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CHAPTER
ONE




Being a time-traveling, dimension-hopping, planes-jumping druid has its benefits. For one, I can enjoy any food from any time period I want—or any timeline, for that matter. Take Mickey D’s Szechuan sauce, for example. Rick Sanchez wasn’t kidding when he said it was delicious, and that’s with or without a large order of chicken nuggies.

But it’s not all fun and games. Far from it, in fact.

High on my list of things that make time travel a tremendous pain in the ass is that the gods absolutely do not want mortals fucking with time magic. Hell, they don’t even let their own time deities jack with it, beyond keeping things ticking along, so the time streams don’t collide or some bullshit. Which means I have to keep my abilities and activities super hush-hush.

That wouldn’t be a problem, if time travel didn’t create energy ripples that emanate from every single entry and exit point in a time stream. The average person wouldn’t notice them, except as a sort of glitch in reality. Kind of like Neo seeing a black cat crossing a doorway twice, but subtler.

Mundanes called it déjà vu. Chronourgists called it ‘the dinner bell for the gods’—or their enforcers, as the case might be. Normally, I’m pretty careful about where I enter and exit my own timeline, as it’s the one place where my movements are predictable. On this occasion, however, I was in a hurry and made a mistake.

After successfully nabbing our intended haul, I’d taken us slightly out of the timestream to shake any potential pursuers. It had been a tiny chronourgic deviation, so slight that my companion didn’t even notice the slip. Unfortunately, my brilliant ploy had backfired, and that was how the rakshasi bounty hunter picked up our trail.

Glancing over my shoulder, I nudged my steed gently with my right knee, even as I held on to her mane for dear life. The piebald pegasus banked sharply as a flash of elemental light and heat split the atmosphere next to us. The maneuver nearly caused me to fall off, until the winged horse adjusted her pitch and roll under me to keep me mounted on her back.

“Ásgeir, would you please do something about getting that bitch off our backs?” I shouted, adding a bit of magic to my voice so I could be heard over the rushing wind.

“I’m doing my best, but she’s quite adept at swooping to and fro on those wings of hers.”

“I honestly didn’t think they had wings. They’re basically weretigers in D&D lore—with backward hands.”

“I know little of this ‘Dee End Dee’ to which you refer. However, all the rakshasas I’ve known have been adept shapeshifters, assuming various forms as current needs demand.” My bodyguard searched the clouds behind us for signs of the asuri, but she was staying well-hidden to avoid being skewered by his spear. Ásgeir wrapped his Dr. Who scarf around his face a third time, presumably to keep it in place. “In her current form, I find this one to be a rather impressive specimen.”

“Keep your mind on the job, bro,” I yelled as I kept my magical senses on high alert. “Besides, you can’t afford another wife.”

“I could if you increased my pay.”

“Nope,” I replied with finality.

I never renegotiated deals with supernatural creatures. It was a rule I refused to break—not even for a Scandinavian mountain troll I really liked. Doing so made the original deal null and void, and fey creatures were much better at swindling than humans. For that reason, chances were nearly one-hundred percent that you’d end up on the losing end the second time around.

“Never hurts to ask,” he replied, his voice trailing off on the wind.

Just then, a lightning bolt shattered the sky between us, narrowly missing my piebald’s wing. The radiant heat from the spell still managed to singe her wingtip, so I pulled moisture from a nearby cloud to douse it. Ásgeir’s steed tossed his head and neighed, incensed at how the sorceress had nearly harmed his mate.

“Don’t worry,” my bodyguard cooed as he patted the pegasus’ neck to calm it. “We’ll get her soon enough.”

The troll rode a beautiful blue roan stallion, a massive warhorse that insisted on coming along with the young piebald I’d chosen. That was just as well. The roan had been one of the few amongst the herd that could carry Ásgeir, even after he’d shrunk a foot or so.

We’d nicked the two of them from a grove near Mount Olympus, having been directed to the location by Heracles. What the demigod didn’t tell us was that the herd was owned by his father, Zeus. That he left out that crucial detail wasn’t lost on me. If I’d known the owner’s identity, I’d probably have passed on the opportunity to rustle the magical steeds.

Probably.

Interestingly, the pegasi didn’t seem to mind being taken. On the contrary, they told me they were bored with wandering around and grazing all day.

Coincidentally, the horses also conveniently failed to mention the identity of their owner. Between Heracles’ forgetfulness and the pegasi’s reticence, it made me wonder if the demigod hadn’t set us up, just to see what would happen. I wouldn’t put it past him. He was a decent guy—for a demigod—but also a bit of a Chad.

The Greek gods were still damned sore about how I’d hoodwinked them in Vegas. To my credit, I returned their casino, the attached hotel, and their vault, minus a few billion in gold and valuables. However, I’d also freed their massive draconic security guard, Typhon. In so doing, the titan had gone from being their pet watchdog to once again becoming the greatest threat the pantheon had ever faced.

Whoopsies.

Despite that intentional slight on my part, Hermes and I had cut a deal. The gods always kept their word—if not the spirit of it, certainly the letter. They’d agreed to leave me and mine alone, in exchange for the return of their property.

Before I opened negotiations, I’d already taken everything Eris had kept in the vault as the spoils of war. She’d agreed to transfer her assets to me—under duress, mind you, but still. Thus, it wasn’t like I’d stolen anything from the rest of the pantheon. I’d merely taken my due from the one who’d caused me harm.

The riches I took were a pittance to those perpetual putzes. Yet, it was the principle of the thing that mattered to them. Just as they never broke their word, the gods never forgave a slight, no matter how small. And oh, how I’d slighted them.

Since Zeus and the rest of the pantheon had agreed to leave me be, he sent a proxy to handle the matter of his missing steeds. When he placed the bounty on my head, the Olympian had done it through channels, eliminating the risk of anyone linking these attacks to him. That gave Zeus and his fellow gods complete plausible deniability.

The reward was substantial, which meant that every two-bit Greek supe had come out of the woodwork after us. We’d been evading capture for days, and in the process, we’d killed everything from satyrs to sirens, from centaurs to cyclopes. Just when I thought we’d seen the last of them, Zeus pulled an ace out of his toga.

You had to hand it to the dirty bastards. When it came to screwing mortals, they were the best. In this particular instance, sending a minor deity from another pantheon was a nice touch. How she found out I could time travel was anyone’s guess, but I couldn’t let her walk away with that knowledge.

I not only needed to get her off our tail, I had to get rid of her—permanently. For this, I had a plan, but first I had to ground the rakshasi so we could fight on equal terms.
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“When we pass through the next cloud bank, go low,” I shouted to my companion.

“Does that particular command come with hazard pay?” Ásgeir asked.

“I don’t remember you being this difficult the last time we worked together.”

“That was before I got to know you. And before I acquired another wife.”

“That sounds like a whole lot of ‘not my fucking problem,’” I replied. “Cloud bank coming up in three… two… one… go.”

The troll leaned in as he clamped his knees tight to his roan’s chest. The steeds were well-trained and quite responsive to subtle cues of pressure and weight distribution. Lean forward with both knees touching, and they’d dive. Lean back with your left knee touching, and they’d climb while banking left. And so on.

It was an efficient method of controlling a mount. I could see how, after a few months of practice, the pegasi would learn to anticipate a rider’s habits and wishes. I intended to put in the time, as I’d need such maneuvers to become second nature.

With the gods watching me ever more closely by the day, I couldn’t always teleport when I needed to travel. The pegasi were intended to be a solution to that dilemma, as well as providing a means for patrolling large swaths of my demesne in Underhill. That was, if I managed to escape with them.

To that end, I reached into my Bag for an item I needed to execute my plan. Time and again, it had nearly gotten me killed, but the object’s usefulness was beyond question. If it didn’t hate me so much, I might use it more often.

I slung Siegfried’s cloak around my shoulders, willing it to conceal both me and my winged steed. After a bit of grumbling from the cloak—manifesting as a sort of mental feedback rather than actual speech—it performed as asked. Once I was certain we were both hidden, I instructed the pegasus to climb.

My little mustang was a magnificent specimen—lean, compact, and built for speed. Moreover, she responded to my commands much more readily than that sorry cloak I wore. Soon we soared high above the clouds, casting nary a shadow as I searched the skies below for the rakshasi.

Like most of her kind, she was a skilled illusionist, able to conceal herself well via concealment and camouflage. Yet, illusory magic could only do so much. Within moments, I spotted a small, fast-moving cloud, one whose course failed to jibe with the current wind speed and direction.

Gotcha.

The little cloud melded with larger banks of water vapor as it passed through them, becoming effectively invisible to the naked eye. I’d never have been able to pick it out against the other clouds from my previous vantage point. Yet, from above it stood out like a sore thumb, especially when it belched a lightning bolt that narrowly missed my hired troll far below.

Alright, let’s clip those wings.

After cueing up Mogh’s Scythe, I directed my pegasus to dive at the cloud. Aiming for the center of the white mass, I unleashed a spinning, ten-foot long, razor-thin blade of compressed air. If I was lucky, I’d take her out in one fell swoop. If not, hopefully I’d manage to ground her to even the odds.

When my spell bisected my target, a loud roar erupted from the cottony patch of mist. Instantly the cloud fell, spinning slowly while leaving a pink, spiraled contrail in its wake. Nudging my steed to follow, we passed through the blood spray on our way down. Oddly, it smelled like jasmine and musk, yet it tasted like iron and raw magic.

She’s wounded. Time to go in for the kill.

I spurred my filly on, leaning against her neck in hopes of coaxing her into a steep dive. She complied almost instantly, releasing a sound that was halfway between a bray and a roar as we plunged toward the vaporous veil that concealed our prey. Surprised as I was at the little horse’s battle lust, I reminded myself that Ásgeir was counting on me. Stifling an amused chuckle, I refocused my attention on spinning up another spell.

Just as we came within striking distance of the mist, it dissipated into thin wisps of pink and white nothingness, leaving not a single sign of the rakshasi behind. I wondered, did she teleport away? Vanish into thin air? Or did she die and revert to her true, spiritual form?

We were approaching solid ground rapidly, so I leaned away from the filly’s neck as I pulled back ever so gently on her mane. She adjusted the plane of her wings, angling up as we leveled out approximately five hundred feet above the arid desert landscape below. On searching the terrain for some sign of the rakshasi, I spotted a plume of dust a few hundred yards behind us.

After guiding the pegasus to a somewhat rough landing, I dismounted and drew my longsword, Dyrnwyn, in one smooth motion. As I set out to confront the asuri, the winged filly snorted and followed alongside me.

Well, well. Looks like I chose a fighter.

No matter how eager she was to scrap, the last thing I wanted was for the piebald to get injured in battle. I halted for a moment to calm her down, stroking her neck and speaking soothing words in a low, measured tone.

“I like your style, but hang back, alright? At least until I have things under control.”

The pegasus nickered in response, nudging me with her nose. Suddenly, she neighed and reared up, just as a large, winged shadow blotted out the sun behind me. My steed danced and pivoted toward the threat, even as she used her wings to buffet me aside. I stumbled away as the pegasus’ forehooves worked the air like twin battering rams, clattering as they impacted a large, straight blade along the flat.

The rakshasi’s deflected pata split the air in a downward arc where I’d stood a millisecond before, narrowly missing my leg.

I caught my balance, pivoting and bringing Dyrnwyn to bear. A few puffs of fire flickered up and down the blade’s edge, but it failed to erupt into searing flame as it always did in the presence of evil. With no time to ponder the seeming malfunction, I kept my attention on the asuri’s weapon as it sparked against a large stone on the ground.

The sword bounced off the rock, turning into a low, sweeping back cut at my thigh. I retreated and parried it past in seconde, nearly getting cut in the process. As my opponent recovered, my gaze followed the five-foot long blade up its length to the gauntleted guard. There it disappeared into a giant, indistinct blob of darkness.
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Once my eyesight adjusted to the anomaly, I made out the dim shape of an eight-foot tall, winged figure within that dark mass of illusory magic. A fleeting glimpse, then it was gone, obscured once more behind a fog of sorcerous concealment. This presented me with a dual conundrum.

Firstly, the weapon the rakshasi bore was mostly used for slashing and cutting. Based on what little I knew of the ancient Hindu fighting art of mardani khel, I fully expected the asuri to come at me in a series of whirling, circular attacks. Since the gauntleted hilt prevented the wrist adjustments necessary for most pointed fencing maneuvers, pata wielders typically stuck to those methods.

Considering her apparent size and reach advantage, I’d be hard-pressed to fend off those attacks without shattering Dyrnwyn’s unlit blade. Certainly, my sword was an example of the finest metallurgy and forging methods of its time. Yet, in the absence of its enchantment, it was just another iron longsword.

Additionally, reading body language was imperative to a swordsman’s survival. You didn’t just focus on the opponent’s blade, as the blade can lie. Instead, you observed the whole of your enemy’s body mechanics, gauging position, balance, and motion. Then, you predicted their intent from the sum of those parts.

In this instance, however, the rakshasi’s concealment posed significant challenges. The visual obfuscation combined with her superhuman speed and agility made implausible attacks not just possible, but stupidly easy. If she was as quick as she appeared, this was going to be like fighting a giant blender. I’d need to stay outside her range to have enough time to evade her attacks.

That is, until I figure out how to trigger Dyrnwyn.

I had a feeling the sword would light as soon as it scored a hit on the rakshasi. Accomplishing that feat would be another matter. I danced away, sword extended with the tip pointed at where I thought her face might be. Hopefully, the position would give me an extra millisecond to deflect oncoming attacks.

As I’d expected, the asuri advanced with a series of circular slashes that changed levels with every revolution. She moved as quickly as any mature vampire I’d fought, and that was saying something. Much to my chagrin, each time that five-foot long blade disappeared behind her, it reappeared in attacks that came at unexpected angles and vectors.

I did my best to stay beyond her reach, using footwork and my Fomorian speed to avoid most of those slashes. Yet, it was always more difficult for a swordsman to retreat than advance, as you had to be mindful of the environment with every inch you gave. My opponent knew this, and she used it to her advantage, backing me right into a huge agave cluster.

When agave plants are not in bloom, most of the plant sits low to the ground and well below eye level. That was probably why I missed seeing it in my peripheral vision, at least until I felt several of its long, sharp spikes pierce my calves and thighs. They didn’t call the plants ‘horse cripplers’ for nothing. I grunted in pain even as I struggled to avoid falling backward on the thing.

Meanwhile, the rakshasi advanced, squealing with delight from within her sorcerous smokescreen. I would probably manage to parry the next attack that came, but I doubted Dyrnwyn would survive defending a full-on power cut from the massive sword the asuri wielded. Likely as not, my enemy would cleave both me and my sword in two.

While I could wither the agave plant with druidry, I couldn’t do so instantaneously. And with my legs skewered in multiple places by its thorns and thick, fibrous leaves, I was unable to sidestep or pivot to avoid the coming attack. In short, I was fucked.

Just as the rakshasi’s sword swung around again, my pegasus came out of nowhere, bowling into the asuri and knocking the bounty hunter away from me. The two creatures clashed in a tangle of wings, hooves, and black, wispy nothingness, with my steed neighing and snorting wildly as our foe growled and snarled in response.

The horse did her best to stomp the demon into the sandy soil with her forehooves, while the rakshasi fended those attacks with her blade and the armored gauntlet that covered the sword’s hilt. I thought the winged horse might get the better of the exchange, then a muscular, terra-cotta colored arm swept out from the dark cloud of obfuscation, slashing the pegasus across the chest with long black claws.

The horse whinnied and faltered, but by this time I’d extricated myself from the agave plant. Just as the rakshasi prepared to cut the injured pegasus down, I rushed forward and thrust Dyrnwyn into the cloak of darkness that surrounded the bounty hunter.


CHAPTER
TWO




I felt the sword’s point strike something hard and metallic. Immediately, it flared from hilt to tip in blindingly brilliant white flames. When Dyrnwyn’s glow illuminated the rakshasi’s illusory web of concealment, the spell dissipated like smoke on the wind. The thing the Greek gods had sent to kill me was thereby revealed, and good heavens, was it a nightmare brought to life.

She was almost as tall as I’d first guessed, perhaps seven and a half feet, with smooth, red skin, a lean, well-muscled frame, spare breasts, and a thin waist that gave way to a sprinter’s hips and thighs. She wore a fitted brass scale vest that protected her chest, shoulders, and upper abdomen, over a loose, gauzy white blouse tucked into black fatigue pants. Brass bracers protected her forearms, while similarly constructed greaves covered her shins down to her large, cloven feet.

As for her face, she was both terrible and beautiful, in a ‘Lilith from Diablo IV’ kind of way. Her large amber eyes resembled those of a lion, and they were offset by a wide, long nose over full, sultry lips and a soft, tapered chin. Two short red horns grew from either side of her head, parting long black hair pulled back over pointed ears. Truly, she was an exotic nightmare come to life.

Yet, her most striking feature was the massive, leathery pair of folded wings that jutted far above her shoulders. The skin comprising each wing was black and lightly furred along the bony ridge at the top, fading to a smooth, blood-red, nearly translucent membrane toward the end of each supporting bone. Frighteningly, each wing knuckle ended in a hooked claw, long and sharp enough that they might be used to gut an opponent in a pinch.

In the split-second it took for me to process her hellish majesty, the rakshasi burst into action. With expert precision, the asuri aggressively parried my sword to the side in an attempt to shuck it away from her. Sparks flew as the two weapons met, a combination of bright burning motes and dark specks that floated away like flecks of ash.

Huh. Looks like I’m not the only one wielding an enchanted blade.

I recovered with the intent to riposte, just as the asuri extended her wings. She snapped them out to full extension and flapped once, propelling herself away from Dyrnwyn’s brilliance. The wind generated by her retreat was so forceful that I had to lean in and brace against the disturbance.

Squinting to keep dust from my eyes, I noted that the patagium of her left wing was neatly split in the middle. Presumably, that was the spot where my spell struck her earlier. For now, at least the rakshasi wouldn’t be fleeing from this battle.

Then again, neither would my pegasus. The little mustang lay on the ground a few feet away, bleeding freely from deep gashes across her chest. Her breathing was labored, her eyes were partially closed with only the whites showing, and she was frothing at the mouth. Not good at all.

Most magical creatures possessed at least some measure of enhanced healing. Based on the grey pall around the horse’s wounds, there had to be some sort of poison or spell preventing that from happening. To save the feisty little piebald, I’d have to end this fight quickly so I could heal her with druid magic.

Earlier I’d readied a coup de gras spell, and I still held that nasty bit of magic at the ready. However, I’d since reassessed the level of threat the rakshasi posed, and I worried that the spell I’d chosen wouldn’t suffice. Just in case I was right, I started working on a druidic back-up spell, one that would take a few moments to set up.

I inclined my head at the piebald as I stalled for time. “What’d you do to my horse?”

“Poison,” the rakshasi replied in a deep yet alluring voice. “Not to worry, you’ll be dead before she will.”

“Confidence. I like that.”

She rolled her large, amber eyes. “Flattery won’t keep me from my task.”

“That wing injury might,” I said, keeping my now blazing blade pointed at the center of her chest. “Sure you don’t want to call a truce?”

The giant she-demon scowled, bobbling her head almost imperceptibly as she spoke. “You only wish I’d desist, but that won’t happen. I’ve been paid a considerable advance, and promised a princely bonus should I bring my employer your head. No, I will not be ‘calling a truce’ at this juncture.”

Her accent was proper urban Mumbai, a lovely contralto with strict enunciation and a distinct rolling of her ‘r’s’ that, quite frankly, was rather easy on the ears. It was a far cry from the ridiculous parody of the ‘dilly’ accent I so often heard on television these days. A part of me wanted to listen to that voice forever. While I knew I was being charmed, the experience was so pleasant that I couldn’t be upset about it.

“Come now,” I replied as I triggered an anti-glamour counter spell. “Surely, you can allow me to at least try to match your fee.”

The bounty hunter flashed a fanged smile as she redoubled her efforts to ensorcel me. Her heady scent of jasmine and musk combined with the pungent odor of primordial magic, clouding my senses and nearly lulling me into dropping my weapon. Despite her obvious talents, my counter-spell held, foiling her attempt to charm me into submission.

The slightest frown touched the corners of her mouth. She was a cool one, this bounty hunter, and I wondered what else she might have up her sleeve. Then it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen any sign of Ásgeir.

He’d disappeared after that second lightning attack. Had he caught a direct hit? Or worse, had he been charmed into aiding the shapeshifter?

“Well?” I asked, by way of following up on my earlier question.

“I’m sorry, but you cannot come close to what my employer is paying me,” she said with a rueful shake of her head.

“Oh? And what might that be?”

“A golden fleece.”

“And you need this fleece for what? Healing the sick? Making crops grow? Ending a drought?”

“No, to decorate my condo.” Her smile was almost sheepish as she continued. “I’m sorry to say, it’s an offer I cannot refuse.”

I tilted my head while offering a sympathetic smile. “That’s too bad. Now I’m going to have to get all ruthless and shit to save my horse.”

Her bubbling laughter quickly faded away on the dry desert air. “I’m almost sorry I have to kill you. Your cocky attitude, while typically American, is rather amusing. But a contract is a contract, and I do have a reputation to uphold.”

Although the likelihood I’d befriend an evil demonic bounty hunter was close to nil, this rakshasi was growing on me. At least she was polite, and apparently just doing her job. Anyway, I was tired of killing deities and demigods, only to have their relatives show up later looking for revenge. If I could help it, I’d avoid killing her.

But I still intended to save my horse.

With a thought, I triggered the spell I’d been holding since I’d touched down. It was a more potent and focused iteration of Mogh’s Scythe, something I’d come up with for taking out single targets. The sorcerous missile flew at the demon like an invisible bullet, absolutely undetectable to the naked eye.

Improbably, the asuri detected the attack. She turned the flat of her sword diagonally across her legs at knee level, directly in line with the spell’s plane of impact. The dense, tight disc of highly compressed air shattered against her blade with a loud metallic ping, echoing as it dispersed into nothing but loose molecules of air.

She can see magic. Well, shit.

The demoness responded instantly, pointing her sword and unleashing a massive lightning bolt straight at me. I barely had time to dive and roll out of the way and found another such spell coming at me before I could spring to my feet. Cursing my overconfidence, I did my level best to avoid being fried by 300 million volts of certain doom.

Time slowed from my perspective, not because I was seeing my life flash before my eyes, but because I willed it. The rakshasi’s lips curled in a haughty smile that said she believed victory was assured. Meanwhile, the thick, fractal shaft of lightning she’d cast inched across the space between us, growing ever closer as I closed the jaws on the trap I’d set for the asuri bounty hunter.

A slight movement of Dyrnwyn’s tip allowed me to interrupt the bolt’s path, preventing it from striking me in the chest. Instead, I conducted the current down the length of the blade. From there, a little druid magic was all it took to direct the flow of electricity through my body and into the ground.

Subsequently, I channeled the current through a fulgurite tunnel that I’d filled with iron drawn from the red desert soil. That tunnel ended just below the rakshasi’s left hoof, which was shod in a shiny metal shoe that proved to have excellent conductive properties. Now, the bounty hunter would have a taste of her own medicine.

As the energy bolt turned back on its caster, the asuri spasmed and toppled backwards under a load of a few hundred thousand volts of static shock. As soon as she fell, I commanded the nearby plant life to rapidly grow and thicken, binding the demon by hand, foot, and mouth in layer after layer of rope-like vegetation. Finally, I removed the pata from her grip, even as I cast a magic nullification ward over her, using the plants to weave the patterns necessary to keep the spell active.

Once the threat had been neutralized, I saw to the pegasus. Although she’d been badly injured, to my relief she was far from gone. It took several minutes to isolate the poison, but eventually, I was able to draw it from her body using druid healing magic. As soon as the agent had been cleansed from her system, the horse’s healing abilities took over, and she began to recover.

While I was finishing that task, movement in the skies to the south caught my attention. A dark blot in the distance grew larger and more distinct as it neared. It was Ásgeir, swooping in for a landing on his beefy gray roan.

“Perfect timing,” I observed. “You managed to show up the moment after I ended the fight.”

“We were struck by one of those horrendous lightning bolts,” he explained. “It didn’t do much to me, but the pegasus fell like a stone. Landing safely was a near thing, which we managed just a few miles back. All I could do was wait for the stallion to recover.”

“Took your sweet time getting here.” I inclined my head at the captive rakshasi, who looked to be on the verge of rousing from her slumber. “Admit it, you just didn’t want to ruin your chances by attacking her.”

Ásgeir drew himself up to his full height. “Let the record state that I take exception to that accusation. Furthermore, I contend that said besmirchment is grounds for an immediate pay raise.”

“Is besmirchment even a word?”

He shrugged. “You tell me. English is your first and only language, after all.”

I winced. “Hey now, let’s keep this civil.”

“I see. Now that the left foot has discovered the right boot does not fit, you acknowledge the bitter sting of such callous, offhanded imputations.”

“You mean ‘now that the shoe is on the other foot,’ right?”

“Is that not what I said?” the troll replied, even as his slate gray eyes darted to the now struggling asuri.

I scratched behind my ear and sighed. “Oh, for goodness' sake.”

Ásgeir’s tone softened. “I thought—if you have no objections, of course—that we might introduce ourselves. Do you think that would be proper at this juncture?”

“Do we have any choice? I can’t just leave her here. She’ll trick some mortal into freeing her, then she’ll simply follow us. No, it’s best we strike a deal while we have the upper hand.”

The mountain troll rocked back on his heels, locking his bony knees as he did so. “A splendid plan. Allow me.”

As he turned to address the rakshasi, I quickly moved between them. “Whoa, there, Casanova. This is a demoness we’re dealing with here. Why don’t you let me do the talking, before she charms you into submission?”

He drummed his fingers on his thigh. “Perhaps you’re right. But do put in a good word for me. Meanwhile, I’ll be brushing down the horses.”

“You do that.”

Ásgeir sulked away while casting furtive glances over his shoulder at the rakshasi. He was an excellent bodyguard, but if he had one weakness, it was that he tended to think with his spear. When his gaze lingered a tad too long, I shooed him off with a sweep of my fingers, then I did an about-face and squatted beside the demoness.

She stared icicles at me with her leonine eyes while mumble-hissing from behind her gag. I allowed her to stare and curse, for all the good it did her, until she eventually settled down. Once she seemed a bit more calm, I pointed at the fibrous weave of plant matter covering her mouth.

“You know, I could remove that.”

Her eyes narrowed, sizing me up for whatever scheme or trap I had in store. It was very likely that, in her culture, every verbal interaction was an opportunity for disaster. The fae were like that, as were all demonic species. Say or agree to the wrong thing in casual conversation, and before you knew it, you’d be enslaved and damned for all eternity.

I made a placating gesture with my hands. “It’s not a trick, just a show of good faith. Before I do, I need you to agree that you won’t try to glamour me again. Deal?”

She stared for several seconds, finally breaking eye contact as she gave an almost imperceptible nod. I snapped my fingers, more for effect than necessity, and the gag receded instantly. The asuri worked her jaw and licked her lips, then she opened her mouth as if to speak.

I snapped again and the thick, grassy strands around her neck tightened considerably. “Ah, ah, ah—I didn’t say you could speak. This is a negotiation, and I want to be clear about who’s in control.”

Anger flared behind those amber orbs, but she squashed it quickly. She was proud, this one. I could only assume that, for her, helplessness was likely an unfamiliar circumstance.

“Now, tell me,” I continued. “Who is in control?”

“You are,” she whispered.

I cupped a hand to my ear. “A little louder, please.”

“You are,” she hissed at slightly greater than indoor voice volume.

“Indeed, I am,” I replied. “Now that we’ve established that, let me tell you what I’m offering. That is, your life, in exchange for your cooperation.”

Her nose twitched slightly. “‘Cooperation’ can be interpreted to mean many different things.”

“True. Please bear with me as I elaborate on more specific terms, the alternative to which would be your very untimely passing.”

While we conversed, Ásgeir had been observing from afar, watching us over the gray’s back. He let out a soft meep at that last bit, causing me to cast a warning glance his way. I turned my attention back to the rakshasi, smiling magnanimously.

“So, do I have your cooperation?”

She gave a reluctant nod. “For now.”

I tongued my cheek and lowered my voice. “Define ‘now.’”

The demoness huffed in apparent frustration. “Fine. For the next half-hour in human, earthly time, I, Pallavi Barbarika, agree to cooperate with you by answering your questions truthfully, by refraining from making any attempt to escape, and by keeping whatever we discuss a secret held in the strictest confidence between only those parties present.”

“‘Parties’ being defined to include only druids, rakshasas, and trolls. Agreed?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” She fluttered her eyelids and glowered at me. “Now, do get on with it.”

“Who hired you?”

“Hermes.”

“Really?”

“No, I’m lying and damning myself as an oathbreaker,” she snarked. “Unless there’s another fair-faced Greek god out there with auburn locks, winged boots, and a golden helm, it was damned bloody well Olympus’ messenger who brought me on.”

I was tired of squatting, so I pulled up a small boulder using druid magic. Once I was comfortable, I tapped a finger on my chin. “What did they offer you in pay?”

“All the usual things. A golden fleece, future favor, earthly lands and dwellings—the works.” She frowned and growled softly. “That fleece was the worm on the hook, so to speak. Once he showed me that, I had to take the job.”

“I understand that they can brighten up a room. I’m curious, did they tell you much about your quarry?”

“Only that I’d be chasing a druid, nothing more.”

“And did that surprise you?” I asked.

“Yes, considering that the druids were supposedly all killed two millennia ago.” Her nose twitched again. “I assumed you’d be just another hedge warlock claiming druidic knowledge. Obviously, I couldn’t have been more wrong.”

“And what were your orders, specifically?”

“Hmm, let me see.” She glanced up and to her left, arching an eyebrow. “‘Track the druid, run him down like a wounded hart, tear him asunder, and bring me his severed head.’”

“Wow. Just like that, huh?”

She nodded. “Just like that.”

“And how exactly did you track me?”

“Sympathetic magic. They gave me a small fragment of a withered oak leaf.”

“Damn,” I cursed under my breath. “I’ll be taking that from you before our time is up, yes?”

She snorted. “You can have it. As far as I’m concerned, this job is over. Hermes should’ve been more clear regarding the risks, as well as whom I’d be up against.”

“Oh? You’ve heard of me, then?”

Her expression soured. “You? No, of course not. In Delhi, we care little of your ‘World Beneath’ and its assorted intrigues. But I know a master druid when I see one.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere, Pallavi.”

“Perhaps not with you, but it would with him,” she said, shifting her gaze toward my trollish bodyguard.

“Keep cooperating, and I can arrange it.”

She flashed a coy smile. “Bit of a bar body, with those spindly legs and all. Then again, his kind have a reputation. I can work with that.”

I laughed. “Oh, hell, that’s funny. I’m glad I didn’t have to kill you.”

She turned her feline gaze on me. “The day is young, druid.”

“It is at that,” I replied. “So, should we work out a truce?”

Pallavi swept her gaze from her chest to her feet and back again. “I’m willing to negotiate.”

“Excellent. Let’s hammer out a deal, shall we?”
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I healed Pallavi’s wing as part of our deal, then I sent her on her way. After she departed, I approached my very glum looking troll bodyguard. Having groomed the pegasi nearly to death, he was now busily repacking his gear and pointedly avoiding my gaze. Obviously, this was all to disguise his disappointment at having missed an opportunity to charm the rakshasi.

“So?” he huffed, keeping his head lowered as I approached.

“So, we worked out a deal. She’s going to tell her employer that we gave her the slip, and that working on American soil wasn’t part of her contract. She also agreed to subject herself to a spell of forgetting. Pallavi is headed to Austin right now to see Maeve, who agreed to pluck any memories related to our time travel from her large, pretty head.”

“Pallavi?” he said as he glanced up, his hands momentarily hovering over his task. “That’s her name?”

“Yep.”

He lowered his gaze again. “She does have quite the pretty head. And I didn’t think it was overly large at all. Too bad I won’t be seeing it again.”

“What, did you think I forgot about you?” I flashed a crooked smile. “Ásgeir, buddy, this is me you’re talking to.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, I set you up on a date.”

The troll leapt in the air, and I swear, he came damned close to embracing me. Thankfully, he stopped short, and instead nervously straightened his clothes and rearranged his scarf around his face. A good thing, too—mountain trolls were notorious for not knowing their own strength.

My bodyguard cleared his throat as he tucked the edge of his scarf into his overcoat. “Well then, I take back what I said about needing a pay increase.”

“Not a problem.” Despite my amiable tone, the potential implications of playing matchmaker to the pair had not been lost on me. “Out of curiosity, your other wives aren’t going to be pissed at me for being your supernatural wingman, are they?”

“Not at all. Troll culture is such that polyamory is welcomed. Besides, it’s doubtful that a child would result from said interlude, were it to occur. And I would rather not get ahead of myself, after all.” The troll wrung his hands. “Oh, goodness. What should I wear when we meet?”

I was about to say, ‘What you always wear, obviously,’ but I held my tongue. “Can’t help you there. By the way, I need you to shore up the wards at the junkyard while I deliver the pegasi to Mag Mell.”

“They need names, don’t they? We can’t just keep calling them ‘winged horse one and winged horse two.’”

“Eh, I suppose you’re right. How about ‘Smoke’ and ‘Valor’?”

“Suitable,” he replied, although his tone said otherwise. “And, for the record, I would rather accompany you to Mag Mell.”

“Relax, Ásgeir. There’s no place safer for me than my demesne.”

The troll adjusted his oversized fedora, tilting it at a rakish angle. “Just because you’ve kept out the gods and fae thus far, it doesn’t mean they won’t infiltrate eventually. Are you certain you don’t want me tagging along?”

“I’ll be fine. Think you can hold things down at the junkyard until I get back?”

“If you insist. Is there anything else you want me to do while I’m there?”

I crossed my arms and stroked my chin. “Eh, check in with Maureen when you arrive. Then, inspect the wards and run a perimeter sweep. And be careful that you aren’t seen. We’re closed on Mondays, so no one should be there. Stay hidden just the same.”

“You are aware that most mortals can’t see me, yes?”

“It’s not mortals I’m worried about. Be on your guard.”

“And you, likewise.”

“See you in a few,” I said with a wave, just before I signaled my port-a-oak to send him to the junkyard.

I wasn’t worried about Ásgeir running into trouble. The mountain troll hadn’t earned the title ‘Godspear’ for nothing. Before falling from favor, he’d spent centuries working as Odin’s go-to hitman, doing ol’ One-Eye’s dirty deeds. If anyone could survive a run-in with one of the Celtic gods, it was him.

In truth, I’d only be absent for a few hours. Roughly the amount of time it’d take for me to recover my strength, deliver the pegasi to Underhill, and return again. I’d been hunted by the gods before, and like the troll, I could take care of myself, even in situations that involved hostile deities.

Despite that, my bodyguard was prone to worry. And deep down, I felt more than a little guilty about being the object of his concern. That was because I hadn’t exactly been considerate of Ásgeir’s feelings since I’d hired him.

After I completed the Vegas job, I parted ways with Ásgeir and said I’d let him know when I needed him again. Fool that I am, I hadn’t considered that when he entered my employ, he’d literally bonded himself to my service. Thus, while I ran all over the timestreams attending to my personal vendettas, he languished and wondered if he’d been cast aside by a master once again.

To this Texas-born child of the new millennium, I’d simply acquired an employee. But to Ásgeir, he’d pledged himself to a new liege-lord, initiating a connection that went deeper than any mere financial transaction. Honor meant something to the troll, and after centuries spent as a destitute outcast of Asgard, serving me had given his life meaning once again.

Chalk it up to my typical self-effacing attitude, but I never even considered that he’d take his job so seriously. In retrospect, I should’ve paid more attention to how he performed his duties, and I should’ve tried to see things from his perspective. That I didn’t, showed how woefully unprepared I was for the leadership role I was stepping into.

Whether I liked it or not, people saw me as a paragon and figurehead of sorts. Now that I’d decided to rebuild the druid order, I couldn’t afford to take their dedication lightly. Heavens, but I wished the old man were still around to set me straight.

Not only was I now responsible for keeping faith with my followers, it was also my duty to look after their safety and wellbeing. That was no small task. By choosing to rebuild the order, I’d also elected to rekindle an age-old war with the gods.

The last thing gods like Nemain and Fuamnach wanted was a renewed and powerful druid order protecting humankind. Bad enough to have one meddling druid master around, mucking things up for them, but dozens of druids? Hundreds? They’d never stand for it.

Honestly, I hadn’t chosen this path. I was forced into it when the gods decided to come after me, in an attempt to end the McCool line and druidkind in one fell swoop. Finnegas had been on his last legs back then, and I was just a sniveling whelp of a kid. In their eyes, it was the perfect time to be rid of two problems, once and for all.

Me? All I wanted to do was fix cars and heal the land. I’d be perfectly happy to be left alone to do mechanic things and druid stuff, and to hell with the gods and their concerns. However, being a McCool and Finn the Seer’s last apprentice had put a deity-sized target on my back.

After years of being kept on the back foot by the gods, I recently decided I had no choice but to go on the offensive. That had led to planting a small druid oak in my demesne in Underhill, as a sort of proof of concept. Once it grew to maturity, I’d shift into full gear, harvesting its acorns to plant more oaks and recruiting druid apprentices to bond with them.

The young oak seemed to be doing fine, and thus far all was going to plan. Mag Mell was the safest place for the little tree, as the land protected its own. But for added insurance I’d recruited my distant demigod relatives, Oisín, Oscar, and Plúr, to protect the oakling.

It didn’t hurt that they led a fian, or Celtic battle clan, that consisted of hundreds of battle-hardened warriors. Every last one of them had pledged to protect the sapling in exchange for vassalship, land, and titles within my demesne. That meant the tiny magic tree was safe as houses, tucked deep inside my guarded fortress at the center of a hostile enchanted forest that repelled all invaders, fae and Tuath Dé alike.

Speaking of which, I needed to check the border wards before I took Smoke and Valor to the fortress. After situating the two winged steeds inside my hidden desert cave, I contacted my port-a-oak for transport.

Take me to Mag Mell.
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The second I arrived in Underhill, I knew something was amiss in my demesne. Since I’d claimed Tethra’s lands during my final battle with Badb, I was connected to every square inch of the place. As long as I was present, if anything important happened in the realm, I was made aware of it.

Normally, the information I received from it was just background noise, chatter that I filtered out to avoid distraction. When there was trouble, it was a different story. A major threat or enemy incursion into the demesne throbbed like an abscessed tooth—there was no ignoring it. If I wanted to be left in peace, I’d have to investigate before I checked in on the little druid oak.

As expected, the incursion occurred along the border. After bringing Oisín’s fian here to protect the little oak, I started seeking ways to prevent intrusions via transporter spells and portals. For the most part, my experiments were a success.

One of the benefits of bonding with Mag Mell was the unlimited capability to shape the land to my will. As it turned out, by rearranging the placement of various plant species, you could grow groves of trees in the shape of wards. When viewed from above, the forests at the edges of my demesne grew in visual patterns that formed runes and glyphs. These symbols were the sort that prevented unwanted guests from portalling into the area.

Essentially, the entire demesne was one big anti-portal ward, powered by the raw magic from which Underhill had been formed. A good thing, too—threats came almost daily lately since word got out that I’d permanently staked my claim on Mag Mell. But no matter how powerful would-be intruders were, all were forced to break in the old-fashioned way.

High above, the three wyverns I’d rescued from Limbo patrolled the skies, making certain nothing flew across our borders. Yet, their numbers were too few to patrol round the clock, which was just one of the reasons why I’d nabbed the pegasi. The winged horses would allow our troops to assist with sky patrols, and through breeding, I hoped to someday train a permanent cavalry unit of pegasi and wyvern riders.

Rather than moving along on their usual route, Crookedfang, Strongjaw, and Brightclaw flew in a wide, stationary circle, which told me the invaders had to be nearby. That they hadn’t engaged told me our ground forces had already arrived to deal with it—just as I’d expected. I decided to make telepathic contact with the wyvern alpha, to find out what he could tell me.

Greetings, Brightclaw.

DROOT RETURNS?

The wyverns didn’t always understand things the way humans do, especially temporal context, teleportation, and interplanar travel. Often, I had to make it clear that I wasn’t speaking to them from some far-off place. Although I couldn’t be certain, I suspected that the wyverns believed me to be some sort of omnipotent god.

Yes, I’ve returned from my travels, as promised. How goes it with your clan?

DROOT TRUE. CLAN HUNTS, CLAN SLEEPS, CLAN GUARDS SKY ABOVE AND LAND BELOW.

That was Brightclaw’s way of saying resources were sufficient for their needs. Not long ago, I’d found the three of them in Limbo, enslaved by the mad goddess Lyssa to act as watchdogs for her island demesne. After defeating their captor, I’d freed them and offered them a place in my lands.

Since bringing them here, they’d taken to the place and staked it out as their territory to protect. While I wasn’t certain, I suspected that Crookedfang had laid a clutch somewhere in the highlands, as they’d become ever more fierce about protecting the borders of late. Regardless, they were ever grateful for being rescued, and they demonstrated their appreciation with their loyalty and coming around to chat whenever I visited the plane.

I am pleased to hear your clan fares well. Is there a disturbance nearby that gives you cause for concern?

CLAN WATCHES FAE. FAE BURNS FOREST. FOREST IS ANGRY. BRIGHT LADY KNOWS AND IS NEAR.

Their job was primarily to keep hostile flying creatures out of the demesne—manticores, gryphons, other drakes, and so on. Otherwise, I’d given them strict orders to observe and report if they spotted any incursions by land. They were too valuable to risk unnecessarily on the ground. Besides, land battles were the fian’s domain.

Thank you for letting me know, and for keeping watch over the border. Please continue your patrol. I’ll handle these invaders.

HUNT WITH DROOT?

Not today, Brightclaw. These fae are not worthy prey. I’ll crush them underfoot and leave their bodies for the scavengers to pick clean.

DROOT TRUE.

The wyvern broke off our connection abruptly, not because he was angry, but because he trusted my judgment. I observed as they wheeled away, heading north to patrol the remainder of the border. Knowing they’d stay out of the coming skirmish was a relief, as they were vital to our defense apparatus—and the future of Mag Mell.

Having taken care of that small but critical detail, I could turn my attention to the threat. It was time to commune with the land and see these invaders for myself.
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As I dropped into a druid trance, I took in the land with my lesser senses. I brushed the moss beneath me with my fingertips, I listened to the hum of insects, and I tasted the moisture carried on the cool forest air. A soft breeze blew from the mountains to the southeast, carrying with it the scent of glacial streams, spring foliage in bloom, spores from the mushroom forests in Mag Ildathach, and death.

The latter was a constant in Underhill. The Land of Eternal Youth might’ve been a paradise for the fae and gods who inhabited this place, but it was fraught with danger just the same. Most humans would perish here within hours of arriving, whether poisoned by the native flora, hunted by the local fauna, or killed by some random magical phenomena.

A little druid magic was all it had taken to revive the place—after evicting the former laird, Tethra, of course. With his foul presence gone, I was able to restore life to the land. In so doing, I’d unwittingly staked a claim to the land itself. Once I’d coaxed it back to health, the spirit of the place would accept no other as its master.

Suddenly, the scent of fresh, clean soil filled my nostrils, layered over the iron tang and healthy redolence of earth magic. The spirit of Mag Mell had responded to my call, greeting me by communicating via impression alone. I felt the warmth of daylight on my skin, the cool sensation of dew on my lips, and the pleasure of a gentle wind caressing my face.

While the sensations were a mere psychic transference, it seemed as real as if I were experiencing it firsthand. This was how the land expressed its joy at my return. Each time was a little different, but the message was always the same.

Welcome back, master. All the land has to offer is yours.

That didn’t just include the bounty of the demesne, but the mystic power it held as well. Underhill was a creation of pure magic, most of it stolen from the Fomori by the Celtic pantheon. That was how Tethra had maintained his iron grip on Mag Mell for millennia, and why the land responded so eagerly to my influence. This place was Fomorian magic, bonded to my blood more surely than the iron in my veins.

I asked the land to show me the invaders, and it obeyed. Gathered near the border on the sloped plain to the east, a contingent of perhaps twenty mounted riders in armor were accompanied by thrice that number of lesser fae and beasts. The riders were high fae, led by a tall, graceful male sídhe who was doing his best to cut a path through my forest with magic.

The fae lord’s long platinum hair and sparkling, silver-gray eyes set him apart from other high fae I’d met. Most of his kind fit the ‘tall whites’ alien archetype—fair skin, flaxen hair, and cerulean eyes—which was presumably where that particular conspiracy theory originated. This guy, however, was a dead ringer for one of the twins from The Matrix Reloaded, only much better looking.

His hawklike eyes were set in a face that would be angelic, were it not so oddly off-putting in its perfection. He might have been 30 or 300 years old, so fine was his albino skin and ageless his appearance for it. He rode a tall gray stallion bedecked in filigreed, lacquered black armor that matched the rider’s breastplate, gauntlets, and greaves. A hand-and-a-half sword with a sweeping, wide guard and a finely worked hilt hung at the fae lord’s waist, and a rakish black cloak with silver trim draped from his shoulders.

In lieu of a helm, upon his brow sat a thin, delicate crown of the finest silver spun into lacy, intricate patterns within which ancient fae script had been woven. That circlet was likely to be a magical power sink, a way for him to store the mystical energy required to cast spells. He’d need it once he made some headway into the realm, as he’d be cut off from his connection to Underhill.

Something about his appearance seemed familiar to me, but I couldn’t quite place him. Identification of hostiles was an exercise in futility, since the number of fae who wanted me dead were seemingly endless. These days I didn’t bother keeping them all straight—I had enough to worry about with the gods at my heels day and night.

Not that it mattered; he’d announce himself soon enough. They always announced themselves when they tried to invade my lands. Narcissism was a universal fae trait, and it made them as predictable as Earth’s seasons.

Once I’d scoped out the enemy, I located my troops. Plúr and several dozen of her father’s warriors had amassed just this side of the border, hidden within the forest that protected the land from intruders. Our contingent wasn’t as large as the enemy’s, but it didn’t have to be, as the very trees and stones were our allies. Low-rent Elric out there was doomed—he just didn’t realize it yet.

Before joining my forces, I took a moment to kit myself out. First, I slung Dyrnwyn over my shoulder and strapped a Glock 20 to my waist. Three spare mags balanced the load on my belt, along with a long, wicked skean I’d received as a gift from Oisín.

A few pouches rounded out the load, each filled with odds and ends that were useful to a battle druid in the field. Many druidic spells could be enhanced with the addition of sympathetic magic, or so I discovered while studying the tomes the old man had left me. The contents of the pouches were meant to aid me in that regard.

As for the sidearm, I’d taken to carrying a more robust caliber shortly after I decided to permanently settle Mag Mell. Not all the local predatory species were magical, and some were only negligibly affected by cold iron rounds. On those occasions when I might be ambushed without a spell at the ready, the formidable stopping power of the 10mm served as added insurance.

With a final check to ensure I had everything in place, I contacted the Oak to portal me to Plúr.

Time to go meet the troops.
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I appeared near the troops, just out of sight behind a large oak tree. Although the warriors were accustomed to witnessing magic, I didn’t care to reveal the full extent of my powers to just anyone. For that reason, I left the details of how I got around to their imaginations.

Like the druids of old, they assumed that I moved from tree to tree, using them as portal gates. How exactly that might work was anyone’s guess, although it wasn’t far off from the historical truth. In the past, druids had traveled from grove to grove by portalling between their magic oaks, but they were limited to traveling only between those trees that were birthed from druid magic.

That ability to move from grove to grove was what made the druids so feared by the gods. It also proved to be a fatal weakness. Once the gods figured it out, they immediately set about burning down every druid oak in existence. Or rather, they got the Romans to do it for them, entrusting to manpower and human ingenuity what deific magic might not have been able to achieve.

That had been possible because, like mundane trees, ‘normal’ druid oaks were fixed in one place. As far as I could tell, that was why The Dagda had gifted me an oak that wasn’t bound to a single location. As for other druid oaks, I saw their lack of mobility as a critical weakness. Yet, I also realized my oak’s abilities were far too potent to place in the hands of just any apprentice druid.

Not that it mattered. Thus far, I’d only been able to grow ‘regular’ magic oaks, which meant that any druids I trained would be limited to traveling from grove to grove. It also meant I had to plant those new groves in places they wouldn’t be found. And I had to train my apprentices in secret, else the gods would hunt them down and kill them before they came into their power.

Mo’ druids, mo’ problems.

Being the sole master druid in my order—and currently the only druid in my order—I had to tackle one issue at a time. Presently, I was mostly concerned with protecting the lone oak sapling at the center of Tethra’s fortress. That little tree would be the seed from which all my coming plans would sprout.

I’d planted it at the center of Mag Mell because I figured no one would reach it there. Not by land, as they’d have to fight their way through miles upon miles of hostile terrain and plant life to do so. And not by air, as my wyverns guarded these skies fiercely.

Besides, only Oisín, Plúr, and Oscar knew its purpose and location. Typically, magic oaks remained invisible to mortal eyes, so the remainder of the fian were incapable of seeing it. All they knew was that they were protecting the keep and demesne, and that was the way I preferred it.

Still, we’d been getting a lot of attention lately, and these attacks were becoming more frequent and serious as time went on. As I snuck up on my troops under cover of my chameleon spell, I wondered if we might have a spy within our camp.

“What are we facing this time?” I said, nearly startling one of the younger warriors off his horse with my sudden appearance.

Plúr brought her steed around to face me, bowing her head slightly before she spoke. “Greetings, Master Druid. Twenty mounted fae knights, twice that number of footmen consisting of fear dearg, goblins, and bugganes, along with a dozen cú sídhe and their handlers.”

Plúr’s thick flaxen hair had been parted down the middle and fashioned into a plaited braid that fell over her left shoulder and down her fitted, dark-green leather tunic. The tunic was belted at the waist, and from that wide band hung a few leather pouches and a long skean with an ivory handle and brass fittings. A Celtic sword of the La Tène style hung from a baldric at her left side, the dark brown scabbard closely matching the color of her loose doeskin breeches and high leather boots.

Ravishing as ever, the otherworldly beauty my distant cousin had inherited was on full display. Her cream-colored skin fairly glowed with vitality—an indication she’d been working magic recently. The demigoddess possessed her mother’s fine facial features, slightly upturned, silver-gray eyes, and high cheek bones. Heart-shaped lips offset a delicate jawline that spoke to her royal and supernatural heritage both.

She also shared her mother’s short stature and petite figure. Yet, my cousin was more willowy than shapely, akin to Niamh’s natural form rather than the glamour the faery goddess used to mute her splendor when dealing with humankind.

“And their leader?” I asked. “What’s his pretense for invading our lands?”

The fae always announced some reason or other for encroaching on the borders of Mag Mell. Like the vampyri, their people were highly political in nature. But unlike vampires, they felt the need to justify their actions, thereby giving the impression they were observing protocol.

“It seems he’s requisitioning Mag Mell in the name of his liege, whomever that may be. And revenge.” The demigoddess gestured offhandedly in the general direction of the fae invaders. “Yon fae lord claims you killed two of his sons and his daughter-in-law in cold blood, ending his line. He demands satisfaction. His words, not mine.”

I scratched the back of my head as I tried to recall killing three high fae recently. “Here?”

“No, on Earth.”

“Huh,” I said with a shrug. “Can’t say it rings a bell. I’d leave them to the forest, but that circlet he’s wearing looks like it might pack a punch. Fucker’ll probably burn down a few hundred acres before the land manages to swallow him whole, and I don’t feel like cleaning up after him.”

Plúr inclined her head. “Should we attack now?”

“Not yet. I’m curious to find out how we know each other. The real question is, should I murk them all, or leave some for the troops?”

At that, a low din arose from the platoon of Celtic warriors gathered around us. Some spoke their approval, while others banged swords on shields, or tapped the butts of their spears on the ground. Their eagerness for combat was both telling and typical—all Celts love a good fight.

That said, these guys and gals quite literally lived to fight. Having died in battle on the earthly plane and been reborn in Tír Tairngire, they thought an afterlife of hunting, fighting, and fucking was their eternal reward. That this place was a paradisiacal hell was lost on them, as they had no concept of the Christian notion of heaven.

But far be it from me to keep them from living the afterlife they chose. I cast my gaze around, nodding slowly before giving my response.

“That settles it, then. I’ll take out the wizard and leave the rest for the troops to clean up.”
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A cheer arose from the men and women. Plúr raised her hands to calm them down. “Quiet, you lot. We wouldn’t want to give away our position before our master druid has his say.”

I rolled my shoulders out and popped my neck. “No worries, you won’t have to wait long. Once I satisfy my curiosity, you’re free to swoop in and take care of the rest. I have an errand to run, then I need to fetch my bodyguard and the pegasi we nicked.”

Plúr raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Long story, I’ll tell you later.” Except for the part about pissing off Zeus, that is. “Be right back.”

I slipped into the thick undergrowth, parting the foliage with a thought and willing it to close in around me as I approached the wizard. Simultaneously, I triggered my chameleon spell. The goal was to make a lasting impression, seemingly appearing out of nowhere right before I crushed the leader in front of his troops.

Then it’ll be clean up on Aisle 7.

Each time we drove back an invasion, we always left one or two flunkies alive. That way they could tell others about the big bad master druid who now ruled Mag Mell. My hope was that word would spread, making the baseborn fae much less eager to march on my lands.

It was one thing to lead troops who thought they’d roll over their enemy; it was quite another to win battles when your soldiers thought they were being led to their doom. That said, I wished I’d taken the time to bring Ásgeir and the pegasi with me. It would’ve been cool to swoop in from the sky and hop off the piebald’s back to confront this jackass.

Next time.

As I approached the wizard’s location, the air grew thick with smoke from the section of forest he’d already managed to burn. All that destruction, and for what? Just to die in the name of some elder fae or deity who couldn’t care less about this asshole’s passing. Cursing under my breath, I skirted the area to come up on the wizard’s flank.

Sneaking right to the edge of the charred, blackened section of forest, I resisted the urge to call up geysers of groundwater to douse the flames. Instead, I took a closer look at the enemy. He was determined, that was for sure. These woods were lush and jungle-like, and the forest did not give way easily.

To make headway, the wizard tossed fireball spells with abandon, burning his way forward a few feet, then advancing with his forces following closely. Every so often, vines would snake from the undergrowth to tangle his feet, or a tree limb would elongate and snap out at him. Each time he’d brush such attacks away with elemental magic, freezing, burning, or electrocuting the offending plant life to prevent further interruptions.

It looked to be tedious work. At this rate, they’d make it to the fortress in about a hundred years. I supposed it was a good thing the fae were so long-lived, although this one was about to have his long life cut short.

Dropping the concealment spell, I emerged from the foliage roughly twenty feet to the wizard’s left. He’d cut a wide swathe through my forest, I’d give him that, maybe fifty feet across and one hundred yards or so in length. No one else had made it this far.

Now I really have to make an example out of him.

Between the smoke and the noise, none of the invaders noticed me, not even their leader. It irked me that no one had seen me emerge from the forest like a wraith—I’d really wanted them to get the whole druid experience. Frowning deeply, both at the wasted entrance and the smoke burning my throat, I called down lightning from the sky, aiming it a few feet in front of the wizard.

The bolt struck the ground, churning the earth and tossing ashes and dirt everywhere. An outrageously loud thunderclap echoed across the clearing, then rain poured from above in fat drops that hissed as they doused all lingering flames. The wizard and his followers were getting soaked, but as for me, I remained completely dry.

The wizard’s steed was relatively unfazed by the display, as fae horses were acclimated to magic from the time they were foaled. While it cantered a few steps back when the lightning struck, its rider quickly brought the horse under control. As he did, the fae lord cast his steely eyes to and fro, finally settling his gaze on me as he picked me out amidst the smoke and rain.

“Mind telling me why you’re trying to burn down my forest?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest as I readied two more spells.

The fae lord sneered and lifted a single finger, pointing in my direction before looking away. Obviously, he intended to insult me by dismissing my presence, a typical fae move. I didn’t really care. If he didn’t turn around and leave, he’d be dead in a few minutes, no matter how he treated me.

One of his mounted subordinates broke ranks behind him, snapping her reins and nudging her steed around to face me. The lithe, dapple-gray stallion trotted forward at its master’s command, churning soot and ash to mud beneath its silver-shod hooves.

The rider was typically high fae in appearance, a taller, more willowy version of Cara Delevingne, but even more stunning. Her blonde hair was pulled tightly away from her face, flowing from under her ornate, open-faced barbute straight down her back. Something told me the lack of facial armor was as much due to vanity as it was a statement of her fighting skill.

I’d best keep an eye on this one.

As she approached, my attention was drawn to her brooding, sapphire eyes as they took my measure. That imperious gaze, her fine, almost alien features, and her runway model’s carriage stirred something deep within me—a visceral reaction that stood squarely in the subconscious borderland between fight, flight, and fuck.

Horse and rider stopped approximately ten feet in front of me. That was more than close enough for her to attack, but not quickly, as her longsword hung in its scabbard at her side. The stench of fae magic hung heavy about her. A quick peek in the magical spectrum revealed her armor was warded against druid magic.

Well, that’s new.

I made a mental note to take that suit of armor back with me, if possible. It couldn’t hurt to see how the fae were adapting to my presence here in Mag Mell. Besides that, it might look good on my wall.

The fae knight gave a curt nod in my general direction before speaking. “I am Ser Illithia Illithaniel of House Faerache. I’ve been appointed to act as liaison to the druidic contingent that illegally seized these fae lands.”

I rolled my eyes and raised a lazy hand in protest. “Hold up. These lands were never the possession of the fae. Before I arrived, they were a barren wasteland, held by the Fomorian giant Tethra. As I understand it, he slew everyone and everything that set foot in his demesne.”

Ser Illithia blinked slowly as she formed her lips into an impatient moue. “Your point?”

“After reigning over Mag Mell for several millennia and defending his claim against all comers, by rights these are Fomorian lands. The fae have no claim to them.” I made a fist and poked a thumb at my chest. “Fomorian.” I pointed and swept that finger in front of me, taking in the fae lord and his entire entourage. “Fae. Now get the fuck off my land.”

Ser Illithia crinkled her nose in distaste, as if someone had farted in her presence, but she was too polite to say so. “Regardless of their previous provenance, my Lord Fraegaelfaerache claims these lands in the name of his liege, and he demands that you and your fian relinquish them and vacate forthwith.”

I noticed that the lord’s name rolled off Illithia’s tongue in the same way she rolled each ‘r’ as she spoke—velvety smooth and not a tad bit self-aware at how ridiculous it sounded. I chuckled and shook my head, sparing a disbelieving glance at the fool wizard she represented.

The knight drew herself up straighter in the saddle. “Is there something you find amusing, druid?”

“Seriously? Your boss’ name is ‘Fraggle Rock’?”

Now it was her turn to snicker. “Clearly, your human tongue is incapable of handling the sídhe language. ‘fray-gale-fey-raash’ is the correct pronunciation. It means ‘He who conquered the Gaels.’”

One of the benefits of being a chronourgist was having an excess of time with which to do lots of boring but essential tasks. For me, that included studying the tomes and grimoires that my master had left me. Said pursuit led to an interest in obscure and obsolete languages, including Proto-Celtic and Proto-Germanic, which were linguistically related to both low and high Faerish.

Due to those studies, I knew that this chick was misinterpreting her lord’s surname to conceal its true meaning. The fae language was weird, as syntax was malleable and meaning contextual. Moreover, the interpretation of the spoken word was based as much on pronunciation and inflection as it was on content.

To confuse things even more, magic was often used as an aid in conveying meaning. In speaking, this could be as simple as using illusory scents, sounds, and colors to enhance the orator’s delivery. In writing, however, the true meaning of what was written was frequently concealed within magical weaves that only another fae could identify and interpret.

Yet, fae society was feudal and based on castes. Subordinates were bound by duty, as well as fear of retribution, to avoid insulting their superiors. For this reason, the knight had pronounced her lord’s name correctly, using the correct verbal and magical inflection, despite her purposeful misinterpretation.

I clucked my tongue and shook my head. “Not precisely. A loose interpretation would be ‘he who takes vengeance on the Gaels.’ But another, less literal meaning would be ‘the fae who robs the Gaels’ future.’ In other words, a child trafficker.”

Suddenly, I realized why the fae lord looked so familiar. I’d seen that platinum blonde hair before, when I raided one of the Fae’s child trafficking internment centers a few years back. When we stormed the place, I came across a few high fae doing unspeakable things to a child. In a fit of rage, I killed them.

If I were a betting man, I’d go all-in on Lord Fraggle Rock’s kids being among the dead we left at that warehouse. Justice had been served that day, and I felt absolutely zero remorse for murking those sick fuckers. Yet, said lord was unlikely to see it that way.

Due to their long lives, genetic decay, and plenty of inbreeding, most modern fae struggled to produce offspring. That was one reason why they stole human children, to inject human genes into their bloodline. To the fae, we were like rabbits in our ability to reproduce, and they hoped to reinvigorate their gene pool through interbreeding with human slaves.

Unfortunately for them, such genetic experiments only served to dilute their genofond, as human genetic traits tended to dominate in half-Fae offspring. The resulting children were mostly shunned in fae society, rarely finding full-bred fae mates willing to marry them. Most ended up living in mortal society, glamouring themselves to hide their less-human physical traits. My late friend Sabine had been one such individual.

For these reasons, chances were good this guy would never sire more children. If that were the case, I’d ended his bloodline. No wonder the guy was so pissed.

Ser Illithia’s eyes narrowed as her left hand drifted toward the hilt of her sword. “Were I not under orders, I’d cut you down for that remark.”

“Oh? So he’s not one of the shitbirds who were behind that child trafficking ring I broke up a few years back?”

“What my lord chooses to do with his slaves is his business. What I take umbrage with is your characterization of my liege as a thief. One cannot steal what you already own.”

I lowered my head while keeping her in line of sight, pressing the tip of my thumb into the pressure point between my eyes. “You’re seriously insinuating that all humankind belongs to the fae?”

She gave the barest nod. “All those which your kind designate as being ‘of European descent,’ yes. Humans of other ethnocentric lineages belong to other dominions.”

Now they were really pissing me off. Not only did this turd think he had the right to burn down my forest and claim my lands, he also had the gall to assert ownership over vast swathes of humanity. It was time to give him a permanent lesson in humility.

“Listen close, cupcake,” I spat. “If your boss wants to claim these lands, he’ll have to go through me. Tell him I challenge him to single combat. If he wins, he can have Mag Mell.”

Ser Illithia couldn’t help but allow her lips to curl into a slight grin. “I shall convey your message.”
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As Illithia spurred her steed toward her boss, I considered how to deal with the wizard. I knew I’d been goaded into the fight—clearly, it was what he wanted in the first place. This whole incursion was nothing more than a pretense to draw me into single combat.

Sure, I could’ve taken him out from the cheap seats with a well-placed spell or two, but it wouldn’t have had the same effect. The fae kept upping the ante with every new trespass, sending more capable personnel each time. I had a feeling that Lord Fraggle Rock represented the best they could muster, short of petitioning a deity to fight on their behalf.

For that reason, a clear and decisive defeat might just put an end to these attacks. Crushing their top seed would discourage the rest of the fae lords from making a run on Mag Mell, and it’d have a chilling effect on their subjects’ willingness to march against us. It might not stop the gods from knocking on my door at some point—I was no Tethra, after all—but it’d at least convince the fae to leave Mag Mell be.

In short, it was worth the risk.

After Illithia reached her boss, the two conversed briefly in hushed tones. When they were done, the silver-haired pedophile turned to address me.

“I accept your challenge, druid.”

“Ready when you are, your Turdness.”

It wasn’t my best insult ever, but I was short on patience and sleep. While Fraggle Rock’s followers backed away to make room for the coming battle, I connected with the land’s power, opening a conduit, so I could channel it quickly. As I did, a rush of pure nature magic flowed into me.

The sensation was intoxicating and seductive, enticing me to open the floodgates and allow the magic to pour through me unchecked. That was the dangerous thing about having access to a source of magic this vast, pure, and raw. When I channeled magic from the Oak and Grove, they modulated the amount of energy that was released into me, preventing me from accidentally burning out due to magical overload.

Yet, Mag Mell had no such safety measures in place. The magic was there for the taking, a near-limitless reservoir of power that was just itching to overflow its banks. I was the dam that held it in check, and all that kept it from flooding through me was my ability to resist the siren call of seemingly unlimited potential.

Mortals were not meant to wield this much power, not even demi-Fomorians like myself. One slip and poof, I’d be done. If I lost control for an instant, all that nature mana would rush into me in a torrent, and I’d burn out like a pile of dry tinder set aflame.

Oh, but it was so very tempting. It took every iota of willpower I had to just barely crack the floodgates, allowing only the slightest amount through. But that tiny rivulet was enough. It represented more power than I’d ever wielded at any given time, save for when I chanted the teinm laída.

I suspected that, were I in my full Fomorian form, I could safely channel much more of the land’s magic. Consequently, I had yet to experiment with tapping into the land’s power while in that form. And why? Honestly, I was afraid of what might happen.

If I discovered I was able to wield the power of a god, what would I be willing to give up, to maintain magical supremacy for good? My humanity, perhaps?

Ages ago, my friend Gwydion delved into magicks no mortal was meant to wield, all in the pursuit of immortality. The experience drove him insane. I wasn’t willing to take that risk.

Thus, I shuttered the flow of magic the land offered, dialing it back to the barest trickle. When I was done, all that remained was a steady drip, drip, drip of raw, unadulterated power. All the while, I could still sense the tsunami of potential roaring and crashing against the floodwall of willpower I’d established inside me.

Tearing my attention away from the nearly irresistible allure of unlimited potential, I focused my intent on the task before me. Namely, crushing Lord Fraggle Rock, so I could finish what I came here for and take a nap. I locked eyes with him across the damp, blackened stretch of ruined forest.

“You ready, Smellric?”

The fae lord flashed a grim, fated smile. “At your will, let us finish this, Ser Druid.”

I shrugged. “Your funeral.”
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With a thought, I triggered a hail of lightning strikes, all aimed where the fae lord stood. Elemental magic was a breeze to cast while I was in Mag Mell, as the elements were mine to command. A multitude of strikes landed in rapid succession, each of them magically supercharged with enough voltage to fry a mid-sized city’s power grid.

“Take that, you pale-skinned, muppet-monikered pedophile,” I muttered, casting spell after spell as I advanced on the fae lord’s position.

Each bolt struck with such force, the resulting impact churned the soil all around, throwing mud and debris everywhere. Smoke and water vapor filled the air, creating a cloud that obscured the area where Lord Fraegaelfaerache stood. Feeling impatient to see how he’d fared, I conjured a breeze to expose the results of my initial attack.

When the smoke and haze cleared, the fae lord appeared unharmed, and if I were being honest, a bit underwhelmed. He thrust his lower lip out and gave an off-kilter nod of his head.

“The power you wield is significant, druid, but you lack imagination. Allow me.”

Quick as a wink, he reached into his cloak with both hands and threw two braces of short blades into the air. The projectiles were about four inches long and somewhere between a dagger and a hunting broadhead in size and shape. He repeated the process, almost faster than the eye could see—once, twice, three times.

While all forty blades were still airborne, the fae lord spoke a single word. “Dragún.”

Instantly, the metal shards split and regrouped into five tight but separate formations. The first quint floated in the air at eye level, while three more groupings of five took positions hovering just above the ground. The remaining twenty blades assumed a convex bear trap arrangement, suspended some twelve feet above the others.

Almost as soon as the blades had taken their appointed positions, the smoke and mist hanging on the air began to coalesce of its own accord. The haze became thicker and more substantial, taking a distinctly recognizable shape as it spread out to connect each grouping of knives where they hovered in space. When a pair of glowing silver eyes snapped open above the largest trap-like grouping of blades, it became eminently clear what the fae wizard had summoned.

It’s a fucking dragon. This bastard conjured a fucking mist dragon.

Except, this thing seemingly had advantages the fantasy role-playing version didn’t possess. While the make-believe version of a mist dragon was harmless in its incorporeal form, this thing possessed metal claws and teeth. The purpose of which was, presumably, to tear me a new one.

The whole summoning spell only took a matter of three heartbeats to complete. To be honest, my brain was still dealing with the fact that the lightning storm I threw at Fraggle Rock hadn’t fazed him. By the time I realized what he’d done, the mist dragon had already leapt into action.

In its fully formed configuration, the dragon was approximately fifteen feet tall and forty feet in length. Its shape was long and serpentine, yet its shoulders and legs were almost feline in form and function. When it pounced, it flew through the air with lithe, undulating motions, reminiscent of the classical Asian dragon archetype in just about every way imaginable.

I wasted no time in evading the dragon’s initial attack, leaping back as its metal claws raked the ground where I’d stood a split-second before. As I jump-skipped away from the umbral manifestation, I unleashed a flurry of fist-sized fireballs at it, aiming for its teeth and claws. The first two struck the thing in the mouth, detonating in a flash of heat and flame that had little effect on the mostly vaporous manifestation.

The rest of the projectiles passed harmlessly through the dragon’s insubstantial body and limbs. Rather than allow them to ignite the forest beyond, I steered them toward Lord Fraegaelfaerache, whose full attention seemed to be focused on controlling his creation. Each fireball dissipated just short of their target, expending their energy on an invisible, spherical shell that surrounded the wizard.

Huh.

Although it appeared that Lord Fraegaelfaerache was protected by a magical force field, I doubted that to be the case. For starters, practical force field creation was a magical challenge that had thwarted magicians throughout history. It was such a famously unsolvable problem that it even had its own name—Julian’s Enigma.

I was the only magic-user who ever came close to creating an insta-cast force field spell, and I had to cheat to do it. I kept that spell under wraps, because it was based on time magic. Using it would out me as a chronourgist, so I only ever used it in situations where I knew I wouldn’t be exposed for using forbidden magic.

That’s how I knew ol’ Smellric wasn’t using a force field, per se. If I could see what was actually protecting him, I might be able to negate it and defeat him.

I tossed another fireball at my opponent, even as I backpedaled like mad away from the magical construct he controlled. Triggering my mage-vision so I could see in the magical spectrum, I observed what happened when the fireball struck the fae lord.

As the ball of flame neared him, a shimmering wave of magical energy burst from the circlet that rested on Fraggle Rock’s brow. As soon as the fiery sphere made contact with that bubble of incandescence, the magic that powered my spell fizzled out. Lo and behold, Lord Fraegaelfaerache wasn’t protected by a force shield, but an anti-magic field projected by the delicate crown on his head.

Obviously, I couldn’t take him out and deal with his dragon at the same time. My only option was to attack the fae lord up close and destroy the circlet. Once I took care of that cheat code he wore on his brow, then we could have an even magical battle.

I ran full-tilt at the fae wizard, using all the Fomorian speed my body could muster. But as soon as I revealed my intentions, Smellric sent his conjured mist dragon to block my path. Being made of magic and smoke, the dragon wasn’t bound by the laws of gravity and physics, and it could move in ways I could not. No matter how I tried to get around the thing, at every turn I was met by the razor-sharp knives that served as the dragon’s teeth and claws.

Being a druid had its privileges, and one of them was a command of natural materials. I tried disrupting the structural bonds that held the blades together, first by attempting to heat and melt them, and then by oxidizing and rusting them into scrap. Both attempts failed, thwarted by interference that emanated from the fae wizard’s circlet.

While I was distracted by my attempts at counter-magic, I narrowly missed being eviscerated by a swipe of the dragon’s claws. Even though I didn’t catch the full brunt of the attack, that glancing slash opened a trio of deep gashes across my chest. Blood flowed freely from my lacerations as a cheer arose from the fae lord’s followers.

Cursing my foolishness, I triggered my chameleon spell and dashed into the woods with the dragon hot on my blood-soaked trail. As I fled, I snapped off a fern frond and slapped it to my chest. The frond instantly reshaped itself, forming into fibrous strands with small, sharp, thorny ends that sutured my flesh back together.

That would keep me from losing too much blood before my Fomorian healing factor kicked in to fully close the wounds. Now, I just needed to find a way to keep the dragon off my back while I took care of its master.

At my command, the forest parted to allow me to pass, closing behind me and slowing the mist dragon’s pursuit. While its body was gaseous, its claws and teeth were not, so it had to slash and tear its way through the forest. This allowed me to gain enough of a lead to duck behind a tree, breaking line of sight.

Once I was hidden, I commanded the surrounding vegetation to form into a crude life-sized mannequin made of twigs and fibrous sinew that roughly matched my height and weight. As soon as it was fully formed, I sent the doppelgänger crashing off into the brush in the direction I’d been going. Then, I took a deep breath and commanded the earth under my feet to swallow me whole.

Communing with the spirit of land allowed me to ‘see’ the mist dragon continuing its pursuit of my double. As my double and the dragon ran off into the forest, I asked the land to form a cavern that led back to the clearing I’d escaped moments before. By using my connection to the land as my eyes and ears, I guided the tunnel’s creation so it ended just below the fae wizard’s feet.

Once I was directly beneath him, I reached into my Craneskin Bag and pulled out a finely crafted but entirely mundane short sword. With the sword drawn back and ready to strike, I instructed the spirit of Mag Mell to crumble the ground beneath ol’ Fraggle Rock’s feet. Before he had a chance to react, the fae lord tumbled and fell to the tunnel floor in front of me.
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The magical artifact might’ve been capable of nullifying an enchanted weapon, but it was no match for a properly tempered, modern steel blade. As soon as the wizard’s feet hit the tunnel floor, I struck, cleaving the circlet in two and burying the blade deep in his skull. Lord Fraegaelfaerache’s eyes widened, then they rolled back in his head. Finally, he slumped to the ground in a lifeless heap.

“Negate that, bitch,” I said, yanking the sword free as he fell.

To my surprise, the two halves of the finely filigreed crown held fast to the wizard’s head, even after his skull bounced off the ground. Even more shocking was the sight of his eyelids blinking rapidly as the dead man refocused on his surroundings.

Despite the gray matter and bone showing through the wide, bloody cleft in his skull, the fae lord’s gaze reoriented to meet my own. Meanwhile, sickly yellow magic oozed from the fractured ends of the circlet, probing the space between as each half searched for its lost twin.

“May thine lands be blighted, druid,” the wizard hissed in a voice that seemed to echo from afar. “My lady Nemain sends her regards.”

When the pallid, xanthous enchantment that flowed from the cloven ends of the circlet met, it produced a resonant, musical tone. Next came a concussive wave that took me off my feet, slamming me against the tunnel wall. Rebounding from that collision, I caught my footing just in time to brace for what came next.

That same wan light echoed rapidly from the point of ignition, spreading outward like ripples in a still pool. As the spell expanded, it carried with it a somber, far away tune that left me feeling nauseated and weak. Thankfully, the noxious waves of sound and magic passed right through me, traveling outward to who knew where.

I stumbled and fell to one knee, fighting the urge to retch. Seconds later, a still, distant voice cried out in my mind.

Father.

I knew that voice as well as I did my own. It came from my original Druid Oak, which remained hidden in the Void healing in a hibernating state. Since it had been injured, I’d sequestered it and the Grove there to protect them from attacks, just such as this one.

Although my Oak was beyond the reach of the curse, the sapling I’d planted back at Tethra’s fortress was not. My Oak shared a telepathic connection with it, and it was warning me that all was not right with the sapling. The message I received next confirmed the elder oak’s portent.

Images assailed my mind through the mental connection I had with the oak sapling. Trees withering in drought, leaves yellowing on the vine, fruit falling and rotting on the ground. The little oak tree was sending me an S.O.S., and from what I could tell, it was in serious trouble.

Through my connection to the land, Mag Mell’s spirit told me the spell had been directed at my oak. Yet, it seemed that the spell’s effects were seeping into the land through the little tree’s roots. The land was not in outright panic, but I could tell it feared returning to its former, desolate and twisted state.

Up above, sounds of combat told me that Plúr and her warriors were mopping up Fraegaelfaerache’s followers, who’d likely scattered when their lord fell. The forest would assist them in decimating the invaders. Plúr was no slouch when it came to commanding troops, and I could trust her to finish the job while I saw to other matters.

A brief scan of the area indicated that Ser Illithia had already fled on her steed. No doubt, she was now well out of reach of any magical retribution I might send her way, and that was just as well. Now wasn’t the proper time for revenge, as I needed to see to the sapling’s survival.

Fighting the nausea the death magic spell had caused when it passed, I knelt and scooped two handfuls of dirt. I dumped that atop the two ends of the circlet, then I used druid magic to heat and compress the soil until it fossilized. Once the foul artifact had been safely encased in stone, I pried the crown from the fae lord’s head. Finally, I warded the makeshift covering with earth magic before I tossed it in my Bag.

My sensitive hearing told me that Fraegaelfaerache’s heart had stopped beating when I split his skull. That didn’t mean some residual necromantic energy wouldn’t reanimate his corpse after I left. Knowing there was no trusting the fae nor their gods, I immolated his corpse with elemental fire, then I summoned a breeze to scatter his ashes to the four winds.

Once that was done, I asked the port-a-oak to teleport me to the fortress courtyard.
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The oak sapling was right where I’d planted it. Upon cursory examination, it seemed to be doing fine. Yet, appearances were deceiving. The pall of death magic lay heavy over the tiny tree, and my keen eyes spotted the faintest yellowing around the edges of the seedling’s leaves.

The sapling that now stood in the courtyard before me had been created by the Dagda himself. He’d summoned it to serve as a means for me to travel to my Grove while my Oak was in hibernation. After I solved my transportation challenges, I’d hidden the Dagda’s sapling in the Grove for a time, then I replanted it here for safekeeping.

From the beginning, the oakling had possessed the requisite amount of earth magic necessary for it to become a full-grown oak, but no more. At the sapling stage, these trees were at their most fragile and vulnerable, lacking the ability to ward off any serious physical or magical threats. I didn’t entirely understand how a magical acorn became an ‘adult’ oak and grove, but I did know that it wouldn’t come into its full power until it had matured.

Previously, I’d used a cutting grown from the little tree to link to my Oak’s magic, using it as a sort of portable signal booster for portal travel—my ‘port-a-oak.’ Briefly, I considered channeling the Oak’s power through the cutting, to help the larger sapling heal. It would take no effort at all to create a connection between the three trees to help the cursed one survive.

However, I gave up on that idea almost immediately. Clearly, this spell had been created to target my Oak and Grove. It was not a stretch to assume that, if I allowed such a connection to occur, the curse could spread to my own, original Oak. That was a risk I wasn’t willing to take.

When the Dagda gifted humankind with druidry, he taught them how to seed and nurture magic oak trees in order that the druids might flourish. Oaks and groves were essential to a druid’s growth and survival, for a variety of reasons. Without them, a druid would never surpass the talents of a middling magician, one who could command the basic elements of magic and druidry, but nothing more.

This was because druidry was a much deeper and more complex art than mere wizardry. Wizardry and witchcraft offered more rapid paths to power, but their potency was limited to a wielder’s resources. On the other hand, a druid learned to harness nature. While druidic spells took longer to cast, their effects often surpassed other forms of magic by many orders of magnitude.

Initially, a druid bonded with an oak and grove for sanctuary, as each grove’s pocket realm provided a place where the druid could study and grow in peace. Each oak existed in the temporal realm, while its matching grove consisted of a pocket dimension that transcended chronological physics. Since time flowed differently inside the groves, druids could retreat there to learn and practice druidry, without the worry of growing old.

Eventually, training within the groves allowed the druids to amass levels of knowledge and skill that rivaled that of the fae and the gods. Of course, the gods soon began to see the druids’ growing power as a threat to their reign over mankind. In keeping with their jealous and distrustful nature, certain members of the Celtic pantheon began to plot against the druid order. That was how all the druid groves had been destroyed almost two millennia ago.

First, the gods convinced the Romans that the druids represented a threat to the Empire. Then, they conspired with Rome to destroy the groves with Greek fire and overwhelming numbers of centurions. The druids fought valiantly, but they could only hold the Romans off for so long. Once Rome’s soldiers penetrated the inner sanctums of each druid cloister, they had only to let alchemical fire do the rest.

Within a matter of years, only two druids remained, one being the man who would eventually become my master. Finnegas, also known as Finn the Seer, fled and hid himself from the gods for centuries, lengthening his life with druid magic as he grew in power and skill.

According to my teacher, he became such a thorn in the Celtic pantheon’s side that they were forced into entering a truce with the old druid. They agreed to stop hunting him, and he agreed to only ever take on a single druid apprentice at a time. Then I came along.

Before me, the gods had successfully killed every one of the old man’s pupils, long before they ever achieved anything close to druidic mastery. I was Finnegas’ last apprentice, the result of centuries of genetic planning by him and the goddess Niamh. With great patience and careful planning, they engineered the mating of the McCool bloodline with that of my Fomorian mother.

The result? A druid apprentice with the potential to survive almost anything the gods could throw at him. And, one who was not bound by the oath Finnegas had made with the gods.

Unfortunately, the old man passed on before he could teach me everything I needed to know to survive. That included the planting and care of druid oaks and groves. Thankfully, they hadn’t called him ‘The Seer’ for nothing, and he’d planned ahead in case of his untimely demise.

For starters, he’d left me an entire library full of tomes and scrolls written by past druid masters. From those books, I’d learned new spells and gained a greater understanding of how druid magic worked. Yet, my knowledge was incomplete, as there were some things that had to be passed from master to pupil.

Finnegas had foreseen that problem as well, so he’d left another gift for me—a powerful, one-time-only divination spell known as the teinm laída. ‘Teinm laída’ literally means ‘breaking open the pith,’ a reference to revealing what lies at the heart of all things. The old man had woven the spell into the pages of his personal journal, and only by connecting to the power of Mag Mell was I able to break the seal on the journal and speak the chant.

Chanting the spell revealed the secrets of the universe to me, and it gave me the insight I needed to defeat Badb. Yet, there’s only so much knowledge a single mortal can retain. While I chanted the teinm laída, I had access to all knowledge, but after the spell ended, I could only remember tiny slivers of what had been revealed.

So, I kept a little knowledge for the future of the druid order, and a little for myself. Part of what I kept was the secret of growing new oaks and bonding druids to them, yet I hadn’t retained the knowledge of how to heal a druid oak from a god’s curse. At the time, I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.

Certainly, the Dagda could help me in that regard. He was the one who’d gifted men with druidry, after all. But since my mom and I killed his son, the de facto leader of the Celtic pantheon wasn’t taking my calls.

Now, I had no idea how to save that little druid oak. And if one oak could be put at risk, they were all at risk. Until I figured out how to lift the blight and ward against that kind of magic, my plans for planting more oaks and groves had to be put on hold.

In short, I was screwed.

Even worse, the little tree possessed a certain level of sentience. Through the connection I had with it, I could tell the thing was in pain. It saw me as its parent, and it now continually cried out to me for help and relief.

Distressing? That didn’t describe what I was feeling by half. My original Oak and Grove were like my kids, which kind of made this little sapling my grandkid. Sure, I was too young to experience what it was like to be a grandparent, but it seemed that way all the same.

It wasn’t just that I had to save the Dagda’s sapling to enact my plan for restoring the druid order. If I let this oakling die, I’d never forgive myself.

I should’ve never planted the thing here.

Hindsight was 20/20. Still, I couldn’t help but think it would’ve been better off hiding out in my Grove. I had thought this fortress impenetrable, and never in a million years would I have guessed that the gods could attack the sapling in this way.

Yet, I saw no sense in crying over spilled milk. I needed to stabilize the oakling, to prevent the spread of the curse. Then, I needed to find a way to save it.

One thing at a time.

I started by pouring nature magic into the tree, calling on the spirit of Mag Mell to help. Yet, the effects were the opposite of what I’d expected. The more I tried to shore up the sapling’s health with nature magic, the sicker it became.

After only a short effort, I was forced to give up for fear of killing the tree. Somehow, the blight had been crafted in such a way that the death magic fed off nature magic. I’d never seen the like, as nature magic and death magic always repelled and counteracted each other.

The creation of such a curse essentially broke the laws of magic as I knew them. That sort of thing was beyond the skills of mortals and fae, but not beyond the power of a god—especially a psychopomp like Nemain. If I’d doubted her hand in this before, I was all but certain of her involvement now.

Looks like it’s ‘break glass in case of emergency’ time.

Calling on the land to assist me, I reshaped several dozen flagstones from the surrounding courtyard into a protective dome over the sapling. Once the tree was obscured, I cast a small stasis bubble around it, which would hopefully prevent any further advance of the curse’s effects.

When I’d done all I could, I portalled out of the dome, then I etched wards into the shell’s exterior to keep scrying eyes from looking inside. The stasis spell would keep the little tree alive, while the anti-scrying wards would keep me out of hot water with the Celtic gods.

My next order of business? Figuring out how I could save the oakling by lifting that curse. To accomplish that, I needed advice. It was time to go see Maureen.
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When I arrived at the junkyard in Austin, Hemi and Ásgeir were wrestling in the yard. The troll had shrunk himself a foot or so to match the Maori demigod’s height, presumably to make it a fair contest. Even so, the troll’s body was essentially made from stone, giving him the weight advantage. Knowing Hemi, I was certain he didn’t care.

From the looks of it, Ásgeir had gotten the upper hand. He had Hemi pinned with a nasty scarf hold and neck crank that looked very uncomfortable from where I stood. Having been Hemi’s sparring partner for years, I knew he had several escapes and reversals from that position. Likely as not, he was playing opossum to set one up.

I wonder if he knows about Ásgeir’s glamour?

As he’d mentioned back in the desert, Ásgeir was invisible to almost all mortals. Between his natural camouflage and the eight-foot-tall fence that surrounded the junkyard, I wasn’t concerned about the troll being out in the open.

That said, I did wonder what passersby might think to see Hemi grunting and groaning all by his lonesome in the dirt. After a moment’s reflection, I decided I wasn’t worried about the impression it might leave. After all, the sight of a giant Maori warrior wrestling an invisible man wasn’t the oddest thing one might see on the typical day in Austin.

As I passed them on my way to the office, I met Hemi’s gaze where he lay pinned in the dirt.

“Do I even want to know?” I asked.

“Just a friendly wager,” Hemi croaked. “Nothing critical.”

“I told him I used to wrestle with gods,” Ásgeir said in an easy, conversational tone. “He insisted that my experience would only serve to make it a fair match.”

“Just don’t kill each other,” I replied as I headed for the office door. “I’m going to need your help later—the both of you.”

When I opened the office door, it smelled of fresh paint and good coffee. On entering, I did a double-take, then I walked back outside, shut the door, opened it, and walked back in again.

“Well, this is new,” I deadpanned as I took in the bright white walls, art deco counter, new desk, and stylized, lighted metal sign facing the front entrance.

The sign was a logo that said, ‘Colin’s Salvage & Repair—We Wreck Everything.’ It had been laser cut from brushed aluminum, then professionally mounted and backlit so that a soft, silvery glow outlined the design. Between that, the paint, the new furnishings, and the many potted plants that decorated the room, it looked like an entirely different office than the one I’d known.

“Ya’ like it?” Maureen asked in her thick brogue. “Yer’ uncle’s been gone a long time. Ya’ve the money ta’ fix things ‘round here, so I figured I’d spend some of it ta’ update the place.”

“It’s… give me a sec.”

I closed my eyes and pictured my late uncle standing behind a worn and scratched Formica counter with a tacked-on metal trim. He wore a blue mechanic’s work shirt with a white name tag that said ‘Ed’ in stylized embroidery, with a metalworker’s awl and a couple of pens in his breast pocket. His fingers were blackened with permagrease, and the place smelled of engine fluids, stale cigarette smoke, and Folger’s coffee.

As always, he greeted me with a ready smile and a long to-do list filled with auction finds he wanted me to inspect, parts that needed to be pulled, and vehicles that needed repairing. I’d worked for Ed every summer throughout my childhood, and he’d given me a place to stay after my girlfriend Jesse’s death. Uncle Ed had filled a void in my life following my dad’s premature departure, and he’d been like a father to me when Finnegas went off the rails.

God, but I missed that man.

After my trip down memory lane, I opened my eyes and smiled. “Ed would’ve loved it, although he’d never admit it. I think it looks great, but switch the countertop out for poured, sealed concrete. That nice white quartz won’t last a week with customers coming in and dumping pulled parts all over it.”

“Gah.” Maureen frowned. “I planned ta’ spell it, but that’d likely raise a few eyebrows after a time. I’ll have it changed out this weekend.”

“I like the plants.”

“Ya’ wish I’d have asked ya’ first.” Maureen swiveled in her chair to face me, crossing a leg over a knee as she pushed her lush red hair behind one elfin ear. “An’ I should’ve.”

“It’s okay. Yeah, it was a shock, and the old office did hold a lot of nostalgia for me where Ed is concerned.” Maureen opened her mouth to apologize, so I held up a hand to stop her. “But, we can’t hold on to the past forever. Times change, and we need to keep moving forward if we want to live our lives fully. If Ed were here, he’d be the first one to tell me that.”

The half-kelpie shot me a crooked smile. “He’d be proud of ya’, boyo.”

“I’m sure he is,” I answered. “And well done for taking the time to fix the place up.”

“I grew tired of working on thirty-year-old furniture an’ antique computers.” She leaned back in the Herman Miller chair upon which she sat. “But ya’ didn’t come here ta’ speak about office remodels an’ things past. What troubles found ya’ this time, lad?”

I spent a hot minute getting her up to speed. After explaining the arrival of Lord Fraggle Rock, breaking the circlet, and the spell that followed, I rested my elbows on the counter and ran my hands through my hair.

“So, I need to find a way to reverse Nemain’s magic, or else my entire plan will be derailed.”

She arched an eyebrow at me. “An’ ya’ve looked through the library Finnegas left ya’?”

“Front and back. It took me a while to learn how to read all of it, but I’ve yet to find anything in those old tomes and scrolls on protecting druid oaks. There’s some info on tending them, but nothing about protecting an oak from a war goddess’ magic.”

“Don’t suppose ya’ve asked yers’ about it?”

“My oak?” I scratched my nose with a knuckle as I considered her question. “Honestly? I’m scared that if it really knew how dire the situation was, it’d teleport to Mag Mell and expose itself to Nemain’s spell. For now, I’m going to keep my Oak and Grove in the Void, where they’re safe.”

Maureen tapped her fine, delicate chin with her thumb. “Can’t argue with ya’ there.”

“That’s what really has me concerned. Sure, I can always grow more oaks. But if I can’t protect this one from the gods, how can I justify planting others?”

“Meaning, ya’ hafta’ save the one the Dagda grew so ya’ can know how ta’ protect the rest. Could ya’ ask him? He did plant the thing, after all.”

“I’m not exactly on his list of favorite people right now.”

She shot me a querulous look through narrowed eyes. “Then ya’ need to speak with yer’ brother.”

By ‘brother,’ she meant Lugh Lámfada, the famed Celtic god. We were actually only half-siblings by way of sharing the same mother. To be honest, we’d never been close.

“After that fight we had, he stays as far away from me as possible.”

“Maybe so,” she said, shaking her head. “But he’s still more favorably inclined toward ya’ than the Dagda. Adroit as Lugh is, he’s yer’ best chance at discovering a way ta’ lift that curse.”

Lugh held many titles, one of them being ‘Samildánach,’ meaning ‘equally skilled in all the arts.’ Legend had it there was nothing he put his hand to that he didn’t excel at or master. Other than the Dagda, he’d be the most knowledgeable member of the pantheon when it came to the druidic arts.

I grunted in frustration. “You know I hate going to the gods for help.”

“If ya’ were on good terms with the Dagda, ya’d go ta’ him. Or his counterpart in the other timeline, if that one weren’t dead. What’s the difference?”

“The difference is, the Dagda always went out of his way to help mankind. As for Lugh, well—he looks out for himself.”

She raised a finger in protest. “But he does like ya’, an’ he’s always tossed his hat in with the better side of the pantheon.”

Meaning, Lugh was more or less one of the ‘good’ gods—if there was such a thing. The Dagda, Lugh, Dian Cécht the physician, Nuada Airgetlám, Brigid, Niamh—they’d all proven to be more or less favorably inclined toward me at one point or another. Despite that, Finnegas had taught me that you could never trust one of the Tuath Dé.

In my experience, that was solid advice. The gods were self-centered, spiteful, slow to forgive, and generally unconvinced of the value of individual human lives on the grand scale. Placing faith in the gods was like trusting Texas weather; no matter how fair it might be on a given day, eventually, it was bound to turn on you.

But did I have a choice? Of the remaining druid masters, Finnegas was gone, and I’d rid the earth of the Dark Druid, never mind that going to him was always going to be a non-starter. Although there were others who’d received some druid training, none of them possessed an in-depth knowledge of the druidic arts.

Crowley had trained under the Fear Doirich for years. Unfortunately, he’d only ever learned the basics of druidry from the Dark Druid. Well, that and a whole lot of necromancy.

Conversely, Jesse had been receiving magical instruction from the Dagda since her reincarnation in Underhill. Unfortunately, she had a healthy fear of the hairy old giant and followed her master’s lead in all things. Therefore, I doubted she’d be of any use while I was still at odds with her tutor.

After reviewing my options, it didn’t take long for me to decide that Maureen was right—Lugh was the only logical choice.

“I’ll do it,” I said. “I may not like it, but I’ll do it.”

She nodded. “Off with ya’, then. An’ while you’re at it, go patch things up with Fallyn.”

“Maureen…”

“‘Maureen’ nothing,” the pretty redhead said in a mocking tone. “Ya’ve whinged an’ moped around about it long enough. It’s time ta’ make things right.”

“Yeah, but I’m not the one who’s to blame.”

“True, but if ya’ don’t let her make amends, how will this ever be resolved? ‘Sides, weren’t her fault her mam wiped her memory an’ paired her off with another alpha.”

“I agree, but she should’ve told me.”

She kicked back in her chair, ankles crossed with her fingers interlaced in her lap. “Should she now? An’ if ya’ were in her shoes, would ya’ have told her that ya’ slept with another woman whilst ya’ were mind-wiped?”

“Of course. That’s not something that you hide from the person you love.”

Maureen frowned deeply as she stared at me in that disapproving way only mothers and grandmothers were able to do. “Let me say it again—she weren’t in her right mind. When Macha restored her memory, Fallyn probably felt terrible about what she’d done, an’ terribly ashamed as well. Moreover, the girl likely wanted ta’ save ya’ the pain of knowing. Was it right ta’ keep it from ya’? No. But the right thing isn’t always the logical thing when it comes ta’ matters of the heart.”

I remained silent for a time as I considered what she’d said. It wasn’t as though I hadn’t considered her points previously—heavens knew I’d had enough time. Yet, hearing it from Maureen added a certain gravitas that forced me to see the error of holding this grudge.

Not only that, but the gods were dogged in their pursuit of my demise. For that reason, I never knew when my time might be up. Did I really want to risk going to my grave with things between us unresolved?

“You’re right. It’s time I let it go.”

“‘Course I am, ya’ dope. Now go an’ make things right.”


CHAPTER
SIX




When I exited the office, someone was banging on the front gate. Strangely enough, they were also humming a tune, one I recognized. It was a traditional Celtic caoineadh—a lament.

The gate had been shored up since the last Cerberus raid, reinforced with metal plates and spiky protuberances along the top. It was great for deterring unwanted guests bearing technomagic bombs, but not so great for seeing who wanted to get in the yard.

“We’re closed,” I shouted as I rounded the corner of the building. “Come back tomorrow.”

“I suggest you greet your guest, druid,” a gravelly female voice replied. “Unless you wish for me to level this paltry excuse for a portcullis.”

Something in the speaker’s tone told me I’d better comply. Whoever the visitor was, she continued to hum the tune until I reached the gate. Once there, I slid back the metal cover over the Judas window, only to be greeted by the most severe, hatchet-faced visage I’d ever witnessed. The last time I’d seen that face, it had been from afar, right before I defeated the demigod Diarmuid in single combat.

“Nemain, I presume?”

“You have a good memory, for a mortal,” she replied, fixing me with her steely gray gaze through the porthole opening. “Be a good lad now, an’ let me in.”

I took stock of her through the window. The Celtic war goddess was a stout, muscular block of a woman, every bit of six feet and practically as wide. Her frazzled tangle of black hair streaked with gray was pulled back into a loose ponytail and tied with a roughly cut length of leather. I couldn’t decide whether her chosen hairstyle was a practical choice, or meant to reveal the impressive number of battle scars that crisscrossed her face.

A stout dodecahedron-headed mace hung at her right side, and a long skean was tucked into her belt at her left. As for clothing, Nemain wore traditional Celtic garb, including loose black pants tucked into high leather boots and a matching short-sleeved tunic, cinched at the waist with a wide leather belt. She wore no armor of any kind, nor any earrings, rings, or bracelets.

The goddess’ only concession to flair and color seemed to be the dark red cloak that hung from twin black penannular brooches clasped at her shoulders. The cloak was embroidered with gold thread in a knotwork pattern all along the trim and hem. I examined the trim in her cloak more closely, and realized I’d seen the same glyphs and symbols in Smellric’s circlet.

Based on the wards woven into the threadwork, I was certain she wore it less as a fashion statement and more as a practical accessory. That she’d come armed but not armored could indicate any number of things regarding her intent and abilities. I took it to mean she was ready for a fight, yet unconcerned with what dangers she may face.

After sizing her up, I fully considered her request and shook my head. “No, I think not. I’m fine speaking to you from here.”

Her nose crinkled with something akin to distaste. “Such a fey druid, to hide yourself within walls of iron, surrounded by towers of rust an’ this chemical fetor.”

I tongued a molar in an attempt to look unperturbed. “Meh. The setting suits me, as do the wards between us.”

The goddess gave a dismissive humph. “So be it. I’m not one for long parleying sessions, nor do I hide my intentions for the sake of manners. Therefore, I’ll get straight to the point.”

“Please, do,” I said. “You’re interrupting my nap.”

Nemain’s eyes narrowed, and her voice grew cold. “Don’t get cheeky with me, whelp. First Diarmuid, then Aengus, an’ next my sister. You’ve a bad habit of being involved in the deaths of the Tuatha Dé Danann, druid.”

“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. Obviously, I slew Diarmuid, but I haven’t a clue what happened to Aengus and—I’m sorry, which sister were you speaking of?”

The goddess who represented a third of the Morrígna smacked her lips and yawned. “You lie poorly. Badb has been missing since her attack on the Fomorian’s fortress. Witnesses say she confronted you within but failed to exit thereafter. You either killed her or you imprisoned her—well, you an’ your traitor of a mother. Clearly, you’d be incapable of doing so alone.”

Nemain wasn’t wrong, but I wasn’t going to admit it. Plausible deniability was essential to avoiding outright war with the gods. And as strained as my relationship was with my mother, Ethniu, I didn’t want to put a target on her back as well.

“I convinced Badb that it was in her best interests to abandon her vendetta against me. Where she went after the battle is none of my concern.”

That was a lie. After placing her sister in a stasis field, I’d lobotomized her with Gáe Dearg, a magic spear that causes permanent wounds. Then I cut off her hands and tongue with said spear and set her adrift in the Void—a cruel but necessary fate.

Could I have killed her? Yes, but she was a primary, and primaries had a peculiar habit of reincarnating after several centuries of death. My actions ensured she’d never recover, and thus never be a hindrance to future generations of druids.

Nemain chortled derisively. “Despite the way you handled Diarmuid Ua Duibhne, I doubt you could intimidate a babe into taking a bath. Granted, it was a fine fight, but you’re hardly the terrorizing kind.”

“If you say so.”

“You stopped Fraegaelfaerache, I’ll give you that—albeit with mixed results. At his age, an’ robbed of his heirs, he had nothing left to live for but revenge. Far be it from me to deny him the means.” She tongued her inner lip, licking at a fleck of something at the corner of her mouth. “Now, my song lays heavy upon your lands, and soon it’ll spread through your demesne. Give up Badb an’ I’ll let you live. Refuse, an’ I’ll finish the job.”

“Believe me when I say I can’t give you what I don’t have.” It was the truth, and the first wholly true statement I’d made about her sister since she arrived.

Nemain did not take the truth well. Her expression became drawn and strained as she covered her mouth with a single, gloved hand. The goddess had a pained look in her eye, and for a moment, I thought she might shed a tear.

“So, my sister really is gone.”

I didn’t know what to say, other than to offer more of the truth, in part. “I can’t help you, Nemain. I don’t know where your sister is, and if I did, I doubt I’d care to tell you. That is all.”

“In that case, you’ve sealed your fate.” She momentarily shifted her gaze down the length of the fence line before staring at me, long and hard. “These wards need tending, druid.”

When the goddess acted, it was blindingly fast and with a decisive economy of motion. She pulled the mace from her belt and tossed it overhand in one smooth movement, sending it like a missile at a section of fence some twenty feet away. The weapon impacted the corrugated metal exterior with a resounding clang, denting it deeply as the iron head shed sparks that weren’t entirely natural in origin.

Her mace flew back to her hand as quickly as it struck, although her gaze remained fixed on mine. After hanging her mace back on her belt, she slowly reached into her cloak, causing me to tense. The goddess produced an hourglass, turning it over and placing it on the window ledge with a contemptuous smirk.

“Your crimes against the gods—and those against my family—cannot go unpunished. When the sands are spent, my army will arrive outside your lands. At that time, you may yield Mag Mell willingly an’ remit yourself into my service for the remainder of your days. Resist an’ I will take your lands, an’ your life, by force.”

Next, she did something odd, and completely unexpected. The goddess turned her face to the sky and cawed, much like a crow or a raven. The sound was deep and throaty, yet somehow sonorous and surprisingly loud.

Most surprising of all, her call rumbled deep in my chest, shaking me to my core. Instantly, my knees weakened, my palms grew sweaty, and I felt the urge to vomit. It was all I could do to keep my gaze on her, instead of slamming the window shut and fleeing the scene.

As I looked on, Nemain metamorphosed into a murder of crows. The birds flew upwards in a tight spiral and dissipated into wisps of black mist some twenty feet overhead. One second she’d been standing before me, the next there was nothing left of her but the scent of rotting corpses and the sour tang of bile in my mouth.
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After a quick scan to make sure it wasn’t cursed, I grabbed the hourglass for a closer examination. No matter which way I turned it, sand slowly poured from one chamber to the other, a few grains at a time. At the pace it was running, I estimated I had maybe three days before Nemain came knocking on our door in Mag Mell.

Cussing silently, I tossed the hourglass in my Bag. Leaning closer to the Judas window, I scanned the area for additional threats. First all was quiet, then the echo of many footfalls sounded from within the greenbelt on the north side of the junkyard.

By my reckoning, a large crowd of somethings were headed our way, trampling through the undergrowth like stampeding cattle. I looked over my shoulder to find Hemi and Ásgeir standing some twenty feet behind me.

“Tell me you shored up the wards as I asked.”

The troll lowered his gaze as he thumbed at Hemi over his shoulder. “I started to do so, but then he showed up and challenged me to a wrestling match.”

“Oi, don’t blimmin’ drag me into this,” Hemi said, raising his hands in protest.

Closing my eyes tightly, I gritted my teeth as I considered the wisdom of letting my anger show. After taking a couple of slow, deep breaths, I willed my facial muscles to relax. Composure recovered, I addressed them both in calm, measured tones.

“Prepare for battle. They’ll be coming through the fence where Nemain busted my wards.”

In response, Ásgeir kicked a wheel hub off one end of a rusted truck axle that sat nearby. He picked the axle and remaining hub up with both hands, hefting it like a club while swinging it experimentally to get its balance and weight. Meanwhile, Hemi sniffed the air, turning to face the sound of the approaching horde as it rounded the far outside corner of the yard.

“Undead?” I asked.

He nodded. “Craqueuhhe. Nasty buggers, not really alive or dead. Bit outside of Mum’s bailiwick, so I’ll be limited in how well I can hinder them.”

Hemi’s mom was Hine-nui-te-pō, the Maori goddess of death and night. He shared some of her powers over the dead, so it was a damned shame his influence didn’t extend to this particular brand of creature. Still, I could always count on him to pull his weight in battle.

“What can you tell me about craqueuhhe?” I asked as I drew Dyrnwyn from my Bag.

“Hard to kill. Even dismembered, the parts’ll keep on coming. Burning ‘em to ash is generally the best way to end the fight.”

“Fire it is, then. You guys put them down, and I’ll finish them off.”

As the clamor of trampling feet grew closer to the damaged section of fence, Maureen rounded the back corner of the office, cutlass in hand.

“Ya’ boys weren’t going ta’ start without me, were ya’?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I replied as white-hot flames began to flicker up and down Dyrnwyn’s length. “Hemi says they’re undead with complete independent mobility. If you have any fire spells, they might come in handy.”

Maureen gave me a withering look. “I’m half-kelpie, not half-dragon. Why don’t ya’ hang back while we mow ‘em down, then ya’ can bring the heat?”

“That was the plan.” As I spoke, the rumble of footsteps gave way to the loud hammering of multiple fists and bodies against the now meager barrier. “Here they come.”

The corrugated metal section of fence Nemain had struck began to buckle and groan under the strain. Above all that noise, I detected a sort of demonic, murmuring chatter coming from the undead outside.

Ásgeir took point directly in front of the fence, hollering over his shoulder to be heard above the din. “What are they saying?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, holding the now searingly bright blade away from my face. “I don’t speak French.”

“How’s a Celtic goddess summon a bunch of Frankish monsters?” Hemi asked as he pulled a taiaha out of thin air.

“Celts lived all across Western Europe,” Maureen replied as she took up a position to the right and behind the troll. “Ever heard of the Gauls?”

“I’ve known plenty of gals in my time,” the Maori warrior replied. “But none of them were smack-talking revenants.”

“I’m not touching that,” I said. “Ásgeir, mow them down then get out of the way.”

My bodyguard nodded and swung his giant, makeshift mace, just as the fence buckled and a swarm of undead rushed through. The first line of rotting corpses that entered the yard crumpled as they were swept away by the axle and wheel hub, only to be replaced by half a dozen more. Ásgeir simply swept the club back and forth, mowing them down as they pushed and struggled against each other to fit through the eight-foot gap.

Most of the craqueuhhe that fell to the troll’s blows didn’t get back up, but that wasn’t to say they didn’t keep coming. Even with shattered spinal cords and limbs, they still crawled and shimmied their way toward us, skirting the troll’s reach to get at those who stood behind him.

Curiously, they seemed completely uninterested in attacking Ásgeir. Instead, the undead fixated on the nearest warm body, whether it be Hemi, Maureen, or me. They clawed and dragged themselves across the barren earth, hissing and cursing at us in French as they glared with baleful, maggot-infested eyes.

“Sale poufiasse, je mangerai tes morts!” a fat, half-naked male corpse hissed as it dragged itself toward Maureen.

“Ferme ta gueule, fils de chien,” Maureen shot back as she skewered the revenant through the eye with her cutlass.

Undaunted, the corpse merely angled its head so it could see from its other eye, and it kept coming. My former sword master’s lips curled in disgust as she back-stepped, beheading the undead thing with a sweep of her blade.

The head rolled toward her, mouthing additional obscenities in its native tongue. For that, the revenant’s head got soccer-kicked over the fence. Yet, the corpse continued to crawl toward her, groping around in hopes of finding her by chance.

Hemi fared only a little better. He twirled the pointed staff in his hands, flipping it around his body as he shattered kneecaps and neck bones alike. All the while he made haka faces using pūkana and whetero, less to intimidate his opponents, and more because it was just his usual badass style.

Yet, for every revenant he crippled, another crawled over it. Soon, Hemi and Maureen were forced to back away, though Ásgeir still managed to hold his ground in front of the fallen section of fence. As for me, I badly wanted to toss a fireball in the mix to immolate the advancing horde, but there simply wasn’t enough room.

“I can’t get a shot,” I shouted. “Move out of the way, so I can blast these fuckers back to Père Lachaise.”

“I cannot,” the troll yelled back. “There are at least a hundred of them on the other side of the fence. If I move, we’ll be overrun.”

Shit.
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Even with half a dozen fireballs queued up and a veritable plasma sword in my hand, I was useless unless I could bring that firepower to bear. Merely cutting through the undead wouldn’t do it, not unless I ignited them in the process.

Hmm. Ignition, ignition.

I recalled how Nemain had complained about the smell of chemicals coming from the junkyard, and that gave me an idea. One of the oddities of human physiology was the potential combustibility of human adipose tissue. Spontaneous combustion was no joke. Given the proper spark, a human corpse would burn just like a candle.

These things were essentially walking tallow lamps without the wick. If I could figure out a way to make them more flammable, I might be able to create a chain reaction that would set them all aflame.

Back when I was in school, I’d learned that you could make biodiesel through a process of transesterification. To do so, you needed lye, alcohol, and a source of natural fat. So, all I needed was some wood ash, a lot of hooch, and a way to pressurize the mix.

“Guys, I have an idea,” I said, loud enough to be heard above the moans and cursing of the undead. “Hang tight, I’ll be right back.”

Baby A’s was a local restaurant and bar chain that was famous for making margaritas that could strip paint from a battleship’s hull. They did this by using 190 proof alcohol in their drinks. Each location made so many of those things, they ordered the stuff by the pallet-load.

Rather than steal from the restaurant, I teleported straight to the local distributor, zipping around the warehouse until I found a pallet stacked with boxes of the potent potation. Using druid magic, I popped the bottles and gathered the liquid into a large sloshy bubble, then I portalled myself and the alcohol to the site of a recent controlled burn that offered acres of fine gray ash.

Using my druidic affinity with wood and natural substances, I mixed the ash with the alcohol inside the bubble. With the concoction magically suspended in a large gray ball of mush behind me, I had the mini-oak send me back to the junkyard. Upon my return, I entered into direct communication with the seedling in my Bag.

When I give the command, portal these three out of here.

The mini-oak seemed to understand, but it was difficult to tell for sure. Hoping I’d made myself clear, I gave it the go-ahead and watched as my friends were poofed elsewhere by the power of my Oak. That left me facing over a hundred pissed-off, hungry, virtually unstoppable undead.

Just gotta’ catch them all at once. No pressure.

With Ásgeir no longer holding them back, the revenants began flooding through the fence opening. The undead fought and snapped at each other in an effort to be the first to get to the object of their aggression. Namely, a tall, ginger druid who knew way too much about alcoholic beverages.

First, I suspended the big ball of alcohol and wood ash above the horde. Using a modified version of Mogh’s Scythe, I compressed the air above the revenants until I had a wide area of pressurized air hanging just above my combustible mush. Finally, I released the ash and alcohol, just as I pressed down on the horde with all that pressurized air.

Three things happened at once. First, the gray goop covered the revenants at the center of the approaching mass. Second, the compressed air pressing down on them flattened the lot, holding them in place. And third, the alcohol and ash soaked into their clothing, ensuring that at least some of the stuff would stay where I needed it.

With an effort of will and druid magic, I increased the air pressure around the temporarily immobilized undead horde. Using my hand as a means of visualizing the effect I wanted, I mimed squeezing them in my fist as the air pressure climbed. Soon, the reaction I wanted began as the alcohol and ash were forced into the deliquescing fat that lay just under the soft, putrid skin of the undead.

Breathing heavily and sweating profusely due to the mental and physical exertion the spell took, I held the effects as long as I could stand it. Thirty seconds grew into sixty, then ninety, and then I lost count. Having no idea how long the process took, I waited until I could hold out no longer, then I retreated to the front office wall.

Here goes nothing.

Maintaining the pressure around the undead, I unleashed all six fireballs simultaneously. In hopes of burning the entire horde, I aimed two at the center and the rest at the outer edges of the mass of bodies.

The sextuplet of flaming spheres hit in unison. Each fireball expanded with a whoosh as the compressed oxygen mixed with alcohol fumes ignited, right along with the revenants’ biofuel-infused flesh and the ethanol-soaked clothing they wore.

Well, what do you know? It looks like my plan is going to work.

It worked, alright—a bit too well, due to the extra oomph my druid magic had added. Before I knew it, a giant conflagration of flames erupted outward from the epicenter of the blast. That massive fireball spread quickly, with the leading edge heading straight toward me and our newly remodeled office building.

Oh, shit—I just created the world’s biggest whoosh bottle.

Thankfully, the mini-oak had my back. Despite its limited intelligence, it somehow intuited I’d need an evac, and it teleported me to the far side of the junkyard. Even from the other side of the acreage, I could still see the effects of the explosion I’d created.

The concussive force was massive, and it sent body parts in all directions. Heads, arms, partial torsos, feet, hands—it was a virtual cornucopia of decomposed and partially cremated human anatomy. That, combined with sections of fence, car parts, and the remains of our office building were scattered over a distance of several hundred yards to all points on the compass.

Then came the secondary explosions. Several nearby vehicles caught fire, their gas tanks combusting violently due to having poorly sealed filler caps. Next, the resulting heat from one such fireball popped the spigot valve on our elevated full storage tank.

Once the fumes and fuel caught, the tank went up in a giant mushroom cloud, sending a fiery ball of orange flame and soot that climbed hundreds of feet into the atmosphere above South Austin, visible to all and sundry. Finally, it began raining pieces of flaming craqueuhhe, in a constant pitter-patter of disgusting droplets that sizzled and burned as they fell to the ground.

Well, fuck a duck.

After dodging a rather large piece of broiled revenant, I pulled out my phone and hit a number I kept on speed dial.

“This had better be important, druid,” a very snooty-sounding male someone answered, their voice dripping with contempt.

“Tell Maeve I’m calling in that favor she owes me for saving her demesne from Eris.”

“Oh?”

“Oh, yes. I need her cover-up crews and fixers at the junkyard, stat.”

The person on the other end of the line gave an exasperated sigh. “Did you just misspeak? I could’ve sworn I heard you use the plural instead of the singular.”

“I know what I’m about, son. Send them all, as in every last one.”

I ended the call and plopped my sorry ass down on a stack of old tires. As I tossed Dyrnwyn in my Bag, I wondered how I was going to explain to Maureen that I’d just leveled her brand-new office.


CHAPTER
SEVEN




I stood next to Maureen as we surveyed the damage from the other side of Lamar Boulevard. Across the street, temporary barriers had been set up, along with a wide cordon of crime scene tape. Numerous official-looking individuals in ATF jackets and dark sunglasses were posted all along the perimeter, as well as at key points along what remained of the junkyard’s fence.

As for the cops, their job was to keep the mundanes from entering the illusion Maeve’s fixers had cast. That way, the queen’s people could dispose of body parts, free from the scrutiny of news crews and nosy citizens. They couldn’t do much about the media helicopters hovering high above, but they’d see the same illusion we saw at ground level.

Honestly, the illusion was something else. From here, it looked as though fire crews were busily extinguishing a rather impressive blaze. Several trucks appeared to be present, along with a handful of ambulance units and medics who were treating the wounded far away from the fire.

When I exerted my will to pierce the illusion, it was a different matter. People in white Tyvek safety suits walked the parking lot and yard in a grid pattern, scooping body parts into trash bags and dumping them in piles. Maeve’s people followed close behind, incinerating the dismembered corpses with magic and ensuring no trace of DNA evidence remained.

The official story was that it had been a gas tank explosion. That’d satisfy the media, and with zero fatalities, the story would fade from the public’s memory within a few weeks. I just hoped none of the revenants’ body parts managed to crawl away before Maeve’s fixers arrived on scene.

Of course, a large crowd had gathered to watch. Since we weren’t needed across the street, Maureen and I milled about at the edges of the throng as we assessed the damage. All the while, the half-kelpie kept shaking her head and cursing in Gaelic under her breath.

After a time, Maureen stormed off toward the convenience store down the block. Since we hadn’t yet spoken about the office, I followed a few paces behind. When we were out of hearing distance of the crowd, I broke the silence in what I hoped was a suitably remorseful tone.

“Sorry about the office.” In response, she grumbled something in Gaelic and quickened her pace. “Maureen, I said I was sorry.”

“Go see yer’ lass, an’ take care of that other thing,” she yelled over her shoulder as she continued to speed-walk away from me. “Perhaps by the time ye’re done, I’ll have calmed enough ta’ discuss this without throttling ya’ with me bare hands.”

Knowing Maureen, she probably wasn’t kidding about wanting to throttle me. She was half-fae, after all, and not exactly the peace-loving kind. I decided to take a hint and get on with the matters at hand. But before I went off timeline-hopping again, it was time to see Fallyn.

I’d spent a few months in the primary timeline since our pseudo-breakup, but none of that had been in Fallyn’s company. From the very start I’d wanted to forgive her, and in fact I already had. I just didn’t know how to bridge the gap that remained between us.

Deep down, I knew I needed to nut up and start the reconciliation process, but the mere thought of trying scared me to death. What if it didn’t work? What if she had other secrets I didn’t know about? What if she loved Bleys more than she loved me? What if I lost her for good—what would I do then?

Due to my paralysis by analysis, I’d kept my distance while secretly checking in on Fallyn every now and again. Obviously, cowardice was no way to repair a relationship, and it was time to face things head on. With a heavy sigh, I said a little prayer before portalling to the Austin ‘thrope pack’s main clubhouse.

The Pack’s headquarters were housed inside a spartan cinder block building, located in an industrial area on the east side of town off Highway 183. It wasn’t the nicest area, and that was the point. The three-acre property was surrounded by chain link fence topped with barbed wire and adorned with rusted ‘PRIVATE PROPERTY’ signs every fifty feet.

Locals knew to stay away from the place. The fact that every building in a half-mile radius was free from tags and graffiti spoke to the respect and fear the Pack commanded. They owned much of that property as well, insurance against the growing Eastside gentrification that might someday threaten to encroach on their turf.

It was late morning when I appeared behind the warehouse turned bar that served as the Pack’s urban headquarters. The place was a ghost town when I arrived, barren of the usual signs of life one might see around an MC’s clubhouse. That in and of itself was strange, so I cast a chameleon spell on myself and set out to investigate.

No matter the hour of day, several Pack members were always present here. At this hour, I’d have expected to see a few prospects hanging out and keeping an eye on things, but nothing stirred. I heard no casual conversation, no sounds of coolers being stocked or glasses cleaned, and no acrid scent of cigarette smoke and weed wafting from the second story windows, which were almost always left open to let the breeze inside.

I peeked through the loading dock windows, thinking that the manager, Mitzy, might be working in back. Yet, the place was as dead as all signs indicated. There was only one explanation for the entire Pack to vacate the clubhouse, and that was a gathering. And the only reason for a gathering was a vote or a challenge to the leadership.

Pack’s rarely voted on anything. Although every member had a say, they almost always deferred to their alpha’s judgement. Which meant that someone had challenged Fallyn’s authority, and they were fighting her for leadership of the Pack. That wasn’t a big deal—when she first took over, she had to put down knuckleheads who stepped out of line on a weekly basis. But for the whole Pack to be summoned, this challenge had to be serious.

Shit.

I needed to find out where they were meeting, pronto. Unresolved issues or no, if Fallyn was in trouble, I had to be there.
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A quick chronomantic flip through the clubhouse’s recent history allowed me to eavesdrop on chatter between members. The challenge was being held at a farm owned by one of the Pack members, off Highway 95 between Granger and Bartlett. I was familiar with the area because I’d been there before.

That farm was where Sonny, a feldgeister posing as a werewolf, had challenged Samson, back when I first joined the Austin Pack. The roggenwolf had fooled everyone, including me, in a ploy to take over the Pack and use their resources to traffick children to the fae in Underhill. We stopped them, and I got to watch Samson unleash hell on that shifty fucker.

I didn’t search long enough to get the name of the challenger. Although I might have dug deeper, I worried that Nemain might be keeping tabs on me, so I cut the spell short. Anyway, I’d find out soon enough.

Formal pack challenges were a rare occurrence, mostly because of the damage they could do to a pack’s integrity. Sure, some pack members might get out of line and need a little smackdown every so often, but that was just typical pack dynamics. Packs were like a big extended family, complete with minor spats and junior members testing the alpha’s resolve occasionally.

For a formal challenge to commence, the challenger had to have standing within the pack and support from a sizable contingent of the same. As well, they needed to show leadership potential—meaning dominance—and they had to present a significant physical threat to the alpha. To be honest, I couldn’t think of anyone who fit that bill in the current Pack roster besides myself and the former alpha, Samson.

There was simply no way that Samson would challenge his daughter. His whole plan all along had been to retire from leading the Pack so Fallyn could take over. But you couldn’t just hand leadership of a pack over to someone, not unless you shared authority as mates. And since Fallyn was never going to challenge her dad, Samson had led the Pack a lot longer than he would have liked.

To move things along, I beat Samson in a fair, formal challenge. Then, I handed the reins over to Fallyn for the good of the Pack. Most of them resented my presence anyway, so I knew there’d be few objections to my relinquishing leadership to an actual ‘thrope. After Fallyn easily handled everyone who challenged her, the Pack accepted her as their new alpha, things settled down, and it was business as usual again for the Austin Pack.

In light of that history, I couldn’t think of anyone who could challenge Fallyn’s right to lead. As I portalled to the gathering, I was still racking my brains to come up with a potential alpha candidate who fit the bill. And when I finally saw Fallyn’s opponent, I honestly didn’t know what to think.

What the actual fuck?

I appeared atop a rise that overlooked the makeshift gladiatorial ring where the fight was to occur. A large crowd enclosed the circle, all wolves and other species of ‘thrope, every single one a pack member or prospect.

No humans were allowed at these events, no matter their standing with the pack. That was not just due to tradition, but also for safety’s sake. Fights could break out between spectators at these things, and humans were much too fragile to risk letting them attend.

The fighting arena itself was a section of pasture they’d cordoned off that was about a hundred yards in diameter. A huge white werewolf stood on the west side, while Fallyn stood on the eastern edge in human form. I recognized the challenger immediately, as we’d fought a bloody battle the last time I saw him.

Bleys.

Fallyn’s former bondmate was a formidable specimen, and I couldn’t help but worry about her safety. My magesight revealed that Pack magic had sealed the area up tight, which meant I was too late to intervene on Fallyn’s behalf. A time traveler with shitty timing—the irony wasn’t lost on me, that was for certain.

Not that I’d have interfered, no matter how much I wanted to do so. Fallyn was more than capable of winning her own battles, and besides, she’d never forgive me if I cut in. Things were bad enough without me making it worse by playing white knight at the worst time possible.

But why hadn’t she shifted? It didn’t make sense. None of this did, in fact.

Strictly speaking, Bleys couldn’t challenge unless he was a member of the Pack. And for him to become a member, he’d either have to be accepted the old-fashioned way, prospecting until he earned the Pack’s approval, or…

Or he’d have to be admitted by someone who outranked Fallyn.

I quickly scanned the crowd. A tall woman with long dark hair and olive skin stood ringside, looking on at the proceedings in a detached, imperious manner. The bronze beauty wore designer jeans, a black tee, a fitted black leather jacket, and calf boots.

Beside her stood a slightly shorter woman with a decathlete’s build, dark, wavy hair, steel gray eyes, a Greek nose, and a haughty, determined expression. As usual, she was dressed like an L.L. Bean model in hiking boots, technical pants, and a thermal Henley under a plaid flannel shirt.

Leto and Artemis. Fuck.

Despite that I was hidden by the best chameleon spell this side of Hades’ helmet, Artemis sensed my presence as soon as I spotted her. As the goddess’ gaze shifted from the combatants to the low hilltop on which I stood, she flashed me a self-satisfied smirk.

I answered with a one-fingered salute. The Huntress responded with a dismissive head shake as she turned her attention to her sister and the challenger. I was certain that Leto, who went by Lita when in the presence of Pack members, had set this whole thing up. She’d never wanted Fallyn to run the Pack. Leto felt that her daughter belonged in Switzerland at her side.

Never mind what your daughter wants. Fucking bitch.

As for Artemis, she had her own agenda. While it seemed that her goals dovetailed quite nicely with Leto’s, I suspected another god in the Greek pantheon pulled her strings. The most obvious candidate was her daddy, although she was powerful enough to call her own shots without anyone else’s input.

I planned to have some choice words with them both when this was over. For the present, my attention remained solely on the combatants who faced off in the empty cow pasture below.

The fight hadn’t started yet, as it seemed that Fallyn was trying to talk Bleys out of the challenge. She wasn’t yet aware of my presence, so I decided to listen in before making myself known. Using druid magic, I funneled the sound waves from the ring toward me, isolating them from the background noise created by the crowd.

“Bleys, for the last time, this is crazy,” Fallyn pleaded. “Stand down and go back to Switzerland. There’s nothing left for you here.”

“Nothing left?” the big white werewolf countered. “We were mate-bonded—are mate-bonded, Fallyn Elita Randolph. We had plans and dreams for a life together. Have you forgotten so quickly?”

Fallyn gave a curt shake of her head. “I remember everything. But that all happened while I was mind-wiped. After I got my memory back, things changed.”

“Not for me, they haven’t. You left without a word. No note, no farewell, no explanation, nothing. That’s no way to treat a casual paramour, much less your mate. I was absolutely humiliated.”

So that’s what this was about. Bleys didn’t love her. He just wanted to reclaim what was his by rights and restore his honor. I couldn’t blame him for feeling wounded, yet handling it like this was a dick move.

Fallyn hung her head, shaking it slowly. “I never meant to hurt you or humiliate you, but everything we had was based on a lie, and nothing more. When we met, I had already pledged myself to someone else.”

“You mean that half-fae warlock?”

“Druid,” she corrected.

Bleys snarled. “The distinction is lost on me, as it should be on you. To our kind, all male magic users are the same. Craven lunatics dabbling with forces beyond their control.”

I hadn’t paid attention to the guy’s accent during our last encounter because I was too busy avoiding being eaten. He sounded British, upper crust at that, but it was easy to miss if you weren’t listening closely. His posh Eton pronunciation patterns were muted, maybe by exposure or the demands of the work he did for Leto’s organization.

Which it was, I couldn’t be certain, nor did it matter. What I did know was that his manner of speech made me want to punch him in the snout. Had I done that when we fought? All I remembered was being jumped and lighting him up with a fireball.

Fucking prick. I hope it hurt.

Fallyn paused and glanced away before responding. “He’s a good man, Bleys, and an asset to this pack. Time and again I’ve watched him put the needs of others before himself, and always at great personal sacrifice. You could learn a lot from him. It’s a damned shame you two didn’t meet under different circumstances.”

The big white were’s upper lip curled in a snarl. “He’s lowborn trash, Fallyn, not even worthy of the scraps from your table. We’re much better suited for each other than you and that junkyard pauper could ever be.”

Not a pauper any longer, chump. A thief and a con artist, maybe. A trickster, absolutely. But I’m certainly not poor.

The female alpha squeezed the bridge of her nose as she exhaled heavily. “I can see there’s no talking you out of this. Since you won’t vacate your claim as my bond-mate, I guess we’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

One instant, Fallyn stood there, fully clothed in human form. The next, she’d shifted into her werewolf form, bursting out of her clothing as she bounded across the ring at Bleys.

Hang on a second… is this the werewolf version of an annulment?


CHAPTER
EIGHT




I jogged down the hill, dropping the camouflage spell as I went. All eyes were on the match anyway, so no one took notice of my sudden appearance. Besides, most pack members were used to my antics by this point. I might not be accepted by all, but at least they’d grown accustomed to my weirdness.

Sledge stood ringside with a tallboy in hand, his towering form rising head and shoulders above most of the crowd. Despite the curses my efforts elicited, I forced my way through to stand next to him where I could get a good view of the action. As I shoved myself in beside the big wolf, he gave me a playful elbow jab in the ribs.

“Heard you had a barbecue. Kind of hurt I wasn’t invited.”

“Yeah, well—it was sort of an impromptu gathering.” I inclined my head at the blurred ball of auburn and white fur going at each other in front of us. “What is this, exactly?”

He chuckled while keeping an eye on the action. “You don’t know? This whole thing is in your honor. More or less.”

“I’ve, um, been away. Clue me in.”

“Yeah, we’re all aware,” he replied with a disapproving frown. “Wasn’t her fault, you know.”

“Yeah.” I waited a few beats, but he wasn’t forthcoming. “And?”

“Oh, right,” he replied, bobbing and throwing a soft jab at the air, then wincing when Fallyn caught a kick to the face. “After you split, Johnny Winter used it as justification for doubling down on his claim. Said you’d abandoned your mate. Fallyn was his by rights, and more so since you made yourself scarce.”

I humphed. “Figures. What’d Fallyn say?”

“What do you think, jackass? She told him to fuck off.”

“Guess he didn’t take kindly to that.”

“Nope. The boss asked him to vacate his claim, he refused, so she went to her mom and initiated the bond-breaking process.”

I scratched the back of my neck. “What’s that, like an annulment?”

He wobbled his hand side to side. “Part annulment, part divorce, part ‘I decided you’re such a dick that I’m ready to rip your throat out.’ Mate-bonding is a serious thing in werewolf culture, ‘bout as permanent as death. Takes some doing to reverse course.”

“Okay, but Fallyn chose me first.”

Sledge tore his eyes away from the fight to give me the side-eye. “Uh-huh. But hair on your balls don’t make you a wolf.”

“Well, no shit. But I’m still a shifter and a pack member.”

“Nobody denies you that, kid. Still, you are what you are. To these people, you’re fae. And fae don’t get respect in the Pack.”

In response to that, I crossed my arms and then uncrossed them, to avoid looking like I was sulking. “Whatever.”

“I don’t like it either. You’ve saved the Pack on more than one occasion. On the other hand, traditions run deep, and ‘thropes are ‘thropes. S’why Fallyn took it on herself to settle matters with Bleys, once and for all.”

“Let me get this straight. She kicks his ass, and he has to go home with his tail between his legs?”

Sledge belched. “Pretty much.”

“So what if he wins?”

“He ain’t gonna win.”

“Humor me.”

The big wolf hemmed and hawed before answering. “Then he hits her over the head and drags her back to his den.”

“Over my dead body.”

Sledge shrugged. “Too late for that. Shoulda’ been here to defend your claim, if it mattered that much to you.”

“Ouch. Okay, I deserved that.”

“Yeah, you did, you jackass. You know how much shit we’ve had to put up with since you two had your spat?”

“Not really.”

“She ain’t been the same since you up and boogied. The girl tried to hide her moping, but ‘thropes are an open book to one another. Kind of hard to hide your emotions when everyone around you can hear your heartbeat and smell your pheromones.”

This whole time, I’d been seeing things from my perspective, focusing on my personal grievances. But on hearing the other side from Sledge, something clicked. After all, it wasn’t like me to be a professional victim. Was it?

Aw, who was I kidding? I could be a whiny little bitch. After all I’d been through, I thought I’d grown up and put that moody kid behind me. Turned out I wasn’t as mature as I thought I was—go fucking figure.

“Huh. I guess I just didn’t see Fallyn as the moping type.”

“She might be a ‘thrope, but she has a human side. Apart from that, wolves experience emotions on a very deep level. We grieve like nothing you’ve ever seen.” He let out a growling sigh as he crushed his beer can and tossed it away. “Anyway, Trina and I have been covering for her, and it’s been a fucking nightmare. Can’t tell you how many times we had to put some dumb motherfucker in their place.”

“Fallyn can handle herself. She always has.”

“No shit. You think we were doing it to save her ass? Let me say this again—she wasn’t herself.” He looked at me like I was the slowest kid in class. “How d’ya think it’d go over, if our alpha ripped some dumb prospect apart just for getting a little mouthy behind her back? Think the pack would want to follow her then?”

“Well—”

“Well, nothing,” he said, cutting me off. “If you’re back, you better be back for good. Now shut up and let me watch the fight.”
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By this time, the two combatants were a pair of bloody, shredded messes. Bleys’ white fur was slick and matted red from a long, deep gash that ran from his left collar bone all the way down to his lowermost rib on the opposite side. He had multiple, but less serious wounds on his arms and legs, and he was limping from some sort of leg injury on his right side.

As for Fallyn, she was a lot less bloody, and in pretty good shape. That was, except for a snapped humerus. Her right arm dangled uselessly from just below the shoulder down, flapping against her body as the two werewolves circled each other cautiously.

I knew it was painful, and that it wouldn’t heal right unless it was stabilized, that way the bones could knit back together. On the other hand, the gash across Bleys’ chest was closing rapidly. After what I’d done to him previously, I knew the fucker could heal fast, but not that fast.

On a hunch, I triggered my magesight to examine the white wolf more closely. Almost immediately, I spotted nearly transparent wisps of smoky silver mist that trailed outward from the wolf’s chest.

Motherfucker.

Following the magical trail with my gaze, I tracked it through the crowd directly to Artemis. Although her lips were still, the huntress’ left hand fretted and worked, moving through spell forms as the goddess intervened to speed Bleys’ healing.

“Be right back,” I said to Sledge, even as I snatched Gunnarson’s cloak from my Bag.

Forcing my way through the crowd, when I reached the edge, I slung the cloak over my shoulders. From there I sprinted around to the other side, reentering the gathered spectators behind Leto and Artemis.

Moving through the throng was much easier with the cloak’s assistance, as it tricked those around me into ignoring my presence. While I slid undetected through the pack, I summoned a version of Mogh’s Scythe around the edge of my flattened hand.

Sneaking up on Artemis was a piece of cake, distracted as she was by casting a healing spell without attracting attention. I crushed her left hand in mine as I brought my other arm around and in front of her throat, hugging her close to me. Then I willed the cloak to reveal my voice to those around me.

“Don’t fucking move, or I’ll pull a Perseus on your skinny ass.”

Artemis halted her spell, her eyes narrowing as she reflexively glanced over her shoulder. Like any good negotiator, her expression and tone softened as she spoke.

“Fates alive, druid. What would my sister think if she saw us in this compromised position?”

Leto glanced sideways just long enough to comment. “I suggest you both desist. Artemis, you’ve no business meddling in Pack affairs. And druid, you should think twice before laying hands on a goddess of Olympus.”

She was right. I released Fallyn’s older sibling, dropping my spell and commanding the cloak to deactivate. When I became visible to the crowd, a few gasps arose from the ‘thropes around us.

“Weird ass druid,” someone muttered.

“Fucking fae magic bullshit,” another said.

“Go back to your junkyard, half-breed,” added a third.

I didn’t bother to see who’d spoken. Instead, I took up a position just behind and between the titan and her daughter, hands clasped in front of me.

“Popular as ever, it seems,” Leto remarked drily while keeping her gaze locked on the combatants in the ring.

“That’s me, making friends where’er I go,” I replied.

“Indeed,” Artemis said. “And for the record, if you ever touch me again, you’ll regret it—eternally.”

“Ooh, look at me, all a quiver.” I twitched my nose and sniffed. “Don’t fuck your sister over again, and I won’t have to.”

“I was doing her a favor,” the goddess stated. “Being freed of your cursed presence is the best thing that could possibly happen to her.”

“She’s a big girl, she can make her own choices,” I observed. “Which she’ll do, no matter how much you meddle. Why not give up and save yourself the trouble?”

Leto snorted softly. “Oh, how little you understand about deific politics. Now hush, both of you. This matter will soon draw to its natural conclusion.”

The combatants in the ring both looked like hell. Bleys was missing an eye, and he’d sprouted a few new gashes to replace the one Artemis helped fix. Yet, the goddess’ assistance had given him a lead on his former bond-mate.

Fallyn’s broken arm had healed at an odd angle, leaving it nearly useless for its intended purpose—or any other, for that matter. It stuck out awkwardly from her body, her lower arm flapping uselessly like an errant tree limb in a strong wind. As for the rest of her, she had bites and deep cuts over much of her body, and it looked like she was holding her guts in with her other arm.

In short, Fallyn was about to lose.

Still, the duo paced the green and muddy expanse, circling each other while maintaining a narrow margin of safety. In this case, that was about fifty feet, roughly two-and-a-half times what much slower human combatants might require. As they stalked a circuit into the dirt, Bleys couldn’t help but gloat over his impending victory.

“I’ve won, Fall. Anyone can see that. Make it easy on yourself and yield.”

‘Fall’? Nobody calls her that. No wonder she dumped this jackass.

The female alpha bared her teeth, not in a snarl, but in a toothy, coyote grin. “You just don’t get it, do you? Last chance, Bleys. Pack it in or suffer the consequences.”

The tall white werewolf shook his head. “No, I think not. So sorry to have to do this to you, love.”

“Not as sorry as you’re going to be,” Fallyn replied under her breath.

He was quick, I’d give him that. Bleys dropped to all fours and bounded across the ring in a blink, nearly closing the gap between them in two bounds. On the third, he leapt into the air, jaws agape—a huge, white missile of fur, teeth, and claws aimed right for her jugular.

If I didn’t know her, I’d have thought Fallyn was done for at that juncture. Yet, she was a calculating bitch, and I meant that in the best way possible. What happened next took perhaps a few tenths of a second to play out, but the end result was anything but expected.

At the apex of Bleys’ saut de grâce, Fallyn bent her knees and flexed her ankles, lowering her stance. As the larger alpha descended, she back-flipped, kicking her right hind-paw high as she inverted her body beneath her opponent. Claws extended, her foot slid neatly into the gap between Bley’s sternal notch and lower jaw, punching through his windpipe and nearly out the other side of his neck.

As he flew over her, she continued her midair rotation, withdrawing her extended leg to land in a tight crouch, like a sprinter about to hit their starting stance. Meanwhile, the other wolf landed in a heap behind her, clutching his hands to his throat as blood spray saturated the ground beneath him. Unable to fully staunch the flow, he collapsed from fluid loss, falling face-first into a rather large, fresh cow patty.

Without even sparing Bleys a backward glance, Fallyn stood and strolled toward the three of us. Her gaze lingered on me for a moment, then she shifted her attention to her sister.

“Tami, see to his wounds before he loses too much blood,” she ordered, subtly chiding her sister for meddling while rubbing her victory in the elder sibling’s face. “And somebody help me re-break my arm!”

The throng parted to allow her passage, and I did the same. As the alpha passed, she traced a line across my chest with her fingertips. She did it almost casually, but the gesture spoke volumes.

A moment later she was gone, lost within the cheering mass of ‘thropes. When I turned to look ringward again, Artemis and Bleys had disappeared.

Goddesses. Pfft.

After the remaining crowd dispersed, Fallyn’s mother turned to address me fully. “Fair warning, druid. Artemis is capable of much restraint, accepting small defeats as necessary whilst achieving a planned final victory. She is patient and detached, a huntress in every sense of the word. Her brother, however, is altogether another matter.”

“Oh?”

“Apollo has always run a little… hot. Should he discover you threatened his twin sister, you’ll wish Artemis had made good on her threats instead.” She looked down her nose at me, flashing a sneer of distaste. “That is all I shall say on the matter. Good day.”
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In true Pack style, a legendary party commenced right after the fight. Picking my way through the crowd, I located Fallyn, but she was much too preoccupied with receiving the Pack’s attention. Surrounded as she was by congratulatory well-wishers—and the occasional groveler who’d made the mistake of betting on Bleys—it just wasn’t the right time to approach.

It looked as though she’d be dealing with Pack shit for hours, so I took it as my cue to split. I always felt like I didn’t belong at Pack events anyway, being the odd Fomorian out and all. As the celebration gained steam, I headed for the nearest copse of trees for some privacy, so I could bail.

My path forced me to cut through the designated parking area, a virtual cornucopia of stock Harleys, vintage choppers, custom bobbers, tricked out baggers, rat rods, muscle cars, and other gas-guzzling street machines. The acrid scent of leaking engine oil and gasoline mixed with the evening air, serving as an unexpected balm to my haggard soul. It was almost like being at my junkyard but with nicer rides.

As I weaved my way through the last line of vehicles, a gruff voice cut through the din. “Decided to miss all the fun, eh?”

Samson leaned against the tailgate of an old Chevy pickup, smoking a coffin nail and looking much as he had for as long as I’d known him. Short, lean, and bald, with a face that said he’d earned every crease and scar not concealed by his shaggy-ass beard. He wore a leather ‘cut’ over bare skin, faded jeans, and worn biker boots that had more scuffs than the center aisle in a New York subway car.

How he’d ever hooked up with Leto was beyond reckoning, since they were as diametrically opposed as two individuals could be. The only thing I could figure is their differences had brought them together—opposites attract and all that. Either that, or ‘Lita’ was the type who went for bad boys.

“Samson,” I said by way of greeting. “How’s married life been treating you?”

He chuckled before taking a last long drag of his cigarette, then he flicked the butt into a patch of mud twenty feet away. “That’s funny. Even if I wanted to marry her, I don’t think Zeus’d take kindly to the gesture. He has a way of becoming jealous, long after he’s discarded his lovers.”

“Long memory, eh?”

“You could say that.”

“Well, that sucks. We just stole a couple of pegasi from his herd. I was hoping he’d call it a loss and let it go after a while.”

The old alpha shook his head. “Not likely.”

Samson produced a flask from his vest, taking a drink before offering it to me. Never one to turn down liquor, I accepted and took a long pull. The contents tasted like black licorice mixed with turpentine, and as it went down it set my throat on fire.

“Ugh,” I coughed. “Absinthe?”

“Hard to get good whiskey in the Alps. It’s either this, a digestif, or some berry liqueur bullshit.”

I took another swig and handed the bottle back to him. He did the same and kept it in hand, gesturing toward the revelers with the flask.

“Did you speak with her yet?”

I cocked my head and wobbled a hand in the air. “I saw her, right after the fight.”

“So, the answer is ‘no.’” He hung his head and exhaled harshly. “You’re dumber than I thought.”

“I noticed you weren’t there. At the fight, I mean.”

The grizzled old wolf stabbed a finger at me. “Don’t change the subject. Anyway, you and I both know that was a foregone conclusion.”

“Sure had the Pack plenty riled, though.”

He snort-chuckled softly. “That blonde prick has been throwing his weight around for weeks. A few dissenters took to him, but for the most part, Bleys was not popular amongst our members.”

“After the chickenshit way he jumped me, I’m not his biggest fan, either.”

“Believe it or not, a few folks made a stink about it. Sledge, Trina, Guerra, and some others. His excuse was ‘magic’, of course. Said it gave you an unfair advantage, so he was justified in evening the odds. Enough ‘thropes believed him for that to settle the matter.”

“I’d offer to kick his ass fair and square, but Fallyn beat me to it.”

“She finish him with a flip-kick?” I nodded, and he offered me the flask, which I declined. “I taught her that move, you know.”

“Yeah, I remember you used it on Sonny. Fallyn did it better.”

“Of course she did. She’s my kid.”

By this time, I’d pulled a couple of bottles of Garrison Brothers Single Barrel from my Bag. “One for the road,” I said, setting an unopened bottle on the bed next to him. “And one to rinse that Swiss bullshit out of your flask.”

“Aw, you shouldn’t have.”

“You’re right.”

Samson downed the rest of the flask and shook out the dregs. Once it was reasonably clean, he filled it before returning it to his vest. Then the old wolf turned the bottle up, downing a third of the remaining contents before wiping his mouth on his wrist.

“It’s better if you give your taste buds a chance to enjoy it,” I remarked wryly.

“Tonight, I’m not drinking for the taste.” He belched and pointed at me with the hand that held the neck of the bottle. “Go speak with Fallyn. She needs to clear the air as badly as you do.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the revelers, who’d turned downright raucous since I stopped to chat with Samson. “It’s not exactly the proper time for a heart-to-heart.”

Samson smacked me on the back of the head, and not ungently. “It’s never the right time, dumbshit. But ‘now’ is always a better time than ‘never,’ and it beats ‘too late’ by a mile. Go take care of your business and leave an old wolf to his thoughts.”

“Time was, you’d be partying with everyone else,” I said as I rubbed the back of my head.

“Time was, I wasn’t so old, the only person I felt comfortable spending time with was a goddess. Go talk to my daughter. I don’t want her to be alone.”


CHAPTER
NINE




Not twenty steps after I left Samson, a familiar voice spoke up behind me. “Were you really going to leave without saying goodbye?”

I waited a beat before turning around, just long enough to paste a wan smile across my face. “You looked preoccupied.”

Fallyn had cleaned up since the fight, her injuries having faded to pale yellow bruises and thin pink scars that would be gone by morning. That she’d shifted back into her human form was to be expected. Healing that quickly would require her to change back and forth at least once, especially considering that nasty fracture she suffered.

The alpha wore her customary jeans, flannel shirt, and tank top, although she’d chosen to forego her Frye combat boots in favor of bare feet. Her wavy auburn hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, leaving more than a few strands to frame and soften her face.

Fallyn’s was a type of beauty that was more feral and carefree in nature than what I’d found in other women. There was something primal about her that called to me, an ineffable quality that spoke both to my Fomorian blood and my human soul.

Although I’d suppressed those feelings of late, standing this close to her reawakened that elemental attraction within me. Yet, some subconscious mechanism of self-preservation also reminded me of the task I faced. Unsurprisingly, my instinct was to use that pressing matter as an excuse to run.

“You’ve got that look,” she said.

“What look?”

“The look that says you’re about to get neck deep in trouble.”

“Actually, I think I’m already there.”

“Need help?” she asked.

Not quite intentionally, I took a moment to gather my thoughts before answering. Fallyn might’ve seemed casual, but there was a palpable tension in the air—along with the scent of juniper, weed, and a few hundred sweaty ‘thropes. As for their alpha, the almost imperceptible tightness around her hazel eyes indicated the smile she wore might not be completely genuine.

“Where’s Bleys?” I asked, regretting the question as soon as I’d asked it.

She winced, crinkling her nose as she did so. “My sister carted him off somewhere, probably to save him the humiliation of having to face the Pack.”

I forced myself to chuckle, hoping I might ease the tension between us. “You did kind of wipe the floor with him. But why drag it out?”

“Partially to let him save face. But also, because I was waiting for you to break my sister’s spell.”

“Ah, so you noticed me out there.”

“I saw you talking to Sledge.” She shrugged, crossing her arms as she leaned her ass against a vintage Monte Carlo coupe. “Or, rather, I sensed your presence through the pack, and that drew my attention to you.”

“You could’ve beat him without my help.” I took up a spot next to her, looking past the cars and bikes in the makeshift lot to take in the raucous revelry beyond. “You didn’t need me for that.”

“True, but I’d have had to really hurt him, possibly permanently. For all my fucked-up history with Bleys, I don’t bear him any ill will.” She nudged me playfully with her elbow. “Besides, I wanted to see if you still cared enough to get involved.”

I turned sharply to face her, almost squaring off as I did so. “Of course, I still care. Why would that even be in question?”

“Hey, whoa—calm down.” Fallyn laid a warm hand on my chest, ever so lightly. “I’m not questioning your integrity. After all, I’m the dumb bitch who hid the whole screwed up episode from you.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?” she said, arching an eyebrow at me with mischief in her eyes.

“Put yourself down for my sake.” I pointed and gestured at her face with a loose, circular motion. “And also, that. Stop that.”

“What?” she replied as she pushed off the car in one smooth motion. One instant she was in repose, the next she’d stepped in so close we were practically chest to chest. The girl actually batted her eyes at me, the picture of coquettish innocence. “I’m not doing anything.”

Her breath, musk, and the Dior perfume she wore filled my nostrils. Lilac, sex, and her unmistakable scent combined to form a heady bouquet that stirred more than just my emotions. She ran her index finger in figure eights on my chest, meeting my gaze as her irises shifted from hazel to light, golden yellow.

“Oh yes, you are,” I stepped away from her, even as I took her hand in mine. “Although this might be how wolves resolve relational conflicts, I think we need to take things a bit more slowly while we work through our issues.”

She lowered her gaze, slightly crestfallen. “If that’s what you want.”

“Listen, Fallyn—I don’t think you understand how deeply you hurt me. It’s only been a couple of months for you, but I’ve spent years lost in the Paths making sense of this.”

“Years?”

“Yes, years.”

Her eyes welled up as they shifted back to hazel, with only a few gold flecks remaining. “I’m sorry. That’s all I can say.”

“I realize that. Honestly, I do.” I clasped her hand with both of mine, squeezing gently. “It’s not that I blame you for what happened. That’s on Leto, and I guess Artemis as well. But you should have told me. If not immediately, then sometime after we’d settled back into each other’s company.”

She tensed slightly, and while she didn’t pull away, her grip loosened. “Colin, we’ve been over this.”

“No, we haven’t—not really. I took off before we had time to discuss anything.”

“Yeah, you did. But we’re both here now, so say what you want to say.”

I huffed a short sigh. This was a moment I’d been dreading, but also one I’d been thinking about for a good long while. After considerable time spent reflecting on what’d happened, for my part I knew that we needed to take our time working this out. I just hoped I could make Fallyn see that.

“Okay, here goes. Relationships are built on trust, and trust requires honesty and transparency, even when it’s not the easy path. Maybe you’re used to sweeping things under the rug, pretending problems don’t exist so you don’t have to deal with them. But that’s not healthy, and it does nothing to resolve those underlying conflicts.”

Fallyn frowned crookedly as she met my gaze with pleading eyes. “So, we can’t just fuck each other’s brains out and call it good?”

I shook my head slowly. “Not this time, I’m afraid.”

“Damn.”

The silence dragged on between us, but I held on to her nonetheless. “That doesn’t mean we’re through. I just need you to understand how profoundly your lack of disclosure hurt me. The trust we shared between us took some damage, and it’s going to take time to build it back up again.”

“It’s just so frustrating because you left without giving me a chance to fix things.” The alpha growled softly, deep within her chest. “And now that you’re here, I don’t know how to make things right.”

“I realize that this must be exasperating for you. You’re used to solving things the way wolves do—fighting, fucking, and frolicking.”

“What’s wrong with that?” she said with an impish, hopeful grin.

“Nothing. But I’m not a werewolf.”

Her grin faded as she nodded reflectively. “I guess it’s not really fair to expect you to respond like one.”

“If only I could. Believe me, I wish I could reconcile my feelings by giving in to hormones and acceptance of authority and call it good. Unfortunately, that’s just not the way I work.”

“I get that. But it also feels like you’re dragging this out unnecessarily. What’s done is done. I can’t change it, and you can’t either. So why not just let it go?”

“I’m trying, believe me,” I replied. “But it’s going to take time. And, you'll have to talk to me. Like, really talk.”

“Ugh, do I have to?” she asked, only half-jokingly.

“Don’t think I’m doing this to punish you. It’s simply that I’ve never allowed myself to trust anyone the way I’ve trusted you. And I’ve never been this vulnerable to a woman before, either. After being raised by Leanne, it’s not like trust and vulnerability come easy to me. It’s going to take time for me to get comfortable opening up to you again. The more we talk through things, the easier that’ll get.”

The alpha exhaled through her nostrils, shaking her head dejectedly. “It’s been hell without you. Can I at least come with you, wherever you’re headed?”

“Part of me wants to say ‘yes,’ but another part says we need to take it slow. Before we start hanging out again, I want us to have a good long talk. As in, we need to sit down and have a serious heart-to-heart. Right now, I don’t have time for it.”

She inhaled sharply. “Colin, you’re a fucking time wizard who lives inside a treehouse where time stands still. Of course, you have the time.”

“You know what I mean. I have fires to put out in a place where the stakes are always high, and I need to have my head in the game to do that. Let me take care of this latest crisis. Then I’ll be back, and we can get away to the Grove for a few days. I promise.”

“Fine.” She drew her lips into a dispirited pout. “Just don’t make me wait too long.”

“I won’t.” I squeezed her hand, then I stepped backwards into a portal that led directly to the next stop on my journey.
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The truth was, I could’ve taken Fallyn to the Grove right then and there. Yet, with all the sexual tension in the air, I knew where that would lead. We needed to take things a step at a time, and that was something that Fallyn simply didn’t know how to do.

Oh, she was patient, I’d give her that. That girl worked me for over a year while I was still figuring out that Belladonna and I weren’t right for each other. But she was also highly action-oriented, and not prone to talking about things like feelings, trust, and boundaries.

I’d have to put the brakes on things until we had time to ease into being around one another again. That was why I decided to go see Lugh, instead of retreating to the Grove with her. Fallyn might be able to pick things up where we left off, but I needed a moment to digest what we’d just discussed.

But before I went planes-hopping, I still had to retrieve the pegasi from where I hid them in the desert. I brought Ásgeir along with me to Big Bend to help tend the winged horses, then I took the four of us to Mag Mell.

The first thing I noticed when we got there was that the curse was spreading. Despite having isolated the oakling, there was a miasma of putrefaction and death that was sickening the land around the fortress. Several trees near the keep had a yellow cast to their leaves, and the undergrowth had started to wilt and wither.

As for the spirit of the land, it responded to my call in much the same manner as a fevered child. When I tried to gauge how far the curse had spread, the answers I received were lethargic and distant. Seemingly, the curse had begun to dull the land’s ability to assess its own status.

I wondered, could I still draw on the land’s power? The connection remained, but the magic felt altered and tainted somehow. Using that power might sicken me as well. From here on out, I’d have to rely on my innate magic, and what little I could channel through the port-a-oak in my Bag.

Clearly, I needed to find a solution to the situation before Nemain showed up. Reaching into my Bag, I pulled out the hourglass to see how the change of scenery had affected it. Time ran differently inside my Bag as well, but it seemed the sands had still flowed at the same plodding pace.

I had maybe sixty hours left before Nemain’s armies would arrive. The forests and wards along the border would forestall them for a time. Yet, if the curse continued to spread, our primary bulwark against invasion would fail.

And if I couldn’t safely draw on the land’s power, how could I stand up to a god? Certainly, Lord Fraggle Rock had died for cause. With his sacrifice, Nemain had fucked me, well and good.

I turned to Ásgeir. “Let’s get these horses situated. We’re running out of time, and I have a lot to do.”

Ásgeir nodded and led the horses toward our stables. Plúr’s brother, Oscar, led our cavalry. He was a skilled horseman who took the care of his steeds seriously, so I felt comfortable entrusting his hostlers with settling the pegasi in properly. I just hoped the wyverns wouldn’t mistake them for prey and eat them before we returned.

After a quick meal, I summoned Ásgeir and signaled the port-a-oak to take us to Lugh’s demesne. My half-brother’s territory was located on the border between the Seelie and Unseelie lands, also known as the Summer and Winter courts. Oddly, it was the only place in Underhill where night and day alternated.

Out of an abundance of caution, I chose to arrive a safe distance away from Lugh’s massive fortress. We entered Lugh’s lands well above the swamp, on an elevated wooden walkway that traversed the wetlands in multiple directions. From there, we had a good view of the landscape, clear of any nasty fae that might be prowling the fetid bogs below.

In all honesty, it wasn’t just the threat of roaming fae that concerned me. The last time I’d seen this version of Lugh was at the old man’s funeral. Before that, he’d come to pay his respects to our mother at Tethra’s fortress. Surprisingly, my half-brother had been more than civil on both occasions.

Yet, we’d had our differences, and Lugh had mostly steered clear of me since our misunderstanding at my junkyard a few years prior. Sure, we worked it out, but he’d never gone out of his way to help me, either. Combine that with my natural distrust of the Celtic gods, and I wasn’t so certain I’d be welcomed with open arms.

When we appeared in Lugh’s lands, I immediately cast my chameleon spell on myself and Ásgeir, since the fae would have no problem seeing through his glamour. Once we were both concealed, I leaned in to whisper my instructions.

“Stay quiet until we reach Lugh’s fortress. There’s no telling what might be stalking about, and I’m not even certain he’ll let us in.”

The big troll answered at a volume just lower than a stage whisper. “When you refer to ‘what might be stalking about,’ does that include the rather large spider hiding under this bridge?”

“How do you know there’s a giant spider hiding under the bridge?”

“I didn’t say ‘giant,’ I said ‘large.’ And as for how I know, I’m a troll. It is well within my purview to detect things that lurk in hidden places, especially in caves and under bridges.”

“Fair enough,” I answered. “But just how large is large?”

He pointed over my shoulder. “That large.”

I looked back in time to catch an orb weaver the size of a small bus in the act of sneaking over the guard rail and onto the walkway. The bridge wasn’t much more than a series of rickety raised platforms made from vine-lashed branches and split wood. The way the entire construct swayed in the breeze, I was shocked that it didn’t collapse under the massive arachnid’s weight.

As for the enormous eight-legged predator, it had a lean and narrow cephalothorax and a large, bulbous abdomen. The creature’s legs were long and spindly, but apparently quite adequate for the task of keeping its bulk perched above the catwalk. Six beady black eyes, four in a lower row and two centered atop, stared at us from just above a quatrain of wicked, fanged chelicerae and pedipalps.

Colored as it was in alternating patterns of verdant green, vibrant yellow, and deep brown, it would be nearly invisible high in the swampland canopy. What might have driven it from its natural hunting territory was a mystery. I preferred to think that it sought easier access to prey, as the alternative was too daunting to consider.

Just as I finished that thought, Ásgeir spoke my fears into existence. “I wonder what would cause a predator that size to abandon its natural home in exchange for this high and exposed perch?”

“No idea. Tell me, what would qualify as a ‘giant’ spider in your vocabulary?”

“Well, a giant of the species would be at least twice that large,” he replied sagely. “Perhaps the size of a small dragon.”

“I fail to understand the distinction you’re making between ‘large’ and ‘giant,’ but okay. If you can keep it occupied a moment, I’ll try to commune with it to find out.”

“I don’t want to hurt it,” he replied as the spider skittered closer, shifting its weight side to side hypnotically as it approached. “I mean, look at her. She’s lovely, both in movement and repose.”

“Then don’t use your spear. Find something else to keep it at bay. Meanwhile, I’ll do my thing.”

“You mean passively waiting for disaster to strike?”

“Ooh, you are full of jokes these days,” I growled as I backed away. “Just don’t let it eat me, alright?”

“I am yours to command, so long as the gold keeps flowing.”

Before I could fire off a sufficiently witty retort, Ásgeir grabbed a fencepost-thick length of lumber that served as the right-side guardrail for the walkway. As proof of his prodigious strength, the mountain troll ripped it off the uprights with a single, smooth tug, snapping the inches-wide vines that formerly held it firm. He then tucked an end under his right armpit and began wielding the thing like a jousting lance.

With the structural integrity of the catwalk being compromised, it swayed ever more violently as the troll and spider stalked toward one another. This high above the swamp, a stiff breeze continually blew across the walkway, rocking it back and forth in a short, graceful arc. Those gusts now served to send the walk in an ever-wider parabola at each new oscillation.

Watching Ásgeir engage the super-sized spider on his spindly legs would’ve been amusing, if I weren’t worried about falling off the bridge. The troll somehow managed to maintain his footing, even while swinging the tip of that log back and forth to keep his stalker at bay. Every so often he’d jab at it playfully, not hard enough to hurt the thing, but enough to keep the eight-legged monstrosity from pouncing.

“Ho there, lady, and ní fiadh fiú fogh feum,” he crooned as he prodded and poked it away from me.

“You did not just ‘fee fi fo fum’ that thing,” I remarked from where I was holding on to the railing for dear life.

“I ‘nee fee fi fo fummed’ it, an entirely different phrase,” Ásgeir said in a strained voice. “Although my syntax and pronunciation was likely horrendous. In fact, I might have just told her I’m not a deer. Now, would you hurry up and calm the lady, before we all three fall off the bridge?”

Clutching onto the guardrail tightly with one arm, I closed my eyes and dropped into a druid trance. Altering my breathing while extending my consciousness outward, I tuned my brain waves to connect with the giant spider’s mind. Close and menacing as it was, its thoughts appeared bright as a beacon to my druidic senses.

-Vicious, stick-legged troll-thing. How cruel, to stand between her and that tasty human morsel.-

Oh, you speak. I should’ve expected that from a fae creature.

-Who invades her mind? Be gone, witch-thing, or she’ll envenomate you and suck your juices dry.-

I’m a druid, not a witch. And please stop trying to eat us. I’d hate to have to hurt you while defending myself.

-Gah! Does she appear as a dragon to you? End this mind-speak now.-

Sorry, but I can’t do that, at least not until you agree to desist. What’s your name?

-Name? Why would she give away such a thing? Tell this troll to—ow! Tell it to stop its poking and prodding. She has mouths to feed, and cannot do so with injured legs.-

Ah, you’re trying to feed your babies. Why didn’t you say so? How about I call you up a juicy stag or hog from the swamp below instead? Would that be a fair exchange for allowing us to pass?

-False druids can do such things? Hmm. She would say yes, except she might anger the Swamp Lord and his angry, snarling pup.-

You mean Lugh? Don’t worry, I can handle him. Hold tight for a second.

I broke off the connection and opened my eyes. “Ásgeir, back off. I think I was able to cut a deal.”

“Gladly. One more joust and I think this bridge would be done for.”

The troll danced backwards on his licorice straw legs while still carrying the massive pole tucked firmly under his equally thick arm. The spider did not advance to match his retreat, and instead curled its legs inward as it sat firmly dead center on the walk. Meanwhile, the footbridge swayed almost overly far to the left, then with a warning groan it altered course and began its precarious, arcing trek to the right.

I sent my will through the bridge, coaxing the vines that held its trusses and members to tighten. Then I ordered the vines to thicken and lengthen into a new guardrail sufficient to replace the one Ásgeir had removed. Once the bridge had stabilized, I dropped into my trance again, sending my senses outward until I located a rather large boar not a quarter mile westward.

With a series of gentle mental nudges, I presented the boar with an offer it could not refuse. Simply put, I convinced it to follow an irresistible scent trail that led to a fictitious patch of truffles, right below the bridge. Once it arrived, I clouded its mind, placing it in a stupor that would blunt the trauma of being taken by the spider. Then I sent a message to her, letting her know I’d delivered on my promise.

True to my word, dinner is served, madam.

I sent the giant orb weaver an image of the mature hog that awaited below. The spider seemed to assess me with its six, shiny black eyes, then it skittered sideways, angling itself so it could see below while keeping us in view. Once satisfied that it wasn’t a trick, it crawled over the rail, attaching a length of silk to the bridge’s base as it went.

“Will she now relent?” Ásgeir asked. “Please say ‘yes.’ She’s much too pretty to squish.”

“I think so,” I replied as I pulled myself upright. Hazarding a glance over the side, I watched as the enormous spider mom finished wrapping the boar in webbing. “Man, she’s quick. Hang on, she’s coming back.”

The spider gracefully carried the hog into the trusses and crossbeams below us, climbing under the catwalk and out of sight. I waited patiently, until after a time she poked her head out from under the planks beneath our feet.

-Selarachna.-

Beg pardon? Oh, that’s your name. Pleased to meet you, I’m Colin McCool, and this is my bodyguard, Ásgeir.

-Selarachna is pleased to meet you as well, master druid. I thought all your kind were gone. Forgive her ignorance.-

Not at all. If you don’t mind me asking, why are you hunting up here instead of in the canopy below?

Just then, I caught a flash of something moving through the wetland at ground level. Selarachna must’ve seen it too, as she immediately retreated to the dark, shadowy recesses underneath the bridge.

-Apologies again, mustn’t be seen. Good fortune, master druid.-

And good fortune to you as well, Selarachna.

Far beneath us, the something I’d seen was fast approaching our position. It wasn’t trying to hide, but it moved noiselessly just the same. Every few seconds, I’d catch a flash of bright green, then a bit of flaxen gold.

“That’s our cue,” I said to Ásgeir. “Time to go meet the ‘Swamp Lord’ our friend Selarachna just warned me about.”
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To avoid implicating our new eight-legged friend in my act of porcine pilfering, I portalled us to ground level. The location where we exited intersected with the approaching individual’s projected path of travel. Once there, I dropped the chameleon spell and sat under a large cypress, motioning Ásgeir to remain silent and post up beside me.

Within a few minutes, a man strolled out of the thick wetland woods with a pony-sized wolfhound at his side. The traveler was of average height, with curly blonde hair framing a fair and handsome face. Lean but athletic, he looked the part of a gymnast or circus trapeze performer, all sinewy thews without an ounce of fat on him.

I hailed my half-brother with a casual wave. He did me the courtesy of pretending he hadn’t known I’d arrived, although I was certain he’d sensed my magic earlier. When his gaze alighted on me, he acknowledged my presence by gracing me with a wry smile.

“Oh, it’s you,” Lugh said in his mellifluous brogue. “I suppose yer’ responsible fer’ pinching that boar?”

The famed Celtic god sported his customary green cloak worn over a plain brown tunic, cinched at the waist with a wide, brown leather belt. A bronze brooch secured his cloak at his neck, and he wore loose, pale green trousers tucked into low brown boots. He held a leaf-shaped spear in his left hand like a walking staff, and the infamous sword Fragarach was scabbarded at his left hip.

“Sorry about that,” I replied with genuine contrition in my voice. “We were accosted by a local predator. To prevent bloodshed, I cut a deal.”

Lugh swept his gaze high and low, and as he did his irises flashed from sea green, to silver-grey, to steel blue, then back again. Finally, his searching eyes settled on the shadows beneath the bridge above, where Selarachna hid with her brood.

“Ah, so that’s the issue. I’ll deal with her shortly.”

“No, please don’t,” I said, raising my hands in protest. “She’s simply hunting to feed her children.”

“Ya’ mean ta’ say she’s hatched a brood? If I don’t end the lot, I’ll have an infestation on me hands.”

It only took me a moment to come up with a suggested solution, which I blurted out before thinking it through. “What if the spider and her offspring agreed to serve you by keeping unseelie fae and other undesirables out of your lands? If so, would you let them live?”

The pony-sized hound at his side sort of bark-yelped a few syllables, then it sat back and began licking its balls.

“Eh, good point, Failinis,” the dog’s master said.

I hiked a thumb over my shoulder. “Should I convey an offer, then?”

Lugh crossed his arms and stroked his pale chin. “Hmm. Strictly speaking, the spiderfolk are unseelie, but they’re closer ta’ nature than they are the courts.” He glanced skyward again before turning his attention back to me. “If ye’ll vouch fer’ her, I’ll consider it. She has my permission ta’ hunt any fae who aren’t in my service—on a trial basis, mind. If it works out, an’ she doesn’t poach my game quarry, we’ll make it official.”

I closed my eyes and conveyed the message, opening them a few moments later. “She agrees to your terms.”

Lugh gave a curt nod. “As we’ve settled that matter, ya’ mind telling me the purpose of yer’ visit?”

“I need advice. Of the druidic kind.”

He gave me a knowing look. “An’ Ollathair’s ignoring yer’ messages for the nonce.”

“Yeah, he’s still sore about Aengus.”

Just then, a keening, feminine wail sounded in the distance. A second came from the opposite direction, and a third answered from another point between them. The three voices joined to form a haunting chorus that chilled me to the bone.

In response, Failinis growled and raised his hackles. The massive wolfhound cocked his ears this way and that, as if trying to get a lock on the source of the droning, mournful sound. Lugh placed a hand on his hound’s shoulder, murmuring softly and petting him to calm the animal down.

“What the hell is that?” I asked as I gave an involuntary shiver.

The Celtic god of doing things well exhaled audibly. “Nemain’s wailing women are on the prowl. They’ll not come near my fortress, not while Failinis an’ I are about. Still, I should get ya’ beyond earshot of their cries. Follow me.”

My half-brother headed back the way he came with his magical wolfhound at his side. I signaled for Ásgeir to follow and hurried after Lugh, quickening my pace to keep up with the god’s land-eating strides. Once we’d walked for a time, the Fomorian glanced over his shoulder.

“Yer’ Scandinavian troll have a name?”

“Ásgeir,” we said in unison.

“Ah, the Godspear. I’ve heard of ya’. Keep it sheathed while yer’ in my home—the both o’ them.”

I cast a questioning, sideways glance at Ásgeir. He merely shrugged and made a small, dismissive gesture with his hand.

So the ‘Godspear’s’ reputation precedes him—in more ways than one.

With a shake of my head, I continued after Lugh. Soon the haunting cries faded away, and the path took a sharp turn. A few steps later, we abruptly exited the woods, facing the main entrance to the god’s moat castle.

Lugh’s fortress had been barely visible in the distance from our initial perch on the raised catwalk. That we’d only walked five minutes or so to reach it was no surprise, considering our escort. Time and distance were malleable in Underhill, and the Tuath Dé used that to their advantage, both to facilitate travel, and to discourage undesirables from approaching their habitations.

To enter the castle, we first passed through a gatehouse tunnel lined with murder holes and arrow slits. I saw no eyes peering at us from the darkness, nor did I hear the telltale sounds of hushed conversation and shuffled feet that would indicate an occupied fortification. Despite that, I had the eerie feeling we were not alone.

As we approached the tunnel’s end, the drawbridge lowered and the portcullis lifted, although none manned the walls that I could see. When we crossed over, I felt an itch between my shoulder blades, as if someone or something had me in their crosshairs. I followed Lugh in silence, noting that the bridge lifted, and the gate lowered once more after our passing.

Could we have portalled into the fortress? Certainly, as the castle lord was more than capable of performing advanced feats of magic. However, he seemed to enjoy the act of roaming his lands—and of showing off his fortifications. Besides, the magical shortcut we took had served much the same purpose.

After walking through the barbican, we crossed the courtyard, which honestly seemed more of a garden than a place where troops might gather for battle. There were tower entrances along the wall, stables stocked with hay and feed, and what appeared to be a barracks, but no people or livestock to inhabit them. Instead, most of the space was occupied by a few trees, some flower beds, and long garden rows, bordered and split by neat flagstone paths and stone retaining walls.

I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but the landscaping had a distinctly feminine flavor to it. Every natural thing in the courtyard displayed a balance of shape, color, and texture that softened the overall effect while adding to the appeal of the castle’s exterior. Rather than the straight lines and harsh transitions one might expect from a man’s hand, the paths and rows were laid out in smooth, flowing lines.

Once we passed through a tall double doorway into the castle proper, Lugh led us through an antechamber into the grand entrance to the castle’s interior. Immediately, I noted his home looked much the same as his counterpart’s in the Hellpocalypse timeline. The keep was well-lit and airy due to the careful placement of many skylights and clerestory windows. Where the architectural lighting faltered, torches and candelabras took up the slack, adding a natural warmth that one wouldn’t expect from a drafty, stone and mortar edifice.

Yet, there was something different here as well. Tasteful tapestries and mural paintings depicting nature studies and merry gatherings hung from the walls. Vases filled with fresh flower arrangements were displayed on console tables and in recessed nooks. Everywhere I looked, I saw the soft touch of a woman’s hand, yet the one responsible was nowhere to be seen. It was as though the place was haunted by a ghostly presence who somehow affected everything she couldn’t touch.

As we navigated the grand entry, I marveled at the polished stone floor, sweeping double staircase, and balcony walkways that presumably led to second and third-story living quarters. High above, a circular stained-glass window depicted five scenes, the outer four of which were of a blonde-haired man courting a tall, fair, auburn-haired woman.

In the central, circular panel, the woman held a cherubic boy with strawberry-blonde hair in her arms. A fierce-looking, dark-haired woman carrying a spear stood guard to their right, dressed in Scottish tartan. To the left, a large wolfhound stood heel to the mother and son.

Deichtine, Cú Chulainn, and Scáthach. Interesting.

I tore my eyes from the skylight to take in the rest of the cavernous space. Through a tall set of doors to the right was a formal public dining room, and past matching doors to the left, some sort of throne room. Both looked unused. Not dusty and neglected, mind, but merely cold and abandoned.

Ignoring both paths, we were led straight ahead, around a partitioning wall and into a short hall lined by a trio of normal-sized oaken doors. The center doorway opened into a long hall, at the end of which we entered a cozy den, complete with upholstered, high-backed chairs, a well-stocked library, a desk, and a liquor cabinet. A pipe and smoking pouch sat atop a nearby table, which fully accounted for the tang of spiced tobacco, wood smoke, and brandy that lingered in the air.

Light came from a magnificent stained-glass window that ran from floor to ceiling along the left wall. The leaded glass panels clearly featured my half-brother, not in the act of killing Balor or slaying Tuireann’s sons, but playing the harp for the court of the Celtic gods. The craftsmanship in the piece was stunning in its detail and composition—clearly it had been created by a master glazier. I somehow found it fitting that this was the memory Lugh chose to reflect upon, here in his private sanctuary.

“Please, sit,” our host said as he placed his spear on a wall rack.

As soon as his master shelved the weapon, Failinis immediately headed for the hearth. There the hound made a few unhurried, counterclockwise spins before curling up on a thick bearskin rug that barely fit its bulk. Meanwhile, Lugh removed his sword belt and scabbarded weapon, leaning it against the chair opposite the one I’d chosen.

Knowing the ways of gods and royalty, Ásgeir wisely took up a position behind me, symbolically standing guard. It was not his place to presume equality with one such as Lugh, and thus he avoided giving insult by remaining on his feet while we conversed.

I might not like these games of etiquette and station, but I trusted the troll’s judgment over my own in such matters. Far be it from me to tell him how to do his job. I liked him, and treated him as well as I could, considering our differences. But at the end of the day, he was my hired sword, after all.

Before he sat, Lugh grabbed a large pair of brass and ivory ale steins from a nearby side table. The pair hadn’t been there moments earlier, and I’d not noticed their appearance or arrival. He turned and handed one of the tall mugs to me, then he took his seat, settling in as he took a swig of mead.

“Now, dearbh-bhráthair, drink, relax, an’ share yer’ woes. For my part, I’ll hear yer’ tale, then provide what counsel I can offer thereafter.”
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Some ten minutes later, I’d nearly finished explaining the situation to Lugh. Without belaboring the facts, I’d done my best to describe the entirety of what I faced, including the need to revive the order, my incomplete druidic education, and the dangers Nemain’s blight posed to my current and future plans. While I spoke, my half-brother withheld comment, save for a few brief interjections to clarify key details.

When I was done, he took another drink and grunted noncommittally. Then he cradled his mug in both hands while gazing thoughtfully through the clear panes that bordered his stained-glass window. Outside, large butterflies with iridescent sapphire wings fluttered about, alighting here and there on the lush rose bushes that lined a small, interior courtyard.

Lugh’s brow was knit with concern as he turned to me. “Nemain e’er was close ta’ Badb. Macha always kept her own council, but those two were thick as thieves.”

“Well, I didn’t kill her sister.”

My half-brother chuckled softly. “Nay, but ya’ did dispose of her, an’ quite handily, apparently. All of Underhill knows she entered that fortress ta’ engage ya’ in combat, ne’er ta’ return.”

“You think Nemain can be bargained with?”

“That bloody crow’s not the bargaining type. She lives only ta’ perfect her arts, that of the strong arm an’ cunning craft, an’ ta’ revel in the frenzy of battle. Ye’ll not soon convince her ta’ renege on her promise of retribution an’ violence.”

I took a slug of the strong, sweet mead he’d given me. “I’ll be hard-pressed to defend Mag Mell once the blight spreads to the borderlands. With my wards weakened and the forests in ruin, any army she brings will swarm the demesne like a locust plague.”

“Ya’ could always give it up.”

“Uh-uh, no way. Now that I know what it means to our people—how that magic was stolen from us—I’m not going to hand it back to the Tuath Dé.”

“Our people?”

“You know what I mean. Admittedly, I once wrestled with it. Time and experience have provided me with a certain perspective on my ancestry. Of that, I’m no longer ashamed.”

Lugh gave me an appraising look. “Cú Chulainn would’ve liked ya’. He struggled with his heritage as well, but came ta’ accept it in the end.”

“Funny you should mention ‘the end.’” I snorted softly. “I’ll be meeting him soon if I don’t figure out a way to lift that curse.”

“Aye. With the land’s magic tainted an’ yer’ oak tucked away, it’d be madness ta’ face the ol’ battleaxe.”

“You’ve some skill at druidry. Know anything that might help me break Nemain’s curse?”

The fair-faced god exhaled heavily as he shifted in his chair. “There are subtle things I can pass on ta’ ya’, details yer’ master might not have had the time ta’ teach. But Nemain reigns o’er her domain, an’ the Dagda o’er his. She’s set her power against his with this curse. He’d be the one ta’ break it if he chooses.”

“Are you saying he’s allowing her curse to work?”

My half-brother cocked his head slightly. “How else would she warp the very essence of nature’s magic? It’s his way of sayin’ he’s abandoned ya’, an’ left ya’ ta’ yer’ own designs. Nemain would ne’er have attempted such a thing, had she not heard of yer’ falling out.”

“I suppose that makes sense. Then what am I supposed to do?”

“Ya’ need ta’ go ta’ the Dagda an’ beg his mercy.”

I knuckled my forehead. “Somehow, I knew you were going to say that. I just don’t think that hairy old giant will be very receptive to my pleading.”

“I told ya’, he’ll get over it. I killed one of his sons as well, an’ he forgave me.”

“Out of curiosity,” I said, arching an eyebrow, “how long did that take?”

“Several centuries in Earth time. ‘Twas after I returned from across the Veil.”

“You mean after Cermait's sons killed you in revenge.”

“Hmm. Point made. Howe’er, there’s no denying that ya’ need ta’ patch things up with the Dagda. He’s the key ta’ all future knowledge ya’ll need fer’ rebuilding yer’ order.” Lugh paused, tapping a slow cadence on his mug. “‘Course, there’s an alternative.”

“Which is?” I asked, holding my breath.

“Godhood. Follow the path ta’ becoming a god.”

For a moment, I thought he was going to suggest I go back in time to finish my training with Finnegas. It did make the most sense, although the potential negative impact on the timeline made it my least favored option. Pursuing godhood, however, ran a close second.

“Nope, uh-uh. I’ve seen what that did to Gwydion, plus the old man warned me against it. I don’t care to lose my humanity in exchange for a power I don’t understand.”

“Sure, but yer’ half-Fomóire already. From the looks of ya’, yer’ more’n halfway there.”

“I—no. As the last living druid, I believe it’s my job to do what the Dagda originally intended.” I thought about the LARPing group I’d taken under my wing in the Hellpocalypse, and all the death and destruction the supernatural races had caused in both timelines. “Someone has to protect humanity, and I don’t see anyone else stepping up to take the job.”

“Ya’ could more easily protect ‘em from on high.”

“Oh really? So why aren’t you, or the Dagda, or Niamh, or any of the other ‘good’ gods doing so? Sure, you lend a hand every now and again. But the truth is, you’re all way more interested in your own affairs than you are in shielding humans from supernatural evil.”

Lugh’s cheeks reddened as he replied. “Live as long as we have, an’ ye’ll know well an’ good what it’s like ta’ get sick of it all.”

“That’s precisely my point. The longer you live, the less you care about mortals. And you lack empathy because you’ve never experienced what it’s like to be helpless against things that go bump in the night.” I thumbed my chest as I flashed a crooked frown. “Me? I’m not willing to risk following in your footsteps. Being half-mortal, I believe the best thing I can do to protect humanity is to reestablish the druid order.”

“Yer’ more like Fionn than ya’ know. When it came ta’ opposing the gods, he was always one ta’ kick against the pricks.”

“The way I heard it, he was just a prick.”

My half-brother chuckled merrily. “He was at that. Ta’ Fionn.”

He raised his mug, and I did the same. “To Finn McCool, who passed every last one of his immortal enemies on to me.”

Lugh winked. “Now ya’ know where ya’ get yer’ winning personality. Listen, go see the Dagda. Prostrate yerself before him, beg his forgiveness, an’ do what it takes ta’ make things right.”

“Do you really think that’ll work?”

“Maybe, maybe not. But do ya’ have a choice?”
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When we were finished, Lugh warned me against portalling directly out of his home. He then escorted us out, through the path we’d taken to enter earlier. No sooner had our feet touched the soil of the swamp, than the mournful, frightening chorus of Nemain’s wailing women sounded once more in the distance.

“They have ‘yer scent, it seems,” my half-brother remarked. “Ya’ best be making ‘yer way ta’ Ollathair’s farm. One of the keening kin might not be a worry, but they’re trouble in numbers.”

“I’ll watch my back, and so will Ásgeir. We’ll be fine.”

I extended my hand, and Lugh clasped forearms with me, pulling me close to look me in the eye. For the first time, I saw a bit of the brotherly concern his alternate-timeline counterpart had shown.

“Remember where ya’ come from. We’re equals ta’ the Tuath Dé, but they’ll ne’er accept us. Don’t e’er forget it.”

“I won’t. Be well, brother.”

“Same ta’ ya’.”

Out of respect—and an abundance of caution—I walked into the swamp before instructing the oak sprout in my Bag to portal us away. Ásgeir remained silent until we arrived at our next destination, a low rise at the edge of the giant mushroom forest that bordered the Dagda’s demesne.

“What a charming place,” the troll stated. “Not at all what I’d expected of Underhill.”

“It wasn’t always this way,” I replied. “You know, sometimes I wish I hadn’t saved it.”

Not long ago, the fungal forests had reeked of death and decay. Since I stopped the leakage of magic from the realm by sealing the gateways between Underhill and Earth, Tír na nÓg had begun to heal. Now, the sylvan stretch of fulsome fungi merely smelled of moss and loam. I spared the fey woodland a backwards glance, then I turned my attention to the path ahead.

Before us lay a vast plain of rolling grassland, checkered with fields of wheat, barley, and rye as far as I could see. The skies were blue and cloudless, and the breeze mild—common weather here in the summer lands of Underhill. After spending so much time in the swamps, I took in a lungful of pleasant, clean air that smelled of apple blossoms and morning dew.

Birds chirped and sang, and from somewhere within the forest came the sound of a bubbling brook, likely the same one that exited the woods a mile or so to our left. As I took in the scenery, I waited for the keening wail of the banshees, but it never came. Once it became clear we weren’t being pursued, I scanned the horizon from one end to the other.

“Huh,” I said as I rubbed my chin stubble.

“Something amiss?” the troll asked.

“The last time I was here, the Dagda’s cottage was just over the next rise.” I adjusted my Bag’s shoulder strap, out of habit rather than a desire for comfort. “Whelp, that’s Underhill for you. Let’s walk to the next rise, then we’ll portal by sight until we get there.”

As we strolled into the grasslands and up the low hill, Ásgeir cleared his throat.

“You have a question?”

“Several, actually.”

“Shoot.”

“Can you trust Lugh?”

I spared Ásgeir a sideways glance. “As much as any god. More than most, I suppose. Yet, he’s still an immortal, and not overly concerned with the welfare of humankind.”

“I see. Do you really think that one as skilled and old as he would not possess the knowledge you seek?”

That possibility had not escaped me, and I’d considered it while Lugh escorted us from his fortress. “I’m not certain. Previously, he proved to be quite well-versed in the druidic arts. He may be telling the truth, or he might simply be avoiding involvement in my feud with the other Celtic gods.”

“I do not trust him, Colin. He hides much while playing the gracious host and sibling confidante.”

“Agreed, but he’s never done me wrong. People hide things from others for many reasons. Often their motivations have more to do with maintaining their own dignity than ill feelings toward others.”

“Trolls don’t.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. “Trolls don’t have secrets?”

“Of course we do. But when someone enters a troll’s home, our lives are laid bare. Offering hospitality to someone means we have nothing to hide.”

“So, if you had something to hide, you just wouldn’t open your doors to guests?” I chuckled. “If you ask me, that’s as good as an admission of guilt.”

Ásgeir spread his hands before dropping them to his sides. “If you find your way to a troll’s doorstep, chances are good you already know everything there is to know about that troll.”

“Be that as it may, Lugh is entitled to his privacy, just like anyone else. Whatever he was hiding, I doubt it had anything to do with us.” I pointed ahead. “Hang on, we’re reaching a decent vantage point. Hopefully, we’ll be able to spot the Dagda’s place from up there.”

Just at the edge of my Fomorian-enhanced vision, I spotted a curl of smoke wafting from a chimney that poked over a low rise. Figuring that had to be the Dagda’s cottage, I portalled us straight to the small hill, fully expecting to see the giant god’s farm spread out before us on arrival. Instead, when we appeared at the spot I’d chosen, we were just as far away from the chimney as we’d been before.

“Damn it,” I said as I slowly turned in a full circle. “He’s messing with us.”

“It does seem that deific magic is at play,” Ásgeir remarked.

Behind us, the mushroom forests stood far in the distance. So far, in fact, that I could barely make out the gentle sway of their giant stalks in the wind. When I looked the other direction, we’d come no closer than we’d been previously, before I requested the portal spell.

My breath was a low hiss as I stared at my chosen destination. “Alright, you old goat. If that’s the way you want to play it, I’m game.”

“Should I arm myself?” the troll asked with an air of studied nonchalance.

“Let’s not give him a reason to think we’re hostile. But be on your guard.”

I communed with the little oak sapling inside my Bag, telling it exactly what I wished to do. Rather than teleport us directly to the Dagda’s cottage, I instead asked it to set up a series of portals. Each portal would be equidistant from the target location and located in a circular pattern around the center.

Once I was certain the little sapling understood what I wanted, I gave the signal to fire it up. When I was satisfied with the result, I turned to Ásgeir.

“Follow me.”

I walked in a straight line through the first portal, counting gates as I went. No sooner had we exited one portal, than we took a step and entered the next, traveling miles with every stride. Our path took us widdershins around the Dagda’s cottage in three rapid circuits, all in less time than it might take to stroll around a suburban backyard.

With each circumnavigation of the Dagda’s lands, I sensed a weakening of resistance. When the third circuit was complete, I knew I’d countered the spell sufficiently to get me where I needed to go. On stepping through the twenty-first portal, I turned to face the destination I really wanted, and I prepared to teleport there.

Unfortunately, someone stood in my way. He was tall, with long blonde hair that fell past his shoulders, and handsome in an affluent jock sort of way. With broad shoulders and a narrow waist, he cut a dashing figure in his red mantle, green cloak, gold brooch, and embroidered red tunic.

At his neck he wore a golden torc, and in his right hand he held a five-pointed spear. In truth, the weapon was more frog gig than spear, like someone had taken two tridents and welded the prongs together at a ninety-degree angle. The thing looked nasty, and it radiated magic like heat from a forge.

“Stay where you are, druid.” The tall warrior’s voice was deep and commanding, carrying with it an air of entitlement and a slight Celtic accent. “Ollathair does not desire your company at this time.”

“All the same, I have business with him,” I said as I prepared a simple druidic spell. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

I sent a message to the port-a-oak to open the final portal. As I did, Blondie slammed the butt of his ‘spearident’ on the ground. A sound like a gong rang out, along with a low-pressure wave of magic that reverberated across the rolling plain.

At that, the little oak tree refused to obey my commands. When I insisted, it sent back five images of various locations in Underhill. Then it sent back images of twenty-five locations, and then five times that.

I get the picture. Stand down.

Somehow, the dude in front of me had jacked with the laws of probability, thereby confusing my port-a-oak. If I had it portal us now, we might end up anywhere in Underhill, and that was a very dangerous proposition. Sure, I could scroll through the most likely potential futures using time magic, and then pick the one that would get us to the Dagda.

However, that would reveal my hand. The last thing I needed was to out myself as a chronomancer to this uppity Chad of a god. I couldn’t portal us out now, not without risking our lives, and I wasn’t about to suffer the humiliation of leaving on foot.

The hard way it is, then.
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Keeping my gaze locked on the blonde, I extended a hand toward Ásgeir. “If you wouldn’t mind, I could use a weapon.”

He actually had the audacity to sigh. “Don’t you have your own?”

The blonde godling chuckled. “Obviously, the druid seeks to gain some advantage by borrowing your enchanted weapon. It won’t help.”

I kept my eye on him while making a ‘gimme’ motion with my fingers. “I do, but I would rather not hurt him. Lend me yours. I swear, I’ll give it right back.”

“Fine. But if you damage it, you’re buying me another from the Svartálfar.”

There was a small release of magic, then I felt the smooth wooden haft of a long weapon in my hand. I brought it around in front and spun it slowly a few times to determine its balance. As I did, the weapon seemed to hum in my hands.

“Ooh, nice,” I said, noting the long, dagger-shaped head as it passed in front of my face. The entire spear was unadorned, save for a few runes etched around the socket’s edge. “Anything I should know about it?”

“It was expensive, and not easily replaced,” my bodyguard huffed. “And I do want it back.”

“Okay, already.” I pointed the spear at Blondie, arm extended. “Stand down, or I’ll go through you.”

He practically beamed with overconfidence. “I’d like to see you try.”

“I was raised on 80s pop culture, my man. For me, it’s ‘do, or do not. There is no try.’”

I unleashed the spell I’d been holding, a simple affinity cantrip that called any wooden object to my hand. Considering the probability warp we were currently under, I figured it might go badly. The spear could end up in my hand, it might fly off in a random direction, or it could go right through me—there was really no way to determine what might happen.

Time to roll the dice.

As it turned out, none of those things occurred. Instead, the shaft of the godling’s spear began to vibrate violently, seemingly caught between multiple probabilities at once. That created enough of a distraction for me to spring forward and place the point of Ásgeir’s spear at the blonde warrior’s throat.

“Enough,” I heard the Dadga say from somewhere nearby. “Cease this foolishness, druid—or would you deprive me of yet another son?”

“If that was my intent, I would’ve used something besides this dwarven pig-sticker.” I stepped away from the blonde godling, cancelling my spell as I tossed the spear back to Ásgeir. “Besides, I only came here to talk.”

“Midir, go tend the livestock.”

“Athair, I⁠—”

Midir’s response wasn’t exactly a whine, but it came with several lifetime’s worth of unearned privilege, just the same.

“Go.” The Dagda’s tone was final, and dismissive, a clear chastisement for failing in his assigned task.

Midir gave me a look that could shatter crystal. A portal opened behind him, revealing a small, quaint stone cottage with a thatched roof on the other side. Never breaking his gaze, the godling stepped backward and through his portal, a subtle flex if ever I saw one.

When the portal had closed, I turned to face the Dagda. He was as I remembered him, standing maybe nine or ten feet tall, although that could vary with his mood and purpose. He was thickly built, like one of those European strongmen, and he wore nothing more than a long, coarse brown tunic cinched at the waist with a length of hemp rope.

The Dagda had a plain, sun-kissed face, long gray hair with a beard to match, and a prominent, hooked nose that would make any raptor proud. Normally, he wore a kind expression, but today his brow was knit with a contained but evident anger. In his gnarled, calloused hands he held a thick wooden staff, one end shod with iron, the other, silver.

Other than the end caps, the stave was plain and free from any embellishment or adornment. The shaft had been polished to a sheen, either through many years of handling, or careful craftsmanship—or both. The silver end was as smooth and shiny as the haft, while the iron-shod end was rough and pitted, yet no less formidable looking for it.

That he held the staff told me he hadn’t come to fuck around. As any druid or student of Celtic folklore knew, one end of that staff could raise the dead, while the other could kill with a touch. For my part, I wondered which end he’d intended to use before his arrival.

The de facto leader of the Celtic pantheon turned his hooded gaze on Ásgeir. “Should your spear have been used to harm my son, I’d have held it against you for all your days.”

The troll didn’t flinch under the Dagda’s scrutiny, but he replied with deference all the same. “As well I know. But what can I do but follow my master’s command?”

The iron grip the Dagda maintained on his staff loosened a hair. “And thus are we all made prisoners by the choices we make.” His grass-green eyes swept my way, softening not the slightest as his gaze bore into me. “And you—did I not make myself clear the last time we spoke? Our paths have split, you and I. You have no business here.”

I shook my head slowly, hoping that the genuine regret I felt would be conveyed in my tone. “I came to ask your forgiveness. You know as well as I do that I never looked for trouble with Aengus. He was the one who decided to kill me, not the other way around.”

“You only beg forgiveness because you need something—a thing I’m not willing to give. Druidry and its future are no longer my concern, master druid. If you are the last of your kind, so be it. Be gone.”

Hating myself for it, I dropped to my knees. “I can’t take back what I did, but I can try to make it right. At least give me a chance to rectify things.”

“Can you return my son to me?” the old giant of a god asked. “Can you return to me the years spent apart, while his spirit languishes on the other side of the Veil? Can you spare him the torture of that dark, cold nothingness? No, you cannot. Your words are empty, and therefore your offer is meaningless.”

“It’s true that I can’t spare Aengus what he’s suffered, and I sure can’t give him his life back.” I pointed at his staff. “But you can.”

The Dagda’s eyes became emerald slits as he replied. “Speak plainly, druid.”

“If you’ll agree to provide me with your guidance again, I’ll bring your son’s body back to you.” I shifted my gaze to the silver cap atop his staff. “Then it’s up to you what you do next.”

The Dagda stared off into the distance as he stroked his long, scraggly beard. “A quest you ask for, so a quest I will give. Bring me the body of Aengus Óg, and I will counsel you as it suits me.”

“From such day and evermore?” I asked, knowing that I had to place a timeframe on his offer for it to be worth a damn.

He inclined his head. “From such time as you return Aengus’ body to me, and ever after. Let none break this oath between us, as my word is my bond.”

I stood, bowing my head before meeting his gaze. “Consider it done.”

“Actions reveal a man’s character.” The Dagda’s expression was shrewd, the cant of his brow, calculating. “Show me your worth.”

The gnarled old giant gestured offhandedly, then suddenly Ásgeir and I were transported to the border of Mag Mell. We took a moment to get our bearings, then the troll turned to me as he adjusted his Dr. Who scarf and hat.

“An all-father is not one to be trifled with, Colin, and that one had a fell look about him at the last.”

“They’re gods. They all have a ‘fell look’ because they’re always up to no good.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, this’ll be easy money. Grab some provisions and take a breather. Then, we’ll fetch Hemi and have this thing wrapped up in no time flat.”

“So you say,” he muttered under his breath. “But in my experience, one never easily outwits a god.”


CHAPTER
TWELVE




While we were in Mag Mell, I checked on the blight. Despite my best efforts, the curse was spreading like a cancer outward from the fortress. It seemed to be accelerating as time passed, sending tendrils like roots throughout my demesne. Wherever those shafts of death magic went, sickness and decay followed, crisscrossing the land in yellow and brown bands of rot.

The increasing speed at which the curse had spread made me nervous, so I checked Nemain’s hourglass. I probably had about thirty-six hours earth time left, and no more than that. If my guesstimations were right, the outermost tendrils of the blight would reach the border within hours after Nemain was slated to appear. Say one thing for the ‘Bloody Crow,’ her timing was impeccable.

Just like the incident at the junkyard, it wouldn’t take a complete failure of the wards for her to breach my defenses. Nemain would only need a single crack to exploit, then she’d pierce the border and head for the heart of the demesne. Although I didn’t know what sort of army would accompany her, I could guess.

The dead, and probably those banshee-like things as well. Lots of them.

While my bodyguard prepared for our trip, I did my best to heal the land where I was able. In addition, I warded my wards, so to speak, embedding protections against death magic in the soil and bedrock around them. Hopefully, it’d slow the blight’s spread until I could get the Dagda to help me. If not, I hated to think of the potential outcome.

When I’d done all I could, I headed back to the fortress to give instructions to my lieutenants. Oisín, Oscar, and Plúr met with me in a high tower, well away from the troops. After posting Ásgeir at the foot of the stairs, I closed the tower door and soundproofed it with a silence spell, so our discussion would remain confidential.

From the top of the tower, things did not look good. In every direction I looked, my demesne was rotting from within. Festering, infectious lines ran outward from the stronghold like gangrene. It almost reminded me of the way a Z-vyrus infection would spread as it took over a victim’s body—right before they turned into one of the undead.

I turned away from the window and started the meeting, explaining what I’d been working on and what I had to do next. Then I told them point-blank where we stood regarding our defenses and the potential for an invasion. After I’d delivered my ‘state of the demesne’ speech, Oisín was the first to speak.

“Each of us possesses some magic, but we won’t be able ta’ hold Nemain at bay fer’ long. Ya’ must return afore the wards fail.”

“That’s the plan,” I replied. “But no heroics, alright? If she breaches the wards, I want your troops to retreat to the fortress. Hold out here as long as you can. Plúr can open portals to take you elsewhere when the time comes to escape.”

“Escape?” Oscar spat on the flagstones beneath our feet. “There’ll be no escaping. We swore an oath to protect that oak, and that’s what we’ll do. If you want to see your forces survive the coming battle, I suggest you get your arse back here before the Bloody Crow arrives.”

Plúr and I shared a knowing look. She’d do what was necessary to save everyone, even if it meant evacuating them against their will. She was no coward, but like me, she knew the wisdom of living to fight another day.

“The job the Dagda assigned me will be relatively easy,” I said. “I’m the only one who knows where Aengus was buried, so it should be a piece of cake to retrieve his corpse.”

Oisín chuckled and remained silent, while his hotheaded son scowled and stabbed a finger at me. “The gods never trade a boon for an easy task. If ya’ think this’ll be a bed of roses, I’d remind ya’ that the damned things have thorns.”

“Be that as it may, I have this under control.” I flashed my best James Dean smile. “Have a little faith.”

“Go, cousin,” Plúr said, rescuing me from enduring more of her brother’s negativity. “Complete the Dagda’s task and bring back hope for the future of the druid order.”

I nodded and squared my shoulders. “Relax, folks—I’ve got this. Be back in a jiffy.”

With that, I had the port-a-oak send Ásgeir and me to Earth to pick up Hemi. After a brief explanation of the quest ahead, the three of us immediately teleported to a quiet residential street in Farmersville, thirty miles north of downtown Austin. From where I stood on the sidewalk in front of my childhood home, the place looked much the same as when I’d left it a year earlier.

“You say you haven’t been here since last summer?” Hemi asked. “Looks like someone’s been keeping it up since then.”

“That’s because of the enchantments Finnegas cast on the property,” I replied. “Not only was this place warded up nine ways to Sunday, it had one hell of a look away, go away spell on it.”

“Sounds sweet as,” he said. “Living in complete privacy, with no lousy salesmen knocking on your door.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “Eh, not so much. It’s damned hard to make friends when everyone keeps forgetting that you’re their neighbor. I used to wave at kids passing by, and they’d ignore me. I thought it was because I wasn’t popular. It wasn’t until I started training with the old man that I realized it was the damned protective spells.”

“Wizards rarely consider the full implications of their work,” Ásgeir observed.

“I think master druids are the worst in that regard, although I don’t know what that says about me.” I headed toward the side gate, motioning for them to follow. “Anyway, our prize is in the backyard. Stay close—I don’t know how potent the old man’s spell is these days.”

Once we entered the yard, my master’s illusions faded away to reveal the actual state of the home. The grass in the yard was thick with weeds, and it had grown almost to my thighs. Paint was peeling off the home’s trim, and there were shingles missing from the roof.

Looking at it all just made me sad. It wasn’t like I had tons of fond memories of the house, but it was the last place we’d been a family while Dad was still alive. Silently, I promised myself I’d return to fix the place up soon.

Trudging our way to the side gate, I led us into the backyard. That was where I’d buried Aengus after Mom and I had killed him. She’d instructed me to bury him deep, and that’s what I’d done, sending his body way down into the bedrock below the home.

Between the old man’s wards and the natural properties of limestone and granite, no one would ever detect the corpse down there. Certainly, no human or animal, and no supernatural creature or god. Once I found the spot where I’d laid him to rest, I made a little shooing motion with my hands.

“Back up a little, fellas. I don’t want you falling in when I bring his body to the surface.”

Probing with my druid senses, I reached down into the earth, feeling around until I located a body buried far beneath us. Then I latched on, parting the stone and soil as I lifted it toward where I stood.

When the body had traveled halfway to the surface, I realized something was very wrong. For one, the corpse I’d grabbed was much too big to be Aengus’ body. And second, I was pretty sure I felt it move.

I released my magical hold on the corpse—or whatever it was—but by then it was already too late. A muffled roar made its way up through the soil, then the ground heaved as the thing fought to free itself from its grave. Seconds later, a ward wall snapped into place around the perimeter of the property, locking us in with whatever I had awoken below.

“Did you do that, mate?”

I waved my hands as I backed away from the center of the yard. “Nope, wasn’t me. And that’s not Aengus down there, either. We’ve been tricked. Arm yourselves and prepare for a fight.”
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I was already in my half-Fomorian form—I practically lived that way, these days—but I cast a barkskin spell over myself just the same. Ásgeir pulled a spear and a round shield out of the ether, while Hemi wielded his taiaha. The big Maori began chanting and stomping about, dancing a haka to trigger the protective magic in his tattoos.

As the weed-choked soil at the center of the yard began to bulge upward, I pulled Dyrnwyn from my Bag. No surprise, the blade immediately burst into brilliant, blinding white flames. There was no time to queue a major druidic working, so I readied a few elemental spells and prepared for the worst.

A hand shot up out of the ground, one too large and with too many digits to be human. It was pale, and clearly dead, if the rot and maggots were any indication. Another thrust up from the earth, then a third, all facing outward in a triangle roughly ten feet from corner to corner.

The hands gained purchase on the surface, grabbing grass, weeds, and whatever else they could manage. Working in unison, they leveraged their position by pressing downward against one another. Soon the soil between began to heave and roil, releasing a flood of grubs, worms, and beetles as cracks appeared in the dry earth.

“Oi, that’s messed up,” Hemi said.

Just as the Maori completed his sentence, the ground exploded upward as a giant thing burst forth to the surface. It leapt straight up, clearing the hole by about six feet, shaking dirt and insects off in the air. By the time it landed on its three thick legs, straddling the churned section of earth with a ground-shaking impact, I finally realized what we faced.

It was a fachen, the most feared giant in Celtic folklore, but unlike any I’d ever seen. At nine feet tall, it was small for its kind, but no less frightening for it. Though stunted the thing might be, it was fearsome in ways only twisted magic and an equally twisted mind could conjure.

Normally, fachen were monopods, having just one arm and one leg, and a single, cyclopean head. Shockingly, this one appeared to be an amalgamation of three such creatures, surgically joined at the torso. It had three arms and three legs attached to an almost cylindrical, barrel-shaped body, each facing a different direction.

Atop its body sat a single, conglomerate head with three faces, one to match each set of limbs. Each face had a single eye on its forehead, milky white and glaring with hatred as it turned this way and that. Two of those faces had their noses intact, one being flat, broad, and pockmarked, the other long, bulbous, and rife with warts. The third face was missing its nose, leaving only a skeletal hole in the center of all that rotting flesh.

Worst of all, each hand held a weapon. One swung a ten-foot chain as thick as my arm, the next held a massive, rusted iron bar, and the third wielded a triple flail with heavy iron weights at the ends. The fachen roared, whipping its head around to reveal triple rows of jagged, mold-encrusted teeth in each of its mouths.

“You were saying?” I asked, just as the one facing me whipped the length of anchor chain at my face. Slipping to my left, I dodged while instructing the others. “I’ve fought these before. They’re a lot more agile than they look, and they like to kick. Use the full length of your weapons, and keep your distance if you can.”

Each aspect of the giant focused on dealing with one of us in turn. I got the one with the chain, while Hemi faced the pipe and Ásgeir dealt with the flail. With the three of us surrounding it, the thing remained more or less stationary, although it seemed able to coordinate its movements well enough to trample about at will.

I didn’t want a long, protracted battle, especially not one that might wreck my childhood home. Obviously, the best way to prevent that would be to cut it down to size. I readied Mogh’s Scythe, aiming to dismember it at the knees.

Just before I released the spell, the fachen spun the chain in its hand so fast that it became a blur. I released the casting, adding a little more oomph just in case. To my surprise, when the spell hit the chain it tossed up flecks of rust and iron shavings, leaving the bulk of the metal intact as the spell dissipated.

“You have to be shitting me,” I muttered as I watched my favorite spell fail yet again.

To my right, Ásgeir jousted and prodded at the flail-wielding side, showing surprising agility for a troll his size. Even so, he couldn’t get close enough to land a thrust on the giant. On my left, Hemi matched the fachen blow for blow, but he had yet to find a gap in the undead giant’s defenses.

Having neutralized my spell, the fachen quickly resumed his attacks, snapping the chain at me like a whip. Dyrnwyn was great at cutting through flesh, but it was no laser sword. Not wanting to shatter the ancient blade with an errant parry, I retreated and held it behind me, keeping it at the ready in case I saw an opening.

On seeing me slip out of reach, the fachen reacted by coiling up while wrapping its arms around itself clockwise. Then it squatted, turning its feet in the opposite direction as it dropped its misshapen bum to the ground. Immediately, it uncoiled while leaping into the air at me, sending itself into a blindingly fast helicopter spin with all three arms extended.

Both my companions were taken by surprise by the giant’s speed and its unorthodox assault. Hemi took the length of iron bar across his left side, a blow that sent him flying through our kitchen window. Conversely, the giant managed to wrap the chain around Ásgeir’s legs as it spun, yanking him off his feet and sending him sailing over the roof of the house.

That left me facing the spinning, nine-foot tall, undead monstrosity alone. I danced backwards as far as I was able, to the foremost corner of the yard facing the street. It was distance enough to remove me from the initial rotating assault, but the giant wasn’t finished—not by a long shot.

When it landed it continued to turn, pumping its three legs in a peculiar circular pattern that maintained its momentum, even as it danced and spun towards me. All the while it kept its arms extended, swinging the chain, flail, and pipe at different heights, so I could neither duck nor dodge their paths.

Before I knew it, I was cornered.

With the ward wall at my back and the whirling fachen blocking off my paths of escape, I’d soon be pulped if I didn’t act. Having nowhere left to go, I did the only thing I could do. When the whirring length of chain got within arm's reach, I jumped skyward, using all my Fomorian strength to get as much vert as possible.

The arc of my leap took me right above the giant. When I reached the apex of travel, I summoned a blast of air to force me down more quickly than gravity could facilitate. Extending Dyrnwyn below me as I swooped downward, I thrust the sword at the giant’s head.

Yet, the giant was quick, and it managed to lean away before I struck. As I landed atop it, Dyrnwyn entered one of its shoulders, the one holding the chain. Momentum carried the blade through the thing’s body, slicing the arm off cleanly while also yanking the sword from my grasp.

On colliding with the spinning giant’s body, I flew one way while Dyrnwyn flew the other, each of us sailing off toward the far corners of my yard. While I was still airborne, I heard the chain and severed arm smash into the side of the house. A split-second later, I landed on my front walk, rolling to my feet as I prepared to face the giant again.

Now badly unbalanced, the fachen tilted precariously as it spun out of control toward the front porch of our home. I barely had time to lean away, limbo-style, narrowly dodging the monster’s iron club as it whooshed past.

The giant crashed into the front entrance of my home, demolishing the front porch and caving the wall in as it lost its footing. Knowing I had only seconds to strike, I unleashed a trio of fireballs at the downed monstrosity. The spells exploded in a conflagration of flame, engulfing the undead fachen and the front of my home along with it.

I followed up with two lightning spells, releasing one from each hand as I slowly walked it down. Dead flesh melted and charred as I hammered the giant with one elemental spell after another before it could regain its feet. When I was close enough to ensure I wouldn’t miss, I unleashed Mogh’s Scythe at its neck, severing its head at an angle that left one jaw still attached.

As its charred, flaming head rolled off into the yard, the giant slumped bonelessly onto the concrete porch. I called up a heavy rain to douse the fires I’d caused, even as I wondered what my mom would say when she saw the mess. Then I ran around the side of the house to see how Ásgeir and Hemi had fared, hoping like hell they were both alright.


CHAPTER
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As I entered the backyard, the troll stumbled around the rear corner of my home, looking rather bedraggled but otherwise unharmed. Hemi, on the other hand, was nowhere to be seen. I leapt through the window he’d crashed into, only to find him lying unconscious in a pile of smashed dining room furniture on the floor.

His left upper arm had been fractured, and it looked as though he’d suffered a few broken ribs as well. When I took his pulse, it was weak and thready, and he was taking ragged, shallow breaths. Worse yet, his tats were slowly pulsing with a faint blue glow that seemed to be fading a little with every cycle.

“Damn it. C’mon, Hemi. Keep breathing while I patch you up.”

I sank into a druid trance to check on his injuries. When I tried to probe his chest with magic, his tattoos flared brightly, emitting a pulse of power that tossed me against the wall. Of course, I tried again, achieving similar results. It seemed that so long as his protective magic was still activated, I wouldn’t be able to help him recover.

“Ásgeir, I need your help. Pick him up—carefully.”

The troll climbed through the window to do as I asked. Meanwhile, I searched for and located Dyrnwyn and Hemi’s taiaha, tossing both in my Bag. Reluctantly, I spared a few moments more to search the bedrock with my druid senses, until I located and retrieved what I required from Aengus’ former grave.

I tucked my find in my pocket and took a look around to assess whether it was safe to leave. The fachen’s body was already starting to stink, so I had the ground swallow it up, hoping it wouldn’t taint the local groundwater supply. Many local homeowners on the outskirts of town depended on well water, which meant I’d have to come back and deal with the thing permanently later.

Not to mention the house. Mom’s going to be so pissed.

Hemi was tough, but he wouldn’t last forever in his current condition. The good news was that the ward wall had deactivated with the fachen’s defeat, so it looked like we were safe to travel. I said as much as I returned to the house to retrieve my companions.

“His lungs are filling with blood, Colin,” Ásgeir replied with concern in his voice.

“I know, but I can’t help him until someone deactivates Hemi’s protective magic. Hang on and try to look harmless. We’re about to deal with a couple of pissed off Maori goddesses.”

One teleportation spell later, we stood in front of Hemi and Maki’s garage apartment. I banged on the door, probably much harder than necessary, screaming at the top of my lungs.

“Maki, I need you to get Hemi’s mom, now!”

Maki opened the door, confusion writ across her face. She assessed the situation instantly, glowering fiercely when she saw Hemi in Ásgeir’s arms.

“What happened?” she said in a low, dangerous tone.

“No time for that. He needs immediate healing, but I can’t do squat because his tats are active. Please, get his mom, now.”

She gave me a look that could curdle milk, then she disappeared. Moments later, Maki reappeared with a tall, shapely woman who wore a colorful full-length skirt and a black t-shirt that was tied and cinched up at her waist. This was Hine-nui-te-pō, a powerful Maori goddess—Hemi’s mother.

Henny, as she’d once told me to call her, had long, dark, frizzy hair worn loose, and a face that was both fierce and beautiful all at once. Her lower lip and chin were inked in a traditional moko kauae, or Maori facial tattoo, complimenting both her beauty and her natural air of ferocity. She had smooth and somewhat ashen skin, high cheekbones, a broad but attractive nose, full lips, serious brown eyes, and a carriage that said she didn’t just mean business, she was the business.

Like Hemi’s red-haired girlfriend, Henny’s stern yet stoic scowl said all I needed to know about her current disposition toward me. She always had an intense look about her, but the way she glared at me now made me want to hide. Instead, I explained what had happened.

“He took a blow from a giant. I tried healing him, but his protective wards wouldn’t let me. So, I brought him straight to Maki and asked for you. I’m sorry, Henny.”

Her expression softened a bit, but she still looked hacked. “Lay him down, troll. Gently, now.”

Ásgeir placed Hemi on the ground with all the care of a surgeon. Thinking I might assist, I made as if to approach, but Maki thrust an arm out to block my path. When I looked to her for an explanation, she merely pursed her lips and shook her head.

Hemi’s mom knelt at her son’s head, tucking her bare feet and skirt under her as she cradled his face in her hands. The goddess then began to sing a low, almost mournful waiata that grew in volume as she went. Maki likewise knelt at Hemi’s feet, laying her hands on his ankles as she took up a high counterpoint to Henny’s deeper, richer voice.

Magic filled the air as the two goddesses wove an enchantment I could both see and feel. Their voices reverberated deep in my chest, hitting me like a gut punch each time they belted out an exceptionally high or low note. While they sang, purple light and deep blue mists swirled together around the three of them, enveloping Hemi and gathering where he was most injured.

Soon his tattoos began to glow brighter, the light increasing in intensity until I was forced to look away. Despite that, I stood my ground, waiting in still silence for the thirty minutes or so that it took for Henny and Maki to complete the healing ritual. When the light finally subsided, I turned my gaze on Hemi and found him still unconscious, but fully restored.

“He’ll be laid up for a while,” his mother said. “Maki, why don’t you take him to bed? I’ll be along shortly.”

Maki gave her future mother-in-law a deferential nod, then she lifted Hemi off the ground with ease, despite her willowy frame. The ivory-skinned minor deity carried her boyfriend inside without sparing me a backward glance. Feeling awkward and guilt stricken, I kept my mouth shut until the door closed behind her.

“I tried healing him. Honestly, I did.”

Henny frowned, yet her gaze softened as she gave me her full attention. “Sit druid, and tell me what happened.”

I took up a cross-legged position in front of her, then I filled her in on the events that led up to Hemi’s injuries. Keeping it brief was my primary concern, so I had her up to speed in short order.

“I didn’t think it would be a dangerous mission. My house has always been a safe haven ‘cause of the spells Finnegas and my mom placed on it.” I lowered my gaze and growled. “Never thought I’d be ambushed in my own backyard.”

“And why did you ask my son to accompany you today, if you didn’t think it would be dangerous?”

“Because he’s my friend, and I trust him. Besides that, he gets a little sore when I leave him out of things.” She snorted accusingly, eliciting a weak shrug from me. “Okay, so there was some danger. But you know how he is. Hemi’s a warrior, and he likes a good scrap.”

“I won’t argue that point. Who do you believe to be the responsible party?”

“Honestly? That flesh golem had Fuamnach written all over it. She’s a master necromancer, and her favorite hobby involves creating twisted, revolting creatures in her dungeons in Underhill.”

Henny drummed the fingers of one hand on her knee. “When you have confirmation, let me know.”

“I would rather not drag you into this, ma’am. It’s my fight.”

“Yet, you dragged my son into it,” she replied archly. “Twice, it seems.”

I winced, knowing she was referring to the time I’d gotten Hemi killed. It happened during my first mission to Underhill, where we’d gone to rescue numerous trafficked children.

His death had been my fault, and afterward I did my best to make it right. Not only did I arrange to have Hemi’s body brought back, I delivered it to Henny personally in New Zealand. Then came the vigil.

While Hine-nui-te-pō retrieved her son’s spirit from the underworld, she charged me with guarding his body. Henny assigned me that task to prevent Whiro, the Maori embodiment of evil, from devouring her son’s body. Thankfully, it all worked out, and Henny brought Hemi back. It was a close thing, though.

“Like I said, your son gets his feelings hurt when I don’t ask for his help.” I met her gaze squarely as I continued. “I’ll do as you ask, but I’d rather you leave it to me.”

“Leave it to you?” she replied, in a tone that said I was the most brazen upstart ever to grace her presence. “I’m not going to fight your battles for you, druid, no matter how deep your friendship with Hemi might be. However, certain insults between pantheons must be addressed personally.”

Her tone said she’d brook no further argument. Honestly, it made me wish I had a mom who was that protective of her son. Being typically Fomorian, Leanne’s approach was to let me wander into deep waters to sink or swim all on my lonesome. At any rate, it wasn’t my place to argue with Henny, so I relented.

“I’ll pass the info through Maki when the time comes,” I said as I inclined my head politely.

“You do that,” she replied. Then, she just disappeared.

“You certainly have a knack for angering gods,” Ásgeir observed.

“‘It ain’t much, but it’s honest work,’” I drawled, pushing myself to my feet. “Now, what do you want to bet that Fuamnach has that body?”

“Question,” the troll said as he pointed skyward. “Why would she take Aengus’ corpse? Wouldn’t that raise the ire of the Dagda?”

“Because she knew that eventually I’d come back looking for it, and she thinks I have something she wants. Whatever it is, it must be worth risking the Dagda’s wrath.”

“Then it’s back to Underhill, I presume?”

“Yup. I’m going to get that body from Fuamnach.”

“Oh, good ease,” Ásgeir said.

“You mean, ‘oh, goody.’”

“A ‘good E’? That makes no sense. ‘Good ease’ would indicate sarcasm in the face of a coming trial, whereas…”

“Trust me, it’s ‘goody’,” I said, cutting him off. I spared a final, rueful glance at Hemi’s front door. “I’ll explain it when we get there.”
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We arrived in Underhill at the edge of Peg Powler’s swamps. If Fuamnach had something she valued, it was likely that she’d keep it in her stronghold. The sorceress’ towering citadel sat atop a high cliff overlooking the marshes, allowing her to look down upon her neighbor, Peg.

Recently, I’d given Peg the opportunity to show Fuamnach she was not to be trifled with, so I doubted she’d mind our trespass. Besides, Peg loved to stick it to the uppity broad, and that provided me a logical rationale for our visit. Even so, I didn’t care to involve anyone else if I didn’t have to—not after what had happened to Hemi.

Once I got my bearings, I took a good long look at our surroundings. “Holy shit, what happened here?”

The last time I’d visited, the swamp had looked much different. Back then, it was a dense marshland, crisscrossed with treacherous channels that connected its many lagoons. The whole of the swamp had been choked with cypress trees, water tupelo, lily pads, and moss, comprising a vast, dangerous, forest-laden wetland that teamed with life.

Now, on the side closest to Fuamnach’s castle, it looked more like a series of connected ponds and lakes. Around those newly formed bodies of water lay random piles of broken and uprooted trees, each littered with rotting vegetation and fish. New plant life was starting to grow on spits of land here and there, but for the most part, this side of Peg’s swamp had been utterly destroyed.

“It’s as if one of the leviathans of old came stomping through,” Ásgeir whispered.

“Or like someone carpet bombed the place with high-yield munitions.” I whistled softly. “Sheesh.”

Toward the middle of the swamp, it appeared that the marshes were mostly intact. That was where Peg’s island was located. I’d visited the hag at her odd little cottage a few times, and despite her gruesome reputation, I’d grown to like her.

According to Crowley, Peg had been like a surrogate mother to him during his formative years at Fuamnach’s castle. Throughout Crowley’s childhood, the Tuath Dé sorceress had subjected him to all manner of cruelty and torture. To escape that madness, he’d sneak out and climb down the cliff to hide in the swamp.

There he met Peg, who taught Crowley how to survive in Underhill. She showed him the secrets of potions and poultices, how to subsist off the local flora and fauna, and the casting of subtle magicks useful to a young boy living in a harsh, cruel place. This was always done under the pretense of keeping the kid alive for future consumption, and every evening Peg swore that he’d end up in her pot ‘on the morrow.’

Of course, ‘the morrow’ never came. Crowley certainly was fond of her, and considering that guy hated almost everyone, that was saying something. Looking across all that devastation, I hoped she was alright.

“Whatever happened here, the danger is long past,” Ásgeir observed. “Although I would hate to be nearby should such hostilities resume.”

“Good point. Besides, we have our own business to attend. By the way, this is as far as we go, teleportation-wise. Fuamnach has her castle warded against unauthorized portal entry.” I pointed at the top of the cliff. “Ready for a climb?”

“I’m a mountain troll. That’s like asking a goldfish if it’s ready for a swim.”

As if punctuating his statement, a large plop sounded from somewhere farther into the swamp. I shivered at the thought of entering those turbid, algae-ridden depths, then I remembered the veritable kaiju that had lurked there on a previous visit.

“You won’t find any goldfish in these waters. By the way, did I warn you not to disturb the lake?”

“My, but you bring me to such lovely places.”

“Hey, what are magically contracted employers for? Heck, maybe you can bring Pallavi here for a picnic after we get back.”

“Since you brought it up, where do you think I should take her on our first date?”

“Whoa, stop,” I said, waving my hands in front of me as I headed for the cliff. “I’m the last person you should go to for advice on romance and relationships. Casanova, I am not.”

“Yes, perhaps you’re right.”

“Ouch. You didn’t have to agree that quickly.” I got a handhold at the limit of my reach and began climbing the cliff face. “I mean, you could’ve at least responded with something like, ‘but you seem to have little problem attracting women’ or ‘but you appear to have no shortage of admirers.’ Sheesh.”

“Why would I?” Ásgeir said as he scrambled up the cliff face like a mountain goat. “Neither of those statements are true.”

“That’s not the point.” I climbed in silence for a short time. Thinking I was making good progress, I glanced around to find Ásgeir some twenty feet above me. “Hey, you mind waiting up?”

“Why don’t you climb upon my back instead? I can easily carry your weight, and we’ll reach the summit much more quickly that way.”

“Because it would be humiliating, Ásgeir, that’s why. If anyone found out, I’d never live it down.”

“Live what down?” he said in an ever so slightly aggrieved tone. “I’m an excellent climber, even among my own kind.”

“It’s the piggyback thing. Getting a piggyback ride from another guy is almost as bad as riding on the back of another dude’s motorcycle. Such things are simply not done by self-respecting men.”

I grunted as I launched myself at a handhold that was several feet out of reach. My fingers barely caught the edge of the crack I’d aimed for, clinging for a split-second before they slipped off. As I started to fall, I glanced down and braced myself for a forty-foot drop.

The troll’s huge right hand clamped around my wrist, just before I began to plummet to the marshy ground below.

“Self-respect won’t matter much when you’re dead.” He lifted me with ease by one arm, until I could get a firm grip on the next ledge. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I can handle a little fall. Besides, the ground is pretty soft down there.”

“Yes, but what about when we’re near the top?”

I looked up and grimaced. “Okay, I see your point. But I’m not climbing on your back.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“Hang on, I have an idea.”

A minute or so later, I was dangling from a rope that was tied around Ásgeir’s waist. As he scrambled up the rock face, he dragged me along effortlessly. All I had to do was hold the rope and keep my body perpendicular to the cliff as I reverse-abseiled up.

“Wheeeeee!” I exclaimed as I practically ran up the cliff.

You could almost hear the scowl in Ásgeir’s voice as he responded to my antics. “I don’t think shouting ‘wheeeeee’ is any more manly than clinging to my back.”

“It’s my quest, and I’ll do as I please,” I replied. “Now mush.”

“I’m not getting paid enough for this humiliation,” the troll muttered.

“See? We both have standards and lines we’d rather not cross.”

Ásgeir climbed the rest of the way in sullen silence. When we reached the top, he scrambled over and braced to pull me up the rest of the way. When I stood atop the narrow cliff next to him, I looked down and whistled softly at the dizzying drop.

Next, I untied the rope from the troll’s waist, coiling it loosely around my arm and shoulder. When I went to toss it into my Bag, Ásgeir grabbed my wrist.

“Perhaps we should tie it off and toss the end down the cliff. Just in case we should find ourselves in need of a rapid means of escape.”

“Teleportation isn’t quick enough for you?”

“If this sorceress did that,” he said, gesturing at the pockmarked landscape below us, “perhaps we need redundancies that do not rely on magic.”

“Hmm. Maybe we should’ve brought the flying horses.”

“Or a dragon.”

“Eh, wrong timeline.”

“Beg pardon?”

I waved his question off. “Nothing. But since we didn’t portal directly near her keep, we should be able to portal back out again. That is, so long as we don’t set off any alarm wards.”

“Even so,” he said, plucking the rope from my hands, “a little active forethought might be in order.”

Ásgeir tied the rope off on a boulder, then he threw the remainder over the side. When the job was done, he brushed his hands off with an air of self-satisfaction.

“Feel better?”

“Don’t you?”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, ye of little faith. Let’s just get in and find that corpse. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we don’t need to worry about it.”

“By the by, how are we getting into said impregnable fortress?”

The rear wall of Fuamnach’s castle rose hundreds of feet into the air above us. I pointed upward and smiled.

“The good news is, it’s going to be easy. The bad news is, we’re not done climbing. Well, I am but you’re not.”

“Why do I get the feeling our next steps involve slipshod planning and feats of derring-do bordering on the insane?”

“Relax. All we need to do is find a window low enough for you to throw me through. Then you can climb up behind me, and we’re in.”

“A plan so basic, even a simpleton could concoct it.”

“Hey now. Last time we came in through the sewers, and it was a complete mess. The lower levels are crawling with unseelie fae. By climbing here, I just saved us hours of playing hide and seek with Fuamnach’s minions.”

“We could have entered through secret passageways? Rather than climbing a mountain and practically storming the front gates?”

“When you put it that way, you make it sound easy. But like I said, those levels are crawling with guards. The upper levels, not so much. We’ll slip in, I’ll track down the corpse, and we’ll leave with no one the wiser.”

“I thought you wanted to confront the sorceress.”

“She’ll come looking for me after she realizes I nabbed Aengus.”

Ásgeir sighed. “And how do you plan to locate his body in that monstrous maze of passageways and chambers?”

“With this,” I said, pulling a strand of golden blonde hair from my pocket. “I nabbed it from the grave at my house before we left.”

“Hmm, I wondered what took you so long.” He rocked back on his heels for several seconds before clearing his throat. “I take back what I said. You’ve clearly thought this through, albeit with only a rudimentary consideration for unexpected surprises.”

“Vague plans are the best, Ásgeir. That way, when things go to shit—and they almost always do—it’s easier to improvise.”

The troll craned his head to stare at the expanse of wall above us. “We’ve reached the dung pile, so we might as well step in it. Lead on, oh great and powerful druid.”

“That’s the spirit. Let’s get moving—high adventure awaits.”


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN




Once we were inside, I placed a simple silence cantrip and chameleon spell on us both. Then, I cast an affinity cantrip on the strand of hair I recovered from Aengus’ grave and followed the pull of the spell as it led us through the castle. Soon, the hair strand tugged downward, indicating the corpse was somewhere beneath our feet.

When I began leading us down a stairwell, Ásgeir grabbed my sleeve. He was mouthing something to me, but I couldn’t understand him with the simple spell of silence that lay thick around us. A more complex working would’ve allowed us to hear each other, but it might also have alerted Fuamnach to our presence.

I motioned for him to follow me, hoping it could wait. Once we reached the first floor, I took the next flight of stairs down into the cellar level, which also happened to lead to the dungeons. From there I found a storage room and ducked into it, lifting the spell as I closed the door.

“What do you need?” I whispered while keeping my ear to the door. “Whatever it is, make it quick. I think I hear someone down the hall.”

“I thought you said we were going to avoid the lower levels.”

“If possible, yes. But my spell says the body is below us, so that’s where we’re going.”

“If you say so. However, I’m simply not made for stealth.”

“Shhh, they’re coming. Hide behind those barrels and don’t move.”

Ásgeir did as I asked, crouching behind a couple of ale barrels that barely reached his chest when he squatted low. In the gloomy darkness of the room, you could barely make out his silhouette thanks to the camouflage spell. Add the least bit of torchlight, however, and his shadow would give him away.

I backed up to the wall beside the door and pulled a modern, nonmagical short sword from my Bag. Heavy footsteps echoed from the hall outside, growing louder with every step. Soon someone opened the door, pushing it hard enough to conceal me as it swung wide.

It was a buggane, tall, broad, and hairy, with horns like an ox sticking out the sides of its head. He was wide as the doorway with limbs as thick as tree trunks, and he stank like fecal matter and Limburger cheese. His kind was responsible for most of the Bigfoot sightings in North America, although First Nations shamans swore the two creatures were separate species.

As he entered, the buggane glanced around at the various crates and barrels in the storeroom, muttering to himself. “Now, whir ‘zat ale? Gonna’ be a long night, ‘thowt sumthin’ ta’ wet me chops.”

The creature whistled a simple tune as it searched, then he released a sharp rising note upon locating the barrels Ásgeir hid behind. As he sauntered toward my hidden bodyguard, light from the torch he carried cast a shadow against the wall that looked like a barrel wearing a hat. I considered waiting to see if he’d even notice the troll’s silhouette, then I thought better of it and snuck up behind him.

“Oy, whazzat?”

The buggane leaned forward, craning its neck as it held the torch aloft to see behind the barrels. When I got close, I realized I wasn’t tall enough to behead it from this angle. Instead, I prepared to thrust the blade under its ribcage into its heart and lung.

Just as I was about to kill it, Ásgeir stood up and grabbed the buggane by its wrists. Then he spread his arms wide and pulled, simultaneously growing another two feet to increase his wingspan. There was a sick ripping noise, then the buggane’s left arm tore from its body.

The thing started to scream, so I covered its mouth and stabbed it to shut it up. However, Ásgeir had different ideas on how to deal with the intruder. He grabbed the thing by the throat, squeezing and twisting until the buggane’s neck broke with a loud crack.

I pulled the sword out and quickly shut the door, then I turned and surveyed the carnage we’d made. Blood spatter covered the left half of the room, adding an iron tang to the disgusting odor that threatened to overwhelm my sense of smell.

“Why’d you tear its arm off?”

“Because you can only rip one off at a time,” the troll replied as he lowered the body to the floor. “Otherwise, I would have removed them both.”

I hung my head and covered my eyes. “Silly me. But why not snap its neck in the first place?”

“Too risky. If I had missed, it would’ve been chaos. And to be honest, I thought you’d stab it while I held it in that awkward posture.”

He was right, but now we had a real problem. There was no way I could risk a magical clean-up, since that would alert Fuamnach to our presence for sure. We’d have to cover our tracks the old-fashioned way, and hope for the best.

“Fair enough, but all this blood is going to draw attention. Toss him behind those barrels, way back in the corner. I’ll find something to cover the rest of this mess.”

The troll did as requested, while I tossed a tarp over the majority of the blood. It wasn’t perfect, but it’d have to do. After the job was done, I headed for the door.

“We won’t have much time before someone finds him. From here on out, we move in complete silence, and speed is our ally. Got it?”

“I still say we should have entered through the secret passageways. Tunnels and caverns provide more places to hide bodies.”

“Next time, you can plan the infiltration route. Let’s move, and try to avoid trailing any blood.”
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The silence and chameleon spells kept us hidden as the tracking spell led us down to the dungeons. There, we were forced to kill two red caps who noticed Ásgeir’s shadow moving through the guard room. After tossing them in cells and covering their bodies with straw and trash, we moved on with the search.

From there we snuck down a long hall lined with thick, iron bound cell doors, one that reeked of wound rot and waste. Rats skittered off into the dark as we walked, large as cats with red eyes that glowed softly. One carried a hand in its mouth, giving me some hope they’d deal with the bodies we’d left behind on our way down.

Low moans and incoherent muttering could be heard from within a few of the cells. At first, I resisted the urge to look, as we weren’t here on a rescue mission. Then I remembered Crowley, and the children we’d saved on a previous visit, and I started looking in every cell.

To my relief, all were occupied by fae, some unseelie and some from the summer realm. These would be servants and followers who displeased their mistress, failing their assigned missions to kidnap children or assassinate her enemies. Crowley was one of those targets, so I felt no compulsion to free Fuamnach’s captives as we passed.

At the end of the dungeon hall, we passed through a door, behind which a torchlit corridor angled downward for a good fifty feet. The ramp terminated at a tall portcullis, large enough for a ten-foot giant to pass through with ease. The iron gate had been raised, though I could find no mechanism for controlling it.

Beyond was a large circular room, almost big enough to label it as an arena, except it had no spectator seating surrounding the space. The smooth stone walls went straight up a good twenty feet, then they curved inward to form a domed ceiling above. A single balcony window was located midpoint from the top of the wall to the peak of the dome, perfectly situated for viewing the floor below.

Three additional portcullis doorways marked other exits, one at each compass point. All the gates were raised, but that wasn’t the most suspicious thing about the room. The really odd detail was the stone dais at the center, where Aengus’ body lay in repose, head and all.

He appeared to have been cleaned up and arranged, almost as if for a funeral viewing. Except for the fact that he’d been decapitated and stabbed through the eye, the body was in excellent shape, if a little pale. In fact, he looked much the same as when Leanne and I had killed him the year prior.

Ásgeir tugged on my sleeve again. We were alone, so I lifted the silence spell. I was relatively certain we were being observed, so I saw no reason to maintain our current subterfuge.

“This smells like a trap,” the troll whispered.

“Oh, it’s definitely a trap. The question is, who is it for?”

“I would say there’s an eighty percent probability it is meant to capture you.”

“And the other twenty percent?”

“That represents a remaining likelihood that the trap is designed to kill you.”

I scratched my nose with a knuckle. “Nice to know I have one hundred percent of your confidence, Ásgeir.”

“Consider it an employer perk. What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to spring the trap, obviously.”

Ásgeir sighed. “We could always go back the way we came and find another solution to the dark magic that infects your demesne.”

“Please. If Fuamnach doesn’t already know we’re here, she will as soon as I touch that corpse. I may as well see what she wants. On the odd chance she hasn’t yet been alerted to our presence, we can deal with whatever nasties lay in wait, then abscond with Aengus’ remains.”

“A brutally simple plan,” he scoffed. “Shall we?”

“We shall. Be ready for anything.”

I drew Dyrnwyn and queued up a few spells. After Ásgeir summoned his spear, I led us toward the dais at the center of the room some fifty feet away. Nothing stirred as we crept across the floor. Except for an occasional moan or sob that echoed from the dungeons behind us, all signs indicated we were alone.

That was, until I neared Aengus’ body.

When I got within ten feet, the dais dropped beneath the floor, taking the corpse with it. A reverse trap door pivoted into the hole left by the platform, sealing it away from us. And of course, the portcullis we’d entered through slammed shut with a loud clang.

Long shadows soon stretched down the ramps behind the three raised gates, a preview of the danger that was sure to follow. At the apex of each doorway, huge clawed feet strolled into view, one pair blue, another red, and the third, charcoal gray. Soon we discovered the feet belonged to bare, muscular legs, fur and skin-covered loins, and yoked, bare-chested bodies, topped by hideous demonic heads.

“Oni,” I muttered. “Motherfucking oni.”
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The red one had three eyes, two set normally and one in the middle of its forehead. The blue demon had a huge horn sticking from the center of its skull, and the last had spikes jutting from various places on its head like a zabrak. Each of them carried an iron kanabō club, metal-studded and long and thick as a telephone pole.

The demons were tall enough to have to duck to get through the doorways. After each entered, their respective gates slammed shut behind them. Soft white flames began to flicker along Dyrnwyn’s blade when they arrived, a clear sign we were dealing with evil oni, and not the crying, friendly kind from legend.

“I’ve never fought an oni before,” Ásgeir said. “This should be interesting.”

“Best that I take at least one of them out before they engage.”

I prepared to release Mogh’s Scythe at the red one, figuring I’d cut it in two and even the odds. As soon as I triggered the spell, glowing yellow glyphs appeared on the walls, blazing brightly as my spell fizzled out.

“Seriously?” I yelled at the ceiling. “You brought me here just to pull a Commodus on me?”

Fuamnach’s whiskey and sandpaper voice answered from above. “If I were emulating Commodus, my dear boy, I’d have paid the oni to take a fall and fought them myself.”

“I’m not fighting your demons, Fuamnach.”

“But how could you, when you haven’t been properly introduced? Allow me.” The sorceress continued in her affected Hepburn-esque accent as she named the demons. “Our red friend is Kazumori, the leader of this trio, followed by boy blue Shigekatsu and stormy Yukitoshi.”

The three demons each gave a shallow bow while staring me down with their beady, bloodshot eyes. The Japanese consider prolonged eye contact to be a sign of contempt, but in this case, it was a challenge. I gave a dismissive wave and returned my gaze to the balcony overhead, where Fuamnach now stood.

She was dressed in her usual understated style, wearing a long-sleeved, black, ribbed knit dress that hugged every inch of her thin, athletic body. The dress was belted at the waist and complemented by silver hoop earrings and bangles. Her dark hair was pulled tightly back from her sharp-featured face and held in place by a matching silver hairpin.

“They’re, um, haunting.”

“Aren’t they? I found them languishing in Japantown, glamoured and posing as common buskers. Kazumori claims that American tourists give them indigestion—too much polyunsaturated fat in their diets, apparently. So, I hired them to fight prisoners for my amusement.”

“Prisoners and guests?”

“Trespassers, more accurately.” Fuamnach examined her perfectly manicured nails. “I expected neither company nor entertainment today, so this will do nicely. Kazumori, if you please.”

The red oni inclined his head respectfully to his mistress, then he pointed his club at me. It was only then that I noticed the club was hollow, with a hole running through it about the size of a tennis ball. From that hole shot a fireball that tripled in size as it flew at my head.

Of course, they have magical weapons. Why make it a fair fight?

I dove out of the way, rolling and coming to my feet as the fireball detonated on the wall behind me. With the flames licking at my back, I ran straight at Kazumori. When I was halfway across the room, Dyrnwyn flared white-hot, up and down its length.

“Ásgeir, watch out for the gray one. I think he can shoot⁠—”

Before I could finish my sentence, I got hit with a 100,000 volt jolt that locked me up mid-step. When I’m in my half-Fomorian form, I can hit fifty in a sprint, and I was hauling when Yukitoshi zapped me. Due to my momentum, I tumbled into a rolling heap, going ass over teakettle right into the giant red demon’s range.

Normally, I can redirect electricity easily using druid magic, even when it’s magically generated. However, I got caught by surprise, so I was still doing the fish-flop on the flagstone floor when Kazumori approached. He lifted his telephone pole of an iron club high overhead, clearly intending to smash me into Colin pulp on the downswing.

Just as Kazumori struck, Ásgeir leapt to my rescue, deflecting the club with his spear shaft. He’d grown to about nine feet tall—not quite on par with the fifteen-foot tall oni, but close enough to make the size and mass advantage not so great.

The oni’s club smashed to the floor next to me, cracking a large flagstone and sending splintered rock shards flying in all directions. The troll wasted no time going on the attack, driving the demon back with a flurry of thrusts from his spear. With the most immediate threat removed, I gained the precious seconds I needed to recover and prepare for what came next.

It was Shigekatsu’s turn now, brandishing his club like a sword—a very frosty, ice-covered one at that. He swung downward at me, much like Kazumori had, but I’d recovered enough to roll out of the way. When Shigekatsu’s club struck the ground, a thick rime of frost spread outward from the point of impact in a fractal, crystalline pattern.

Not wanting to end up in the frozen food section of the oni’s larder, I rolled twice more to get some distance. To my surprise, I still had Dyrnwyn in hand. Thankfully, the sword’s heat merely felt like a warm splash of water as it kissed my flesh—the blade was selective like that.

But to the evil oni, those flames would sear him like a steak.

The demons were large, strong, and they outnumbered us. However, they were also lumbering and slow compared to lil’ old human-sized me. When Shigekatsu raised his icy club to smash me again, I dove forward between his legs, slicing his inner thigh as I passed.

As I stood and spun around, hot black blood spurted out of the wound, splashing to the ground like water from a spigot. Although the blade’s heat had fused smaller vessels on its way through, the oni’s truck-axle-thick femoral artery was too large to cauterize. The giant demon clamped a hand over the wound, likely to avoid bleeding out before his body could heal itself.

Yet, I wasn’t done. I hamstrung his wounded leg, knowing it would make it harder for him to keep pressure on the wound. Shigekatsu fell to one knee, and I stabbed him through his spine, paralyzing him from the waist down. Finally, I kicked him as I withdrew the blade, sending him sprawling face-first.

Now the giant was forced to hold pressure on his wound with one hand while using his other to drag himself away. I’d have beheaded him on the spot if it hadn’t been for Yukitoshi calling the blue oni’s name from across the amphitheater. The gray demon screamed bloody murder at me in Japanese as he charged, pointing his kanabō at me as a white, crackling charge of lightning gathered at the tip.

This time however, I was ready for it. When the bolt struck, I held out Dyrnwyn like a lightning rod, absorbing the brunt of the lightning spell through the sword and holding it there. Then I charged, sliding under the oni’s weapon at the last minute and slashing at his lower leg as I skidded past on my knees.

My blade sliced through the oni’s tree trunk leg like a knife through butter. Between Dyrnwyn’s flames and the electric charge I released at the point of impact, even the demon’s thick bones gave no resistance. When Yukitoshi tumbled to the ground, clutching his severed leg, I followed close behind and stabbed him through the temple.

Dyrnwyn’s tip exited cleanly out the other side of the giant’s skull. Unexpectedly, heat from the sword’s blade caused the oni’s eyes to boil and burst outward before I could withdraw the weapon. Foul goo exploded all over me, coating me in hot, steaming vitreous humor.

I wiped my face and unsheathed the sword from the dead oni’s skull. Then I turned and sprinted across the ring to finish the blue one. Just as I raised Dyrnwyn for the killing blow, Fuamnach’s voice boomed from overhead.

“Enough.” Not only was her voice magically amplified, but it also carried a bit of glamour that cut through my battle rage. “Druid, you may wish to see to your troll’s welfare.”

I looked across the ring. There, Ásgeir lay on his back, pinned with Kazumori’s massive clawed foot on his chest. The troll’s spear was just out of his reach, and the oni held his club high, ready to smash it down on my bodyguard’s head.

“Clearly, we’ve reached a standoff,” I said. “Tell your demon to back off.”

Kazumori held my gaze with menace as he rattled off something in Japanese. Fuamnach’s throaty chuckle told me everything I needed to know about the oni’s response.

“He says⁠—”

“I got it,” I replied. “If he harms that troll, I’ll take both these demons heads and mount them on my wall. Then we’ll see if he can stand against me alone. Or he can relent, and we’ll call it even.”

Without breaking eye contact, I stepped away from Shigekatsu and lowered my blade. Kazumori waited for the span of three heartbeats before removing his foot from Ásgeir’s chest. The oni took a few steps back, then he placed the business end of his club on the ground. He rested his hands on the pommel and sort of leaned on it, like a farmhand taking a break after a hard spell of work.

I sheathed Dyrnwyn and looked skyward. “Alright, you’ve had your fun. Now, tell me what you want.”

“Isn’t it obvious, druid? I want Moralltach.”
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“Just what use does a sorceress have for a magical sword that never misses its mark?”

Fuamnach barked something in Japanese. The red oni nodded in response as a twenty-foot tall portal appeared behind him. Kazumori dragged his fellow oni through the portal, severed limbs and all. Finally, he gave a curt bow to Ásgeir and I, then he stepped through after his companions.

“It seems you gained his respect.” Fuamnach leaned over the balcony with her elbows on the rail. “Rather impressive.”

“You alright, Ásgeir?” The troll shrugged noncommittally, then he stood and collected his weapon. I shifted my attention to Fuamnach and crossed my arms over my chest. “You never answered my question.”

“What I want with it is no concern of yours. I know you have it in your possession, likely in that object-eating Bag of yours. Therefore, I know it is out of my grasp. I could kill you, but I’d still not be able to access the contents therein. So, I offer a trade.”

“Aengus’s body for the sword.”

“Yes.”

Fuamnach obviously didn’t know that Moralltach had been broken during the fight with Aengus. Though it was a fine magical weapon, it had been made during the Bronze Age, and it was thoroughly evil. Therefore, it had been no match for Dyrnwyn’s flames of justice.

I could make this deal without letting her know, and potentially get the better end of the bargain. The thing had been sitting inside my Bag for over a year, and I certainly had no use for it. However, I didn’t trust that turning over Moralltach was the ‘moral’ thing to do.

Fuamnach was as evil as that blade, of that I had no doubt. Broken or no, there was no telling what harm might come from handing her one of the most fearsome weapons in the history of Ireland. Then again, the Tuatha Dé Danann were always plotting against one another, so I might merely be facilitating the death of another god.

One can hope.

“I’m open to negotiations, but I’ll need assurances. Let’s start with a promise that the deal is binding on acceptance. No take-backsies.”

“Done.”

“Next, I want your word that Moralltach will not be used to harm me, or anyone associated with me. That includes any future druid apprentices I might take on.”

“Agreed.”

“Finally, I want your guarantee that you’re giving me all of Aengus’ body. In exchange for Moralltach, you’ll be handing over every last hair and fleck of dry skin that you took from my property.”

“You have my word.”

I remained silent for a time, considering if there was anything else I should ask for in the bargain. “And I want you to leave Crowley and Belladonna alone.”

“That promise has already been given.” She arched an eyebrow. “Shall you ask for my demesne as well?”

“Why not bargain for mine?”

“Pfah. That land is cursed.”

I cocked my head. “You know about Nemain?”

Fuamnach gave an elegant turn of her hand. “Yes, but she’s no concern of mine. Mag Mell was touched by fell magicks, long before that crow ever cawed over its borders. Is there anything else you wish to add before we seal our pact?”

“One last thing. I’ll need you to portal myself, the troll, and Aengus’ body to the summer lands after we execute the trade.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ve accepted your terms. Do we have a deal?”

“Yes, we have a deal. Show me Aengus’ body.”

The trap door slid open at the center of the room, and the dais emerged from the resulting gap. Aengus lay on the platform, much as when we’d entered the room. I walked over and inspected the body, checking it for magical traps and other such tricks.

When I was satisfied, I took his head and tossed it in my Bag. Then I motioned Ásgeir over and pointed at the body. After he had it in his arms, I glanced at Fuamnach.

“Our portal?”

Another tall portal appeared in front of us. I turned my back and reached around in my Bag, then I carefully withdrew the two halves of the foul blade Moralltach. Placing the halves on the dais, I looked at Fuamnach, who was now fuming.

“Nice doing business with you,” I said as I gave her a mocking, two-fingered salute.

Ásgeir marched through the portal, and I followed right after. As it closed behind us, I could have sworn I heard Fuamnach’s frustrated scream.

The troll gave me the side-eye. “The gods despise being bested. Why do you continue to insist on stoking their ire?”

“Like the scorpion said to the frog, ‘It’s in my nature.’ Sure, I might live to regret that prank. But for now, I’ll bask in the glow of a somewhat Pyrrhic victory, and hope that whatever she has planned for that sword isn’t worse than handing Mag Mell over to Nemain.”

“Hmm. We still have the all-father to contend with.”

“Yes, we do.”

“He is treacherous, that one, as all his kind ever were.”

“Ásgeir, ol’ buddy, you are just a ray of sunshine when it comes to dealing with the gods.”

He sniffed. “Only because I have centuries of experience in treating with them. Since we’re on the topic, do you really think I’m comfortable bearing the decapitated body of the Dagda’s son to his doorstep? Because I am not.”

“Fine, I’ll carry him the rest of the way.” I took the body from the troll, finding that it felt surprisingly light in my arms. “Anyway, you’ll see. The Dagda might be a grumpy old fart, but he’s of his word.”

“That is precisely what I am afraid of, Colin.”

“There’s nothing for it now. Let’s finish this task and face the music.”
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With that, I asked the port-a-oak to teleport us to the Dagda’s cottage. This time we arrived straightaway, with none of the space dilation and magical rerouting we’d received on our previous visit. When we appeared, the Dagda was sitting on an oversized split log bench in front of his cottage, whittling a tree branch while one of his hogs turned on a spit nearby.

I inclined my head at the hog. “Where’s the other one?”

“In his pen, as usual.”

“I was talking about Midir.”

He paused his whittling and glowered at me with hooded eyes. My attempt at humor having been taken poorly, I decided to recover by changing the subject.

“Where would you like me to take Aengus?”

The Dagda began whittling again. Only after he’d amassed a considerable pile of shavings in his lap did he deign to answer me.

“That’s not Aengus, although it’ll hold his spirit well enough. I’ll take the body from you when I’m ready.” He shaved a long strip of phloem and cambium off the branch, then he lifted it to eye level to appraise his work. “Did’ja have much trouble retrieving the shell?”

All at once, Aengus’s corpse felt heavier. I shifted the body in my arms to redistribute the weight. “The body was not where I expected it. We had a small bit of trouble retrieving it, but it was nothing we couldn’t handle.”

He snort-scoffed softly. “You think you’re being humble by making light of your work, but you’re a braggart, through and through.”

I didn’t know what to make of that. Obviously, he was still quite angry at me, despite the fact that I’d done what he asked. All I could do was take my medicine and hope he didn’t make things too difficult for me from here on out.

“You knew Fuamnach had taken the body.”

“‘Course I did. I know most things that have to do with my kin. Though I didn’t know where you hid it, I felt his loss as keenly as a knife through my heart when he was slain. Wicked was that act, and avoidable as well.”

“He came after me with Moralltach.”

The Dagda clenched his fists, hard enough to snap the limb he’d been carving as if the three-inch thick branch were a toothpick. He closed his eyes and exhaled heavily, slumping his shoulders as he allowed the knife and splintered pieces of wood to fall to the ground at his feet.

“When I created druidry as a gift to mankind, I intended it to be a nurturing, healing art. I thought that if mortals gained the ability to tend the land and cultivate nature’s beauty, it would soothe your wounded hearts and suppress your savage leanings. Yet, once you had it in your hands, you found ways to turn it to violence and war.”

“Even the most peaceful gardener will use a pitchfork as a spear when wolves are at his door.” I hitched Aengus’s corpse higher to gain better purchase. “Finnegas taught me that.”

The Dagda regarded me questioningly. “Finn Eces was among the first humans to twist druidry so it could be used against the gods. Did’ja know that?”

“I did not. But druidry is just a tool. Like any magic, it can be used to harm or to heal. I’d prefer that latter, but sadly, the supernatural races and certain gods can’t seem to leave well enough alone.”

Ollathair pursed his lips and nodded. “Hmm, yes. Because they’ve learned to fear your kind over the centuries, knowing you took my gift and turned it to hate. And you, Colin, you used it to kill my son, leaving only that husk you hold in your arms.”

Fomorian strength notwithstanding, I now strained to hang onto Aengus’ corpse. I couldn’t drop it, for fear of insulting the Dagda further. Yet, I also felt that the only proper thing to do would be to hand it over directly. So, I sweated and grunted and held on to the body for dear life.

“For a husk, it certainly has become a burden,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Aye, and that it is.” His eyes twinkled as he watched me struggle. “Would you like me to take that great weight from your care?”

“In exchange for what you promised, yes.”

The old, weathered god frowned deeply. “I can take the body from you, but my son’s death will always be your burden to bear.”

He stood and approached, taking Aengus’ corpse from me. As soon as the Dagda touched his son’s body it became light as a feather, although my arms ached even after they were relieved of their cargo. With great care, he laid his son’s body on the bench, then he motioned me forward with his fingertips.

“His head. Place and hold it precisely, and do not move.”

I did as he asked, hovering over Aengus with a hand on either side of his head and one knee on the bench. The Dagda reached out into thin air, grabbing his staff from some unseen place. He raised it overhead like a club, meeting my gaze with that terrible, iron-shod end held ready to strike.

I didn’t flinch, but I certainly didn’t want to remain in that vulnerable position before him, either. With an extreme effort of will, I held my ground, keeping Aengus’ head in position despite the threat his father posed.

The giant god’s posture relaxed, and he turned his gaze on his son. Slowly, he lowered the staff until the silver tip lay at the center of Aengus’ chest, and he spoke a single phrase.

“Tá tú déanta iomlán.”

You are complete.

Right before my eyes, the severed flesh of Aengus’ neck knit back together. His skin regained color, and his body warmed beneath my touch. Finally, I felt his blood begin to pulse in his veins again, and his chest started to gently rise and fall with long, slow breaths.

I stepped away, gazing in awe at what had just happened. Yet, Aengus didn’t open his eyes, nor did he deign to speak. He simply lay there, looking alive but remaining in the same repose he’d been in all along.

The Dagda bowed his head and sighed, which was a strange thing to see a god of his stature do. “It will take time for his spirit to return to his body. He’ll be traumatized for a time, so I suggest you leave before he regains consciousness.”

“Wait—what about our agreement?” I said in a questioning, indignant tone.

“When I said that the future of druidry was up to you, I meant it. Never again will I share that body of knowledge with you or your kind. Yet, I spake also of providing my counsel as it suits me, and I am no oathbreaker.”

“You lied.”

He gave me a dismissive glance over his shoulder. “Tread carefully, boy. I uttered only the truth, and with it, I allowed you to deceive yourself. But my word is my bond, and here is my advice: ‘All you must know to defeat Nemain has already fallen from her lips.’ That is all. Begone with you.”

He made a sweep of his hand as if shooing a pesky animal. The next thing I knew, Ásgeir and I stood at the borderlands of Mag Mell.

I cast a resigned glance at our surroundings. “Well, I feel stupid.”

The troll sighed softly. “On grounds of potential loss of employment, I will withhold comment.”
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The moment I set foot on the soil of my demesne, I knew Nemain’s influence had spread dangerously close to the border wards. Tendrils of her dark magic had tunneled under the surface, a few reaching within hundreds of feet of my magical defenses.

Everywhere the rot traveled the flora suffered, in some places yellowing and wilting as if in a drought, and in others succumbing to a putrid, poisonous decay. I walked along one such area with Ásgeir at my side, assessing the damage and doing what I could to forestall the inevitable.

“These trees are in no shape to defend against invaders,” I said as I lifted a drooping branch from the ground. The towering maple it belonged to wept black, oily sap from sores on its trunk. “Once the sickness reaches the wards, Nemain will portal her troops in. When that happens, we’ll be finished.”

“How long ‘til she arrives?” the troll asked in a gravely serious tone.

I pulled the hourglass from my Bag, checking it and tossing it back with a hiss of disgust. “Hours, if that. Come on, we need to prepare for her arrival.”

With a thought, I had the port-a-oak teleport us to the central courtyard of the fortress so I could check on the oakling. Once there, I pointed to the battlements.

“You’ll likely find either Oisín, Oscar, or Plúr up there. Send for them immediately and return with the trio. We need to plan for what comes next.”

“Do you actually have a plan?”

“No, but don’t tell them that. I’m going to listen to their counsel and make it up as I go. If you have any input based on fighting gods, I’d welcome it.”

“If anything occurs to me, I will let you know.”

The troll gave a crisp bow, no more than a slight tilt of his head and shoulders, then he went along his way. I stared after him for a moment, slightly stunned at the change in his usually irreverent demeanor. I chalked it up to the dire nature of the current situation and began seeing to other matters.

My first order of business was checking on the oak sapling. The shell I’d created was still intact, but the oakling within had become withered and sickened. Much like the mature trees I’d seen earlier, its leaves had yellowed, and black sap oozed from its bark.

How the tree had been affected so while in a stasis field was beyond my reckoning. While stasis fields didn’t completely halt the flow of time, they slowed it down considerably, enough so that any spells would be hindered within the affected area. Somehow, Nemain’s magic was working fast enough to have an effect inside the shell.

After I’d taken a look at the tree, I sank into a lotus position and entered a druid trance. Once I’d stilled my mind and slowed my breathing, I reached out to the spirit of Mag Mell. Instantly, I was overcome by sensations of fraught worry bordering on panic. As well, I was bombarded by a series of images and impressions that made little, if any, sense.

Some of those images had to do with things I’d already seen, like the tendrils of sickening magic that criss-crossed the landscape, and the flora that had been impacted. Then there were scenes that were almost impressionistic in nature, patches of greenery with foul darkness and rot superimposed over the landscape. Finally, repeating at intervals among the other messages were images of a songbird that was covered in the same foul ichor that seeped from the affected plant life.

In every such image, the birds appeared to have become ill and twisted by Nemain’s magic. Likewise, they warbled dissonant notes that composed a warped tune that hurt my ears and made my skin crawl. Always, when Mag Mell showed me that image, crows circled overhead.

Had the sickness spread to the animal life as well? As I tried to make sense of the messages, something tugged at the edge of my consciousness, pulling me back to the present reality.

“Druid. Wake up, lad.”

I felt someone shaking me, rather vigorously, in fact. I opened my eyes, only to find Oisín leaning over me. The poet-warrior had one hand on my shoulder while the other cupped my chin as he examined me closely.

“He’s awakened. Plúr, prepare a tonic to bring down his fever.”

Come to think of it, I did feel warm. My clothes were damp and clung to my skin, and I was no longer in the courtyard near the oakling’s shell. While I’d been in my trance, they’d moved me to one of the barracks beds inside the fortress.

Out of an abundance of caution, I checked myself to make certain I hadn’t been infected by the blight. If I carried it back to my Grove, it’d be game over. Thankfully, it seemed that the magic only affected flora, not humans, which was why I’d only felt its impact when I was in direct contact with Mag Mell.

Phew. At least one thing went right today.

I glanced around and saw that Ásgeir and Oscar stood close by. The troll stood erect with a bit too much tension in his stance, while Oscar stroked his beard as if he were trying to remove it. Plúr busied herself with mixing something up at a makeshift apothecary station nearby.

“My mouth feels like a rat made a nest in it and died,” I croaked. “What happened?”

“You’ve been out of it for hours,” Oscar replied. “The troll sent for us, requesting we make haste. When we arrived, you were rocking back and forth in front of that dome, eyes closed, muttering about birds and sweating like a pig on a spit.”

“Hours?” I reached for my Bag, but found it missing. “Where’s my Bag?”

“Calm ‘yerself, lad. ‘Tis right here.” Oisín retrieved it from a side table and handed it to me.

I reached inside and pulled out the hourglass. Only a few grains remained in the upper chamber. “Shit, she’ll be here any minute. We have to prepare.”

Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I came up on an elbow and slowly sat up. Doing so made my head spin, and I rocked precariously to one side. Oisín steadied me by the shoulder and arm, his firm grip proving to be the only thing that kept me from falling off the straw mattress.

“Whoa there, druid. Take it easy. The troll already filled us in. We’ve already sent forces ta’ the border near the pass, with instructions ta’ challenge Nemain should she show.”

“Oh, she’ll show. She wants revenge, and she has her cold black heart set on becoming the new master of this demesne.”

Plúr bustled over with a short wooden cup in her hand. “Drink this. It’ll restore your strength.”

I took the cup and gave it a sniff. “Wow—that’s, um, pungent.”

“Quit whinging and chug it already,” she ordered.

With only a slight cringe, I tossed the foul-smelling concoction down. Oddly, while it carried an odor not unlike raw sewage, it tasted like raspberries and honeysuckle nectar. When the brew hit my stomach, it created a warm sensation in my belly that slowly spread to my limbs. Within moments, I began to feel like myself.

“Huh. That wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be.” I glanced at Plúr. “Remind me to get that recipe from you, after we deal with Nemain.”

I tried to sound confident, but the others could sense my lack thereof. When I looked around the room to search their faces—and Ásgeir’s beady eyes—all I saw was concern. Somehow, I doubted all that worry was for my benefit.

Ásgeir cleared his throat, spoiling the silence. “Colin, what’s your plan?”

“None of you can stand against Nemain. When she shows, she’ll likely bring along a ton of undead and who knows what sort of unseelie fae. I believe she’ll attack the anti-portal wards first, so leave their protection to me.”

“Then what are we to do?” Oscar asked.

“Nothing until she breaks through,” I replied. “I imagine she’ll try sending some of her forces here, just as soon as she’s able. There’ll be some nasty surprises for whatever she sends, but I’ll still need to split our forces to defend the oakling.”

I pointed at Oisín and Plúr. “I want you two here to lead the defense of the fortress and keep our troops organized. Oisín will retain command while I’m gone, and I want Plúr setting up our aid stations and making sure our wounded are cared for as needed.”

The two nodded, Oisín thoughtfully, and his daughter, reluctantly. After noting her apparent reticence, I turned to address her brother.

“Oscar, I need your units on the border ASAP. If anything comes through, I want them to break on our cavalry. No mercy. Ásgeir and I will take the pegasi and maintain a mobile command and support unit from the air.”

I stood on shaky legs, just as a tremendous horn blast sounded in the distance. It was almost bestial in nature, as if a gathering of dragons all roared and bellowed in unison. The trumpeting blare resonated so forcefully, it caused a vibration that thrummed up through my boots from the stone floor of the keep.

“That’d be Nemain’s battle cry,” Oisín said as he gave me a grim look. “She’s here, lad. The war fer’ Mag Mell’s begun.”


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN




In response, I sent everyone off to their appointed tasks while pulling Plúr aside. She looked at me questioningly, and perhaps with just a smidgen of defiance after being assigned to our rear echelon. I motioned her to silence until her brother and father had left the room.

When they were gone, I began readying my gear as I gave her my final instructions. “Listen, I didn’t just assign you hospital duty because you’re our best healer.”

“You’re telling me that you’re not as chauvinistic as you let on?” She flashed a wry smile. “Tell me what you need.”

“Besides me, you’re the only one who can get everyone out of here. I need you to start working on escape portals for the troops.”

Plúr shook her head. “Oscar and my father won’t like it. They swore oaths to protect that sapling.”

“That’s why we’re keeping this to ourselves,” I said as I tightened the straps that held Dyrnwyn in place. “Don’t speak a word of this to anyone, but from what I can tell, the little druid oak I planted is dying.”

“Oh.” Her eyes widened, then narrowed. “Foul news, indeed.”

“That’s not the worst of it. When you found me in that fugue state earlier, I’d just tried communicating with the spirit of Mag Mell. It overwhelmed me with nonsense information, and I think that’s why I couldn’t snap out of my druid trance.”

“Meaning, you can’t draw on the land’s power.”

“Precisely. Ol’ hatchet-face sure knew what she was doing when she tricked me into releasing that spell inside the wards.”

“Shite.”

“And then some.” I adjusted my pistol belt and checked my extra mags while I considered what to say next. “The thing is, I have no idea how to stop Nemain. Without the ability to tap into Mag Mell, I’m no better than the average human wizard.”

“What are you saying, Colin?”

“I’m saying that I’m not letting you and all those warriors out there die on my behalf. If I fall, your job is to portal everyone the hell out of here.”

“You’re mad. As I said, Father will never stand for it, and Oscar will throw fits if he thinks you’re tossing your life away to save the fian.”

“Oh, I won’t throw my life away. If we’re forced to give this place up, I intend to make sure it costs Nemain, big time. But I can’t do that if I have to worry about saving everyone else.”

Plúr frowned deeply. “So it’s the great heroic sacrifice for you, then. What are you planning to do?”

“Honestly? I don’t know yet. But when I give the signal to evacuate, I want you ready to act. Deal?”

“I could say no,” she said, cocking her head. “I gave an oath to protect the oak as well.”

“True. But if there’s no oak to protect, your duty is to save your family and followers.”

After a moment’s deliberation, she clucked her tongue at me. “Fine. But you’d best not die, cousin. Not this late in the game.”

“I don’t intend to.” I winked mischievously, hoping it’d give the impression that I had something up my sleeve. “Just be ready to roll when I give the order.”

“Yes, oh great master druid.” Her tone was irreverent, but the quick hug she gave me wasn’t. “Don’t get yourself killed, or I’ll come across the Veil myself to kick your arse.”

She hurried out of the room before any additional awkwardness ensued. Although Plúr was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever known, that brief moment of physical contact merely made me think of Fallyn. I wondered where she was, what she was doing, and if I’d ever get the chance to see her again.

No time for that now. I need to give Nemain a proper greeting.

I looked to my left, where Ásgeir patiently awaited my command. “Let’s go, old troll. We’ve got some god-slaying to do.”

“You sound so confident, it almost makes me eager to accompany you on this suicide mission.” The troll tilted his fedora at a rakish angle. “Forsooth, my liege, it seems I have the stones for at least one more battle.”

“Stones.” I chuckled. “I see what you did there. Hang on tight, we’re headed to the stables.”

I had the port-a-oak take us to the pegasi. When we appeared, we found that both now wore bitless bridles and saddles, and each had been fitted with thin, light, flexible metal armor. On closer examination, the armor revealed itself to be of a fine make. Oscar’s armorers had even removed a few pieces to allow for the range of motion the winged horses needed to fly.

Smoke and Valor were in an excited state, stamping and snorting as the hostlers handed their reins over to us. We saddled up, and I leaned over to whisper softly in Valor’s ear. Soon she settled down, with Smoke following her lead.

I glanced at Ásgeir. “You ready to go smoke this crow?”

“I prefer mine flame-roasted, but yes.”

Despite the nervousness I felt, I had to laugh. “Then let’s do this.”

I nudged Valor toward the open bailey and gave the horse a playful kick of my heels. “Let’s go, girl. Show these Irish sons of guns what you can do.”

Valor reared up on her hind legs and whinnied loudly, scattering the handlers. When her forehooves touched down, she took off like a rocket straight at the fortress wall across the way. Just when I thought we might crash she leapt into the air, flapping her wings with enough force to take us skyward past the inner ramparts.

Once we cleared the parapets, I gave her a slight nudge and a light tug on her reins. Just a little guidance was all it took to bring her about on a heading toward the entrance to my territory. After checking to make certain Ásgeir and Smoke were still with me, I gave Valor her head and sped off to start a war with a goddess.
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When we arrived at the border, the wyverns were circling overhead, just this side of the wards. Brightclaw was shrieking up a storm at the invaders, with Crookedfang and Strongjaw joining in at turns. Down below in a section of forest untouched by the blight, our troops were forming up for battle. Miles behind us, Oscar’s cavalry approached the border at a rapid canter, likely to save their steeds for the coming battle.

Past the edge of my forest, Nemain’s forces were gathered on the sloped grassy plain that led from the mountain pass by which they’d entered. Thousands of unseelie fae and demons made up her legions, which were comprised of bánánachs, bócanachs, spriggans, and demna aeóir.

Bánánachs were female creatures akin to banshees, pale ladies who haunted battlefields, feeding on the chaos and gore. They were known to finish off the wounded directly with their sharp nails and teeth. Bánánachs could also turn the tide of battle by striking fear into the enemy with their long, keening wails. Likely as not, they were what we’d heard when we were in Lugh’s lands.

Bócanachs were their male counterparts, goat-headed demons that possessed great strength and an even greater bloodlust. The dusky, hairy brutes were mostly armed with clubs, crude maces, and makeshift poleaxes, but their weaponry wasn’t the issue. In numbers, they’d swarm a battlefield, overcoming the enemy host in a frenzy of killing, cannibalism, and desecration.

The spriggans had likely come for the promise of great oaks, shady glens, and cool streams to inhabit. It was their way to foul nature’s beauty with their presence, hiding out as they waited for the opportunity to ambush unwary passersby. The green men were short and lanky, with bark-like skin, leafy hair and beards, thin features, and large feet and hands. Fire would send them running, but I couldn’t easily burn them if they managed to gain a foothold in my forest.

Finally, demna aeóir were the sky demons of legend. They came in many forms, but in this case, they took the shape of large, misty black battle crows. They would be Nemain’s aerial forces, attacking from the sky and harassing my troops on the ground.

When I drew near her forces, Nemain arrived via portal, with wretched fanfare and a great screeching of her host. The cacophony of battle horns we’d heard earlier had been the cries of the bánánachs, pitching their voices to sound like the brass and horn instruments ancient armies used to signal their troops. They took up their cries again as their mistress arrived, letting all and sundry know that the Battle Crow had come for land and blood.

I set Valor down a few hundred feet from the forest’s edge on our side, dismounting so I could walk the remainder of the way to the open plain. Ásgeir followed behind, along with three platoons of our best archers. As we drew close, I motioned for the archers to remain hidden but at the ready, just in case Nemain ordered a probing charge.

When I emerged from the forest’s shadows, I unsheathed Dyrnwyn and held it high. I knew it would blaze brightly in the presence of all that fae and demonic filth at my doorstep, drawing their attention to my presence. The sword did as expected, shining like a beacon against the gathering dark that had formed around Nemain and her forces.

As if on cue, all eyes turned to me. No sooner had I been spotted than the goddess raised a gloved hand, signaling the tall, pale, keening white ladies to silence. Dyrnwyn did its part as well, as those bright flames of judgment served to have a chilling effect on the chittering, braying ruckus raised by the remaining gathered horde.

I lowered the sword and pointed it at Nemain, who stood at the front line of her troops some two-hundred yards distant. “You’re not welcome here, old crow. Leave before I clip your wings.”

She scoffed, the perfect expression to suit her sharp, homely features. “Bold words for one whose powers wane e’en as we speak. You’re no match for me without Mag Mell’s magic.”

“I’m a druid and a Fomorian. I always have a few tricks up my sleeve, and I do not fall easily in battle.”

“But you will fall.” She glanced left and right at the troops gathered behind her. “My offer remains. Yield the land to me an’ serve me thereafter. I’m a gracious ruler, despite my reputation, an’ I’ll reward you handsomely for your service. Or, you may choose to die at my hands.”

A quote came to mind just then: ‘Choose you this day whom you will serve.’ As for me, I sure wasn’t going to pledge myself to this jumped up, magic-stealing child of Danu. She might be powerful and scary as hell, but I hadn’t come all this way just to give up my birthright the first time the Tuath Dé came knocking.

I smiled and said one word. “Loose.”

My archers stepped out from their hiding places, releasing a hundred arrows into the sky. They rained down on the first two rows of Nemain’s forces, felling a few dozen and wounding twice that number. A few fell toward the goddess herself, but they were deflected at the last second, plunging harmlessly into the ground.

Nemain’s eyes tightened as she answered in a dangerously low voice. “Then you’ve made your choice. So be it.”
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Rather than call out an attack, she lifted her face to the sky. The goddess began singing a mournful dirge in an extinct dialect of proto-Celtic, one I recognized from my study of the old man’s library. Nemain started at a low volume, then she magically raised her voice such that the song echoed off the hills and cliffs behind her, then back into the woods where I stood.

The longer she sang, the more dissonant the tune became, and the more chilling the effect. She wove her magic into her voice, casting a spell that ate into your soul, chipping away at your courage until your knees buckled and you wanted to run. Yet, you couldn’t because you were frozen in place, doomed to listen to that tune until the final note.

I knew I was being glamoured as soon as she opened her mouth, so I cast a silence spell over Ásgeir and I immediately. Yet, the song still bled through somehow, just a few notes here and there. It was enough to addle my thoughts, keeping me from coming to the aid of my archers.

As I looked on in that baffled state, all three platoons dropped their weapons and marched out of the forest into the grassy field ahead. The closer they came to Nemain, the worse the effect her song had on them. Soon their eyes, ears, and noses began to bleed freely, and their feet began to drag.

Though their expressions told me they struggled to escape her spell, all proved to be powerless against it. A single song and a few notes—that was all it took for the brave men and women of our fian to become mere puppets under the influence of Nemain’s magic. When they were within a hundred feet of the goddess, she raised and lowered her right hand. Instantly, the remaining demons and fae in the first two lines of her company fell upon my soldiers.

They were a literal ravening horde. The goat demons didn’t even bother using their weapons—they simply devoured my troops like rabid dogs, starting with any exposed bits of flesh and working from there. Several bánánachs stood close by, inhaling a bloody red mist that arose from the carnage, reveling and reeling with every breath as they wailed and moaned to help keep my soldiers glamoured.

Meanwhile, the demonic crows circled overhead. They dove to feed on scraps, and occasionally finished off anyone left alive after the goat-headed demons had moved on to other victims. As for the spriggans, they stood back, each turning a keen eye to the forests where their chosen prey remained.

Within moments, Nemain’s song ended, just as the last of our wounded gave their final dying gasps. The demonic horde remained at their task, gorging and feeding on raw flesh and entrails, turning the grass into a slick, bloody, gore-covered mess. I’d seen a lot in my time, but watching those men and women be devoured alive made my stomach churn.

Growling with rage, I readied Mogh’s Scythe, intending to cut that cannibalistic host down in a single fell swoop. Just when I was about to loose the spell, a great shriek sounded from above. As I craned my head to see where it came from, the three wyverns swooped low above the forest, diving from on high to strafe the mass of monsters feeding out on the plain.

“No…” I whispered as I attempted to open a telepathic connection with the wyverns. To my horror, I still suffered from the aftereffects of being glamoured, and that interfered with my ability to communicate directly with the drakes.

When my efforts to shake off the remaining effects of Nemain’s spell failed, I drew on simpler magicks, amplifying my voice to be heard over the enemy’s gibbering chatter. Despite that magical augmentation, my words came out as a hoarse, stuttering rasp, rather than the clear, booming shout I’d intended.

“St-stop, Brightclaw. Come b-back to your master.”

Then they were gone, having flown far out on the plain in the few seconds it took for me to attempt communication. The three great wyverns strafed the still feeding demons with their talons, piercing and slicing them apart at first pass. With their mass, size, and velocity, that initial attack fairly scattered Nemain’s exposed troops.

Yet, even at this distance, I could see the look of satisfaction on Nemain’s face. Not only had she intended this as a show of force, she also wanted to draw us out where we could be harmed. I was certain she’d hoped I would make that mistake, but it seemed any target would do.

Just as she’d done at the junkyard, the goddess snatched her mace from her belt and threw it in one smooth, rapid motion. It flew like a missile straight at Brightclaw, who’d taken the lead position in the attack.

The battle-hardened drake was keen to such tactics, and he’d obviously expected missile fire from below. He spotted the incoming object and swerved, but the mace had been thrown by a god. While it missed the wyvern’s head, it struck his wing just past the shoulder, shattering his hollow bones and causing his wing to crumple.

Brightclaw shrieked as his wing collapsed, then he rolled sideways and pitched head first into the grassy earth. After his initial impact, he tumbled end over end several times, landing not fifty feet from Nemain’s feet. Meanwhile, the other two wyverns banked upwards to gain altitude for a dive, clearly in hopes of saving their sire.

No, it’s too late, I told them, as I finally managed to speak through our telepathic link. You must come back—now.

HELP BRIGHTCLAW, Strongjaw replied. SAVE CLAN FATHER.

You can’t. You’ll die if you try. The enemy’s clan mother is too strong.

Strongjaw and Crookedfang seemed determined to follow their leader to the same fate, so I was forced to lock them down with a mental command. They’d resent me for it later, but for now at least, I could focus on saving Brightclaw.

Nemain strode directly toward the downed drake, magically recalling her weapon as she went. I could barely make her out through the throng of demons and fae feeding on our people, but I still couldn’t get a clear shot with a spell. A druidic casting would take too long, so I resorted to firepower to stop her.

I had a .50 caliber sniper rifle buried somewhere in my Bag, but by the time I located it, Brightclaw would already be dead. Instead, I drew my Glock and began firing at the goddess with slow, careful aim.

I aimed the first round center mass, hoping that cold iron would pierce her thickened Tuath Dé skin. The round bounced off her leather cuirass with a whining ping, such that I may as well have been shooting steel plate. The second and third shots were aimed at her head. The goddess raised her mace to thwart me, then she sang a few notes at the large group of killers that stood between us.

When they heard the command, the goat demons bunched up, climbing atop each other in a dog pile to block my shot. When I saw what was happening, I cursed aloud at all deific treachery. Having no choice left, I cast my chameleon spell and a second silence spell on myself and ran out onto the field, pouring on speed as I skirted the demon horde.

Sight obscured, all I could do was listen as I ran full-tilt toward Brightclaw and Nemain. First, I heard the wyvern’s roar, then a crunch and a yelp.

DROOT HELP.

The proud, brave wyvern’s plaintive cry broke me just then. He’d come here expecting a safe haven, a place to breed, raise his offspring, and grow his clan. And all this time the wyvern had done everything I asked, patrolling the skies to help keep Mag Mell safe. Brightclaw didn’t deserve to die like this, alone on a battlefield facing an implacable and invincible foe.

I’m coming, I mentally shouted as I ran with all I had. Brightclaw, answer me. Please, just hang on.

But for all my pleading assurances, I heard only silence in return. When I rounded the throng of goat-demons and pale ladies feeding on our fallen, I stopped dead in my tracks.

Brightclaw had been slain and beheaded, his severed skull crushed by Nemain’s mace. She’d produced a sword from somewhere, which she was using to skin the wyvern. A growl began deep in my chest, rising in volume as I emptied the remainder of the Glock’s magazine at Nemain.

Two rounds bounced off her cuirass, but a couple hit her in the legs. At least one sunk into bare flesh, but it more or less expanded and got stuck just below the skin. Nemain turned toward me when she felt the sting of the round in her calf, smiling a bloody grin with her sword in one hand and her mace in the other.

I’ll be damned. She’s eating Brightclaw raw.

I wouldn’t be lying if I said I fucking lost it. Casting on the fly, I unleashed all the spells I had on standby, which included two fireballs, a lightning bolt, and Mogh’s Scythe.

First Nemain batted away the fireballs, then she grounded herself by thrusting the sword in the soil. Extending her mace, she caught the brunt of the lightning bolt by the twelve-sided head, allowing it to run through her from arm to arm and into the earth below.

Hair standing on end and nostrils smoking, her grin widened as she withdrew the sword and front-flipped over the final spell. How she managed it was a mystery to me, but she was a goddess, after all. By means unknown, she saw the spell coming and pulled a Matrix-style move that saved her from being cut down by druid magic.

I reached the goddess just as she landed on her feet after the flip. Without slowing down, I tried tackling her by diving in low to pick her up off the ground. My plan was to get in close where her weapons would be no use, to get on top of her, and then to beat her into a bloody pulp.

In response, she laughed and released her weapons, then she grabbed me by the shoulders. Nemain rolled with the takedown, landing on her back while pulling with her hands and planting a foot right in my gut. Then she kicked and yeeted me more than halfway across the wide, sloping plain.


CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN




As I flew through the air, high above Nemain’s wicked, demonic host, I realized a critical detail had escaped my attention. That was, Nemain had been studying me. Not only recently, but likely since my battle with Diarmuid Ua Duibhne.

I knew this because she’d just used my own move against me. Tomoe nage was one of my favorite judo throws. Not only did she use the same throw I favored, she used it exactly as I did. The same grip, the same foot placement, waiting until just the right moment to kick, and pulling to increase the velocity of the throw—all those details made her throw identical to mine.

The fact that I’d been able to shoot her in the leg had been a fluke, just sheer good luck. That was only because I’d lost my cool and gone ballistic, and look what it got me. All I could think as gravity took over was that I’d pissed off a war goddess who knew all my moves.

I am so fucked.

I hit hard on landing, and despite being ready for it, I rolled for at least another fifty yards. The way I landed, it was easy to spot me, as I’d left a nice divot and a long trail of trampled grass in my wake. When I finally came to a stop, I looked up just in time to see a black blur speeding across the battlefield at me, with the whole fae and demonic host following.

Oh, shit. Time to retreat.

As I teleported away, I sent a message to the port-a-oak to teleport Ásgeir back to safety as well. I’d left him at the edge of the forest when I attacked Nemain. If I knew him, he was out here somewhere trying to assist me. We both appeared just inside the ward line, where I could survey the carnage my miscalculations had wrought.

A hundred of our troops lay dead on the battlefield, their remains nothing more than scraps of flesh, chunks of bone, and the remnants of their armor and weapons. The demons that had slain them now fought over the spoils of war, swords, daggers, and small trinkets that once meant something to the men and women I’d sentenced to death with my stupidity.

Not yet fully chastised by the bloody scene, I shifted my gaze to where Brightclaw had fallen. Other demons and fae were now butchering him, finishing the job that Nemain had started. A foul, dark mist had risen from the grassland, concealing much of what they’d done, but I could see enough to know they were desecrating the wyvern’s body.

Although it was difficult to connect with the plain while Nemain’s evil influence affected it, I did what I could. Stretching my native druid powers to their limits, I caused the earth to swallow the wyvern’s corpse whole. It was the least I could do for the poor creature, after failing him so miserably just moments before.

Even my ‘I saw red’ moment was a fucking joke. What a disaster this day has been.

The goddess stood on the open plain, gloating in a magically amplified voice so she could be heard above the din. “In battle I have no match, druid, an’ I have taken your measure. I weighed an’ sifted you like so much wheat, long before this brief scuffle an’ slaughter. Relent, an’ perhaps I’ll allow the remainder of your fian to live.”

She continued to yammer, but I tuned her out. Anyway, I’d heard it all before. ‘You’re doomed. Give up. Your surrender will earn you a spiteful, backhanded mercy.’

How I hated the gods.

Just as the last bit of Brightclaw’s corpse sank beneath the earth, the troll tapped me on the shoulder. Despite my utter failure at achieving a damaging opening salvo, for the moment at least, we were safe. Almost as an afterthought, I lifted the silence spell I’d cast on Ásgeir earlier so he could speak.

“You appear quite bedraggled, Colin. Perhaps it would be best if you cleaned up before reporting back to your waiting troops.”

I acknowledged him with a barely perceptible nod, then I turned my attention back to Nemain and her host. Initial contact had been a debacle, and that was a fact. If I had to sum our situation up in a word, that word would be ‘fucked.’

We were outnumbered three-to-one by a vicious, supernatural army led by a tactical genius who knew my every move. Except for that one lucky shot, she’d effortlessly neutralized my every effort to hurt her. To make things worse, she’d cut me off from most of my available magic.

Shit. I honestly don’t know if we can win under these conditions.

“Go back and report to Oscar. Tell him of their numbers, describe everything you’ve seen, but go easy on the minor ass-kicking I just took. Tell him to post scouts and to prepare for a full-scale invasion.”

“Where are you going?”

I ran a hand over my chin stubble. “I’m going to run an errand and see if I can come up with a way to save us.”

He grunted. “Then go, and be quick. Your absence will make the troops nervous, and they need their leader at such a crucial moment.”

“I’ll only be a few minutes. Tell Oscar I’m right behind you.”

Ásgeir gave a slight bow that I didn’t deserve, then he trudged off through the trees. I watched him for a few moments, then I asked the druid oak to take me back to Austin. Moments later, I stood behind the Pack clubhouse, out by the storage shed where Fallyn and I always used to meet.

Inside the clubhouse, the place was jumping. Music blared from the sound system, raucous laughter echoed from within, and the smell of alcohol and weed carried on the evening breeze. I listened to the Pack as they partied, thinking of better times as I waited, alone.

It only took a minute for Fallyn to catch my scent and join me. When she strolled out, she took one look at me and snorted.

“You look like hammered shit.”

“I’ll tell you all about it, but we don’t have much time.” I grabbed her by the hand, eliciting a slight, almost imperceptible tension in her shoulders and a widening of her eyes. “Let’s talk, someplace private.”

“Okay, then. I’m all yours.”

Once I had her consent, I sent a message to the port-a-oak.

Take us to the Grove.
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We sat in the shade of a tall maple on a patch of short, lush grass that smelled clean and new, a combination of oxygen, chlorophyll, and earth magic. A babbling brook and two songbirds played off each other in the background, and the false sun shone brightly from a clear blue sky overhead.

It would’ve been the perfect moment, had it not been for the events leading up to our meeting. Occasionally, I’d stare at her and lose my train of thought, then be forced to ask for her help in finding it again. As I spoke, I longed for the good old times Fallyn and I had spent here together.

It took about half an hour to explain the situation to Fallyn. I started with the pegasi theft, then Lord Fraggle Rock’s appearance. I told her how I’d broken the circlet, which in turn released the magical infection. Then I described Nemain’s appearance and her threat, and finally the awful consequences of the terrible mistake I’d made earlier.

Fallyn listened patiently until I was done, nodding and maintaining eye contact to let me know she was paying attention. When I finished, she gave a slow shake of her head and snort-chuckled softly.

“Hey, be serious. I got people killed today. Brightclaw died a horrible death, and he was just trying to protect me. Show some respect.”

Her expression sobered as she replied. “I’m not laughing at that, Colin. Give me some credit, for fuck’s sake. I’m just amazed at the shit you get yourself into, even after all this time. It’s like you want to pick fights with these gods or something.”

“I assure you, I don’t. They come looking for me. Except this time, almost a hundred of Oisín’s warriors and a wyvern paid the price.” I looked at myself and spread my hands wide. “Me? I didn’t even get a scratch. Maybe I’m just not cut out to lead people.”

“You want my first bit of advice? Blaming yourself won’t do anyone much good.”

I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees. “You weren’t there. As soon as Nemain charmed everyone, her demons ripped those people apart. They didn’t even have a chance in hell to defend themselves. Shit, I didn’t have a chance to defend them, either.”

“Oh, poor you.” She gave me a playful nudge, but I wasn’t in the mood.

“Stop. This isn’t a pity party, it’s me experiencing the heavy weight of guilt. I guess when I asked my relatives to help me rebuild the order, I never realized people might die for that cause.”

“Please. You knew that all along, since plenty of people have already died helping you. Ed, Sabine, Finnegas, even Hemi, although he came back. People die around you because they’re willing to die for you. If you haven’t accepted that by now, you may as well pack it in.”

“Easy for you to say.” I exhaled heavily as I pressed the pressure point between my eyes with my thumb. “You don’t know what it’s like to see your friends die and be powerless to stop it.”

“Whoa, hold it right there. I’m an alpha—I know how it feels to lose members of your pack. I’m well aware that it’s worse when it’s your decision that gets them killed.”

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have assumed. I’m just a little shook up right now.”

She laid a hand on my arm. “It’s understandable. This is the first time you’ve had a setback that involved major casualties.”

“You make it sound like it’s no big deal.”

“‘Generals give the commands, and soldiers die,’” she said in a passable imitation of her father. “It’s one of the first things Samson taught me about being an alpha.”

“That sounds like something your dad would say.” I ran a hand over my face. “I just wish that Finnegas had prepared me for this sort of thing. Hell, I wish Finnegas were here.”

“You wish he was here so he could shoulder the guilt and blame. Well, guess what? The torch has been passed. Tag, you’re it. You’d best get used to it if you’re going to pull this thing off.”

“This time, I don’t know if I can. Nemain is different. She’s cold and calculating, and I don’t think she makes mistakes.”

“Everyone makes mistakes, even gods. Especially the gods because they’re so fucking arrogant. Believe me, I know—I’ve lived with them.” Fallyn smiled crookedly. “Besides, it’s not like you haven’t been here before. Not at this specific juncture, mind, but you’ve faced similar threats.”

“I don’t know, Fallyn,” I said as I scratched under my eye with a knuckle. “Nemain seems to have me all figured out.”

Fallyn raised her eyebrows as she nodded her agreement. “She probably does. Knowing how the gods think, she’s likely been planning this for some time, watching you while she lined things up in her favor.”

“You’re not making me feel any better about this. Essentially, you’re saying I walked right into her trap.”

“Yep. It’s pretty much an inevitability when you’re dealing with the gods, because they’re so good at manipulating mortals. You think I wanted to be abducted and mind-wiped by my mother? Please.”

I tongued a molar as I considered her perspective. “So regardless of what I might’ve done, Nemain would’ve figured out a way to infect Mag Mell with her magic. That still doesn’t tell me how to beat her.”

Fallyn smacked me on the shoulder. “Don’t be a dumb-shit. You know how to defeat her. Or at least you would, if you used every tool at your disposal.”

I scowled and looked away. “You know how I feel about that.”

“Yes, and I know why. You don’t like relying on the fae part of your heritage, any more than you used to like being half-Fomorian. But it’s who you are, and you’re wasting an advantage by not using that power.”

Fallyn was referring to the magical insight I gained when I used Fionn’s fae magic—a power he stole from my master, Finnegas. The old man had tasked Fionn with cooking the Salmon of Knowledge for him, but Fionn ‘accidentally’ stole the salmon’s magic while Finnegas had his back turned.

A bit of that magic had been passed down to me. I hated using it because I didn’t like relying on fae magic for something I should be able to do myself. Even worse, fae magic always came with a price. I wasn’t sure what it was in this instance, but something told me I’d pay the toll down the road—just like Gwydion.

“I don’t know. Sometimes I worry that if I only ever use my Fomorian and fae talents, one day I’ll wake up and find there’s nothing human left in me at all. The last thing I’d ever want is to end up like Click—neither mortal nor god, and a complete lunatic.”

Fallyn hooked her arm in mine and leaned into me. “Do you remember back when we first met? How you came to my dad to learn how to control your ríastrad?”

“Of course. You hated me back then.”

“I didn’t hate you, I envied you, because Dad was investing so much of himself in your training.”

“You serious? I never knew that.”

“Duh.” She pointed a thumb at herself. “Daddy’s little girl, right? Like I was going to let some stupid druid apprentice get between me and Samson.”

“I guess I never looked at it that way. Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be, because it brought us together,” she said with tenderness in her voice. “Back then, you resisted embracing your Fomorian powers for fear of losing yourself. Yet, you eventually reconciled with that part of you. Now, it’s just who you are.”

“So?”

The alpha gave me a playful nudge with her elbow. “So, silly, you haven’t changed. You might be a lot stronger and more resilient on the outside, but on the inside you’re still that same thoughtful, selfless ‘Junkyard Druid’ I fell in love with way back when.”

She was looking at me like I was something special, but I sure didn’t feel like it at the moment. I held her gaze, then I turned away in shame.

“But I have changed. I’m colder now, and more willing to do harm. I killed Aengus without a second thought, and I felt zero remorse over it. What does that make me, Fallyn? A half-Fomorian killer?”

“What it makes you is human. It means you’re willing to do what it takes to save the people you love.” She sniffed, crinkling her fine, pert nose. “Besides, that killing was justified. Anyone could see that.”

“You’ve been watching too much Raylan Givens.”

“Be warned—if Timothy Olyphant ever shows up wearing boots and a cowboy hat, speaking in a southern drawl, you’re fucked. Until such time, however, you’re stuck with me.”

“I’ll kick his skinny ass if he does.”

She smiled as little flecks of gold appeared in her irises. “There he is—there’s my golden boy.”

We kissed, passionately but also with a sort of first-time awkwardness that colored the moment with innocence. Eventually, we were forced to come up for air, and I remembered why I’d brought her here.

“That was nice. But it still doesn’t solve my problem.”

She pursed her lips as if considering the issue. “Okay, then here’s the real lesson on leadership. If your people are willing to sacrifice and lay their lives down for a common cause, then you have to be willing to make sacrifices as well. The guilt when you fuck up and the things you give up are the cost of being a leader.”

I chewed on that for a moment, and humphed. “That’s—pretty profound.”

“Samson was a good teacher.” Fallyn poked me in the forehead. “And remember, you have to solve your problem. Me? I’m just here to cheer you on.”

Despite my dark mood, I managed a wan smile. “Um, thanks, I guess?”

“You can thank me later by fucking my brains out, after you kick Nemain’s ass. I’ll be here when you get back.”

“You don’t want me to take you back to the clubhouse?”

Her brow knit with consternation. “Are you kidding me? This is the most peace and quiet I’ve had since Bleys showed up and fucked up the good thing we had. While you’re off settling matters with Nemain, I’m going to take a dip in the pond and work on my tan.”

“Okay then.”

“Okay is right. Now shoo, go suck your thumb and come up with a solution to all this shit you stirred up. Just don’t get too beat up when it comes time to act, because I fully intend to ride you like a bucking bronc when you’re through.”


CHAPTER
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While Fallyn’s pep talk wouldn’t resurrect the dead, it did strengthen my resolve. They’d given their lives protecting me, and I’d be damned if I let that sacrifice go to waste.

No matter the personal cost.

Newly motivated, I found a quiet spot in the Grove where I could chew on my thumbnail to activate Fionn’s magic. As I triggered the talent, a fey sensation fell over me, a kind of glowing warmth that started in my chest. It almost felt like my body was being invaded by a foreign presence, yet I remained in full control of my faculties while using the power.

The warmth spread outward, first to my abdomen, then to my neck, limbs, face, and hands, until my whole body tingled. Along with that sensation came a calm clarity, as if a veil had been lifted from my consciousness. Instantly, I saw all matters clearly, perceiving facts and drawing conclusions with a mind that was free from preconceptions and false assumptions.

With the wisdom of the Salmon of Knowledge flowing through me, I examined the present situation from top to bottom. Soon, several discrepancies began to stand out amidst the chaos. Specifically, Nemain’s behavior and motivations during the entire affair.

I started by reviewing the history of the triad of goddesses who were collectively known as the Morrígna. Once there had been a single goddess called the Morrígan, who had also been the Dagda’s wife. Yet, she’d faded into the pages of myth and legend over time, leaving her legacy to Nemain, Badb, and Macha.

Maybe that’s why the Dagda is always so grumpy. The old giant hasn’t gotten any in centuries.

As I understood it, the way the Morrígna worked was that the three goddesses shared the power of the Morrígan via an oath-bond of magic. Presumably, this allowed them to perform the Morrígan’s duties as a war goddess, part-time psychopomp, and protector of the Tuath Dé in the original goddess’ absence.

Of the three, Nemain and Badb were said to have been close. Rumor had it that Macha had always been a sort of third wheel in that triad, while the other two oath-sisters were thick as thieves. Yet, I found it hard to believe that Nemain would hatch a grand scheme to take over Mag Mell merely to avenge her sister.

More likely, the old crow had been planning to make a move on Mag Mell for some time. But why hadn’t she done so before I claimed the land? Between the time of Tethra’s death and my return, the place had been wide open for conquering.

It was possible that Badb wanted first crack at capturing Mag Mell. Between her and Nemain, Badb had seemed to be more fluent with standard sorcery and witchcraft. My guess was that she thought she could subjugate the land and tame its spirit by force, then take its power for herself.

But why would Nemain decide to invade now? The land had been mine since I claimed it during my battle with Badb, after I chanted the Teinm Laída. What prompted her to act? What had changed?

The oakling. Nemain must think it’s my oak and the source of my druid power.

Truly, she’d only shown up after I planted that little oak sapling in the courtyard. Whether she sought to destroy it or take its power for herself remained a mystery, although I was betting on the former. Regardless, its presence was the only factor that had changed before Nemain conspired to invade.

Destroying my oak and stealing Mag Mell would put me back at square one regarding my capabilities as a druid master. Without an oak and grove, I’d be just another mortal, bound to a limited lifespan and denied the means of cultivating real power. And without my connection to Mag Mell, I’d lack the means of fending off the gods while I trained new druids and rebuilt the order.

Yet, the time for hoping I could heal the oakling and lift Nemain’s spell from the land was over. Nemain, being the war goddess and skilled tactician that she was, had expertly put me in an even worse spot than she realized. With my real oak still on the mend and Nemain’s magic denying me access to Mag Mell’s power, I was royally screwed.

My only hope for surviving this mess was in dealing with her directly, a seemingly impossible task. She’d already proven to be a formidable enemy, possibly even more powerful than her oath-sister, Badb. Ready or not, the Bloody Crow had arrived, and I would have to defeat her to ensure the future of druidkind.

But how?

I spent considerable time ruminating on that very question. After several hours of mulling it over, I devised a plan. It was a dangerous scheme, one that gambled on certain inferences I’d made about Nemain’s magic. Yet, it was better than what I had before I triggered the magical insight I’d inherited from Finn McCool.

After getting a good luck kiss from Fallyn—a rather awkward, distracting kiss, as I’d found her sunbathing in the buff—I checked in on my Oak. It was still healing in a somewhat torpid state at the center of the Grove. That was just as well, as I needed it out of the way while I dealt with Nemain.

From there, I had the port-a-oak send me back to Mag Mell. Due to the time differential within the Grove, only minutes had passed in my demesne. In that short time, Nemain’s forces had already amassed at the edge of the forest, and the magical infection had come dangerously close to weakening my wards.

Soon, the infection would breach our defenses and the goddess would be free to travel inside my demesne at will. I needed to draw her into my trap before that happened, as my plan depended on getting her to chase me on foot. To do so I’d have to place myself in imminent danger, and possibly lose more troops along the way.

As I ran through my plan a final time, a strong desire for vengeance burned within me, begging to be stoked with Nemain’s blood. With that goal in mind, I teleported to the fortress to prepare the oakling for what came next. I only hoped it could hang on long enough to execute the plan, else we’d all be screwed.

From there I located Oisín, Plúr, Oscar, and Ásgeir, explaining what I intended to do and giving each of them instructions for the roles they’d play. Plúr’s was the most critical, as she’d be responsible for minimizing our casualties and securing our final victory. Or, if things went poorly, evacuating everyone while I took the brunt of our defeat.

Next, I teleported a quarter-mile from the border, to a place well hidden from the enemy. There I stripped down to my skivvies and shifted into my full Fomorian form, a ten-foot-tall blend of the Hulk and Quasimodo. As always, transforming required my bones to break and reform, my muscles to stretch and regrow, and my skin to rip apart and heal over a much larger frame and musculature.

Yet, it was worth the pain and effort. What I lost in agility by shifting I made up for in mass, and that was no small advantage in combat. I was many times stronger in this form, with skin as thick and dense as any god, and reflexes that could match most vampires.

Yet another benefit was the subtle shift in mindset the change triggered. Strategy and planning came easily to me in my fully shifted form, even in the midst of battle. Bloodlust was almost a natural state when I fully shifted, and fear a foreign emotion. Fomorians were just built different, and that would provide me with a crucial edge in the coming battle.

Best of all, I was more resistant to magic after initiating a full change. Specifically, I was harder to glamour, and nearly immune to necromancy and other forms of death magic. Moreover, I could cast spells just as readily in this form as I could in my human and half-Fomorian forms—a necessity for what was to happen next.

When the transformation was complete, I drew my greatsword, Orna, from my Bag. Having been made by Fomorian smiths, the blade was giant-sized, extremely durable, and sharp enough to cleave most mundane materials. Once the favored weapon of Tethra, the former master of Mag Mell, it was the only sword large enough for me to use in this form.

Orna was also quasi-intelligent, a rarity among enchanted weapons. That was actually the one downside to using the sword, as it’d been ensorcelled to continually boast about its owner’s accomplishments. When I drew it from the Bag, it immediately started yammering away in the posh British accent it adopted after I acquired it.

“Oh, master, what a pleasant surprise. I must admit, I was getting rather bored inside that Bag of yours, and a bit anxious for fear you’d forgotten me.”

“Orna…”

“Then I thought, ‘What if he’s been slain, and I’m stuck here for all eternity?’ Wouldn’t that be simply dreadful?”

“Orna, please…”

“At least Tethra had the common decency to keep me close, so that another might find me should he meet an untimely end.”

“Orna, be quiet, for heaven’s sakes. The enemy is near.”

For once, the sword waited a beat before it spoke. “My, but that is good news. Tell me, what shall we be slaying on this fine day, hmm?”

“Demons and fae, Orna. Lots of them. Now, please keep your voice down, at least until we enter battle. What I must do next requires a great deal of stealth.”

“Of course, master,” the sword replied in a stage whisper. “Your wish is my reprimand.”

“Ha, ha. It’ll only be for a few minutes. Once the slaughter begins, you can talk as much as you like.”

“Then at such time I shall extol your deeds with both verve and volume. And if I may, sir—I do so look forward to being drenched in a figurative downpour of fae blood and demonic ichor.”

“The experience you’re referring to is commonly known as a ‘bloodbath,’” I said. “Now hush.”

At ten feet tall, it was much more difficult for me to move unobserved. Thankfully, I wouldn’t have to get too close to Nemain’s forces before I announced myself. The next step in my plan was the simplest, and it involved preparing the uncorrupted parts of my forest to receive the enemy.

I walked parallel to the border, speaking to the trees as I imbued them with druid magic. With both voice and will, I convinced them of their power, their might, their majesty, and the great insult that had been done to their siblings by Nemain. Then I told them of the coming invasion, and what I wanted them to do to avenge the land.

Lastly, I removed the magical constraints I’d placed on the death magic infection where it ran nearest to the border, between two of my anti-portal wards. The infection immediately began to move in a nearly straight line toward the plain, leaving a path that would be difficult for the invading force to pass up.

When I was done, I’d nearly depleted my innate magical reserves. I was tempted to try tapping into Mag Mell to top them off again, but I resisted the urge for fear of falling under the dark magic’s sway. Instead, I allowed the Fomorian side of my nature to come to the fore, thinking of glory, bloodshed, and most of all, revenge.

Then I headed for the border.
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Maintaining my standard concealment spells on myself and Orna until the last second, I carefully crept up on the gathered enemy horde. Once I reached the edge of the forest, I dropped both spells as I charged out of the woods like a raging bull. Due to their proximity, I burst from the tree line straight into the midst of the enemy, swinging Orna like a scythe to clear a path.

“Nemain!” I roared as I sliced through a half-dozen demons in a single swing. “I’m here, you haggard, hatchet-faced whore of a godling.”

Leaping into battle alone like that, I must’ve looked stark raving mad. That was precisely the impression I intended, as I wanted the goddess to think I’d succumbed to the magical infection that afflicted my demesne.

Fighting like a whirling dervish while using Orna’s full reach, I mowed down dozens of goat-headed demons and spriggans as I made my way deep within enemy lines. Blood, limbs, and gore flew everywhere in my path. Soon the sword began to delight in the massacre, shouting my praises at full volume.

“Oh, master, you kept your promise. Glory be to the great half-Fomorian druid, McCool the Youngest, who has felled man, fae, Vampyri, and gods alike.”

As I fought through Nemain’s wicked host, her forces did their best to bring me down. The bánánachs held back, keening in a dissonant harmony in an attempt to bewitch me into submission. In response, the primitive Fomorian part of my brain came to the fore, guarding me from being glamoured and goading me on to fight ever more fiercely.

And a good thing, too. Goat-demons and spriggans leapt on me when I wasn’t looking, forcing me to reach back and fling them away. Once, I even grabbed a demon by both legs to use it as a bludgeon against its brethren.

When it became clear that I wouldn’t succumb to magic or numbers, those shadowy, crow-like sky demons swooped down at me from above. Attacking with raw abandon, they clawed and tore at my head and face in an attempt to blind me and turn the battle in their favor. I sliced a couple in two and caught another in my grip, crushing it into a ball of wispy feathers and ichor.

Even so, their talons had done their work. Blood flowed freely down my face as I continued to cleave demons and fae alike, felling everything that entered my path. All the while, Orna kept on talking shit at full volume.

I needed the sword to run its mouth, so I made no move to shut it up. If I knew Orna, eventually the damned thing would say something unwise, sparking Nemain’s anger. Hopefully, it’d be enough to make her chase me into Mag Mell before my wards failed.

Being forged from Fomorian steel and magic, Orna thrived on gore and mayhem. To encourage the sword’s yammering, I fought harder, swinging that great black blade at the enemy like a field hand gathering the autumn harvest. The more blood I shed, the louder Orna’s blathering became.

“All hail Colin the death-bringer, Colin the kingslayer, Colin the giant killer, Colin the wyrm eater, Colin McCool who felled Cade son of Váli, who defeated Samson of the line of Laignech Fáelad, who destroyed Alalngar the Everlasting, who bested Aengus Óg…”

The sword droned on like that, and I kept fighting. But no matter how many of the enemy we slayed, still Nemain held back. Likely, she was waiting for me to tire, or for her forces to overcome me by sheer numbers. In response, I did the only thing I could do—I kept on cutting. Eventually, the motor-mouthed hunk of metal in my hand would have to get her attention.

Soon the both of us were absolutely soaked in blood and carnage. At this point, Orna’s blustering had become so loud, its incessant boasts echoed off the cliffs and mountains that bordered the demesne. It rambled on for some time about my past deeds, embellishing certain details to make me sound more heroic and skipping the parts where I’d failed miserably. Finally, the sword got around to speaking of more recent matters.

“Bow down in fear and trembling to Colin MacCumhaill, strong of arm and keen of wit, who through guile and skill was able to do what no other mortal ever accomplished. Hail he who sundered the Morrígna when he outsmarted Badb Blackcrow and cast her into the deepest abyss. There shall that shiftless, gutless deceiver languish and rot, forevermore.”

At that last line, Nemain responded with a mighty cry of hate and rage, somewhere deep within the enemy lines.

Whelp, that did it.

I turned toward the direction from which the shout had come. There, demon and fae bodies alike flew into the air as their goddess made a frenzied effort to get to me. Soon, her followers realized the danger they were in, and the enemy host parted to allow their mistress easy passage.

When that sea of malformed creatures split apart, it revealed a blocky black blur speeding toward me. Orna’s taunts had unleashed the Havoc of War. Nemain was coming for me.

Behind me, the invaders closed ranks, cutting off my path of escape. I could fight my way out again, but it’d take too much time. Nemain would be on me within seconds, long before I could reach the forest and spring my trap.

I could stand and fight, but I didn’t think I could beat her. Besides, besting her in a hand-to-hand battle wasn’t even the point. My whole plan hinged on leading her deep within Mag Mell, and drawing her forces into a trap.

Then we’d see what was what.

My timing had to be just right for this to work. While I held the goat-men, shades, ghasts, and spriggans at bay with Orna, I kept one eye on Nemain. When she was almost on top of me, I crouched and leapt skyward, up and over the braying, keening mass of demons and fae toward the forest’s edge.

Now deeply enraged by Orna’s boasts, the goddess continued her pursuit, bludgeoning any demon or fae foolish enough to tarry as her forces cleared a path before her. Soon I lost altitude, and with it, line of sight with my pursuer. I descended rapidly, landing right next to the area where I’d allowed the infection to reach the edge of the wood.

Behind me, Nemain shrieked her displeasure. “I vow to grant you a slow, agonizing end, druid. I’ll break your bones an’ let that foul Fomóire blood heal you, then I’ll beat you bloody again. Before all is done, you’ll beg for death an’ count pain a close companion—this, I swear.”

“Do your worst, you jumped up, psychotic, shrieking harridan,” I yelled, slurring my words to make it sound as if I were mentally compromised. “I dare you.”

Soon I heard a crashing in the woods behind me. At first, it was a lone soul, then a whole swathe of forest shook with the passing of Nemain’s host. The earth trembled under their footsteps as they came, bellowing, keening, and wailing like Hell’s own chorus.

In response, the forest begged for permission to act. I took off at a jog toward the fortress, commanding the trees to hold back.

Not yet. Wait.

Suddenly, Nemain emerged from the undergrowth to attack me from behind. The noise had covered her approach, and if I hadn’t been paying attention, she’d have blindsided me. The enraged goddess leapt in the air with her mace raised overhead, high enough to bring it down on my skull and end me.

I turned around in time to roll the blade up in a high, hanging parry to the inside. This allowed me to take the attack on the flat of the blade while deflecting much of the blow’s energy as I moved past. As the weapons clashed, the peel and shriek of enchanted metal colliding rang out in the forest, even as the shock numbed my mighty hands.

Although I’d avoided using a force-on-force block, the sheer violence of the attack nearly knocked Orna from my grip. I’d matched giants blow for blow and could easily bench press a family sedan in this form. The fact that Nemain’s strength might even surpass my own wasn’t lost on me, but somehow, I managed to recover while maintaining my grip on the sword.

And well that I did. As I pivoted to return the attack, Nemain beat me to the punch. She came at me using the heavy mace almost as if it were weightless, swinging and spinning it to attack first from one side, then the other.

I backpedaled quickly, and it was all I could do to parry and evade the series of blows she dealt as I retreated. For close to a minute, she came at me with a rapid-fire sequence of strikes that required her to leap and flip about due to her height disadvantage. In the midst of all that chaos, I was reminded of a famous duel involving laser swords, a certain diminutive green master, and an insidious dark lord.

The little green guy’s voice echoed in my mind as I fought. ‘Receiving an ass-kicking, you are, hmm?’ I’d have laughed if I hadn’t been fighting for my life.

As swordsmen went, I was good with a blade, and that was a fact. I’d been trained by some of the best, and I’d spent decades inside the Grove honing my skills. Yet, it wasn’t long before I accepted that I was greatly outclassed in this encounter.

Nemain was a literal war goddess, an immortal who’d devoted hundreds of lifetimes to perfecting the art of fighting. As one of the greater Tuath Dé, she fought with the agility of the fae, the speed of the Vampyri, and the might of a titan. Despite my size, strength, and reach, I was no match for the Bloody Crow of the Morrígna.

Although I’d managed to fight a running battle thus far, soon enough Nemain’s forces would close in on my flanks. Once they managed to surround us, I’d be forced to stand my ground against their mistress. If I allowed that to happen, Nemain would surely end the long line of McCools that Finnegas had labored so long and hard to preserve.

Thus, the time had come to spring my first trap. With a final exertion of my remaining magic, I sent a mental command to the surrounding forest.

Now.

Instantly, the trees and vegetation came to life. Vines and thick blades of grass grew from the soil below, snagging Nemain’s feet and whipping at her legs. It wasn’t enough to entrap her, but it did slow her enough for me to temporarily disengage.

Far behind where her forces remained obscured, their savage snarls and bloodcurdling wails soon became cries of fear and dismay. Too late, the enemy began to panic and flee, as far out at the edge of the wood, thick brambles, thorny locusts, and spiked hawthorns were already weaving together to cut off their escape. Here in the forest, hundreds of towering oak, maple, ash, alder, elm, and beech trees whipped their limbs to and fro to capture and crush the hapless invaders.

Likewise, the remnant that remained outside the forest had become separated from the bulk of Nemain’s host. Even now, Oscar and our cavalry were riding through Plúr’s portals. Those gateways led out on the plains, placing our riders between the enemy and the only road out of Mag Mell.

Trumpets sounded in the distance, and the clamor of hundreds of mounted riders echoed off the hills as they barreled down at the remainder of Nemain’s army. Our cavalry would crush the stragglers against the wooded border, like a hammer striking against a blacksmith’s anvil.

High above, four winged shapes passed overhead on their way to the plain. That would be Ásgeir and Oisín astride Valor and Smoke, along with Strongjaw and Crookedfang. The four of them would exact some retribution for Brightclaw’s death by scattering Nemain’s sky demons with steel and talon alike.

Below them in the forest, the enemy’s cries of terror rose ever higher as the trees continued their gruesome work. Nemain’s forces were being pulped, literally and figuratively. When all was said and done, there’d be nothing left of them, save perhaps for a few spriggans who’d use their magic to hide in the forest’s depths. Those we’d root out later, if I somehow survived their mistress’ wrath.

Nemain was magically attuned to her troops, and she knew what befell them almost as soon as it happened. A pained look crossed her face when she realized her mistake, causing me to wonder when she’d last been outsmarted on the field of battle. As if to punctuate the blow I’d dealt her, Orna chose that moment to provide a commentary on the battle.

“Listen well, o’ battle mistress and guardian of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Even now, your legions crumble, smashed and torn asunder in the jaws of the trap my master has laid. Poets and bards will sing of this battle for generations and ages to come, telling of how the demigod hero, Colin McCool, bested not one, but two of the mighty Morrígna trey.”

I shook the sword to try to make it shut up, but it didn’t get the hint. Nemain was pissed enough as it was—I didn’t need her any more worked up now. To my horror, Orna kept on throwing shade.

“What will the histories say of you, oh Bloody Crow, the Havoc of War? Will they tell of how a fatherless, upstart half-breed with an incomplete education in druidry was somehow able to defeat the mighty goddess Nemain? What will the Morrígan be, and where will her legacy stand, after this humiliating defeat you’re about to suffer? What say you, Lady Nemain? Will you yield and parlay, or continue and perish?”

To be honest, I’d hoped that by now Orna would’ve run out of things to say. It was one thing to anger a goddess and coax her into a trap, but it was quite another to rub it in. As I backpedaled to create space between us, I held the sword high and whispered to it softly.

“Orna, enough already. Shush.”

“But master…”

“I said, hush.”

In response to the sword’s taunts, Nemain cocked an ear as if to determine the fate of her army. The battle on the plain was in full swing, and from the sound of it, our side was getting the better of the encounter. As for those who’d ventured into my wood, only a few pitiful cries and plenty of squishing and crunching remained.

“I’ll do neither, you feckless piece of animated Fomorian junk.” The goddess scowled at the sword, then she turned her gaze on me, pointing with her mace as she stared me down. “This changes nothing. I don’t need an army to defeat you, only time to grind you down. When I do, be certain I’ll prolong your death, then I’ll shatter that wretched, boastful blade an’ melt it into slag.”

Orna seemed to take umbrage at that last bit. “Well, I never…”

Nemain flashed a wicked, humorless smile, then she began stalking toward me at a leisurely pace. Clearly, she was offering me a head start so she could enjoy running me to ground. With the Fomorian part of my brain begging me to stand and fight, I placed my pride on the back burner and ran for Tethra’s keep.
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I took off for the fortress with Nemain hot on my heels. As we ran, the forest did its best to slow the goddess by attempting to trip her with roots and vines.

She was faster than me, of that I had no doubt. I possessed the speed of a young vamp or a mature ‘thrope, but Nemain moved more like a master vampire. Had it not been for the forest’s interference, she would have caught me almost before the pursuit began.

The trickiest part of staying ahead of her was avoiding areas where her blight had stricken the forest. Since her magical influence radiated out from the fortress like crooked spokes in a wheel, the closer I got, the more difficult it became. I somehow managed, though twice along the way Nemain’s flying mace missed my head by mere inches.

When I came within sight of the keep, I was forced to traverse open terrain, with no choice but to pour on speed and make a beeline for the entrance. With the ground around the keep having been cleared for defensive purposes, it was easily three hundred yards from the forest’s edge to the barbican gate. I ran the entire way with an almost painful itch of anticipation nagging at the back of my skull.

As I approached the fortress, it was empty and quiet as a tomb. By my command, Oisín and Plúr had sent the remaining garrison to assist Oscar in cleaning up what was left of Nemain’s army. I’d get no assistance from the men and women of the fian here—not that they’d do much good.

To accomplish the evacuation of the fortress, I lied my ass off, plain and simple. I told the four of them that I was going to use the forest to evade Nemain, and that I intended to lead her out on the plain after we’d decimated her forces. They all believed we’d battle her together. None of them knew my true plan.

I’d almost reached the gate when I heard the distinct whistling sound of Nemain’s mace splitting the air behind me. Acting on instinct, I ducked and rolled, watching as the weapon passed overhead to strike the barbican wall. It nearly pulverized an entire section of stone blocks on impact, then it bounced off and fell head first to the ground.

Enjoying the grim satisfaction of narrowly escaping injury, I sprang to my feet. Just as I did, Nemain recalled the weapon, causing it to fly in a straight line to her hand.

Oh, shit.

Being the expert tactician she was, the goddess had contrived to place me in the mace’s path. I barely had time to raise Orna before it reached me, and only managed a glancing parry far from the hilt. The heavy enchanted mace pinged off the flat of the blade, ricocheting at a slight angle to strike me in the left shoulder as it passed.

I’d taken many a blow in my time, and weathered attacks from giants and gods alike in my full Fomorian form. Yet, I’d never been struck by anything that hit as hard as Nemain’s mace.

When the heavy head made impact, I heard a sickening crunch, then I was spun around 180 degrees. My left arm went numb from the shoulder down, hanging limp and useless at my side. I glanced down to assess the damage, only to find that my shoulder joint and the surrounding muscle had been crushed to pulp by the blow.

One hit shattered my fucking shoulder. I⁠—

Before I could finish the thought, the pain hit. I wanted to scream, but Nemain was already heading right for me. After choking up on Orna’s hilt, I turned sideways and took up a fencer’s stance, right side forward.

Then the goddess was upon me, and I was fighting for my life. Her attacks came much as before, rapid-fire and from all directions. This time I didn’t have the use of both hands, so I was forced to use Orna like a rapier as I defended myself. Soon I was backpedaling like mad as I barely fended off her attacks, with each clash threatening to loosen my grasp on the greatsword.

Oddly, as she fought, the goddess was throat-singing the same tune she’d been humming at the junkyard. It was a sorrowful, morose lament, one that made me think of misty moors, and the quiet isolation of being lost in a fog. It wasn’t distracting as much as it was weird and incongruous, so I ignored it and focused instead on staying alive.

I managed to keep up a decent defense for a minute or so, then I made a fatal mistake. Nemain attacked with a backhanded swing aimed at my right shoulder. I sidestepped and managed to deflect the blow, but it had been a ruse.

When our weapons clashed, she flourished the mace, rolling it around with blinding speed to strike Orna’s blade again. This forced the greatsword wide and offline, leaving me vulnerable to what came next.

Rather than winding up for a killing blow, the goddess did the unexpected. She stepped in and thrust the mace high, extending fully and striking me in the face hard enough to snap my head back. A shuffle-step took her inside my reach, at which point she immediately slid her left hand up the mace’s shaft almost to the head.

Having adopted a wide, two-handed grip on the weapon, she started doing dirty work up close. First, she snapped the butt of the weapon atop my wrist, striking the nerve and numbing my grip. She then brought the same end around and underneath, catching Orna’s pommel and levering it away.

As the sword went clattering off across the flagstones, she struck me with the head of the mace in the solar plexus. Her follow-up attack was a brutal uppercut thrust under my chin, after which her left hand released her weapon. Allowing the heavy head of the mace to fall away, she used the momentum to swing it in a wide, arcing, underhanded blow, right to my twig and chuckleberries.

The force of that blow lifted me up on my toes, and I felt the impact resonate through every inch of my ten-foot-tall, half-ton body. Based on the extreme sensation of pain that exploded in my lower abdomen, I was fairly certain at least one of my testicles had burst. As I fell to my knees, weaponless and clutching my stomach, Nemain took a step back to assess her work.

“Eh. Usually, they empty their gullet after a blow like that to the bollocks.” She thrust her lower lip out and gave a short nod. “You’re a tough one, I’ll give you that. But then again, all your kind were, before we destroyed them.”

For my part, it was all I could do to remain upright without passing out. Never had I been so easily and thoroughly defeated, at least not in this form. As soon as Nemain found her opening, she’d picked me apart like a rook at a robin’s egg—an easy meal, to be sure.

Incapacitated as I was by pain and injury, it was time to take an ‘L’ and split. I simply needed to retreat to the Grove to heal, then I’d pop back and find a way to beat Nemain’s ass. She might have time to destroy the oakling while I was gone, but at least I’d be able to save Mag Mell.

Take me to the Grove.

The message was clear, and clearly directed at the little port-a-oak hidden inside the Craneskin Bag slung over my shoulder. It should’ve responded instantly, but nothing happened. I sent the message again, only to get the same result.

The goddess wagged a finger at me. “Oh, no you don’t,” she sang, keeping the dirge going by matching the notes to each syllable she spoke. “You’ll not escape that way. Not today, young druid.”

Nemain was using vocal magic to prevent me from portalling away. The funeral dirge she sang had somehow isolated me, cutting off my mental bond with the port-a-oak. How she managed to sing and talk at the same time was beyond me, but when it came to immortals, any skill might be mastered given enough time.

I spat out a tooth and managed to lift my head to look up at her. There would be no witty retort this time, as my lungs were still spasming from the blow I’d taken to the solar plexus. Even so, when she stepped in to finish me, I wanted her to see the defiance in my eyes.

Nemain cast a glance at the battlements above. “Hell of a thing, this keep. Tethra built it with his own hands, did you know that? Quarried an’ laid the stone himself. Why he didn’t use slaves, I’ll never know.”

Now, instead of singing as she spoke, she hummed the tune while speaking in a normal voice. The trick was reminiscent of ventriloquy, but supernaturally bizarre in effect—almost as if she could generate two voices at once. The only thing I could figure was that the spell became self-sustaining after it was complete. Either that or she had two sets of vocal cords. Again, anything was possible when it came to the Tuatha Dé Danann.

The goddess made a small moue of disappointment and slapped the mace in her palm. “I know I said I’d make it last, but I’m short on patience today. Badb had a plan to stop you daft fecking druids from ascending to your former heights, an’ I’m here to see it through. I’d best get on with it, so say your prayers an’ prepare to cross the Veil.”

Kneeling as I was, her gaze was level with mine as she stared me in the face. Nemain raised the mace high, and I looked her in the eye with all the hatred I could muster. As the mace fell, I braced and thought of all the people I was letting down by meeting this ignominious end.

When Nemain stumbled and buried the head of the mace in the ground in front of me, I was as shocked as she appeared to be. It was only when I saw the bloodied spearhead sticking out the front of her thigh that I realized what had happened. I looked past her and saw Ásgeir emerge from the forest, far across the open field surrounding the keep.

“Run, you fool!” he shouted as he pulled another spear from the aether.

I sucked air into my lungs and immediately coughed up a tankard’s worth of blood. Then I struggled to my feet, even as the bones in my pelvis ground and scraped together in a most unnatural way. Gritting my teeth to keep from shrieking in pain, I turned and limped toward the inner fortress, where the oakling awaited my command.

[image: ]


It didn’t take much for me to leave a trail for Nemain to follow, as I was pissing and coughing up blood with every painful step. I only hoped that Ásgeir would have the common sense to disengage, now that he’d provided me the opportunity to escape.

As I limped my way through the barbican and into the fortress, my Fomorian healing factor started kicking in, easing the pain somewhat as my body attempted to mend my injuries. Yet, my shoulder had been pulverized, and my pelvis was a wreck. I’d not be fully healed for some time yet, and definitely not before Nemain caught up with me.

Let’s hope she doesn’t decide to kill me right off the bat.

After crossing the bailey, I entered the keep proper. From the main entrance, I took a shortcut that led to a long gallery along the high walls overlooking the inner courtyard. At the end of the gallery was an exposed stair that would take me to ground level.

My goal was just a short walk and a tumble down the stairs away. With a grunt of effort—or perhaps it was agony—I limped off down the arcade on my way to victory and revenge. I was halfway there when I heard footsteps behind me.

“There you are, Fomori. Time to finish what we started.”

Nemain’s thigh had been bandaged tightly with shreds of her cloak. Although some blood had seeped through, she was otherwise unharmed. I noted that she walked with a marked limp, one that slowed her somewhat, but not enough to match my current, enfeebled gait.

As she stalked toward me with wicked intent in her steely gray eyes, I saw that she’d be on me in a few strides. Glancing over the gallery rail at the flagstones below, I made a command decision, and jumped.

Or, rather, I leaned over the edge and rolled off the side. I fell twenty feet, which was only twice my current height, but about ten times as far as I cared to fall in my current state. Landing mostly on my uninjured side, I fixed my gaze on the stone dome I’d erected around the oakling and stumbled to my feet.

“Is that where you hid your oak, druid?” Nemain asked as she limp-strolled after me. “Did you think that thin shell and mediocre dram of magic would keep me from it? ‘Tis pitiful, the hope you mortals have ofttimes.”

Halfway across the yard, I heard her drop to the ground behind me. I made it two more limping steps before her mace struck me between the shoulder blades, laying me flat. As I lay there stunned, I wiggled my toes. At least she hadn’t shattered my spine, so there was that.

With a great deal of effort, I attempted to drag myself toward the oakling. Meanwhile, Nemain’s footsteps grew louder and closer until I heard her arrive beside me. She stomped hard on my right wrist, snapping the bones and halting my progress. Defeated and discouraged, I rolled over just enough to turn and meet her gaze.

“Just do it, already. I’ve had enough of these games.”

“What, you mean kill you? I’ve changed my mind. After that henchman of yours skewered my leg, I decided to hunt him down so I can flay him while you watch. But, not before I destroy your oak, right before your eyes.”

She stomped on my right ankle, crushing the small bones inside with ease. I screamed this time, as the pain from my many injuries had finally taken its toll on my mental resolve. A body can only take so many insults, and a mind can only remain stalwart for so long.

“Ah, so he does have limits. Balor would’ve taken to you, I think. You’ve proven to be a hard one, unlike some of his other kin.” She kicked my ankle, nodding as I stifled another cry of agony. “That’ll do. Be a good lad, an’ stay put while I do what needs be done.”

She headed for the dome that protected the oakling, humming her tune and twirling her mace as she went. The goddess moved with a great deal more alacrity than I might’ve expected, considering the injury she’d sustained. Clearly, she was healing a lot faster than I was at the moment.

When she reached the center of the courtyard, she stood before the protective shell, eyeing it as she stroked her chin. After several moments, the melody she hummed changed, going from a somber dirge to a trilling, almost happy number. Within seconds, the glyphs I’d etched into the dome vanished, unraveling and abolishing my wards as if they’d never existed.

She glanced over her shoulder and winked at me. “‘Twas better work than I thought. P’raps I shan’t kill you. I can always use a good mage for a slave.”

Without breaking eye contact, she tossed her mace to her left hand and shattered the dome surrounding the oakling with a quick, backhanded blow. The shell crumbled into pieces around the little tree, revealing just how much it had diminished in my absence. Its leaves had nearly all fallen from its branches, and black ichor seeped freely from the bark along its trunk.

“Why, ‘tis a sad little thing, is it not?” Nemain’s tone was taunting, but I detected a note of disappointment there as well. She gave a slight shake of her head as she regarded the sapling. “All that fuss, for this pathetic twig. If only Badb had known you’d not sealed its roots from harm.”

I hung my head, as I couldn’t sense a shred of life left in the oakling. If it was dead, my plan was moot and all this effort, forfeit. Nemain had won.

“Ah, don’t worry your great ugly head,” she said. “See? The pitiable thing’s dead already.”

Nemain reached out to cradle the last, yellowed leaf that hung from a diseased, drooping branch. When her fingertips touched the underside of that final frond, a whoomp of magic exploded from the oakling, then chaos erupted around it. Nemain recoiled with an expression of amused surprise on her face, and in her pride she failed to retreat from the sapling.

Her overconfidence would be her undoing.

At the midpoint of the young oak’s trunk, a small ball of black nothingness appeared, just a marble-sized orb of inky, empty darkness. Instantly, that little sphere of nonexistence began pulling all the air and anything that wasn’t nailed down nearby into it.

It started with a high sucking sound, but within seconds even sound waves couldn’t escape fast enough to reach my ears. Soon light began to bend around the opening, creating a curious looking mirage effect that shimmered around the tiny portal gate. Dust, dead leaves, pebbles, and other loose detritus got violently drawn in, creating a swirling maelstrom of gravitational death around the eldritch portal opening.

Finally, Nemain tried taking a step away, but the tiny black hole the oakling had opened tugged forcefully at her clothing, cloak, and hair, dragging her toward it. Likewise, thick roots grew up from the ground, upending the cobbles to wrap around her feet and legs as they anchored the goddess in place. Between that and the gravitational field pulling her in, it was all she could do to keep from being folded over and sucked head first into the maelstrom.

As for me, I was excluded from the effects, having cooked a counter-gravity field into the spell when I laid the trap. I took a minute to shift back and forth to heal myself, then I settled back into my half-Fomorian form. Without bothering to even dress, I tied a knot in the loose waistband of my skivvies, then I pulled my phone from my Bag and limped over to Nemain.

When I got close to her, she strained and turned her head just enough to give me the side-eye. Her mouth and jaw worked as if she were trying to sing or speak, but with all the air sucked out of her lungs, it was a vain attempt. I humphed and nodded, then I opened a notebook app and typed out the following on my phone, holding it up so she could see.

You’re powerless. Submit.

She responded by moving to attack me with her mace. In so doing, she swung the head too close to the black hole portal gate. As it passed, it was snatched from her grasp and sucked into unknown space beyond.

The roots that encircled her legs grew further, inching up her body to entrap her arms and bind them close to her body. Another snaked around her throat, constricting until she turned purple from the neck up. I typed another message on the phone and showed it to her.

That portal opens on a black hole, and that in turn leads to the Void. Next, I start carving pieces off with Gae Dearg. Yield, or perish.

She managed to squint, although the force of gravity was beginning to tug at her eyelids and the loose skin on her face. Slowly and with great effort, she shook her head. I stuck the phone in my pocket, then I reached into my Bag and pulled out the Red Spear.

When she saw that deadly enchanted weapon, her eyes bulged, yet she made no move to indicate her submission. I looked down and found her left thumb where her hand and arm were pinned against her body, then I held the tip of the spear’s blade to it. Then I met her gaze, arching an eyebrow as I waited for her response.

Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead, only to be sucked into the maelstrom. Still, the goddess refused to relent. I shrugged and pressed down, allowing the razor-sharp edge of Gae Dearg’s leaf-shaped blade to bite into her thumb at the base. Slowly and with great precision, I sliced off her thumb, watching as it flew through the portal and away into eternity.

Nemain’s mouth opened wide as she silently screamed in rage and terror. I tucked the spear under my arm and pulled my phone out again. My next message took a little longer to type.

That’ll never heal, though you do have one left. What’s a war goddess if she can’t handle weaponry to wage war? Yield and submit to my terms, or I start carving off pieces until there’s nothing left but your head. Then I’ll toss that in and see you never. Your call.

Nemain’s facial muscles contorted as she struggled against her bonds and the gravitational pull that had negated her magic. Her expression morphed from defiance, to anger, to fear, and finally, to resigned acquiescence. I typed another message and showed it to her.

Do you submit?

Reluctantly, she nodded. I wasn’t nearly convinced, so I waited until she began nodding more vigorously. Then, I wrote another message, holding the phone up yet again.

Then negotiations have begun. Here are my terms…
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Rather than immediately release Nemain, I held her captive until she agreed to all my terms as I typed them out on my phone. Next, I loosed the roots binding her right hand just enough so she could type out her agreement, one peck and key stab at a time. Finally, I pulled a notebook and pen from my Bag and wrote it all up again in longhand, then I had her sign it in blood.

Only then did I banish the black hole I’d opened between Mag Mell and the Void and release her from the roots that bound her head to toe.

All along, Nemain’s voice had been the source of her power—or more specifically, how she channeled and focused her magic. I should’ve realized it, but I’d been too distracted with curing the blight to notice. Mag Mell’s spirit tried to warn me, but its message was so vague and garbled as to be unintelligible. And when the Dagda dropped his little hint, I’d been too angry to consider that there might be a shred of truth in the ‘counsel’ he’d offered.

It was only when I activated that fey power of wisdom I inherited from Fionn that I realized what I’d missed. Fallyn had been right in suggesting I use it, though I worried what the eventual consequences might be for employing that powerful Tuath Dé gift too often. That said, I might not have seen the one weakness in the old crow’s armor without it.

From there, I had to devise a way to negate Nemain’s voice, all while operating without access to Mag Mell’s power—and without revealing my ability to use time magic. The whole thing was a gamble, but the greatest bet of all was hoping the goddess would assume I created the black hole using the oakling’s power.

By the time we concluded our negotiations, I was fairly certain that wouldn’t be an issue. I made her vow never to act against me, my demesne, my fian, or the druids again, by deed, word, or artifice. I also had her lift the blight from the oakling and the land, while teaching me how to protect myself and my oak from all future such attacks.

All in all, it was a very fruitful conversation, albeit one that took a hell of a long time to complete. When everything was said, done, and signed, we stood beside each other in the courtyard, watching as the oak sapling slowly came back to full health. Nemain grunted, then she spared me an appraising, wary look as she rubbed the makeshift bandage over the stump on her left hand.

“You’ve revealed yourself to possess more cunning than the gods credit you. You also showed restraint where none was required. For this, I offer a warning. The others’ll not underestimate you again. Prepare well, for when they come it’ll be for blood.”

“And you didn’t come for blood today?”

“I had a duty to avenge my kin, aye. But I mostly came for the fight an’ fracas.” She paused and took a final look around. “If we’re through, I’ll be taking my leave.”

“In that case, I believe this concludes our dealings.” I gave her a hard look and a tiny shake of my head. “And Nemain? Don’t ever come back.”

“I’ll not break my word, an’ that’s the truth. But after this? There’s always an exception to every contract.” She flashed a grim, tight-lipped grin. “Be seein’ you, druid.”

With that, she left in a blur, presumably heading straight for the border. From there she could portal to Dian Cécht, a god who could fashion a magical prosthetic thumb to replace the one I’d taken. That was, if she stood in good stead with the Tuath Dé physician. He could be picky in choosing his clientele.

“Is it safe to come out yet?” Ásgeir called from somewhere in the shadows of the gallery above.

“Damn,” I said, grinning ear to ear. “I guess this means I still have to pay you.”

The troll appeared in the arched window that I’d fallen out of earlier. “I suppose you think you’re being witty. In case you weren’t aware, that witch is quick. I played Helheim evading her until she gave up chase to follow you.”

“Speaking of which, how did you escape Nemain’s wrath?”

He coughed and adjusted the scarf that hid most of his face. “Er, how shall I put this? I found a cave to hide in, within the forest—before I tossed the lance that saved your backside.”

“At least you have your priorities straight,” I snarked.

Ásgeir leapt over the low wall to land lightly in the courtyard below. “Egads, druid, quit grousing. I fulfilled my duties and then some.”

“In the nick of time!” I replied as the troll loped across the courtyard.

“Firstly, I have multiple wives and dozens of children to consider,” he said as he came to a halt a few feet from me. “And it’s not that I didn’t want to save you sooner—I was merely waiting for the proper moment to intervene. Between us, I am the expert on fighting gods, after all.”

I chuckled in spite of myself. “I guess I can’t bust your balls too much over that one. Although I’d have preferred that you stepped in before I lost one of mine.”

The troll looked at me askance. “It did grow back, didn’t it?”

“I’m not going to check in front of you, am I? Sheesh.” He turned away, which allowed me to assess my equipment in private. “Okay, you can turn around. It’s mostly there, but I could swear it was bigger before it got smooshed.”

“Oh, thank Valhalla,” he said with genuine relief in his voice. “I’d hate for you to lose the ability to sire children before you’d even enjoyed the company of a woman.”

“Say what?”

Ásgeir dropped his chin as he gave me a scrutinizing look. “Well, you are a virgin, are you not?”

“What the hell ever gave you that idea? You know damned well that I’ve been with Fallyn for over a year.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t count.”

“How does it not count?”

“I would rather not be crude, but cross-species intercourse does not qualify as actual sex. It’s like, oh, I don’t know—like foreplay is to humans. Merely a prelude to the real thing.”

His answer stunned me so, I literally facepalmed myself. “She is a human, Ásgeir. Well, most of the time.”

“She’s—? Oh. Oh!” He actually had the sagacity to glance away in shame. “Well, I thought…”

“You thought what?”

“I thought that… I mean, that is to say⁠—”

I crossed my arms and stared at him. “Yes?”

“I assumed that you only mated when she’s in her shifted form. Apparently, I was mistaken?”

My jaw fell open at that. “I have never, and I mean never, slept with Fallyn in her werewolf form. Fucking hell, what gave you the impression that I did?”

“I suppose I don’t quite understand the nature of demihuman mating habits. What’s the point in cross-species relationships if not to experience all that the other species has to offer?”

I covered my face with my hands. “You know what? We’re not having this discussion. Not now, and not ever again.”

“I am sorry I offended you,” Ásgeir replied.

“No, you’re not.”

“He’s not what?” Oscar said as he stepped through a portal. “And what happened to that plough-faced gargoyle that deigned to plunder our demesne?”

“My demesne,” I corrected.

“Same thing,” Plúr said as she and Oisín followed her brother into the courtyard. She cocked her head and regarded me with mischief in her eyes. “And for the record, I would like to hear more about these strange love rituals you engage in with your lycanthrope bride.”

“We’re not married,” I protested sharply.

“Ye are under fian law,” Oisín observed. “An’ pack law, as well, if memory serves.”

I glared at each of them in turn. “You know what? Nemain’s gone, the blight has been lifted, the oakling is on the mend, and I have wards to modify, so none of this shit ever happens again. If anyone needs me, I’ll be in the forest—alone.”

“And thinking of shagging his furry misses, I’ll bet,” Oscar muttered, just as I was about to portal away.

After all I’d been through, I knew when it was time to stage a retreat. As the port-a-oak teleported me away, I flipped the lot of them off with both barrels. Despite that, I suffered from the hot flush of embarrassment long after I reappeared along the borders of Mag Mell.
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It took the better part of a day to implement the ward modifications Nemain had suggested. Following the completion of that task, I spent time communing with the spirit of the land, simply to ensure that it had fully recovered.

For safety’s sake, I tested my powers thoroughly by drawing on Mag Mell’s magic. If recent events had proven anything, it was that the deific threat was greater than ever. Should another of the gods show up, I needed to be ready.

After ensuring the land was free of the goddess’ influence, I instructed the forest to expel every last enemy corpse out onto the plain. Once the bodies were piled atop the rest of the enemy fallen, I used druid magic to strip their skeletons clean. Then I stacked their bones into death totems at fifty-foot intervals, clear across the entrance to Mag Mell. No fae or god would ever trespass on my lands again without first being reminded of the potential consequences.

The last thing I did before leaving the plain was to find Brightclaw’s corpse and relocate it to a grave within our borders. I chose the highest point I could find, one with a view that looked out over much of the land the wyvern had come to call home. Then I used earth magic to fashion an obelisk to mark his grave.

As a final touch, I engraved the stone with the following message:

Here lies the mighty wyvern clan father, Brightclaw of the Fian McCool. ‘Sky above, land below. Wyvern true.’

It wouldn’t shame me to admit that I shed a few tears as I laid the great beast to rest. Although I hadn’t called for them, Crookedfang and Strongjaw swooped down to land beside me, just as I put the final touches on the monument. We sat in silence for a time, then the two drakes took to the skies again.

As I watched them soar off into the distance, Crookedfang sent me a simple message of approval.

DROOT TRUE.

It left me with a bittersweet feeling, knowing I’d lost Brightclaw while maintaining my friendship with the other wyverns. I only hoped the modifications I’d made to the border wards would allow them to breed and multiply in peace for years to come.

Having finished my chores in Mag Mell, I headed back to the junkyard to check on Maureen. She was nowhere to be seen, but I did find a construction crew there working on a new office and fence. They were mostly human, save for the foreman, who was suspiciously short and wearing a red cap.

I might pay through the nose for this, but at least I know it’ll be done right.

Following that, I went back to my childhood home in Farmersville to incinerate the fachen’s corpse. Once the body had been burned to ash, I used druidry to repair the lawn and patch the holes in the walls and roof. It wasn’t pretty, but it’d keep the elements out until I could find a mundane crew to do the job right.

Then, there was the last item on my to-do list—checking in on Hemi. I portalled to his front stoop and knocked softly, in case he was resting. It took a few minutes, but eventually the door cracked open just enough to reveal Maki’s glowering, sullen face.

“Whadya’ want?”

All was quiet within the apartment. In the background, the soft illumination of a television screen reflected off the walls beyond. As far as I could tell, Maki was alone.

“How’s Hemi doing?”

“Fine, no thanks to you.” Her expression soured even further. “And visiting his mum.”

Maki went to shut the door. “Wait, I have a message for Henny.”

The patupaiarehe goddess sighed and rolled her eyes. “Go on, then.”

“Tell her Fuamnach was to blame. That’s all.” I hesitated, lowering my gaze. “Oh, and⁠—”

Before I could complete the thought, the door slammed shut in my face.

Damn.

“Tell Hemi I stopped by,” I added, my voice trailing off as I did so.

With nothing left to do Earthside, I headed for the Grove to spend time with Fallyn. When I arrived, she was still in the buff, lounging by our swimming hole reading a text from my personal library. It was A Complete Treatise on Fencing With The Spanish Saber, by Don Jaime Merelo y Casademunt.

“Ah, that’s a good book,” I said as I plopped down beside her.

She flipped a page. “His approach is too complex. All these diagrams—bleh.”

“Hideie thinks Don Jaime was a genius.”

“I prefer a more simple, direct approach. Speaking of which…” She leaned in for a kiss and immediately recoiled, crinkling her nose. “Man, it’s a good thing you’re downwind. You need a bath, son.”

“Yes ma’am.” I stood and stripped out of my clothes. “Coming right up.”

I leapt high in the air, front-flipping twice before diving gracefully into the water. When I came up, I spat out water in a stream, attempting to hit Fallyn where she stood on the shore. She easily dodged the attack, then she stretched sensuously, showing off the physical side of what I’d missed for so long.

“Show off,” she yawned.

“You should talk,” I replied, splashing her with my hands.

Fallyn sprang into action, leaping much higher than I had, only to cannonball into the water right beside me. We spent the next minute or so splashing each other like a couple of kids, and that somehow led to a lot of heavy petting and erotic aquatics. When we were through, we laid on the grass next to each other, soaking up the false sun and enjoying the birdsong in the background.

“Mmm, I missed that,” I sighed.

“I missed you,” she replied.

“That too.” She snuggled in close with her head on my chest, and I nuzzled her hair. “Sorry for leaving.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. But I was afraid of losing you.”

I brushed a lock of hair away from her face. “To be honest, I was too. That’s why I reacted so strongly. All my life, I’ve lost the people I love. Mom was absent, Dad was killed, and Ed too. Then I lost Finnegas and Sabine. Although I didn’t realize it, all this time I’ve been afraid of losing you. Responding the way I did? I was essentially grieving your loss before it happened.”

“Ah, preemptive mourning. I get that.”

“It’ll take time for us to get back to normal. The way we were before, I mean.”

“I know.” She gave a little moan of contentment. “But this is nice.”

I kissed her on the brow. “Yes, it is.”
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We spent several weeks together inside the Grove, Fallyn and I. But time always catches up, even as slowly as it moved inside my druid sanctuary. Eventually, Fallyn had to return to her duties as the alpha of the Austin Pack, and I had things to attend in the real world as well.

My next order of business was figuring out what was still missing from my education as a druid master. If my brush with Nemain had taught me anything, it was that I hadn’t learned nearly enough during the brief time I had with Finnegas. The old man had been a good teacher, but I hadn’t been nearly a good enough pupil.

As I stood in the junkyard parking lot examining the work Rocko’s crew had done, I contemplated that very thing. Maureen stood next to me, tapping her foot as she waited to hear my response. However, my mind was far from present, and presently preoccupied with other matters.

“Well?”

“Huh?” I looked over the sturdy concrete, glass, and stucco edifice one more time. “It’s a bit much for a junkyard, don’t you think?”

“Ya’ don’t like it then. Feckin’ hell. I shoulda’ shown ya’ the plan afore I let the Fear Dearg go ta’ work.”

“Give me some time to get used to it.” I took in the building again, and the shiny new fence that ran the length of the yard. “It’s just a little, I don’t know, fancy for a place where people come to buy used car parts.”

“So, the café’s a bit much?”

A new, secondary commercial space now sat right next to our office, on the side closest to Lamar Boulevard. An unlit neon sign decorated the front of the building. ‘Café MacCumhaill,’ it said.

“Actually, I think it’s a fine idea. It’ll allow us to employ more locals while we diversify our income, and the shop employees will love having a place nearby to get some decent coffee and grub.”

“An’ we’ll be givin’ them a discount, o’ course.”

“Of course.”

She leaned in close, lowering her voice as she continued. “It’s a cash biz, boyo. Perfect fer’ laundering some o’ that wealth ya’ plundered from those Olympians.”

“You’re the numbers person, so you’ll get no argument from me.” I paused, screwing one eye shut as I stared at the building façade. “But the sign⁠—”

Maureen’s expression soured. “What’s wrong with the feckin’ sign?”

“You really think the locals will be able to pronounce ‘MacCumhaill’?”

“Bollocks. Yer’ right, though I hate ta’ admit it. I’ll get a new one ordered.”

Before she could take off or resist, I reached out and pulled her into a side hug. Maureen tensed momentarily, then I felt her relax into the gesture.

“I see all the hard work you put into this,” I said, giving her a final squeeze before letting go. “And I recognize your intent.”

That was about as close to a ‘thank you’ as one could safely give any of the fae. Although I trusted Maureen with my life, she’d never let me live it down if I forgot my training.

“Aye, well.” The half-kelpie brushed herself off and looked away. “It had ta’ be done. I’m gonna’ go order that sign now.”

“Sure thing,” I said, straight-faced.

I stood in the lot staring at the building, long after Maureen had left. Minutes later, a pleasant female voice with a neutral Midwestern accent spoke up behind me.

“She’s quite fond of you, you know. It’s rare to see that kind of bond form between humans and fae, even with half-fae like her.”

I glanced over my shoulder to find a beautiful, classically Irish woman sitting crosslegged on the hood of the Druidmobile. She had bright blue eyes, strong cheekbones, an elfin nose, full lips, and long red hair that fell in loose curls to frame her nearly perfect face. Fit, yet feminine, her regal bearing and confident, almost haughty demeanor marked her as one who assumed power and authority like the rest of us enjoyed living and breathing.

“Macha. Imagine seeing you here. How’s your sister doing?”

She smiled as her foot traced lazy circles in the air. “You’d know. All of Underhill’s abuzz about how you handled her.”

“Should I care? Because I don’t.”

The goddess extended a single, perfectly manicured finger. “Your power and influence increase day by day, and thus the gods take notice. They are learning to fear you, and that should make you wary.”

“Are you threatening me?”

The third member of the Morrígna sat up straighter as she made a pearl-clutching gesture. “Moi? Perish the thought. Especially not after all those legions of demons and fae you slew in my name. Why, you make a girl feel almost wanted, giving gifts like that.”

I’d forgotten about the agreement we made long ago, during a time when I’d needed her help. Back then, I’d agreed to dedicate every life my fian took in battle as a tribute to the goddess. Thing was, I didn’t lead a fian then, so it didn’t seem like a big deal.

Based on the way Macha’s almost perfect, lightly freckled skin glowed, it seemed of great consequence now. She hadn’t offered that deal out of kindness, and something told me she was deriving a great deal more benefit from it than I’d ever anticipated. As long as she was on my side, that was fine. I just hoped it didn’t come back to bite me in the ass.

“You didn’t come here to thank me. Why are you here, really?”

Her cocky demeanor vanished, to be replaced by a deadly seriousness that I’d yet to see her display. “To tell you of a rumor that’s circulating through the various pantheonic grapevines. Namely, that Artemis and Leto want you dead.”

“Are you serious right now?” Macha simply stared. “Wow, okay. Still, I find that difficult to believe. Sure, I’ll never be son-in-law of the year where Leto is concerned, and Artemis clearly hates my guts. But offing me, really?”

“They are goddesses, druid. Killing you would be no more consequential to them than stomping a bug.”

“Yeah, but Fallyn would never forgive them.”

Macha flashed a wry smile. “All wounds heal. What is time to an immortal? Those two would wait it out until the younger sibling had a change of heart.”

“But why the hate? I’ve never done anything to harm Fallyn Randolph.”

“You really are clueless as to how this fits together, aren’t you?” The pretty goddess sighed. “Tell me, when was the last time a titan was born?”

“By ‘titan’ you’re referring to the Greek version, Fomorians, the jötnar, and so on?” Macha nodded. “I don’t know. Centuries, maybe?”

“Try millennia. The twisted folk haven’t bred since the days when they were overthrown by the new gods.” She appraised me through slitted eyes. “Now, tell me what might happen when the son of Balor’s daughter and the granddaughter of bright Coeus and shining Phoebe mate? What sort of offspring would that coupling bear, I wonder?”

The implication took a moment to sink in, but when it did, it hit like a ton of bricks. “Damn. I honestly never thought that far ahead.”

“Leto’s daughter is special due to her unique genetics, just as you are, MacCumhaill the Youngest. This is a threat certain gods will not allow to stand.” She stood, and as she did a portal opened to her right. “That’s what I came to say.”

“If it’s not one thing, it’s another,” I muttered. “Anything else?”

“Now that you mention it, the fae built a ward breach into the fence, down by the northeast corner.”

“I saw it,” I said, trying my best not to sound annoyed. “I was going to remove it later.”

“You do that, master druid. I’d hate to have something happen to my best source of sacrificed souls.”

She cast me a sly, parting glance, then Macha stepped through her portal. It closed like a screen blip behind her, leaving no trace of the goddess’ passing. I considered the empty patch of air where she’d stood moments before, then I took a good long look at the fence. Magically speaking, the red cap’s work would require some remediation before it was ready for primetime.

Likewise, my druidic education deserved a bit of remediation as well. To achieve that end without traveling back in time to see Finnegas, I’d need to go to the source. The other source, that was—the Dagda.

While the Dagda in my chronology had written me off as a student, I had no such history with the one who resided in the Hellpocalypse timeline. As far as I knew, he and the other me had been on good terms before alt-timeline Colin got incinerated by an atom bomb.

There was just a tiny little problem with going to the alt-timeline Dagda for further tutelage in druidry. By all accounts, he was dead, having been assassinated by Nemain and her husband Neit during Underhill’s civil war. That certainly did throw a wrench in the gears, so to speak.

Yet hadn’t his counterpart in my timeline demonstrated that death was merely a temporary condition? Somewhere in the alt-timeline, the Dagda’s staff of life and death was just waiting to revive the hirsute brute of an all-father. All I needed to do was locate the staff, dig up the Dagda’s corpse, and resurrect the grumpy fucker so he could impart his wisdom to me.

But first, I had a fence to mend.
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This ends Fey Druid, the second novel in The Sylvan Cycle Druidverse™ series. But never fear, dear reader—Colin McCool will return in the next installment, Battle Druid.
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