that was my right. I couldn’t help but smile.
“What are you waiting around for?” Alasdair asked, pointing at the door. “Move your ass. If that lot wake up before we clear the Yard, all bets are off.”





Chapter 6


We raced back through the tunnel to the mortal world, as fast as our weary legs could carry us. 
There was no telling how long Lazarus and his crew would be out for, and I wasn’t taking any chances. I was tired from my exertions in the tavern, and the novelty of the yard was wearing on me fast. My curiosity had been well and truly indulged and now that people seemed intent on killing us or robbing us blind, I figured it was best we get back to somewhere where we at least possessed some semblance of authority.
People seemed far less willing to tangle with two bounty hunters in the mortal realm. Fear of the Congress and by extension us as its proxies gave them pause.
The muscles in my legs burned, and I was nursing a fierce headache from the arcane endeavors in the tavern. Brunhildr’s potion had made me feel infallible and enhanced my capacity but now as I passed through the tunnel, I was paying the price for it. 
The tunnel was pitch black, just as it had been when I first walked through it, but this time I knew what to expect.
I plowed on, only a step behind Alasdair, keeping pace with him until we emerged inside the wrecker’s workshop.
I was short of breath, and panting, as we emerged into the cluttered workshop.
Sylvester stood behind the counter, one eyebrow raised as he regarded our fatigued state.
"Everything alright?” he asked as he reached beneath the counter and produced our coins. “You weren’t causing any trouble in there, were you?”
"Never better," Alasdair replied, reaching for his coin. “And I wouldn’t dream of it.”
"You’re breathing awfully heavy," Sylvester replied. "That wouldn't have anything to do with Lazarus showing up, now would it?”
"Lazarus? Don't make me laugh," Alasdair said. “The day he can raise my blood pressure a single digit, I’ll know it’s time to retire.”
Sylvester tapped my coin on the counter as he regarded us both. "He showed up less than an hour after you did. Almost like he was stalking you.”
"Well, he can take a number and get in line,” Alasdair replied. “If he tries his hand out here, the Camp will throw him out. He'll be lucky to keep his head."
"You rely too heavily on him being sensible enough to recognise that," Sylvester said. 
Given what I’d seen of Lazarus, I had to agree with him.
Alasdair stroked his beard. "You know, if he applied himself half as well to doing his job as he did trying to get even with me, he’d have made back his money and then some.”
Sylvester nodded. “But that wouldn't be your money, and it sounds like that's what he’s after.”
“Appreciate the warning, Sylvester, but he’s a problem for another day.” Alasdair took my coin, before tossing it to me. 
I caught it and slid the weighty gold medallion back into my jacket pocket. I found its weight comforting. Or maybe it was the fact I knew Alasdair and the Old One could track it.
"We've dealt with far more dangerous deviants than Lazarus and his cronies. He’d do well to remember that,” Alasdair said.
"I shall encourage him in that direction,” Sylvester said stooping down to scoop up a piston off the floor. “Bounty hunters settling their disputes in the Yard isn’t a great look and it’s bad for business.”
"You're a good man, Sylvester,” Alasdair called over his shoulder as he headed for the car park.
Leaving the shed, I couldn't help but notice the sun was already sinking over the hills to the west.
"It's afternoon already?" I said. 
“Yep, time passes more slowly in the yard, and we were there a while. Frankly, I'm surprised it's not tea time already.”
"It will be by the time I get home,” I replied, “and it's my turn to cook.”
Alasdair’s smile broadened. "Oh, is it now? And what are we having for dinner?"
I glanced down at my watch. "At this point, probably take out, but you’re welcome to join us if you like.”
For some it might be unusual to have your boss over for dinner, but for us it was becoming a matter of course, particularly after the mess on Moreton Island. In the aftermath of the Leanansidhe’s attempt to kill my father, we’d spent a week on the island together. Many of the quidditch fans had gone home and we’d enjoyed a rather deserted resort. It had been lovely. 
Conor and Shea had taken a liking to him, but I was a little wary of them getting too close. They were still pretty raw about their father leaving, and I didn't want them conflicted or confused about Alasdair's presence in the house. It was one of many reasons it was a great idea to leave my daydreams right where they were. Life would certainly be easier if he was my mentor and not something more.
I thought better of my hasty invitation and figured it might be best if we ate alone. So, I subtly tried to discourage him from joining us.
“Fair warning, my mother will be there, and I'm sure she'd love to get to know you a little better."
It was all the things Alasdair seemed to dread, wrapped up in a neat little bundle. The threat of commitment, served with an entree of someone prying into his personal life.
“On second thoughts,” Alasdair replied, quicker than I would have liked, “maybe I'll just get a pizza.”
It was what I’d wanted, but I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. Did that make me crazy? Or was I just hoping he would plow on and endure Mom’s prying to spend a little more time together? Man, it had been way to long since I’d dated, and I felt so out of touch it bothered me.
"Probably a safe call,” I replied with a nod. “What are your plans for tomorrow?"
"Why? What are you thinking?” he asked as we walked across the dirt lot to his bike.
“Oh, I just wanted to make sure we didn't have any training scheduled. I promised I'd take the kids to the theme park today, but given how much of the day got away from us, I think I'm going to have to make it up to them tomorrow.”
"Fair enough. I don't have anything planned. I was going to see if I can get some of this gold converted into something a little more useful, but I can tackle that solo. You enjoy the day with the kids. I am going to run some errands and pick the Old One’s brains about the Burning Hand. If Kaznius is harboring the Leanansidhe, he might have ideas as to how we can track them.”
Alasdair climbed onto his bike, and I slid on behind him. The trip home was uneventful, but the whole way, I couldn't help but think about our meeting with Kaznius. He hadn't struck me as someone who had any intention of giving up. He didn't seem to care that he had incurred the wrath of my father. And in spite of all the attention, he was actively planning to overthrow both my father and the supernatural order in our world.
It made me wonder what the Congress had done to him. That kind of hate didn’t come naturally. In my experience, it was usually born from pain. I imagined Alasdair knew more than he had shared, but he clearly didn’t enjoy talking about his time with the Burning Hand and I could understand that. Who wanted to relive the worst decisions they had ever made?
Kaznius’ presence here was a concern though. And if the nagging sensation in my gut was on point, he’d had more motive than Alasdair’s meeting to be here. Why was it that every time one problem went away, another showed up to ruin our day?
Alasdair rolled to a stop out the front of the house and I swung off the bike. He was so preoccupied staring off at the distance, he didn’t even seem to notice me getting off the bike. There was nothing interesting about my street, so I was pretty sure I knew what had him so distant.
"Whatever you do, don't go after them on your own.” I spoke quietly, but I placed a hand on his shoulder so he couldn’t miss me. “We had allies on the island, and we still barely made it out alive. Don't do anything stupid, now.”
He gave me a broad grin. "If you keep that up, people are going to think you care."
I did care. Not that I was ready or willing to admit that out loud. Not after how my last relationship had gone.
"Of course I care.” I paused just long enough for it to get awkward. “You've still got my half of the gold. Can't have anything happening to you before I pay my rent."
I flashed him a smile before heading for the house.
"One of these days, that tongue is going to get you in trouble, Nora Byrne,” Alasdair called after me, as he kicked over the bike. He stepped on it and peeled up the street, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 
"One day," I whispered. I had the distinct impression I had a different sort of trouble in mind to what he might be thinking of, but a girl could dream, right?
"Get a grip, Nora,” I chastised myself. “One of these days, fawning for your boss is going to get you both killed."
I shoved the thought unceremoniously from my mind as I approached the door, but found myself wondering just how much of my actions in the pub were caused by the tempestuous feeling of Winter within me, and how much of them was fueled by the fact Lazarus had held a blade to Alasdair's throat. Bounty hunter or not, if I came across him, I was going to see that he never repeated that particular mistake again.
I pushed open the front door and found Shay sitting on the couch in the lounge room, a Harry Potter book open in her lap, her legs tucked beneath her as she read.
"I'm home," I called as I closed the door behind me.
Shay looked up from her book, then down at her watch, her expression fading as she realized the time. "We aren't going to Sea World today, are we?”
The disappointment on her face was like a knife in my heart. There was a sad mix of resignation and the familiar air of someone who had expected the outcome. 
How had I become the parent that let my kids down?
"You're right. We aren’t heading down today. Work took me a little longer than I was expecting. But, tomorrow is Sunday and I have the day off so we can head down early and make a day of it."
Shay rested her cheek on her hand, not entirely convinced. Which was fair enough, given she’d been promised a trip once already. I kicked myself for not planning better and resolved to blow their minds tomorrow. In the meantime, a little bribery wouldn’t go astray.
"And, I was thinking to make up for it, we could get pizzas tonight?"
Her face brightened, and the smallest hint of a smile started to break through. "And garlic bread?”
"Of course. We can't have pizza without garlic bread, now can we?” I asked as I set down my bag.
"Definitely not!”
That battle won, I went looking for my babysitter. “Is Gran around?”
"She is out back, asleep on the hammock. Conor is upstairs in his room.”
"Okay, hon, I'll order the pizza after my shower. What do you want on yours?”
"Ham and pineapple, please,” Shay said. “And don’t forget the garlic bread”
“I won’t,” I called as I headed into the kitchen, looking for Mom. Sure enough, she was dozing in the hammock on our back patio. Bran was curled up in the shade beneath it, enjoying an afternoon nap. He really was due for a walk, but given the mad dash we had made out of the Yard, I didn’t quite feel up to any more cardio just yet. 
I left the two of them napping and headed upstairs to find Conor.
Knowing him, he would be playing Minecraft on his computer.
His room was unusually quiet. I cracked open the door just an inch to check on him and found him curled up in bed, asleep. He’d been up when I’d gone to bed last night, so I figured he must've gamed pretty late into the night. Most parents would have tried to enforce a bedtime, but the most sociable Conor got was when he was gaming with his friends online. I wasn't going to put restrictions on that, not at the price of a little sleep. 
With everything else going on in his life, I wanted him to enjoy any semblance of normality he could find. 
I smiled as I looked at my son. So innocent and content. Seemingly unaware of the burgeoning power of Winter building within him. I wondered what would come of it.
My mother had lied to me about my gifts, and as a response, I'd had a mostly normal childhood. Very little about Conor's life was normal and while I'd always known he was special, I was starting to get the impression he was far more special than I'd ever realised. 
He could do things with his magic without even knowing it. It was both impressive and terrifying. Under the wrong circumstances, his gifts could cause considerable problems. I wanted to leave him in school but at the same time, what happened if some thoughtless child made the mistake of bullying him? It had happened before but now Conor's powers were manifesting. 
If he chose to react, either to save himself or another child from being bullied, who knew what harm might be done. 
Part of me wondered if my father could help. The King of the Winter Court had to know better than anyone else what I could expect from my son. Unfortunately, my mother was wholly against anything involving my father.
Dad, on the other hand, had made it clear that after a lifetime of ignoring his existence, he would only speak to me if I brought my children to meet him. I could hardly blame him. If I had grandchildren I'd never met, I'd want to be a part of their lives too.
But I had also witnessed the extent of his power. Once he’d been freed from the Leanansidhe’s ritual circle, his wrath had been unlike anything I had ever seen. 
While I had dreams of what a relationship with my father might be like, there was a cold hard reality that was consistently reinforced by everyone who had ever met him.
Oberon was the King of the Winter Court. A being to be feared, and for good reason. If I was ever to have a familial disagreement with my father, I would have no way of winning the resulting power struggle. 
What if we visited him and he insisted I remain in Faerie, or worse yet, my children? I would be powerless to resist his will.
My mother described Faerie as a vicious, merciless place. I didn't want that for my sweet Conor. 
He might have powers, but I would rather die than let him be melded into someone else's weapon.
I slipped the door shut and stalked silently down the hall to my room. A quick shower was in order to remove all the evidence of my encounter in the yard. I had liquefied Gnathian everywhere, and I was beginning to be able to smell it now that it had suitably thawed. 
After I’d washed every vestige of the unpleasant creature from my body, I felt much better about the encounter.
"Live and learn, Nora Byrn," I muttered as I tamed my hair with a scrunchy. 
Slipping into some comfortable jeans and a T-shirt, I put on a set of old runners and headed downstairs. Mom was still asleep but Bran stirred as I entered the kitchen. I clicked my fingers once and pointed at the fence. His big tongue lolled out of his mouth in excitement as he got the message and bounded toward the side gate. 
I scooped up his leash and made my way outside to take him for a well deserved walk. We wandered the neighborhood, at an uneventful and meandering pace, but my great big Irish wolfhound was grateful for the chance to stretch his legs. 
We made it all the way to the service station, picked up some Krispy Kreme donuts for an after-dinner treat, and headed home. We beat the pizza delivery man by only a minute or two and as I paid him and collected our pizzas, I shouted loud enough to raise the dead. "Dinner’s ready!”
It was funny how the smell of pizza could stir even those in the deepest slumber. Conor bounded down the stairs, and the back patio door slid open. Mom entered the kitchen, followed by Sleet who buzzed the pizza once, sniffed, and then went straight for my bag. 
"Donuts," he screamed with shrill excitement. 
I spun, keeping the bag out of his reach.
"Dinner comes before desert, Sleet. You know that by now.”
We converged on the table and together we ate and laughed and planned our trip to Sea World. 
I just smiled and basked in their childlike enthusiasm. 
"I'll do the dishes," I said, scooping up the empty pizza boxes and heading for the trash. “Don't stay up too late tonight. You'll want to be fresh for Sea World tomorrow.”
The kids muttered their reluctant acknowledgment of my direction which by now I knew better than to equate with intent to obey it. 
I fixed Bran his dinner, gave him another good pat behind the ears, and headed upstairs. I knew Mom would be watching movies on the couch, but I wasn’t really in the mood for it tonight. Mom had been staying with us pretty much full-time for the past few weeks. She had barely gone home except to pick up more supplies.
We joked about her moving in but she laughed it off. She seemed to be enjoying the extra time with the kids, but I had the suspicion there was more to it than that. Bruce was never far away, and I knew the last few weeks had taken a toll on her.
After what she had suffered at the Red Cap’s hands, I suspected she didn’t want to be alone. I also suspected that seeing my father again after all these years had affected her. How could it not? She had fled him in the dead of night and while she’d thought she'd been clear of his influence and attention, the presence of Silas had made it only too clear that he had known all along exactly where she was. 
I found that comforting; Mom, not so much. I hadn't spotted Silas since the island, and as much as I wanted to believe that was because my father was respecting my wishes, the nagging feeling in my gut told me I just wasn't good enough at spotting the tail yet. 
I brushed my teeth and flopped onto my bed. I had an early start; I needed to do one thing before I headed to Sea World. 
Every Sunday morning, I had a standing appointment that I didn't dare miss. Particularly not now.
So I reached into my bedside drawer and pulled out the Otherworld journal. I'd read it cover to cover a dozen times but still, I found myself leafing through the pages on the Winter Court and wondering.
I read until sleep overtook me and woke only when my alarm started going off. I rolled over and checked my watch. 5:30am. I shut off the alarm and rolled out of bed. 
The house was deadly still as I dressed and went to my cupboard. At the top was an old poster tube that I hid behind my winter clothes. I uncapped the end and tipped it. There was a dragging noise as steel brushed against the internal cardboard of the tube. A piece of metal with a bluish tinge slid out of the tube and into my hand. 
It was a short sword, the only real weapon I owned. Of course it hadn't always been mine but I'd taken it when I had cut off its previous owner’s head and claimed his bounty. Tucking the blade in its sheath I stored in an old suit bag, I wrapped the belt around my waist and jammed it down the side of my track pants. I hid it all beneath a jacket and slipped out of the house.
I was going to need to run if I had any chance of making it on time.




Chapter 7


We’d picked the spot deliberately because it was close enough to home to reach quickly, yet far enough out of the way that passersby couldn’t stumble across us. I took my street at a light jog, before cutting through our local park, heading into the woods behind them and into the foothills. 
The ground here grew less grassy and more rocky the higher I climbed. The top of the hill was quite picturesque at sunrise or sunset, but that wasn’t on the cards today. No, I had a different sort of work out planned this morning. 
I scanned the woods around me as I moved deeper. After all, it was the early hours of the morning, and I was a woman heading through the thick bush alone. It felt like how every true crime drama might start. 
The thought made me chuckle. I was far from defenseless, and any predator seeking to take advantage of me would be biting off a whole lot more than they could chew. Predators of the human sort, anyway. The supernatural kind made for more deadly prospects, and it was those that I was keeping an eye out for.
I reached my usual clearing. It was empty but I knew better than to take that at face value. I was just about to use my Winter sight, when a twig snapped behind me. I turned, ducking beneath the blow I predicted from my assailant, and drew my blade as I spun.
A leather gloved hand caught my wrist, stopping my strike before it could land.
"You're getting faster, Nora," the Old One said, his voice a little croakier than usual this morning.
"Not fast enough.” I glanced down at the gloved hand clutching my wrist.
“But progress is progress,” the Old One said. “I wasn't sure you would make it this morning after all that excitement at the Yard yesterday."
Alisdair must have filled him in. After all, we had been attacked by another bounty hunter. I suspected that complicated whatever diplomacy existed between the different Camps.
"I didn't start it," I replied, a little defensively. "That idiot Lazarus bought some creepy Gnathian with him. I acted in self defence.”
"I am not chastising you, Nora. Lazarus was out of line and got no less than he deserved,” the Old One said, letting go of my hand.
Pushing my hair back out of my face, I tried to read the Old One’s mood. Something was off with him today. “You aren’t upset?”
“There are two rules when it comes to other Hunters, Nora. One, don’t fight. Two, don’t lose. You might have ignored rule one, but at least you observed the second. Just be sure to remember you were in the Yard. Now you are back in our world. If you encounter him here, he is an ally not an enemy until he proves otherwise.”
The thought rankled me. The man had ambushed us in a bar and tried to rob us. While Alisdair and the Old One seemed perfectly capable of partitioning the difference between our realm and the lawless wilds that were the Yard, I was having more difficulty.
Once someone tried to harm me, or someone I cared about, they became a threat. And they remained a threat until something was done about them.
But I didn't want to cause a diplomatic incident for the Old One so I nodded, albeit reluctantly.
"Got it, boss. Don't kill the sniveling little weasel. Understood.”
I couldn't see the Old One’s face on account of the veil he always wore, but I suspected he was smiling. The Old One had a dry sense of humor that aligned well with my own. 
"Unless of course the weasel is stupid enough to try something in our world," he answered. “If he does that, kill him without hesitation.”
The bluntness of the instruction caught me a little off guard.
"Wait, what?” I asked. “You’re serious?”
The Old One nodded slowly, his veiled head almost bowing slightly. “Nora Byrne, in our world, there are the quick and the dead. I would much rather you remain the former and not the latter. If he tries to harm you or Alisdair, put him in the ground. We'll deal with the fallout after. Am I making myself clear?”
"Crystal," I replied, clasping the hilt of my sword tight enough my knuckles started turning white.
"Good. I hope you are ready to train.”
“There's nothing I'd rather do,” I answered.
Ever since I had seen the Old One in action on the beach, I had regarded him with both awe and dread. He wasn't just the Master of the Camp. He was one of the most dangerous beings I'd ever met. Watching him fight had been like witnessing a ballet of death.
Listening to Kaznius yesterday had only reinforced that belief in my mind. The Old One moved like lightning with a brutal efficiency that made me glad we were on the same side. Even now, the memory of the Old One seemed enough to elicit fear from the leader of the Burning Hand.
It did make me wonder why the Old One had spared Alisdair when they had met all those years ago. I'd watched him dispatch a dozen warlocks without hesitation, yet when he'd cornered Alisdair, he’d not only let him live, but had taken him under his wing. It was a story I wanted to hear, when they could be prevailed upon to share it. 
The Old One reached into his robes and pulled out two wooden training swords. He wielded one in each hand and strode to the other side of the clearing.
I tossed aside my jacket and drew the Red Cap’s blade.
"Are you sure you don't want me to use one of those wooden ones?" I asked with a confidence I didn’t quite feel.
The Old One chuckled.
“The day I need to give you one of these, we will no longer need to train,” he said. “You'll be ready.”
I looked down the razor sharp blade of the Red Cap’s short sword. I knew from experience it could cleave through bone and flesh with equal ease.
"If you insist. This thing is pretty sharp. If you’re clumsy enough to fall on it, I can't be held responsible for what happens.” I laughed. I knew my chance of actually intentionally landing a blow on my trainer was about as likely as my ex-hubby actually paying any child support.
"Do your worst,” the Old One answered, and there was a lilt in his voice as he said it. He was laughing at me.
I raised the short sword and took up the stance the Old One had taught me” my sword arm in front of me, as I leaned forward, ready to strike.
"Begin!” he said. 
I took a step forward, opting for offence in the hope it might catch him off guard. Fat chance. No sooner had my left runner struck the dirt than the Old One launched forward. His strides were great loping movements that crossed the ten feet of grassy sod between us in seconds. I brought down the short sword, a blow that would carve straight through him from shoulder to hip. The Old One ducked under it and to the right, whacking me across my thigh with one of the wooden swords. He stepped inside my guard and brought the other sword to my throat.
"Ow," I groaned. Even after weeks of training and a more than passing familiarity with being smacked with the training swords, it still hurt, both my pride and my thigh. But I wasn't going to get any better by avoiding the pain, so I grit my teeth, took a deep breath, and called, "Again!”
We split apart and started over, this time from a closer range. Dozens of times we repeated the dance. Each time, the Old One bested me. I thought I'd seen all his dirty tricks and fancy footwork, and yet he would still surprise me with something else. A feint I'd never seen, or a swift strike from an unexpected quarter. The closest I got to him was about four inches from his left thigh. I’d been hoping to reward his earlier strike with the flat of my blade, but I was punished for my efforts with the blade of his sword slamming into my chest. He'd thrown it, underarm, at almost point-blank range.
"Dead.” He gloated as he bent down to pick up his blade. "But you are getting faster, Nora. And copying the first combination I used against you, very clever.”  
"It doesn't feel like it,” I replied, rubbing my chest.
"Because you are still fighting like a human,” he replied. “But inside of you, there is as much Sidhe as there is Irish blood.”
“I didn’t know the Sidhe got arthritis,” I joked, nursing my sore joints. “If I was half my age, you’d have your work cut out for you.”
“Age is just a construct of your mind,” the Old One said towering over me. “You’ve told yourself a lie, and your body believes it. Scions can live for centuries, and your father is ageless. You are little more than a child in the grand scheme of things.”
I could hear the words he was saying, but I knew how I felt. I was forty-two, and while I might have been fitter than I was a year ago, I was feeling every bit of my age. Maybe the Old One was wrong about me. 
“What if I inherited none of that?” I replied. “I have my magic. What if that’s all there is to me?”
“Lies your mother told you when you were a child,” he said shaking the training blade at me. “You still believe them, but one day this facade will shatter. When it does, you will see what I see in you. Then you will be a much greater threat. Until then, we train.”
“How do I do that? Shatter the facade?" I asked, fidgeting with Red Cap’s sword.
The Old One shrugged. “I'm afraid what I understand of your kind has been largely garnered by killing them. I’m not particularly adept at the nurturing part.”
Well, that certainly explained his predisposition for whacking me with the training swords, but it didn’t do anything to help me better understand my nature.
“Any idea how I might find someone who does?” I asked, not quite ready for another round yet.
The Old One’s tone quietened. “I imagine your father might have a pretty good idea. Should you get another chance to speak with him.”
"Is that really a good idea?" I asked, stretching my arms in the hope my muscles might loosen up a little. My mother vehemently opposed the notion, but it seemed all roads led back to Dad.
The Old One lifted the wooden sword and examined it a little closer, as if searching it for some imperfection. 
"Perhaps, perhaps not. But if you don't, you may never know.”
“I am pretty sure my mother will disown me if I go looking for my dad.” I leaned against the tree. 
The Old One moved the training sword in tight circles, rolling his wrist so fast the blade became a blur. "I think you'll find your mother is more forgiving than you believe. For all her surprise at seeing the Winter King, she smiled differently when you returned from the lake. I suspect the encounter settled something in her. Speaking to him might very well do the same for you.”
"But isn’t he dangerous?” I asked, sheathing my sword. “Everyone I speak to seems afraid of him.”
“Extremely, as is the Queen of Summer. They are beings of power we cannot even comprehend, but your father is also a being of reason. One does not rule Winter for a thousand years without some semblance of consistency and order.”
“I don’t know that I’m quite ready for that.” I folded my arms, unsure exactly what I should do.
"Everything in its time,” the Old One replied. “You need not act in haste.”
"You mind me asking you a question, Ezra?" I asked softly.
The Old One holstered the training swords, seemingly sensing that I had taken as much punishment as I could handle. "By all means.”
I wasn’t sure how to phrase it, so I just went all out and asked. "What are you?"
The Old One cocked his head to the side.
I pushed onward. “I know you're not human and you speak of killing Sidhe like you do warlocks, with a measure of distaste. So I suspect you're not one of them, either. So what are you? And why do you live here, among humans?” I gestured at the suburban sprawl at the foot of the hills. “Why spend your time among humans? You must have other choices?”
"If only it were that simple," he replied, a discernible twinge of sadness in his voice. “I live here because I have no other options."
I couldn’t help but notice he’d skipped over my first question without even acknowledging it. 
"So you aren't going to tell me what you are?"
The Old One cleared his throat with a gurgling rasp as he took a step closer to me.
"You are a hunter, Nora Byrne. You shouldn't need me to tell you what I am. You should have the capacity to work that out for yourself. So no, I won't be telling you what I am. To do so would teach you to come looking to me for answers to your every problem. A hunter should be resourceful, diligent, and be able to deduce from the signs at hand who or what they are dealing with.”
There was a little judgment in his voice that I wasn't used to hearing. Was he disappointed in my progress? Or just my question? I thought I was taking an interest in him, but he seemed bothered by it. I should have figured as much. Someone who went to as much trouble to conceal their form as he did, probably didn’t want to talk about it. 
I could count the number of things I knew about the Old One on one hand. 
Yes, perhaps he just liked his privacy.
That had to be it. On the hunting front, I thought I was doing pretty well. I was getting more and more used to my powers by the day. We had survived the Leanansidhe and the ambush in the yard.
"I'm going to tell you something my father once told me.” The Old One raised a glove hand and pointed at me. "The world doesn't owe you anything. Not the normal realm, and certainly not the Otherworld. You might be the daughter of one of the most powerful beings in either realm, but the only guarantee you've got is that others will want that power for themselves.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I just let his words sink in.
“Some will try to trick you into doing their bidding, others will seek to compel or control you. You must be as wise as a dragon, cunning as a fox, and swift like the wind. Stop trying to do what you think others want from you, stop meandering about in the mud hoping to survive. If you want your future, you must take it with both hands. Act with purpose, strike with surety, and take your destiny.”
"Your father sounds like a harsh teacher,” I replied. “But I suppose it worked out for you.”
"He was ambitious, and he was punished for it. We all were. And do you want to know what the last thing he ever said to me was?”
I nodded slowly.
The Old One bowed his head. “He said he was glad he had tried. He might not have realized his vision, but he spent his whole life trying, nonetheless. He said he’d rather try and fail than have never dared to dream in the first place.”
"What happened to him?” I asked, worried I was invading his privacy, but the Old One had opened this door.
"The Queen cut his head off and exiled our family.”
My heart caught in my throat. That was why he lived among humans. His own people had thrown him out.
"That's horrible," I whispered.
"She thought exile was a mercy we didn’t deserve. She changed her mind and hunted us down. She said such treason poisons the whole well. Of my entire family, only I survived. Do not hope for mercy, Nora Byrne. Take what is yours. Today you are a hunter, but you won't always be. The fates have more in store for you than this. You will need to look inside yourself and find out what that is.”
I didn't know what to say, so I just nodded. I’d learned more than I’d expected about the Old One, but every answer just spawned more questions.
"Now if we are finished training, I would have you do something for me," the Old One said.
Now I was intrigued. “Sure, what is it?”
He reached into his robes and drew out a phone. “We've just received a new bounty.”
“A new bounty?” I asked. That seemed like regular work stuff, but the Old One had made it seem like I’d be doing him a favor. I was confused.
“This one is set by the Congress themselves.” He opened his screen and a mug shot appeared that I recognized, from the scar on his neck to the salt and pepper beard and mustache. It was Kaznius.
"You know him?" the Old One asked, clearly reading me far better than I could read him. “How?”
"That's Kaznius,” I replied. “We met with him at the yard yesterday. Alisdair was trying to get information on the Leanansidhe.”
Even as the words left my mouth, I realized that he must not have mentioned it to our boss. And now that I was thinking about it, there was probably a pretty good reason for that.
"Foolish boy," the old one croaked. “He must've seen the bounty issue.”
"What's wrong?” I asked. “Alisdair didn’t mention the bounty to Kaznius. He spent the meeting trying to get Kaznius to hand over the Leanansidhe.”
The Old One flicked through four more pictures. None of them were familiar to me.
"These people represent the entire leadership structure of the Warlocks known as the Burning Hand. They are responsible for more death and destruction than you can possibly imagine. In his youth, Alisdair played too close to the fire and was almost burnt."
I knew exactly what the Old One was referencing. If he hadn't taken mercy on Alisdair, he would have had to execute him under the Congress’s standing edicts.
“The Hand are extremely dangerous. Usually they hide underground pulling strings from the shadows, seldom do they ever congregate and for good reason. The Congress would come for them. But rumour says the Hand are here, in town, and now the Congress post their bounty. All in the same weekend that Kaznius rears his ugly head. I don't believe in coincidences.”
“They are all here?” I asked. That didn’t sound good. We’d struggled against a contingent of them on Moreton Island. I hesitated to imagine how dangerous an army of them led by their inner circle might be.
“Something has flushed the Burning Hand out of hiding and if they are here, it bodes poorly for us all,” the Old One said.
"What makes you think that?" I asked. “Alisdair asked Kaznius for a meeting, and he came. The others were nowhere in sight.”
"Kaznius does nothing without purpose," the Old One replied. “He has not survived this long by playing the fool. He got something from the meeting, or he wouldn’t have taken it.”
I looked at the bounties on the screen. Each of them was for a hundred thousand dollars except for Kaznius, whose bounty was two hundred and fifty thousand dead, or five hundred thousand alive. That much money was absolutely mind blowing to me. That was house buying money. 
The real question was, why did the Congress want him alive? 
“Don’t the Congress usually execute warlocks? Why is Kaznius special?”
"Think, Nora. You must learn that all power has a source. The Congress draws its authority from the signing of the Arcane Covenant. Are you aware of who sponsored that proposal in the first place? It might surprise you.”
I put two and two together. “It was my father, wasn’t it? The Congress doesn't want Kaznius alive. My father does so that he can question him for the Leanansidhe's location.”
"Very good. And I'm afraid that where the Burning Hand are concerned, Alisdair's judgement might be impaired. I want you to keep him with you at all times. I don’t want him getting swept up in whatever hell they unleash. Do you understand?"
I did, but I had plans. And I didn’t think Alisdair would take kindly to a babysitter. “I, uh, was going to go to Sea World today.”
"Good,” the Old One replied. “Surely you two can’t get up to too much trouble there, and he could certainly use a little fun in his life. Take him with you.”
I paused to think about the instruction. It wasn't like Alisdair hadn't been on outings with us before. He’d spent the best part of the week at Tangalooma playing with the kids and me. But he’d ended up there of his own accord. I hadn’t invited him. The prospect of inviting him to come with us worried me. I didn't want to give him the wrong impression. I also didn't like the thought of spying on him without him knowing it.
"I'm not sure Alisdair is into carousels,” I replied.
"I don't particularly care, Nora,” the Old One replied, stepping closer so that he towered over me. “You once begged a favor of me. You wanted the job you now have, and against my better judgment and the nagging worry that your parentage might destroy us all, I gave you your wish. You owe me.”
The clearing went still enough even the birds seemed to stop chirping.
“Alisdair is like a son to me, Nora. And I will not lose him to those warlocks. You will do this for me.”
It wasn’t a request. It was a command. I did owe the Old One, but more importantly, I could see just how badly he wanted this.
I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, got it. I'll take him to Sea World. Not a problem.”
“Good. We will continue training next week. I think that is quite enough for today.”
I nodded. With the bombshells the Old One had just dropped on me, I was feeling more than a little anxious.
“You're getting faster, Nora. One of these days, the Sidhe inside you is going to break free. Just as soon as you stop being afraid of her.”
He picked up his pack and slung it over his shoulder.
“Why would I be afraid of her?" I asked, a little confused.
The Old One laughed. “The daughter of the Winter King, she’s in there somewhere.” He pressed a gloved finger into my chest. “I've seen glimpses of her from time to time. The heir to the ice throne, Mistress of Ice and Darkness. You have no idea the power that's inside you.”
I bent down to pick up my bag, the joints in my knees cracking as I did so.
Mistress of Ice and Darkness? Right now, I hurt all over and seemed to find a new ache or pain every week. I was closer to becoming the Princess of Voltaren and Ibuprofen than I was to sitting on a throne.
Nothing seemed more implausible than the Old One’s prediction, but I didn’t have the energy to argue.
"Why would I be afraid? She sounds awesome,” I muttered as I went looking for my pack.
The Old One shrugged. “You should be afraid, Nora. We all are."
After seeing him on the beach, I didn't think the Old One was afraid of anything.
With that, he disappeared into the trees, leaving me to wonder what manner of monster lurked within me. 




Chapter 8


The Gold Coast is the theme park capital of Australia. With four of them located in a relatively small geographic area you really had your pick of fun. 
For a mom on a budget with two teenagers that tended to get bored easily, it was the answer to so many potential problems. Particularly when money was tight. The three-park annual pass was the one sale we never went past.
All the Sea World, Movie World, and Wet and Wild you could handle for an entire year. Our favorite was Sea World. No surprises there. With a combination of rides, animal exhibits, and shows, it never failed to entertain. 
Naturally I was a fan of the dolphin show. Shay loved the seals, and Conor was a fan of the Lake Show. What boy wouldn't be? With jet skis, boats, and other incredible machines performing daredevil stunts, it was a young boy's wildest dreams made real.
"If I'd known the lines were going to be this long, I'd have stayed home,” Alasdair grumbled.
It was a weekend, and Sea World was understandably packed. We had arrived before the gates had opened, but the line stretched down into the car park. 
Still, the admission teams were shuffling people into the park at a rate of knots, and I wasn't going to have grumbles ruin the day for my kids. They’d been looking forward to this all week.
"You didn't come for the rides, grouchypants. You came to keep an eye on us, remember?"
"Yeah, I know." He looked down at Bran who was rubbing his head against Alasdair’s leg, looking for some love. Not that he was short on affection. Conor was already running his hand back and forth along the big dog’s flank, but Bran was an opportunist and would take all the loving he could get.
Our big Irish wolfhound had his new service dog disguise on. With everything that had happened recently, we were taking him everywhere with us. One could never be too careful. I’d always figured he was a stray. After seeing him with my father, I learned that like so many other things in my life, his presence was not an accident.
I had my father to thank for that.
Bran was less wolfhound and more King’s Hound, which I’d discovered was a breed born in Faerie, and raised and nurtured by Oberon himself.
As a creature of Winter, Bran was excellent at detecting Fae mischief. He was also formidable in a fight. As was my mentor, grouchy as he could be in the mornings. 
Yesterday's encounter at the Yard had clearly rattled him. And I could see why the Old One had asked me to keep an eye on him. 
Of course, I hadn't been able to pitch it that way to Alasdair. Nope, a proud man like him, the only way I could honor the Old One’s wishes was to play the damsel in distress. 
Alasdair wouldn't want a babysitter, but if I told him I was worried about my family’s safety, the protector in him couldn't help but come along. 
It was a minor deception but one that allowed me to make good on my promise without causing any real harm.
"Besides, lines aren’t a problem when you have such good company,” I replied.
He opened his mouth to say something smart, but must have thought better of it and smiled as he pat Bran. "You’re not wrong. A day off is just what I need.”
The queue shuffled forward as we made our way up the entrance ramp. 
"So, kids,” I said, “what are we going to do this morning?"
I unfolded a massive map as we kept shuffling forward.
"Seals are up first," Shay said. “Their show is only on once today and I don't want to miss it."
"Then the lake show! The lake show!” Conor raised both hands. He was wearing his headphones, but had one earpiece pushed back so that he could hear us.
"Then donuts,” Sleet added, standing up in my pocket.
"I don't know what to tell you buddy,” I replied, “but I don't know that they do donuts here. We can get a churro though.”
"What is a churro?" Sleet asked, cocking his head to the side as he did when he was skeptical of something.
"Think of it like a long donut dipped in sugar. It's pretty good. Sometimes they come with a chocolate dipping sauce.”
"Then lead me to the churros.” Sleet pointed to the park gate like a traffic conductor.
"Don't worry, buddy, they are absolutely everywhere in there. We'll find one along the way.”
Sleet wrung his hands together with childlike glee.
We reached the front of the line and were ushered through the turnstiles into Sea World. The park itself was a narrow stretch of land, far longer than it was wide.
Visitors entered the park via the gate at the top of a hill, which opened into a food court. From the food court, you could look down the hill at the grandstands at the central lake. 
That was where Sea World put on its renowned Lake Show three times a day. We would be back to see it, but the seal show would be starting any minute. We’d have to get moving if we had any hope of getting there on time.
Amateur park goers tended to miss the seal show, but not us. We were veterans.
"Come on, everyone,” Shay called, hurrying us along. "We don't want to miss the start of the show." 
We hurried down the ramp, past the lake, and headed for the seal enclosure. Shay blazed the trail, with Conor and Bran falling into step behind her. Alasdair and I brought up the rear. I lengthened my stride and closed the gap between us.
My mentor was particularly melancholy today and I couldn't help but notice he was wearing his work gear instead of something more casual.
I was too, but my choice was on account of the fact I just liked the leather jacket. 
I was pretty sure he was armed, and I found myself being grateful for the fact Australia didn't bother with metal detectors. Harsh gun laws meant concealed weapons were uncommon and I was pretty sure if I'd pushed Alasdair through one, the machete at the small of his back would have sent it ringing.
Not that I was one to talk. I was still wearing my backpack from this morning with the Red Cap’s short sword tucked in it. I told myself that I was just too busy to take it out when I got home, but the truth was, I felt safer with something close at hand.
Maybe my mentor was rubbing off on me.
"What's got you all cranky this morning?" I asked. “Beautiful weather, and a day out at the park. There are definitely worse ways to spend a day.”
Alasdair nodded. "You're not wrong.”
He went quiet, and I waited for him. I knew better than to rush him.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbled. 
An apology. That was even less like him. The lack of explanation, on the other hand, was pretty on brand.
"Yesterday is still getting to you, huh?” I ventured. “Not your usual stop in at the yard then?”
"Oh, it’s always something,” he said. “And Lazarus is always a scumbag, even when he’s on our side.”
Ah, deflection, my old friend. Fortunately, I’d dealt with my mother for long enough to know when I was being led down a garden path.
"I'm not talking about him and you know it. Seeing Kaznius got to you, didn't it?"
Alasdair let out a sigh. "Not the way you think.”
"By all means, don’t keep me in suspense,” I replied. "He was a man who expected you to die, rather than to diverge from his cause.”
"Yep, nothing is as dangerous as a true believer,” Alasdair replied as we neared the seal exhibit. "You saw the scars. He’d have done it. Gone down fighting. That was his way, victory or death. He taught me to be a fighter.” "Perhaps,” I answered, “but he also put you on a collision course with death. You don’t owe him anything.”
Alasdair went quiet. I just waited him out. 
"Kaznius saved my life, but there isn't a day that goes by when I'm not grateful it was Ezra who came for me. I was in so deep, the notion that life could ever be anything else than what the Hand offered simply hadn't entered my mind. Ezra changed my life. For the better."
"Mine too.” I put my hand on his back and motioned him forward. “I was restocking library books all day. I loved it, don’t get me wrong, but now I know who I am. Ezra gave me that chance."
"Yes, and now you’re in more danger than ever," Alasdair replied.
"And more prepared to deal with it. You forget the Red Cap was hunting for me before I knew any better. If you both hadn’t have found me, we might have died. We were ignorant and helpless. Now we are neither. The next one to come for us will get more than they bargained for.”
"That's just it," Alasdair replied. “I got a second chance at life. So did you. I wonder what things might have been like if someone was around to steer Kaznius down a different path. He could have been a force for good. Is there a world where the Burning Hand might never have been? He is one of the finest practitioners I've ever met, but his war with the Congress has twisted him into a being of hate and vengeance.”
As I suspected, meeting with his old mentor had sent him down memory lane. I was worried what he might find there. Normally, I’d be all for him getting in touch with his emotions but sympathy could be a weakness, particularly where Kaznius was concerned. I had a feeling the old warlock was only too adept at playing on other’s emotions. How else could you explain his ability to draw so many to his cause, particularly when death was the almost inevitable outcome for those who flocked to his banner?
“I'm sorry,” Alasdair grumbled. “I don't mean to be a downer. I just wonder what might have been. I get a chance. He doesn't. Doesn't seem very fair to me.”
"We all have a choice we make. We make ours when we wake up every day," I replied. "Your choice is to put yourself in harm’s way to protect others. I don’t know him like you do, but my impression is that he hides behind others while he tries to destroy the world order. He might have saved your life, but Ezra saved your heart and your soul. That matters, if you ask me.”
Alasdair nodded. “There is a lot to be said for being able to look in the mirror each morning and like the man that stares back at you. Ezra gave me my self-worth back.”
Shay led us through the gates into a small amphitheater that housed the seal exhibit. She made a beeline for a seat in the front row. We were early and the exhibit was pretty much empty. But the front row was her favorite spot because there was a chance she would get selected to participate in the show. It happened more often than not, and I hoped today would go her way. She’d had a rough few weeks, and I couldn’t wait to see her smile.
We talked as the amphitheater filled around us. With the number of patrons in the park today, there wouldn’t be an empty seat in the house. All told, the exhibit could accommodate almost four hundred people.
As the show drew nearer, staff wheeled in the confectionery carts and did a roaring trade feeding hungry patrons. 
It was a perfect example of supply and demand as hungry patrons lined up to get their churros, fairy floss, or snow cones. Normally, we’d skip on the expensive treats, but I had promised Sleet a churro and I was a woman of my word.
He sat on my leg, gnawing at the massive sugarcoated treat with all the intensity of a black hole devouring every last speck of sugar in the galaxy.
His excited chewing brought a smile to my face. 
When the show filled to capacity, the trainers made their way on stage, followed by one of the large seals.
He waddled out onto the stage, before diving into the water. It was a fun show. We'd seen it more times than I could count. Seal detectives, where the animals tried to solve crimes like a pair of amateur sleuths. Shay laughed as the two seals pulled pranks on their trainers and zipped around the water in the enclosure, then leapt onto the deck before diving back beneath the surface.
Conor watched intently while Bran rested his head in Conor's lap. The seals didn’t do a whole lot for our hound but he was a good sport anyway. Even while resting, he had one ear sticking up, listening for trouble while the rest of him enjoyed a good pat.
When the show was almost over, the trainer, a blonde marine biologist in her forties named Suzanne, approached the audience. 
“Would anyone like to meet our detectives?" she called. 
Shay's hand was already up, waving frantically as she anticipated the question.
"There are simply too many people to choose from,” Suzanne said, “so we're going to let our friends decide.”
She gave a signal and the two seals regarded the audience. One of the seals wandered off to the right, but the one closest to us, Betsy, spotted Shea and bounded over to her before giving a happy honk.
Suzanne smiled. "Why am I not surprised? Come on up, Shay.”
When we visited the park, we spent a lot of time with Suzanne. Shay looked up to her and she was one of the reasons Shay had wanted to become a marine biologist.
Shay knew her part by memory and eagerly participated in the routine. She shook flippers with Betsy, gave her a fish, and crouched next to her for a photo. 
It would go on our wall with dozens of others just like it. I had a growing collection of them, that if nothing else served as an excellent time lapse of Shay’s growth over the last five years. 
When the routine was over, instead of rushing back to her seat, Shay held out her hand, just like Suzanne did. Betsy gave her a slippery high-five.
Shay giggled, and it warmed my heart.
"Who's a good girl?” Shay called as she patted the seal’s flank. Betsy honked again and jumped back into the water.
"You're a natural,” Suzanne said before she sent a glowing Shay back to her seat. The other little boy that had been chosen finished up his photo op and headed back to his chair. 
As the show wound up, I turned to the kids.
"Alright, kids, what's up next?"
"Lake show, lake show, lake show," Conor chanted, startling Bran who bolted upright, looking around the exhibit.
"A man after my own heart," Alasdair replied, stroking his beard.
I cocked my head to one side. It was the most excited he’d been all day. "Really?"
"Boats, jet skis, and fire. What's not to like?" Alasdair held out his fist and Conor bumped it.
"I guess it's decided then,” I replied. “We’re off to the lake.”
I lifted what was left of the churro and took a massive bite out of the other end.
"Hey," Sleet squeaked. "That's mine."
"Mum tax,” I replied as I sat what was left of the churro in my pocket for him. I had never seen a Faerie throw up, but I didn’t want today to be the day I discovered his appetite was bigger than his ability to keep it down. 
"The rest is mine." Sleet zipped into my pocket and wrapped his arms around his precious prize in the misguided notion that might fend me off.
"Fine, fine, fine,” I replied. “I'll get my own.”
"I guess we can share,” Sleet replied. I suspected he was only willing to share because he thought he might wrangle another churro out of me, but I let it go. He was still a child. And sometimes I had to remind myself of that fact. 
We made our way out of the exhibit, wandered through the plaza, and made our way back to the lake. On the way, we passed some of the dolphin pools where several of them were playing. 
It wasn't quite the same as seeing them in the wild at Tangalooma, but the dolphin show was still pretty spectacular. 
Where the seal show was a small amphitheater, the lake show’s grandstands occupied the entire side of a hill and could seat a thousand people without the grassy slopes on either side. 
We made our way into the concrete grandstand set in the side of the hill and waited for the show. I reached into my bag and pulled out the snacks. We had chips and dip, hummus, and an assortment of dipping vegetables. 
Something a little healthier to balance out the churro. I’d never been a fitness junkie, but I was trying to take care of myself. Cardio had never been my friend but I was making headway and all the training with the Old One was certainly helping.
We passed around the snacks as the grandstands filled. The lake was shaped like a tear drop, with an island set in the middle of it. On our side of the island, were two ski ramps positioned in the lake in front of the grandstands. Running between us and the lake was a rocky shoreline and a timber stage that much of the show took place on. Off to the right was a massive ramp and a bmx bike jump for the stunt riders to use.
Sea World's Lake Show told the story of two wildly different social groups vying for control of the coveted lake, the All-Stars versus the River Rats. The two groups faced off in a series of athletic challenges with the charismatic All-Stars taking on the bogan River Rats. All in all, the show featured some impressive BMX stunts, with water-skiing, wake boarding, synchronized skiing, and a bevy of other entertainment. The two groups taunted each other as they worked themselves up to ever more impressive stunts.
One of the River Rats climbed the bike ramp, his bmx over one shoulder. Pausing at the top of the ramp, he worked the crowd into a frenzy before dropping into the ramp and doing a back flip.
The All-Stars answered with a pair of barefoot skiers in tandem behind a ski boat.
There was a crack of thunder that I didn’t recognize as part of the show. I'd seen it more than enough times. 
Storm clouds were rolling in off the coast. Sea World was between the waterway and the ocean, and it wasn’t uncommon for the south-easterly breeze to blow in a storm in the summer.
It seemed we were likely going to get some rain this afternoon. 
That was the best part about the yearly passes. If you did get rained out, it was simply a matter of going home and coming back another day. But I hoped for the kids’ sake that didn't happen. 
A tingle of power ran down my back, and I thought I felt something in the air.
On the water below, the All-Stars were picking on the River Rats’ equivalent of a village idiot, as he was dragged behind the boat doing his best impression of a rat in a washing machine.
The All-Stars were all but assured of their victory when a large horn blared over the lake.
The River Rats on the shore cheered in triumph as the All-Stars looked about in confusion.
“Troat, troat, troat,” Conor chanted in anticipation.
"What's that?” The All-Stars asked as a massive vehicle rolled around the lake. It looked like the cab of the truck, except it was tearing across the water. 
It wasn't a truck, and it wasn't a boat. It was a troat.
The truck horn blared again as plumes of fire shot from the exhausts mounted on the sides of the cabin.
"Get a load of that, All-Stars!” The River Rats cheered as the troat rolled up to shore. One of the River Rats climbed out of the cab and mounted the jet ski sitting on the truck’s roof. 
He rode it right off the back of the troat and into the water. He tore around the lake before executing a series of backflips.
I had to admit it was pretty impressive.
Just like they always did, the All-Stars and River Rats bonded over their mutual admiration of the impressive troat and celebrated in true Aussie fashion with a nutbush.
As the ten of them danced about on the timber stage, a shaft of the lightning shot out of the sky and struck the surface of the lake.
The thunder rolled through the sky, and we all jumped in our seats.
Smoke rose from the surface of the lake as Bran stood and started barking.
"Easy, boy,” I called, ruffling his fur. 
He barked again and again, starting to pull attention away from the show. 
"Bran, you’re going to get us into trouble," I whispered.
"No, he isn't,” Alasdair said, straightening up as he looked out at the lake. “The trouble is already here. You can’t feel that?” 
I’d been a little too caught up in the show. I reached out with my senses, looking for any trace of the trouble that Alasdair was talking about. 
I could feel it now, though. The energy building over the lake. There was something unnatural about it. It was arcane, but unlike anything I’d ever felt.
With an almighty peal of thunder, the very air over the lake split asunder. It was as if someone tore a hole in the fabric of reality and peeled back the curtains of a show, revealing an icy plain beyond.
I’d never seen so much snow in Queensland in my entire life.
Someone or something had parted the veil between our world and the Other. Tempestuous icy winds poured through the rift between Sea World and Faerie.
"Play time is over,” Alasdair shouted, rising to his feet.
The water of the lake began to freeze as the speakers died, abruptly cutting off the nut bush mid chorus. The actors looked about in confusion, unsure of what was happening.
"What the heck?” the lead All-Star called, his mic still live as he alerted everybody to the fact that this wasn't a part of the show.
Ice spread from the rift between worlds, rolling toward the shore.
Icy mist poured into our realm as a number of silhouettes stalked toward the rift. 
The first of the shapes strode through the rift and onto the ice. 
She stood in the center of the lake. Her fine features looked like they had been fashioned from porcelain while her red hair snapped in the frozen maelstrom. She stared up at us.
Even at this distance, I’d recognize the Leanansidhe anywhere.




Chapter 9


The Leanansidhe stood in the rift between worlds, hail and sleet pouring through the breach all around her, though none seemed to strike her. The lake froze over, in spite of the season, while hail stones skittered across the now frozen surface. 
The crowd sat transfixed, utterly oblivious to the danger they were in. Doubtless many of them thought this was simply part of the attraction.
All the while, the Leanansidhe poured her power into the mortal plane. The ice spread, capturing the speedboat and freezing it in place, before pinning the fire belching troat against the rocky shoreline. 
What was she doing here? Had she come for me? And if so, how did she even know I was here? Why here, and now? With all these innocent people around.
Maybe that was just it. With so many lives at stake, we would have our options impeded while she could attack us indiscriminately. The Leanansidhe didn’t care for human lives. We’d seen as much at Tangalooma.
Anger and frustration welled up within me, as I reached for my bag. I might have foiled her plan to kill my father, but I hadn't asked for any of this. She’d drawn me into her mess, and now she was punishing me for it.
Here was a being who hated me for no other reason than that I'd been born and stood between her and the realization of her lust for power. She wanted my father’s throne, and she saw me as her competition.
I wasn’t sure why. I’d never even set foot in Caisleán Geimhreadh, and had no aspirations to sit on its throne.
More silhouettes stalked toward the portal, their shapes barely visible through the swirling mist of ice and sleet. The first shapes to emerge from the rift dwarfed the Leanansidhe. They were easily nine or ten feet tall. They strode onto the icy lake amid a chorus of surprised patrons.
“Ohhh,” the crowd sang in unison as two yetis straightened to their full height and beat their chest in defiance.
“These idiots think it’s part of the show,” Alasdair called. “We need to get them out of here.
I looked down at the abominable snowmen and wondered why so many people tried to hunt for sightings of them. If you had the misfortune to find one, they would tear you apart in an instant. The immense creatures had long matted grey fur that caught the falling sleet and snow, taking on a white sheen. 
In the wild, they would have to do nothing but lay down in the snow and they would be perfectly camouflaged.
These Yeti had no such plans. Instead, they started out across the ice, toward the crowded grandstands. 
A manic howling filled the air, and a series of shorter sleeker shapes rushed through the portal. I recognized them from the Otherworld journal. Timberwolves, the pack hunters of Winter. More than a dozen of them stalked out onto the ice, fanning out as they headed deeper into the park. 
There were innocent people out there who had no idea how much danger they were in. My heart raced as I tried to come up with a plan of action.
We needed to evacuate the park, contain these creatures if possible, and herd them back into Faerie. If we couldn’t, we would have to put them down.
Then there was the Leanansidhe. 
That was one head I’d cut off whether the Camp paid me for it or not. Hell, at this rate, it would probably earn me daughter of the year.
My plotting was interrupted by an ear-splitting shriek that threatened to rupture my eardrums. It was coming from the rift.
“What now?” I winced as I clapped my hands over my ears.
A swirling incorporeal form screeched through the portal into our plane of existence. It hovered, weightless, in the air about ten feet over the Leanansidhe’s head.
It was almost transparent, but shaped like a haggard old woman whose form shifted and changed with the wind passing through it.
I’d never been a believer in ghosts, but the monster hovering before us told me I was wrong. It was a spectral nightmare whose screeching howl seemed destined to haunt my dreams.
It needed to be dealt with. The screeching howl was going to make my ears bleed. Who knew what prolonged exposure to the creature might bring. 
The Leanansidhe’s eyes seemed fixed on me as I stood up and drew on my power. 
“It’s on, witch.” I growled as I drew deep on the well of Winter within me.
The Leanansidhe clapped her hands once above her head, letting out a monstrous peal of thunder that echoed across the lake. When it dimmed, she had vanished.
All hell broke loose. It was as if the crowd had collectively realized their delusion and the immediacy of the danger they were in. People screamed and ran in every direction as the two yetis started forward toward the masses. 
More than a thousand patrons stampeded over the grandstands to get to the park gates. But I was more worried for those trapped deeper within the park.
The Leanansidhe had unleashed world war three on Sea World, and she could be anywhere. For all I knew, she could be back in Faerie or hiding here behind a glamor. It was utter chaos and I didn't even know where to begin.
"We need to get out of here," I called, looking at my children. I needed to get them to safety.
"You go. I can't,” Alasdair replied. “I won’t leave all these innocent people to die."
“You’re outnumbered. You’ll be killed.” I could hear the panic in my own voice, and I hated it.
Alasdair reached for his machete. “We are hunters, Nora. This is what we do.”
He stood on the aluminum bench seat to see over the patrons streaming past us. Without hesitation, he conjured and hurled a ball of fire down at the yetis crossing the lake below.
Great orbs of orange and yellow fire slammed into the ice, sending steam rising into the air. The yetis paused their advance, as they searched for the source of the danger.
The timberwolves were already gone, spread to the four points of the compass as the ghostlike creature maintained its place in front of the portal. 
"What is that thing?" I asked, as it let out another piercing wail.
"A banshee,” Alasdair called back. “Bad news. Don't look it in the eye, or its next scream will bind you to death.”
"Of course it will," I muttered, not entirely sure what that meant, but the death part was clear enough.
"Bran, guard the children. Shay, Conor, stay where we can see you. If you run in this crowd, we won't be able to find you.”
There was a tortured scream, likely one of the timberwolves catching a patron off guard.
"Mum, I'm scared," Shay whispered.
That made two of us. I was terrified, but I didn’t want to show her that and panic her even more.
"It'll be fine, honey," I lied. I looked at Conor. “Look after your sister. Don't let any of those creatures near her.”
Conor nodded, but the confused look on his face told me he still had no idea what he was capable of. I just hoped if push came to shove, he could use his magic, just as he had on the island.
"We need to shut that rift,” Alasdair called. “This lot is bad enough, but if it stays open, who knows what else might wander through.”
"How are the two of us meant to take all that?" I asked, pointing at the yetis and the banshee.
"One at a time,” Alasdair replied, seemingly more excited about the growing fray with Winter than he was about standing in lines all day. “It’s going to be a hell of a payday if we live through this.” He chortled with a cheeriness that made me want to kick him where his Sporran should have been.
"Shouldn't we send for help?" I called. I’d never dealt with anything of this magnitude before. “This looks more like an invasion than a bounty."
"A rift in the Veil that large?" Alasdair shouted over the howling wind. “You don't need to send up an alarm, every Camp in Queensland will be aware of the breach. Hell, the Congress are likely to pick it up too. If we live long enough, some of them might even show up to help. But we can't sit around and wait for someone else to do our job. Every moment we wait, we increase the chance those creatures kill innocent people."
More fevered shouts echoed through the park around us as the yetis took up position behind the ski ramps. It seemed like the fire had at least given them pause. With all the people milling about, I doubted they even knew exactly where the shots had come from.
We were camouflaged by the same crowd we were trying to protect. But it wouldn't last long. There was a veritable stampede heading for the entrance to the park and we were the only ones moving in the other direction. Sooner or later, we’d be out in the open and all bets would be off. 
Alasdair and I jumped from row to row, moving down the grandstand. The kids weren't far behind us, but it took them longer on account of their shorter legs.
I loathed the idea of moving them any closer to danger but I needed them where I could keep an eye on them. The Leanansidhe had already sent the Red Cap after us once. They were leverage that she could and would use against my father.
I wasn't going to give her that opportunity.
Right now they were huddled against the concrete wall in front of the first row of the grandstands. 
Bran patrolled around them, warding other panicked patrons away, his head moving rapidly as he scanned for threats among the chaos.
“Stay there,” I called to them. “Don’t move until I get back.”
Shay gave me a little nod. Conor simply clutched his headphones tight to his ears.
“What do we do now, Alasdair?”
"First we shut the portal, then we clean up the mess. Hopefully before any clueless first responders get tied up in this mess.” Alasdair said as he took one last look at the fleeing patrons. Part of me wished we were with them, but this was our job..
If we didn’t hold back the Leanansidhe, who would?
We started toward the lake.
At least he had a semblance of a plan. We made it to the timber stage where only a few minutes earlier the River Rats and All-Stars had been happily dancing the nut bush together. 
Scanning the set for survivors, I found two of them taking refuge in the rusty ute that they had driven onto the stage earlier in the show.
I banged on the back window and the River Rat closest to me darn near pooped himself. 
He had one of the most impressive mullets I'd ever seen. MacGyver would have been proud. I beat on the window again and pointed to the gate of the park.
"Get out of here. It's not safe." 
I yanked open the door and a blonde-haired All-Star scrambled out from the front seat, where she had been hiding beneath the dash. She made a break for it followed by her friend with the omega mullet. 
"Keep it moving. Exit as quickly and safely as you can,” Alasdair shouted over the chaos. He directed the madness as best he could but all semblance of park organisation had been dispersed to the four winds.
As we evacuated the main stage, the slamming of something heavy against ice drew my attention back to the lake. One of the yeti was racing toward us. His big hairy feet slammed into the ice as he raced with impossible swiftness across it. The surface looked incredibly slick. How he didn’t fall on his arse was beyond me.
"Incoming,” I shouted to Alasdair. 
He turned, drawing his machete in one smooth motion. Reaching into my bag, I grabbed the Red Cap’s short sword. Dropping the scabbard, I brandished the blade before me.
"Split his focus, Nora, and watch out. Your magic won't do a thing to that thick coat of his. You’ll need to take off his head, or bleed him out.”
“Bleed him out?” I called. That sounded like it would take time, and be made all the more difficult by the yeti trying to rip me in two.
"Yup, they have two hearts. Nature’s Iron Man. But the trade-off is they bleed profusely, if you can get through the thick pelt.”
More ifs. What I needed was something a little more concrete.
"What are you going to do?”
Alasdair passed his hand over the blade of his machete and bellowed, “Teine!”
Flames billowed along the blade as he raised it aloft. We split until we were about ten feet apart, making it difficult for the charging Sasquatch to keep us both in focus. He was going to need to choose a target.
At the last moment, he veered right, beelining for Alasdair. Part of me was relieved, and the other, the slightly less rational part of me, was offended he hadn't chosen me.
Why? 
Because in my eyes that meant he had weighed the two of us as threats and probably very rightly chosen my mentor and the great big flaming machete in his hands as the bigger danger.
The yeti crouched, and with an explosion of power, leapt over the six feet of rocky shoreline and landed on stage hard enough to splinter timber. The stage groaned and cracked beneath his weight as he let out a bestial warcry.
Alasdair stepped forward, calmly closing the distance to the yeti. It never ceased to amaze me how much more comfortable Alasdair was hunting creatures than doing anything, well, normal. While his eyes were focused intently on the yeti, he looked almost at ease, his breath coming in strongly measured intervals.
I, on the other hand, was freaking out. My heart was racing, as I gripped the haft of the Sidhe sword so tight my palm felt sweaty, and I started to worry that it was going to slip out of my grasp the first time I swung it at anything.
"Calm yourself, Nora," I told myself. “This is why we train.”
Alasdair swung his machete at the creature. It stepped back fast enough the blade caught nothing but air, though the flames did manage to set a tuft of fur alight as it passed by.
The yeti howled its distaste, leaning down and lunging forward. 
I started forward, as Alasdair brought the blade back across his body. The yeti struck him in the stomach as Alasdair scored a massive slashing wound down the creature’s right arm. 
Flesh parted, and fur burned, but the creature still didn’t slow down.
The force of the yeti’s strike lifted Alasdair like a kite with his strings cut. He cartwheeled through the air before landing in a heap on the concrete.
In spite of his hang time, he was still clutching his burning machete. That was focus for you.
"Alasdair,” I shouted as I raced at the creature. 
My outburst had the unfortunate byproduct of alerting the yeti of my charge. He raised his good hand high overhead and brought it down in the same way one might swat a fly on the kitchen bench.
I jumped to the side, as the yeti’s fist smashed into the stage sending splinters everywhere. Two of the timber slats cracked beneath the onslaught.
Without hesitation, I reversed my grip and drove my short sword through the back of the yeti’s hand, pinning it to the stage.
I thought I was pretty clever until the massive creature just yanked his hand back. My blade sliced through muscle and sinew as he he ripped it free. Blood sprayed from the wound, and it was everything I could do just to keep the sword from being yanked clean out of my grip as he retreated from me, nursing his ruined hand.
I wanted to check on Alasdair, see if he was okay, but I simply couldn't afford to take my focus off the creature of Winter in front of me. The yeti had two wounded limbs but it only served to enrage him further.
He swung his left arm at me with enough force to knock my head clear into next week, but I ducked under it with reflexes I didn't even know I had.
Score one for the Old One and our training, I thought as I slashed at the creature’s thigh, opening another gaping wound across it.
The yeti lunged forward, lashing out with his other leg and knocking me on my ass. It was like having an elephant dance on my chest. It winded me good, and I’d be lucky if it hadn’t cracked a bone. 
I gasped and panted as I tried to get my wind back. My boots slipped on the damaged stage as I struggled to get my feet beneath me. The yeti came for me, and I drew on my power.
The yeti loomed over me, its white coat stained with blood from its wounds, while saliva dripped from its open maw. The air misted with every breath the creature took.
We stood less than six feet apart.
Time seemed to slow as I stared down my foe. With every breath, the yeti's chest heaved. There was an angry malice in its sapphire eyes as he considered his next move. 
That was good. It meant he was hurting.
The yeti opened his mouth, two rows of sharp teeth bared in anger as he let out a roar that I could not only hear but felt in my chest, such was the volume of it.
The yeti was so focused on me, it hadn’t noticed Alasdair regain his feet. A column of fire formed over the creature’s head, and it seemed blissfully unaware of the doom broiling down from overhead. As the column of fire descended, the yeti's eyes remained fixed on me. 
I needed to keep it in place. I drew on my power, knowing it was unlikely to injure the creature, but I didn’t need to. 
I just needed to keep it still long enough Alasdair could barbecue it. 
Expelling my power with an effort of will, I sent a barrage of icy shards hurtling into the yeti, assailing it with a thousand tiny crystalline daggers.
The barrage belted into the yeti which raised his bloodied right arm to shield his face. Which told me that while his coat might be thick enough to deflect the missiles, his face didn’t have the same protection.
Perhaps that would come in useful later.
The yeti must have felt the rising heat above it, because before Alasdair's pillar of fire struck him, he glanced up at it.
But it was too late. The pillar engulfed the yeti, setting it alight. He bellowed in his death throes as Alasdair reduced the creature to a pile of ash and bones. 
There was a yelping howl from the lake as the second yeti took off across the frozen surface, clearly deciding the rest of the park was a less dangerous prospect than we were. The yeti ran, heading deeper into the park. 
I glanced back at the rift and stopped in my tracks. The spectral banshee that had been hovering in front of the open rift was gone. Alasdair strode up beside me, panting.
Sweat ran down his face, and I could see the effort that much fire in a single incantation had taken out of him. At least it had got the job done. We had one less danger to contend with.
"We need to close that portal,” Alasdair said, “before any more of those come through it.”
“What about the banshee?” I asked, looking around for the ghostly terror.
"If it comes back, don't look it in the eyes.” He reached into his bag and pulled out a set of earmuffs. “Take these, just in case. With any luck, it buggered off back to Faerie. They aren’t really meant for our world.”
I grabbed the earmuffs and realized there was only one set. "What about you?”
"I trust myself not to look at the screaming death bringer,” he replied, “you, you’re too damned curious for your own good.”
He wasn't wrong. My curiosity had got me into trouble more than once. I took the earmuffs and put them on, the park going silent around me.
Together, we climbed off the stage and headed for the rift.
We traversed the rocky shore and tentatively stepped out onto the ice. The lake was frozen solid. 
The entire lake.
No wonder the yeti hadn't fallen through. It was like a mishapen skating rink. I might have been a princess of the Winter Court, but ice skating wasn't exactly a popular pastime in Brisbane. 
I stepped out onto the icy surface, doing my best not to slip and fall flat on my face. The boots helped, as they had a pretty good grip on them, but it was still slow going. 
Alisadair moved purposefully across the ice. Given I couldn't hear anything, I kept my head on a swivel as I searched for threats around us.
The banshee was nowhere to be found, but as we made our way closer to the rift, the intensity of the storm increased.
Wintry breeze lashed all around us as we moved closer.
I zipped up my jacket to keep the icy sleet at bay as more and more of it poured through the rift. 
It was almost as if the Leanansidhe had opened a portal in the middle of a snow storm. The closer we came, the harder it was to move. As we fought against the bracing wind and icy sleet, the fire on Alasdair's machete flickered and went out as more of his effort went into inching forward than maintaining the spell.
We needed to close the rift, but I wasn't entirely sure what that entailed. I had once asked Alasdair to teach me about passing through the Veil but he had outright refused to do so. 
At the time, he'd said it was for my own safety. 
“Apprentices shouldn't be wandering fairy unsupervised,” he’d said.
Now I wondered if that was about protecting me, or preventing me from reconnecting with the Winter Court. Of course that mattered little now that my allegiance had been settled. I would side with the Camp, no matter the foe. 
But the resulting shortfall in my education meant I had no idea how to stop Winter pouring through into the mortal realm. Which meant I needed to protect Alasdair. If anything happened to him, I wouldn't be able to shut it off.
So while he pushed forward, I kept watch for any of the Leanansidhe’s forces that might try to prevent us from carrying out our objective. 
Naturally, my largest concern was the Leanansidhe herself. She was still unaccounted for, and it did occur to me that this entire undertaking could be some gargantuan bait to draw us in. 
Here on the ice, at the gateway to Faerie, she would be at the height of her power, and Alasdair would be on unfamiliar footing.
I was a Scion, but I didn't have the experience to go toe to toe with the Leanansidhe. 
She was ancient and wily and dangerous.
Even now my father hunted her. 
It was the one comfort in all this and the chief reason I suspected she was already gone. 
It made no sense to signal her location and then stick around for the hammer to fall. It made far more sense to cause mischief here to divert the Winter King's attention from her true objective. 
After all, if forces of Winter marauded through the mortal realm, the Arcane Congress would hold my father responsible. This whole mess could be construed as an indirect attack on the Arcane Covenant, the agreement which brokered peace between the supernatural and normal communities.
The meeting with Kaznius came flooding back to my mind. More than anything, the warlocks wanted to sever the tie between the other supernatural communities and the Arcane Congress. It was the bond from which the governing body of magic drew its power and authority. 
Without it, there would be a return to anarchy and warlocks like Kaznius would rise and prosper by their own strength. Often at the expense of those without the talents or skills needed to protect themselves.
I had read enough about history to know that the period before the Covenant was formed were dark times for humanity. Non-magical humans had banded together in an effort to slaughter any supernatural creature and practitioner that could be found. 
It was an age of barbarity and death almost unparalleled in human history. We could not afford to return to that chaos.
The Leanansidhe and her allies needed to be found but first this rift had to be shut, and the sooner the better.
Alasdair motioned at me, and I slid one of the earmuffs off my ear. The storm around us was deafening.
"Watch my back," he shouted. “I'll close the portal.”
"Teach me. I can help.”
He shook his head. “One of us needs to keep our eyes open. Just watch my back.”
“I already was,” I shouted.
He nodded and pulled the earmuff back over my ear.
He raised his hands and began gesturing like the conductor of an orchestra. I could feel the arcane power flowing through him. I pressed my back to his so that nothing could sneak up on us. 
Eldritch energy coursed over the frozen lake, surging back and forth in violent clashes of arcane power. I could feel, rather than see it. But it was all around me.
Alasdair wrestled with the rift while I watched for any ambush.
Shapes stalked across the ice, low and distant, moving stealthily through the icy wind. 
I worried that it was the wolves coming for us, but they were not getting any closer. Instead, they were taking advantage of the swirling storm to move undetected toward the park entrance.
The same place where all the patrons were still trying to escape. I thought I saw a shaggy grey and white coat of a timber wolf as it moved across the lake. I didn't dare move out of position, though. I couldn't leave Alasdair alone. Not while he was vulnerable and wrestling with the rift.
I prayed that Bran would keep the children safe, while I couldn’t.
A crack of thunder peeled through the heavens and something tapped me on the shoulder. 
I turned and found Alasdair, red-faced, sweat running down his brow in spite of the icy temperature. I pulled off the earmuffs, resting them around my neck as he shouted over the winds. 
“I can't close it. It's not just a rift. It's a gateway, and it's drawing its power from this side of the veil.”
"How is that even possible?” I asked.
Alasdair stared into the distance.
"The Leanansidhe, she has others here doing her bidding.”
I walked around the portal, looked down at the ice, and closed my eyes.
"What are you doing?” Alasdair called over the wind.
"Finding them!” I shouted back.
I summoned my winter sight. When I opened them, the vista before me took my breath away.




Chapter 10


By the light of my Winter sight, the park around me was transformed. No longer was I standing in the middle of a wintry snowstorm of grays and whites. 
The portal into Faerie glowed red, an angry rift that had been torn in the barrier between worlds. Under normal circumstances, the Veil should have sealed itself, but something was keeping it open.
Now with my enhanced vision, I could see why.
Three conduits of arcane energy stretched from the portal itself into the theme park beyond. 
One was red, like the richest of rubies. Another was emerald green, and the third was a deep purple hue. All of them flickered and shifted as power coursed along the conduit and into the portal. 
This was what three phase power in the supernatural world looked like. It had to be what was keeping the gateway open. 
"You're right," I shouted over the snowstorm. “It's being fed power from right here in the park. It looks like there are three sources.”
"It's just as I feared,” Alasdair called back. “The Leanansidhe opened the portal, but she has help here on the ground.”
"Burning Hand?" I asked. It was my best guess. They’d worked together on Tangalooma, and Kaznius was in town. He’d acted like he was here to meet with Alasdair in the yard, but as this chaos unfolded, I suspected we had found the real reason Kaznius had come.
"There is every chance,” he shouted. “Either Burning Hand or Winter Sidhe loyal to her cause. The Leanansidhe isn't without her own followers. We need to move carefully.”
"And do what exactly?” I asked, as I tried to trace the conduits of power to their origins deeper into the park.
"If we want to close this portal, we’re going to have to sever the power that is feeding it.”
And to do that, we were going to have to contend with the creature who had come through it, along with any of her other allies lurking in the park. The amusement park was an ambusher’s paradise, and we were considerably outnumbered.
Walking to the edge of the rift, I traced the beams of energy to their source. I needed to know where we were heading.
One of the beams lanced through the sky, branching off to our right. It seemed to be coming from the giant new roller-coaster that had been recently constructed. 
Named the Leviathan, the mammoth timber framed roller-coaster dominated the new Atlantis themed portion of Sea World. The beam of emerald energy ran right into the timber and steel mass at its heart. 
The ruby red arc of power seemed to be coming from one of the animal exhibits on the western side of the park. Perhaps the polar bear enclosure or Shark Bay.
The rich purple beam vanished into the horizon, clearly coming from the far end of the park. That on its own was a worry. For a ritual to maintain power over such a distance, it spoke volumes to the magnitude of energy involved.
A sharp shooting pain pierced my skull, and I closed my eyes as I gripped my temples with both hands.
I’d overdone it.
I still wasn’t used to using my Winter Sight for prolonged periods, and the strain on my body was intense.
If I wasn’t careful, it would leave me with a migraine that would take days to shift. If I pushed past the warning signs, the backlash was strong enough to knock me out cold.
“The portal is being powered by three conduits from within the park,” I called as I rubbed at my temples. “If we are to seal it, we’ll need to sever them, but that means venturing deeper into the park. And we still have the children with us.” We needed somewhere we could hide them, but I had no idea where they might be safe. I doubted they would be safer outside where panicked patrons stampeded. At least in here, I could keep an eye on them. And while Conor may not understand his own power, I’d seen it for myself. He’d summoned a storm. We might need his help.
"We aren’t leaving the children behind," I replied. “We still have no idea what else is out there. We're going to have to bring them with us until we can find somewhere to hide them where they’ll be safe."
Even as I said the words, I didn't like the idea one bit but as far as I could see, we didn't really have any other choice.
The Leanansidhe and her agents could be anywhere, including among the park’s own patrons. Our only chance of keeping the children safe was to take them with us. 
Alasdair and I rushed back across the ice. The snowstorm lashed at our backs as we raced back to the kids. When we reached the edge of the lake and climbed up the rocky shore, my heart stopped. A puddle of viscous red liquid pooled across the stage. 
At first, I thought it was coming from the yeti and our earlier fight but there was too much of it, and Alasdair had reduced the yeti to a pile of ashes. 
Then I noticed the bloody paw prints trailing off the stage toward the grandstand. I raced out of the mist, shouting for my children. 
"Shay, Conor? Where are you?"
"We're over here, Mum," Shay’s voice called from beside the grandstands.
As Alasdair and I broke through the edge of the storm, I could make out the children huddled in the shadows of the grandstand, their backs against the concrete walls. 
The stands themselves were now mostly empty, and as we hurried over to the kids, I couldn’t help but notice the source of all the blood. Standing before the kids was Bran, his paws resting on the ruined carcass of a timber wolf.
I looked from the children, all of whom seemed fine—a little shaken but otherwise okay—to my dog whose grey fur was stained with blood.
“Are you all right?” I called, as I hurried over.
“We’re fine, Mum,” Shay whispered. “Bran took care of it.” 
Conor was huddled against the concrete wall, his headphones on and his eyes closed.
My poor boy. I dropped to my knees in front of him and gave him a hug, squeezing him tight. “It’s ok, buddy. We’ll all be alright.”
Bran nuzzled up against me, making a mess of my jeans but I didn’t care. I threw my other arm around him and hugged him tight.
"Who's a good boy?" I asked as I rubbed his fur. He thumped his tail against the concrete, basking in the appreciation.
“I am,” a squeaky little voice called. 
Sleet clung to Bran’s collar, wielding half a scraper’s blade like a miniature sword. Tiny as it was, it had a wicked edge to it.
Letting Conor go, I held Bran’s head in my hands, and looked at both Bran and Sleet.
"No matter what happens, you keep them safe. You hear me?"
Bran’s blue-gray eyes seemed to stare into my soul as he opened his jaws and let out a single bark of affirmation. Only instead of its usual throaty rumble, it roared over the lake, echoing against the storm. A shiver ran down my spine. It was a defiant warning to anyone who might cross him.
"Good boy," I replied, ruffling his fur.
"Mum, what's going on?" Shay asked. “Who was that woman? And why is it snowing?” 
I could hear the trepidation in her trembling voice. On any other day, snow would have been a reason to celebrate. But both her and Conor looked shaken to the core.
I didn’t want to lie to them. We were all in grave danger, and hiding that from them wasn’t going to help.
"Some very bad people are here trying to cause trouble. They've let dangerous creatures loose in the park. And if we don't stop them, people could get hurt."
"Why would they do something like that?" Shay asked. “People come here to have fun.”
"That's a very good question, little one,” Alasdair replied. “We’re going to find out the answer together. But I’m going to need you to stick with us where it is safe.”
"This sounds dangerous," Shay replied. “Shouldn't we run away?"
I squatted down beside her. "Running away might help us now,  but it doesn't deal with the problem. Sometimes in life you have to stand up to your problems and face them head-on.”
"But why us?” Shay asked. “Why do these things keep happening to us?”
I put my arm around her. "Because we’re special. And we have the power to do something about it."
"With great power, comes great responsibility,” whispered Conor.
"That's exactly right,” I replied. “And Peter Parker would never run away, would he? There are other people in this park. People who don't have Bran to protect them. They are out there right now, mums, dads, and little children hiding from these creatures. Hoping someone will come to save them.”
"So what are we going to do about it?" Shay asked.
Her courage in the face of her fear gave me hope.
"We’re going to find the bad people and stop them. Just like we stopped the creature who took you and Gran. Don't worry, Alasdair and I will be with you.”
We helped the kids to their feet as we planned our next move.
"The first channel of energy powering the portal is coming from the animal exhibits,” I said. “Somewhere near Shark Bay, or Polar Bear Shores." 
"They have to have a ritual circle out there somewhere,” Alasdair answered. “There is no way they could sustain this much power without one. We need to find it and destroy it.”
"A ritual circle, like the one on Tangalooma?" I asked.
Alasdair nodded. "That one was particularly elaborate. They can be much simpler, from a circle of chalk to a band of metal. As long as it’s unbroken, it will suit their purposes. With this much power being conducted, we should be able to feel it at work.”
“But I thought they required a site of power, like the lake. Don’t they need somewhere to draw the power from?”
“Yes,” Alasdair answered. “That’s what has me most concerned. There is no sight of power here. They have to be using something else.”
“Like what?” I asked.
“We won’t know until we find it,” he replied as he looked at the kids. His tone of voice told me he had an idea, but he wasn’t willing to voice it needlessly in front of the children. That more than anything worried me.
I figured it was the real reason Alasdair wasn’t willing to back down from the fight.
Something larger was at stake here.
We made our way over the grassy hill toward the western edge of the park. Beyond the fence was the seaway. If we were going to make our way deeper into the park, it made sense to ensure we had at least one safe flank.
"Aren't you worried we are going to be walking into an ambush?" I asked Alasdair. “Won’t they be expecting us? The Leanansidhe saw us. I felt her stare.”
“It’s possible,” he replied. “But given we know they are out there, we have an advantage. They can’t have known we’d be here, and they have no way of knowing what we’ll do. I don’t think they came for us. If they did, why would the Leanansidhe vanish right after seeing us?”
It did seem unlikely that they knew we would be here. I hadn’t told anyone but the Old One our plans, and these rituals would have required preparation. They couldn’t have just followed us here and ad-libbed this assault on our world. The more I thought about it, the more I thought he was right.
“Actually, we’ve got two advantages,” I said as I fastened the sheath around my waist and slipped the sword into it. “We know Sea World better than just about anyone.”
Alasdair stroked his beard. “True, but they will have done their research. How can we get to the exhibits, without being seen on these paths.”
He pointed down the bitumen thoroughfares we’d already taken twice today to get to the Seal Show and back. They were horribly exposed and anyone watching would see us coming a mile away as we crossed the bridges that were now deserted.
“We could take that.” Shay pointed to our left, to the monorail station and the fenced off stairs leading up to it.
"But it's not working,” Conor replied. “It hasn't been working for months.”
He was right. The park had shut down the monorail when they’d begun constructing Atlantis. There were too many potential risks for running it through an active construction site.
I wrapped my arm around Shay. “That's a brilliant idea.”
No doubt the carriages had been shut off, and we wouldn’t be able to use them. But there was nothing stopping us from using the rail itself to move around the park. It was large and flat and for most of its length, wasn’t that high above the ground. 
If the Leanansidhe’s forces thought it was out of commission, it would be the last place they would think of checking. With a handful of stations around the park, it would allow us to move quickly while remaining out of sight. And it would give us a bird’s eye view of what was going on.
It might actually allow us to catch whoever was conducting these rituals by surprise.
"Let's go.” Alasdair made a beeline for the nearest station. 
On the ground floor, a rickety gate had been padlocked shut, but it was only two feet tall and clearly relied on the presence of park staff to keep unwanted patrons out. 
We climbed over it and raced up the stairs, only to find the door to the railway station itself locked tight. 
Not to be discouraged, Alasdair placed his hand over the lock and whispered something beneath his breath. 
The release of power was tangible. The lock, and a six-inch portion of the steel door around it, was reduced to molten slag by Alasdair's fire magic.
"That is so cool," Conor said as the superheated steel pooled at our feet.
It was times like this I was grateful Conor didn't seem to grasp the extent or presence of his powers. The concept of what might amuse a teenage boy frankly frightened me.
"That's nothing,” Alasdair replied. “Before the day’s through, I’ll show you some real fireworks." 
I hit him on the back. 
"Behave," I hissed. I didn’t need him encouraging Conor to embrace powers he couldn't yet control.
We slipped inside the monorail station and Alasdair shoved the door closed behind us. Not that it would keep anyone out now that he had completely obliterated the lock, but at least at a distance it would appear undisturbed if the Leanansidhe’s forces were looking for us.
The platform itself was in disrepair. Most surfaces were covered in dust, and the monorail shuttle stood lightless and lifeless on the rail.
By the station office sat a wheelchair that hadn't been used in some time, so I grabbed it and wedged it against the door to make it harder to push open.
It wasn’t going to stop a yeti, but it might stop a child from wandering onto the platform. Even as I jammed the door, I had the terrifying image in my mind of the yeti confronting us on the monorail track, while we stood over the top of one of the animal exhibits.
A chill ran down my spine.
Falling into the sting ray pools would cause little problem. Even on a bad day, you could pat them in their shallow pools. Stingrays had only killed a handful of people in human existence and none of them at Sea World, but falling into the Polar Bear enclosure or Shark Bay itself could prove problematic. 
“Just trying to keep our enemies beneath us, rather than behind us,” I said to Alasdair.
"Good thinking," he replied.
I walked to the edge of the station and looked out over the park. Behind us, the lake still resembled  a nightmarish hellscape. The wintry storm lashing about the open portal continued unabated. 
It dawned on me as I stood there, one of the problems with leaving the lake was we had no idea what else might come through the portal. 
By my count, we still had a yeti, a banshee, and timber wolves to contend with, along with whoever was helping the Leanansidhe. The longer it stayed open, the more outnumbered we could become.
But if the only way to shut the portal was to sever the power keeping it open, we had to take that chance.
There was a part of me that hoped my father might actually get control of his realm and the creatures in it. If we were lucky, perhaps he could close it down from Faerie. But the rest of me was equally convinced that was just wishful thinking. I hadn't been able to rely on my father for anything else in my life. At forty-two, I could hardly expect him to solve my problems now. 
If we wanted this rift shut, it was up to us.
I pointed to the portal. "What's going to happen when word of this mess gets out?”
"What do you mean?" Alasdair asked.
"Well, it's easy for people to ignore a magical occurrence that can be explained away. A spell here, an incantation there. But a thousand people just saw a rift to the Otherworld open and a horde of magical creatures pour out of it. We can't explain that away as a shared delusion.”
"No, we can't," Alasdair replied. “There is going to be hell to pay, and I suspect the Congress is going to have its work cut out for it. But politicking and arse covering is their mess, not ours. We take out the trash and leave them to deal with what I suspect will be a very pissed off Parliament House.”
Alasdair planted his hands on his hips. "I'll tell you what though. I wouldn't want to be the person responsible for this mess when the Congress catches up with them.”
"Why?” I asked. “What will happen to them?”
"Well, years ago, when the supernatural world existed in secret, before that mess in New York City, just doing magic in front of normals was enough to warrant a death sentence. Things might be a little different now, but willingly unleashing the supernatural world on unsuspecting civilians? The Congress will have no mercy. The Leanansidhe is burning the boats. If they do not succeed, the Congress is going to grind them to dust.”
I thought of the Old One’s warning and the fact Kaznius was in town. Was Alasdair aware that his childhood saviour was likely the muscle behind the Leanansidhe’s scheme?
I didn't want to reveal I had been speaking about him to the Old One, so I let it slide. There was no point dredging it up if it could be avoided. Besides, there was always the chance that it was a coincidence and the Leanansidhe had brought her own muscle. For all I knew, we were dealing with a contingent of the Winter Sidhe. No need to imagine up other foes when we had plenty of them in front of us already.
Staring into the distance, I drew on my Winter sight. I wanted to make use of the added elevation of the monorail platform to get a feel for the origin of the conduit powering the portal. 
The ruby red conduit arced overhead and straight into shark bay.
Wonderful. Why couldn't it have been coming from the penguin exhibit?
The emerald conduit ran straight to the heart of the mammoth rollercoaster in the Atlantis section of the park, and the purple conduit trailed off into the distance. Its origin was not visible, even at this height. 
I turned to my teenagers.
"Okay, here's how this is going to work. We’re going to make our way along this track."
Shay glanced at the steel rail, her face twisted up with uncertainty.
"I know you don't like heights, baby. But you can't stay here. I can't protect you if I can't see you. But don’t worry, for most of the park, the monorail isn't much higher than the roof of our house. In some places, it's even lower. If we get too scared, we can jump off, but for now I need you to trust me and I need you to come with me.”
Shay swallowed but said nothing. I put my arm around her shoulders.
"You can do this. We can do this. We are going to make our way along the rail to Shark Bay. But I want you, Conor, and Bran to stay behind us. Out of sight of anyone who might try to cause us harm. Once Alasdair and I have cleared the way, we’ll signal for you to follow us, alright?”
"Got it,” Conor said.
He was dealing with this surprisingly well. He usually didn't do well with change, or loud noises, or new experiences. 
But he was wearing his headphones and there was a chance that, to him, this all felt like a game. I wasn't entirely sure he was aware of just how much danger we were in. 
I already had one terrified child to contend with. I didn't need another. So I counted my blessings, took a deep breath, and stepped out onto the monorail track. It was several feet wide so nothing like walking a tightrope but as we left the station, the three-and-a-half-meter drop to the ground was still a little daunting. 
Not enough to kill us but certainly enough to hurt if we lost our footing.
“Eyes up,” I said, mostly for my own benefit as we made our way tentatively out onto the track. 
Alasdair fell in behind me while the kids waited at the edge of the station for me to give the all clear.
It wasn't until we made our way out over the jellyfish exhibit that I realised just how exposed we were. Anyone looking up would surely see us silhouetted against the sky. 
There wasn’t a whole lot I could do about that. I couldn’t conceal us all with a glamour. I’d been practicing but that was still a pipe dream.
"Sleet?" I whispered. “Are you still there, buddy?”
"Yes," came the high-pitched reply from my pocket.
"I need your help, buddy.”
He stood up, looking over my pocket. "What can Sleet do?"
"There are some bad guys over there.” I pointed to Shark Bay. “I need you to take a look around and let us know if anyone is watching the track, I don’t want to walk into an ambush.”
"Got it, Nora.” Sleet pulled himself out of my pocket but before he took off, I put out my hand to stop him.
"These are very bad people, Sleet, be careful. Don't be seen and if you are, you need to run, okay?"
"Got it," Sleet said with a smile. "Sleet is very good at hide and seek. They'll never find me."
“That's my boy," I replied as I lifted him up and hoisted him into the air. He took off into the distance, flying far quicker than we could walk. 
Knowing he was scouting ahead of us gave me some measure of reassurance. No part of me wanted to get ambushed on the track with nowhere to run, and a precarious drop on either side.
Alasdair and I stalked in silence past Stingray Cove, and as we did, we waved the children onto the track.
Mother of the year, right here, but there was little other choice. I pointed back at the jellyfish enclosure, signaling where I wanted them to wait.
It was a sealed building housing hundreds of species of jellyfish. If they waited on top of it, there was no risk of a fall. If anything happened, they could simply hide out on the roof of the building. We crept forward, closing on Shark Bay.
Shark Bay was ringed by a massive rock wall, obscuring views from the outside world.
As we neared the edge of the wall, I dropped to my knees and lowered myself onto my chest, commando crawling forward. 
It was slow going but it made us practically invisible to anyone in the enclosure below. 
Sleet hadn't returned, which was starting to cause me to worry. What if something had happened to him? What if they’d caught him?
Slowly but surely, I inched my way forward, peering over the edge of the rail. As I cleared the rock wall, I got my first view of the enemy, and the source of the first conduit powering the gateway. 
"You have got to be kidding me," I whispered as I took in the disaster forming in Shark Bay.




Chapter 11


Shark Bay was one of Sea World's oldest and most popular attractions: the largest manmade lagoon system in the world, complete with a coral reef and hundreds of species of fish, rays, and sharks. 
It is a massive, self-contained ecosystem. Park guests could circle the impressive lagoon, viewing it from the perimeter or stroll across a bridge that ran over the top of the water. For those wanting a closer look at the underwater expanse, you could head into the underwater viewing exhibit that ran along the western edge of the exhibit. Descending a series of ramps, you could view the lagoon from ten meters below the surface.
And for a little extra, one could even swim with the sharks, albeit in a cage. Funnily, I’d never felt the need to get any closer to the massive sharks in the bay. We had taken a ride around the surface on the glass bottom boat though and that had provided an incredible up close and personal viewing of nature’s natural killing machines.
In all my years here, I’d never seen Shark Bay empty. Until today.
The Bay was oddly still. The usually clear coastal air was choked with a haze of dark mist hanging heavily over the bay. I lay on top of the monorail track, as it ran across the top of the observatory. The choking mist seemed contained by the rock wall, not rising to escape. Instead, it seemed to swirl like a strange vortex toward the bridge running over the lagoon.
I held my position. With all the mist, the enclosure looked empty. But as the mist swirled, I made out the shape of a person on the bridge. He was sitting cross-legged in the middle of a brass circle. 
A ritual circle, I was sure of it. The mist swirling through the enclosure seemed to be drawn toward him.
Even from here, I could feel the energy surging toward the ritual circle, and then being channeled toward the gateway.
But the longer I sat here, the more unsettled I grew. The power in the Bay had a leaching, sickening sensation to it that seemed to permeate the entire exhibit. It was unlike anything I'd ever felt before, and everything about the arcane energy just seemed so profoundly wrong.
"Dark magic," Alasdair whispered. “A lot of it.”
Dark magic was the realm of the Forbidden, the twisting of magic from its normal natural course and perverting it in ways that the Congress had outlawed. 
It included disciplines like necromancy, and anything that manipulated or twisted the life force of others for your own benefit. One of the most common uses of the Forbidden was by those warlocks who sought to extend their life past its natural boundaries by absorbing the essence of others. It was the sort of crime the Congress would cut off your head for.
"Why?" I whispered. I'd never understood what would possess someone to even risk such a fate. Why add a few years to your life at the risk of having it ended it immediately?
"Power," Alasdair answered. “The ritual requires power. On Moreton Island, the Leanansidhe drew her power from the lake itself. Absent such a natural confluence of power, rituals like these require a source to draw from. If a single practitioner were to try, the exertion would inevitably kill them. I suspect they are fueling the ritual using the life force of any patrons they were able to trap here.”
“But there’s no one.” I stopped mid thought as I noticed the warlocks guarding the underground viewing platform. They had to have people trapped down there.
"They're sapping that power from people? But that's just…"
"Wrong," Alasdair replied. “The Burning Hand don't have a moral compass, Nora. They use whatever power they can find, and augment it with whatever they can take by force from those not strong enough to resist them.”
“How do you know it’s them?” I asked.
Alasdair pointed to the ritual circle. “Because that bald bugger in the circle is Arthas, one of the five masters and a complete bastard.”
Well, so much for that particular fear being unfounded. The Burning Hand were here, and still propping up the Leanansidhe’s agenda. 
As I studied the swirling mist, I realized that this had to be why they had picked Sea World in the first place. Here, they could guarantee a steady stream of patrons that they could isolate from the outside world. It would take first responders hours to form a perimeter, and to assess how to react to the supernatural mess inside the park. By the time they knew they were dealing with a hostage situation, who knew how many creatures of Winter might have flooded through that portal. 
Here on the Gold Coast, such creatures could escape into the waterways, scale the fences, and disappear into the city, or simply hide out in the park. This portal could spread mayhem and destruction all over the Gold Coast.
"She's trying to destroy the city," I muttered. "And she’s going to kill all these people to do it.”
"And still, I doubt that’s her endgame. She’s Fae. They’re never that direct. This could all just be a distraction,” Alasdair whispered. “If she can draw the Congress and the Winter King here, she can strike elsewhere with impunity. If this was her endgame, she'd be here, but she's not. And she didn't even make a play for us when she learned we were at the show, which means she wasn’t here for us. This could all just be a part of something larger.”
I looked to the observatory and thought of those likely to be trapped there. "What will happen to those people down there?"
Alasdair followed my stare. “Well, if we don’t stop Arthas, the ritual will continue sapping the life out of them. Left long enough, the damage becomes irreversible, aging them before their time. Eventually, it will kill them.”
He seemed awfully confident of that, and I couldn’t help but wonder how he knew. Had he ever participated in something like this? I didn’t want to think about it, but sometimes it was hard to forget that once he’d been one of them.
I shoved the thought from my mind. Everyone made rubbish choices in their youth. I certainly had. I’d married Judas. It wasn’t black magic, but it had damn near sucked the life out of me.
“What do we do?” I whispered. “Breaking the circle is no small feat. That took an eternity on Moreton Island.”
“Exactly,” Alasdair replied. “Much easier for us to free their prisoners and break the power being channeled into the rift. If we can do that, the ritual collapses and the Leanansidhe’s plan will come to naught. Then we just need to mop up whatever creatures have made it into our world.”
"You make it sound easy," I replied, my body still aching from my encounter with the yeti. I’d be lucky if I could walk tomorrow.
"What can I say, I'm feeling glass half full today,” he replied.
I wasn't sure whether that was a compliment reflecting on my companionship, or whether he was actually happy that a day at the amusement park had turned into a day of hunting creatures from the Otherworld. Say what you will about Alasdair, but he loved his work and he was good at it.
As I looked over my shoulder at him, I realized he was focused on the ritual circle and the Master of the Burning Hand sitting in it. 
I had missed a third possibility: Alasdair had an axe to grind with the Burning Hand and was looking forward to dispensing some long overdue justice.
Perhaps the Old One had it wrong. This could be a good thing.
“We are outnumbered,” I replied, noting two black robed warlocks standing guard at the entrance to Shark Bay. They had wrongly assumed any threat would come from the park outside. Two more stood guard, one at each entrance to the underwater observatory.
"And there could be more downstairs,” Alasdair replied, “but I've already sent out an SOS to the Old One. He'll be reaching out to other Camps. And likely the Summer Court. An invasion of this magnitude will almost certainly draw their attention.”
As much as I wanted the help, I wondered if the Summer Court's presence would be a positive or a negative for me. 
There was every chance they would consider me as much a threat as anything coming through the portal. But I had enough to worry about with the problems in front of us. The Summer Court could take a number and get in line. We needed to stop the ritual. 
Sleet swooped in for a landing beside me.
"Bad people from the island, Nora,” he whispered. “Four in black dresses, watching.”
I stifled a giggle at his description of their robes.
“Then one bad man with no hair is working bad magic on the bridge.” Sleet pointed to the round lookout in the middle of the bridge overlooking the lagoon.
"How do you want to play this?” Alasdair asked.
"Me?” I hissed. “I thought you were in charge.”
"I am, but you won't always be able to look to me to solve your problems. Today, you're in charge. If I think you’re going to get us both killed, I will let you know."
"Well, that's reassuring," I replied, not feeling in the least bit comforted. 
I knew almost nothing about the Forbidden.
"If he barricades himself in that circle, it could take us forever to dig him out,” I mused out loud.
"You're not wrong,” Alasdair replied, waiting for me to propose a solution.
I thought about it. The ritual's purpose was to channel the life force of those trapped in the observatory into power to keep the portal open. 
"We bust out the hostages," I replied. “We make sure they get out of here alive. Without anyone to feed off, the ritual should collapse, right? Hopefully take the portal with it. Then we just have these douchebags to deal with.”
“A good plan, but how do you expect to sneak a bundle of people out of there when he’s holding the bridge?” 
“Fire escape on the ground floor,” I whispered. “It backs out outside the exhibit. Doubtless they'll be watching it on the inside, but it’s out of view of those up here in the bay. The observatory has two entrances, one on the north and one at the south. I say we split up and take both entrances at the same time. That gives us one guard each plus whoever is inside. We catch any leftovers between us.”
“Got it,” Alasdair replied.
“Anything to add?” I asked, my hands shaking a little. I was about to storm an underground bunker with who knew how many warlocks inside it. I just hoped the element of surprise would play in our favor.
“Yeah,” Alasdair said. “Don’t pull your punches. They won’t think twice about killing you.”
I glanced back over my shoulder at my children huddling on the roof of the jellyfish exhibit. I had too much riding on this to pull my punches. The Burning Hand had interrupted the wrong family holiday.
“Got it.” I nodded. 
“I'll go north you go south.” Alasdair rose, and slipped off the monorail and onto the roof of the observatory, careful to stand only on the concrete ridge so as to not give away our presence. 
I followed suit, lowering myself off the rail onto the rooftop. Before I slipped out of view, I held up my hand to signal to my teenagers to stay where they were.
I crept over the roof and peered over the edge. I found myself looking down on a black robed warlock who had no idea I was there. With the element of surprise, I could take them, but I didn't want to risk drawing any attention to us. 
After all, there were two more warlocks on the far side of the bay and their master channeling the ritual in the middle of the bridge.
I recognized him from the images the Old One had shown me while we’d been training. If the Arcane Congress were willing to put such a high bounty on his head, I suspected he would prove to be a deadly opponent. So rather than give away my presence, I eased myself down off the roof onto the wall of the enclosure and shimmied down to the ground level with a grace I would have struggled to muster a month ago. Passing through the black haze made me feel a little queasy. Whether that was the magic itself or the knowledge of where it was coming from, I wasn’t sure. 
To my delight, I made the descent in near silence and the warlock before me remained utterly oblivious to my presence.
I drew the Red Cap’s sword. I'd never killed someone who wasn’t actively trying to kill me. This felt a whole lot colder to me. But there was a room full of innocent people whose lives depended on us. 
So I weighed the many against the few, told my conscience to shut her face, and took two steps toward the warlock before me.
In one swift motion, I wrapped one hand around his mouth and raised my blade.
He bit my hand as he tried to pull away, but with the other hand I raised my blade and drew it across the warlock’s throat.
There was a sickening spray of blood as the teeth clamped down harder. But in spite of the pain, I simply held him fast, slowly lowering him to the ground. 
When the fight went out of him, I rolled the warlock over and found a young man that couldn't be more than twenty years old. My heart twisted in my chest, pained by the cold barbarity of the execution I'd just carried out.
He wasn’t that much older than Conor. A practitioner who'd fallen in with the wrong crowd and now he was dead. I’d killed him. That could be my son if I wasn’t careful.
"But Conor would never sit here and watch others die,” I whispered. My son might not have known the power he wielded but he had a good heart. I would see to it that never changed.
Power didn’t change someone. It just made them more of what they already were. If anything, my son would be a force for good.
I let go of the warlock. I might have killed him, but the Burning Hand had set him on this path.
One life for many. I knew the logic should have made what I had done more palatable, but it was an arithmetic I couldn't get comfortable with. 
I looked around to see if anyone had noted my presence. The thick haze seemed to prevent any of his colleagues from noticing his death. 
I had an idea. Grabbing the warlock, I pulled the loose-fitting black robes off him, and threw them over my head.
The front of them was soaked in blood, but it was hardly noticeable other than that the robes looked wet.
I pulled open the doors to the observatory. A massive ramp with two length stretches that doubled back on each other led to the ground floor. 
I realized my estimate of how many people were trapped inside had been off by a mile. There were hundreds of people packed into the space like sardines. They crouched and huddled together in the underground observatory. The sunlight filtered in through the giant glass windows of the lagoon. 
Below me, set into the outer wall was the fire escape, which was guarded by two more warlocks. 
There was no backing out now. I set off down the ramp. 
The two warlocks looked up as I rounded the landing. I wasn’t sure what protocol the warlocks had, so my best bet was to close the distance as swiftly as I could.
I’d pulled the cowl low over my face to make it difficult to see my face or hair. Fortunately, in the shadows of the artificial underground cavern, they had little idea that I wasn't their ally. 
I quickened my pace, as I neared the bottom of the second ramp. My sword was tucked behind my back, clasped in my right hand. As I moved deeper, I could feel the energy being drawn from this place. 
It felt like something tugging at my soul.
Looking down at the patrons huddled together, some of them seemed to be unconscious. Others were pale like they might be about to turn ill. It had to be horrifying for them to be trapped down here and have no idea what was going on.
The part that confused me was the warlocks themselves seemed entirely unaffected by the ritual.
I was about five feet from the warlocks when the first one called to me.
"Scott, what are you doing down here?” he asked. “Does the Master need help with something?”
I tried my best to affect a husky male voice.
"Boss says it's time to go, quick, through there.” I pointed at the fire escape behind them. 
One of the warlocks turned. The other saw through my poor impression of a male voice because he began drawing on the power of this place. 
I bought up the Red Cap’s sword and drove it straight through his chest. My training with the Old One had been painfully specific, and relentlessly drilled into me. In a matter of weeks, I had become adept at killing with a bladed weapon.
I knew that inches could be the difference between inflicting a superficial wound that might be shrugged off, and a mortal blow that would kill in moments.
The Old One seldom used the former and was something of a savant in the latter. My knife went through the warlock’s heart as a scream rose from his lungs.
His companion turned. I bought the blade around and took off his head. The two warlocks collapsed, their bodies hitting the floor almost simultaneously.
The patrons nearest me started backing away, screaming.
"Easy, easy,” I called. “I'm on your side.”
The cowering patrons didn’t seem particularly reassured, which was fair enough. I still remembered my first decapitation. It hadn’t gone well. 
I ripped off the robes and cast them aside, intentionally covering the severed head with them.
The patrons seemed confused, looking at me with a mixture of hope and dread. I understood the sentiment. I was drenched in blood, and they’d just watched me kill two people. 
Given, they were both their captors, so I figured that would speak louder than words, but when it didn’t, I shoved open the fire escape and pointed at the park outside. 
“Run!” I shouted. “Head straight for the gates. Don't stop and don't come back.”
There was a momentary hesitation, before a mother with her pram shot past me and out into the sunlight. When I didn’t stop her, it emboldened the other captives. Two men helped carry an older gentleman who seemed almost unconscious. They almost dragged him between them as they made their way out of the observatory. 
The small trickle turned into a flood, as they realized they were free.
The optimist in me hoped death wasn't waiting for them between here and the gate, but there was nothing I could do about that. I still had to contend with the warlocks above. 
Alasdair pushed his way through the mass toward me. He looked down at the bodies of the two warlocks.
"Nice work. Someone's been practicing."
I didn't particularly feel a sense of pride in taking other’s lives, and I worried that if we dwelt on it, he would figure out that I'd been training with his mentor behind his back.
"It had to be done,” I replied. “What’s with the necklace?”
Alasdair was wearing a leather thong with a piece of obsidian dangling from it. He hadn’t been wearing it this morning.
“A talisman,” he replied. “To protect them from the ritual.”
Bending down, he searched the body of the nearest warlock and produced a matching talisman. 
“Here, take this. He won’t be needing it anymore.”
He wasn’t wrong. I threw it over my head, and lifted my hair over it, so it rested on my coat.
"Arthas is going to know something is up. The power has to be waning.” Alasdair drew his machete.
“I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what beef you have with him?” I replied as we headed up the ramp.
“Not a chance.”
I sighed. As long as he planned to put him in the ground, it didn’t matter.
We strode up the ramp and into the sunlight. As we cleared the observatory, I noted the mist had dissipated.
Arthas, Master of the Burning Hand, stood twenty feet ahead of us, and he looked simply delighted to see us.




Chapter 12


Arthas was all of five-foot five foot tall, but stocky like a bull. 
He reminded me of a professional wrestler, and the black robes he was wearing utterly failed to conceal his tremendous size. He looked like he could squeeze the life out of me with one hand and the look in his eyes told me he was angry enough to try.
He was flanked by two acolytes, a man and woman both in their late thirties. The man had his sandy brown hair pulled back into a topknot. The female acoylte’s frizzy black hair fell to her shoulders. She screwed up her nose like I’d shown up to her little clique uninvited.
As they advanced, Alasdair whispered, "He's an earth wizard. Watch your footing.”
I had dealt with elementalists before: the fire wielding warlocks on Tangalooma, and the ice magic of the Winter Court that the Red Cap had thrown at me. 
But it was times like these that made me realize just how narrow my experience was. What was an earth wizard even capable of? Burying me in a sandpit? Please, I was an ice queen in the making.
"Alistair, you should know better than to interfere," Arthas said as he stepped forward, lifting his hand high overhead. Power surged toward him like he was the event horizon of a black hole.
"Arthas, don't do it,” Alasdair warned. 
Arthas dropped to one knee and brought his hand down on the concrete path. Power flooded from him in a concussive wave. A giant rift tore open the concrete before him, racing toward us.
Guttural Scottish words rolled off Alasdair’s tongue as he drew together a shield. I drew on my power and hurled a spear of ice three feet long straight at Arthas. 
Arthas had been sucking the life from hundreds of innocents. He could ride that icy harpoon right to hell as far as I was concerned.
The crack in the ground reached us and the spell detonated, sending concrete, concussive force, and earth magic spilling in every direction. The force of the blast threw me back five feet into the wall of the exhibit. My shoulder absorbed the worst of the blow, but I still clipped my head against the concrete.
Stars spun overhead as a shooting pain in my shoulder reminded me that I was still alive, before I fell to the ground, landing on the broken concrete. 
Angry stings pricked my face and palms of my hands, warning me of a dozen minor cuts and abrasions. I rubbed at my head. I was going to have a fierce headache, but that wasn’t going to matter if I was dead.
Pushing myself to my hands and knees, I winced against the pain. Alasdair was leaning on the wall. Between us, a massive eight-foot wide section of the wall had collapsed into the viewing laboratory beneath. 
I wasn’t feeling so poorly about hitting the wall. If I’d sailed through that hole, it was a ten-meter drop to the floor below.
Arthas couldn’t have known the hostages were all clear. 
I’d known him all of five minutes, and already I hated him. What sort of worthless human being was so willing to prey on others? 
I pushed myself to my feet as he shouted at his minions.
“Ben, Xandra, take care of the witch. Alasdair is mine."
"Yes, master,” Xandra said, smiling as she bore down on me. 
Ben had far less to say on account of the fact he had three feet of ice punched through his chest like a harpoon.
"Ben can't talk right now," I said. “He’s caught something of a cold. Seems like it’s going around.”
The shield Ben had tried to form hadn't been nearly fast enough.
Xandra and Arthas glanced at their dying colleague and barely registered his fate.
I might have ached all over, but at least I had turned it into a two on two.
Xandra seemed an unlikely name for a sociopath, but as she drew on the dissipating dark magic still permeating Shark Bay, I noted the ease with which she reached for the fading life force of others and concluded that was exactly what she was. 
A salvo of black darts, dark as night and six inches long, launched from her outstretched fingers like machine-gun rounds. I dove to the side, hoping to land behind the contoured rock that formed the side of the viewing platform. 
I hit the concrete, tucking my already sore shoulder, and rolled. The black darts sizzled as they scored their way across the stone barrier edging Shark Bay.
Sore is better than dead was becoming something of a mantra for me.
"Not so cocky now, are you?” Xandra called as she hurled more of the arcane missiles at me.
I couldn’t stick my head over the wall without risking taking a missile to the face. Given the sound they made hitting stone, I was confident that would go poorly. 
She had me pinned. Worse yet, I couldn’t see how Alasdair was faring, and I didn’t want him having to face them both at once.
I could try to circle the Bay, make my way around the outside of the enclosure, but I couldn’t leave Alasdair alone.
With my back pressed against the stone wall, I had an idea. 
I’d never tried anything like it before, but now seemed as good a time as any. 
Over Xandra’s maniacal laughter, I could hear Alasdair trading spells with the master of the Burning Hand. His angry Scottish tone was both unmistakable and comforting. Funny as that might seem.
Holding my palm out before me, I channeled my will into forming a perfect snowflake, its edges jagged and crystalline and wicked sharp as they rested against my soft palm.
Satisfied, I formed another, intersecting with it at right angles. Then another, and another, until I was holding a perfect, frozen sphere of hundreds of razor-sharp points made by the outward facing edges of the inter-laid snowflakes. It was like a Christmas bauble and an echidna had a love child.
Focusing my will on the frozen ball of death, I worked the first glamor I'd ever tried in a combat setting. I knew I had no chance of concealing something as complex as a human, but I didn’t need to.
Focusing all my will, I rendered the icy Christmas missile invisible. Xandra was so intent on blasting away, I doubted she would even think to look for a glamor.
Focusing my mind on maintaining the illusion that cloaked it, I hurled another shard of ice over the top of rock wall.
Xandra’s laugh told me I’d missed by a mile, but it was just a distraction. At the same time, I reached around the stone wall and lobbed jingle hells right at her. It skittered across the ground, the sound of its progress drowned out by the chaos all around us. I risked a peek around the wall.
Xandra was hiding behind a shield of inky black arcana that seemed to swallow anything that struck it.
I launched another icy missile at it for good measure, and watched transfixed as it was swallowed whole by Xandra’s spell.
But the intricate ball of death I’d shrouded in a glamor skittered across the ground. I couldn't see it clearly, but I had a feel for where it was as I focused my will on the illusion keeping it hidden. 
Its sharp points went un-dulled by the concrete as it ran right underneath the edge of the shield Xandra was hiding behind, and came to a halt behind her.
"You're going to have to do better than that,” Xandra shouted, her barrage dying down as she channeled extra power into her shield. No one could keep up that fusillade indefinitely. 
I rose from behind the wall, drawing confidence in my hidden gambit. I stared Xandra down, as I stretched out both my hands. Icy sleet poured from both my palms. Xandra’s eyes followed the threat as she waited for me to make my next move.
But I knew what she didn't. It was all just a distraction. I gathered my power, and made a show of doing it.
Xandra broadened her shield, the inky blackness swelling until she was almost completely concealed by it. She had no way of knowing the danger was already behind her. 
Focusing my mind on the sphere of crystalline ice, I willed my intention into it and gave it a single command, infused with both wrath and power.
Explode.
From the outside, my construction looked like a pinecone, but it exploded with the force of a frag grenade, sending razor-sharp icy needles in every direction. 
More than a dozen of them must have lodged themselves in her back, and I watched with grim satisfaction as her eyes registered the surprise. Her shield shimmered out of existence.
“Is that good enough for you?" I asked, feeling a little vindictive.
Xandra couldn't answer on account of the blood running from her mouth. My spell had been every bit the edge I had hoped for. I reveled in the win as she pitched forward onto her face.
Her back looked like a pincushion. If anything, I’d underestimated the damage my spell had wrought.
"Alistair, no!" A high-pitched voice tore me back to the present. 
I recognised Shay’s squeal immediately. 
Turning, I found her standing on top of the viewing observatory. Panic flooded my body as I realized she’d wandered into harm’s way. 
What was she doing here?
I raced toward her. “Shay!” 
My daughter stood on the edge of the roof, pointing at the deck below. Alasdair was trapped on the concrete platform, completely encased in a sheath of stone. His hands were pinned at his side as the Master of the Burning Hand stood over him wielding Alasdair’s own machete.
The Master circled him, a broad grin on his face. Neither of them had noticed Shay.
"Let me show you what should have happened to you years ago." Arthas strutted as he lifted the machete, ready to cut off Alasdair's head. “The Burning Hand don’t forsake their own. You should have died on the sword, not put your brothers to it, you filthy traitor.”
“I’m only sorry, I didn’t take yours,” Alasdair replied, sweat pouring down his face. “Your turn is coming Arthas, mark my words.”
“You first,” Arthas replied. He swung the machete. 
"No," Shay squealed.
The Master pulled his blow as he searched for her cry.
I closed the distance with Shay as Arthas’ eyes settled on her.
"Children,” Arthas tutted. “Such attachment breeds weakness. You should know better.”
My heart pounded as I felt the release of pent-up power.
“Ruina!” Arthas shouted, stretching his empty hand toward the roof of the observatory.
Cracks and fractures appeared across the entire face of the concrete structure. I raced toward it as the upper superstructure of the observatory started to collapse.
“Jump, Shay!” I yelled as Bran appeared behind her.
Shay seemed utterly transfixed by the sight of Alasdair about to be executed. Bran raced forward, butting her with his head and turfing her off the crumbling roof.
Shay fell eight feet and screamed the whole way, but it was better than the alternative. 
Shay had hit the ground, followed by Bran and Conor. They hit the concrete of the deck mere moments between the entire roof collapsed, plunging into the enormous cavity beneath.  
Alasdair struggled against his binding, but he was making no headway.
Now Arthas was having to track multiple threats. My two children plucked themselves off the concrete, looking at their grazed palms as Bran barked his defiance. 
A King’s Hound was not to be ignored, but whether Arthas knew my dog’s true nature remained to be seen. He simply turned, readying another spell. There was a quiet terror in his sadistic nature. Not only did he want to kill Alasdair, but he seemed determined to make him suffer first.
He was trying to kill my children in front of him. Perhaps Arthas thought they were his.
I wasn’t going to give him a second chance.
With Arthas’ focus on everything else, he didn't see me racing toward him until it was too late.
A mother’s wrath is terrible to behold, and I channeled mine into a torrent of ice and wind that struck him in the chest. The force of my spell blasted him straight through the timber barrier and into the lagoon.
Arthas hollered his defiance all the way down. He hit the water with a satisfying splash but surfaced seconds later. Bobbing on the surface, he treaded water as he raised his hand. Even floating in the middle of Shark Bay, he still wasn’t done. 
"Get him!" Shay shouted, looking down at Arthas. 
At first, I thought she was speaking to me, until I saw the silhouette of a ten-foot-long shark powering through the water toward the Master of the Burning Hand.
Another stalked toward him from his left flank.
So intent was Arthas on killing us, he had forgotten where he was.
The platform beneath our feet started to shake. Cracks opened in the pavement around us as Arthas worked his magic. He might have been oblivious to the danger behind him, but he was trying to bring the entire platform crashing into the lagoon.
I glanced at Alasdair still encased in stone struggling to get free. If we were all pitched into the lagoon, he would be the first to drown.
There was a brutal efficiency to Arthas’ magic. Even bobbing in the water, he wasn’t fighting for survival. He was trying to even the odds.
As he whispered words that would bring down the entire viewing desk, a mammoth gray shark plowed into his shoulder, jaws wide open. It clamped its teeth into him and dragged him beneath the surface. 
I turned my attention to Alasdair. I needed to free him before the platform collapsed.
"How do I get you out of this?" I asked, feeling around the strangely contoured concrete. 
How had Arthas bent it to his will?
"Don't worry, I'm almost there.” Alasdair grunted, his face turning red with exertion. Even trapped on his ass, his pride was putting him in danger of drowning.
“His magic's fading, the vicious bastard.” He shook his head. “Able to maintain his spell all the way down.”
"He's got bigger problems now,” I replied. “He’s lunch meat in the lagoon.”
The concrete holding Alasdair in place cracked right down the centre. He grunted as he heaved the slab of stone off his chest and shoved it aside. Reaching down, I helped him to his feet. 
I went to leave, but Alasdair put a hand on my shoulder. “Not yet, I want to be sure.”
We watched in silence as the sharks got an early lunch feeding.
"Strange," Alasdair whispered. “I didn't think they were usually that aggressive.”
He was right. It was unusual. These particular breeds were normally considered more intimidating than dangerous. 
I stretched out my senses, searching Shark Bay. Robbed of the ritual that had drawn from unwilling donors, the dark magic was dissipating, but I felt a lingering trace of something else. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.
I looked to the children. "Are you both okay?"
Conor nodded. Bran barked, but Shay’s eyes were fixed on the feeding frenzy below the water’s surface. 
"Good boys," Shay whispered. 
“He got exactly what he deserved," I replied, putting my arm around her. 
I led them off the platform, worried that it might collapse, but once we reached the middle of the bridge, I confronted my teenagers.
"What did I tell you about staying hidden?"
“But he was going to kill Alasdair." Shay trembled a little, but I couldn’t just let it go. She’d put her life in danger. I couldn’t have that happen again.
“Alasdair knows what he’s doing. You could have been killed.”
“I was trying to distract him,” Shay whispered.
"We’re just lucky he was so busy torturing Alasdair, he didn’t take a second shot at you all,” I replied, my heart literally aching at the thought of how close we had come to disaster. Seeing my babies leap off that crashing roof had nearly given me a heart attack.
"We’re safe, Mum,” Conor replied. “That’s what matters most."
I didn't want to argue with them. After all, it was her warning that had alerted me to the danger Alasdair was in. It didn’t bear thinking about, but the danger was far from past. I needed to be sure they would follow our direction so that I could keep them safe.
It bothered me that my children had already been exposed to so much violence. That was half the reason my mother had fled the Winter Court. To protect me from the violent nature of Faerie. But in spite of everything, our lives had been turned into a war zone, and here I was dragging them through it.
And it wasn’t the first time. These warlocks were hardly the first bodies they’d seen. I worried about the impact it was having on them. 
Still, I wasn't willing to risk leaving them alone, and I knew we couldn’t make a run for the park gates. The longer the portal stayed open, the greater the danger for all of us. 
We had managed to collapse one of the conduits keeping the portal open, but from the sound of the storm raging in the distance, the gateway still stood strong. 
I looked at my daughter. She was still shaking. Normally, she was so reserved, and averse to taking risks. If she wasn’t dancing along to Taylor Swift, she was quiet as a mouse. I thought of how terrified she must have been, as she sounded the alarm for Alasdair. That took courage, and the more I thought about it, the prouder I became of her.
“I’m glad you were there to help.” I took her hands. “But I don’t want you putting yourself in harm’s way, okay?”
“Yes, Mum.”
"One down, two to go," Alasdair said, drawing my attention back to the present. 
“Alright, alright,” I replied, turning my thoughts back to the other conduits. They came from deeper inside the park. I thought about how I wanted to tackle covering that sort of distance.
The monorail had been a brilliant idea for moving safely through the park, above the chaos and potential dangers waiting for us on the ground level.
The only problem was, the monorail ran over the top of the now shattered observatory. There was no climbing back on to the rail, and even if we could make it back up, the next closest conduit was grounded in the Atlantis section of the park, and that was a beeline straight across the narrowest part of the park to the brand-new attractions.
“We need to head for Atlantis,” I said. “Of the other two conduits, it’s the closest. The other is somewhere down the back of the park, maybe Dolphin Cove.”
"It’s a safe bet they'll be using people to power it,” Alasdair replied. “Like they did here. The longer we take, the greater the danger they are in.”
We reached the entrance of Shark Bay.
Atlantis was the closer of the conduits but also the least familiar section of the park for us. It had only recently been constructed, and two of the attractions had only just opened.
On the plus side, with only three attractions, there was little place for the Leanansidhe’s allies to hide.
The rides of Atlantis were the Vortex, the Trident, and the Leviathan. The Vortex was a suspended top spin ride that seemed likely to induce illness if I was ever silly enough to step foot on it. Alasdair still called me Comet from time to time. I didn’t want to encourage him.
The Trident was a launch ride where the cart raced up the vertical shaft of Poseidon’s trident. 
The third was the Leviathan, a massive timber frame roller coaster. A truly incredible ride, and the first of its kind at Sea World. It had only just opened, and I had yet to ride on it. 
Two of the rides were open air attractions, with little room to secrete a ritual circle.
As I stared across the park, I realised the carts of the Leviathan were still moving. Was it possible that the Burning Hand had trapped people on it like they had in the underwater viewing observatory?
“Alasdair, I think we need to head to Atlantis next. There is a conduit, and plenty of people trapped there.”
Alasdair nodded. "You're right, and it's the closer of the two. Perhaps if we’re lucky we can shut it down and the rift will grow unstable enough to collapse itself.”
That was surprisingly optimistic given Alasdair’s usual disposition.
"Look at you, Mr. Glass Half Full,” I replied as we made for Atlantis.
"Well…" He paused long enough to make me uncomfortable and feel like there was something he hadn’t shared with me. “It's a lot better outcome than the magic destabilizing and tearing a permanent rift in the veil.”
I sighed. 
"You’re right. I preferred optimistic you," I muttered.
Alasdair flashed me a smile and we started across the park toward Atlantis. 
Sea World wasn't particularly wide, and we were near the center of the park. Atlantis was pretty close. We just had to travel past the dolphin pools and across a causeway to the new attractions. 
I was beginning to get a feel for the warlocks M.O. They were picking parts of the park where they could easily isolate groups of people to use as fuel for their ritual. Shark Bay, Atlantis; I would be surprised if the third portal wasn't in the auditorium at Dolphin Cove.
Each of their locations was secluded and allowed relatively few warlocks the ability to control the space to terrorize and manipulate a much larger group of innocent patrons.
A crunching in the brush beside us caused the hair on my neck to stand on end. Another twig snapped, and I tracked it to a small garden bed beside the path filled with long bladed grasses and shrubs.
If the warlocks wanted to get the drop on us, they were going to have to do better than that.
I leaped toward the garden, channeling my will into an icy blade, and swung the weapon right at the shrubs as I landed in the bark chip.
Only it wasn’t warlocks. It was a family of four, hiding behind the shrubs, shaking in the garden bed.
My heart caught in my throat as the mother’s eyes met mine. She was younger than me and had a toddler clinging to her neck. The young dad was holding a six-year-old tight.
As the mom screamed, I stopped dead. With a thought, I reduced the icy blade I was holding to water that fell in the garden at my feet. 
“Easy, easy,” I called. “It’s okay. We’re not here to hurt you.”
The four of them shrunk away from me. I couldn’t blame them. I’d just jumped into their hiding place ready to fillet them with a two-foot ice saber.
“I’m sorry,” I muttered, crouching down to their level. “You just surprised us, that’s all.”
They didn’t look the least bit convinced.
“Look, the bad guys are in black, but we got rid of the ones in Shark Cove. Your best bet is to make a break for the gates. If you stay here, there are far scarier things than me roaming the park.”
The father found his voice. “They’re in Atlantis. We saw them. We wanted to run, but we thought there might be more.”
“There are,” I replied. “But if you head right for the fence, and follow it around, you should be safe. Better yet, get to the helipad and follow the rocks around to the carpark. You’ll be safe there. The police and paramedics will be there soon, if they aren’t already.”
The family didn’t move. I recognized paralyzing fear. They needed help.
“Go, we’ll watch your back.”
I helped them out of the garden, and we watched as they followed our instructions, heading straight for the chain link fence by Shark Bay.
As they vanished, Alasdair inched closer. “Easy, tiger, be sure you know whether you’re dealing with friend or foe before you take a swing.”
I took a deep breath and let it out slow. “I know, I know. This whole thing has me on edge.”
“Focus,” he said. “One battle at a time. On the plus side, you probably saved their lives. If they had stayed there, they were lunch waiting to happen.”
That had been a near miss, and far too close for my liking. My heart pounded in my chest, as I set my sight back on Atlantis.
As we crossed the causeway, I noted the Vortex wasn’t moving, but was still full of people. All of them looked drowsy like they had been drugged.
We passed the Trident, it hurtled toward the ground, paused there long enough for me to notice the people still strapped into its carriage before it rocketed back into the sky.
All about me, the now familiar and unpleasant smog of the Forbidden permeated the air of Atlantis. 
It was like Shark Bay all over again. They were all being drained of their life’s essence by the Burning Hand.
"Alistair, we need to move faster." I pointed at the Vortex. “They aren’t looking too hot.”
“Not at all,” Alasdair replied. “And we can’t tear them off a moving attraction. We can’t use the same tactics we used at the Bay.”
The lingering stench of dark magic drew us onward to the only place the Burning Hand could be hiding their ritual circle.
We crossed under the massive timber frame of the Leviathan as an almighty roar split the stagnant air of Atlantis.
It was coming from above me.
Looking up, I found the remaining yeti clinging to the internal timber struts of the roller coaster directly overhead. 
The yeti pushed off the strut, and five hundred pounds of fur clad killing machine plunged right at us.




Chapter 13


There weren’t many people alive who had seen a yeti’s undercarriage, and there was a reason for that. It meant you had enough weight coming your way to grind you into a thin paste that would make vegemite look enticing. 
I scrambled backward, shouting a warning at my children. “Back, now!”
The yeti struck the asphalt hard enough to splinter it. His first blow swatted Alisdair as he tried to sidestep the creature and sent my mentor flying. 
The abominable snowman came for me on the reverse swing. I ducked under the colossal meaty palm as it sailed over my head. 
I was feeling awfully proud of my reflexes until the yeti lunged forward and punched me with the other fist.
Pain was everywhere. My wind was driven from my lungs as I flew backward so fast I barely realized I was moving before I hit the ground, rolling ankles over earlobes. The rough asphalt scraped my palms and tore at my jeans. 
If I lived to see him, my chiropractor was going to lose his mind. Right now, I felt like I’d been thrown out of a wrestling ring by The Rock. If there was a single vertebrae left where it was meant to be, it certainly didn't feel like it.
A pained groan escaped my lips as I rolled to a stop.
All around us, Atlantis roared to life like a demented nightmare. The Vortex started spinning wildly as the passengers were yanked and spun in a hellish twist.
The Trident launched its payload of patrons skyward once more. The Leviathan’s rollercoaster cars circled somewhere overhead, the coaster rattling and bouncing about as it careened around tight corners. I could have sworn I heard screaming, but it was hard to focus on anything right now.
For all I knew, I had broken ribs or a punctured lung. I’d never felt so sore in my entire life.
"It's a distraction," Alisdair bellowed. “Tune it out, Nora. Focus!”
I tried to drown out the roaring attractions. I knew there were innocent people on them, unwilling hostages powering the Leanansidhe’s portal. They were also human shields the warlocks would happily use to distract us. 
Hunters, however, had rules. Those lives mattered. I couldn’t let my hatred of the Burning Hand drown out the need to save them.
Unfortunately, the yeti wasn't done with us. It bellowed its dominance as it beat its chest. I could barely breathe, the thing had hit me so hard. Another one of those would beat me senseless.
As if the situation wasn’t bad enough, the park’s PA system roared to life.
"It's the child, get the child. Kill the others." 
The words did what the yeti couldn’t. They hurt my soul.
I’d been operating on the assumption that the Leanansidhe had been sewing random chaos here as a distraction. But trying to work out her schemes was like trying to catch the wind.
They were after a child, and the sickening sensation in my heart told me it was one of mine.
Conor.
Why had I been so foolish? I knew my son was special, and clearly, they knew it too.
Was that what the Red Cap had been after? I’d always assumed it was me.
But he hadn’t taken me, had he? 
No. He’d kidnapped my children and my mother. This had to have something to do with succession in the Winter Court. I just made the mistake of thinking it was all about me.
The yeti turned, leaving both Alisdair and me. 
It went after my children who had backed toward the Trident.
My King’s hound positioned himself between my children, and the approaching yeti.
The yeti growled, but Bran didn’t back down. He pawed the ground in defiance as he let out a bark that cut through the chaos. 
It wasn’t a panicked yelp; it was a warning. The yeti might have been three times his height and five times his weight, but he wasn’t letting that creature near his family.
My family.
I hurt all over, but I pushed myself to my knees and dragged myself to my feet. Tears of pain and anguish rolled down my cheeks as I went after the yeti.
Alisdair was already moving, conjuring a ball of broiling fire above his outstretched palm.
Warlocks emerged all around us.
It was an ambush. They’d been waiting for us and we’d wandered right into their open jaws. 
The warlock nearest me, a woman with her platinum blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, and wearing the now familiar black robes of the Burning Hand, summoned her power. 
Her eyes weren’t on me, as she conjured a ball of fire. 
A speck of purple whistled past me so fast I barely saw the beat of his wings.
"No!" the fairy squeaked, his voice lost in the rumble of the rollercoaster cars overhead. 
He sailed past the warlock. She stopped chanting, grabbing at her throat.
Her hands came away covered in blood. 
Sleet hovered before her, brandishing half of his scraper blade like a miniature sword.
"That's my family," he said as the woman, her throat in ruin, collapsed. Her face screwed up in confusion at what had transpired. 
More warlocks broke cover around us, but instead of coming for me, they went for the children. 
With no need to play defense, I lashed about with bursts of Winter cold enough to freeze flesh right to the bone.
The yeti advanced on my children, and it broke my heart that I wasn’t close enough to help. My kids continued to back away, as Bran kept himself between them and any threat.
The yeti swung for Bran who darted outside its reach, before racing back in to sink his teeth into the creature’s leg. A distressed roar erupted from the yeti. 
Alisdair waded into the fray, swinging the machete with one hand, while willing fire with the other. The first warlock in his path was cremated by the blast of fire that Alisdair unleashed at point blank range. A warlock beside him leaped over the edge of the causeway into the dolphin pool to escape Alisdair’s wrath.
I wasn’t used to my foes ignoring me. I was used to being the target. It was like shooting fish in a barrel, but I couldn’t let them past me.
As one warlock raced to help the yeti, I drew the Red Cap’s sword and hurled it at him. Much as the Old One had done to me this morning. The blade buried itself in his back. He staggered forward, his speed slowing as he pitched forward.
As he dropped, I wrapped my hands around the hilt of the Sidhe sword and yanked it free.
I started after the others. 
The yeti and Bran were locked in a duel, tearing and biting at each other. Bran was fast and nimble, but the yeti was like a mountain of muscle and its shaggy hide was like armor. Anything but the most precise of blows seemed to roll off his hairy hide.
Bran lunged at the yeti’s hamstring. The yeti swatted him hard enough the thud made me sick to my core. I expected it to break every bone his body, but the relentless hound simply growled as he latched onto the yeti, sinking his teeth deep and tearing at the creature’s muscle. 
I looked through the chaos for my children. They had backed all the way up to the fence around the Trident. They had nowhere to go, but at least the danger could only come at them from one direction.
An older warlock, one with at least ten years on me, slipped free of the pack and went after them. He moved with a confidence born of authority. I recognized his face from the pictures the Old One had shown me. He was another Master of the Burning Hand.
"The boy, get the boy. We need the mantle. Nothing else matters.”
The mantle? What did that even mean. 
The warlock had a thick brown beard, shot through with grey and bunched together with a braided clasp that reminded me of a Viking band. 
Drawing on my power, I hurled a shard of icy malice at him. In my panic, it went wide and high, sailing clear over the master’s head as he sent a ball of fire sailing at my children. 
Shay screamed but Conor's eyes flared blue. 
I’d seen it before, at home. I’d walked in on him in his room while they glowed like that. It had scared the living daylights out of me.
My little boy stepped in front of his older sister, raised his hand, palm outward, and clenched his fist as the ball of fire raced toward him.  
The fire sizzled as it was smothered out of existence with a blanket of choking glacial mist. As steam filled the space between him and the Master of the Burning Hand, he wrapped his arms around his sister and they both disappeared from sight.
I looked about, just as confused as the warlock hunting them. A glamor; it had to be a glamor. But how had Conor even worked out how to cast one? He didn’t even seem to be aware of the fact he had power, and yet he wielded it with instinct and finesse that frankly baffled me. 
It had taken all my concentration to hide a ball of ice the size of a grapefruit. He’d just cloaked himself and his sister in a heartbeat.
How had he done that? 
I sure as hell hadn't taught him. Had Sleet? It didn't make any sense. But right now, I didn't care. As long as my children were safe. And it was going to be a whole lot harder for the warlocks to hunt them if they couldn’t see them. 
I breathed a little easier as the immediate danger passed. Rather than chase after my children, I set about dealing with the threats all around us. My kids might have been invisible, but a random spell could still find them by accident.
On the down side, Alisdair and I now had more threats to content with than ever. The yeti grabbed Bran by the scruff of his neck and hurled him against the fence so hard, the chain link bowed. Before Bran could recover, the yeti leaped on top him, pinning him against the chain links and raining blows down with sickening ferocity.
The creature’s coat would be proof against my ice magic. The yeti spent his life enduring the harsh icy mountain ranges of Faerie. I needed something more. I needed to be more.
Failing that, I needed something hotter than I knew I could manage.
"Alisdair, Bran needs you," I called over the chaos.
He was stuck contending with two warlocks and needed help, so I hurled a barrage of icy daggers at one. Alisdair swept his machete through the chest of the other. 
The one I had aimed for went down, blinded by the crystalline ice I had thrown right in his face. 
Alisdair raised his hands, a ball of fire coalescing between them before he hurled it at the yeti. 
The creature’s coat caught alight as flames licked up its spine. The yeti broke away from Bran, howling in indignant rage as he threw himself to the ground and rolled, trying to extinguish the fire.
That might have worked on mundane flames, but Alisdair’s fire clung to him, licking at his flesh.
I rushed to Bran’s side. My huge fur baby had been fighting in the wrong weight class and it had cost him. He lay on his side, bruised and battered. 
I knelt down, lay my hand on his chest, and felt his labored breathing.
All I wanted to do was take his pain away, but I didn’t know the first thing about healing magic. And I knew even less about King’s hound anatomy. He might have looked like an Irish wolfhound and perhaps his ancestors once were, but he was a creature of magic.
Magic.
I had that in spades. Winter was a part of me, and I wanted to give that to him. Maybe if I could feed him a little more juice, his body could help itself.
I willed as much raw power into him as I could. Bran’s eyes opened, and the sapphire iris within glowed. 
He gave a deep throaty bark, which was music to my ears.
"Nora," Alisdair called. “What are you doing?”
The truth was, I didn’t know. But in my heart, it felt right.
The power inside of me seemed to know exactly what it was doing. 
Bran trembled, his lanky frame shaking as he stood up and bellowed his defiance. As he did, his jaw distended. I startled as his teeth grew before my eyes, his head growing larger by the moment. His whole form was shifting. It was as if he was feeding on my magic. My King’s Hound grew, his muscles bulging like cordons of carbon fiber, stretching down his powerful legs. By the time he was done, he was the size of a horse, and broad as a buffalo with teeth that looked like they could punch right through me. 
“Oh my,” I whispered. 
The knotted muscles in his legs tensed as he dipped forward, opened his jaws wide enough he could have swallowed my head whole, and let out a bark that shook all of Atlantis in its intensity.
I was pretty sure the warlock closest to me soiled himself. I would have too, if Bran had been staring me down.
I pat his flank and shouted, “Go get him, boy.”
Whatever I’d done to Bran, he was now more wolf than hound. He leaped at the yeti with renewed vigor. No part of his transformation seemed to surprise him, and I was left with the impression this power had always been within him.
No wonder the Old One had told me never to leave him at home.
Bran was relentless, going after the abominable snowman with the same intensity the icy predator had pursued him with earlier.
I turned my attention back to the warlocks. We needed to stop them if we wanted to save these people's lives. I thought of the state the prisoners in Shark Bay had been in when we’d freed them. These people had been stuck here for even longer.
Time was running out.
"The portal is failing,” one of the warlocks called. “You've lost focus.”
Finally some good news. Anything that was bad for them, was good for us.
"The portal doesn't matter now,” the master shouted. “Find the boy. The Leanansidhe wants him. She wants the mantle.”
The Master raised both hands and started to chant. Wind whipped around him like a cyclone. It lashed at me, and I grabbed hold of one of the roller coaster’s support pillars to keep from being sucked into the vortex.
With a clap of the Master’s hands, a peal of thunder sounded and the wind rushed outward in a shock wave that rippled in every direction. 
The arcane working didn’t discriminate, bowling over Alisdair and the Master’s minions with equal intensity. It leveled the gardens on either side of the path. 
There was a shrill cry, too high pitched to belong to any of the warlocks. Shay and Conor reappeared, shaken and disheveled and looking a little surprised.
The pair of them lay on the ground about fifteen feet from the Master of the Burning Hand. They had been edging away from the Trident, hoping to not to be detected. Unfortunately, the Master’s spell didn’t need to see them to hit them.
The Master bore down on them. It was a race, one I couldn't afford to lose. But unfortunately, they’d headed the opposite direction to where I’d gone to help Bran.
I was behind, and my heart raced in my chest.
Whatever the mantle was, I knew it boded poorly for my son. The warlock raised his hands, and lightning played through the air between them.
It seemed he’d learned from his earlier failing. He wasn’t dabbling with any more fire.
My feet pounded on the pavement. Each step seemed to echo in my chest. I couldn’t outrun lightning.
Conor stepped up to the plate, his eyes glowing. "That was an impressive trick, child, but it only works once. Walk away, and you live. Challenge me again and you die."
Conor’s mouth moved but the voice wasn't his. I'd only heard it once before, but I would recognize it anywhere. It had a power in it that rung in my soul. I’d heard it on the sandy shores of Tangalooma, and I knew it belonged to my father.
Though why it was coming out of my son’s mouth, was beyond my comprehension.
"You fight like a coward," the Master of the Burning Hand bellowed. “Hiding behind a child. The Leanansidhe got to you on that island. An immortal fearing for his life. She’s coming for you.”
"Not today," my father replied with a calm smugness that irritated me. 
Why were we always getting dragged into his mess? My birthright was the gift that kept giving and for all the wrong reasons.
"Last chance,” the master replied. “Abandon the boy, give him to us, and your granddaughter can live. Resist and they both die here and now.”
My breath came in ragged bursts as I ran for all I was worth. 
They had just asked my father to choose between my children. I'd be damned if I was going to give up either of them. And I frankly didn’t trust him enough to wait for him to make a decision.
The lightning danced back and forth between the master’s hands, growing more erratic by the moment.
"I can take them both," the Master replied, “and the mantle will fall to me. It’s not ideal, but we’ll make do.”
"You're not worthy of words," Conor shouted, “and even less worthy of such a burden. The Leanansidhe will kill you for it as surely as the sun rises. You kill him, you die. You loose that spell, you die. The only way out for you is to walk away now. Run, and you may live."
"The Winter King is not known for his mercy," the Master replied.
"Perhaps I've grown soft,” Conor replied as his eyes tracked my progress. “Soft and afraid in my mortality.”
His tone didn’t convince me that he believed that for a moment. My father was buying me time.
As I raced towards him, my boots slapped against the asphalt. The roller coaster roared overhead and as it trailed away from us, the noise dimmed and my surroundings grew quiet.
Quiet enough the Master of the Burning Hand heard my heavy footsteps. He turned, unleashing a torrent of lightning at me.
But I was ready.
This man had threatened my children. Hate like I had never felt before coursed through me, burning hot like the sun until it settled in my heart and chilled. My body’s natural warmth vanished. The sweat rolling down my brow froze in place as my body's temperature plummeted through the floor. 
Was I too late? Too late to save my own family?
No.
Never.
I heard the Old One’s voice echo in my mind. 
“You are enough, Nora Byrne. And one day you will stop believing the lies you’ve been told and unlock the power inside you.”
A flood of Winter surged through me. It was as if I had become the eye of a frost-driven hurricane, and the winds of magic all around converged upon me. 
Moving my hands before me, I conjured a wall of ice to catch the lightning, and channeled it straight into the ground, neutralizing it. 
The power built inside me, more than I could hope to channel safely, and I realized what was happening. I’d subverted the conduit of power meant for keeping the rift open. 
I unleashed it at the Master of the Burning Hand.
The frozen tsunami struck him like an elemental freight train, blasting him clear through the fence. It encased him in a cube of solid ice as he slammed into the Trident’s base. The carriage descended, shattering both the ice, and the Master of the Burning Hand, into a thousand pieces. 
I punched the air in righteous, indignant rage as more power than I'd ever felt in my life coursed through me. Was this what the Old One had meant? Was this my true potential?
"Nora, let it go,” Alisdair shouted.
I could feel the power surging into me as I opened my Winter Sight. 
All around me, streams of emerald green energy poured toward me. It seemed to be coming from everywhere, sucked toward me like I’d pulled the plug out of a bath full of magic and it was all draining toward me.
I'd unintentionally subverted their ritual, and was I now draining the life force of those poor people. The thought made me sick to my stomach.
I closed my eyes and issued a singular mental command.
Stop!
The magic flooded out of me, with such rapid intensity that I felt the whiplash in my soul. I dropped to my knees. I couldn’t move. I could barely breath.
Alisdair ran to my side.
"What's happening?” I asked. I had never felt this utterly exhausted before in my life.
"That wasn't winter you were toying with,” Alisdair replied. “That was life magic. And you are far from used to it. Channeling that much of it through you was foolish. You could have killed yourself.”
My head lolled to the side. “I got him though. It’s done. The ritual. Now we just need to free them.”
"And we will,” Alisdair replied. 
I looked around slowly. Bran perched atop the bloodied form of the yeti. 
My children huddled against the fence of the Trident.
A shrieking wail cut through the air.
I tried to get up but couldn’t muster the strength.
The incorporeal form of the banshee descended, like a feather on the breeze, its wailing shriek drawing all eyes to it.
"Don't look at it," I shouted. 
Unfortunately, the first thing children tended to do, was exactly what you told them not to. Conor, eyes still glowing, covered his sister's ears, before stepping in front of her.
His eyes zeroed in on the wailing incorporeal form of the banshee. 
I watched, transfixed and helpless as the banshee locked eyes with my son.
Time seemed to slow as it's haunting, wailing shriek cut through the park, and my soul.




Chapter 14


The banshee hovered over my son, its incorporeal form billowing in the sea breeze.  
What was it doing? It looked like it was drifting closer, readying to suck the very soul out of Conor.
I forgot my own aches and pains as my son started shaking.
The world seemed to be moving in slow motion as I raced at them.
My heart pounded in my chest, each thumping beat reverberating through me. I felt sick to my stomach, but I ignored it. All that mattered was Conor. 
I channeled my power as I ran. With pained malice, I hurled bolts of unrestrained arcana right at the banshee. 
The first, a shimmering blue orb of raw magic, passed straight through the spectral nightmare and slammed into one of the rollercoaster’s supports. The glowing sphere carved through the timber supports, leaving a foot wide gaping hole in the ride’s superstructure. 
I screamed as the banshee ignored my futile attack. It was as if the creature hadn’t felt it at all. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I lashed out with a barrage of ice and sleet. The creature simply turned and stared at me with those baleful eyes.
Nothing seemed to phase the ghostly apparition as it drifted on the breeze. 
The breeze.
That was it. I lashed out, channeling a blistering south-easterly wind right at the spectral nightmare. The wind caught the banshee, flipping it over, and tossed it like it had been caught in a tumble dryer before sweeping it away.
The banshee’s hate filled eyes caught mine, and I turned away a second before its howling shriek cut through the air. Driven on the wind, the banshee took off, heading for the Leviathan. The spectral nightmare passed straight through the roller coaster and disappeared.
Conor lay convulsing on the ground. His eyes glowed with that sapphire hue as his whole body trembled and shook. He seemed to be having a seizure. My first aid instincts went by the wayside as I fell to my knees beside him and pulled my boy’s head into my lap.
"Conor?" I called, hugging him tight. “Conor, can you hear me?"
He trembled and spasmed but gave no noticeable response to my desperate cries. I lowered my cheek to his lips and could feel his breath against my cheek.
At least he's breathing. I placed my hand on his cheek. It was ice cold but whether that was the banshee, or the effect of my spells trying to drive off the nightmare, I couldn’t tell. 
"Conor, baby, can you hear me? If you can, squeeze my hand."
I held his hand in mine, but nothing happened. No reaction at all.
"Nora, we need to get him out of here,” Alasdair called. “We’re not safe here.”
I just clutched Conor tight, my mind racing as I tried to work out what I could do to help him.
“Nora, we need to move, now!” Alasdair bellowed as twisting timber cracked and strained overhead.
"Why? What's happening to him?” I yelled back. 
“The banshee's magic,” Alasdair said, “he is fighting it, but there is no cure. It will eventually overwhelm him.”
I shook as anger flashed through me. "What do you mean, overwhelm him?" 
My voice was high and frenzied as my son trembled uncontrollably in my lap. I was in no mood for vagaries or half-assed explanations. My son’s life was hanging in the balance, and I wanted answers, now.
“Fix him,” I shouted at my mentor.
When he didn’t move, my voice broke. “Help me, please.”
Alasdair’s face was white, his eyes refusing to meet mine as he whispered, “There's nothing I can do. I would help if I could.”
"What do you mean? There has to be something you can do.”
"There is no cure, Nora,” he shouted. “It’s not a snakebite. Banshees aren't creatures of this world, but of the Other.”
I didn’t believe him. I couldn’t. There was no world in which I could give up on my son.
Shaking my head, I clutched him tighter.
“Their scream is called the Doom, Nora,” Alasdair whispered. “Those caught in it as he was, are bound to the creature and forsaken by fate. Death finds them and drags their spirit inexorably to the beast who doomed them. It is how they feed.”
I sobbed into Conor’s shirt as I held him against me.
"We need to move, Nora. It's not safe down here.”
As he spoke, the roller coaster cars thundered overhead. There was a twisting shriek somewhere above us. It sounded liked something snapping.
Alasdair bent down and snatched Conor out of my arms.
“What are you doing?” I shouted.
He threw my son over one shoulder and grabbed my hand with the other, dragging me to my feet.
“Saving your stubborn arse,” he grunted. 
The sun beat down on my face as we stepped out of the shadows cast by Leviathan. 
A six-foot section of structural timber broke free from the roller coaster and slammed into the pavement where Conor and I had been huddling.
"How did you know that would happen?" I asked.
"I've seen it before, Alasdair replied. “Once the banshee's doom has sounded, it is as if the fates themselves turn against the victim. We can fight them. We can run from them, but they will pursue him until you have no strength left. Today, tomorrow, a week from now, he will die. And there is nothing we can do about it.”
I burst out crying. I was willing to fight anything to save my son, but how did one beat death?
I collapsed against Alasdair, sobbing into his chest as he held Conor tight. “I'm so sorry, Nora.”
"Sorry is not good enough," I shouted, pounding my fist against his leather jacket. 
His shoulders sagged but he said nothing, as I wore out my grief. I was so tired I could barely stand. 
“We can’t just stand here,” Alasdair replied as he sat Conor down on a bench. “They are looking for him and with the doom on him, we’ll be destined to fail.”
“I'm not just going to give up on my child,” I replied. How could he understand? Without children of his own, he had no idea how I felt right now.
Alasdair looked down at his boots. “I don't want you to give up, Nora, but I won't lie to you. There is no one in this world who knows how to break a banshee's doom. Trust me, I have looked.”
“What am I meant to do then?” I asked, fearing the answer from the moment the question left my lips.
“The best you can hope for is to enjoy the time you have left with him, before it's too late. Take him and run, go home, get away from all this.” Alasdair pointed at the rides running all around us. “I’ll try to help these people. You have more important things to do now.”
I looked at the unconscious forms of those stuck in this nightmare, and for the first time, I didn’t care. I hurt too bad to think about them right now.
“You would leave us?” I whispered. “Like this”
Alasdair raised his hands “What would you have me do?” 
When I didn’t answer, he clenched his fists. 
“I'm just a man, not of God, Nora. I cannot save your son from the banshee's doom. If I could, I would give anything. But his die is cast. Theirs isn’t. They can still be saved.”
Tears ran down my cheeks as Alasdair pronounced Conor's death sentence. My heart felt like it might burst. 
I brought Conor into this world, suffering through a thirty-six-hour labor. It had never been easy, but I’d loved and cherished him every day of his life. He’d had his struggles and his challenges, but we’d fought them together. I'd never given up on him, and I wasn't ready to now.
I couldn’t—wouldn’t—say goodbye to my boy. 
My precious boy. I squeezed his head against my chest.
"Conor, if you can hear me, open your eyes, baby. Please, open your eyes. 
Alasdair turned away. Probably to give me privacy, but all it did was make me feel more alone. 
Bran nudged his head against my shoulder to comfort me. But my soul ached.
It was as if that banshee's scream had torn out my own heart and left only a void. 
Conor's chest heaved slowly as the banshee's curse struggled against his small frame. If it wasn't for the power of Winter within him, he might have already succumbed.
For the first time, I became aware of Shay standing beside me, tears streaming down her face. I didn’t know what to say to her.
"Alasdair," I called after him, tears falling off my chin onto my son’s cheeks. “You would tell me if there was any way of helping him, wouldn't you? No matter what it took.”
"Of course, Nora. How could you even ask me that?” His voice was heavy.
But my mind was working a million miles an hour.
"Because you said there was no one in this world who knew how to save him.” The tears flowed freely as I said the words. “But what about the other? The Otherworld. Surely someone there must know.”
"Nora, you can't be serious.” Alasdair planted his hands on his hips. “This world is dangerous enough. If you take a doomed soul through the Veil, you won't last the night. Death will find him quickly there.”
“But they might know how to help,” I whispered.
“It's madness and you have no way of knowing that,” he replied. “You could get both of you killed.” 
“If anyone knows how to fix this, he will…" My voice trailed off.
Alasdair’s eyes went wide. He must have worked out who I was talking about. It couldn’t have been hard. I didn’t know many people beyond the Veil.
"Nora, don't do this,” Alasdair said.
I cleared my throat and drew in my will. Fighting through my grief, I called loud enough even the dead could hear me.
"Oberon, King of Winter, lord of air and darkness, hear me!"
"Nora!" Alasdair reached out for me. “If you do this, you might never come back.”
"If I don't, I'll never forgive myself,” I said, clutching Conor's head to my chest.
In the distance, timber wolves howled, and I sensed them circling closer.
"Oberon, Master of Winter, sovereign of seasons, will you not hear me?" I shouted, my voice brimming with power as I sought to summon the most powerful being I'd ever known.
"Mum, they're coming,” Shay cried. “The wolves are coming.”
"The doom," Alasdair called. “They can feel it. They will hunt you down.”
"I don't care,” I replied. “Alasdair, open the Veil for me now."
Alasdair shook his head.
"Do it” I shrieked. “He will die if you don't.”
"He will die if I do,” Alasdair said, his voice soft, “and you will never forgive me."
Tears fell from my chin and ran down my jacket. As the baying wolves drew nearer, Bran circled, ready to defend us from them.
"Oberon,” I spluttered and choked on my own grief. “Dad, please, open the bloody door. Now!"
I had heard it said that one should not make demands of God, but even in the Bible, Jacob wrestled all night long with an angel and gained from him a blessing.
So, I made my demands. I only hoped that my father cared enough to answer.
Sapphire light pierced the air before us, its luster growing brighter and brighter until it glowed white. 
I lifted my eyes from Conor's cheeks still damp from my tears and watched the brilliant light moving through the air. It traced the outline of a door, six feet high and four feet wide.
The wolves howled again as the edges of the line joined itself at the corner and the very fabric of our world vanished.
It was like staring through a window into another world. On our side was Sea World. On the other was a chamber formed of blackened stone, a red carpet lining the center of an immense hall filled with strange beings.
I knew at once that I’d seen it before, in a painting by my son. 
Even now, as I looked on it, I knew what it was. It was home.
"Nora, don't do this,” Alasdair shouted.
I struggled to my feet, lifted my boy into my arms just like I had when he was a child. He was much bigger now, but I found the strength to rest his head against my shoulder. I placed one foot in front of the other.
“Shay, Bran, come with me,” I called over my shoulder.
"Nora, if you do this, I can't follow you,” Alasdair shouted after me. “I can’t leave these people to die.”
I choked on my grief. I knew I was leaving him alone against the Burning Hand, but to stay was to watch my son die. I couldn’t do that.
"I won't ask you to,” I replied. 
I squared my shoulders and staggered through the portal into the Otherworld.




Chapter 15


It wasn’t the homecoming I would have imagined.  
Since the night I’d met my father, I’d considered this moment a thousand times. But never like this. My mother would be furious if she knew I was here, but the simple truth was I was desperate.
I had no choice. My son had no other hope, and I feared just how quickly my father might realize that truth.
I staggered from the portal, one hand clutching Conor tight to my shoulder, the other pulling Shay along with me. My daughter was doing her best to hide behind me, and I didn’t blame her.
Caisleán Geimhreadh was not only alien ground, but it was full of magical creatures. There were Winter Sidhe, pixies, nymphs, gnomes and kobolds. Off to my left stood a towering creature that could only be an ice elemental.
I was too preoccupied with Conor to pay them much heed, but their whispering followed us down the hall. There was a reason I hadn’t come here sooner. As the Leanansidhe’s actions showed, our very existence threatened the existing power structure of the Winter Court.
Danger permeated the politics of this place in a way I couldn’t begin to fathom, but anyone who might have aspired to do us harm was put in their place by the lumbering massive form of my magic-infused King’s Hound. Bran padded along beside us, feeling very much at home, and I took comfort in his presence.
We strode over the red carpet runner that ran down the middle of the massive chamber. The chorus of whispering grew in intensity as we approached the throne. To my right stood rank upon rank of Winter Sidhe. 
Some were dressed in armour, fashioned from the same blue metal as the Red Cap’s sword. I suspected it was a fae compound, smithed without iron as it was anathema to the Fae’s existence.
If the sword was anything to go on, it was incredibly strong in spite of the absence of iron, or perhaps because of it.
It was the sort of thing I would have loved to learn more about, if I had the time.
Other fae were dressed in exquisite robes. Each of the fae were alien and beautiful, their features lithe and angular, their skin polished like porcelain with a hue humans could never hope to match. 
Overhead hung a series of chandeliers. At first, I thought they held candles, but on closer inspection each of them simply functioned as a rest on which a number of small pixies sat. Each of them produced light for the room below. There were literally hundreds of little folk illuminating the chamber. 
At the end of the carpet sat a massive throne of sapphire ice. A single column of light shone through a skylight, somewhere high above, bouncing off several cleverly positioned mirrors, before it struck the head of the throne, throwing out a panoply of colors.
Seated on the throne, carefully monitoring our progress, was Oberon, King of the Winter court.
My father.
He was a creature of power and poise, humanoid but clearly not human. His ears tapered to a point, but you would be forgiven for missing them with the massive crown of antlers he wore. Resting on them was a fresh dusting of snow.
His armor looked like quicksilver as it shifted with him. It reflected the light and looked at times blue and on other angles, purple. 
His bearskin cloak, mathanmòr, had been returned to its proper place, hanging off one shoulder, the bear’s face staring at him in angry defiance.
I walked as close as I thought was proper and stopped. I wasn’t sure what I should do or say in front of the assembled Winter Court.
My father pointed at the massive doors of the chamber behind us and bellowed a single command: “Out!"
My lip trembled. Surely, he hadn't brought us all the way here, just to turn us away. 
My heart pounded. Would he really leave his own grandson to die? I couldn’t believe it.
"Out!” he bellowed again. 
No one moved, not one muscle. 
I trembled. Pain filled my already grief-stricken heart as the entire room watched us. It would do no good to defy him, so when no one else moved, I started to turn away.
"Not you, Nora. The rest of you. Court is adjourned. Out, now.”
The Sidhe of the Winter Court filed out of the chamber. The doors of the chamber were large enough for a mature ice troll to pass through. 
The room emptied quickly. As the Court disappeared through the giant doorway, he motioned for the soldiers that lined the wall. “You, too.”
"But, sire.” A Sidhe soldier hovered by the throne. “I will not desert you." 
"I am in no danger, Aurelius. You may go.” Oberon waved off his protests.
The Sidhe looked at me, his gray eyes alight like a thunderstorm. His hand rested on the haft of a massive spear. It was bigger than he was, and he had to be six foot tall.
He turned and strode for the door, the haft of his spear striking stone with each step, until he too reluctantly exited the chamber.
The doors slammed shut and we were alone. In the heart of Caisleán Geimhreadh, the strangest family reunion that had ever been: me, the King of Winter, my hound, and my two children, one of whom was dying in my arms.
"I didn't think you would answer," I whispered, not sure what else to say.
"I never thought you would call," he said. “All your life, I have waited for this moment.” 
As he spoke, he stroked a charcoal black cat perched on the icy armrest of the throne. His eyes settled on Bran. “I know why you've come, Nora.”
"Of course you do.” My voice broke. “You were there, in him. I could hear you speaking. You knew this would happen. Why didn’t you do something?”
Oberon shook his head.
"I am neither omniscient nor omnipotent, Nora,” he replied with a fatigue that surprised me. “I'm sorry to disappoint you. Living as long as I have means you merely learn to predict what might be, based on the behavior you have seen in others. I did not know what would befall him until it did. If I could have intervened, I would have done so.”
"Then help him, now,” I pleaded. “I’m told the doom will kill him.”
“The boy is strong,” my father replied. “Even now, his will fights against the Banshee, but he will not triumph alone.”
“You can help him?” I asked, feeling hopeful.
“I can hold the doom at bay, while we deal with the Banshee, but you must trust me.”
“Do it,” I said, without hesitation, holding my son out to him.
"Gladly,” my father replied, climbing down from the throne. He scooped up his grandson and lifted him tenderly to his shoulder. He was strong, hefting my son with ease as the huge cat followed his every step. 
The immense antlers that formed his crown swayed as he carried my unconscious son back to the dais. He sat him down on the throne and then waved his hand over him. Before my eyes, the icy throne expanded, glassy transparent ice rising until it swallowed my son whole.
"What are you doing?” I took a step forward. “He’s going to suffocate.”
The glassy ice closed over Conor’s face and began to glow.
"He'll be fine,” my father replied. “Nothing, not even the doom, will harm him here.”
"But the fates? I was told—”
My father held up his hand to still my protests.
"I will answer anyone foolish enough to side with the fates against me,” he said, “but it is merely time I buy. For him to live, the banshee must die.”
"Conor,” Shay called as the ice glowed a soft sapphire hue and started to pulse. It was a steady, consistent thrum, almost like a heartbeat.
"Do not worry, little one,” my father replied, crouching down, perhaps in the hope it would make him seem less intimidating. “I won't let anything happen to him. And his seat on that throne tells all who come here how important he is to me. If anyone moves against your brother, they move against me.”
Shay stayed half hidden behind me, not entirely convinced.
"Except the Leanansidhe,” I replied. “She did this. She runs amok in our world while you sit here doing what? Playing court?” 
I was starting to grow frustrated. With all his might, he should have been able to grind the Leanansidhe to dust. Instead, she seemed to be moving with impunity.
"Nora,” Oberon cautioned, “you cannot solve every problem in your life simply by throwing yourself at it. We are Sidhe. There is more than one way to solve any problem. The least direct is often best.”
"Not today,” I replied. “She has unleashed Winter on the mortal world. People are dying. There's going to be hell to pay.”
"I know,” Oberon replied, turning away from the throne. “She has grown careless and desperate. Tell me. What would you have me do?"
I stepped closer to him. "I would have you stop her. I would have you shut the rift so that no one else suffers as Conor is.”
My father sighed, and I felt like I had failed some test. 
“What?” I asked. “What am I missing? You want to kill the treacherous witch. We know where she was. Why not put an end to this endless game of cat and mouse?”
“Because that is precisely what the Leanansidhe wants. I am Winter and my wrath is legend. She wants to bait me out of my stronghold. Her first attempt at regicide failed. Now, her last chance is to usurp the throne and try to draw the more malleable factions behind her banner. Winter would destroy itself, and she would rule the ashes.”
“You think this is just a distraction? There are yeti, a banshee, and a pack of wolves terrorizing the Gold Coast.”
“A fraction of her strength,” my father replied, resting against the throne. “If she had committed her whole strength, we would move against her. She’s merely nipping at our heels and sowing discord.”
“People are dying,” I answered.
“It can always get worse,” my father replied. “If I do as you will, she will steal her way into the citadel. That is why I cannot leave. You must close the portal. I must guard the throne. It is the only way.”
“You can't just sit here on the sidelines while she unleashes chaos on the world.” I ran my fingers through my hair. 
"Sit here? You think I’m idle? Even now, my warriors hunt for her. We purge those loyal to her cause. Her days are numbered, and every day she fails, she is a day closer to death. Her human allies are on the run, hunted by your Congress. Her defeat is inevitable.”
"But how many people will die in the meantime?" I asked. “While you starve her out?”
"People die every day, Nora. Yours. Mine. Beings on both sides of the veil. You cannot save every life, and you will wear out your very being if you try. To be Winter is to know that. It is to understand the harsh reality that, while every life has value, some glow brightly for an age, others for days or moments. You would save every soul. I protect the many at the expense of the few. I'm sorry. I cannot do more.”
“Then tell me how, so I can do something about it.”
My father’s demeanor shifted. His face became cold and impassive as he held up his hand. 
“Stop. My patience is not without limit. Nora, I give you latitude because I can feel the grief that you carry, but I grow weary, and have fought this struggle for longer than you can fathom. You will afford me the respect I am due, if not as your father, then at least as the sovereign in whose hall you stand.”
It was everything I could do to not scream my frustration. Patience was not my strong suit, but he seemed to have no sense of urgency whatsoever. I looked at my son, frozen and encased in ice on Winter’s throne. I’d brought nothing but problems, and showed up unannounced on his doorstep in the middle of court.
And I hadn’t even asked how he was doing.
My mother had fled, kept me hidden from him my entire life. I had spent less than an hour with him on Tangalooma, but once he’d retreated into Faerie, I’d just let him go.
Had I sent word, or tried to contact him? Nope. Not once.
I’d thought about it, but I hadn’t been sure what I should say. 
Now I turn up, his runaway Scion, announcing my existence to the entire Winter court without a thought for him, or what position that might put him in. 
And here I was, still making demands.
I felt a little sheepish, the more I thought about it.
There was a certain gall to it. I’d not meant to slight him. I just hadn’t thought things through.
What I needed was to start over.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I stammered. “Things have just been so crazy lately. I was a librarian, then a bounty hunter, and now a scion. Everything is changing so fast. I’m not even sure who I am anymore or what I’m meant to be doing.”
I’d opened my mouth and now all the pent-up craziness of the past few weeks was spilling out uncontrollably. “I don’t even know what I’m meant to call you. Oberon? Dad? Lord of Air and Darkness feels a little unwieldy.”
They all felt so strange and clumsy on my tongue. Probably because I hadn't really used them.
“Whatever you wish, Nora. I just don’t want you to think I am your enemy. I never have been. I would do anything to help you and your children, my grandchildren. I wondered if I would ever see them with my own eyes.”
I didn’t think anything could phase him, yet just talking about the children seemed to soften him. 
I pointed to the throne.
“I really should have started with introductions, but better late than never. This is Conor, though I suspect you already know that.”
"We have shared dreams,” he whispered. “Though it is good to see him with my own eyes. My grandson.” 
I wrapped my arm around Shay and dragged her out from behind me. Placing one hand on each of her shoulders, I smiled up at him. “Shay, this is your grandfather.”
"Grandfather?” she asked, cocking her head to one side. “Why has he got that funny thing on his head.”
My father laughed. “Because I am the King of the Winter Court. And every king must have his crown. This is mine. And you are a very special child, Shay.”
My daughter rocked back and forth on her feet. “Conor’s the special one, not me.”
"Each of you have your own gift,” my father replied. “I know that. Do you?”
Shay looked around. “I like to read. But apart from that, I am just normal.”
My father laughed. “Nothing is further from the truth, and not all magic moves mountains. Some magic is more subtle, dangerous, and powerful. If you had lived here, you would surely have recognized yours sooner, but perhaps it is better this way.”
Shay looked up at me but I didn't know what to say. I’d never seen her exhibit any evidence of magical capacity. If she did have a gift, it was well hidden.
“Don't believe me?" my father asked. 
He bent down and pet the charcoal cat at his feet. The creature was bigger than a Maine Coon and looked more like a tiger than a domestic house cat. Its claws were sharp enough that I imagined bath time would get the flesh peeled from your bones. He patted the cat’s flank and pointed at Shay.
“Go on then, try her and see.”
The mammoth cat meandered forward, dropping off the dais, and stalked over to us.
Bran regarded the creature with open hostility, growling as it drew closer. In his current state, he looked like he might swallow it whole.
The cat let out a throaty hiss that sent a shiver down my spine.
"Easy, boy,” my father called to Bran. “She is no threat to you. You both serve the Ice Throne in your own way.”
The cat loped across the carpet and rubbed itself against Shay's leg.
"What is her name?" Shay asked as she reached down to pet her.
There was a tangible malice in the creature at my child's feet and I had to fight the temptation to send it running. But I couldn’t. This was a test, and I was stuck spellbound, watching my father interact with my daughter for the first time.
My father stroked his chin. "Why ask a question you already know the answer to?"
I looked down at Shay who had closed her eyes. She wasn’t good at conflict and my father contradicting her had her drawing back into her shell.
But instead of getting upset, she petted the cat and said, "Vex. Her name is Vex." 
"How do you know that?” I asked as the creature purred and brushed against her knee.
Shay looked up at me. “I don't know. I just do. She says she is a malk. Is that right?”
The malk hadn’t said anything at all. Or at least nothing that I had heard.
"She is.” My father smiled. “And you know the same way you know that Betsy the seal likes you. The same way you were able to tell those sharks to eat the warlock. You can sense her thoughts, and she, yours. It is your gift, one you should never underestimate. It is powerful in a way you may not realize until you are older.”
"I don't understand,” Shay replied.
"You will,” he said. “And be careful what you share, for the name you just gave is her true name. And those who know it gain power over her. It is the way of the Fae.”
"I don't want to control her,” Shay replied.
“You may do as you wish,” my father replied, “as she is yours now.”
He looked down at the malk. “Vex, this last command I give to you. Keep my granddaughter safe.”
The malk let out a purr as she brushed up against Shay.
The creature was massive and looked like it could flay anything that crossed its path. 
What were we going to do with it?
And how long had he known she had this power?
I turned to my father. "I never knew.”
“Because you're playing in the dark, Nora. Your mother spirited you away into the mortal realm, hoping to protect you, but all it has done is given you a disadvantage. It’s hidden from you, your parentage and the truths of your identity. It has prevented you from seeing the power in you and your children. You can scarcely comprehend it and are so busy fighting to stay alive, you don’t see the truth of what is in front of your eyes.”
“Enough,” I cried. “I spent my whole life thinking I was a weirdo. I don't need it from you too.”
“Weird?” My father shook his head. “Glorious. Scions are not a common occurrence in the royal bloodline. Sure, lesser Sidhe father them frequently as passing amusements, but your family are the first born of my line in more than five hundred years. You are anything but strange. You're a miracle.”
I didn’t know what to say. I’d always considered myself a freak, but my father considered me a blessing. It made me feel warm inside.
“This is the reason the Leanansidhe tries tirelessly to wipe you from existence. You are more important than you can even begin to comprehend. You are of me, of winter, and the power that runs in me, runs in you and your children. She would do anything to make that her own.”
“That's all well and good,” I replied, “but all of that will mean nothing to me, if I can’t save my son’s life.”
My father’s gleaming sapphire eyes settled on mine.
“No simple task. Are you willing to risk your life to save his?”




Chapter 16


I was a mother, there was no price I wouldn’t pay if it meant he would live. I couldn’t restrain myself. 
"Yes,” I answered without hesitation. “How do I do it? Tell me, how do I save my son?”
My father looked at me the same way I looked at my children when they were being impatient.
“The only way to end the banshee's doom is to vanquish the creature,” he said slowly.
"Vanquish?” I mulled over the term. “You mean kill it?”
"Well, yes, but it’s not quite that simple.”
I’d hurled ice at the spectral nightmare and my magic had simply passed through it. My father’s words qualified as the understatement of the day.
“But it's already dead, isn't it?” I asked. “It looked like a ghost.”
“In a sense, yes.” My father stood up and stretched. “But far more malicious than a lingering spirit. Banshees are usually a product of a particularly traumatic passing that moors them to this world, none more so than the one you tangled with. It’s one of the Leanansidhe’s favorite pets.”
“Pet?” My face twisted up a little at the odd term. It was difficult to conceive of how anyone could keep such a dangerous creature as a pet. 
“Yes, she’s fed and nurtured the Baelric Banshee since it wandered into her domain. Now she means to feed it your son. If you can vanquish it to the world of spirits, its doom will wane and Conor will be safe.”
"What’s the world of spirits?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.”
“It is the eventual resting place for the souls of the departed, those who aren’t caught up in the ongoing machinations of our realms.”
So there was something beyond death. A hundred questions flooded my mind, and as I opened my mouth to ask, my father shook his head.
“I know little of the world of spirits. It is a realm beyond ours. Mortals do well to avoid it. It is anathema to your existence.”
Your existence. Not his existence. An important distinction but now hardly seemed the time to delve into it.
“Okay, well, how do I vanquish the banshee? You know, don’t you?”
My voice trembled with an awkward blend of anxiety and hope.
“Of course I do. I am Winter.” He folded his arms across his broad chest. “But my aid is not without conditions, my daughter. Before I tell you that, you must do something for me.”
I balked. What could he possibly want from me? My mother’s warnings came flooding back to me. Alasdair too had cautioned me against dealing with the Fae. Was it just my naiveté that I expected him to help me because he was my dad?
“Something for you? Like a favor?” I asked, wary of what a favor for my father might involve.
"Like payment for knowledge you ought to have spent your lifetime obtaining. This is Faerie, Nora. Nothing is free and it is high time you learned the way of things here. Everything has a price.” 
"Even saving your grandson's life?” I asked, scarcely able to believe what I was hearing.
“Has he not been spared?” My father pointed to my son’s body encased in the throne of ice. He was still breathing; the faint pulsing glow told me that much. It wasn’t that I wasn’t grateful, it just wasn’t what I’d expected.
My father stepped down off the raised dais. “You've been too long among the humans, my daughter. Entitlement is a human disease. I will not spoil you here. It might help you today, but it would be the death of you tomorrow. It's time you learned the way of your own people. Survival is earned. It's not a right. I will tell you how to vanquish the banshee but first I will teach you our ways.
I clenched my fists. My son was at death’s door and trapped in ice. Who knew what he must be thinking or feeling right now? All I wanted to do was save him from that misery, and my dad wanted to mansplain being fae to me. 
I shut my mouth before I said something I would regret. 
Like it or not, here, I was at his mercy. It would not help my cause to antagonize him.
"Can we save the fatherly lessons until after my son is safe? It’s a little hard for me to focus while he’s trapped like that.” 
I was trying to bargain but my father saw right through it. He stepped closer to me, his massive crown of antlers casting a shadow over me.
"If you are to be a part of this world, you need to learn that knowledge is power. The more of it you have, the stronger and safer you are. The safer they are.” He swept his hand from Conor to Shay. “I'm doing this for them, not for me.”
He made it seem like he was doing me the favor, but something inside of me told me there had to be an upside for him.
But it couldn’t hurt to hear him out.
"Okay, Dad, want do you want me to do?”
"We'll get to that, but first a lesson in Winter. We stand in Caisleán Geimhreadh, one of thirteen fortresses in Winter’s domain. It is the crown jewel from which all is governed. Each of the other strongholds rule territory presided over by my lieutenants, those who have earned greatest standing in the court. “In Faerie one profits on their merits, and dies for their failings. Only the strong prosper.”
I knew some of this already from the Otherworld Journal. What I couldn’t see was its relevance to my current predicament. "And?”
"One of the fortresses belonging to Winter has wavered in its allegiance. It's current occupant has no regard for the authority of the ice throne and does not send a tithe of its warriors to defend our borders. Robbed of its strength, we will invariably lose ground to Summer. That cannot happen.”
"So one of your little generals has gone off the reservation. Why not deal with him? You gave him his title. Can’t you just take it away?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
"Because he is already dead,” my father said, “and an usurper has claimed it for themselves. They defy me and are trying to bait me into removing them, which as we’ve discussed I cannot do with the Leanansidhe in the wind. Their persistent rebellion undermines my authority.”
I was struggling to work out how one of the most powerful beings in Faerie could so easily be frustrated by a stray rebel. "Undermine your authority, how?”
"Have you not been listening?” My father’s voice grew louder, causing Shay to jump. “In Winter, strength is won. By stealing the stronghold, and holding it in defiance of my rule, she flaunts my authority. Others watch closely for my answer. The longer it takes, the more my authority dwindles. The usurper rules in Mianaigh Shíoraí because the ruler with the true claim to the citadel has never shown up to claim it.”
"Sounds like something you ought to have taken up with them,” I replied. This little excursion seemed less and less my problem every minute.
“Oh, does it?” My father raised an eyebrow. “What do you think I'm doing now?”
His words rang in my ears, as his lips perked up into a smile.
"Wait, what?” I felt like he’d skipped a few steps there. 
How was this my problem?
"In Faerie, when a Sidhe kills their rival, they take their place, assimilating the fallen’s land into their own holdings. If they have no lands, they take their place and rule in their stead.”
My heart skipped a beat. But that would mean…
"That's right, Nora. You killed the Red Cap. Desoulis ruled Mianaigh Shíoraí and it is now yours by right. Only you never showed up to press your claim. So, a traitor sits in your place, spurning the authority of the ice throne and trying to bait me into a fruitless conflict.”
"I only killed the Red Cap because he was hunting my family,” I protested. “I don’t want any part of this mess.”
“The reason doesn’t matter," my father replied. “And this mess is as much your birthright as the power you wield without thought of the consequences. You killed him. You wield his sword. Everyone here has seen it. You are the rightful ruler of Mianaigh Shíoraí, and until you take your place and evict the usurper that stands there, I will not give you what you want. It is that simple.”
"You want me to retake a stronghold? On my own? Are you mad?”
“Furious,” my father replied, clenching one fist before him. “But children make mistakes. It is a parent’s job to teach them.”
Had my father just called me a child? At forty-two, I was tempted to give him a piece of my mind. Then as I thought better of it, I realized in his eyes, I was still a child. Forty years was but the blink of an eye to someone who had existed as long as he had.
"The stronghold will recognize your authority,” my father added. “Once you show them what befell their master, they will have little other choice. Take your blade and make your claim.”
He made it sound so easy, but I doubted it would be that straightforward. In my experience, those with power seldom relinquished it easily.
“You deal with the usurper, and I will tell you everything you want to know about vanquishing the banshee.”
My confidence had taken a bit of a beating, along with the rest of me. I wasn’t sure that I was up to the task. "What if I fail?”
Oberon looked at me, his lip curling in distaste.
"I would not recommend it,” he replied coolly. “Besides, you are my blood. This is well within your power. I will watch over the children and ensure no harm comes to them. The sooner you go, the sooner you will return.”
"Wait, you want me to leave them here with you?”
Oberon cocked his head to the side. "Well, Conor isn't going anywhere, now is he? Would you like to drag your daughter through the most hostile reaches of the Faerie? That is probably the worst idea I've ever heard.”
I pointed at him. "You don't get to say a damn thing about parenting.” 
My voice wavered as emotions that had spent a lifetime bottled up within me threatened to bubble over.
"Oh, don't I?” he asked. “And whose fault is that? Take that blame and focus it where it belongs. With your mother. In the meantime, from one expert to another, I'd recommend against taking your child with you. She is a weakness your enemy will exploit.”
That was the thing about dealing with the fae. You knew they could not lie, but sometimes you wondered just how much truth was really in their words. I thought of every interaction I’d ever had with Winter and knew there was more than I would have liked.
The Red Cap had tried to take my children for leverage. It stood to reason this usurper might use Shay’s presence against me.
“Fine. Shay can stay, but I don’t want her leaving your sight. Understood?”
“Agreed,” my father said. “That would be safest. At least until you have greater standing in the court. Right now, people may know you're my blood, but until you learn to act in the authority you were born to, you will not inspire obedience in them. 
“Your children are only as safe as you make them. Do this, and not only will you save your son, but you will give all who might otherwise turn their hand against you a reason to think twice. It's for your own good.”
My shoulders sagged as I caved.
"Fine. How am I supposed to get to this Mianaigh Shíoraí place anyway?”
"I shall provide a guide. As for the stronghold itself, that pixie you retain knows it inside out. Isn’t that right, Sleet?”
There was a trembling in my pocket, and I remembered Sleet was hiding in there. He hadn’t said a word since we’d arrived in the citadel. This place was responsible for the worst memories in his life. My father killed his parents for helping my mother escape and exiled him to the Red Cap’s service.
"I trust you remember the way?”
Sleet pulled my pocket closed, so that he couldn’t be seen.
"Yes," he squeaked, “I remember.” 
The poor thing was shaking. It irked me that my father seemed completely oblivious to his obvious trauma.
“Good. Show her to the stables and tell Jaron to lend you my steed. He will make the journey far swifter than it would be on foot. You’ll be back before you know it.”
I wrapped one arm around Shay. Vex was rubbing up against her leg, looking content. The sight of my son, trapped in ice and vulnerable, still hurt. I lifted my eyes to meet my father’s.
"Swear to me that you will keep them safe,” I whispered.
"You would extract an oath from the King of Winter?”
"No, I would expect one from my father. Swear it to me and I will do this, but I'm not leaving this room until you do.”
"I swear it," Oberon said, stepping closer to me. The whole room seemed to hum in response to the power he unleashed with his every word.
I swallowed. “Good.”
Taking a deep breath, I turned to Shay and pulled her tight. “Stay close to your grandfather. Do what he says and keep an eye on Conor. He needs you now more than ever.”
Shay nodded. “I will, Mum. I promise.”
"Ok, sweetie, I'll be back as soon as I can.”
Leaving them there like that made my heart feel like it might burst, but there was nothing for it. It had to be done if I was to save my son.
I was reluctant to leave, but my father had given his oath. If there was something I knew with perfect clarity, it was that he could not break it. Bound to his oath, he would do everything in his power to ensure no ill befell them. 
I gave her a kiss on her forehead and with a heavy heart, turned and made my way out of the throne room.
“Sleet,” I whispered as I passed through the immense doors, “I'm gonna need help, buddy. I don't know my way around here.”
Sleet poked his head out of my jacket pocket, looking around tentatively.
"It's okay. It’s just us. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
Sleet shook as he clung to my leather jacket. "He is not nice.”
"I know, buddy, but we’re kind of stuck with him. I'm sorry you had to go through that, but it's the only way I can save Conor. I would do the same for you in a heartbeat.”
"You would?" Sleet asked, looking up at me.
"Of course. You're part of the family. That's what we do. We help each other.”
Sleet smiled and pointed down an immense stone corridor. “We go this way.”
I started forward. Groups of fae courtiers and Sidhe warriors lined the hall, seemingly waiting for my audience with their master to end. We walked past them without a word as they gawked at us. 
Their eyes followed us down the hall, but I paid them little heed. I didn't care for their machinations, not with so much else at stake. 
Following Sleet’s directions, I made my way down the hall, turned down another corridor, and found a pair of ice trolls standing at attention, flanking the corridor. They were every bit as large and as ugly as the one who had tried to kill me in the library. Only neither of these moved, and they were clad entirely in hardened fae metal. 
When they didn’t try to stop us, I quickened my step, hurrying past them and down a grandiose stairway.
"This way to the stables, Nora,” Sleet said, guiding me down the stairs and through a grand entry hall with enormous ice statues running down either side. Then he steered us off the main thoroughfare and into a narrow corridor. 
"Sleet, are you sure this is the right way?” I asked, the passage a little claustrophobic for my tastes.
"Positive,” Sleet replied. “This is the servant's way, much quicker, and less mean creatures."
As we made our way along the corridor, pixies and sprites whizzed past us, running to and fro as they carried out the business of the citadel.
Sleet led me through the castle and out into the yard. No sooner had my boots touched snow, than the temperature outside became all too apparent. I shivered as I pulled my jacket tight around me. 
I was going to freeze to death out here. 
Fortunately, it was only a quick trip across the yard to a building set in the immense stone walls of the citadel.
We opened the door and stepped inside. Score one for Sleet’s memory. Dozens of stalls lined the length of each wall. It had to be the stables.
"What are you doing in here?" a shrill voice shouted. “I'll have you flogged if you touch one of the king’s herd without orders.”
I followed the voice to its source. Standing at the entrance to a nearby stall was a gnome. He barely reached my waist, but he held a large riding crop in one hand, brandishing it wildly.
He wore a thick winter coat and leather boots.
“Tell me your business or I’ll tan your hide," the little gnome cried. 
More gnomes stuck their heads out from the various stalls around us, intrigued about what all the racket was about.
"Jaron, I presume?"
"That's right. Who's asking?”
I leaned down. “Nora, daughter of Oberon, the King of Winter. What was that you said about tanning my hide?”
The little gnome just about fell over as he backed away, his pupils dilating as his eyes almost bulged out of their sockets.
“I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I meant no offense by it. It’s cleaning day. We weren’t expecting anyone. We need to muck out the stalls…” 
His voice trailed off as he rambled something approximating an apology.
In the pecking order of the Winter Court, he’d just bit a dragon on the ass.
“Easy, Jaron, I’m not here to bust your chops. I just need a ride. Dad said you could help.”
"So the King has a daughter?" The gnome shook his head. “The rumors were true then.”
"For better or worse,” I replied. “And now I’m headed to Mianaigh Shíoraí and good old Dad said I could borrow his steed. Can you help me with that?”
"His steed?" Jaron replied. “Good luck with that.”
I cocked my head to the side. “What do you mean?”
The gnome looked down at his boots. “Well, if he offered you his steed, it seems that the King wants to test you."
"Test me?” I didn’t like the sound of that. “Test me how?”
"Nobody rides a maelstrom,” Jaron replied. “The last person who tried, I was scraping off the floor of the stall for weeks. Maelstrom doesn't take kindly to anyone but the King.”
"Look, I'm not particularly fussy,” I replied. Dad’s horse was sounding like more trouble than he was worth. “I’ll take any steed you give me.”
Jaron shook his head. "The king's orders are the king's orders. Come with me.”
He led me down the aisle between the stalls. Each stall sheltered a horse, gnomes fussed over their care. Beyond those stalls were larger enclosures. They featured several large yak-like creatures wearing saddles, and I wondered if one of those wasn’t more my speed. I wasn’t really a horse rider anyway.
Beyond the yaks stood a series of massive enclosures with reinforced gates. 
A rumbling growl carried through the stables. It was coming from behind the reinforced doors.
"What are in those?" I asked.
"War mammoths,” Jaron replied. “Very tough, but too slow for your journey. Come along, come along.” 
The gnome rushed down the aisle, hurrying me along as he made his way through the stables. At the very end of the row stood a stall that bore a massive solid gold motif of my father set in the door.
The stag antlers were unmistakable.
Jaron placed his hand on the motif and the lock whirred to life. A series of cogs turned somewhere in the wall, and the massive door retracted into a recess in the wall. 
As the door peeled open, a derisive snort sent hay shooting in every direction as a huge black hoof pawed the ground. 
My eyes traced the muscled leg up to its torso, along a long neck, past a brilliant black mane to its head.
A deadly two-foot-long horn of polished bone protruded from the front of its skull.
My father’s ride was a unicorn.
The creature reared up on its hind legs, snorting as its forelegs flailed inches from my face.
I didn’t move. I didn’t dare.  




Chapter 17


The charcoal black unicorn slammed its hooves back into the stone floor of the stall, sending hay flying in every direction as its eyes settled on me. 
"Sweet mother of mercy,” I breathed as its horn rested less than a foot from my face. “That’s a unicorn.”
Part of me wanted to run. Part of me wished I'd bought Shay with me. She would have just about lost her mind over this. 
"Not just a unicorn," Jaron replied. “This is Maelstrom, King of the Unicorns. The king’s line.”
He reached into his leather apron, plucked out a luscious red apple, and held it at his eye level.
"Behave yourself, Maelstrom. If you eat me, the King is going to be all kinds of pissed."
The unicorn gave another snort that I took for agreement. 
Jaron flicked the apple high. It arced through the air, heading toward Maelstrom.
The black unicorn caught it with his razor-sharp teeth, splitting it and spraying juice everywhere.
I couldn't help but notice Jaron spoke to the creature as an equal. He didn't treat him like a beast of burden. Which made sense to me. According to the Otherworld Journal, unicorns were highly intelligent creatures. 
Jaron set down the crop and entered the stall, never taking his eyes off the massive unicorn. 
Maelstrom regarded me with curiosity, his eyes a brilliant sapphire that caught the light from the chandelier that hung overhead.
That had to be a fire hazard with all the hay.
Then I realized the chandelier didn’t have any candles on it. Like the chandeliers in the throne room, this one too was covered in glowing pixies.
I pointed at them and nudged Sleet. “What’s with all the little folk lights?” "Everyone serves the Winter King,” he replied, “each in their own way.”
Turning my mind back to the task at hand, I stepped toward Maelstrom. Up close, the horn looked all the more intimidating. 
He would have no trouble whatsoever goring me or anyone else to death with it. 
Even as I approached him, I could feel the tremendous power in him. Maelstrom was more than he seemed, and he certainly seemed more than impressive enough.
"If I looked on you with my Winter sight, what would I see?" I asked softly, speaking to him as he stared back into my soul.
Maelstrom’s eyes glistened like a storm. He was a glorious creature of might and magic, and I could feel the power within him as his sapphire eyes danced.
It spoke volumes to the indomitable spirit within him.
"Hello, Maelstrom. I’m Nora, and I have an urgent errand from my father, the King of Winter. I go to do his will. Time is of the essence, and I need a steed as swift as the wind, strong as an ox, and mighty as winter herself. Will you take me?”
As I stared at the majestic creature before me, I knew instinctively it wasn't his place to be cowed or cajoled into service. Maelstrom bore those he deemed worthy. How would he view me? I held out my hand, not making a move, just holding it still between me and Maelstrom. Waiting for the king of creatures to make his move.
The unicorn sniffed me. 
He took a step forward and pushed his nose against my hand.
Taking that as a sign of approval, I ran it to his neck and rubbed his flank. 
“You are the most incredible creature I've ever seen,” I whispered.
Maelstrom pawed at the hay, preening in the praise.
"What do you say? Will you come with me to Mianaigh Shíoraí? I would have you over any other. But only if you wish to.”
Maelstrom bucked his head in assent and let out a high pitched whiney.
"It's settled then. Do you need something to eat before our journey?”
There was an awkward throat clearing.
"What is it?" I asked Jaron, drawing closer to the stable master. "Out with it."
"The apple was more of a bribe than a meal. He’s been well fed already, but Maelstrom here can be pretty finicky with the staff. So we’re always sure to give him a treat to keep him in a good mood. But if you’re ready to depart, we can make him ready."
"Yes, please." 
I was only too aware that I'd left Alastair alone at Sea World contending with an army of problems there. I knew time traveled differently in Faerie, but it certainly didn't stop altogether. Sea World would still be a battle ground in the mortal realm while I ran errands for my father here. The sooner I could find this banshee's weakness, and get back to help Alisdair, the better. 
When Jaron didn't move, I wondered if he was waiting for payment, or a tip or something else from me. Australia wasn't big on tipping, and I certainly wasn't aware of what the correct tipping culture was here.
"What is it, Jaron? I don't have all day."
The little gnome looked me up and down. "I don't mean to tell you your business, Nora, but you can't travel to Mianaigh Shíoraí like that. You'll freeze to death."
I looked down at my motorcycle jacket and jeans and knew he was right. Just the trip across the yard had almost frozen my butt cheeks together. It was going to take a long hot bath and a nice soak to get any feeling back in my posterior. On the plus side, the numbness might help with the saddle soreness. At least one could hope.
"I am of Winter,” I answered, trying not to appear weak.  “But if you insist, I’ll take a cloak with me. Can you fetch one?"
"I shall fetch the seamstress three," Jaron replied, walking to the door of the stall. 
Before I could ask what that was, he shouted into the stables, "Fetch the seamstress three! The mistress has need of them."
I wasn't entirely sure how I felt about being referred to as the mistress. But I supposed the little stable master wasn't sure of my actual status in the court. 
Not surprising given I didn't have much of a clue myself. I was the recently discovered child of one of the King’s consorts, so I was sure he could have thought of worse things to call me.
"No need to shout," a high pitch voice answered.
"None at all," a second voice cried. "The King already summoned us."
Three tiny pixies the size of my hand swooped around the door and into the stall. Each of them was dressed in elegant formal dresses, their translucent wings fluttering behind them keeping them afloat. Behind the three pixies, two creatures trotted along carrying bolts of fabric, at least half a dozen of them. The large creatures seemed to struggle under the load.
The creatures were part human, except for goat’s ears, horns, tails, and legs. 
Satyrs, I thought. They had to be. I had read all about them in the Otherworld Journal, but they looked even more fascinating in person.
"Imagine asking us to clothe the Princess without proper notice," the third pixie exclaimed with disdain. She was wearing a ruby red dress that almost shone in the low light of the stables. 
"How are we meant to do our best work with no preparation?“ another pixie said. “It simply won't do, won't do at all."
They zoomed around me, fussing as they poked and prodded me with their fingers.
I looked from the pixies to the Satyrs and their massive bolts of fabric. Did they really mean to make me something from scratch? They were complaining about not having enough time. I didn’t want to appear ungrateful, but I definitely didn't have the luxury of sitting around while they made me a new outfit.
"Ladies, I appreciate your assistance, but you really needn't worry on my account. If you could just grab me a cloak, or something I can throw on over what I'm wearing, that will be more than enough."
I thought I was making their life easier, but the look of abject disgust that crossed their faces told me I had missed the mark.
"Send you out in any old cloak?" The pixie in blue zipped around me, shaking her head. "It wouldn't do. The King would be furious."
"Yes, he was very clear," the pixie in green trilled. "Warm and safe, that's the order of the day. And we shan't let the King down, shall we ladies?"
There was a chorus of vehement assent from the other seamstresses.
"Okay, okay," I said, holding up my hands to placate them. "But whatever you can do swiftly would be appreciated. I am on my father's errand. And we both know the King doesn't like to be kept waiting."
I might not have had any standing in the court, but my father was the king. So I borrowed a little of that authority to motivate my new friends. I got the distinct impression they would spend all day tutting and complaining before they even picked up needle or thread.
"We know, dear," the pixie in blue said. "Why do you think he sent for us? The finest seamstresses in Winter, no doubt about it."
I just hoped they were the quickest too.
"The real question is, what style do you prefer?" the pixie in green asked. "Something formal, like the Sidhe in court wear? Or something fierce, better suited to the battlefield?"
I looked down at my leather jacket and jeans. My taste in clothes was pretty simple. Much like my budget had been until a few weeks ago.
I thought of where I was headed, and my usual day to day activities. "I quite like what I have on, and I do have to ride often. So something practical would be lovely."
Most of that riding was on Alisdair’s motorcycle, but that was neither here nor there.
The red pixie landed on my shoulder and ran her finger along it. "Oh, real leather. A little worn, but one can't argue with class."
"I'm sure we could," the pixie in green replied. "But leather really does make a statement."
"Right, it's settled then," the pixie in blue said as she turned to the satyrs. "Bring me the black leather, Borontus. Calicus, can you please take the others back to our chambers? There is no need getting straw in them for nothing."
The closest of the two satyrs, one with mottled white and brown fur, handed off all but one of the bolts of fabric to his companion, who made his way out of the stables, clutching the bolts.
Borontus took several steps forward and held the bolt by its ends as if he were a portable rack. I took a closer look at what I had thought was fabric, but on closer inspection actually seemed to be a bolt of blackened leather, stitched together into a continues roll. 
The seamstress three drew from their belts miniature needles, and brandishing them like wands, set about their task. Power flowed from the little pixies as they zipped about me. I felt a tightening around my stomach and looked down to find my jacket zipper had entirely vanished. The two halves of the leather jacket had seemingly knit themselves together. How had they done that?
It was tighter than I would have liked, but not so tight as to be a corset which I considered to be a torture device on a good day. The leather twisted and was reshaped under the deft hands of the tiny pixies. 
More leather flew off the bolt, wrapping itself around my waist and down my legs. It layered itself over the top of my jeans. No sooner would the edges join, then one of the pixies would fly by, and stitches would materialize to join the two halves of the leather together. 
Within a few moments, precious little of my jacket remained, as it was rapidly reshaped into a tight leather top, with a high collar around my neck that ran down to a point that vanished into my cleavage. As more and more of my jacket disappeared, I clutched my hands to my pockets. Glass clinked in one, and Sleet hid in the other.
"Not the pockets," I protested. "I need those."
"Of course, dearie," shouted the blue seamstress. "We aren't monsters, and we do love a good pocket ourselves."
"Where else would we tuck all our haberdashery?" The green pixie said as she ducked under my raised arm.
Content that they would not rob me of my one truly functional necessity, I watched utterly transfixed at the speed with which they worked. I'd seen magic used to destroy and to maim, but I'd never seen it used to create something so impressive.
The seamstress three were truly masters of their craft. In no time at all, I had a leather ensemble from head to foot. It was an inch or two tight around the waist, but otherwise fit me like a glove. 
I felt something come to rest on my shoulders and turned to find a massive leather cloak that the green pixie fastened in place with a length of gold chain. The chain alone had to be worth a small fortune. 
With the cloak in place, the pixies zipped around pointing their pins at my outfit as bursts of pixie-launched arcana struck me.
The first one was a surprise, but still I felt nothing as the magic dissipated into the leather.
"What are you doing?" I asked as the seamstress three continued what I could only describe as a firework bombardment of my new ensemble.
"Strengthening the fabric, dear, just in case," the blue seamstress said.
"In case of what? I eat lunch?" I asked, trying to fidget with the fit around my stomach.
"In case someone tries to kill you, dear. Your father would rather they didn't."
The leather fabric stiffened under their assault as they poured magic into it. Its color deepened and took on a lustrous black sheen like a polished set of boots.
When they were done, the three pixies pulled up in front of me, hovering in the air as they admired their handiwork.
"What do you think?" the green pixie asked as she traced an outline in the air before her. The outline solidified into a polished mirror clear enough I could see my reflection in it. I turned one way, and then the other.
Sure, a little bit of silver and it would have made the sort of outfit a dominatrix would have been proud of, but I had to admit it looked pretty bad ass.
"Ladies, you crushed it. Just one question though? How do I get in or out of it?"
"A zipper on the back," the green pixie replied.
What? I reached around beneath the cloak and sure enough, a zipper ran right up the back of the outfit. When had that got there? Getting in or out was going to take some practice, but a worthwhile sacrifice given just how good I looked. Even my boots looked a little sleeker than they had before.
"Angels, the lot of you," I replied. 
The three little pixies beamed at each other.
"It's true what they say, the seamstress three are the finest in all of Winter. I shall tell my father what you've done."
I really had no idea what reputation the women had, but it didn’t hurt to praise them for their efforts.
"Safe travels, Nora,” the blue seamstress said as she motioned for Borontus to follow. "We shall see you on your return."
I wished the little pixies well and turned to find Maelstrom saddled and wearing a set of reins. I couldn't help but think my new outfit went well with his majestic coat.
"What do you think, handsome?" I asked as I ran my hand along his neck.
Maelstrom let out a whinny that I took as his approval.
"It's time to go," I replied. "Go easy on me. It's my first time riding a unicorn."
Maelstrom squatted on his back haunches as if he were going to sit. It made it a lot easier to reach the saddle. I grabbed the saddle horn and swung my leg over his back, pulling myself into place.
Maelstrom started forward, his movements smoother than I would have expected for a creature his size. I waved to Jaron as we exited the stall and made our way through the stables. As we moved out into the yard, a powder white stallion fell in beside us.
Turning, I saw the familiar face of Silas staring back at me from beneath the edge of his wide brimmed felt hat.
The Winter Shard, my father's assassin or bodyguard, depending on who you asked and what role he was filling on that particular day.
"Long time no see, Silas. It's almost as if you gave me the space I asked for."
My father had tasked him with keeping me safe. I’d thought he was trying to kill me. After we’d foiled the Leanansidhe’s plot, I’d asked my father to give me some space. I hadn't seen Silas again since, but there were times I'd had the nagging suspicion I was being watched.
"Almost is probably the right word," he replied with a wry smile.
"One of these days, you're going to need to start listening to me," I replied.
"The day you sit on your father's throne," Silas replied. "May it never come."
I could have taken offence at that, but I got the feeling it was motivated by an affection and loyalty for my father, rather than a distaste for me, so I let it slide.
"We both share that hope," I replied as Maelstrom made his way toward the gates of Caisleán Geimhreadh. "To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?"
"I am to be your protection and your guide," Silas replied. "As well as Maelstrom knows the ways, your father wishes me to ensure you make it safely to Mianaigh Shíoraí."
"Very well, lead the way," I replied, glad I had someone else along for the ride.
"Do try to keep up," Silas called as he urged his steed forward. The stallion launched into a canter, passing through the gates as they opened before us.
"Think you can keep up?" I asked Maelstrom, a little laughter in my voice.
No sooner were the words out of my mouth than the unicorn took off, chasing the stallion through the gates. His loping strides devoured the distance between us and them in a matter of moments.
A series of paved roads ran down the snowy mountain. I didn’t envy whoever had the task of clearing them, but someone or something had clearly been at work recently. The fresh snow was heaped on either side of the road.
We had probably gone less than a kilometer when Silas veered onto a smaller side road.
The stallion accelerated, and Maelstrom lengthened his pace to match it. The gradient of the downward slope grew steeper and steeper, and I found myself sliding forward in the saddle, pressed up against the saddle horn, holding it with one hand and the reins with the other. 
It was almost as if we were cantering down the face of a cliff.
The path veered, curving around the mountain as it ran toward the next peak in the range.
Abruptly, it leveled, but when I raised my eyes back to the road, we appeared to be racing head long into a stone wall.
"Maelstrom?" I called. "That's a wall."
The unicorn ignored me and lengthened his stride, blindly chasing after Silas and his mount.
We were hurtling headfirst at a wall of stone, at a pace I was fairly sure was going to turn me into a pancake. Or equally as bad, hurl me off my steed’s back when he finally decided to brake.
My heart rate quickened as the wall of stone approached. I was tempted to close my eyes but forced myself to keep them open.
At the very last moment, I realized the wall of rock wasn't solid. It was in fact two separate walls of stone that only appeared to overlap. Between the two faces was a path about six feet wide. Maelstrom deftly made the turn, and I found myself in a canyon between two cliff walls, hurtling toward a rift of swirling colors that shifted like a kaleidoscope.
It was impossible to see anything beyond it, but Silas headed straight for it regardless.
Maelstrom was only a step behind him as he plunged into the portal.
I scarcely had time to hold my breath as my mighty black unicorn charged into the rainbow rift.




Chapter 18


One moment we were in Faerie, the next we were in a strange new world. 
Faerie's wildlife might have been entirely different to the mortal realm, but its topography in many respects seemed similar. At least, the places I had been so far. But riding into this rift, we entered a reality wholly removed from anything I had ever experienced in my life.
Silas rode on, seemingly unperturbed by the sudden shift around us, but I couldn't help but stare in wonder.
It was like riding through a tunnel where the walls displayed the brilliant burst of colors you might find in a kaleidoscope. I found if I stared at them for too long, I began to feel a little ill.
The tunnel opened into a massive cavern, the roof of which was a shifting night sky. Stars glimmered overhead but they appeared to be in constant motion, like I was watching a time lapse of the night sky.
Silas turned, picking his path through the large chamber as if it was second nature. Then before I knew it, we were back in another tunnel. Unlike the first, the walls of this one seemed to be made of swirling mist.
Silas called over his shoulder, "Don't fall in there." 
He pointed to the swirling mists lining either side of the path.
I wasn't inclined to fall anywhere, but his warning did pique my curiosity. 
"Why not?" I called back.
"The last Sidhe I saw fall into the mists, we never heard from again."
Well, that wasn’t encouraging. I clung to the saddle horn a little tighter and whispered to my steed, "You'll take care of me, won't you, Maelstrom?"
The massive black unicorn let out a huff as if to ask what else he might do. I took a little comfort in that. The unicorn seemed surefooted over any terrain. Snow, boulder strewn pathways, even this place. Nothing seemed to faze him.
"What is this place?" I called to Silas.
"These are the Ways. You can think of them as pathways, shortcuts between places in Faerie. I don't understand how the magic works, but a small distance within the Ways equates to a much larger journey in Faerie. This is how the Fae move so quickly, even across the mortal realm. They traverse the larger distance within the Ways, and then open a portal into our world."
So he was human. I’d figured him for a scion. But the way he spoke of the Fae convinced me I was mistaken. 
"They are strange," I replied. “Don’t get me wrong, they are strange and beautiful. But something isn’t right here. They feel dangerous.”
"Extremely," Silas replied. "You have good instincts. You can encounter anything in here, Summer, Winter, the Wyldfolk who aren't loyal to either Court. There are even beasts native to this place, and none of them are to be tampered with lightly."
"What do we do if we see one?" I asked.
Silas tightened his hold on the reins. "We ride like the devil itself is after us."
The more he said, the less I wanted to be here but if we wanted to make it to Mianaigh Shíoraí in good time, this seemed like our only choice.
My anxiety turned out to be without merit. As we burst through another rift, the misty tunnel vanished and we were back in the mountains once more. Only there was far less snow here and the climate felt warmer than when we had entered the Ways. 
I had no way of knowing just how much ground we had covered, but I had the sneaking suspicion it was significant. Which made sense. The usurper in Mianaigh Shíoraí would doubtless have not had as much confidence in defying my father if the stronghold was closer to my father’s seat of power.
While we had passed through the Ways without any issue, I suspected moving an army, or a more significant force, through them would pose a greater risk of attracting the creatures native to them. Hence why a seeming enemy of Winter had remained firmly ensconced in one of her strongholds.
Silas slowed his pace as we approached a large stretch of cliff face. Set at ground level was a massive pair of metallic gates, fastened right into the mountain itself.
"Behold, Mianaigh Shíoraí," Silas said, pointing at the gates.
“What do you know about it?” I asked, as Maelstrom matched the pace of Silas’ steed.
“The name means the Eternal Mines. Its wealth is generated by the precious metals and gems mined from these mountain ranges. Other than that, not a great deal. It’s previous sovereign—”
“The Red Cap,” I chimed in.
“Yes, the Red Cap, Desoulis. He was not much of a host, and liked humans even less. I’ve only ever been inside once.”
“What can we expect?” I asked. “Will they even let us in.”
“That’s on you.” Silas shrugged. “By right, this stronghold is yours. If you can convince your subjects that is the case, they’ll open the gate.”
“Doesn’t sound particularly difficult,” I replied. “What’s the catch?”
“The usurper is unlikely to be so malleable,” Silas said slowly. “They may require some convincing.”
“And how would I do that?” I asked.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’re not even inside. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
“Very well. Let’s give it a knock and see if anyone is home.” I eased Maelstrom forward toward the gates.
“Oh, they already know we’re here,” Silas replied. “They’re watching us through the view ports.”
I scanned the cliff face around the door and found a handful of narrow slits, large enough to look through that likely did double duty as firing ports in a siege. The fact they hadn’t fired on us was an encouraging start.
I rode up to the gates and bellowed at the top of my voice, "I am Nora Byrne. I slew Desoulis in single combat, and by right Mianaigh Shíoraí is now my domain. Open the gates any who would win favor from the new lady of the mountain."
There was silence. I could feel their eyes on me, but still no one moved to comply with my instruction.
Maelstrom pawed at the rocky mountain road, seemingly frustrated with their lack of obeisance. 
"If you will not open the gates, I will open them myself," I called. 
It was mostly a bluff. I was good with ice and snow but had little mastery of other elements. I was fairly sure I could throw snowballs at the huge gates all day and not even scratch them. I was just banking on them not knowing that.
I drew on my power, drinking deeply of the arcane energy that seem to make up the very fabric of Faerie.
Before I could fashion it into a spell, there was a grinding whir and the gates of Mianaigh Shíoraí began to open.
The gates swung outward on huge hinges.
Standing between them was a Satyr. His fur was black with mottled brown splotches running down his legs. The horns on his head stuck through the brim of a large top hat. Instead of being naked around his torso, he wore the top half of a tuxedo coat, its tails falling to either side of his brown tail. 
"That won't be necessary," the Satyr called. "You are being granted an audience."
I rode up to him, Maelstrom towering over him. "Am I now?"
I was hoping to be intimidating, but the creature seemed utterly unfazed by my efforts. He pushed a set of wire-rimmed spectacles higher up his nose and nodded. "Indeed, I am to show you and your companion to the Great Hall."
"And you are…?" I asked, more than a little fascinated by his outfit. 
"Leroygantir," the creature replied, looking up at me. "My friends call me Leroy. I am the major domo of Mianaigh Shíoraí."
I wasn't sure what to think of the satyr. He'd granted me entrance to the mountain, but he didn't seem particularly warm. If what my father said was true, this stronghold and everyone in it were my subjects.
I thought back to what I knew of the Red Cap. He'd been a cold sadistic excuse for a creature. One that enjoyed inflicting misery on others. There was no telling what sort of terrors he'd inflicted on those he had gained dominion over.
"Can I call you Leroy?" I asked, testing where the major domo’s loyalties might lie.
"That remains to be seen," Leroygantir replied. "Follow me."
I went to dismount but Leroy stopped me. “The tunnels are more than big enough to accommodate your steeds, and you’ll make better time mounted. Follow me.”
The satyr turned and shot off into the stronghold. The speed at which he moved took me by surprise. His great goat hooves seemed perfectly suited for the task.
I urged Maelstrom after him, not wanting to lose sight of him as he bounded deeper into the stronghold. The sound of hooves against stone told me Silas wasn't far behind me.
The mountain stronghold was far larger than I had supposed. And the main thoroughfare was easily tall enough to accommodate riders sitting in the saddle, or perhaps larger creatures such as trolls. When I had fought the Red Cap, he'd had a wyvern. Perhaps it had made its roost here also. It would certainly explain the size of the tunnels.
All along the way, smaller tunnels and chambers broke off from the main highway, and I had to amend my estimation of the stronghold. It wasn’t just a castle. There was an entire labyrinthine city down here.
I noted that we were heading deeper into the mountain by the moment but the air circulation was surprisingly good. As was the lighting.
Above us, more little folk rested on chandeliers, just as they had in my father’s citadel. Only on closer inspection these ones seemed to be chained to it.
"Sleet?” I whispered. “Why are they in chains?"
The little pixie stuck his head out of my pocket and shivered. He'd been none too keen to come back here, and I could see why.
"The master kept them in chains so they didn't run away. Master was very mean. That's why Sleet ran the first chance I got."
It was utterly barbaric, enslaving them for their light. But I needed to focus on one problem at a time. 
Sleet vanished back into my pocket.
"Don't worry, I won't let anything happen to you."
"In this place,” Sleet whispered back, "it's you I'm worried about."
That did nothing to reassure me I was making the right choice in coming here.
We rode through the mountain stronghold. It would be easy to get lost down here. Once one left the larger central hall, it seemed like the stronghold was a rabbit warren of tunnels and chambers. It was filled with all manner of creatures: Winter sidhe, goblins, gnomes, and several trolls. 
Some seemed dressed for battle. Others wandered the paths dressed like miners, helmets on their head while they carried picks and shovels.
The pathway leveled out and Leroy made his way to a set of massive wooden doors.
He pushed them open. "I present to you the claimant, Nora Byrne. She who would rule the mountain."
I followed him into the chamber. It was filled with courtiers, not dressed quite as well as those in my father's court, but recognizable as such all the same.
The site of Maelstrom set the room alight with rumormongering and whispering.
"Silence in the court!" a woman bellowed. 
At the far end of the room stood a large throne formed of the same blue-tinged metal that seemed common to the Winter Court.
Atop it sat the usurper. 
She was a large goblin, dressed in a set of chainmail over which she wore a blue steel breastplate. More of the armor covered her long lanky limbs, and bedraggled black hair fell in matted waves to her shoulders. Her skin was the mottled green and gray shared by so many of the goblins I had passed in the tunnels, but she was somewhat taller. 
The goblin creature sat on my throne, her legs resting on the back of a smaller goblin that was on his hands and knees before it.
She smiled at me as I approached. Hers was not a kind visage, revealing a maw full of sharpened teeth. 
"Looks like an entitled brat has wandered in for lunch. Doesn't she look delicious?"
I edged Maelstrom forward, closer to the throne. 
He snorted derisively and the assembled courtiers backed away rather than risk being impaled on the massive spiral horn protruding from his forehead.
I swung down out of the saddle and approached the throne. Clearly, she was the largest bully in the place and on her former master's death had taken upon herself to continue his legacy. 
Fortunately, I knew how to deal with bullies.
"You appear to be in my seat," I said, resting my hands on my hips.
"Your seat?" The creature chortled. “Not on your life. This seat belongs to my husband, and I'm keeping it warm until he returns."
I eyed the malicious creature. Surely not? 
But the closer I looked, the more striking the similarity became. Could this wretched creature really be the Red Cap’s wife?
"If you are talking about Desoulis, he isn't coming back. He wandered where he should not have, and I cut off his head." I drew the Red Cap’s sword and held it aloft. 
"Your old master is dead," I shouted, turning so that all could see the blade in my hand. "What was his, is now mine. Including the mountain, its stronghold, and all of its subjects."
"Lies," the goblin hollered. "A doughy human like you could never have killed my husband."
The wart-faced bully was calling me fat? Really? I thought I looked rather dashing in my new outfit.
"Then where did I get his sword?" I replied. "The matter has already been heard by my father, Oberon, King of the Winter court, and the succession of Mianaigh Shíoraí is not in question. Now get out of my throne before I have you forcibly removed.”
The lanky goblin kicked the creature serving as her footstool, sending him tumbling across the floor with a yelp. 
She slid out of the throne, seething.
"You treacherous little snake," she hissed. "You think you can just come here, invoke Daddy's name, and we will all cower before you. You are mistaken."
She drew closer and closer, drawing herself to her full height, a good few inches taller than me as she sought to intimidate me.
I wasn't going to back down, so I simply raised the blade to meet her.
The goblin lashed out, the back of her gauntlet striking the blade and knocking it aside. She lunged forward, driving her other gauntleted fist into my stomach. I doubled over, the air driven from my lungs by her sucker punch. 
It appeared we had now come to the bridge. It was time to cross it.
She grabbed the back of my new outfit with both hands and hurled me down the central aisle of the Great Hall.
"I am Listera, mistress of Mianaigh Shíoraí. And I accept your challenge."
Challenge? I thought I was just going to toss her ass out of my mountain and be done with her. I should have known it wouldn't be that easy. 
I looked up, and the expression on Silas' face told me this was exactly how he’d expected it to go.
I could have done with a warning.
Not to worry. I’d bested her husband and that was without my secret weapon. 
The would-be goblin queen towered over me, but I stayed on my stomach, reaching into my pocket for Brunhildr's potions. 
Listera was in for a hell of a shock. Inside my pocket, something sharp pricked my skin. I yanked my hand out of the pocket and blood ran down my fingers.
Something had cut them.
A sickening sensation settled in my guts as I realized the vials had been broken.
When had that happened?
Probably while I was fighting the yeti in Sea World but there was no way of knowing for sure.
I should have checked them before I had strolled right into the hornet’s nest and kicked it. Half the reason I'd felt so confident was the fact I was packing the supercharged potions. Now all that was left of them was a handful of broken glass. When I’d patted my pocket, that was what had clinked. I hadn’t thought to check, and now I was up a certain creek without a paddle.
And I could really use a paddle right now.
I pushed myself to my feet, catching my breath, and turned to face Listera.
"Let all here witness that you refused to give me what was mine. I gave you a chance to walk away. You should have taken it."
"You talk too much," the goblin queen spat before she lunged forward. I brought her husband’s sword down in a brutal slashing motion. If she wanted to sucker punch me again, I was going to cleave her in half.
But Listera crossed her gauntlets in front fo her, catching the blow. She lashed out at me with her boot.
I turned to avoid the blow but it still clipped my waist and sent me spinning. Before I could recover, the goblin queen swept her leg, knocking my feet out from under me. I hit the stone floor. She followed me down, sinking her boot into me again, and again, and again.
I felt every one of the blows as they smacked into my tortured ribs. 
It should have broken them, but I suspected the protective charms worked into my outfit by the seamstress three was stopping my ribs from being shoved into my lungs.
The Red Cap’s sword clattered to the ground as I drew myself into the foetal position in an effort to protect my organs, and my precious friend still hiding in my pocket.
Whispers broke out in the chamber, but Listera ignored them, seemingly content to beat me to death. 
Maelstrom snorted but did not come to my aid. Neither did Silas. I suspected for the same reason. 
This challenge was between the two of us, for the mountain and everything in it. They couldn't intervene even if they wanted to.
Listera’s blows rained down, catching me in the kidneys, the stomach, and the back as I rolled to get away from her.
"Watch the little worm go," Listera said. "On your best day, my husband would have gutted you like a fish."
I hurt, everywhere. Muscles I hadn't used in weeks protested the abuse heaped on them by the goblin queen.
I was battered and bruised, and still Listera came. She was devoid of mercy, and she wasn't in a hurry. She had nowhere to go. She was happy to gradually bludgeon me to death, one blow a time.
She wanted all to see what became of those who challenged her rule. I tried to lash out with my boot, but she stomped on my ankle, stopping the clumsy strike before kicking me in the thigh hard enough I feared she'd dislocated my hip.
There was so much pain, tears welled up in my eyes. As the blows rained down, I felt a cold chill deep within me. 
It started at my soul and started to grow. 
There was a power to it, and I felt it flooding through my entire being. It brought with it a realization. I should have been dead. I had taken a beating at Sea World, and now this. The steel toed boots of the goblin queen should have been more than enough to kill me. But while every blow felt like pure agony, I was still breathing.
Humans weren't made for this kind of punishment. Frankly, we were pretty fragile vessels on a good day. And I was having a horrific one.
The more Listera wailed on me, the more apparent it became.
I was a lot more scion than I believed, and the power of Winter within seemed to keep me moving in spite of the suffering I endured.
As I rolled onto my back, Listera dropped onto my stomach, sitting on me. Grabbing the front of my leather top, she lifted my head off the floor and punched me in the face. The metal gauntlet split my skin and blood ran down my face.
But instead of knocking me out cold, it simply made the force of Winter within me all the angrier.
I grabbed the top of her breastplate and yanked her toward me. As she hurtled down, I lowered my head and drove my forehead into her crooked green, wart covered nose.
Her nose broke, and the sound of it made me smile.
Listera reeled, dizzy from the sudden blow. Her momentary confusion gave me the opening that I needed. 
I grabbed her and lifted her off my waist. Finding strength I didn’t even know I had, I lifted her until she was above me. 
Channeling the wintry wrath that was surging within me, I unleashed it on her at point blank range. The torrent of ice and wind launched her off me. 
Listera screamed all the way to the ceiling where she slammed into it with bone breaking force.
As gravity took hold of her, she came plunging back toward me. I rolled out of the way, scooped up her husband’s sword, and dragged myself to my feet as she slammed into the rocky floor, hard enough to shatter those pointy teeth she had leered at me with.
I wrapped one hand through the greasy mane of jet-black hair, yanked her head back, and with one smooth motion, I cut off her head.




Chapter 19


The throne room of Mianaigh Shíoraí went completely still as Listera's body hit the ground. I gripped her lifeless head in one hand, and her husband's sword in the other. 
Turning, slowly, in a circle, I ran my eyes over the assembled courtiers. My whole body hurt, but the surging power of winter within drowned out the pain and protests of my weary frame.
"Let it be known that Nora Byrne prevailed here today. And that I am the lady of Mianaigh Shíoraí, now and forever more. If there is anyone who would dispute that, step forward now."
I held up the blade as a disincentive. I didn't expect any takers. That was what tended to happen when you find the biggest bully in the yard and kick their teeth in. Or in this case, cut off their head.
My whole body shook. Not with fear but with adrenaline. I felt alive. For the first time in years, I felt like I really knew who I was. Part of me that had always been missing had been found.
Here, in Faerie, at a place between life and death, I’d learned something I had never before considered.
I'd always thought of myself as a freak. The magical talent in me was something that set me aside from others. I wasn't entirely human, nor was I entirely Fae. I wasn't enough of anything to have a true identity.
Those were the lies I'd been telling myself since the day I discovered my magical talents. Sure, my mother had helped hide the truth from me. But I had bought into the story, and I had told myself them every day as I stared in the mirror.
But they were all lies. Lies I had embraced in part because I was scared at what the truth might be. 
No more.
This was who I was. A queen of ice and stone. There was enough winter running through me to allow me to endure things no human ought to be able to survive. And enough human in me to ensure I wasn't cold, detached, and desensitized from those who needed help. 
I always feared I would fall short. But today, I had triumphed. I had come through for my son when he needed me the most.
A cheer went up from the assembled courtiers. From some it seemed genuine. From others, I could see that thinly veiled frustration at having the existing world order toppled.
I ignored their jealous stares as I strode to my throne and sat down upon it.
"Things are going to be very different around here," I said.
"I did not pick this fight," I began. "Your last master, the Red Cap, came for me and my family. We are the offspring of Oberon, King of Winter. Desoulis sought to use us as leverage against my father. His foolishness cost him his life."
I held up Listera's head. "Her loyalty to that cause cost Listera her head."
An awkward silence settled over the room, and I let them marinate in it. I wanted any who would stand against me to know the lengths I would go to protect my family.
"Let it be known through all of Mianaigh Shíoraí that the mountain and all who dwell in it, are loyal to me, and by extension my father. Those who cannot accept that have until I return to depart in peace. I will not pursue you. But if you ever set your hand against me, there is nowhere you can run that I won't find you." 
The courtiers stood, absolutely unmoving. There wasn't a soul in the chamber who dared to break ranks. I knew there would be those who would slip out quietly, when court concluded, but I didn't mind. I had never been a Queen before, but I would rather a few loyal followers than a roomful of traitors waiting to stick a knife in my back.
"While it will take me some time to get up to speed and organise the affairs of my domain, one thing starts now. Sleet, out you come."
Sleet reluctantly stuck his head out of my pocket. He was the real reason I had rolled into the foetal position. I’d do anything to protect my family. 
"Out here where they can all see you," I said.
Sleet took flight briefly before landing on the arm of my throne. 
"This is Sleet. Some of you may know him. He is a member of my house, and my trusted messenger. When I am not here, I will send my word through him."
There was an unusual stirring in the court. I could tell from their reaction they were not used to having one of the little folk preside in such a position of authority. They were not going to like my second point of business any more than the first.
"Second, all little folk living within the mountain are to be freed."
A murmuring protestation filled the chambers. I silenced them by holding up Listera’s severed head.
"Free. As are any that choose to seek refuge here. If they are to give of their light, so that we can all live within the mountain, they will not do so as slaves but as valued members of my house. See to it that you follow these first instructions closely, because it is how I will measure your loyalty to the mountain and your continued place in it. Court dismissed."
As one, the courtiers made their way out of the chamber. I had no doubt I had just ruffled a few feathers. But if I was going to rule here, I would not perpetuate the cruelty and unfairness of those before me. I would be the change I wanted to see here.
The chamber emptied save for Leroygantir who approached the throne.
“Is there something you wish to say to me, Leroygantir?"
“You are a most unusual person.” He bowed. "And you can call me Leroy."
“I’m glad to hear that,” I replied, easing back into my throne. “I was hoping I could count on your support.”
“Of course.” The Satyr looked down at his feet. “I, uh, am wondering if you wish to retain my services as major domo?”
“Can you see that my instructions today are carried out to the letter?” I asked, setting down the Red Cap’s sword.
“Of course, my lady. It would be my privilege.” Leroy bowed once more.
“Good, then see that they are. On my return, if things are in order, I shall make your appointment permanent.”
“Return?” Leroy’s voice took on a note of panic. “Are you going somewhere?”
I nodded. “I’m afraid so. I have business in my father’s court and some personal matters to settle in the mortal realm, but I will return as soon as I am able.”
“I see,” he replied. “If you are coming and going through the mortal realm, you best take an earthing stone with you. You shouldn’t risk the Ways every time you would come or go.”
I leaned forward in my throne, and Leroy backed up. 
“I’m sorry, my lady, I don’t presume to tell you your business.”
Holding up my hand to stop his frenzied apology, I interrupted him. “What is an earthing stone?”
Leroy made his way over to Listera’s corpse. Reaching for a leather thong that was around what was left of her neck, he pulled it off her. A black shard of obsidian like stone hung from it.
He made his way back to the throne and presented it to me. The thong was a little bloodstained, but the obsidian seemed to pulse with a life of its own.
"Forgive the condition, my lady, but this is an earthing stone. It is how the last master came and went from the mountain freely. It is made of a substance common to Mianaigh Shíoraí. It makes it easier to travel between the mortal realm and the mountain."
I didn't understand and looked to Silas for an explanation.
"Faerie intersects with the mortal realm in a great many places. If you are to part the veil, here and now, you would likely emerge in the mountain ranges of southern Europe. When one travels through the veil, you have many possibilities based on your intent. You can emerge in the geographical location corresponding with your location in the normal world. Or you can part the veil and move to a place whose character and atmosphere matches where you are in either world. Or if you have sufficient power, like your father, or a shortcut like this earthing stone, you can move between two points almost at will. Think of it like a focus that will make opening a portal from wherever you are, to the mountain, easier."
"But what happens when I want to go home? This earthing stone will be with me, right? Won’t I need something to get home from here?"
"Yes," Silas replied, “Leroy, I don't suppose you have—"
Before he could even finish the question, the Satyr produced a flat slab of the obsidian-like stone from his pocket.
"Take this, my lady, that some of the mountain might always be at your other dwelling, ensuring an enduring link between your domains."
I didn’t mention that my other domain was a rented three-bedroom, two bathroom house in Beenleigh. I felt that might detract from the image I was trying to establish.
"Leroy, I think we're going to get along splendidly," I replied, as I slipped the stone into my pocket.
"Be careful with that," Silas replied. “It's extremely valuable and can only be found here. There are vagabonds in Faerie who would kill for less.”
"Noted." I pat my pocket. It was not likely to break like the glass bottles, so it ought to be fine for the time being.
"Leroy, we really must be getting back to my father's court. I shall leave you in charge and if I need anything, I will send word with Sleet.”
"Of course, my lady. I will see your instructions here carried out immediately. An interesting choice to free the little folk."
"How so?" I asked. "Speak plainly, Leroy."
"It will change the balance of power," he replied. "But of those most upset by it, are also those amongst the court most likely to side with the old masters against you. In the past, cruelty was rewarded here. I imagine those you have angered will take their leave of the mountain. But once word spreads, more of the little folk will gather here where their presence is rewarded and protected."
I smiled at the thought of pixies flooding to the mountain. 
"Let the brutes go," I replied. "But they are to take none of my subjects with them, am I understood?"
Leroy nodded. "I will see it done."
I rose from the throne, cleaned my blade on Listera, and pushed it back into its sheath.
"Spread the word, Leroy. There is a new Lady of the mountain."
Listera’s head in hand, I approached Maelstrom, who sat to make it easy for me to swing my leg over him. 
"It is a bright new day," Leroy replied with a bow. "I will fetch the heralds."
I nodded and lifted the reins. "Maelstrom, take me home."
The majestic unicorn pawed the ground before launching forward. He burst out of the throne room, climbed through the internal workings of the mountain, and raced for the main gate.
Silas had to work to keep up with us. Word must have preceded us, because the gates were open when we reached them. We left the mountain and entered the Ways once more.
The trip to my father's court was swift and uneventful. But as I rode into Caisleán Geimhreadh, I was met with a different reception to when I had left.
Instead of talking about me in muted whispers, those we passed, dipped their head in respect. Perhaps it was the fact that my father had literally instilled my son on his throne. Word of that had to have spread by now. Or maybe it was the sight of me atop his personal steed, Maelstrom, that gave them pause. Staring up at that two-foot-long charcoal horn would have made me think twice too.
But mostly I was pretty sure it was the severed head I was holding in my hand.
On reaching the front steps of the citadel, I swung down off Maelstrom and ran my hand along his flank. "Thanks for the ride, big fella."
Maelstrom pawed at the ground, and I smiled up at him.
Jaron the stable master was crossing the yard, but I didn't have time to get bogged down so I just called out my instructions to him.
"Bring him something to eat, Jaron. "I wrapped my arm around Maelstrom’s neck in a one-armed embrace, and whispered "Thank you."
I didn't wait to hear Jaron’s response. I headed for my father's throne room.
Feeling pretty proud of myself, I had a little strut in my step as I went. He'd given me a task, and while I had been beaten six ways from Sunday, I'd emerged victorious.
Now it was time for him to make good on his side of the deal.
I needed to get back to my own realm before the Leanansidhe burned the Gold Coast to the ground.
I strode through the citadel, ignoring the stares of those around me. I was too busy to care what they thought. As I reached the throne room, the guards pushed open the door.
Court had not reconvened.
Instead, my father sat on the edge of the dais that held his throne. Shay sat beside him and the two of them toyed with Vex, who tried to bat away their teasing prodding fingers.
As I strode into the room, Shay looked up from her play. It took her a moment to recognize me in my new outfit. 
She started to smile and then saw the severed head I was carrying. She turned away, covering her eyes with her hand, and I felt bad. I hadn't really given any thought to the trauma this might bring back to the surface.
I'd been too busy, focused on what I had to prove. Not just to my father, but to myself.
My father watched me as I strode down the carpet runner. I tossed the head at his feet.
"That's going to leave a stain," my father said with the closest thing to a genuine smile I had ever seen.
"I'm sure you have people for that," I replied. "I have held up my end of the bargain. Time for you to deliver yours. How do I save my son?”
He looked at the head, ignoring my question. "Why bring that back to me?"
"I figured you would want proof," I replied, placing my hands on my hips.
"Proof, such a human reliance," he said. "Here, people live and die by their word. Not to worry, I'm sure we can display it somewhere as a reminder of your triumphant assent to the court. Congratulations, there are now only eleven others who wield the power you do."
The praise felt good, but his failure to answer my question wasn’t helping me feel at ease.
"I don't want a place at court. I just want to save my son," I said.
"And you will, but now you also have land, resources, and subjects to help keep you safe. You won't have to run to daddy every time you stub your toe."
I wasn't one for foul language, but I was very close to telling him what he could do, and it rhymed with duck off.
"And given all eleven of the other lords and ladies of winter a reason to fear me, and or want what I have," I replied.
He clapped his hands together. “Excellent, Nora. You’re learning already.”
He motioned to what was left of Listera, and a Sidhe in blue tinged armor strode from his post, snatched up the head, and stood waiting for further instructions.
"Put that by the north gate for the time being. Let it serve as a warning to those who stand against us. Send word to the citadels of Listera's fate and be sure to tell them that Mianaigh Shíoraí is under new management. Indicate that their next tithe of recruits ought not to be late."
"Yes, my liege." The Sidhe bowed and hastened from the chamber.
"How do I vanquish the banshee?" I asked, unable to wait a moment longer. Every minute my son sat encased on the throne, I felt like I was letting him down.
My father reached down and scratched Vex’s belly.
“There are two ways to vanquish a banshee, and both involve severing its anchor to this world. If you can do that, the creature is dragged into the beyond.”
“Okay, how do I go about doing that?”
“The first is safer, but more time consuming. It involves finding the site of the creature’s death, identifying that which is acting as an anchor to keep it in this realm, and then severing the magic that binds the creature to it.”
“And that’s the safer option?” I asked as I hurriedly pieced together what I knew in my mind. The banshee was loyal to the Leanansidhe, so chances were that point was somewhere deep in her domain. Who knew how many dangers waited for me there. Even if she wasn’t present, it was an option fraught with peril. 
Moreover, I didn’t have the time to root around looking for the site of its death, and the only person I knew who might have any clue was the person least likely in this world to help me, the Leanansidhe.
“Yes,” my father replied. “The other is far quicker, and infinitely more dangerous, but perhaps your only choice given the circumstances.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense,” I said, my enthusiasm waning by the moment. I felt like I’d done him his favor, and while he was delivering on his half, the task seemed almost insurmountable.
I’d felt invincible on the ride home from Mianaigh Shíoraí, but I was hurtling back down to reality at a rate of knots.
“The second is to confront the creature and lure it into a ritual circle. If you can seal the circle with the banshee inside it, the magic binding the circle severs it from its anchor, vanquishing it immediately.”
“Well, that sounds a little more doable. Why wasn’t that option one?” I asked.
“Because the creature will be stuck in a ritual circle with you, trying to murder you while you maintain your focus. It is no easy task.” 
Well, when he put it like that, it certainly seemed less than pleasant. 
My gaze drifted to Conor. The latter option would have to do. I really didn’t have any other choice.
“Ritual circle it is then,” I replied.
My father smiled. “You have your mother’s backbone.”
Just thinking of my mother made me feel ill. If she discovered where I was, she was going to be furious. She’d given everything to leave this place, and at the first sign of trouble, I’d come running back here.
I pushed the thought away. If I ever had to face her wrath, I could take solace in knowing I’d have lived through what came next.
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I replied, cracking my knuckles. “Any advice?”
“Take your time, lay your trap, strike when your enemy is focused elsewhere,” my father said.
“And when you don’t have the luxury of time?” I asked, fearful of just how much had passed while I had been here.
My father looked up at me, his eyes glowing. 
“You rain Winter’s wrath upon them with such intensity, your enemies fear to speak your name for a thousand years.”
A shiver ran down my spine. That was what you got when you asked for career advice from a force of nature.
Shay giggled as Vex swatted at her hand, drawing my thoughts back to the present.
Bran lay beside the throne, his massive head resting on his paws as he guarded Conor from harm.
For the time being, my children and dog were safe. Which was more than I could say for where I was going.
“Hey Dad, I don’t suppose I could prevail on you to watch the kids for an afternoon. I have a little work to do.”
My father smiled. I wasn’t sure whether his mirth was him taking pleasure in the misery I planned to heap on those who had tried to kill him, or if it was genuine pleasure at the prospect of spending a few more hours with the children. Right now, I would take either, so long as my kids were safe.
“It would be my pleasure,” he replied.
A shiver ran down my spine as a single unpleasant thought surfaced. If I died, both my children would be stuck here in the most hostile environment they had faced in their life, with someone my mother had fled rather than let him be a dominant influence in mine.
It didn’t bear dwelling on.
Not if I hoped to get my mind straight for the fight that lay ahead.
I pushed it down deep, like every good therapist would tell you not to, and I wrapped my arms around Shay and gave her a hug. “Behave yourself, and listen to your grandfather.”
“Yes, Mum,” Shay answered, squeezing me tight. “Be careful,” she whispered in my ear.
“Always,” I replied as I looked to Bran. “Keep an eye on them both, okay?”
His bark told me he was already on the job.
“Good boy.” I smiled. “There’s a long walk in this for you when we’re done.”
The thought of Mrs. Grobinsky seeing him at his current size made me giggle. She would need a new set of pants, though it probably risked giving her a heart attack, so perhaps not.
I lingered in the throne room. There was still one problem I needed help with. The one thing my teachers at the Camp had refused to show me. 
“One more thing, Dad. I don’t suppose you could tell me how to part the Veil. It seems no one else is willing to teach me.”
“And for good reason, child. They fear you.” My father laughed. “Come here.”
I took a few slow steps toward my father and leaned down. I didn’t want Shay learning this particular secret at this stage of her life.
Who needed a teenager with the ability to inflict chaos on two worlds?
My father whispered in my ear. Most dads teach their kids to ride a bike; mine taught me to walk between worlds.




Chapter 20


There was something to be said for making an entrance. 
When I returned to Sea World, I was dressed in black leather from head to toe and arriving on the back of a freaking unicorn. Maelstrom’s hooves kicked up ice as I tore across the frozen lake beside the Leanansidhe’s portal. 
I'd opened my rift through the veil here on purpose because I wanted to know if the Leanansidhe’s gateway was still active, or if Alisdair had succeeded in closing it.
The rift was still intact, though its edges were fragmented and blurring the lines between worlds. Almost like it might collapse at any moment but for the singular conduit of power holding it open.
Fingers crossed not too much time had elapsed since I had left. I tried to find my phone to check the time, but I’d lost it somewhere along the way and frankly had no idea where on which world it might be. 
I tore across the lake, heading for Atlantis as fast as Maelstrom could carry me.
In the distance, sirens blared but still the first responders appeared to be waiting it out, unwilling to enter the park until they had properly assessed what was transpiring within.
Perhaps they’d gotten a look at the gateway from the air and it had scared the daylights out of them.
It should. Supernatural energy spikes were not in the Queensland Police Department’s handbook.
Atlantis seemed far quieter than when I had left. Even at this distance, I could tell that the rides had stopped. Hopefully that meant Alisdair had been able to evacuate them and get the innocent people trapped on them to safety.
Maelstrom vaulted the rocky shore and leaped onto the path. The bushes before me rustled and a man stepped out from behind it.
A handsome man in an open collared shirt and black suit.  He had a jaw line that looked like it had been carved by Michelangelo. I might have found him attractive, if he wasn't such a duplicitous scoundrel. Last I'd seen him, he'd been unconscious in a tavern in the Yard.
Now he was back on his feet and larger-than-life, stepping out in front of a charging unicorn like a man with a death wish.
Clearly, Lazarus just wasn't that bright.
I doubt he recognized me, particularly dressed as I was, but it was hard to tell on account of the flames he was conjuring above his outstretched hands. 
Alisdair had told me that outside the yard we were allies, but that seemed to just be wishful thinking on my mentor’s part.
One thing I knew for certain, Lazarus didn't work alone. So where were his cronies?
"We are on the same side, Lazarus," I shouted, figuring I best give him at least a chance before Maelstrom turned him into a shish kebab. I drew on my power, ready to quench the fire that seemed inevitably destined to be hurled our way. If I could protect us both, I figured Maelstrom could take care of business.
Self defense, I could live with that. Particularly if it took a worm like Lazarus off the board. One less person trying to kill me and Alisdair couldn't hurt.
"Lazarus, you eejit, stand down. That's Nora!"
I'd recognize that brash Scottish voice anywhere. Alisdair emerged from behind one of the support pillars of the Leviathan roller-coaster, waving his arms to get both mine and Lazarus's attention.
Lazarus turned toward my mentor, the flames still swirling above his outstretched palms. 
"Say what?" Lazarus called back. Over the pounding of the hooves, it appeared he hadn't got the message.
I pulled hard on the reins, and Maelstrom slowed his gait. Lazarus had only moments to make the call, and I prayed he had brought both his braincells with him today.
"Don't do it, Lazarus," I called. The mighty black unicorn reared up on his hind legs and before Lazarus could make up his mind, Maelstrom let out a snort, infused with ice and magic that doused both fiery orbs like a bucket of water had been dumped on them. There was a hiss where ice and fire met and when the steam cleared a very damp Lazarus was looking up at me.
"You attack me again, hunter,” I said, “and next time I'll let him have you for a late lunch."
It dawned on me that I wasn't sure whether Maelstrom ate meat, but judging by the wicked sharp teeth, I doubted he would have any trouble making good on my threat.
"Attack you?" Lazarus guffawed. “I was merely trying to protect myself. You came streaking out of her portal like a bat out of hell. How are we to know it was you? Better yet, why did you come through her portal?"
The accusation touched a nerve. Clearly, Lazarus had a better idea now as to my true nature. And he'd been quick to group me in with the Leanansidhe.
"I didn't. I came through my own. I was simply checking if you had succeeded in closing her gateway, so that I knew if I had to watch my back. Turns out, I need to watch my front too."
"Enough, enough, enough!" Alisdair called pushing Lazarus away from me with one hand as he pointed past me with the other. “And you two idiots get out here where I can see you. If you so much as light a cigarette with that magic, I'm going to let her finish what she started in the tavern, consequences be damned."
Beavis and Butthead, Lazarus’s goons, emerged from behind the rock walls edging the path. It seemed they had hoped to take me from all sides. A plan that would have been far more effective if their boss wasn't turned into roadkill before they could act.
Fortunately, Maelstrom’s speed had taken them all by surprise.
"Nora, where are the children?" Alisdair asked, looking around.
"They are being watched by their grandfather," I said, careful to conceal the exact nature of my heritage from Lazarus and his minions. Doubtless word would begin to spread but I thought it prudent to do what I could to not raise the tension between us and our rival hunters while we needed their aid.
Alisdair's expression was difficult to read. "And Conor, is he…" 
The big man seemed incapable of putting his fear into words.
"He's fine, and somewhere the doom can't harm him. We just need to find the banshee and kill it."
"Kill it? It's a banshee." Lazarus smirked, as if he knew something I didn’t. "It's already dead, and you can't kill a ghost."
"But I can drive its soul from this plane of existence,” I said. “So you would do well not to irritate me any more than you already have."
"Same side," Alisdair growled.
It seemed he was really committed to that one, which was a little bit of a shame. With Maelstrom, it was three against three and I was really liking our odds.
I relented and tried to turn the discussion to our common foe. "Okay, okay. Bring me up to speed. What happened after I left?"
"I laid low for a moment, made sure the warlocks had all legged it. Then ride by ride, I started freeing the trapped patrons,” Alisdair said. “I had just reached the Leviathan when these three showed up."
"Just in the nick of time, hey, Alisdair?" Lazarus chuckled. “You could use all the help you can get.”
"In time to miss the action, and snake a bounty if you could, more like it," Alisdair replied. "But it was nice to have someone to watch my back."
Those words hurt a little, but I tried not to let it show. I had left him when he'd needed me, but my son needed me more and I wasn't going to feel guilty about that.
"So we got the patrons out,” Alisdair. Said. “Most of the park seems clear, but the banshee and the warlocks that legged it from here headed north toward Dolphin Cove. I think they are regrouping there."
"Excellent," Lazarus replied, “that's what I call a target rich environment."
Alisdair looked how I felt: tired and worn down.
"Slow your roll, Lazarus. That target rich environment is likely to contain at least three members of the Burning Hand’s upper echelon, including Kaznius Markan himself. There is also a banshee, a pack of timberwolves, and an unknown number of warlocks waiting for us."
"Excellent,” Lazarus replied, “there should be plenty of bounties to go around. Split them with us, and I'll be willing to let you off for snaking that last one from me."
"If we can live long enough to claim them," Alisdair replied. "Which will be no easy feat. They know we are coming and they have us outnumbered. But we have no choice. The longer that gateway stays open, the greater the danger. Who knows what else could come crawling through it."
"And the police won't stay out forever," Lazarus replied, straightening his suit jacket. “I spoke to a few of my friends on the force. The gateway has them spooked and they are keeping their distance for now, but if things deteriorate, they'll be treating it like a hostage situation. They will breach and storm the park. Who knows how many lives will be lost."
"We are all on the same page then." Alisdair ran his hands through his thick copper hair. "They know Nora and I are here, so why don't we lead the charge? The three of you can try to flank them from the training pools. Perhaps we catch them in a pincer."
It was optimistic. The training pools were on the same level as the pool at Dolphin Cove. The three of them would need to keep a low profile if they wanted a chance of surprising the warlocks.
"You're not trying to cut us out of the action, are you, old friend?" Lazarus asked.
"Not at all," Alisdair replied, "just trying to give us an edge. There will be more than enough to go around."
"Sounds like a plan," Lazarus said. "You start the party. We'll join it."
Why was I not surprised that he was content with any plan where we were the ones bearing the brunt of the enemies’ ire?
There was a part of me that wondered if the three of them were good for it. If we rode in guns blazing, we could end up horrifically outnumbered waiting for reinforcements that never came. It wasn't a particularly pleasant thought but then again, I didn't trust Lazarus any further than I could throw him.
Alisdair looked down at his watch. "Give us fifteen minutes to get in position and then we hit them from all sides."
"Roger that." Lazarus glanced down at his watch and marked the time, before the three of them headed north. Their path was a more direct route, but over uneven terrain with a number of deep pools. We had the longer path, but it was smooth bitumen all the way.
As they left, I turned to Alisdair. “Are you sure we can trust them to come through for us?"
"We can trust him to act in his own self-interest," Alisdair replied. "He's too ambitious to walk away from a payday this large."
Part of me still wondered if they would intervene in time. They could always wait until we went down guns blazing, and come in afterwards to clean up and collect the bounties. I kept that morbid little thought to myself and turned Maelstrom toward Dolphin Cove. Alisdair walked beside me, taking large steps to try and keep pace.
"So you aren't going to explain what happened to your clothes? Or where your new friend came from?" 
I ran my hand through Maelstrom’s mane. “Alisdair, this is Maelstrom. Maelstrom, Alisdair.”
My mentor looked at the massive unicorn and had the good sense to think before he spoke.
“Maelstrom, it’s a pleasure.”
My steed regarded him and then turned back to face the path ahead. Maelstrom, it seemed, was hard to please.
“Not a problem,” Alisdair replied. “I’m an acquired taste.”
“Are you now?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at him only to find he was already staring at me. He averted his gaze the same way a guilty teenager does when he’s caught checking someone out.
“Yes, like blue cheese, dark chocolate, and raw oysters. People of taste always take a shine to me, eventually.” 
I made a barfing motion. “Blue cheese, not on your life.”
“Like I said…” Alisdair grinned. “People of taste.”
We walked in silence as I contemplated just how much I should tell him. I knew I would share everything with him eventually, but was now really the time to mention that I had won status in the Winter Court? Or that I had a fortress and a retinue of followers to do my bidding?
Perhaps not. To be honest, I didn’t even know the extent of the land I had just won. It seemed foolish to talk about it when the first question he asked would make me look ignorant.
“Unicorns are exceptionally rare. How did you manage to find one?” Alisdair asked, breaking the silence. “And how did you manage to win him over? They are rumored to be quite moody.”
Maelstrom snorted and flicked his mane.
“Present company excluded,” Alisdair hastened to add, in a voice laden with sarcasm.
I smiled as he danced on eggshells. It was nice to see him be the one out of his depth for once.
“Maelstrom is my father’s. He’s agreed to help me. The Burning Hand are a threat to us all, and Maelstrom isn’t a fan of anyone who would harm my father.”
“I see,” Alisdair said. “So, the meeting with your father went well, then?”
“It went better than expected.”
I was hesitant to speak openly about my father and the things he had shared with me. I doubted he would want me spreading stories about the softer side of the King of Air and Darkness.
But it had been cute to watch him play with Shay. Cute and worrying all at once. I’d opened a can of worms that I would never be able to close again. But would I even want to? It was hard to see what my mother had been so afraid of.
The optimist in me just hoped reconnecting with my father was for the best.
“As for the clothes, they were provided by the Seamstress Three, pixies in my father’s service. They started with my jacket, and I ended up with these. All in all, not a bad trade.”
“Not bad at all,” Alisdair replied. “Quite striking actually.”
I felt a little color in my cheeks as I tried not to blush. “Am I going to need to talk to HR?”
“Not while Maelstrom’s keeping an eye on me, that’s for sure.” Alisdair chuckled in what was perhaps the most openly flirtatious he’d been since the day we had first met.
It seemed my new wardrobe was good for stopping more than boots and blades.
Dolphin Cove reared up before us, and I changed the topic, lest things get awkward.
“How do you want to play this?” I asked.
“Your show,” Alisdair replied. “And you seem to have things in hand. I’ll follow your lead.”
“I’ve always liked a good western? Have you seen the Lone Ranger?” 
Alisdair shot me a sideways glance. “If you’re planning to get ambushed and left for dead, we might need a new plan.”
“Just the former, Tonto, the latter is where you come in.”




Chapter 21


There was only one unicorn friendly entrance to Dolphin Cove. 
Like most attractions in the park, the cove required wheelchair and pram access. So there was a large ramp leading into the auditorium that doubled as an entry point for the food cart selling churros and snow cones before the show starts.
The path was about two meters wide and entered the exhibit from the southern side. On my left was a row of three massive grandstands. On my right, the pool where the dolphin show took place. It featured an extremely deep central pool where the dolphins could dive openly and safely with a shallow outer edge around it so that the dolphins could come right up to the edge and play with the patrons.
On my immediate right in the shallow water, was a miniature island. Sometimes it featured in tricks but often it was left empty and served as scenery. On the far side of the pool was a massive rock wall, a stage, and then three rocky promontories where trainers stood during the show. 
Water ran past the stage on both sides so that the only way to reach the stage was to walk across the shallow water at the outer edge of the pool, swim across the deep center section, or climb along a rocky wall at the furthest possible point from the entrance.
It was a somewhat daunting prospect to ride in, alone. I had back up coming, but I would be lying if I said I wasn't a little terrified.
By my count, I was expecting at least three master warlocks, the banshee, a pack of wolves, and whatever other manpower the Burning Hand could muster. Fortunately, I was still wearing my dampening necklace we’d stolen off the warlocks at Shark Bay. While I could feel the dark magic permeating the arena around us, it wasn't actually drawing off my own life force.
The patrons on the other hand were not so lucky.
All three grandstands were filled with patrons who were comatose. Some leaned back in their chairs, others had collapsed on their neighbors, and a few were slumped forward leaning on those in front of them. 
The dolphin trainers were unconscious on the stage and a large ritual circle had been formed there. In the middle of it sat Kaznius Markan. He sat cross legged, chanting madly as a vortex of dark magic was sucked toward the ritual circle. 
Another warlock I recognized from the photos on the Old One’s phone stood on my side of Dolphin Cove, doing sentry duty in front of the grandstands, waiting for an attack. His eyes were on the stands, perhaps because the three other patron entrances involved climbing the stairs and entering via the back of the grandstands. 
As Maelstrom’s hooves struck the concrete, the warlock turned towards me.
It was now or never. 
I spurred Maelstrom forward, gathering my magic for a shield which I pushed ahead of us as we started our berserk charge.
My recklessness was intentional. I wanted all eyes on me. 
And I succeeded beyond my wildest dreams.
The warlock master was a man in his late forties, and his warlock robes cinched tight over his rotund belly. He turned to face me, and with a speed at odds with his appearance, he bellowed. 
"Columna Ignis."
A plume of fire a foot wide hurtled toward me as we charged at him.
I poured my will into my shield and shaped it like a wedge. I didn't need to withstand the fire; I simply needed to funnel it away from Maelstrom and me.
The sound of Maelstrom’s hooves against the concrete was deafening. The fire roared in competition as it struck my shield and parted.
I was like Moses going through the Red Sea, only cooler. As a mum, I felt like my cool points had been lacking but riding a unicorn felt like it was putting a few more points on my side of the score board. I willed the shield forward, and the master started to sweat.
He didn't have the juice to break through my shield in time. And the moment he recognized that would be etched into my mind forever. 
His eyes grew wide, his knees shook.
Maelstrom was like a mounted knight and steed all in one, his horn more dangerous than any lance. He lowered his head and charged right through the warlock. The horn met no resistance on the way through and exited from him with explosive force.
Maelstrom impaled him, carried the warlock for several feet, and cast his ruined body aside. The master of the warlocks struck the shallows, staining the water red as he bobbed in them. 
Something struck me in the back. It felt like I had been punched. Crackling filled the air as thunder peeled over Dolphin Cove.
I turned as a second lightning bolt struck my leathers. Again, I reeled at the blow but instead of the lightning passing through me, my new leather dispersed the magic. It ran down my back, over Maelstrom's coat, and down his legs where it ground into the concrete.
Maelstrom's eyes flared, sapphire light pouring from them.
It didn't take him or me long to find the source of the attack. The fourth Master of the Burning Hand stood on the small island near the entry gate I had used. 
I hadn't seen her there on my way in, so either she’d been crouching behind the rocks or hiding behind a glamor. 
Lightning played over her hands as the blonde master hurled another bolt at us.
Maelstrom took the third one on his horn, and as it earthed through him, it seemed she got the message. Lightning was a bad call.
I pulled hard on his reins, turning him toward her. She'd seen what had befallen her comrade and unfortunately for her, the water between her and I was quite shallow. Not nearly the barrier she was hoping for.
Maelstrom leaped over the small rocky wall and into the water, charging for the tiny island. At the edge of the pool, the water was less than a foot deep, and he powered through it like it was nothing. 
The master chanted something in a language I didn't recognize and a glowing orb of golden light hurtled toward me.
Maelstrom ducked his head, and I pressed myself flat against his neck. Unsure of the nature of her spell, I figured my best chance was to avoid it. The glowing orb shot over me, missing me by inches as it sailed into the grandstands.
At the last minute, she hopped down off the island and raced through the shallow water, heading for the deeper portion of the lake, out of range of Maelstrom and his deadly horn.
My glorious steed missed her by inches, and she laughed as she slipped beneath the depths.
In spite of her mocking laughter, I felt pretty good about the state of the nation.
One master was down, gored by Maerlstrom. The second was on the run, and my help still hadn't shown up yet. Kaznius stared at me from his place in the ritual circle. I knew breaking through it would be a challenge, but we could always evacuate the patrons if we had to.
Once the gateway collapsed, time would be against him. 
It would be slow going, as most of them seemed unconscious but eventually the ritual would fail and the gateway with it. Moreover, the longer Kaznius waited, besieged in his circle, the greater the risk of him being surrounded and trapped. 
He couldn't maintain the ritual and make his escape. He was going to have to choose. But his face didn’t look like someone on the ropes.
Something in his comfortable demeanor unsettled me. He struck me as a survivor and yet instead of making a run for it, he was still here. Which meant he either had a purpose he had not accomplished, or his opinion about the state of our struggle differed greatly from my own.
The old warlock smiled at me, and I knew immediately that I had misjudged the situation. 
A shrill scream erupted overhead as the banshee descended on Dolphin Cove.
Everything went to hell in a hand basket. Kaznius stopped chanting and the ritual ceased abruptly. 
Wolves howled as a dozen of them came racing along the rock wall and into the exhibit. And then to my astonishment, the patrons in the grandstands started to stir. Not all of them, perhaps ten of them stood. That was when I realized they were wearing the same necklaces I'd stolen off their colleague at Shark Bay. 
They weren't patrons at all. They were warlocks camouflaged among the patrons. I was surrounded and my situation was growing more dire by the second. 
The female master warlock I had been fighting, had last been seen beneath the surface, swimming toward Kaznius. My mind raced, as I considered my options.
A massive roar carried over the cove.
The final piece of Kaznius' trap reared its head. 
Its massive, elongated, scaly green head. The strange creature had large bulbous white eyes, jagged sharp teeth, and a series of tendrils hanging down from around its mouth. The scaly creature rose higher and higher over the grandstand as it climbed right over the back wall, and onto the roof.
Two great green wings spread wide behind it, claws snapping at the apex of each wing while long bony finger-like toes clung to the concrete superstructure. It was long, like a dragon except far skinnier, but it had a fearsome visage. The creature was the better part of twenty-five feet long from its flat nose to its tail.
It lorded over the furthest grandstand, surveying the chaos in Dolphin Cove. I'd seen a sketch of the beast in the Otherworld Journal, but I had hoped never to see one in the flesh. It was the Jabberwock. It must have come through the portal while we'd been distracted. 
Warlocks worked their way out of the grandstands but motion at the back of the one closest drew my eye. Alasdair, machete in hand, hacked down two of the warlocks before they even realized he was there. A third caught a face full of fire as he turned to face my mentor.
That said, there were at least seven more on their way down, and I was their target. As they took aim, I focused my mind and shouted, “Stoirm sneachta.”
It meant snowstorm in my native tongue. I didn’t need the words to access my power, but they conveyed my intent perfectly.
Snow rained from the sky as a thick white fog billowed from my hands. Rather than try to fight them all at once, I just wanted to make it impossible for them to see or track me. 
If I could not be seen, I was going to be much harder to kill.
As the shroud descended, Lazarus and his goons finally showed up. Unsurprisingly, they headed straight for Kaznius, the largest bounty of the lot. 
"It figures," I mumbled. Still, it was better than nothing, and would hopefully keep him off my back.
I swung down off Maelstrom’s back, and he turned to face me with an expression that asked what on earth I was thinking.
"I'll tackle the humans. Can you deal with those wolves?" 
Maelstrom flicked his mane, in the closest approximation of a nod that I had seen an animal do in some time and took off through the shallows.
A shrill, human scream told me he'd got distracted and gored a warlock along the way. I made a mental note never to irritate him.
The other reason I'd wanted the fog was to make it difficult to come into eye contact with the banshee. I'd seen how it had seized on Conor, and I wanted to be sure it couldn't catch me in the same manner. 
It couldn’t doom me if it couldn’t see me.
It shrieked in frustration, and I smiled all the wider.
With water all around me, it was difficult to move without making noise, so I borrowed a page from the Leanansidhe's play book.
Bending down, I placed my palm against the surface of the water and poured Winter right into it. Frost shot across the surface of the Cove as the water froze. Part of me hoped I trapped the last master down there. It was going to be mighty hard for a human to use her magic underwater. Forming a coherent spell would be all the more difficult when she couldn’t speak.
The water in the Cove iced over quickly. I didn't have time to freeze the entire pool—there was far too much water to bother. I just needed something thick enough I could move over freely without giving away my position for my warlock firing squad.
Eventually, the temperature would balance and the ice would begin to melt, but I hoped it would buy me the time I needed.
Once it had frosted over, I set out across the ice. With Lazarus making his move on Kaznius, it was up to Alasdair and me to deal with the others. The warlocks were gunning for us, but the Jabberwock was a danger to both us and the patrons, who right now looked like food and weren’t putting up a fight.
I drew my sword and stalked through the fog. Having watched the Old One at work, I knew just how much damage you could inflict before your enemies had a chance to respond.
All around me, frenzied shouting carried over the Cove as the wizards cast magic in their own tongues. One of them stood only a few feet from me and so I dashed forward, raising my blade as I went.
When he came into view, I struck without hesitation. The warlock cried out as he went down. Wary that I’d given away my position, I hurled myself to the ground. 
Moments later, a fireball sailed through the cloud of mist surrounding me, passing close enough I felt the heat wash over me.
I regained my footing and found another warlock. Learning from the first, I took this one's head off at its shoulders. No head, no scream.
The Jabberwock's roar filled the Cove, followed by the beating of wings. Wind whipped at my face, as the cloud of fog I was hiding in was swept away. 
As it vanished, the Jabberwock was visible once more. The immense green beast circled overhead, dispersing my cover with each beat of his massive wings.
Damn it.
The massive creature spotted me and dove, its wings pinned close to its body as it plunged right at me.
The first of its massive taloned claws closed around me as the sheer weight of the creature slammed me into the ice. The creature’s bulbous eyes stood out as a target, so with an effort of will, I launched a flurry of icy shards at it. Most of them bounced off the thick tendrils whipping around its mouth, but several found their mark and ruined the creature’s right eye.
The Jabberwock picked me up like I weighed nothing and slammed me back into the ice. The force of the creature’s grip threatened to break ribs as they squeezed the air from my lungs. The sound of ice cracking as I struck it filled me with terror.
I glanced over my shoulder.  The ice was thick but spiderweb-like cracks were forking out from around the point of impact.
The creature was trying to drown me.
Grabbing my sword in both hands, I held it overhead, its blade facing down, running parallel to my body. As the creature lifted me again, I drove the blade between two of its talons, right to the hilt. The Jabberwock shrieked, its claw loosening. I rolled out of its claw and managed to get my feet beneath me before I hit the ice.
The monster smashed its claw against the ice, next to me. I didn’t know whether it was trying to dislodge the sword, or simply shatter the ice, and I didn’t care. I needed a plan, and fast.
The creature turned on me. Rearing up over me, it opened its jaws wide.
That was when I noticed the comparatively tiny form of Alasdair running along its back. In one hand, he held his machete; in the other, a vial. He was pouring something all over the blade.
The same vial he had bought at Brunhildr's. The vial meant for helping him to pierce a wyvern's hide.
Seeing the maw full of razor-sharp teeth, there was nothing I wanted to do more than run for my life. I needed to place distance between me and being the Jabberwock’s next meal. But if I ran for it, the creature would doubtless lunge after me, throwing Alasdair off his back and putting both our lives in even greater jeopardy.
So I played the role of bait and pretended to quake in my boots a little, while the Jabberwock considered if it really was in the mood for Nora tartare.
Okay, maybe I quaked for real, but that was largely an effort to stop myself from pissing myself in sheer terror as the mouth full of steak knife sized teeth descended. 
Alasdair lobbed the vial, grabbed the machete in both hands, and raised it overhead. Then like a maniac he leaped for the Jabberwock’s neck.
A hundred kilos of flying Scotsman drove the machete deep into the Jabberwock’s neck just below the base of its skull. The Jabberwock howled, its slimy tongue lashing out, showering me with saliva.
Then gravity kicked in, dragging Alasdair and his machete down the creature’s neck, cleaving it open as he went. If I thought the saliva was bad, the torrent of blood and bile made me want to hurl. And I wore it all.
Alasdair rode down its green neck like a ginger George of the Jungle. 
He landed beside me as the Jabberwock staggered backward. The creature crashed to the ice, its innards showing no sign of wanting to stay where they belonged.
I pushed the goop from my face and brushed as much of it off my brand-new leathers as I could.
Alasdair stood in front of me, looking pretty pleased with himself and clearly waiting for some sort of praise.
“Next time,” I muttered, “if you’re going to cut its head off, let’s go left to right, shall we? Through the neck clean like a bounty hunter, not a back alley butcher on a moonshine bender.”
“That’s gratitude for ya.” Alasdair shook his head. “Save your life and here you are critiquing my form. Women, I tell ya. Never happy.”
“Oh, stop your bellyaching. I’ll give you a lesson or two. You’ll be right as rain.” I couldn’t help myself. It was fun to watch him squirm.
“Nora…” Alasdair nudged the Jabberwock’s foot with his boot. “This wouldn’t be your sword here, would it? In its foot? I’m not sure but could you get any further from its neck if you tried?”
“Ah, I was the bait,” I replied, without missing a beat. “If you want me to do both our jobs, I’m going to need a raise.”
The banshee screeched as it sailed overhead. I fought my natural instinct to look up, instead looking to Alasdair.
He pointed to the sky. “Talking about killing things, that one’s yours. Good luck cutting its head off, smartarse. I’ll take the warlocks.”
I’d earned that. 
I glanced around Dolphin Cove. There was a distinct lack of dolphins. I was sure they had fled at the first sign of trouble. Smart creatures, dolphins. We could learn a lot from them.
There was no sign of the blonde master, so there was a chance she had not made it out before the lake froze over.
Beyond the lake, Maelstrom was mauling his way through what was left of the wolves. Lazarus and his cronies were still locked in combat with Kaznius, and another warlock.
And the banshee seemed to be following me.
Great, all I needed now was a circle and a death wish. 
Fortunately, I knew just where to find one.
On the other side of the frozen lake, the ritual circle used by the Burning Hand lay empty. Kaznius was duelling with Lazarus and his thugs, and in spite of being outnumbered, the Master of the Burning Hand seemed to be holding his own. One of the thugs was on fire and rolling around on the ice in an attempt to put it out. Lazarus and his remaining henchman hurled an endless assault of spells at Kaznius, who as of this moment was one of the most wanted men in the entire world.
They could smell the money.
But money and the Congress couldn't give me back my son. So I raced across the ice, as quickly as I could move without ending up on my ass. 
The banshee shrieked past me. I pressed my hands to my ears in a futile attempt to shield them from the sonic assault. The creature might have been incorporeal but the noise it produced sent shivers down my spine, while making it feel like my brain was trying to escape through my ears.
As the sound intensified, I could feel a headache forming. I wasn't sure what prolonged exposure to the scream could do, but I doubted I wanted to find out. 
Scaling the trainer’s stage, I raced for the circle.
The banshee dove past me once more, its scream piercing my feeble attempts to protect my eardrums. The sound was so intense, I stumbled forward, tripping on the edge of the brass circle and falling into it.
The banshee seized on the opportunity, swooping back toward me. As I rolled onto my back, I stared up at the sky. The banshee closed, a translucent terror of death and doom.
As its eyes met mine, I watched its mouth twitch.
In my mind's eye, I saw déjà vu. My son staring up as the banshee swooped down to deliver its doom. I closed my eyes as the unholy wail assailed me from point blank range. But the magic rolled over me, wearing at my face but wasted by the fact I had broken her stare.
A dull thudding somewhere behind my eyes told me I couldn't take much more of this. Nor could I move my hands, or the sheer force of the creature’s cry would make my ears bleed. But I had no other choice. The banshee in its attempt to doom me had made a crucial mistake.
It had entered the circle.
The banshee seemed to realize that about the same time I did.
As it tried to run, I rolled onto my stomach and dragged myself forward. Throwing my hand ahead of me, I touched the edge of the bronze circle. Willing power into it, I brought the circle and its barrier to life.
The banshee wailed a high-pitched, penetrating shriek that I thought was going to scramble my brain like breakfast in a pan.
Tears rolled down my face, the pain was so intense. But I couldn't give in. Conor was counting on me.
I tried to cover my ears as best I could, sandwiching my head between my hand and my shoulder as I clung tightly to the edge of the circle.
The banshee descended and with its proximity, the power of its wail grew. 
My whole body vibrated as the magically-charged sonic assault battered me against the stone of the stage.
But through it all, one singular thought filled my mind. 
My son, sitting encased in the ice throne. There was no pain I wouldn’t endure for him. This banshee thought it could shift me with her scream? 
Fortifying my mind with memory of the pain I’d already endured, I focused my will on the circle, and raised a barrier of magic that cut us off from the world beyond. It was a strange sensation. For a moment, it felt like I was floating, untethered on rough seas.
The banshee's scream weakened, its raspy voice becoming real and intelligible for the first time.
"Die," it shrieked. Its form blurred as the hundreds of doomed souls that made up its existence fought to break free.
The creature darted about the circle wildly, trying to meet my eyes, but that was one staring contest I wasn't even interested in playing.
"You first," I yelled back.
As its wail filled the circle, the horrendous noise grew, building force and intensity like the fevered crescendo of an orchestra.
And then it was gone. 
I rolled onto my back, as its form dissipated, sucked from this realm into the realm beyond like water circling the drain in a bath. Hundreds of spirits broke free, and they too were dragged with it. Only now they were free, not prisoner of the doom that had bound them for who knew how long.
My hands fell to the ground, as I lay back on the concrete.
I'd done it. I'd broken the doom.
As I lay there, I was a mess. I wanted to laugh, and I wanted to cry for joy. Mostly, though, I was just gasping for breath, my body trembling from the tortured torments of the banshee’s scream.
A boot settled next to my face. Another scuffed the concrete on the other side of my head. 
I looked up and found myself staring up at a sweating, red-faced Kaznius Markan.




Chapter 22


Kaznius smirked as he looked down at me. Something in that smug expression irked me to my core. It reminded me of the last time I'd seen Judas walking through the supermarket, his arm around his new gold digger, I meant, girlfriend. 
Everything about the look made me want to kick Kaznius in the groin, but I could barely move.
The most wanted man in the world lording over me and I could barely frame a coherent thought.
We had left him to Lazarus, and the greedy bounty hunter had let us down again. No surprises there.
I raised my hand, more out of reflex than anything, gathering together the trickle of Winter left within me. I watched as the thin crystalline ice formed into daggers in slow motion. I was about to send them hurtling into his smug face when he bellowed, “Scyfe!”
The wave of magic shattered my spell with a pulse of kinetic force that turned them into icy confetti, before pummeling me into the stage.
I coughed and spluttered as the wave winded me, again.
"We wanted your son, but I guess we'll have to settle for you. Maybe Daddy can be convinced to make a trade. I guess we'll see."
He started to chant, and a rift opened beside me. He reached down, grabbed my leather top with one hand, and started dragging me toward it.
"What do you want with my son?" I wheezed.
"You don't know?" Kaznius laughed. "He wears the Winter mantle. When your father dies, your son will inherit his power and dominion over the season. It's both a terrible burden, and the greatest prize. The boy that would become a God. Not that he will last. The Leanansidhe will take it for herself, and the ice throne with it."
"Not a chance," I said.
Kaznius laughed. “What are you going to do about it?"
"Not me, him." I pointed past Kaznius to the towering form of Alasdair. 
The master of the Burning Hand turned as Alasdair punched him square in the jaw, his hand still wrapped around the handle of his machete.
The machete’s finger guard punctured Kaznius' skin as the force of the blow knocked him out cold.
Kaznius dropped like the prices on Black Friday sale.
Alasdair leaned down, his eyebrow rising as he stared at me. "Any critique on that one? Perhaps I could have done it with a little more panache?"
My head lolled to the side, and I shook it gently.
"Nope. That's a ten out of ten from me. Well done. We’ll make a Bounty Hunter out of you yet."
Kaznius’ portal whiffed from existence as Alasdair wiped the sweat from his brow. 
I closed my eyes and tried to regulate my breathing. I hurt in places I didn't know I had. A pain pulsed somewhere in the bottom of my chest, like one of my ribs had been cracked. My muscles everywhere ached and my head felt like a bad noughties disco.
Mmm bop, ba duba dop.
Kill me now. 
I rubbed at my head in an effort to purge the torturous Hanson lyrics from my mind.
Dolphin Cove had gone eerily still. Alasdair stood over the comatose form of his childhood savior. He stared at him with something akin to sympathy in his eyes.
"I almost feel bad for you, Kaznius," he whispered. "You fought your entire life to destroy the Congress, and now they will decide your fate. Pray they kill you before the Winter King comes for you. That is a fate I wouldn't wish on anyone, particularly you."
"I always knew there was a warlock inside of you," a snide voice said, shattering the moment. 
Lazarus strode across the stage, flanked by his thugs, one of whom was nursing severe burns to the side of his face. A swathe of his hair was gone, and his clothes looked like they had spent some time on a barbecue. The other thug had blood running down his face but was still on his feet.
"Lazarus, if you push me now, they will never find what's left of your body. Eleven hundred degrees, there will be nothing left of you but ash on the sea breeze."
"No need to be like that, Alasdair," Lazarus said. "Just hand over Kaznius and we'll solve this little moral dilemma for you."
"I bring him down, and you expect to claim the bounty?" Alistair laughed. "Please, not on your best day."
"You are barely standing,” Lazarus replied, “your mentee is clinging to consciousness. You don't stand a chance if we decide to take him from you. Let’s handle this like gentlemen."
"Look in the mirror," Alasdair said. "I still have enough juice in me to put up a fight. Just try me. When they drag me before the Congress, I can argue self defence. You will be dead, so no conflicting testimony." 
Power crackled in the air around them as the two hunters faced off.
The payday was simply too large, and greed was undermining both of their better judgments.
"Alistair, it's not worth dying for,” I said. “Let them have him."
Money wasn't everything. Like air, it was important when you didn't have any, but given the choice between life and a payday, he was being shortsighted.
The sound of hooves striking concrete signaled the arrival of Maelstrom and drastically altered the power dynamic on the stage. Three versus one, they might have taken Alasdair, but the massive unicorn still looked fresh. Blood stained his coat, but none of it appeared to be his.
Lazarus' lackeys took a step back. As if that would be enough to save them.
Thunder rolled through the air and all around us, rifts opened. Men in black robes poured through them, dozens of them.
Warlocks was my first thought as I pushed myself to sit up.
Only these black robes had royal blue bands on the hem, and a strange insignia on the chest. Each of them wore a gold face mask except one: an older man with straight silver gray hair that tapered to his shoulders. He had a distinguishing scar that ran through his ruined left eye. His one good eye searched us as his followers encircled the lot of us.
He moved with a purpose born of authority, power bristling at his fingertips, ready to be unleashed with a whim.
If these men had come for Kaznius, we didn't stand a chance of stopping them.
I felt cheated. We'd beat them. We'd actually beat the Burning Hand, only to discover they had reinforcements waiting in reserve. My head sagged.
"Stay still," Alasdair whispered. "Sentinels, all of them."
I had no idea what a Sentinel was, but the obvious panic in his voice spoke volumes. Nothing rattled Alasdair, or so I thought.
"What's a sentinel?"
"The Arcane Congress' enforcers."
"Silence!" their leader shouted. 
Maelstrom whinnied, and the silver haired man's head snapped to face my steed. He paused as he studied the creature.
"What do we have here?" he asked. "The bedraggled remnants of the Burning Hand and their poorly chosen allies?" 
"We’re hunters, sir," Lazarus replied, producing his coin and holding it up for one eye to examine. "We responded to this incursion and subdued their leader."
The brown nosing little wretch, already trying to take credit for our work.
The leader of the sentinels crouched down and turned Kaznius' head. "So it is. Markan, you have made a terminal mistake coming here."
I didn't know what he was expecting the warlock to say, on account of the fact he was still out cold. Still, he savored the moment.
"The rest of them are dead," Alasdair replied. "Including the other masters."
"Don't call them that," the leader of the sentinels snapped. "They are degenerate warlocks who should have been executed years ago. Don't heap glory on their treachery by giving it a title."
The leader turned to Alasdair, sizing him up. My mentor was still holding his machete, and he didn't move a muscle.
"And you are…?"
"Alistair, also a hunter. We were here when the Leanansidhe opened the gateway."
"And still chaos reigned?" the leader asked. "What an embarrassment. I suppose this sort of mischief is common in these parts."
His obvious disdain of us irked me. We were meant to be on the same side.
"You certainly took your sweet time getting here," I replied. "It's almost like you waited until all the real work was done."
Alasdair sighed as the leader whirled to face me. "And what have we here? You stink of Winter. One of the Leanansidhe's wretches, no doubt. I’d hold my tongue if I were you."
Maelstrom reared up on his back legs and the sentinels backed away from him.
"No," I replied, pushing myself to my feet. Nothing like a little anger to motivate me to move.
"Nora, don't," Alasdair interjected.
I stood before the Sentinel's leader, and while I barely reached his nose, I stepped forward into his space, hoping to make him uncomfortable.
"Actually, my name is Nora Byrne, lady of Mianaigh Shíoraí, most recently appointed of the Thirteen."   
The irritating Sentinel didn't balk. "I've never heard of you, and the last time I checked, Desoulis was Lord of Mianaigh Shíoraí."
"You need to get out more," I answered. “I took his head in my first week on the job.”
I reached into my pocket, pulled out my golden coin, and flicked it to him.
He caught it, and examined it slowly.
"You're a hunter, who holds status in the Winter Court? Oberon would never allow it."
"Last I checked, my father was quite pleased with the arrangement."
I watched, the faintest hint of a smile starting on my lips as recognition registered in his eyes.
"I'm sorry, maybe I should have led with that. My father is the Lord of the Air and Darkness, and the King of the Winter Court."
The Sentinel looked from me to Alasdair, as if needing him to confirm the truth of it.
"I would have thought you'd have recognized his steed, Maelstrom," I added. Maelstrom snorted at their disrespect. "The real question is who are you?"
If I thought name dropping my father was going to make him balk, I was mistaken. He fixed his one good eye on me and spoke without so much as a hint of concern in his voice. "I am Armando Flint, Watchman of the Arcane Congress, and in a world without nepotism, I am your boss's boss's boss."
I didn't know what the Watchman was, but from the look on Alasdair's face, he was a man of some import. And while I was pretty confident that my heritage prevented me from incurring the wrath of the Congress and its lackeys, I didn't want Alasdair bearing the brunt of their retaliation.
"Good, now we've got all that sorted," I replied, "why don't we call it a day? I've had quite enough of it already."
"Fine by me," Flint replied, as he signaled to his men. Four of them descended on Kaznius and before I knew what was happening, they'd slapped some sort of strange handcuffs on him, and were picking him up off the ground.
"Wait, what are you doing?" I asked.
"This man is wanted by the Congress," Flint replied. "We are the Congress. We'll be taking him with us." 
"Ah, lovely, no problems there," Lazarus chimed in. "There is just the small matter of the bounty for him and the other members of the Burning Hand. When can we expect payment? If I'm not mistaken, there was a bonus for taking him alive."
Alasdair looked fit to commit murder, but he'd also said precious little during the entire exchange. 
I suspected his lack of a fight was an attempt to conceal his past. I imagined he worried that if he became the focus of their attention, they might start digging. His whole approach to life appeared to be an attempt to stay off their radar, by hiding the one place they would never look for an ex-warlock, the Camp. 
"Bonus? Bounty?" Flint laughed. "You've got to be kidding. With the damage that has been done here, the Congress will be paying reparations for years. The bounty for Markan and the others will be garnished by the Congress and used to make amends for this disaster. As for you lot, you should consider yourselves fortunate I won't be recommending you to the Congress for censure for gross ineptitude."
Lazarus' face fell, and I almost felt sorry for him and his men. The three of them were in a pretty horrific state. To hear that they weren't going to be paid was not going to improve their mood.
I went to speak, but Alasdair shook his head.
"Something to say?" Flint asked. "If you don't like it, take it up with Daddy. In the meantime, we have places to be."
Flint and his sentinels retreated through their rifts, and I watched, glaring daggers at them until the portals closed.
"I really don't like that man," I muttered.
"That makes two of us," Alasdair replied. “But the Watchman is not to be trifled with.”
"What an arse." Lazarus shook his fist. “Garnishing the bounties, it’s not like the Congress is hard up for cash. That’s just him pouring salt in the wound. Congress knows it needs us hunters, but never skips a chance to let us know we’re second-class citizens.”  
"Where does he get off, behaving like that?" I asked. "We saved thousands of people today." 
“He’s the Watchman of the Arcane Congress,” Alasdair replied. “And in recent years no one has put more warlocks to the sword than him. His zeal has won the respect of the other ranking members of the Congress, and those who don’t respect him, fear him. There was nothing to be gained by agitating him, and everything to be lost.”
So, I’d irritated one of the highest-ranking members of the Arcane Congress. Wonderful. Making friends and influencing people wherever I went this week.
Alasdair turned to Lazarus. “You lot better get yourself to a hospital.”
“And let you scavenge everything here?” Lazarus laughed. “Not on your life.”
Alasdair eyed him, then laughed. “Perhaps you aren’t as dumb as you look. I’ll tell you what. I’ll leave you with the lot, but I never want to hear another word about the past. You hear me? It’s done, dead, finished. You take this and we move on.”
Alasdair stretched out his hand.
Lazarus eyed him.
“That’s a jabberwock. It has to be worth a fortune,” Lazarus muttered, clearly looking for the angle.
“So is my peace of mind,” Alasdair replied. “Things are heating up anyway. There won’t be any shortage of work. I don’t want to have to watch my back for you three every minute of the day.”
I could have died. Alasdair putting people before profit. It was almost like he’d been listening to what I had been saying since the Yard.
Lazarus’ greed got the better of him, and he shook Alasdair’s hand.
“When I say, done,” Alasdair said, pulling him in close, “I mean it. I get one whiff of trouble from you, I’ll put the three of you in the ground.”
“My word is my bond,” Lazarus replied in the least convincing tone I’d ever heard in my life. 
He turned to his goons. “Gentlemen, you might want to pop some ice on those burns. We have work to do.”
They set out across the ice, and Alasdair watched them all the way. 
Once they were out of earshot, I turned to him. “That was awfully generous of you.”
“Yes, and no,” he replied, with that wry grin of his.
“Oh?”
“I really don’t want to still be here when the cops come through the gates. Chances are, they will be detained for hours. The jabberwock’s gizzards will be useless by then and they’re the most valuable part.”
“You sly old fox,” I said.
“They’ll get something from the yetis and a few pelts if Maelstrom didn’t ruin those, but all in all I figure it for about twenty thousand. They won’t be thrilled, but it won’t be our fault. In the meantime, we can put our feet up and enjoy a nice rest.”
“Sounds good to me, but before we kick back, I do need to go pick up the kids.”
“From the Winter Court?” Alasdair said, hesitation in his voice.
“From the King himself,” I said, not letting him off the hook. “You should come with me. There are some things I’d love to show you.”
I thought of the snowcapped peaks surrounding Caisleán Geimhreadh, the massive citadel itself, and the Ways. I wondered what he might make of those, if he’d never seen them himself.
“Like your castle?” Alasdair said, his eyebrow arched like a chevron. “When did that happen?”
“Earlier today,” I replied as I parted the Veil. “I got a great deal done while you were mucking about here.”
“Oh, really?” His thick Scottish brogue shone through in his incredulity.
“Uh huh,” I replied as I looked up at him. “Let me see. I talked to Dad, learned how to slay a banshee, won a duel to the death with a psychopath, inherited a castle, and freed some enslaved pixies.”
“All that in a few hours?” Alasdair’s eyes bored into mine. There was a smoldering intensity in them that made my stomach flutter. 
“Multitasking.” I said, my voice growing softer as he drew closer. “One of these days, you men will catch on.”
I was keenly aware that I had never been this close to him, and while I knew I should back down, I didn’t want to.
As if he could read my mind, he placed one hand on my hip and drew me to him. He pressed his lips against mine in a meld of fire and ice that caused my heart to soar.
I’d imagined this moment a hundred times, but none of them did it justice as I melted into his strong embrace. I closed my eyes and kissed him back.
When we finally parted, he rested his palm on my cheek. “You, Nora Byrne, are an insufferable smart arse.”
I smiled like I hadn’t in years. If this was suffering, I’d take all the suffering I could get. It felt good to be wanted, but I’d be damned if I would let him have the last word.
“I had a good teacher, a stubborn Scottish fella. You should meet him. The two of you would get along splendidly.”
With that, I grabbed a fistful of his jacket and dragged him through the portal with me.
“Come on, Maelstrom, time to go home,” I called over my shoulder. 
The sun was setting on a battered Sea World as we stepped into Faerie. I’d never taken a boy home to meet my father. 
I took Alasdair’s hand in mine. We were walking into Faerie, a world where death lingered behind every smile.
Wits were all that divided the quick from the dead in the murderous intrigue of the Winter Court. 
My court.
I just had to hope its king, my father, was as pleased with my new relationship as I was. 
The End






Thank You For Being Here


Ghosts At The Coast . Now that was a lot of fun for me to write. Sea World is somewhere I like to take my little munchkins, so when I had this idea for Nora's journey, I couldn't stop myself.
Dolphin Cove, is one of my favorite places and I've always loved watching the show there. As such it made for a fitting final battle scene for this arc of Nora's journey.  
So many significant events transpire in Ghosts that will shape Nora's future. From her reuniting with her father, to acquiring a place on the Winter Court, there is a lot we can talk about. But mostly I love this book for the progress Nora is making with herself. It's easy when life doesn't turn out the way you expect, to get down on yourself. To think that you aren't enough. Good enough, strong enough etc. The lies we tell ourselves every day are often more damaging than anything others can do to us. In Ghosts, Nora finally starts to see through those lies, and realize the truth about herself.
There were also a few little easter eggs and crossovers from my other series set in this universe. Maybe you caught those, maybe you didn't. What was Frank Caldwell buying from Ramzey at the yard? Armando Flint is the Congress' Watchman, making friends wherever he goes. What does he have planned for Kaznius? I guess we'll have to wait and see.
While you're waiting, why not check out the other series set in this world?
I’d suggest checking out my Conjuring a Coroner or Urban Arcanology series. You can get the first book free, when you join my newsletter (along with some other exclusive short stories that I only publish there).
Before you dive into the glossary, I just wanted to say thank you for being here.
I’m an indie author, and your support makes all this possible. So thanks for joining me on the journey. If you are enjoying the series, please spread the word as it helps other readers take a chance on me.
If you’d like to leave a review, you can do that here.
Until next time,

S.C. Stokes

P.S. You can get a free book when you sign up to my newsletter here, or relax with some other like-minded readers in my Arcanoverse group on Facebook.




Glossary of Aussie Slang


If you missed the note before the book began, I’d definitely recommend it. I wanted to be sure to include a full glossary of any Aussie or other slang terms and language choices I made in  Ghosts At The Coast. I hope you enjoy them in the spirit in which they were included. If I've missed something shoot me an email and let me know!
I chose to use ‘Mum’ in dialogue as that is certainly how you would hear it if you were here. As for measurements of distance, I went with what I would use in the circumstances, so those are as Australian as I am. 
Without further ado, your companion chuckle for Ghosts At The Coast:

Bogan – A term of both endearment and insult, depending on intonation and intent. Usually denotes an individual lacking in culture, style, ettiquette or in some cases all of the above.
Fairy Floss – Some call it cotton candy, ours is manufactured by the fae. And now you're jealous.
Hanson – If you don't recognise the name, be grateful you weren't born in an era dominated by the eternal torture of MmmBop.     
Myer Model – Myer is the Aussie equivalent of Macy's. As you can imagine, Nora is not being particularly complimentary of Lazarus. Still probably better than he deserves. 
Noughties – Referencing one of the greatest decades of all time. 2000 – 2009. I know you'd love to disagree but truth be told it's pretty hard to remember anything that happened before these past few years of utter dumpster fires.
Nutbush – If you haven'e seen one of these... I'll let Youtube fill you in on this cultural masterpiece.
Parliament House – Australia's seat of government. Interesting design, if you haven't seen it, it's worth a google.   
Peel an orange in his pocket – This is one of my favorite pieces of Irish slang ever. Means someone is so cheap that they would peel a piece of fruit in their pocket to avoid the chance of being seen and asked to share. I love everything about this imagery.
Sporran –  Traditional part of Scottish Highland dress. It's a pouch that is conveniently located.
Ute –  Slang for a utility or truck. Only used for single or dual cab vehicles. Never used for heavy vehicles.    
Vegemite – Spreadible condiment that will put hair on your chest whether you want it or not. It's taste has best been described as licking the Dead Sea. Fun side note. It's been banned in many prisons because inmates were using its high yeast content to ferment alcohol. It's one desirable quality is that if you eat it on toast when you have an upset stomach, it will likely be the one food you do not throw up. Because, let's face it. No one wants to see that twice.

Doubtless there will be more to come in the rest of the series. For everything else, I went with US English spelling (in spite of the setting) as that is what most of my readers are used to from me.
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