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Summary of Korrigan: A girl at night, a caged monster during the day. Aislinn has lived in darkness as long as she can remember. She is Korrigan— and only by Life-Stealing can she keep her human shape from dawn to dusk. When she finally steps into the sunlight, the first person she sees is Zane. He's everything she wants— handsome, sweet, and normal. But an encounter with the Far Darrig, the malevolent trickster of Old Irish myth, changes Aislinn's future. He opens a new realm of possibilities that are anything but normal— and with them, brings dreams and desires as dangerous as he is. Above all, Aislinn craves choice— the right to decide her own path. But what if gaining power for herself means giving up something much more precious?
Summary of Druid: Aislinn is finding her way on her own, finally free of Maeve and the other Korrigan. But a grim discovery of a druid sacrificial site shows her the reality of darker powers in the magical world— powers that may interfere with her happiness. At the same time, the return of the Far Darrig means fresh complications for her relationship with Zane. Kieran introduces Aislinn into Fae circles, with their unique cultures and use of magic. As she immerses herself in a new world of Fae experiences, Aislinn realizes that the life she pictured for herself may not be the life she wants.
Summary of Samhain: Aislinn and her friends have escaped the druids' stronghold, but the fight isn't over. At Samhain, the veil between the worlds will be thinner than ever, and the new leader of the druids has a terrifying plan that could mean deadly consequences for humans and Fae alike. Tortured with visions of Samhain, Zane struggles to adjust to college life and to his new ability, which could be the key to defeating the druids for good. At the same time, he helps Wynnie begin to recover from her years of abuse with the druids. With Samhain just weeks away, Aislinn and Kieran face another challenge— fulfilling their bargain with the three Fates, the Morrigna, before time runs out.
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MONSTER
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Aislinn
Just before dawn, when every other seventeen-year-old girl in my town is still sleeping, I turn off the TV, switch off the lamp beside the couch, and head for my prison. My waking hours are over, and I must be in my dungeon before the sun rises.
I go down a steep flight of stairs to the basement of our house. It's a comfortable space, furnished with giant poufs and soft rugs and colorful art. A blond woman waits for me, tall and silent. She opens a concealed panel, punches in a code, and a section of the concrete floor descends a few inches, then slides seamlessly aside. There's a square black pit at my feet.
She flips a switch, and the lights below snap on, harsh and white. With a whining, grinding sound, a metal ladder moves slowly into place, extending down, and down.
"I don't want to go down there again." The words slip out before I can stop them.
"One more day," she says.
One more, I promise myself. Then never again.
I take off my jeans and shirt and lay them on one of the poufs. I'm wearing plain cotton underwear; it will be shredded when the change starts.
Slowly, rung by rung, I climb down the ladder into the pen. It's a huge, white room, walls made of thick concrete. The floor is far, far below me, so the Beast can't jump high enough to reach the trapdoor to the basement.
I see the familiar cracks in the concrete, and marks of the Beast's claws scoring the walls and floor. There's nothing else. There used to be a sort of bed of thick cushions, but the Beast ripped it apart in a rage and it was never replaced.
"Happy birthday," says the woman, and presses a button. The ladder withdraws, folding upward, and the trapdoor slides shut.
The first day of April, my birthday. Other seventeen-year-olds might spend their birthdays going to school, having a party with friends, celebrating with family, getting gifts. I'll spend the day locked in the prison underneath our basement.
Waiting for my demon to come.
I can always feel the moment when the sun rises over the edge of the horizon, and the way is suddenly cleared for the Beast to cross over. The magic buzzes in my veins like a thousand unbearable insects, and I have to scream, every time. My body fights the change, every day. I try to relax into it, but I can't, or won't. I struggle, I scream, and then the Beast breaks out.
Tendrils of dark matter explode from me, lashing and overlapping to form layers upon layers of tissue. They bind my body, and then they start wrapping my face. As I always do, I fear for a moment that I will suffocate—but I am the Beast's lifeline, its connection to this world, and it will not let me die. I am crushed and compacted to a tiny iota of consciousness in a vast mass of muscles and tendons and bones—but I am alive.
It's hard, even painful, to stay awake. Most days I let my conscious mind sink into sleep. Whatever power controls the Beast doesn't really need me—it's a primal magical force, driven by an instinct for death and destruction. It will claw the walls of the dungeon again and again, leap at the ceiling and fall, again and again. So I try to sleep, and wait for the night so I can come alive.
The hours pass slowly, because my Beast and I are more restless than usual. I can feel its panic, as if it knows that its time is short. I am seventeen now, and I can perform my first Life-Stealing. I will take days from a human, and as long as those stolen days last, I won't have to change form again. I won't have to spend my nights alone, awake in the big house, or pass my days in this dungeon. From now on, being a Korrigan will be more bearable.
The next thing I know, I'm awake, shrunken back to my human form, bare and shivering on the floor under the fierce white lights. The trapdoor in the ceiling is open and the ladder is coming down. Sometimes I have to wait a while for my guardians to let me out, but tonight they are right on time.
Usually, I'm lucky if the five other Korrigan spend a scant hour or two with me in the evening. Most of the time we eat on our own, whenever we're hungry; they do their work or go out for the evening, and I do my online classes or homework. Once in a long while, we go shopping or drive downtown to attend a concert. Then they go to bed, leaving me to amuse myself for the remaining hours till dawn; so I read novels, watch TV, play online games, try some recipes, or work on art projects that never end up looking very good.
The Korrigan take it in turns to lock me in the dungeon before sunrise.
But tonight is different. Tonight they will wait up with me, and I will leave alone at midnight for my first Life-Stealing.
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Just past midnight, I am hunched in my hoodie, riding my bike along the road that connects our lane to a nearby subdivision. I've spent weeks spinning along this route on my bike, preparing for this night, watching my target.
I chose a house without an alarm system; the family probably thought their neighbors' alarm system signs were enough to keep intruders away, especially since the houses in this neighborhood are so close together.
The moon is full and round, but enough clouds are scattered across the sky to give me some cover of darkness. I park my bike in the trees bordering the backyard and slip from the dark hedge to the shadow of the shed, till I reach the back door. I have practiced un-locking and re-locking it on previous nights, so it's no trouble to pick the lock tonight. As I enter, I whisper the charm for silent feet, an old one that the Korrigan have used since the days when they used to steal babies right from their cradles. In these more civilized times, we don't take the whole child—just a span of days.
Soft as a kitten I walk through the living area on the ground floor. It's a modest, lower middle-class space, nothing like my grand home. Tidy enough, but with baby gear, blankets, and toys tucked into unexpected corners. Quietly I creep up the steps, down the hall, and into the back bedroom where I know that a four-month-old baby girl is sleeping.
There's a baby monitor—not the video kind, thank goodness. I carefully place a pillow in front of it to muffle any sounds. Then I step to the crib and look down at the baby.
She is so precious, sleeping there in the warm glow of her nightlight, her tiny arms outspread. She's wearing some sort of zippered blanket over her sleeper, and there's a little stuffed animal attached to the pacifier lying nearby. Her eyelids are smooth and pink above the dark lashes that brush her plump cheeks. I fight the urge to scoop her up and snuggle her.
But I need to hurry. She could wake up at any minute and cry, or her mother might shuffle in to check on her.
I raise my hands and I whisper Gaelic words. The Old Tongue works magically only for the Fae; when humans speak it, nothing happens. The spell sounds harsh on my lips, cruel as the thing I am about to do.
And it appears before me, the baby's life force, twining up from her chest like a thread of gold. It spirals lazily in the air.
Barely breathing, I reach out and grasp the curling end between the thumb and ring finger of my left hand. A shock thrills straight up through my arm to my heart, and I clamp my lips to keep in the gasp. I can sense the lunar cycles in this soul's Life-Stream, like pulses within the flow of energy, just as Maeve said. I can't tell how many there are, since only part of the Life-Stream is exposed, but I tell myself that it feels like a very long life.
There are many years here—she won't miss one, surely.
I focus on drawing a bit of the Life-Stream into myself, very slowly, very carefully. I don't want to take too much. The feeling is intense, overwhelming—my body is glowing, reverberating with it. It feels as if my very cells are changing on the spot. I've almost drawn in an entire lunar cycle.
And then the baby stirs and whimpers loudly. I hear a soft thud from the next room.
Quickly I whisper deireadh to end the spell, and the golden strand of light recedes until it disappears into the baby's chest again. I step to the closet, which is half open, and shrink into the dark space behind the closet door just as a shadow enters the room.
I hear the rustle of a robe, a soft murmur and a shushing sound. The baby settles, sinking into a deep sleep again. I can hear her quiet breathing. After a moment, the footsteps of the mother retreat back to the hallway.
All is quiet, but I can't move. What if the baby's mother comes back? I can't risk opening the lifeline again. I have a month—that will have to do for now.
I wait another twenty minutes, and then I slip quietly down the stairs and out of the house.
This wasn't how it was supposed to go. My heart is pounding, my hands shaking. I get back on my bike and ride, silent and swift, out of the subdivision and down the long street. I have a twenty-minute ride back home, and it's a good thing, because I'm a mess. I need time to calm down, to review what happened.
I was almost caught. On my first time.
But I wasn't seen. I followed my training. I hid just in time. I'm okay—I'm safe.
Still, I only have a month. I was supposed to take a year, or six months at the least. It's disappointing, for sure. It took weeks to find the perfect mark for my first Life-Stealing, and I won't have much time to find another before my scant thirty days of sunshine run out.
Thirty days. In spite of my worry, I can't stop the smile from spreading over my face. I'm going  to feel the warm April sunshine on my skin. I'll walk to the corner store in the sun for once and see the daytime customers instead of the pale, tired nighttime ones. I'm going to stay up for the rest of the night, and then I'll watch the sun rise for the first time ever.
But first, I will have to face the Korrigan—the five women who have been my family, my mothers, my teachers, and my jailers for my entire life. I can picture their reactions to my news.
Magnolia, curvy and red-headed and free with hugs, will squeeze my shoulders and tell me it's okay, and that it will all work out. She looks about the right age to be my mother, though of course she is far older than normal teens' mothers. Her fascination with terrifying things fueled my childhood; and she was always telling me frightening tales and warning me about one thing or another—everything from ghouls and ghosts in the cemeteries, to snakes and ticks in the forest. She also told me about the sharks and jellyfish and merrows in the ocean, and the brain-eating amoebas in the lakes—possibly trying to make me feel better that I can't visit those places. She understands fear; she will be the one most sympathetic to my story.
Gillian and Gemma are dark-haired twins who could be in their early thirties. For fun, Gillian likes to find people's weak spots and pry at them; Gemma spends most of her time distracting herself with one fad or another. Both of them are completely man-crazy, and apparently have been, on and off, for centuries. They'll find some way to make a joke at my expense and then giggle together like teenagers. I wonder if I will still find things to laugh about after I've lived for several hundred years.
Arden will frown from her favorite seat in the corner, where she works incessantly with her smartphone and laptop. She looks to be in her mid-twenties. Her hair is always changing colors, from midnight black to fierce red to nut-brown or platinum blonde, as the mood strikes her or fashion dictates. For her, making money is almost as important as Life-Stealing. She'll wonder why I didn't just suck it up and finish the job.
The four of them can laugh at me, frown at me, hug me—but Maeve is the only one whose reaction I fear. She is the oldest of the Korrigan, and although none of the others will tell me her history, I've overheard them calling her "my Lady" when they think I'm not around. She's tall, with short-cropped blond hair and aristocratic features and blue eyes that look ice-cold or scalding-hot depending on her mood. She's the only one of the Korrigan who hasn't changed her name at some point over the centuries.
Maeve.
What will she say to me?
Too soon, I'm gliding off the main road onto the lane that leads to our house. When the Korrigan moved here eight years ago, they chose an isolated spot and had the place built brand-new to their very peculiar specifications. I'm not sure how they explained the gigantic cement-walled basement under the house. Most likely, they had to pay a significant sum of money to keep the builders quiet about that part; I was too young to care much about it at the time. For me, it was simply the changing of one prison to another.
The house appears through the trees, gleaming silver and white and dark gray in the moonlight. I suppose it's beautiful, with its blend of Old-World architecture and Southern charm, all gables and stonework and pillars and porches. Five bedrooms, six bathrooms, several living spaces, and a four-car garage. Maybe I'll come to love this place, now that I won't be trapped here in the daytime.
I swing left and ride the paved path to the back of the house, where I roll my bike into the shed. With my hand on the handle of the back door, I pause and close my eyes. Deep breaths, Aislinn. Tell them what happened. It'll be okay. I step inside, slip off my shoes, and hang my hoodie on its peg.
There's no point putting it off any longer. I shuffle from the mud room into the great room, the living area where we all gather for anything of importance.
As I expected, they are waiting for me there, all five of them. Magnolia stands when I enter. "How did it go, honey?"
"Were you seen?" says Arden. She's all sharp eyes and chopped black hair and savage cheekbones—and her tone is equally sharp.
"Almost," I say. "But I hid just in time."
Gillian gasps. "What?"
Maeve holds up her hand. "Calm down. These things don't always go perfectly. Aislinn, tell us exactly what happened."
I don't want to talk about it, but they will keep questioning until they drag every detail out of me. So I tell them. About the baby and her sweet face, about the golden lifeline and what it felt like to draw it into myself, to take days from a helpless, tiny human. By the end of my story, the reality of what I've done has settled like a weight in my stomach. I feel my insides lurching.
"Excuse—I'll be back—I—"
I race down the hall to the bathroom, catch my long red hair in one hand, and vomit into the toilet. Cold sweat breaks out all over me. I want to tear that baby's stolen month out of myself. What right did I have to take that piece of her life?
I'm crying, and the tears streaming from my eyes fall into the toilet bowl, into the vomit.
I thought it would be Magnolia who came to me, but instead I hear the rustle of Arden's crisp pencil skirt as she kneels beside me. Her cool fingers untwist the hair from my clenched hand and pull it back from my face.
"Don't say it's all right," I tell her between gritted teeth. "It's not."
"No, it isn't. But it's the way things are. The way we have to live."
"We don't have to steal it. We could just—"
"Just what?" she asks. "Go out only at night? Live in the dark, like vampires? What kind of a life is that?"
Of course she is right. I don't want to spend the rest of my life in the darkness.
"It's not fair that we have to steal it," I say.
"Life is cruel."
"Why?"
She sighs, wipes my mouth with a wad of toilet paper, and drops the soiled clump into the bowl. She presses the handle to flush everything away. If only I could get rid of my guilt as easily.
"No one who saw the beginning of the world still lives," she says. "We have to piece together the truth as best we can from what we see—the cruelty, and the kindness." She tucks one hand under my chin. "For now, you need to let the guilt go. You have a month of days ahead of you, and the first day will begin in a few hours. Sleep! You have so much to look forward to."
After she leaves, I stand up and wash my face in the sink. I stare at myself in the mirror—delicate features, full lips, green eyes, and an ample scattering of freckles. I know I'm pretty, but I still feel unremarkable most of the time—too pale, too fragile-looking.
The most striking thing about me is my waterfall of curly red hair. Magnolia says that it's just like my mother's. In the few videos I've seen of her, it was always long, down to the middle of her back; and I keep mine that length too.
I wish she could be here, for my First Day. But she died in a fire in the little apartment she shared with my father, far away in Texas.
My guardians have no videos or photos of my father. I tried Googling him a few times, but the name Paul Byrne goes with a surprising number of people. All I could find was a scant mention of his and my mother's death from an online news service near where they lived. And all I know of my mother is what I've seen from a couple of VHS home videos and a few photos.
I suppose Maeve or Arden cleaned up any digital traces of them; it's the kind of thing you have to learn when you don't really age over the centuries. Arden is an expert with computers; Maeve calls what she does "digital magic," instead of the old kind. It's how the Korrigan stay hidden, and how they make—and take—the money that fuels our lives here.
Shaking my head, I break out of the zone I'm in and rinse my mouth with water. I'm suddenly starving, but I'd rather not encounter everyone again, and if I go into the kitchen, I'll have to. Stupid open floor plan.
I climb the steps and walk past the upstairs living area and the other bedrooms to mine. It's all the way at the back of the house, in the eastern corner. Not that I use it much—most of my sleeping happens when I'm trapped in the belly of the raging beast and there's nothing better to do. Now that I've got my days, I'll be sleeping here at night. Strange.
The time till dawn passes slowly. I can't seem to focus on TV or a book. When the first rosy flush of dawn starts in the sky, I leap off the bed and fly down the back stairs and out the door. I'm going to see my home in the daylight for the first time.
The lawn around the house is smoothly green, bordered by magnolias with their broad, shiny leaves, and by oaks standing in carpets of leftover acorns from last fall. There aren't any creamy flowers on the magnolias yet, but the azaleas and rhododendrons are in bloom. I've seen them at night.
As the light pours gradually into the clearing where our house stands, the azaleas aren't black and silver anymore—they're bursting with lavender and vivid pink, blooms piled up on fresh green leaves. I want to throw myself into them, like a child leaping into a snowdrift.
And the forest! It's all glimmering green and golden and shadow, and it looks magical. Right now, with the sun peeking over the treetops and shining in yellow shafts through the trees, it's easy to imagine a world full of pixies and fairies and other delicate Fae things.
A world without my kind—without monsters.
But now isn't the time for self-loathing. I circle the house until I reach the long, tree-lined driveway leading up to the front door.
When we first moved here, I rarely went outside—the silvery moonlit lawn and dark trees did not appeal to me. And when I did go out, I almost never ventured down the drive, because the trees hung over it like dark goblins with long, twitching black fingers.
But in the sunlight? Total transformation. Instead of a forbidding tunnel, there's a sun-dappled path with a green and gold ceiling. The road looks inviting, but the call of the woods is stronger. I'm Irish, and I'm Korrigan—roads are for normal teenagers.
I follow my instinct and plunge into the pathless forest.
It feels so good just to run, to explore, to walk aimlessly. I find a creek and I sit on the bank, drinking sunshine. There are clearings and fields to cross, and hills to climb. Somehow I keep my sense of direction, and eventually I work my way back closer to home again.
After nearly two hours in the forest, I'm famished, but I don't want to go back to the house. What I went through to gain this day—it was painful, and I don't think the others understand. For them, it's a routine practiced for centuries. For me, it was frightening, and morally questionable. I still feel guilty about it.
On a morning like this, though, with a clear blue sky and crisp spring air—who could sit with guilt for long? I feel like a thousand songs. I know I can conquer the world.
But I do need food. And there is so much more to see, beyond the forest. People and places! And I know just where to start.
On past late night excursions, when I was feeling bolder than usual, I would follow the drive and go down the south road to a little corner store, the kind that sells motor oil alongside gum and corn chips. With the little spending money the Korrigan allow me, I would buy a snack or a soda, just to get out of the house and live a little. The place is open 24 hours, so it's perfect for someone who is awake from dusk to dawn.
I could go back, get my bike, and ride there—but this is my First Day, and I want to take it slowly. And  with the sunlight on my side, I decide take a shortcut through the forest.
Before long, I step out of the trees into a parking lot that I know well, although I've never been here in the daytime. I can see the pavement clearly, riddled with cracks that sprout stubborn bits of grass. Chips of broken glass and old wads of gum litter the asphalt. There's the peeling paint, the faded posters plastered on the red brick walls—all in fresh color.
And as I walk across the lot, I feel the warmth of the sun, unfiltered by trees, shining on my bare arms. I turn my face up to it and close my eyes for a minute.
Then I sense the watchers. I open my eyes and there are three of them, three boys about my age leaning against the side of the store, in the deepest part of its shadow. I guess they are all cute enough, but for some reason I notice one in particular.
Maybe it's the daylight making everything seem amazing—but I think he's the most beautiful boy I have ever seen—bold cheekbones, strong jaw, full lips, flawless brown skin, and eyes, dark as space, fixed on me. There's something about the way he is looking at me—a kind of wonder and surprise, that makes me flush.
This day is too important for distractions or embarrassment. I'm going in to get my drink and snack, and then I'm going to see the world, and no handsome boy will get in my way.
I walk past him and enter the store. 
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RAINCHECK
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Zane
When I see the red-haired girl come out of the trees, I think for a second that she's the goddess of spring. She steps out of the forest with that curly red hair falling over her shoulders, and she moves smooth, like wind or water.
She stops for a second, looking at the store. Then she closes her eyes and turns her face up to the sun, holding her arms out a bit like she's worshiping it. Weird, but somehow hot, too.
Half a second later she opens her eyes and looks right at me, just for a beat. She keeps walking, straight for the door of the store. As she passes I see that her cheeks are pink and her eyes are light green, like spring leaves. What's up with me? I'm thinking like some kind of damn poet.
I take a second look, and I notice the skinny jeans showing off her long legs. Her plain T-shirt is dark green, and just tight enough. She's real, all right. Flesh and blood, baby.
She disappears into the store, and I notice that the other guys have gone just as quiet as me. They noticed her, too, and I don't like it.
I push myself away from the wall. "I'm goin' in to say hi to Devon."
Julio and Frank laugh. "Yeah, right," Frank says. "You go say hi. Maybe we'll come too!"
I give him a glare and go into the store.
The girl is standing at one of the refrigerators, choosing a drink. I saunter up to the counter where Devon is lounging, a wad of gum in his cheek.
"Hey man."
He jerks his chin up at me. " 'Sup, Zane!"
I feel her walking past, behind me. She stands to my right, puts her can of soda and granola bar on the counter. In a minute she'll pay for it, and then she'll leave. It's now or never.
Nothing comes into my head. No clever lines. No smooth sayings. Just— "You live around here?"
Did I say that? Yes, I did.
She opens her mouth but Devon cuts her off. "Yeah man, she lives 'round here! I see her when I do night shift and up till now that's the only time I see her. You know I started to think she's a vampire for sure, but now here she is in the daytime and all that, so I guess she just—"
"I'm a night owl," says the girl. She smiles a little, and something about her expression makes me suspect that there is more to the story—a lot more. The smile is so sexy, too, and just when I was thinking I should forget about girls till after graduation.
"Where do you go to school?" Why can't I think of anything to say except more questions? This is starting to sound like an interrogation.
"I'm homeschooled," she says, like an apology. "My family doesn't like the public school system."
"Yeah, it's not always great," I say. "But you can meet some cool people."
"Like you?" She smiles wider.
Devon laughs. "Aw man, she quick," he says.
"Shut up, D!" But I can't help grinning. I think no one could help it, once they saw that smile of hers.
I don't know where to go next—how to get to the asking for her number part. My brain just isn't working right. Damn, Zane, pull it together!
"So if I ever want to meet these 'cool people,' where would I go? Outside of a classroom, I mean." There is a little quiver in her voice at the very end. Just what I need. She is nervous, too; and suddenly I can talk again.
"Well, I don't know," I drawl. "It's hard to predict when and where the fun is goin' down. Why don't you just give me your number so I can let you know?"
Her smile fades. "I don't have a number. Not yet, that is. I mean, we just—"
"Hey, it's cool, it's cool," I say.
"But I would give it to you, if I had one."
We stand there, sort of not looking at each other.
I clear my throat. "Well, um, I'll see you around. You enjoy your—your Diet Coke there. You know that fake sweet stuff'll kill you, right?"
"Not likely," she says, with that same little secret smile; and I am gone. Homework, graduation, my search for a summer job, everything shrinks, becoming fuzzy and small and far away—and she is the only thing in focus. I stand there like a mute idiot while she pays for the soda and snack and walks past me, toward the door. She reaches for the handle, then turns back.
"I'm Aislinn, by the way. It's spelled A-i-s-l-i-n-n, but you say it like Ashlyn."
"Oh," I say. "Awesome."
She steps through the door. She is almost gone.
"I'm Zane." It comes out like a croak, and I curse in my head.
"Nice to meet you, Zane."
And then she is gone. 




3
BREAKAWAY
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Aislinn
I walk quickly across the parking lot, my face burning and my heart pounding. What was that? I must have sounded so stupid to him, so desperate for friends. Telling him how to spell my name? I am an idiot—a sheltered, weird idiot. I walk faster toward the tree line.
Rapid steps scuff the pavement behind me.
"Hey! Girl, you walk fast! Where you goin' in such a hurry?"
My heart is in my throat because it's him, so I have to take a minute to swallow before I can speak. "Nowhere. I mean, I—thought I might look around the area. You know, because it's such a nice day."
"Yeah, it is," he agrees. "You—um, need some company?"
I stop in my tracks and look up at him. His eyes are an open book—admiration, interest, and a hint of confusion, as if he isn't sure why he's being so bold with me.
A snicker comes from the direction of the store. Devon has stepped outside and is standing with the other two boys, and they're smirking and staring at us. I flash them a smile.
"What about your friends?" I ask.
"Oh, them? They're cool." He grins. "We could show you some of our hangouts around here."
I want to go with them, but I'm not sure my guardians would approve; in fact, I'm quite sure they would lock me up for a week if they found out I was roaming around town with three teenage boys I just met.
But I don't want to go back into the forest right now. I want to be out in the sun, and I want to meet people and talk to them. It's my First Day.
"All right, then," I say. "But I have to be back here in a couple hours, or my family will worry about me."
"Of course. Hey, you don't have to worry, I'll take good care of you. Come meet the guys!"
He introduces me to a blond teen with pale eyes—Frank; and then to a boy with a shock of shiny black hair and a huge grin—Julio. They lead me to their ride, a beat-up old Buick with oversized wheels that belongs to Frank. He hops into the driver's seat and Julio calls shotgun, but Zane hustles him into the back seat so I can ride up front.
"The best view for our guest," he says.
It's stupid, what I'm doing. They could be creeps or gang members, for all I know. I hesitate.
"You don't have to come," says Zane. "But I promise, we're good guys."
He could be lying. But I'm feeling invincible today, and could someone with those warm brown eyes really be a liar? I slide into the seat. "Let's go."
They take me all over town, showing off the skate park, the old mill, their favorite burger stop. We even drive downtown, and they show me the river with its waterfalls, and the spindly bridge that connects the two sections of the city. When Julio's stomach growls so loudly that we can all hear the noise, we grab sandwiches and drinks from a shop and find a spot by the river to eat them.
We're sitting on sun-warmed stones, watching the waterfall tumble over the rocks and smooth itself out into a gleaming river dotted with ducks. I feel the cold soda can in my hand, taste the crisp sweetness of the drink on my tongue. The whole world is warm with spring, bees are buzzing over new flowers and there's a fresh scent of water and earth. I want to freeze this moment and hold it forever inside me.
Zane leans over to me, and for a second I'm mesmerized by his brown eyes. "Hold still," he says, and I do, breathlessly. He expertly flicks something off my arm. "Spider."
I'm on my feet in less than a second. "A spider? On me? How big was it?"
He makes a quarter-sized circle with long brown fingers. I shudder.
"I take it you're not a fan of spiders," he says, his eyes sparkling.
"Not so much," I say, examining the rock before I sit back down. I can't tell him the real reason I hate spiders, and roaches, and centipedes—my basement dungeon is a haven for them. It's full of cracks that haven't been repaired in years; and of course it's never seen a visit from a pest control specialist. So I deal with creepy crawly things quite often, usually when I'm feeling sick and vulnerable after a day spent in the belly of the beast.
His eyes tell me that he thinks my reaction is a little overdone, so I try to laugh it off and talk about the tourists snapping selfies on the bridge. Inwardly I reassure myself. You're okay. You're in the sun. You have thirty whole days of sunshine. You don't have to go back there, ever again.
Frank is complaining about his brother, so the talk turns to families. Zane has a couple of sisters; one is married and recently had a baby.
"What about you, Aislinn?" asks Julio. "You got brothers, sisters?"
I shake my head. "My parents passed away, so I live with my—my aunts. I don't have any brothers or sisters."
"Hey, I'm sorry about your parents," says Zane softly.
"It's okay, really," I say. "I was little—I don't remember anything about them, so I can't really miss them."
Julio whistles. "Yeah, okay, this just got major depressing in here. New topic!"
Zane wads up a sandwich wrapper and throws it at him.
"Hey man, that's littering!" Julio throws it right back, and then it's an all-out battle of napkins, wrappers, and bits of leftover sandwich. A couple of ducks waddle up from the river to inspect the chaos, hoping for scraps. I watch them, fascinated by the tentative way they advance and retreat as the boys scuffle.
Suddenly Zane stretches out his hand to me. "Come on!"
"Why?"
He laughs. "Just come on!"
My hand looks small, fragile, and pale in his. I'm up in a moment and we're running toward the river, toward some large rocks that break up its flow. He jumps to the edge, but I hesitate.
"The sign says 'no climbing on the rocks,'" I say.
He shakes his head. "They have to say that. Liability and whatever. It's fine. Do you always do what signs tell you?"
I have always done what I was told. It was a matter of safety, for me and others. But that was in a dark world, before this day. In this bright world, everything seems safe, and possible.
I let go of his hand and leap ahead, jumping lightly from rock to rock till I reach a huge boulder right in the middle of the river. The sound of the nearby waterfall is so loud that I can't hear his feet as he follows me easily. He's obviously done this dozens of times.
We stand still, enjoying the rocks and the river and the sun. I glance over at the bank and notice Frank chatting up a couple of girls. Julio is picking up the remnants of the food fight, frowning, his lips moving.
"What's he saying?" I ask.
"Just grumbling." Zane grins. "He hates it when we throw stuff on the ground."
"Let's go help him."
"Hey!" He grabs my hand again. "Stay a minute."
I stay, but I pull my hand free, suddenly shy. It feels so comfortable with him, with his friends—like I've known them much longer than one morning. It's surprising, really, given that I was raised by women and the only stuff I know about boys is from TV shows and movies.
But no matter how good it feels, I'm being foolish, letting strangers drive me around the city and buy me lunch.
"So do you do this often?" I ask. "Pick up random girls, and give them the tour?"
He laughs. "Sometimes. At least, Frank does. It's my first time. Doing this, I mean—with someone I don't know. I mean—" He rubs the back of his neck with his hand.
"It's been fun," I say. "Really. Just what I needed."
He looks at me, as if he's trying to figure something out. "Rough stuff at home?"
"Kind of." I sigh. "But, rough or not, I need to be getting back. I didn't tell anyone where I was going."
"You need a phone."
"I know. Maybe they'll let me have one now that—" I stop. "Now that I'm seventeen."
He nods. "I'm seventeen, too. Gonna be graduating soon."
"Really? Isn't that early?"
"Well, I kinda skipped a grade early on."
"Oh, so you're smart."
He smiles, a little embarrassed. "That's what they say."
Julio shouts from the bank, waving us over.
"Yeah, we better go. Julio has work this afternoon, and we've got to get you home to your no-phone family."
A quick trip back across the rocks, a short walk up the street, and we're back in the car, driving away from the city center, headed back to the outer edges of town.
"Let's drive by our school," says Julio. Frank takes a couple turns and we glide past the fences. It's a plain one-story building of red brick, flanked by parking lots and athletic fields.
Next the car rolls through a couple of neighborhoods, not far from the corner store where we met. The houses are small but neatly kept, lined along quiet streets and shaded by huge oaks and magnolias. Lacy dogwoods and showy azaleas bloom in some of the yards.
"That's Zane's digs, there," says Frank, pointing out a red brick house with two dogwoods out front.
"It's sweet," I say, leaning out the open window for a closer look.
"It's home," he says, shrugging. "Hey, where do you live? We gotta get you back there, right?"
The last thing I want is for these guys to see my guardians' massive mansion. "You can just take me back to the store; I'm good to walk from there."
"What, you don't want us to see where you live?" says Julio. "Ow! Stop it, Zane! I'm just saying, either she lives in a trailer or she's super rich and doesn't want us to know."
"Yo, Julio! Shut up!" says Frank. "The lady wants to go back to the store, so back to the store we go."
There's a scuffle in the back seat and Julio says "Ow!" again. "Take it easy, man!"
Too soon, we're pulling into the parking lot of the convenience store. Frank and Julio keep the car running and begin arguing about music stations, but Zane jumps out when I do.
"So, thanks," I say, tucking my thumbs into my jeans pockets. "This was really fun."
"Yeah, yeah." He kicks at a pebble and glances at the forest. "So, you're just gonna walk back into the woods? What are you, some kinda tree spirit?" He's smiling, but from the way he cocks his head to one side, I know he's curious.
"Nothing like that," I say. "I just like the forest."
"Me too," he says. "I go running a lot. In the woods, I mean. Sometimes trails, sometimes just running, you know?"
"You run with anybody?" I ask. "Your friends, girlfriend..."
A slow smile spreads across his face. "No girlfriend," he says. "Some girls who wish they were more than friends, but... nothing like that."
"Uh-huh. Okay." My face is heating up again, and I'm inwardly cursing my fair skin—such a tattletale of my moods. "Well, thanks!" I spin around and head toward the trees.
"Aislinn, wait!" He touches my shoulder, and I feel the warmth of his fingers more intensely than I should. "I'd like to see you again. Your family has a landline, right? Wanna give me the digits?"
"No, no, I can't do that." The thought of him calling the house and talking to the other Korrigan makes me panic. But he looks so dejected that I have to offer him something; besides, I want to see him again, too. "I'll give you my email address."
His dark eyes light up, and since neither of us is carrying a pen, I type the info into his phone. He looks at the information on the screen for a few seconds, and while he does, I study the curve of his jaw, the angle of his cheekbones, the rich color of his skin. I'll probably never see him again, and I want to remember this day as long as I live.
"Thank you," I say. "This day was amazing."
Then I turn and run into the forest.
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"Where were you all day?" Maeve's eyes are narrowed, her face more severe-looking than ever.
"Just, out. Exploring, having fun on my First Day."
"Out," she repeats. "You were out? You were unreachable. Didn't it ever occur to you that some of us may have wanted to share this day with you?"
My mouth falls open. Since when have they ever wanted to share time with me, beyond the occasional meal? Then I notice that Magnolia's eyes are a little red. Has she been crying?
"I—I'm sorry," I say. "I didn't realize—"
"I thought we could spend your First Day together," Magnolia says, her voice wavering.
"I'm so sorry," I say. "I just—everything was so beautiful. I just kind of—went with it."
"Well, there are some daylight hours left. We can have the picnic that Magnolia worked so hard to prepare," says Maeve. Standing there, crisply dressed in slacks, blouse, and heels, she looks more ready for an office than a picnic. With her expression, she'd fit in better at a funeral—or in a courtroom.
I glance at Magnolia again, and I feel a pang of guilt because she looks so disappointed. The twins turn from their spot on the couch and stare at me, looking offended.
Suddenly a surge of anger overwhelms my guilt.
"Sorry, I didn't realize we were a family now," I say. "I've been alone for most of my waking hours during my entire life. We could have hung out anytime then, if any of you were willing to give up a little bit of your precious sleep. But now that I have days, you want to hang out? Forgive me for not realizing that was an option!"
"Watch your tone," says Maeve. I bite back the rest of my words, remembering the stick she used to use to remind me of my place when I was younger. She hasn't used it on me in years, and I'd rather not give her an excuse now.
Magnolia's eyes are tearing up again. Instead of making me pity her, the sight makes me want to slap her. "I stayed up with you, sometimes."
"Almost never," I mutter. "And you're the only one. The rest of you would just go off to your rooms an hour or so after I came up. Or you'd go out together and leave me here."
"What about the plays? We took you to Phantom of the Opera and The Mousetrap," says Gemma. Gillian smacks her arm. "What? We did!"
"Hush, all of you!" Maeve's voice carries the weight of ancient authority. I want to disobey, to rebel, but even I can't ignore that voice. When your primary guardian is centuries old and a Korrigan, you have to know when to back down.
Maeve's ice-blue eyes fix on me. "Whether you believe it's fair or not is irrelevant. What matters is now; and now, we will all be spending some time together."
How fun.
Arden takes Gillian and Gemma in her car, so I ride in the back seat of Maeve's car while she and Magnolia sit up front.
"So, where did you go this morning?" Magnolia keeps her voice light and cheerful, but I can tell there's worry underneath.
"I met some kids my age. We hung out for a while."
"Oh. That's—that's nice," Magnolia says, glancing at Maeve.
"You have to be careful," Maeve says.
"I know. I am."
We ride in silence for a while, and I'm so fascinated by the bright, beautiful countryside flashing past that I almost forget my request.
"One thing, though," I say. "I'd like a phone. You know, you said I was unreachable—if I had a phone, you could get in touch with me anytime. We could text."
Silence.
"If it's a money thing, I could get a job. Help pay for it." What am I saying? They have more than enough money. It's not about the money. It's about control. If Maeve thinks the phone will give me more freedom, she won't let me have it. If she thinks she can control me better with it, then she just might.
"You could put one of those tracker apps on there," I say. "That way you'll always know where I am. You can find me if anything happens."
"We used to use pixies for that," Maeve says. "Excellent trackers. They can find anything—or anyone."
"Too bad this millennium is fresh out of pixies."
In the rearview mirror, I see her smile. "I wouldn't be too sure of that. Still, it's not a bad idea. I'll think about it."
The picnic spot they've chosen is a field dotted with dandelions. Nearby, in a damp hollow by a pond, there's an entire carpet of purple and blue violets. I'm enchanted.
"Do you like it?" asks Magnolia, squeezing my hand. "I found this spot last week."
"I love it!"
Gemma spreads out blankets, and Gillian helps Magnolia unpack the basket. It's about four o'clock, a little early for dinner, but I'm hungry. I suppose daytime and new things can give a person a bigger appetite. The chicken salad, fruit, and cake on my plate disappears in record time.
Arden doesn't eat at all. She pulls out her tablet and keeps going with whatever work she's always doing. The twins eat hardly anything and then excuse themselves, giggling and saying they have dates to get ready for. They're always going out on dates. I think men find the idea of beautiful twins irresistible, and Gemma and Gillian never seem to tire of playing with their boy toys. Gemma usually keeps her boyfriends on the hook for a while, but Gillian goes through men like a shark through water.
Once the twins and Arden leave, the picnic becomes even more awkward. I can't help but compare this silence and stiff conversation with the easy riverside lunch that the boys and I had.
Finally I excuse myself and walk over to the violet patch. Once I'm among the flowers, I can barely see the two women out in the field on the picnic blanket, just above the rim of the hollow on my left. The pond glimmers to my right, reflecting the drooping tendrils of two old willow trees and the blooms of some frilly white dogwoods.
I haven't picked flowers since I was little, but I can't resisted these sweet-smelling purple violets. I pluck them near the roots, leaving as much stem intact as I can.
A sudden splash in the pond startles me. Ripples on the water, but nothing in sight. Must have been a fish.
I pick another flower.
Splash! A larger one this time. Then a small rock strikes my shoulder.
"Ow!" I peer across the pond, at the bushes on the other side. I could swear I see something in them.
And then the bushes rustle. Another rock hits my arm. Some kids, maybe?
"That's not funny," I call out. "You shouldn't throw rocks at people. It hurts."
"You shouldn't throw rocks at people. It hurts," says a mimicking voice. More rustling and chuckling from the bushes.
I've always liked kids—but kids who throw rocks? I'm not putting up with that. Quickly I move around the edge of the pond, toward the bushes where the little devils are hiding.
More rocks splash into the pond and pelt my arms and shoulders. One pebble hits my face, stinging sharply.
"Little brats," I hiss between my teeth, and I run toward the bushes. I reach out and pry apart the nearest branches, peering in.
A horrible grinning green lump of a face pops out at me, sticking a long tongue through its rows of pointed yellow teeth. Bristly hair sprouts from its misshapen nostrils, long ears, and curved chin. It yells with laughter in my face, and I scream.
The nearby bushes erupt with laughter, and out from the branches appear more distorted green faces, with gaping sharp-toothed mouths and red tongues and bulging eyes.
I back up, hand over my mouth to stifle another scream. Is this a nightmare? What is happening?
The things swarm out of the bushes toward me. They're wearing tattered shirts and pants, all colored a dark, rusty red, like old blood. At the front of the pack, a large one hoists a heavy rock in one hand. He flings it at my head, and I duck just in time.
"Missed ya this time, Korrigan," he growls in a gravelly voice, thick with Irish brogue. "But I won't again." He weighs another chunk of rock.
Suddenly a clear, sharp whistle echoes over the pond. The green goblins freeze, turning this way and that, licking their sharp teeth with their tongues. Then, one after another, they disappear—not with a puff of smoke or a shower of sparks. They are simply there one second and then—not there.
Looking for the source of the whistle, I see a flash of brilliant red behind one of the willow trees. And then, nothing.
I run back to the picnic blanket, trampling the violets I dropped. When I reach the spot, the two Korrigan aren't there. They are walking a little distance away, arguing heatedly about something.
Flopping down on the blanket, I close my eyes. What were those things? Should I tell Maeve and Magnolia about them? Maybe the change from nighttime to daytime is making me hallucinate. That must be it.
Besides, if I tell them what I saw, what will they do? Keep me in the house? Prevent me from wandering on my own? I can't be walled in again. I can't.
When the sun dips lower in the sky, we pack up and head home. I say nothing of the strange little green men, and when we reach the house I excuse myself and race to my bedroom. Flipping open my laptop, I type in "little green men," then "little green goblins." Nothing seems to fit what I saw. Finally, I type "little Irish goblins," and the first entry pops up.
Leprechaun.
Of course the word had crossed my mind; but these creatures seemed so different from any leprechauns I'd heard of. In the stories, they are greedy little guys, with a fanatical love of gold and a taste for mischief. I'd seen one movie that tried to make them into something terrifying, but it hadn't scared me. I couldn't imagine leprechauns as anything but quirky and fun—and imaginary.
But the things I saw today meant business. They were trying to knock me out, or worse. And there wasn't a rainbow or a pot o' gold in sight.
What about that flash of red? The whistle? It was almost as if someone were warning them—or calling them off.
I try Googling a few more phrases, mostly involving leprechauns, Irish folklore, tricksters, and the color red. There's a Red Branch of the Royal House of Ulster, and the little-known fact that leprechauns used to be depicted as wearing red instead of green.
Finally I find a very plain website that looks as if it were designed back when computers were first available for home use. It has information about all sorts of mythical Irish creatures—leprechauns and cluricauns, merrows and selkies, banshees, the dullahan, and the Lianhan Sídhe.
And then I see it—an entry about the Red One, the Far Darrig. I remember Magnolia telling stories of the "Fear Dearg," a stocky, stunted, ugly creature, with a spotted yellow face.  The website offers a few extra details.
Closely related to the leprechaun, the Far Darrig dresses in red from top to toe. He loves to play macabre practical jokes. He can mimic voices or sounds, turn himself invisible, or give his victims the worst of nightmares.

The Far Darrig sometimes shows favor to mortals and brings them luck. But to those he hates, his trickery often ends in death.

There's more, about how this guy used to lead unsuspecting travelers into the swamp, right to an old hut where a nice tasty hag was roasting on a spit. I shiver. What kind of monster is this? Could he be real? Those creepy little green goblins certainly are.
A yawn interrupts my thoughts, and suddenly I feel strangely excited. Tonight, I'm actually going to be sleeping. In a bed. All night long. I'll get to enjoy a nice long sleep that doesn't involve being shrunken to unconsciousness, riding in the bowels of a demon-beast. I can spend the night really, soundly asleep, like the other Korrigan, instead of getting an hour or two of human contact before spending the rest of the dark hours by myself, doing my online classes and watching TV.
I look at the clock. It's nine-thirty—probably a little early by human teen standards, but I've had a long day, and I'm exhausted. Snapping the laptop closed, I shuffle into my bathroom and brush my teeth. My long red hair is a messy tangle, but I don't feel like combing it out. I twist it up in a knot on my head and wash my face.
Someone raps on my bedroom door.
Toweling my face, I open the door. It's Arden, and she's holding a white paper shopping bag.
"How was your first day?"
"Um—" Amazing, because I met this boy...and terrifying, because I saw real live leprechauns. "It was good. Really good."
"Does it feel strange, being awake in the day, sleeping at night?"
"Kinda."
"Well." She holds out the bag. "Brought you something. For your first night. Sleep well."
"Thanks, you too." I take the bag and close the door, shaking my head and smiling. Arden rarely acknowledges me; so when she does, it's always a fun surprise.
Inside the bag are two tank tops, buttery-soft, in pastel prints. They have coordinating pairs of pajama shorts that are just as lightweight and comfortable.
I wonder if Arden felt bad about what I said earlier, about us not being a family. It's uncharacteristic of her to think of me at all, much less to buy me a present.
As I move toward the trash can to put the bag beside it, I notice that there's one more thing sliding around inside. I reach in, retrieving a necklace with a slim gold chain and a tiny ruby-red stone set in a gold circle. It's a beautiful thing, obviously old, but not overly ornate like some of the Korrigans' vintage jewelry.
Where did it come from? Is it Arden's? And if so, why on earth is she giving it to me? The PJs were a little odd—but this necklace is too weird.
Still, I love it—so I undo the tiny clasp and put it around my neck. The red jewel glimmers between my collarbones like a drop of blood.
After dressing in a set of the new pajamas, I turn off the lights and slide into bed. My eyelids feel heavy almost instantly, and I sink into sleep.
But it's not a restful sleep, or a peaceful one.




4
EVERYTHING
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Zane
I think about her all afternoon. I'm still thinking about her that evening, sitting on the couch with my phone while my parents watch the news on TV. I stare at her email address so long that I feel like it's burned onto my eyeballs. When I close my eyes, I still see it.
"You tired, baby?" Mom reaches over to pat my head.
"No, just thinking."
"Thinking? What about?"
"Nothing."
"Nothing, huh? That's code for a girl, for sure. Right, Aaron?" She kicks my dad's leg.
"Huh?" He's still staring at the TV. "Latesha, you see this about the babies gettin' kidnapped?"
"What are you on about?"
"Some messed-up dude's stealin' babies. Right out from under their parents' noses." He points to the screen, where a blond woman is gesturing dramatically to the hospital building behind her.
"—here at the site of yet another infant disappearance," says the reporter. "A two-day-old girl vanished from Memorial Hospital's maternity ward. Authorities are investigating how the baby could have been taken from her mother's room undetected, in spite of numerous security measures in place at the hospital."
A nervous-looking hospital official flashes onto the screen, insisting that the hospital's security is state-of-the-art. By the sweat glistening on his forehead, I'd guess he's in pretty big trouble.
"This incident is the fifth infant kidnapping in the past two months—and new parents are understandably worried," says the reporter. Then a big pregnant lady and a nervous little man show up, fretting about how they're scared for their baby.
I frown. "So somebody's trolling hospitals, taking babies? That's effed up."
"Language," says Mom.
"I said 'effed.'"
"And the Lord knows what you meant. There are plenty of words in the English language—no need to use that one."
"Yes, ma'am," I mutter. Good thing she can't hear me when I'm with the guys. And they're even worse.
I go back to my phone and start an email to Aislinn. What should I say? Is it too soon? Maybe I should wait. After all, I just met her this morning. But man, do I want to email her.
I'm not sure what to do, and there's one person who could help. So I jump off the couch and head for my sister Kali's room. She's fourteen, but she has more sense than most of the kids I know at school.
Her door is partly open, and I rap on it with my knuckles. "Hey, Kali."
"Hiya, Z." She flips the book she's reading upside down to keep her place. "What's up?"
I shrug. "Just a question. How soon is too soon to email a girl?"
She raises her eyebrows. "When did you meet her?"
"This morning."
"Oh." She bounces to a cross-legged position. "Wow. Um, I'm guessing you want to email her tonight?"
"Too soon?"
"Maybe. Where'd you meet her?"
"Not telling you the whole story, okay?" I feel my face burning. "I—you know what, just forget it."
"Fine! You're the one who asked me."
For a minute I stay in the doorway, smacking the doorpost with my hand. "We hung out for most of the day. It was pretty cool." It was like a damn epic movie, and now everything in my head is her.
"And she gave you her number?"
"Her email. She doesn't have a phone."
"Weird." Kali frowns.
"Yeah it is. So what do I do? Help a brother out."
She tilts her head to one side. "Go ahead and email her," she says. "Keep it short. Say you had a nice time and you'd like to see her again. Don't try to be funny, cause you're not."
"Thanks for that." I smack the doorpost again and head for my room. Kali's the best. Not that I'd ever tell her that.
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Aislinn
I'm standing on a column of red rock, chasms opening on every side like gaping mouths. Across the yawning gaps, sheer cliffs rise to meet a stormy sky, roiling with red-brown clouds. Suddenly, over the lip of my rocky perch slides a foot, all white-ridged knuckles and curved yellow claws with points sharp as scalpels.
I gasp and back away. But immediately I hear scraping behind me, as two more clawed feet appear, then a horrible pale head and neck, fused together, long and thick and sinuous like a snake's body.
Narrow eyes flash, the pale lips writhe back, and the creature snaps its yellow teeth at me. It's gaining purchase on the rocky edge now, scrambling up onto the column.
Time to scream. Time to run. But I can't make a sound, and there's nowhere to run. I make a split-second decision that I'd rather die at the bottom of the chasm than be ripped apart at the seams by those jaws.
I dash to the edge and look down. More creatures are swarming up the sides of the stone column, claws slipping and scratching, backs humping, tails lashing. They stretch their snake-like necks toward me and scream for my blood. My mouth opens, but I cannot scream back.
There's no way to jump now. I'd just fall into those shrieking, toothy mouths. No weapons, except a lump of rock that I snatch, scraping the skin from my knuckles. I heft it in my hand, like the leprechaun did at the pool today.
The leprechaun. The pool.
This is a dream. A terrible, terrible dream. Wake up! Wake up!
The white demons are all around me now. I smash my stone against the skull of one. Its pale skin peels away, revealing raw pink flesh underneath. It screams in my face and slashes my arm to ribbons with its claw.
Agony. Real, visceral agony. I have to wake up.
Another beast opens its jaws, and I see three rows of yellow teeth in a mass of purple gums and tissue, right before it clamps down on my side. Chewing, chewing, into my insides. The pain is blinding.
In my ear I hear a voice—not mine—a low, masculine voice, with a mocking lilt. "Wake up, Alice. Alice, wake up!"
I'm awake. Sweating, shaking, feeling my body in a panic that parts of it might be missing. Everything is still here. It wasn't real.
I fly out of bed and turn on the light. My room is just as it always was—the hardwood floor with the soft white rug, the pink and aqua bedspread, the white curtains with the gold pattern. My pictures, some vintage prints and one of Gemma's paintings. The nightstand, the desk, the big chair, and the dresser.
Deep breaths. In and out.
When I've stopped shaking, I peel off the sweat-soaked pajamas and use a damp washcloth to blot my face and neck.
The Korrigan never told me about having nightmares after their first Life-Stealing. It was so long ago for all of them that I doubt they would even remember. It's probably a perfectly normal part of the transition.
Of course it is.
But what was with that voice? I recognize the reference to Alice in Wonderland, of course—but I haven't read the book or watched the movie since I was a kid. Like, nine years old, maybe.
After a drink of water, I flip off the light switch and slip back into bed. The sheets have dried somewhat, but it's still unpleasantly damp, so I scoot over to find a dry spot.
Soon, I sleep again.
This time everything is black.
I'm standing upright, but I can't see the ground. I can't see walls, or ceiling, or anything. It's all inky black.
I shuffle forward, hands outstretched. There's a faint wafting of air around me, and it feels as if I'm in a big, big room. A cave? But it isn't damp or echo-y like a cave.
Squinting, I peer into the nothing. Is that a spot of light?
Faster I walk, toward the pale speck. It's very far away.
I walk, and walk. Finally the speck looks a little larger. It's lumpy now, and its shape keeps changing. I squint even harder, straining my eyeballs to see better.
When I try to call out, the Nothing stops my voice. So I run toward the white lump, and it—runs toward me. That's what it's doing. It's running toward me.
I can see it now. Four legs, four clawed feet. A long, lashing tail. A sinuous neck with a blunted head and narrow eyes.
It does not scream. It only runs. After me.
Lightning-quick I turn and race away into the Nothing. I run until my shins ache and my feet throb and my eyes water with the pain in my lungs. I can't hear the demon's feet, but I know it's coming, faster, faster than I could ever flee.
Wake up, wake up!
With a sickening wet thump it lands on my back, claws slipping deep in my flesh.
Wake up wake up wake up wake up!
Tears flood my cheeks and my mouth opens in wordless agony as the Thing bites my neck. And then—
"Wake up, Alice," says the Voice. The same smooth male voice I heard before. The same mocking tone. "Alice, wake up."
I'm awake, and I'm sobbing and trembling so hard I can't even get out of bed to flip on the overhead light. With shaking fingers I manage to turn on my bedside lamp. I'm a mess, all tears and snot and coughing sobs.
I'm not even trying to stay quiet. Maybe if I cry loudly enough, one of the Korrigan will come in and ask what's wrong. But no one comes. Their rooms are probably too far away for them to hear me. Or they don't care.
Maybe I'm being silly. After all, these are my first real nightmares—they probably just seem unbearable because I'm not used to them.
This is a normal human thing, right? I should be able to handle it.
I struggle out of the damp sheets and slide into my computer chair. The bluish glow of the laptop is comforting, somehow. With trembling fingers I type, "how to get rid of nightmares."
Number one on the list— "set a regular sleep schedule." I snort with nervous laughter. That could be my problem, for sure.
The other ideas—exercise, eliminating caffeine and alcohol, not watching horror movies before bed—don't seem to apply to me.
I click the X to close the browser tab—or at least I try, but my hands haven't recovered their control quite yet and the mouse shakes. I end up clicking a tab that's still open, the Irish mythology website I was reading earlier in the evening.
Closely related to the leprechaun, the Far Darrig dresses in red from top to toe. He loves to play macabre practical jokes. He can mimic voices or sounds, turn himself invisible, or give his victims the worst of nightmares.
The worst of nightmares.
The Far Darrig.
I picture a loathsome splotchy toad of a man, dressed in a red coat and hat, gleefully rubbing his palms together as he spins horrific dreams just for me.
Could he be here? In the house?
I leap up and check under the bed, in the closet, in the bathroom. He's nowhere in my rooms. I lock the bedroom door and double-check that the windows are closed tight and latched.
"You're being ridiculous, Aislinn," I tell myself aloud. "It's just a story. And they're just dreams."
Still, I can't bring myself to get back into bed. Instead, I curl up in my big, comfy blue armchair, drape myself with my favorite pink blanket, and watch TV on my laptop.
The next thing I know, sunlight is streaming through the curtains. My laptop slipped from my relaxed hands hours ago and lies on the rug by the chair. The night is over.
I'm so relieved I could cry.
On the way to the bathroom, I wake up my laptop, planning to turn it off. There's a notification on the screen.
I have an email from Zane.
Hey Aislinn, really enjoyed hanging out with you. I'd like to see you again sometime. You got any free time this week, or the weekend?

Hit me back.

-Zane

By the end of the email I'm grinning like an idiot. He likes me! He wants to see me again!
And he spelled my name right.
But it's too soon to jump into something like this. I just got my days. Maybe I only feel like this because he was pretty much the first guy I saw in the sunlight. There are millions of guys my age in the world—and I'd be crazy to fall for this one.
I'm totally crazy.
But at least I can pretend I'm not. So I reply to his email:
Hey Zane,

I liked hanging out with you too. If you and the guys want to do something this weekend, I'd love to join you.

Nope. Too stilted. I backspace "I'd love to join you." Instead I type:
If you and the guys want to do something this weekend, I'm down with it.
No, that's not my style either. Sounds like I'm trying too hard.
If you and the guys want to do something this weekend, I'm in. Let me know.

See you then.

-Aislinn

Much better. Not too eager, and I made it clear that I want our interaction to be as part of a group, for now. I feel very proud of myself for being so mature.
Now I just have to wait for the weekend.
I shower and dress in a daze, the nightmares nearly forgotten. If I think about Zane, I don't have to think of the pale, putrid monsters and their screams and their rows of yellow teeth.
When I come downstairs, Magnolia is making breakfast. Sausage, eggs, waffles. The kind of food they ate while I was roaring and clawing in my dungeon a few dozen feet below the breakfast table. Gemma and Gillian are watching a morning TV show, and Arden already has her laptop out.
"It smells divine!" I snatch a piece of sausage. It's so hot, I have to toss it between my fingertips till it cools enough to eat.
"How was your first night?" asks Magnolia, her round face dimpling.
I stare into her blue eyes, rimmed with pale red lashes. She's completely serious. So the nightmares aren't normal, then.
"Um, it was fine." I pop the hot sausage into my mouth so I don't have to elaborate.
Arden glances over at me. "You'll need to do some lessons today. Calculus, chemistry, and start on The Great Gatsby."
"Mmm, the Roaring Twenties." Gillian tilts her head back and closes her eyes. "Remember those days, Gemma?"
"I remember Philip," says Gemma, and they both burst into giggles.
Arden rolls her eyes. "It never gets old with you two, does it? Chasing the boys? You know what I remember about the twenties? Women could finally work some of the same jobs as men. And you two should thank me and Maeve that you could afford the dresses and jewels you wore to those parties."
"We got jewels and dresses on our own, too," Gemma says, with a pretend pout.
"Mostly from Philip," Gillian whispers loudly, and they dissolve into giggles again.
I don't mind the homework—at least the literature part. I've been looking forward to reading Gatsby ever since I saw the movie—well, movies. I've seen the 1974 and 2013 versions.
Maeve's voice comes from behind me, so close that I jump a little. "Aislinn has some other homework to do as well," she says. "Finding a suitable alternative to the first mark."
The others are quiet. Gemma and Gillian go back to their show, and Magnolia acts very busy with the breakfast. Only Arden stays still, watching me and Maeve.
I was expecting this, but not so soon. Not right after my First Day.
"I have time," I say.
"One lunar cycle; not much time to find another mark. We need to start planning now." She nods to Arden.
Arden makes most of the money for the family. I've never talked to her about it, because she doesn't usually want to talk to me—but I've known for a long time that it has something to do with hacking, or cracking, or both. She's also the one who finds marks for the Korrigan when they want to beef up their Life-Stream supply.
"I've been thinking about your next mark," Arden says. "We could send you after a drunk or an addict, but that would require you going into unsavory parts of town. There's also the possibility of a babysitting gig, but then I wouldn't necessarily be able to find and disable any nanny cams to ensure that you're not caught on video."
"I'm hearing problems, not solutions, Arden," says Maeve.
"Do you have any ideas?" Arden's tone is clipped and cold. 
As Maeve hesitates, my brain races with possibilities. A Korrigan can Life-Steal from anyone, except another Korrigan. We use babies because they sleep a lot, they can't defend themselves, and they won't remember what happened. Plus, they have a lot of Life-Stream to spare.
The problem with using babies these days is the heightened security around everything. Home security systems, video baby monitors, hospital security, hidden nanny cams—it's all very tight.
"We might have to use a hospital," says Maeve.
I gasp. "No way."
"If I disabled the cameras, temporarily, got access to the doors—it could work," Arden says.
"No," I say. "I'm not sneaking into a hospital to Life-Steal. I almost got caught once already; this would be way more dangerous."
"Not if you go in at night. Arden will handle the cameras and security systems, and Gillian will take care of distracting any nurses or security personnel."
"I will?" Gillian doesn't look happy with the idea.
"Ladies, we've done this many times," says Maeve. "We'll use the hospital on the other side of town; Arden's been in the system before, and we know the layout."
Arden nods. "I'll get in and check on the guard rotation, cleaning schedules, and shift changes."
I stare at the platters of steaming food set out on the kitchen island. Suddenly I'm not as hungry as I was. Maybe it's the idea of trying to sneak into a hospital full of patients, doctors, nurses, and security guards to Life-Steal from a newborn baby?
Are they insane?
Magnolia pushes a plate into my hands. "Eat up," she says. "You've got a big week ahead of you."
I load the plate with eggs, sausage, and a big waffle. Gillian and Gemma are sprawling on one couch, so I curl up on the other to try to enjoy my breakfast.
The news is coming on as I take the first bite. I'm barely listening until Gillian says, "Maeve." Her voice is taut, intense. Frightened? I've never heard her sound like this.
Maeve looks up from her magazine. "What is it?"
Gillian points at the TV. The reporter is discussing a rash of infant kidnappings. Horrible. Who would do something like that?
As soon as the thought crosses my mind, another one clicks into place.
Korrigan. We would do something like that.
"Wait, is one of you—are you guys responsible for this?" My voice quavers.
"No, idiot," says Gillian. "Maeve, do you think it could be—"
"Silence," Maeve hisses. She steps closer to the television. "Turn it up."
The broadcast lasts a few minutes—long enough for me to know that our hospital plan is shot to hell. Extra security measures are being put in place at local hospitals, along with more guards and cameras. No way am I sneaking in to Life-Steal and getting away with it.
Instead of being disappointed, I'm relieved. I take another bite of eggs and sausage.
Gemma stands up, fear in her eyes. "It's him," she says. "It's got to be."
"No," says Gillian. "We had an agreement. He stays away from us, we stay away from him. The world is big enough for us to coexist as long as we're far apart."
"Since when have agreements meant anything to him?" Gemma says. "He's nothing but a low-down trickster."
"A monster," Magnolia adds. Her face is salt-white in its frame of frizzy red hair. "Maeve, it isn't him, is it?"
"You took care of it, right?" Gillian asks. "After Fiona."
Fiona? My mother's name. Who are they talking about? What does this have to do with my mother? I don't ask, because if I do, they'll remember I'm here and stop talking about it. I freeze, staring at my plate and listening with all my might.
"I took care of Fiona and her lover," says Maeve. "What happened was her fault; she broke the agreement. I told her not to interfere in the Far Darrig's business."
"Yes, but that was seventeen years ago." Magnolia is almost whining, pleading. "Why would he come here? We've done nothing to provoke him."
The news broadcast has moved on to other topics, but Maeve stands frozen in the center of the great room, hands clenched at her sides. Despite her crisp pantsuit and short-cropped hair, there's something ancient and regal about her. The others wait, barely breathing, eyes on her face. 
"We don't know that it's him," she says finally. Calmly. "Humans, as we know, are incredibly depraved creatures. It could just as easily be one of them doing this. There are baby-selling rings and human trafficking here, as in any human civilization."
"But no one has seen anything," Gillian interrupts. "No one has any clues. Doesn't that seem odd? It feels like his way of operating. I really think it's him."
Magnolia emits a squeak of terror.
"Enough!" Maeve's eyes flash around the room, and her voice is thunderous. "Silence! We will not panic. We will not interfere. Our best course of action is to say nothing and do nothing. Do you understand?"
"Of course, my Lady," says Arden.
"Yes, my Lady," the others whisper.
"And you, child." Maeve's eyes turn on me, and I reflexively shrink back against the couch cushions. "Next time we begin a conversation that doesn't concern you, I expect you to leave the room. Understand?"
"Yes."
"Your Life-Stealing attempt will be postponed until I say otherwise. Finish your breakfast and do your homework in your room."
Homework is the last thing on my mind, but I go upstairs anyway, just so I can think. They were talking about the Far Darrig—it can't be a coincidence. How is he connected to the kidnapped babies, to Mom and Dad? And what did Maeve mean when she said she warned my mom not to interfere in his business? Maybe their death wasn't the straightforward apartment fire accident I've always been told it was.
Again, as I've done a hundred times, I search online for anything I can find related to their deaths. There's that one news blurb about the fire, a couple hundred words long. And there's a death record. That's it. Nothing else to find, no matter how hard I try.
My brain is humming with questions, but with no way to get answers, I have to give it up for now and do my homework.
The next few days pass slowly, mostly homework and books and TV like normal; but I get to eat my meals with the others, and I can study outdoors and soak up sunshine on the porch or the lawn. Magnolia and I go grocery shopping during the daytime—a novelty for me, although I think she only asks me along to help with the bags. I relish breakfast in the morning, take long walks in the forest during the day, and ride my bike along sunny streets in the afternoons, when other kids are done with school and no one will think I'm playing hooky.
The nights are anything but normal, if normal means sleeping all the way through till dawn. I have periods of restful, unbroken sleep; but there's always at least one nightmare that delivers bone-crunching pain and terror until I wake up shaking, my insides twisted in knots.
"Do you ever have nightmares?" I ask Gemma one morning. We both got up late, and the others are all busy in other parts of the house.
She crunches a mouthful of cereal. "No. Well, sometimes, I guess. Like I dream that I'm completely naked in front of a crowd of—no wait, those are the good dreams."
She laughs, but the most I can manage is a half-hearted chuckle. I really want to know. "Seriously, you never have nightmares? Like, dreams where you can feel terrible pain? And then you wake up really scared?"
"Hmm. I don't think so. Of course you're more human, and younger than I am—practically a child, and children tend to have those dreams, I think. I wouldn't worry about it," she says airily.
"Thanks, I won't." I don't think she picks up on the sarcasm, and it's just as well. It looks as if this, like all my other problems, is something I'll be handling on my own.
"I know what you need," she says after another mouthful of cereal. "Retail therapy. Come on, it'll be fun. It's Wednesday today, right? Gillian and I are going to the mall this afternoon. You should come with us."
Stay in the house and be bored, take yet another walk in the woods, or go hang out with people and buy things? Option C, please!
I've been to the mall a few times in the evening, but we never stayed long. This time, I'm eager to check out all the little shops I've always wanted to visit and buy clothes that people will actually see me wear in the daytime. But the twins are intent on getting entirely new wardrobes for themselves—and supposedly for me, too, although they take so long in the dressing rooms that we never make it over to my area of the department store.
"How do I look?" asks Gemma for the hundredth time, coming out of the dressing room and twirling around in front of me.
"Like an old woman." I'm done humoring her.
She puts her hands on her hips. "Listen, Aislinn, this would be a lot more fun if you had a better attitude."
"Give me some money," I counter. "Let me go shopping in the stores where girls my age actually belong."
She sighs. "Fine. Meet us at the food court at five o'clock." She pulls a few fifties out of her wallet and hands them to me. Of course she wouldn't trust me with one of the credit cards; still, it's more money than I've ever held in my hands. 
I salute her with the money and practically skip out of the department store.
A few cute tops, a dress, and some earrings later, I've made a big dent in the cash, and I have to pee. Seeing a sign for restrooms, I wander down a long hallway, deep into the bowels of the building. This is the older section of the mall, and the hallway floor tiles are all faded or cracked, the roughly textured wallpaper peeling in places. A smell of cleaning fluid and urine, old moisture and dust hangs in the air. On the walls someone has stuck a few old posters with faded colors and vaguely inspirational sayings.
The noise of the mall has faded behind me, and it's very, very quiet except for the clopping of my wedge heels on the tile floor.
How long is this hallway? Where the heck is the bathroom?
The hall takes a sharp turn, and there are the men's and women's bathrooms, facing each other across a T-shaped space. On the floor in front of the women's bathroom, there's a plastic yellow "Caution: Wet Floor" sign, and half-circle of some greenish liquid with a faint mist rising from it. Ew. I step over it and push through the door anyway, because I need to pee and I've walked all this way.
I stop dead. The door bangs shut behind me.
I can hardly believe the scene in front of me. The door to the largest stall is wedged open with a stroller. A woman lies crumpled on the tiles, eyes closed. Her baby is in the stroller, sound asleep—and over the baby, sharp nails working at the buckles, bends a green-skinned leprechaun. I can see the feet of another leprechaun next to the woman's body, and a third is perched in one of the sinks, pushing the soap dispenser over and over and cackling as the froth piles up on the counter.
I've surprised them. They freeze for a moment.
"She? How she get in?" squawks the leprechaun in the sink.
The one in the bathroom stall squiggles out from under the partition. "Korrigan!" it hisses. "Our barrier doesn't work on them."
The one crouching over the baby sniggers. "But something else will." He draws a long, wicked-looking knife from his boot. "Come, Korrigan. Come and see the wee babe."
This isn't a nightmare; this is real. Do something, Aislinn. Get a grip.
"Leave the baby alone," I say.
The one in the sink bursts into cackles. "She! She tells us to leave it alone!" The others let out peals of laughter as well.
Dropping my shopping bags, I glance around, desperate for something to fight them with. The one with the knife leaps off the stroller, slashing at me. Dodging, I seize the tall trash can and pull it in front of me like a shield, but he leaps on top of it, grinning.
I whip the bathroom door open and run through it, pulling it shut behind me. Thunk! His knife stabs into it. With my shoulder I give the door a hard, fast shove, smacking it into the leprechaun's face.
He screeches in pain; but before I can feel good about the hit there's a cackle behind me. Whirling, I see Soap Bubbles, green fingers dripping with froth, a set of spiked metal knuckles on his right hand. Apparently they can transport themselves as well as disappear.
He lunges at me with his spiked fist. Seizing the caution sign, I swing it at him with all my strength. It cracks with the force of his punch, but I pull it back and whack him in the head with it this time. He howls, greenish blood oozing from his nose.
A sharp sting of pain flashes through my thigh. The other leprechaun is out of the bathroom and he just sliced through my jeans—my favorite jeans. My going-to-the-mall-on-my-first-week-in-the-sunshine" jeans.
"You'll regret that." I kick him in the face with my thick wedge heels. But Soap Bubbles has leaped onto my back now, and he's drawing back his fist for another punch.
My brain flashes back for an instant to my nightmare—the pale monsters surrounding me on my thin column of rock, tearing me apart. I scream, and I throw myself backward onto the floor. My head hits the tile with a hollow thud, and for a second I can't think because there's pain and everything is ringing. But the leprechaun underneath me goes slack. Then he's gone. He disappeared, and so did the one in the doorway.
My head throbs, and I wonder vaguely if I killed any brain cells. Staggering to my feet, I stumble into the bathroom.
The baby is still in the stroller. Thank goodness for tricky five-point harnesses.
The mother is still on the floor.
Quickly I move the stroller out of the stall and check the woman's pulse. She's alive. Breathing.
I grab a wad of paper towels and sweep them through the soap on the counter. Then I scrub away all the acrid green liquid from the floor outside the bathroom.
Just as I walk back in to throw the paper towels away, the woman stirs.
I kneel next to her. "Hey, are you okay?"
She opens her eyes. "Wha—what happened?"
"I think you passed out."
"My baby! Where—"
"Right here. She's right here, don't worry. She's asleep."
The woman sighs and puts her hands over her face. "I guess I didn't eat enough today. I've been so tired, and so busy—and breastfeeding, let me tell you, that takes it out of you."
Too much information. "I'll walk you out, okay? Just to make sure you don't pass out again."
"Thanks, honey. Oh, and I probably shouldn't drive home. Do you have a phone? I forgot to bring mine."
"Sorry, I don't."
She stares for a second. "A teenager without a phone. Well. Something new every day." She smiles. "I can ask someone at one of the kiosks."
While she washes her hands, I collect my slightly trampled shopping bags. We walk back down the hall—I walk to her right so she doesn't notice the cut on my right thigh—and I leave her in the capable hands of the guy selling woman's facial products. I still have to pee, but no way am I going back down that hallway. Instead I head for the food court and use the restroom there. Water and paper towels don't do much for the cut on my thigh, but it doesn't seem that deep. I squeeze a few tissues down my jeans as a bandage; thankfully the jeans are tight enough to hold the tissues in place over the cut.
When I come out, I'm still feeling weird and dizzy from thumping my head on the tile, so I buy a Sprite at one of the booths.
"Aislinn!"
Not Gillian's or Gemma's voice. This is a warm, young, male voice. I turn, and Zane is grinning at me.
"Hey! Nice surprise seein' you here."
"Yeah, yeah, just shopping." I shift my shopping bag over my right thigh so he doesn't see the bloodstain; but he takes the bag right out of my hand.
"Let's see what you got here—ooh, this is nice! You gonna wear this Friday?" He holds up a green halter top.
My cheeks flush. "Maybe."
"Can't wait." He hands back the bag, but his eyes drop just in time to see the bloodstain. "Did you hurt yourself?"
"Oh, I'm clumsy," I say. "Just, um—bumped into a sharp—table corner—yeah. It's nothing, it's fine."
"You need something better than tissues for it? I got a bandage in my backpack, just sayin'."
He's right; I do need something better than tissues. The blood is already soaking through.
"What time is it?" I ask.
"Oh—uh, 4:45."
Fifteen minutes until Gemma and Gillian show up; if they're on time, which they rarely are.
"Okay, I guess I could use a bandage."
He swings the backpack off his shoulders. "No problem. I keep 'em in here in case I get banged up running or playing ball."
"Thanks. I'll just go in the bathroom and put this on."
"I'll be here. I'll guard your—what is this, Sprite?"
"Yes. Be right back."
When I return, freshly bandaged, he waves to me from a booth. I slide in across from him, wincing a little at the pull on my sliced muscle.
He's watching my face.
"How'd you get that cut again?" His brown eyes are serious now.
"A table corner."
"Uh-huh. Aislinn, I don't know you well, but I really don't think that's what happened. See, that cut through your jeans is way too clean to have been done by a table."
I chew my lip and look away from him.
"Did somebody hurt you?"
"Don't worry about it, okay? Please! I'm really fine." He looks so concerned, and I hate seeing that worry on his handsome face. "Hey!" I touch the top of his hand. "I'm okay. You don't need to worry."
"I'll let it go. For now," he says. The concern clears a bit, and he holds up his own shopping bag. "Guess what I got?"
He sets a box on the table and opens it.
"Shoes?"
"Dope shoes."
I laugh. "They do look pretty cool. They for running?"
"No, girl! These shoes are not run-through-the-forest-and-get-all-torn-up shoes. They're go-to-school-and-make-everybody-jealous shoes."
I'm laughing again, and it feels amazing. The ache in my head recedes. "So what do you do besides skip grades? And go running in the forest?"
"I play a little guitar. A little basketball."
"Ooh, basketball. I bet you're good."
"Cause I'm Black?"
My face goes from normal to 100 degrees hotter in two seconds. Stupid, stupid. "No, I just meant—"
Then I see his grin. He leans across the table. "I'm just messing with you."
"Oh. Good."
"Yeah. And actually, I kinda suck at basketball. I'm not on a team or anything, I just play with my boys for fun."
"I'm no good at any sport," I say. "Never played."
"I can show you a few things. If you want, sometime."
"Sure." Although I'm pretty sure there's not going to be anything much more embarrassing than fumbling around with a basketball on a court in front of this gorgeous guy. Except maybe tripping over a soccer ball in front of him, or getting smacked in the face with a volley ball, or missing a golf ball altogether when it's right in front of me. Maybe we should steer clear of sports.
Before we can talk any more, some other teens walk up to our table. There's Julio, whom I've met, and another guy and girl that I haven't. The girl has smooth dark skin and long black braids, and the guy is bigger and beefier than Zane, with a tuft of hair on his chin and a wide smile.
"What's up, man?" They do some kind of complicated secret handshake thing, and the big guy squeezes in next to Zane. "Move over, string bean. Hey, how you doin'?" He shoves his hand across the table at me. "I'm Michael."
"Michael?" The girl snorts. "Since when do we call you 'Michael?' His name's Mike," she says to me. "I'm Laurel."
"Aislinn. Nice to meet you."
"I like her, Z. She's got nice manners. Not like you hoodlums." She scoots onto the bench beside me.
"Where am I supposed to sit?" says Julio, looking pained.
"Ju-li-o!" Laurel drags out each syllable. "Pull up a chair from that table and quit your whining."
He obeys her meekly. "Hey, Aislinn."
I smile. "Hey, Julio."
"So you're the little snowflake Zane's been talkin' about," says Mike.
I raise my eyebrows. Snowflake? Okay.
Zane elbows him. Hard. "Come on, man."
Mike holds up his hands. "I'm chill, I'm chill! We're just all gettin' to know each other, okay? All gettin' to be friends. I hear you're homeschooled," he says.
"Geez, Mike," says Zane.
"Yeah, I hate it," I say. "But it is what it is. You play the hand you're dealt."
"I hear that." Mike nods. "Well, we're happy to have you in the squad. Everybody's welcome."
He really seems to mean it, so I give him my best smile. "Thanks."
They start talking, about school and about the weekend, but mostly about nothing in particular. I sit there, smiling, nodding, soaking it in.
Until Gemma and Gillian walk up to our table. Staring.
"Hell-o, ladies," says Mike, looking them up and down. "What can we do for you?"
"Aislinn," says Gillian. "It's time to go."
Laurel slips out of the booth so I can get out.
"These are my—aunts," I say, flushing. "Gemma and Gillian."
"You got twin aunts? That's so cool!" says Julio.
Gemma smiles at him. "You're cute. Call me when you're a few years older."
Where's a rock to crawl under when I need one? "Let's go," I snap. "Bye, guys."
"Friday," says Zane.
"I'll be there."
As I hurry the twins away, Gillian asks, "What's Friday?"
"I'm going to this live music thing with them, downtown," I explain. "Like an outdoor concert."
"Maeve won't like it, Aislinn."
"Does she have to know?"
Gillian shakes her head. "Don't start with this human teenage thing, Aislinn. We can't afford one of our kind being careless. If you aren't going to be trustworthy with your freedoms, you'll lose them."
"What, you'll lock me up? Keep me in the dungeon full-time?"
She stops and turns me to face her, her fingers digging into my arm. "Don't push her, Aislinn. You have no idea what she's capable of. Your mother found out the hard way."
"What?" I gasp. But she's already walking away from me. "What's that supposed to mean?"
"Don't make a scene," Gillian says. "Just walk. We're going home."
I don't speak on the way home. The twins are already over it, jabbering on about what they bought and which brands and the prices and how stunning they'll look and where they should wear each outfit. I hug my bag, thinking about Zane and the green halter top—and the green leprechauns and what Gillian meant when she said my mother found out the hard way.
When Maeve said she "took care" of my mother and her lover, what did that mean?
When we reach the house, I jump out of the car, intending to run straight up to my room. But Gillian blocks my way.
"Here," she says, handing me a box. "Maeve had me pick it up for you. I didn't know which case you'd want, so I got a few options." She hangs a bag over my other arm. "Happy birthday. Remember, now you have something to lose."
She flounces off, and I stare at the box.
It's a smartphone.
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THUNDER
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Zane
Friday night, Frank picks me up. On the way to get Aislinn, we stop by Julio's house, and he bounces into the back seat, just buzzing with energy.
"You guys ready for fun, fun, fun?"
"Dude," I say. "Did you down an energy drink again?"
"Just two, bro," he says. "Gotta keep it light, keep it loose for the girls tonight, yeah?"
"Girls?"
"Yeah yeah, Laurel's coming, and Frank's new girl's gonna meet us there with her friend. And then there's Aislinn, but don't worry man, I'll let you have her."
"Let me have her? Thanks, bro."
"So are you two like a thing now?"
"Nah, man, we didn't even have a real date yet."
"Well, you gotta mark your territory, man, that's all I'm sayin'. Cause there's other guys out there who might want a shot."
I punch his arm, and he laughs.
It takes years to get to the corner store. Years. Then we're there, and she's by the curb, looking like a million bucks. Maybe a billion. She's wearing that green halter top she bought at the mall—Lord have mercy—and skinny jeans, and her red hair's all twisted up somehow on her head, and there are dangly earrings involved—but mostly I notice her sexy little smile, and how she looks so alive, and the way her green eyes widen and brighten when she sees me.
"Hey there," I say.
"Hey."
"You look—incredible."
"Thanks."
"You mind sitting in the middle? We're picking up Laurel, too."
"Sure."
"Just a sec." I duck my head into the car, fix Julio with a glare, and hiss, "Hands to yourself!" Then I pop back out and wave her inside with a smile and a flourish.
When she's buckled in, I slide in beside her. We're shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip, and I feel the softness of her arm pressing against mine. She smells faintly sweet, and fresh, and delicious. When she turns to say hello to Julio, some escaped curls from her knot of red hair brush my cheek. I can't help staring at her profile as we drive, noticing little things like the freckles, and the tiny mole on the curve of her chin, and the way her eyelashes droop. She doesn't seem like a magical forest spirit now. She's just a girl. Real. Right here, in the flesh beside me—and the realness of her is even better than first sight.
Suddenly I realize that I'm not talking. Like, I haven't said a word since she got in the car. Julio is chattering away, and she's laughing at something he said. Jerk.
I better think of something to say.
"You guys hear about those babies gettin' kidnapped?"
It pops out of my mouth before I think.
Frank frowns at me in the rearview mirror. "Dude. We're trying to keep the mood light here."
"Yeah, dude," Julio chimes in. "What's with the downer? Can't we just be chill?"
"I saw it on the news," Aislinn says. "Scary."
"Yeah." I look down at my hands. I've got nothing else to say. Freaking idiot.
Then we're at Laurel's townhouse, and she's swaggering down the steps, all sultry hips and red lips. We dated about a year ago, but she broke it off. Says she's not interested in getting serious before college. Just wants to have fun.
"What's the point of a high school romance?" she told me. "Two people go all ga-ga for each other, and then they graduate and go their separate ways. No high school heartbreak for me. You're sweet, but I'm just not into doing the whole serious thing."
I was bummed, but not heartbroken—I think my mom was more torn up about it than me. Laurel and I decided to stay friends, and it's worked out so far—although I think she and Mike have a thing that's more than a friendship. Couldn't swear to it, though. But he'd probably be coming with us if he didn't have to work.
"Hey cavemen," Laurel says, swinging herself into the front passenger seat. She turns and waves perfectly manicured fingers at Aislinn. "Hey boo! Good to see you again."
Laurel's good people. Once she's in the car, everybody talks more easily, even me. Somehow Laurel gets Aislinn to tell us some more details about her life, her studies, the music she likes, the TV shows she watches. All the questions I should be asking.
Apparently, Aislinn and I share a love of TV shows about anything super-human. Vampire slayers, teenage werewolves, vampire brothers, human brothers hunting monsters—you name it, she's seen it. We're deep into a discussion of our shared love of Marvel shows and movies when we arrive downtown. I barely notice that we're walking up Main Street, arriving at the stage area, getting spots for the concert—because the whole time I'm talking Luke Cage, Johnny Blaze, and Black Panther; and she's just as into it as me, with all these clever comments and insights into the storyline and the characters. And the whole time I'm just thinking, I've never talked this much with a girl, or enjoyed it this much.
"A'right, a'right, nerds," says Laurel finally. "Can we get a little quiet up in here? The music's gonna start."
"Sorry, Laurel, we'll be quiet." Aislinn gives me this "sorry-not-sorry" look with a sparkle in her eye. And that's it. I'm hers now. Probably forever.
She shows me her new smartphone, and I enter her number in mine; and even though I usually hate selfies, I let her take one of us. It looks incredibly weird, so we take a few more until we get one that pleases her. Then the bass rolls and the concert gets going.
I never had a better Friday night. The band is lit, and the crowd is hot, and the beat is strong as thunder, and we're moving with it. She's sitting next to me on a bench at first, but after a while some of the other couples start dancing, so I pull her up with me and we dance. When she starts to move, I notice her wince a little.
"Is this okay?" I ask. "With your leg, I mean."
"Sure," she says. "It's totally fine. I'll sit down if it starts really hurting."
There's a night breeze on our faces, and a glow from the street lamps and those round yellow lights strung building to building. I can smell cigarette smoke and a hint of booze from the adults with wristbands, and the aroma of sizzling food from the restaurants bordering the square. Her fingers are thin and soft in mine, and she's close, so close, moving in that slow swerving way, and I can hardly stand it.
When the song ends, I need a minute.
"I'm gonna grab us a couple sodas." And I dash away, into the crowd, heading for a fast food restaurant a few shops down from the square.
I need to cool off. Get myself under control.
Once I get to the restaurant, I realize I never asked what she likes to drink. But then I remember the Diet Coke she bought at the corner store, so I fill her paper cup with that.
Less than ten minutes have passed since I left her, but when I reach the others, she's gone.
"She got a phone call, man," says Julio. "Her family wanted her home right away. She went to the bus station."
"Dude! You let her go alone?"
"I let her? Man, I said 'wait till Zane gets back, he'll walk you over there,' but did she listen to me? Oh no. No, I'm not takin' the heat for this one, man. She just left a few minutes ago—you can probably catch her."
"Is the bus even running this late? It's nine-thirty."
Julio shrugs and goes back to dancing with the friend of Frank's girl. I hand off my drinks to Laurel and dive back into the crowd to find Aislinn.
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Aislinn
Gillian told on me.
That has to be it. The reason why, on the best night of my life, I got an all-caps text demanding that I come home immediately or risk severe consequences.
"Screw you, Gillian," I whisper.
I'm following my phone's directions to the bus station, but my thigh muscles are aching where the leprechaun cut me, and I can't stand the thought of walking all that way. It looks as if I can trim some of distance by cutting down a side street; so I turn right where I'm supposed to go straight. I take another turn, or two, or three. My phone recalculates, and recalculates again, and then freezes.
"Crap." I poke at the screen, willing the app to fix itself.
Okay, Aislinn. Just retrace your steps.
I'm standing in an alley, well-lit but definitely very alley-like. Garbage bins, puddles of stagnant water, bits of litter, and a couple of very large, scuttling roaches. Weathered brick walls dotted with narrow dirty windows rise on either side. There's one bright streetlamp near me, and another one a little further down that flickers every so often as if it's trying to make up its mind whether or not to go on shining.
I choke back a nervous laugh. This is just the type of place where stupid girls in movies usually get jumped by the bad guys. Just my luck. After a super-fun night with a super-hot guy, I'm lost in the back alley with the roaches and the lovely aroma of mildew and rancid trash.
Delightful.
"Aislinn."
I nearly jump out of my sandals. It's Maeve's voice behind me, but when I spin around, there is no one in the alley. I scrutinize each doorway and window, heart pounding.
Weird.
Again, from behind me, in Maeve's crisp tones— "Aislinn."
Again, nothing. My heart is thumping so hard I think it might explode out of my chest like some kind of alien fetus.
What the heck is going on?
"Aislinn."
I whirl, and this time I see it—or him?
I notice the red jacket first, and it sends an odd chill down my spine.
The flash of red at the pond. The nightmares.
The Far Darrig.
When I was young, Magnolia told me of the Far Darrig—the Red Man, the trickster, the Fae being who could mimic any voice. Thanks to her description, I had always pictured him as a hunched figure with gnarled features, sharp teeth, yellow diseased splotches, and beady eyes. Something old, something ugly.
Well.
The man standing not five steps away from me is nothing like my imaginary Far Darrig.
He is young—or at least, he seems young at first glance. There's something old about his eyes, about the wry twist of his mouth. But the planes of his face are smooth—cheeks slightly sunken under high cheekbones, jaw square and clean-shaven, lips thin but sensual, parting over white teeth as he half-smiles at me. His brows are straight and as black as his wavy hair.
His jacket is bold, brilliant red, but the shirt under it is black, and he wears dark jeans. He's tall and long-limbed, less muscular than Zane, but lithe like a cat. He stands, hands on his hips and feet apart, with the flickering streetlamp casting a hazy glow around him.
I suddenly realize that I am not breathing. I suck in a lungful of air.
"Sorry about that," he says. "I couldn't resist. You're just too deliciously jumpy." This time he speaks in a youthful male voice—the smooth, mocking voice from my dream.
Wake up, Alice.
He paces slowly, circling me, and looking me up and down. When he flashes me a beautiful smile, I swear my heart skips a beat. But I'm scared, too—really and truly terrified, because no handsome face could erase the terrible tales I have heard of him, or the horror he has put me through in those nightmares—if he is who I think he is. I step back until I feel something behind me—a dumpster? A wall? I seem to have lost all sense of direction.
"Who are you?" My voice doesn't sound like it belongs to me.
"Aislinn, Aislinn," he says, his tone low and caressing as he steps closer. "I think you know."
"Fear Dearg," I say breathlessly in the Old Tongue.
"Good girl. I see Maeve has taught you well—or was it Magnolia?" He smirks. "She was always the storyteller."
"You—you know them?"
"Know them? Darling, I made them."
I should run. I try to move, but I can't—not a muscle. He's right in front of me now. He places one hand on either side of my shoulders, against the wall behind me, and bends his face toward mine. I can see a light dusting of freckles across his cheekbones. His gray eyes are luminous, with almost a silvery shine, like wells as deep as time and brimming with magic. I am losing myself in them. My skin is prickling, buzzing with the spell I'm under, but I barely notice.
"Please," I say, but I'm not sure what I'm asking for.
He stares at me, or into me, for a long moment. Then he steps away, looking frustrated.
"Too easy," he says. "Always too easy. I thought you'd be different, but you're so—human. Not a shade of magic to fight back with. In all these years and generations, nothing. The demons steal your form but give no powers in return."
He walks a few steps away, then circles and strides back. I still can't move, bound by his spell.
"Do you hate it?" he asks me. "Do you hate being so powerless when you're in this form? No special abilities, no supernatural skills?"
"I've always wanted to be normal," I say.
He snorts in disgust. "Normal! Why? What is normal? Who is normal? Do you want to be average, mediocre, helpless? You should long to be a goddess! Or a superhero—that's who you humans worship now, yes?"
"Um, no," I say. "We worship pop stars and movie actors."
He stares at me, grins, and suddenly the faint buzz of the spell dissipates. I feel shaky and weak, but I can move again. I can run.
But I don't.
"Why are you here?" I ask.
"I came to see you," he said. "I've been waiting for you to come of age, to see if there was anything different or exciting about you. But here you are, just human and useless. Not a shred of special power about you."
"I'm sorry that I'm such a disappointment," I snap. "You're not exactly what I pictured either. I thought the Far Darrig would be—" I pause.
"Old? Strange? Cruel?" he says. "Trust me, love, I'm all three."
"I thought you'd be uglier."
He laughs, beautifully and hollowly, and the sound bounces off the alley walls and echoes more times than it naturally should. I shiver.
"I was born this way," he says. "And by good fortune I got to keep my face when I became who I am. One of the few advantages of immortality. I'm fairly tired of the look, myself—gets old after hundreds of years."
He studies me again, head tilted to one side. "You amuse me, little one," he says. "And you're decent to look at. A nice form, too." I shrink backward as his eyes run over me. "I think I'd like to play with you a while, just the two of us, before we let the old ladies know that I'm back. Let's try a little supernatural power, shall we?"
Closer he steps, reaching out his hand. "A taste of my gifts, just for you."
"No, thanks," I say. "I don't want it." I move to run, but not fast enough. The spell seizes around my body again, and I'm immobilized. I feel helpless, and I hate it. Rage rises in me, and as he comes closer, I spit and curse him with the worst words I know.
"I love that fire in your soul, muirnīn," he says, using an old Irish word for "darling." His face is close to mine again, and he's looking at me with the confidence of someone who has gotten his way for a very long time.
"I'm not your darling."
"I can't give you anything new—yet—but I can share one of my little talents." He steps swiftly toward me and touches my forehead with the first two fingers of his right hand. He mutters a few Gaelic words.
Then his lips close over mine so fast that I can't twist away. Heat floods over me, and power flows like a current between us. Mixed in with my fear and fury is a sudden craving for something I never knew existed. Something dark and fierce.
The kiss breaks off, but the Far Darrig isn't done with me yet. His fingers trace my lips, then move to my neck, my collarbone—
"Aislinn?"
My heart stops. It's Zane's voice. I hear quick footsteps, and the Far Darrig is yanked away from me by strong brown hands.
"Get off her!" Zane's voice is a growl, a fierce threat.
But as much as I appreciate his defense of me, I'm terrified for him. The Far Darrig is capable of anything.
"I'm okay," I gasp. "He's just, um—he's drunk, that's all. Let's go."
Zane's eyes are blazing, and I can see the muscles of his arms bulging. The man in the red jacket leans against the wall and smiles, waiting.
"Please, Zane. Please. It's not worth it. Let's go." I wrap both hands around his bicep and lead him out of the alley.
"Julio told me you decided to walk to the bus station alone," says Zane after we are a little distance away.
"Yeah, it was dumb of me. Just like those girls in movies who think they can walk through alleys at night and be just fine, and then they get jumped. But I thought I would be okay, you know? It's not that late, and it's still light out—it wasn't dangerous. And he wouldn't have really hurt me, I don't think. Just wrong place, wrong time is all—"
"Aislinn!" He stops and puts his hands on my shoulders. "Take a breath."
I suck in a long breath and let it out again. "I'm really fine."
"Sure." We walk for a few more minutes. "Why didn't you wait for me?" he asks. "I was coming back. I could have gone with you."
"I got a text from home," I say. "They wanted me to come back right away."
"The bus station is closed anyway. We'll have to call you a lift."
He walks me back to a more well-traveled street and waits with me until the car comes. Like some kind of old-school gentleman, he even opens the car door for me.
"You gonna be okay?" he asks.
Probably not. "Of course. I had a really great time."
"Me too." He's looking at me, not at my eyes but at my mouth. Suddenly I realize that I can't handle it if he kisses me now, not after what the Far Darrig just did.
"Good night!" I say, and jump into the car.
He looks surprised, but he waves as we drive away. And a few minutes later I get my first text from him.
A simple "Good night."
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The big, beautiful house looms up out of the darkness as the driver rolls cautiously to the end of the driveway.
"Wow, nice place," he says.
"Not so nice as you might think." I pay him, and then I walk toward the front door, feeling like somebody walking to the gallows. Gillian has told me about seeing hangings and beheadings in the "good old days" when they lived Europe. She described the atmosphere with great gusto, from the stench of the bodies in the crowd, pressed together, craning for the best view, to the intonations of the priest, to the shrill protests of the doomed, to the sickening crack of a broken neck or the wet thump of the axe through flesh.
I suppose it was the Middle Ages equivalent of going to see a horror movie.
The front door is unlocked, and I slip into the dark entry area quietly, hoping to scope out the situation before Maeve confronts me.
No such luck. The overhead light flashes on, and there she is, tall and pale and forbidding, with her fierce blue eyes focused on me. She's wearing long pin-striped pants and a cream-colored blouse; even in the evening, I've never seen her wear anything less formal than business attire.
"Where were you?"
"Out with friends."
"So Gillian tells me. A whole crew of them, apparently."
"I just wanted—"
She holds up her hand. "Stop. We'll have no discussion of this tonight. Go to your room, and we'll talk about it in the morning."
My fists clench. I want fiercely to defy her, to protest; but I know better. When I was little, and I was too loud or too annoying, Maeve would send me to my dungeon early to teach me a lesson. Other times, she would take a tall, highly polished walking stick from the downstairs closet and have Gillian whip it across the backs of my legs a few times. An old-fashioned method, barbaric as the Korrigan—but effective. I learned quickly not to cross her.
Instead of saying anything, I content myself with stomping up the stairs as loudly as I dare and slamming the door to my room. For a minute I'm terrified that she'll come after me. But she doesn't.
Once I feel calmer, I rehash the night's events. The band downtown, and dancing with Zane. The Far Darrig, and his kiss. He said he gave me an ability—the ability to imitate voices?
I'm not sure how to tap into it, if it's even real. I try speaking in a lower register, and I just sound stupid. Maybe it has to be someone's real voice.
I think about Magnolia's voice, her motherly tones, with an adopted Southern drawl. Suddenly I feel something—a slight shifting in my throat. I put my hand on my neck. Weird.
Still thinking about my memories of Magnolia's voice, I speak. "Good morning, Aislinn."
Oh my gosh. I sound exactly like her. This isn't just imitation—it's her actual voice, coming out of my mouth.
I try again, this time with Arden's clear intonation and clipped style of speaking. "Aislinn, do your homework."
This is insane. Scary. I'm completely freaked out, and I'm not doing this anymore. Whoever that weirdo was, he doesn't have the right to going around giving people magic powers by kissing them.
No, I need to focus on more urgent, more important things. Like how I'm going to convince Maeve to let me keep hanging out with Zane and his crew. I'll have to postpone my major freakout about my new powers until some other time.
For the next hour, I pace the floor of my room, thinking and re-thinking what I'm going to say to Maeve in the morning. Planning different approaches, anticipating her responses. Which strategy might persuade her to let me keep seeing my friends? I have to keep seeing them—him.
The next morning, I'm up early, nerves taut, ready with my carefully prepared, highly strategic speech. "Why I should have friends," by Aislinn Byrne.
I arrive downstairs before Maeve does, so I decide to unload the dishwasher for Magnolia.
"So, how much trouble am I in?" I ask, as I stack the clean plates on the shelf.
"That's not for me to say," Magnolia replies, without looking at me.
"Don't you think I should be allowed to have friends? I mean, I have days now. I can at least pretend to be normal."
"I'm not getting between you two, Aislinn," Magnolia says. "It's not my place."
I slam a plate on the stack harder than I mean to. "What's that supposed to mean, it's 'not your place?' You're not a servant, Magnolia."
Magnolia turns to face me. Even though it's early, her frizzy red hair is already escaping the bun she put it in this morning. Her cheeks are flushed. "Aislinn, we've come a long way. We've changed over the centuries—we had to. But some things never change. And one of those things is the way we Korrigan relate to each other. We are not equals. Never have been. And when I say it's not my place to come between you and Maeve, that's exactly what I mean."
"Fine."
This is what I dislike most about her. This willingness to subjugate herself, to back down, to submit, to be ruled and lorded over. Never once did she protest Maeve's treatment of me, not in my seventeen years. She would occasionally fuss at Gillian for being harsh, but never has she criticized Maeve in word or deed.
It drives me crazy. And it makes me throw out all the conciliatory phrases and soft words I had planned to use on Maeve. Now I'm angry, and I'm ready for a showdown with My Freakin' Lady of the house.
I'm almost done putting away the dishes when Maeve appears. And then I have to wait even longer while she eats breakfast and checks her email.
Finally I walk up to her. "May I speak with you?"
She doesn't even look up at first. I wait.
After a few minutes she says, "Come to my office."
Her office is on the first floor, at the other end of the house from the great room and kitchen. To get there, we walk past the basement door, past the entry hall and the main staircase, through the formal dining room. The office has two doors—one through which we enter, and another to the left which I assume is a closet, though I've never seen it opened. It's secured with three big, old-fashioned locks and covered in engravings of symbols and Celtic knots.
The room is sparsely furnished in mid-century modern style. Hardwood floors, a patterned rug, and a desk, sofa, and chairs all with neat, spare lines. Sometimes, Maeve hosts clients here—I suppose the extra seating is for them.
On her desk there's a succulent plant in a trim little pot, a brass lamp, a clear acrylic tray for papers, a mercury glass holder for pens, and a white computer. The large windows are dressed in white blinds and nothing else. On the walls are framed black-and-white photos and sketches—a rocky cliff, a clockwork butterfly, a series of stones jutting out of a pool, a staircase, a feather, and a tree with a network of roots to rival its branches.
Under my bare feet, the woven rug is a little rougher than I would like; but the room smells faintly, pleasantly floral.
Maeve goes behind the desk, sits in her chair, and watches me.
I feel like fidgeting under her stare, but I make a conscious effort to stand still, straight, and tall.
"Did you have something to say?" she asks.
Is she expecting an apology? "You said we would discuss it. My going out with friends last night, I mean. You said we would talk about it this morning." A clumsy start. I need to do better.
"Yes," she said.
"Is that a problem? I'm allowed to have friends, right?"
"Do I need to remind you who you are?"
"What I am, you mean? No, you don't. But I have days now. That means—"
"It means precisely what I allow it to mean. And I will not allow you to jeopardize the privacy and safety of this family."
"I would never tell my friends anything about it."
She smiles, bitterly. "Your mother said the same thing to me, years ago. And then she played us false. Gave away her secret for cheap romance. Where is she now, Aislinn?"
"She—what does that have to do with this?" I suddenly remember the conversation between the Korrigan the other morning.
I took care of Fiona and her lover, Maeve had said. What happened was her fault; she broke the agreement. I told her not to interfere in his business.
When she said it, I thought she just meant that she took care of the bodies and the funeral, after my parents died. Now the phrase "I took care of Fiona and her lover” takes on a whole new meaning in my mind.
"What did you do?" I can barely form the words. "Did you—did you kill her? My mother? Just because she fell in love?"
"What?" She actually looks shocked. I have never seen her look like that, and it startles me. "I, kill your mother?" she says. "Foolish child! Stupid, ungrateful girl!"
She comes around the desk and steps toward me, rage burning in her eyes. For a minute I think she's going to slap me. I clench my hands tighter. My nails dig into my palms, and the pain grounds me, helps me think.
"But the other morning, when we saw the news about the babies being kidnapped—you mentioned someone else. Was somebody responsible for my mom's death? And my dad's? Was there really a fire?"
Her lips tighten so the words barely escape. "There was a fire, but they were already dead."
You lied to me. "Then how did they die?"
Maeve sucks in a breath through gritted teeth and walks swiftly away from me. She does this whenever she is angry—as if putting distance between us will keep her from hurting me with more than her words.
"Why do you want to know? What good will it do for you? How will the truth change your life?"
"I just—I need to know."
"Need." She laughs harshly. "You are too human. Too young. You know nothing of need."
I have to know. I have to make her tell me. How? How can I coerce a two thousand-year-old Korrigan to give up the truth?
It comes to me in a moment—and I don't hesitate, even though it's a cruel thing to do. I call up the memory of the few videos I have seen of my mother. I fix on her voice, purify the memory, and draw on my borrowed power.
Maeve's back is still toward me when I speak.
"Tell her what happened, Maeve." I use my mother's cool, precise tones.
Maeve whirls, white-faced. "What trickery is this?" she gasps. "Foul faerie magic! Na dean maggadh fum!" I recognize the ancient charm for repelling a trickster.
She crosses the room and seizes my throat, muttering more ancient words for uncloaking a trickster. I can feel the buzz of magical power in her long white fingers. Her spiked ring presses painful and cold into my neck, hitching on the little gold necklace with the red stone.
Maeve stares into my eyes for a few moments, then releases me, as if she's satisfied that I'm not an immediate threat. "How did you do that, child? Speak in her voice, like he does?"
I almost tell her, but instead I blink innocently and say, "Who?"
"The Far Darrig—the Red One,” she says. “The ancient goblin of Magnolia's tales. He speaks in the voices of others, makes the sounds of the world. Don’t you remember?" Her voice rises in frustration. "How are you doing this?"
I shrug my shoulders.
She stares at me, trying to pierce my mind. I keep my eyes wide and innocent.
"Strange," she says. "We must discover the cause of this."
I'm losing her attention—she's too distracted by the gift. "Please!" I catch the edge of her sleeve as she turns away. “Please tell me what happened to my mother."
For a minute I think she is going to refuse; but she stiffens her shoulders and speaks, woodenly, without emotion—or perhaps with emotion that she has buried so deeply it looks like apathy.
"When your mother met your father, she decided to leave us, as you know. They went away to a town out in Texas. But shortly after they arrived, your mother sent word of several stolen infants. These kidnappings were too careless to be the work of the Korrigan; our kind no longer steals the babies themselves, only a portion of the lifeline. Your mother suspected something evil at work.
"She knew about the Far Darrig and his foul servants, the leprechauns, who steal babies and gorge themselves on golden years. I told her that she and her human must have settled in his territory unknowing, and I ordered her to leave. The Korrigan have an unspoken pact with the Far Darrig; we do not interfere in his takings, and he leaves us alone. I warned her not to pursue him. Of course, she did not listen.
"You were only a baby then; you had not yet reached your twelve-month, when your Beast would manifest for the first time. I suppose your mother feared for you; the Far Darrig has an appetite for children touched with magic. Whatever the reason, she did not listen to my warnings. She and your father went after the Far Darrig.
"A woman brought you to us a few days later, along with your birth documents and your belongings. She told us that your mother and father were dead—an accident. Of course I went to their little town and checked the story. I saw their bodies myself. Your father's lifeline had been pulled from the root, and your mother's body had been wrecked and ruined by the claws of something unnatural." Her voice is cold, but the twist of her mouth tells me that retelling the story does pain her.
I am breathing fast, and the tears won't stop coming.
"Why? Why did you lie to me?"
"It's not as though you didn't suspect it," says Maeve. "I believe you knew that the story of the fire was a cover."
She's right, of course. I have always thought there must be more to the story. But my theories have all been far from the truth.
"I didn't tell you because I know how foolish the young are," she says. "Everything seems so important and so irresistible when you're young. Pain, sorrow, anger, love, revenge—they are emotions too powerful for you to handle. I didn't want you to spend your early years thinking of the Far Darrig, or trying to plan some sort of pitiful vengeance. He would crush you, as easily as Magnolia's knife crushes a clove of garlic."
I picture the broad side of Magnolia's big knife, pressing the garlic till it split, juices oozing from its broken form. That's what the Far Darrig will do to me, she says. Only he hasn’t.
"There's one more thing you should know, while we're truth-telling," says Maeve. She doesn't look at me. "Your mother's alias when she died was Fiona. But the name I gave her, long ago, was Findabair. She was my daughter."
And she sweeps out of the room, as my reality suddenly shifts and jolts into place. Findabair—Maeve's daughter, my mother. Maeve isn't just my guardian; she is my grandmother.
I don’t know why she didn’t tell me. I don’t understand her at all, and I don’t want to. I only want to get away from her—from all of them. Liars and strange beings without hearts! How could I have ever thought that I loved them?
Furious, I race upstairs to my room and lock the door. Even when lunchtime rolls around, I don't go downstairs; I don't want to see any of them. I watch episode after episode of one of my favorite shows, trying to forget what I know now—but every time the topic of family comes up in the show, my eyes sting and my heart swells up with anger till I feel like it might burst.
Finally, about halfway through the afternoon, I can't stand it any longer. I have to get out of here.
I find my phone and pound out a text to Zane. I’m probably being needy and clingy, but in the moment, I don’t care. I just need someone who’s not a Korrigan—someone who is normal. Normal and sweet and so wonderfully human. It's Saturday, so he doesn't have school, right? Maybe he's free.
"Bad stuff at home!" I text. "Can I hang with you?"
He answers within a minute. "Sure. Pick you up at the store."
A sigh of relief escapes me as I grab my jacket and dash out of the house. No one sees me leave, and I’m at the store in ten minutes.
Zane pulls up in a beat-up Ford pickup, which looks like a chariot from heaven to me. I swing up inside.
"You good?" he says.
I bite my lip and nod. Don't cry, don't cry, don't be an idiot! "Can we drive a while?"
"Sure," he says; but just then his phone buzzes. "It's my mom—she needs me back home. I—uh—" He clearly doesn't know what to do.
"Of course, you have to go to your mom," I say. "Can I come along?"
He stares. "You cool with that?"
"Are you?"
"Yeah, I'd love it! I mean—she's a little—"
"Hey." I put my hand on his shoulder—and I can't help but notice the swell of muscle under his T-shirt. "Right now, I'd rather hang out with anyone but my family. And I'm sure your mother is lovely."
He grins. "Buckle up, girl."
We drive in silence for a minute. Then he says, "Couple things you need to know. My mom's a teacher, and she asks more questions than an FBI agent."
"Okay."
"I'm just gonna apologize in advance for anything she might say to you."
"Zane, stop worrying. I can handle it."
"All right, all right! Just letting you know."
After a pause he says, "She's cool though, my mom. Been through a lot, you know? She's really got a passion for kids who don't have much going for 'em. The school she teaches at, it's in an area where the kids are really poor, and they don't get the chances that kids in other school zones do."
"That doesn't seem fair."
"It's not, but that's the way it is. So she does what she can, to make it better."
"She sounds amazing."
"Yeah, she is. Kinda bossy, with the questions—but she's cool."
We pull up to his house, the red-brick one with the dogwoods out front. It's charming, in a Southern 1950s kind of way. The driveway goes all the way around to the back of the house, where a pair of massive magnolias dominate the backyard.
Zane parks beside an SUV and leads me inside through the basement door. There's a laundry area, and through another door a cozy TV room. A narrow flight of steps leads upstairs.
"I gotta go see what my mom wants," he says. "You can stay here, watch TV. Or you could meet her."
"I'd like to meet her."
"Cool, cool. Come on." He bounds up the steps, and I follow.
The kitchen is smaller than our massive one at home, but it's been beautifully updated. Except that I can hardly see the counters for the piles of packaged meat and frozen goods.
"Mama?" Zane raises his eyebrows. "What's goin' on?"
"Oh, honey, the freezer just gave up and died. Must have happened a day or two ago and I didn't notice till now—everything's all soft." Zane's mom is a foot shorter than him, a shade darker than him, slim and curvy. She pulls another plastic-wrapped chunk out of the freezer compartment and sets in on the counter. "I got to get all this meat cooked up before it goes bad. Not enough room in the fridge for all of it."
She looks at me for the first time, with bright, inquisitive eyes. "Well, hello there! I'm Latesha Percy. And you are?"
"Aislinn," I say. "Aislinn Byrne."
"Well, Aislinn Byrne—sorry about the state of things here. I wasn't aware we were expectin' company." She gives Zane a stern look, softened by the slight smile at the corner of her mouth.
"Can I help?" I ask. "With the cooking?"
She raises her eyebrows. "You any good?"
"Yes, ma'am. Pretty good." I've watched enough TV cooking shows to last a lifetime, and I've actually made some of the dishes in the episodes. My guardians will eat my cooking without complaining, and that's saying something. After centuries of existence, they don't waste their time with food unless it's delicious.
Zane's mom nods. "Okay then. Let's get started with this ground beef here. Zane, you put on some tunes for us to work by."
The online radio station he picks carries a mix of R&B and jazz, and I find myself swaying to the rhythm while I stir the ground beef in the pan. I ask for spices, and Latesha points me to a cupboard.
While Zane chops up chicken, I finish with the first package of ground beef and start on a second. Latesha creates a breakfast casserole with partially thawed sausage, eggs, and spinach and pops it in the oven.
"So," she says. "You two meet at school?"
"No, Mom, she's homeschooled," says Zane. "We met at the store, you know the one where Devon works."
"Mm-hmm." She slaps some chicken into batter and drops it in a pan. "Zane, did you take the trash to the curb yet?"
"No ma'am. You want me to do it now?"
"Yes I do. And take the laundry out of the washer and put it in the dryer, and take those old boards from the garage out to the curb too. And give the side flowerbed a good sprinkling. Go on now—Aislinn and I are just fine."
I can tell he doesn't want to leave, but he disappears down the basement steps.
"So. Aislinn."
Here they come—the questions. I brace myself.
"What brings you here today?"
Of all the questions I expected, this one wasn't on the list. "Um—I wanted to hang out with Zane."
"Mm-hmm." She's looking at me with those intense eyes. "Baby, are you okay?"
"Yes—do I not look okay?"
"You look sad. When you walked through that door I could see it in your eyes. Something happened to you today."
I feel the tears leaping into my eyes. I blink ferociously, but it's too late. My breath is already quickening into sobs.
Latesha turns one burner to low and stuffs the last pack of meat into the refrigerator. Then she takes my hand and leads me to a chair at the kitchen table.
"You don't know me, and I don't know you," she says. "But I'm a mom, and I've got a pretty good set of ears. So if you wanna talk, I'll listen. Or if you just wanna cry, that's fine too."
Suddenly parts of my story are spilling out of me, along with the tears. "I just found out that my guardians lied to me about how my parents died. They don't tell me anything! There are things I need to know—things I'm old enough to know, and they don't trust me with it."
Latesha pushed a tissue into my hand. "It can be hard to understand why adults do what they do. Sometimes they have good reason, sometimes they don't. We're all just people, and people mess up."
"I know. But they hardly talk to me at all, you know? It's like they have their lives and their habits, and I'm just the extra, just an add-on that nobody really wanted but they have to put up with." I'm not even sure if she understands that sentence because I'm crying through it all, but she nods sympathetically.
"You feel like they don't love you."
I nod, wiping my nose. Best not to completely gross her out, even if she already thinks I'm an emotional wreck who shouldn't be anywhere near her son.
"Honey, I'm not gonna tell you that they love you. Maybe they do, and maybe they don't. And it hurts when someone who gave birth to you doesn't love you like they should. It gets right into your soul and makes you angry, bitter."
Watching her bright eyes cloud over, I realize that she's speaking from experience. She's been through it.
"What you gotta focus on is the people who do care about you, the ones who see you. And even if there aren't many—or any—of those, know that someday there will be. Until then, you are enough. You are strong enough to be okay, just you."
She hands me another tissue. "When I was your age, I thought that if I loved myself right, people would love me. But I learned that loving yourself isn't enough. You've got to love people, too. And then sooner or later, they'll start lovin' you back."
I'm about to thank her for listening, and for the advice (even though I'm not sure she's right) when Zane comes back into the kitchen. "Uh, Mom? What's up?" He looks surprised, and a little angry. "You made her cry? Come on!"
"Just girl talk, baby," says his mom. "Don't worry about it. Aislinn, you'll stay for dinner?"
I'm breaking rules just by being here. Of course, Maeve never actually set any specific rules—but I'm pretty sure she wouldn't approve. So of course I say yes.
Then I excuse myself to the bathroom and gasp at the white-faced, red-eyed, pink-nosed mess I've become. Mascara—a must-have for redheads with pale lashes, like me—is trailing down my cheeks, and I look like a total freak. After today, Zane will never want to see me again.
I wash my face and wipe away the melted mascara as best I can.
There's a tap-tap on the bathroom door. I take a deep breath, expecting Zane—but instead, it's a girl, maybe thirteen or fourteen, with bright brown eyes like her mother's, super-skinny arms and legs, and pretty features. Zane's little sister.
"I'm Kali," she says, smiling. Then she lowers her voice. "I thought you might need this." She hands me a tube of black mascara.
For a second I can't even speak. It's so exactly what I needed. "Thank you!" I say finally. "You're an angel."
She cocks her head and shrugs. "I know." She stands in the doorway while I apply some of the mascara. "He really likes you, you know. Like, a lot."
"Well, that might change after the meltdown I just had."
"Oh, that was just Mom; she does that to everyone. I mean, she should have been a psychiatrist instead of a teacher. She sees right into people, and just—drags the emotional stuff right out of them. It's terrible. But sometimes it feels good too, ya know?"
I nod and hand back the mascara. "Thanks, Kali. How do I look?"
She tilts her head again. "Less scary now."
"Gee thanks."
And just like that, we're friends.
I can't imagine a more perfect evening than the one we spend together that night. We eat spaghetti, with meatballs that defrosted in the broken freezer, and cheesy garlic biscuits. Zane's dad, Aaron, is charming and slow-spoken, and his mom has a hundred stories to tell, and Kali is all bony elbows and shrill comments but still funny and adorable.
When the meal is over, Zane and Kali and I play a card game, until his mother says, "Look at the time! Zane, you better be getting Aislinn home. And come right back—you got homework to do."
I feel like begging to stay forever, but I hug Kali and Latesha, and I go out back with Zane to the pickup.
We're quiet at first as we pull out of the driveway. I can tell he's working himself up to say something, probably to ask me how I liked his family, or why I was crying in front of his mom.
"Thanks for today," I say. "In spite of everything at home, I feel like yesterday evening and this afternoon were the best days of my life. Sorry for being so weird and emotional, though."
"Hey, no worries. We all have those days."
"Really? We all do?" I smirk. "I can't imagine you bawling at my kitchen table. Or your own, for that matter."
He grins. "Hey, real men cry. Sometimes. Rarely. Maybe at the end of a movie where someone dies for a noble cause—that kinda thing."
"I've seen that movie."
"Yeah? Were there stolen space station plans involved? Or samurai?"
"No, I think it was the one with the soldiers."
And then we start naming all the movies we've seen in which people die nobly, in a tear-jerking sort of way. Much too soon, we pass the corner store, and we're almost at the turnoff to my house.
I direct him to the end of the long driveway. "You don't need to drive me all the way up. Let's just pull over right here."
"Are you sure?"
"Please."
He does what I ask, frowning a little. "You're so mysterious about your house, your family."
I look down at my lap, my eyes darting to the slight lump under my jeans where the bandage covers my knife wound. "I don't have a choice. When I do, I'll let you know."
"If you need help, right now, all you have to do is ask." He's looking at me with that serious, sweet, concerned expression in his brown eyes. "I'll help you, or I'll find someone who knows what to do to help you. Are you being hurt, at all?"
I take a deep breath. "Just my heart." I force a smile. "I'll be fine."
"I'll walk you part of the way at least. Is that okay?"
"You don't have to," I say.
"I know."
We walk up the driveway in the evening silence, our feet scuffing the pavement. There are a couple of lampposts spaced far apart along the way, but it's mostly dark.
The back of his hand brushes mine, and I feel a tingle in my skin. It happens again. Then he gathers my hand in his, warm strong fingers closing over mine, lacing through them. My whole arm, my whole body is electrified. How could a simple thing like holding hands feel this good?
We're nearing one of the lampposts when he slows his walk, then stops. Takes my other hand. We're facing each other now, and my heart might just jump right out of my chest, it's thudding so hard.
He pulls me closer, till mere inches of air keep us apart. One of his hands travels up my arm, to my shoulder, behind my neck. I can smell the warm, spicy scent of him, and every bit of my skin is on fire.
When his lips meet mine, it isn't quite what I expected. Softer, and wetter, I guess. After a second he moves back; but I want to try again, so I hook both hands around his neck and pull his face back to mine.
The second kiss is better. Firm, electric, overwhelming. The sensation, the heat of it seems to melt my very bones and I wonder how I'm still standing upright. Zane pulls me toward him, tighter, and I feel the warmth of his skin through his T-shirt.
At last we break apart. How long have we been standing here?
He smiles at me, and I smile back—a big ridiculous grin.
"You're amazing," he says.
I don't have enough breath for an answer.
"Can I ask you one question?" he says.
"Sure."
"Was that your first kiss?"
My cheeks flame immediately. He could tell? Was it that bad? "Yeah. I—I'm sorry."
"Sorry? No, it was epic! Nothin' wrong with your instincts! I just meant—I'm honored to be the one to kiss you first."
Except that he wasn't.
I still remember the Far Darrig's kiss—the power and passion of it. But I wasn't in control, so it doesn't count.
It doesn't count.
"I should probably get home," I say. "But—that was awesome, and we should do it again sometime."
He grins. "Hell yeah."
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Zane
I drive home slowly after dropping Aislinn off. I need to think. I've only known her for a little while, but she already fills up my head every day. I can't go anywhere without thinking of the smell of her, the shape of her, and those green eyes.
But I need the space in my head for school. I need room for paying attention in class, getting my homework done—and damn, is there a lot of it. I've already got my scholarship to a university, one of the best schools in the upstate; but I still need to plan ahead for next year, figure out my major and everything. Find a part-time job for this summer.
It's time to step back from Aislinn. Take a break. Get some distance.
Except that I'm powerless to move away. All I want is to get closer to her.
I'm home before I know it. I turn the car off and go inside, to the kitchen where my mother is cleaning up from dinner, washing everything that won't fit in the dishwasher.
"Hey, Mama," I say.
"Don't you 'hey mama' me, boy," she says, her arms elbow-deep in soapsuds. "You get over here and help dry."
Great.
I grab a towel and stand beside her. I remember standing in the same spot when I came up no higher than her waist, and now I'm looking down at her. She scrubs fiercely, her dark hands moving in and out of the pale bubbles.
"I like that girl, Zane," she says at last. "She works hard. And she's got a kind heart. Black or white, that's the most important thing to have."
"So you don't mind," I say. "That's she's white, I mean."
"We got lots of beautiful, smart black girls around here, honey. And I'd be lying if I said I wasn't hoping for you to end up with one of them. But there's plenty of sweet, smart white girls too. All I want for you is someone who will take care of your heart. You're too good for this messed-up old world, that's for sure." She hands me a pan to dry. "There's something about this one that's different, you know."
"Yeah." I knew my mother would feel it, too.
"I like her," she says again. "But still—be careful, precious. Things that are different can bring danger with them. Just because we accept the difference doesn't mean it's safe."
I look down at the dish in my hands. "It's—it's pretty intense, with her."
"Zane, you have to be careful. There are things you may want to do, but it's not the right time. You've got years of school left, son. The last thing you need is to be somebody's baby daddy."
"What? I'm not gonna—okay, this just got way too uncomfortable for me. We gonna do these dishes or what?"
She's right. I've got to be careful. But that wasn't exactly what I meant when I said "intense." Aislinn is sexy as hell, and I want her—but there's something else about our connection. Something deeper and a little scary, that I've never felt with any other girl. It's like Fate meant for us to meet, or some crap like that.
And suddenly I want my mother to know. Even though I feel kinda stupid saying it.
"It's like I've been asleep my whole life. A nice, comfortable sleep, with school and home and everything in a pattern, every year. But then I met her, and now I'm awake. Just—wide awake."
"Oh, honey." She reaches a sudsy hand toward my face and I dart back. She laughs, then sighs. "Teenage love. So cute."
Kali's head pokes around the corner. "Zane's in lo-ove, Zane's in lo-ove!" she says, all annoying and sing-song.
"Beat it, brat!" I snap the wet towel at her, and she scampers.
"Be nice to your sister, Zane!" says Mom. "Don't you have homework or somethin' to do? We got church tomorrow so you better get it done tonight."
"Don't you need my help?"
"No, this is almost done, and then I got to go grade papers. But Zane—" she catches my arm as I'm leaving. "Thanks for telling me, baby."
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The day after I met Zane's family, I decide to go somewhere on my own. Far from my house, far from everyone. I need some space in the sun, by myself.
It's a warm enough day for shorts, so I wear my favorite denim ones and a tank top. As I'm looking at myself in the mirror, winding up my hair in a knot, I notice the tiny gold necklace with the ruby. I've been wearing it so long I almost forgot it was there. Maybe I should take it off, switch it out with some other jewelry. But I like the way the gold chain ripples over my collarbones, and the way the little ruby sits in just the right spot. I decide to leave it on.
Spinning down the driveway on my bike in the sun feels like freedom, even more than walking or running. The spring breeze keeps me cool even as I pump harder at the pedals, zooming down the street past the corner store, and on toward a local bike trail. It's a long, winding route, popular with locals and tourists alike. I've been on it a couple of times when I was feeling adventurous; but so much of it is wooded that I didn't feel comfortable going there often as a teenage girl alone, in the dead of night.
Today the trail is busier than I expected. I keep having to move over, slow down, or speed up for other bikers and for pedestrians—young moms with strollers and toddlers, older couples, groups of women in workout gear pumping their arms as they walk, lone runners.
When a group of rowdy kids on bikes starts hanging out right on my tail, I decide it's time to take the road less traveled. There's a smaller trail that breaks off the main route, just ahead. I'll take that one through the riverside nature park; hopefully it will be less crowded.
When the fork comes up, I swerve left. The group of kids follows me, snickering and snorting. They don't try to pass me—they just ride right behind me. Super annoying.
Another fork appears ahead, so I take a right this time, hoping to shake them. But when I look back, all five of them are still following.
This trail is bumpier, with more curves and more dense trees along it, so I can't risk many looks behind; but I take a couple quick glances. There's something strange about these kids. One, a boy maybe seven years old, is riding a pink sparkly bike with tassels and training wheels, grinning like a maniac. Another has the face of a four year old, but she's riding a large bike, pumping the pedals with oddly long legs. All of them wear that same toothy grin, cackling and chortling at me.
Those toothy grins remind me of leprechauns.
But I look back again, and they're still human, with children's faces. Nothing green about them.
Maybe I should pull over and let them pass. But I have an odd feeling that if I stop, they'll stop, and nothing good will happen after that.
So I push the pedals faster, harder. They're only kids, after all—surely I can out-distance them. Faster. Harder.
Faster. Harder.
I can still hear them laughing, right behind me. Is it my imagination, or are they even closer now? My heart is pounding from the adrenaline and I'm sweating like crazy. I'm not used to going this far, this fast. I'm going to have to stop soon.
I risk one more look behind, and what I see nearly stops my heart. They are leprechauns—five of them, all greenish and lumpy, with sharp claws and yellow teeth. The horrible creatures are chasing me, and there's murder in their eyes.
Smack! My bike tire hits something—a root or a rock?—and I'm thrown, colliding hard with the ground. Pain flashes through my arm and shoulder from the impact. My tank top is ripped, one strap completely torn through.
Darn it, I liked this shirt.
But I have bigger things to worry about. The leprechauns have hopped off their bikes and pushed them aside, and they're crowding around me. "Korrigan," says one, sneering. I think maybe I recognize a few of them from the mall.
"Kill?" asks one, shrilly, scraping its claws together.
"Master says no," mumbles another. "Says this one is special. Watch only."
"Watch, or wound?" snickers a third. "Korrigan is already wounded. Maybe we add a few more wounds." He comes close, and I scoot backward. Everything hurts from my fall. I glance at the bike; it smashed into a tree after I was thrown, and it looks pretty beat up. No escape that way.
"Get back, you little beasts," I say, as fiercely as I can.
One of them darts forwards and slashes at me, making four little slits in the flesh of my shoulder. I reach for him, but he springs back.
"Master said 'watch only!'" squeals another one. I'm ninety-percent sure it's Soap Bubbles, the one whose nose I broke with the caution sign. He seems scared of me, and the fact gives me the courage to stand.
"Who's your master?" I ask.
"Fear dearg," says Soap Bubbles; and immediately another leprechaun smashes him in the mouth. He wails, green blood trickling down his bumpy, warty chin.
"The Far Darrig, huh? Why doesn't that surprise me? Can't all of you just leave me alone?"
"Special, he says." The one who cut me narrows his eyes. They're a sickly yellow color, with red irises. "But we don't see special. We see only Korrigan-beast."
I step back again, looking around for something to hit them with if they come at me. There's a large tree branch in the bushes, so I lunge for it just as the nasty yellow-eyed one leaps at me again. The branch is in my hands. Whirling, I smack him with it. But I'm tired from riding hard, and in pain from the fall, and the blow isn't strong enough. It barely stuns him for a second. And then he throws himself at me, knocking me over again. He sits on my chest, and the others pile onto my body and arms, holding me down. Yellow Eyes raises his claws, four sharp shears pointing at my throat.
"Stad!" The shout comes from a few feet away. It's the Gaelic word for "stop," spoken with power and the expectation of being obeyed.
Yellow Eyes spits greenish foam in my face and crawls off me, and the others scramble away too. I wipe the spit off my cheek and lie there for a second, too exhausted to get up.
Besides, I know who's standing there, calling them off, and I don't really want to face him right now.
Not that I have a choice.
The Far Darrig takes a minute to chide his creatures in Gaelic, and then I hear the crunch of his feet on the trail as he walks closer. He crouches next to me. Curse his impossibly handsome face. How is it fair that his lashes are that long and that dark?
"You're hurt," he says. "I didn't mean for that to happen."
"Your little beasts caused it," I say. "They freaked me out, and my bike crashed."
He offers me his hand, but I sit up without it.
"What about this?" He touches my shoulder, ever so gently.
"Yellow Eyes over there did that." I exchange a glare with the bloodthirsty leprechaun. "They said they work for you."
"In a way," he says. "We have an arrangement. But just between us, they're tough to control. Wild things, better suited for another century. They'd have been captured and killed off long ago if it weren't for me."
"I think this is one endangered species we could do without."
He laughs. "Maybe so. Still, I need them. They run errands for me, collect information, keep an eye on things."
"In the form of creepy children."
"You've heard of changelings? Leprechauns have that power, to look like human children. Believe me, in the old days they used the skill for much worse."
I stare at him. I still can't believe he's a mythical being from old Irish legend. He seems so real, flesh and blood. Suddenly I notice what he's wearing—a red and black biker shirt, and biker shorts to match. Very tight biker shorts. I glance away, and he laughs.
"You don't like my outfit? Humans wear these all the time out here. For aerodynamic purposes."
"Right." I stare into the forest. "You can go now, creep. And take your little creeps with you."
He sighs. "Normally I don't care what happens when they play with humans, as long as it can't be traced back to me. But you're different. I actually feel bad about this. I just asked them to chase you out here so I could talk to you alone."
"Perfect, let's talk. We'll start with why you killed my parents."
He looks surprised. And guilty.
"Maeve told me. You were the one who did it."
"Maeve!" He spits the word. "She's not telling you the whole story."
"And you will? And I'm supposed to trust you? Your whole thing is tricks and lies."
Sighing, he rises. "Can you stand?"
Mentally, I check my limbs. Everything seems to be working—bruised and banged up, but working. I stand up, unsteadily.
"Good. Now let's go somewhere more comfortable."
I glance around at the forest. "What did you have in mind?"
"There's an overlook a little way ahead, with a bench. You can rest there, and I'll tell you what you want to know."
There's something about his voice, low and smooth, but with just enough huskiness to it; it's incredibly sexy and kind of enchanting. I could listen to it all day.
But if my grandmother is telling the truth, this creature killed my mother and my father in a horrible way. Maybe he's planning to kill me, too. If he is, I don't think I could stop him. I'm not some chick in an action movie who's had combat training or self-defense classes; I'm a homeschooler whose only exercise for the past seventeen years has been the occasional bike ride. I may be slim, but I have little to no muscle.
If I live through this day, I need to change that.
For now, the Far Darrig doesn't seem hostile. If anything, he's looking at me a little too warmly, his eyes running over my torn shirt, my bare scraped-up legs, with something besides pity.
He makes me feel afraid, vulnerable. Like I might not have a choice what happens to me. I hate that feeling.
"You're very quiet. What are you thinking?" he asks.
"You make me nervous."
"How?" He moves a little closer.
I step back. "Like that."
"You don't have to fear me. You're very valuable to me, you know."
"Special, yes, your monsters told me so. Since when am I special? I thought I was disappointingly normal. Also, if we're going to talk, can they leave?"
He glances at the leprechauns and speaks a phrase in Gaelic. Instantly they disappear, leaving their bikes behind.
"What is that, what they do? Some kind of teleportation?"
"Essentially. They disappear in one spot and reappear in another of their choosing, or mine."
"Okay." I'm feeling a little weird, dizzy. Maybe I hit my head after all. And my right shoulder still hurts. "Which way to the bench?"
"This way. I'll carry you if you like."
"You wish."
He smiles, then walks back along the trail a little way to where his own bicycle stands against a tree. Then we go forward together, him pushing the bike and me trying to stay straight and not wobble.
"You asked about your parents," he says. "They are one of my greatest regrets."
I bite my lip, hard. I could say a lot of harsh things right now, but then he might get angry and withhold the information, or hurt me.
"I was in Texas for a while," he continues. "Your parents were in the same city, recently married. You were an infant then. I didn't even know they were around until the leprechauns brought me reports of a Korrigan in the city. She killed three of them when they were out hunting for Life-Stream."
"Wait a minute." I stop walking. The pieces are coming together in my mind. "Your creatures, the leprechauns—they're the ones stealing babies, aren't they? Back then, and now? Here?"
"The leprechauns covet gold in all forms, and the golden Life-Stream is the most coveted of all," he says. "They don't need it to live, but they do love to gorge themselves on it. I keep them in check, though. They're only allowed a few feasts every month."
"You let them take babies and drain them? Kill them?"
"Just a few," he repeats, seeming confused that I'm still on the topic. "They're human babies. There are far too many of them anyway. You humans overpopulate the world, and then you fuss about missing a few mewling babes? I'll never understand it."
I can't even speak. He's a monster. Why am I here with him?
But with my bike broken, this far away from home, I don't really have a choice.
"You're repulsed," he says, frowning. "I'm sorry if I disgust you, but after centuries of watching humans be born, and grow, and die, and decay, and then multiply, over and over and over, they don't seem as important to me. Their lives are so short, so full of struggle. I suppose it seems harsh to you, but I cannot mourn them."
I grit my teeth. "Just get on with the story."
"After your mother and father had killed several of the leprechauns, the creatures were enraged. Their numbers, as I told you, are small. So they demanded revenge. They listen to me, but only to a point. There wasn't much I could do to stop them. But I did find out that they had a child, and I sent them a warning; so when the leprechauns arrived at your parents' home, you weren't there. They had sent you to a friend's house for the weekend."
"So you're saying I owe you my life? That I should be grateful?"
"No," he says. "Of course you wouldn't be grateful for your parents' deaths. And I expect you to blame me, even though I wasn't the one who carried it out. However—you are alive. And you wouldn't be, if I hadn't warned your parents."
"Why didn't they run? Why would they stay and be killed?"
Tears are coming, in spite of my will to be cool and calm. We're at the overlook now, and he leads me over to the bench to sit. "I suppose they hoped they would have a chance to kill more of the creatures, and maybe even kill me. You probably don't know this, but your father was one of a bloodline of powerful druids, descended from the old ones in as straight a line as can be had in these times. But he was young in his magic, and I think he wasn't as strong as he hoped. Still, your parents killed another dozen of the leprechauns before they were overwhelmed."
I take a deep breath, forcing all the knowledge he's just given me into the back of my mind. I'll have to process it later. Right now, I need to get out of here, away from him. Sure, he's being kind and gentle now, but he has a crew of green demons at his call, and by legend he's a trickster. A liar. Not to be trusted.
He leans back against the bench, putting his arm along the top, right behind my shoulders. "This is pleasant," he says. "Being out here, talking. My leprechauns aren't great conversationalists, as you can imagine. And I don't talk to humans much anymore—never about Fae matters. There's no spell to erase memories, unless you want to wipe the person blank, and that's never pleasant afterwards. So I have to be careful what I say. With you, it's different."
There's a long, sturdy branch leaning against the bench, probably something a hiker picked up as a walking stick. I'm just about to grab it and hit him in the head when he says, "Are you all right?"
"No," I say. "Not for years. I'll send you the therapy bills, okay?" I stand up, and take the stick, weighing it in my hands.
"You're going to attack me?" He smirks, making me even more furious. Still, it would be a pity to smash that beautiful face.
And then I have an idea. Quick as I can, I throw the branch at him. It whirls through the air, and he puts out both hands to catch it; and I leap for his bicycle, which leans at the back of the bench. In two seconds I'm on it, kicking it off, pedaling away as fast as I can. I don't look back, but I can hear him laughing behind me—a real, delighted laugh—and I smile in spite of myself.
Who's the trickster now?
By the time I reach home, I'm exhausted.  I hide the bike in the forest before walking the rest of the way; maybe the Far Darrig can send his little demons to retrieve it. Or not. I don't really care if he ever gets it back.
Even though it's the middle of the day, I take a long, long bath and enjoy the hot water soothing my tired, bruised body. The cut on my thigh is healing nicely, so I bandage it again and add a few bandage strips to cover the claw marks on my shoulders.
This whole getting wounded thing is becoming ridiculous. Having days is proving to be a lot more dangerous than I thought. Starting tomorrow, I'm going to work on getting stronger, learning how to defend myself.
If I want real agency, a choice about what happens to me—if I want to escape my parents' fate—I need to be stronger.
After the bath, I'm so sleepy I can barely keep my eyes open. I lie down on the bed, rubbing the ruby necklace between my fingers.
When did I fall asleep? I'm not sure, but I have a vague sense of unreality. Something is pushing at my mind; and suddenly I'm walking down a long corridor, lined with doors on either side. I just know that through those doors lie my worst nightmares—scenarios where beasts and monsters peel off my skin and rip my body apart. I start to run, and run.
At the end of the hall there's an archway, draped in white, gauzy curtains. I run through them, desperate for the sunlight I can see beyond.
I'm in a garden now, sunlit and quiet. Enormous trees throw heavy shadows over lush, deep grass. I walk through it, feeling the coolness beneath my feet. That's not enough, so I lie down full-length in the grass and look up at the leaves quivering in the breeze overhead.
Something grazes my neck. I glance over, and it's the Far Darrig, brushing aside a stray strand of my hair. His long, lithe form is stretched out beside me like he belongs there—and I'm not the least bit frightened. In fact, it feels perfectly comfortable to be there with him. We don't speak at all.
I don't know how long that part of the dream lasts, or when we transition from lying next to each other to him leaning over me, looking into my eyes with his silver ones. He's so beautiful it almost hurts, but at the same time he looks alien, Fae, otherworldly.
I find myself staring at his mouth, remembering the kiss in the alley. That kiss had a purpose, to transfer power—but it seemed like he enjoyed it, too. I wonder if he would like to kiss me again. His eyes keep darting to my lips. I stay very still.
The dream version of him leans over, closes the distance between us, and his lips meet mine. He's kissing me. I don't know if I made it happen by thinking about it—surely not. It's just a dream; it's not like I have control over it.
The kiss is so delicious and dreamlike I don't want him to ever stop. I want it to keep going on and on—
"Aislinn!" It's Arden's voice. She's standing in my bedroom doorway. "Are you all right? You were making—weird sounds."
Flushed and disoriented, I sit up. "Yes. I'm fine, just having a—nightmare."
She frowns. "Really?"
"Yes."
"Do you have them often?"
"Yes. They're terrifying. This one was—a little different though."
"I don't need to hear about it," she says, and walks away.
Thank goodness she woke me up when she did, or my dream could have gone from PG to PG-13 really fast. If I'm going to have any steamy dreams, I'd rather Zane be the star.
Zane. I should call him as soon as he's out of school; he could help me with my new resolution to get stronger. Even though he's not body-builder ripped, he has some delicious muscle definition going on.
When I call him at 4:30, he answers almost immediately.
"Zane, you work out, right?"
"Yeah girl, I work out," he says, with an exaggerated sexy drawl. "You don't get this body sittin' still, you know what I'm sayin'?"
"Okay, okay. I'm actually serious."
"I run, play ball—and we have a heavy bag in the basement at our house. I use that sometimes. Do some wrestling with Julio and Mike."
"Could you teach me? How to hit the right way, and everything?"
"I'm no Deontay Wilder, but I can show you a few things. Why?"
"Just—for protection. In case I ever get into trouble."
"You're already in trouble and you just won't tell me. You think I don't know, but I got eyes in my head, okay? I can read the signs."
"I can't tell you about it. They're not my secrets to tell."
He sighs. "All right, come over tomorrow afternoon and I'll show you."
I know the way to his house well enough by now, so I walk over around 4 o'clock the next day. He arrives a few minutes later in his truck and leads me into the basement, through the laundry room to the area with the TV and sofas.
"I'm gonna run upstairs and change. You want a drink?"
"No thanks."
He disappears up the steps. I wander around the room, picking up a few family photos. There's one of his older sister that draws my attention. It must have been her prom photo or something—she's dressed in a blue gown with her hair piled like a crown on her head. She's gorgeous.
And then I hear feet on the stairs—more than one pair of feet—and the same gorgeous girl from the photo enters the room behind Zane. She's a little curvier than in the picture, but just as beautiful; and in her arms is a baby. A bright-eyed baby with a fuzz of dark hair and the cutest plump cheeks.
"Aislinn, this is Ada," Zane says. "And Dallas." He rubs the baby's head.
"Just gonna feed him down here and watch a little TV," Ada says. "Good to meet you, Aislinn."
"You too. He's so cute!" I can't help coming closer; he's just the chubbiest, prettiest little thing I've ever seen.
"Yeah, he's a charmer," she says, as the baby grins at me, all dimples and sparkly dark eyes.
"We'll be in the gym," Zane says.
"Really?" Ada raises her eyebrows. "Okay, be careful."
Maybe I look pretty fragile to her. Maybe I can prove that I'm stronger than anyone thinks. 
Zane leads me back to the laundry area, then to the right into another area of the basement. There's a workbench and some tools here, and also a space covered in rubber mats. A punching bag hangs from the ceiling, and a nearby rack holds weights and yoga mats, a couple miscellaneous water bottles, and a sweat-stained towel or two. On a small table stands a speaker dock for a smartphone.
"Nice setup," I say. But I can feel my skin crawling because this space is darker than the other areas of the basement, and the ceiling feels lower, and the exposed concrete of the walls and floor remind me too much of my dungeon. My breath is coming faster, even as I try to slow it down and stay calm.
Relax relax relax. This is not a prison, you're fine, nothing bad is going to happen, calm down calm the heck down!
"Aislinn?" Zane touches my arm. "You okay?"
I realize suddenly that I've crossed my arms over my chest and I'm gripping my upper arms so tightly that my fingertips have gone stark white. I let go, hoping the grooves from my fingernails will fade quickly.
He's looking at me strangely, and I realize that I have to tell him something; otherwise he's going to think I'm crazy. Any normal guy should have dropped me after the second time we met—should have realized that I'm weird, I'm damaged, I'm not the kind of girl you should hang out with when you're a smart, handsome, popular senior in high school.
Why am I even doing this to him? I'm being incredibly selfish to take up his time and worm my way into his life, when he has better things to think of and plans to make. Sure, he makes me feel good, but I don't want to be some kind of emotional leech.
I step back. "Maybe this was a bad idea."
"What do you mean? It was your idea."
"My ideas often suck."
"Nah. Come on, it'll be fun."
I stare at him, shaking my head. I'm going to regret saying this. "Zane, why are you being so nice to me? Like really, why?"
"Hey, I'm a nice guy." He grins, but for once I don't smile back.
"No really. Why? I'm kinda messed up, in case you couldn't tell. I don't want to bring my negative stuff into your life."
"Look, I can tell you've had some bad crap happen to you, okay? I'm not blind. And hey, my life may be good right now, but I know something about pain. Three of my grandparents are dead; I remember all the funerals. And I got friends at school who been through hell half a dozen different ways. I'm not gonna push somebody out of my life just because they wounded or messed up. No, I'm gonna help 'em hang in there till it gets better."
"Even if that person makes life worse for you?"
"How are you making my life worse?" He's smiling again. "You're a smart chick who looks like a model and wants me to teach her how to fight. Yeah, I'm suffering."
The smile starts in my very soul and makes its way to my face. I feel happy and warm all over now, and the basement seems brighter, even before he turns on another light.
"Are we gonna do this or what?" he asks.
"Okay. What do I need to do?"
Over the next hour, he shows me how to punch the bag properly, for maximum impact, without hurting my wrist or fingers too much. We watch a few videos on fighting and hold escape techniques, and we even practice a couple. It's strange and incredibly hot to be this close to him, pressed right against him as he shows me how to buck or twist out of someone's grip. He even shows me a few kicks he learned during his four years of karate.
"You can practice a lot of this at home," he says. "If you really want to get good at it, you'll need more than an hour of training."
"Now I just have to convince my guardians to buy me a punching bag."
"Do they give you an allowance, or something?"
"They've started giving me a little money, since I turned seventeen."
He frowns. "Who are these women, really? Sometimes you say they're your aunts, and then sometimes you say family, or guardians."
"It's kinda all of the above," I say. "It's complicated."
Just then, Ada appears in the doorway. "Mom wants to know if Aislinn is staying for dinner."
"I'd better not," I say. "I'll come up and say hi, and then I need to get home."
"Same time tomorrow?" Zane asks in a low voice as we follow Ada upstairs.
"Don't you have things to do?" I whisper.
"Probably."
Why is that smile of his so sexy?
"How about day after tomorrow?"
"Perfect."
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Zane
"Zane, what you doing with that girl?" asks Ada. She didn't even wait till Aislinn was out of sight.
"What do you mean?"
"Zane." She raises her eyebrows. "You're graduating. You're going to college."
"A nearby college," I say.
"Like that matters. You two will be worlds apart starting this fall." She lays the baby belly-down on a blanket on the carpet. He lifts his head and waves his arms, whining a little. "Shhh. Tummy time is good for you, Dallas."
Then she whips her gaze back to me. "There's no future here, Z. Why not wait till you get to college and then find someone on the same path as you?"
"Ade, you're worse than Mom."
"Maybe. She's bein' sweet about it cause she's just excited to see you so worked up about a girl. You haven't been this way since Laurel. Actually I think you got it worse this time."
"What's the big deal if I want to hang out with her? I'm allowed to have a girlfriend."
"She's your girlfriend already?" Ada frowns.
"Not yet."
She sighs, wiggling her long, ringed fingers in front of Dallas's face to distract him from fussing. "I just want you to think, okay? About what's best for you—for the family."
"For the family?"
She looks me straight in the eyes. "You know what I mean."
"Not sure I do. But if it has something to do with her skin color, I'm done talking. That's old-school thinking, Ade."
"It's the kind of thinking we all have to do, like it or not." She sighs. "But I'm more concerned about you getting distracted so close to the end of high school."
"Don't worry, I got this."
"I hope so. You tend to believe the best in people, Zane, but there's something about her makes me wonder. Has she told you much about her family?"
"Enough. She's got it rough at home."
"Well, all I'm saying is you don't need that kinda mess introduced into your life. You gotta focus on you right now, little brother."
I stand up. "I'm giving this thing with Aislinn a shot, and you throwin' shade ain't gonna change my mind. You can't start something with doubt in your heart. You gotta believe a thing's going to work, or else it won't for sure."
"Is that so?"
"Yeah, that's so."
She's making me mad, so I go downstairs and punch the heavy bag a few dozen times. I keep hearing warnings—from Mom, from Ada, from Aislinn herself. The more they warn me, the more I want to be with her.
When we were practicing, she felt so slim and soft and breakable, but inside I can tell she's strong. Every time she lunged to break a hold, or punched that bag, I could feel her anger, giving her power.
Where does that fire come from? Who is she?
I have to know.
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Aislinn
When I walk into the kitchen at home, Magnolia is slicing a strawberry pie. Gillian sits at the island, leafing through a home decor magazine.
"You look happy," Gillian says. "Were you hanging out with that boy again?"
"What boy?" I raise my eyebrows.
"The boy from the mall. The lean handsome one, with the arms and the cheekbones."
I glance around the room. There are no other Korrigan in sight. "Are you going to tell Maeve on me again?"
"No, as long as you're not getting too attached."
"I'm not," I lie.
"Good, because human men are trouble," says Magnolia.
"Sometimes," says Gillian. "But they do make lovely playthings. Tell us about him."
"We were hanging out in his basement. That's all, really." I have no plans to tell them about our little self-defense class. "We watched TV. I met his sister, and his little nephew—so cute! He has the brightest eyes and sweet little cheeks." I can't help smiling at the memory.
"How old is the nephew?" says Gillian. She's smiling, too.
"I think she said six months old? He's adorable." I see them exchanging glances. "What?"
Magnolia turns away, busying herself with serving the pie onto plates.
"Luck is with you, Aislinn," says Gillian. She's still smiling, but I see something predatory in her gaze now. "Think about it. You know the house. It's not far away, and you would have easy access."
"No! How could you—just no. I would never do that to them."
"They would never know," Magnolia assures me, setting a large slice of strawberry pie in front of me. The filling oozes out slowly, red and glistening. "Sweetie, you need the days. It would be easy, and harmless."
"Harmless? Do you realize that we're stealing lives here? Time that these people could have with their families?"
"One year off the end of their lives, Aislinn," snaps Gillian. "What do you think they'll be doing with that time anyway? Doddering around the nursing home? Lying in a hospital bed hooked up to machines, eating gelatin? We're doing them a favor."
"But you can't know they'll live that long," I say. "What if I take life from someone who's supposed to die at age 45? Now he's going to die at age 44. I've taken one year he could have spent with his kids, with his wife. Maybe he would have discovered something or invented something. We're changing fate here. Messing with the future."
As I mention fate, I see Gillian and Magnolia exchange nervous looks. "Don't talk about Fate," says Magnolia.
"Why?"
"Just don't," says Gillian. "Of course we're changing it. We don't have a choice. But as long as we're careful, it's fine. Anyway, what's your alternative, Miss Judgy? Where would you suggest we get the time?"
"Old people," I say. "Not babies."
Gillian shakes her head. "Tried that. Too dangerous. Too much security in nursing homes, too many people. Plus you take all that risk, and then you never know if you're going to get a few days of sunshine or a few months. And if you accidentally take too much and the old crone dies, there are all kinds of alarms, nurses rushing to the scene—the payoff isn't worth the effort."
Magnolia shakes her head. "I miss the old days. You could always count on finding an old beggar, a foundling, or a cripple, somebody no one would miss. It was easier then."
"I miss the days when we could nab a wee babe right from the cradle while the mother was outside hanging up the wash," says Gillian. "She'd cry for a week and then have another one within the year."
I pick up my pie plate. "I'm eating in my room."
They whisper behind me as I march upstairs. Of course I've heard them talk like this before. It always bothered me, but today it's absolutely sickening. Maybe because I've hung out with real live humans now, and I haven't had hundreds of years to grow callous to the idea of stealing their life-force to fuel my daylight hours.
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There's no countdown clock for the Korrigan. No hourglass with sand running, running, running to the inevitable. We have to keep track of the days we have left, or we run the risk of transforming outside, near people. One slip-up, and next thing you know you've murdered a dozen, or two dozen humans, and the authorities are hauling you away in an armored truck to some secret military base.
It happened a couple of times, before I was born. The others don't talk about it much, but I've gathered bits and pieces of the story from their conversations.
One incident I know of was long ago, in Europe, right around the time when the first colonists were sailing to the New World. A Korrigan fell in love with a human man and went to live with him in his cottage, near a small village. No one knows how she lost count of her days, or why she didn't take some of his Life-Stream—but somehow her time ran out.
She woke up in their bed just as the sun was rising, just in time to see her lover's face before she transformed and tore him to bloody shreds. When she turned back into herself that evening, the men of the town seized her and she was hung immediately, screaming and wailing and calling out her lover's name till the rope cut off her breath. At least, that's how Gillian told it to me, whispering the story quietly to me late one night when I was about eight. It terrified me so much she had to drag me to the basement for lockup.
No one ever told me that Korrigan's name.
The Korrigan stayed in Europe for another hundred years, wandering from country to country. I kind of wish I'd been with them during that time, seeing all the magnificent architecture and beautiful landscapes. But I suppose it was also dirty and violent.
Finally the Korrigan crossed the ocean. Magnolia told me they were all tired of war, and they wanted some space, and peace. Arden said it was because of the new opportunities and new career options. Gillian and Gemma were bored of European men, and the rugged pioneers appealed to them. For whatever reason, Maeve finally made the decision, and they booked passage.
I don't know exactly how they spent the next few hundred years. Magnolia's dream of peace didn't come true, what with the Revolutionary War and the Civil War and the border wars and all the other unrest. They must have lost a couple more Korrigan during that time, because Magnolia says nine of them crossed the ocean. I don't know the stories of the other two—but I do know about Wynnie.
What happened to Wynnie is still a mystery, even to my guardians. She was a human-Korrigan hybrid, like me, born to one of the Korrigan they lost in the wars. Like me, she aged like a normal human until she was in her early twenties—and then the aging just stopped, and she stayed young and perfect as the decades passed. Her looks stayed the same, anyway; her mind didn't cope so well.
They were living in California when it happened. Wynnie became reckless, and careless—partying and drinking and popping pills and injecting things. Maeve tried locking her up, but she managed to get out and lose herself in the crowds of star-struck tourists and would-be celebrities in Los Angeles.
The last they heard of her was a news story about a monster that tore up an L.A. party house full of people. The handful of survivors were all drunk, asleep, or high around dawn, when it happened, so no one really believed their descriptions of the creature; but Arden found out that a S.W.A.T. team took the beast away. The Korrigan never heard from Wynnie again.
I know better than to lose track of my precious days. Every evening I go to the whiteboard calendar in my room and mark off another, each one bringing me closer to the final day, which I've colored in solid black.
April is passing by. My last sunny day will be April 29th, when the moon is full again.
The other Korrigan don't really care what I do with my time, or how many days I've got left. I'm like the Pluto to their planets. They're not quite sure if I belong with them, but I'm permitted to orbit their sun as long as I stay quiet and distant.
Maeve is the only one who seems to notice when and where I go, and that's only because she wants to be sure I'm not putting them all in danger. Ever since I stood up to her in the office and demanded answers—ever since she told me she's my grandmother—she hasn't really made or enforced any rules, other than a curfew of 8 p.m., which I think is ridiculous. But I still manage to see my friends in the afternoons.
They really are my friends now. We go out for milkshakes, wander deep into the swampy bowels of the nature park to the south of the city, and try roller-skating and bowling—both of which I suck at.
Laurel greets me with a hug now, Julio gives me a grin and a "Whassup?" and Mike is trying to teach me some kind of complicated fist bump thing—which always ends in me giggling like an idiot and him laughing this big, warm laugh that makes everyone else join in.
Frank doesn't really talk to me, but I think it's because he knows I'm Zane's girl—and if he doesn't have a chance with me, I'm not really worth much conversation. The most he'll give me is a nod and a two-fingered salute before he flips his long blond hair out of his eyes and saunters off to charm any cute girls nearby. It does bother me that he seems to think girls aren't worth talking to unless he has a shot at getting in their pants. But he's part of the group, so we accept each other's presence.
We can't hang out every day, of course. They have schoolwork and so do I—although I have the advantage of getting it all done in the morning. Homeschooling online might not be very socially fulfilling; but it does save time.
Sometimes Zane and I just hang out at his house. We train together in the little basement gym—trying out new holds or workouts he's found online, or just pounding away at the heavy bag. For me, letting loose with those punches is incredibly freeing. I feel the tension and anger in my body flowing out of me with each impact. I think he feels it too. Even though he doesn't talk about it often, I know he's anxious about his GPA, graduation, and college.
"Why are you nervous?" I ask him one day, as he's hammering the heavy bag. "You've got a scholarship, and you've been accepted at the school you like."
"I don't know. Change, I guess? There's a lot to think about."
"Like your major?"
"Yeah."
"What do you want to do?"
He shrugs. Throws a couple of punches.
"No idea, huh?"
He shakes his head. I'm admiring the way sweat makes his arms more shiny and beautiful—but I need to focus, because we're trying to talk about real stuff.
"Have you thought about being a teacher? Like your mom? Or an engineer like your dad?"
"That doesn't seem to fit me."
"What do you enjoy, right now?"
"Working out, running, TV, hanging with friends. Being with you is right up there at the top of the list."
I smile. "Can't major in that, though."
"I know. I'll figure it out."
The edge in his voice tells me I'm making it worse, not better, so I drop the subject. After all, I'm running out of time. I have only a few days of sunshine left, and I haven't figured out what I'm going to do after that.
Taking Life-Stream from the baby, Dallas, would be easy. I could find a way to do it with no one knowing; Ada is always bringing him around or leaving him with Latesha while she goes to show houses. But then I would be taking time from someone I know. Someone helpless, innocent, and fragile.
When the Korrigan taught me about it, the process seemed harsh, but necessary. Now that I've done it once myself, I understand just how terrible it is. It's killing someone before his time. You don't have to stick around and watch it happen, but you're responsible for it all the same.
I can't do it.
So I'm going to be doomed to darkness forever?
I have to Life-Steal. I can't live that way, like a creature of the night.
On my last day, I spend the early evening hours at Zane's again. His mom is out, and he and I are watching TV on the couch when Ada rushes in.
"Got a last-minute showing, and Deke is on call," she says. "Zane, can you and Aislinn watch him for an hour or two?"
"Sure," he says. "Get over here, nephew!" He takes the baby and cradles him gently in his arms, bending his handsome face down to kiss the baby's head. I'm enchanted by the sight.
"Thanks bro!" Ada sings back to him as she sails out the front door.
About twenty minutes later, Dallas starts getting fussy.
"Probably hungry, right lil man?" Zane says. He hands the baby to me before I can think of an excuse. After rummaging through the diaper bag, he holds up a refrigerated pack with a bottle in it. "Gonna warm it up, back in a sec."
I fold my arms around the baby's warm body and cuddle him close. His eyes are so big and dark and beautiful. I sway him back and forth a little to calm him down.
Suddenly I realize—I could do it now. I could take a few months of this baby's life—just a few. Just enough to give me more time.
I could steal a precious bit of his life and make it mine.
The words of the incantation are on my tongue. It would be quick, so quick, and easy.
I can't do this. I could never do this. But I'm so desperate for more time, more days. Why am I here, spending a lazy evening at Zane's house, when I should be out hunting for another way to get the Life-Stream I need?
I have to go. Now.
As soon as Zane gets back with the bottle, I tell him, "I forgot, I have to get home. Like, right now."
"You—oh, okay." He seems confused as I shove the baby into his arms.
"Yeah, I'm sorry—I'm not feeling well. I don't want to get the baby sick. And I could be sick for a few days," I say quickly. "So if you don't see me, that's probably why. You can text me though, okay?"
"Right." He looks even more confused, and frustrated. I want to hold his face in my hands and kiss that confusion away, but I don't.
Instead, I run from him. Out of the house, up the driveway, and down the street. I run and walk, and run and walk again, through neighborhoods and then through a few miles of  forest, till I reach our driveway.
Arden is sitting on the porch when I arrive. Sweaty and weary, I plop down on the porch swing beside her.
"You didn't do it."
"No." I bite my lip fiercely to keep the tears back.
"Don't you wish there were a way out of this?" she asks, pushing us back and forth on the swing with the toe of her shoe.
"Like a cure?"
"Well, it's not a disease, it's magic. A curse, which came with its own set of weird rules." She sighs. "But yes, we need something like a cure. Something to make this whole life-stealing process unnecessary."
"But there isn't," I say. "If there was, the Korrigan would have found it by now."
"We tried at first," she says. "For the first century or so. But after a while, they all got used to living like this. You can become accustomed to anything if it lasts long enough. Immortality is a seductive thing, and the Life-Stealing—it can make you feel powerful. It's like a drug."
"Well, I hate it."
She smiles a little. "And that, my dear, is what gives me hope."
We sit there together as the last rays of the sun fade. The crickets chirp loudly, ushering in the night. There's a rustling in the bushes too, but I don't have time to think about it, because suddenly Arden jumps off the swing. "Movie?" she says.
My eyes widen. "Okay..."
"And popcorn." She holds the door for me.
She seems strangely excited, almost hyper. But I'm so grateful for the company that I decide not to question it. I may as well enjoy my next several hours of free will.
Around one in the morning, Arden yawns and heads for her room. I check the time for sunrise in our region of South Carolina. Today dawn will happen at 6:39.
I don't know how the magic meshes with the science for this Korrigan thing. All I know is that the estimate for sunrise is pretty accurate with the timing of the change—with about a 5-10-minute margin of error. So I need to be in my dungeon by 6:30 or so.
I wish I could take days from another Korrigan—they each have years saved up. But Maeve says it isn't possible. They've tried it before, in the early days, when someone's supply was low and they couldn't find the right mark. Korrigan cannot Life-Steal from each other. 
Binge-watching a new TV show helps the hours pass. At 6:15, the alarm I set beeps at me.
I stop by the bathroom first, then head to the basement. Gillian is the one who comes downstairs to open the dungeon for me.
"You're up early," I say.
"Breakfast with the boy-toy," she says. "He's leaving town today. Gotta make him think he's important. I'll actually be sorry to see this one go—he's so pretty. Are you ready?"
"What am I supposed to say to that?" I snap.
She narrows her eyes. "You made a choice. Don't take it out on me."
"Just open it."
She taps in the code, and the basement trapdoor slides open. "After you," she says, smirking.
I throw her a nasty glare and take off my shirt and jeans. As I climb down the ladder into the cold white light of the basement, I feel like bursting into tears of panic.
I can't do this again. I thought I would never have to do this again.
When I reach the bottom, I step down cautiously. There's a ridiculously long centipede wriggling near my bare foot. The place smells of damp, and sourness, and filth.
Gillian closes the trap door. I'm alone.
I can feel the monster coming.
Closing my eyes, I try to think of Zane. His warm skin, his strong hands, the sparkle of fun in his eyes, his flashing grin.
The dark tendrils of matter leap out of my body and writhe around me, forming layer after layer. I'm being smashed, smothered, crushed into nothing. Darkness flooding over me. I clench my teeth and try not to scream. Zane's face is a lifeline, and I grip it with all my might. I will get out of this. I will get back to him.
 
[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
As soon as I come to myself, I burst into tears. I can't help it. I know that the light outside is gone, and it's time for Things like me, dark Things, to come out. I crawl up the ladder to the basement, where Arden stands by the trapdoor. I wrap myself in the robe she has brought, and I curl up on the floor and cry.
She doesn't stroke my hair or hug me, or offer me tissues, or comfort me as a mother or an aunt might do. She sits in a chair and waits.
She doesn't leave me alone.
Finally, I have no more tears. And I'm weak and shaky, and I need to eat. More than that, I need to talk to Zane.
When I'm settled at the kitchen island with a chicken salad sandwich, I check my phone. A missed call from Zane, a text from Laurel, and a bunch of weird emojis from Kali that make me smile.
Laurel's text says "Whaddup, girl? Zane said u were sick. U doing ok?"
I text her back some crap about the flu. If lying makes me part of the Korrigan family, I guess I'm in for real.
Then I stare at Zane's number for a few minutes. Should I call? I could try to sound really sick. Maybe a text would be better.
I type, "Got your call. I have the flu! Bummer."
In less than a minute he responds. "I'm so sorry! You need anything?"
The last thing I need is him stopping by. "No, I'm good. Family taking good care of me. See you when I feel better."
Then, for good measure, I add, "Really, please stay away. Very contagious."
I slide off the stool and walk to the pantry to get some chips. My phone buzzes as I'm coming back, and I jump to read the message.
"Rest up, beautiful. Can't wait to see you. Wish I could make it better."
You did.
I want to see him. I really do. I suppose I could go visit—it's only 9 something—but that wouldn't fit in well with my whole tale of sickness, and I need that excuse so he won't question why I can't see him in the daytime. Plus there's the whole stupid curfew thing.
I finish my food, try to watch TV—but everything that I start watching seems stupid. I miss life—real, sunshiny, active life. After trying about five different shows and watching the first ten minutes of three movies, I give up. I'm going to go crazy in here.
I slip on a pair of old sneakers, spritz on some insect repellant, and leave by way of the back door. The night air is chilly—even here in the South the nights are cool in spring. Still, I skip the jacket. I embrace the chill, because it makes me feel more alive, stronger—yet at the same time more human.
The lawn isn't vivid, living green anymore. The blades of grass shimmer silver and black under the swollen white moon. The forest is different, too—tall and dark and forbidding, like walls around me. I walk up to the edge of it and turn on my phone's flashlight app. Using the light burns the battery quicker, but I don't plan to be out here long.
Slowly I walk into the woods, the underbrush crunching with my every step. I can hear cicadas and frogs and other sounds, like small paws rustling in the bushes. I belong out here with them, the children of the Night.
I shake off the mood. Getting weird and creepy, Aislinn.
Walking quicker, I move further into the forest. Mosquitoes whine nearby, but they don't land on me. Thank goodness the repellant is working, or I'd be a mottled mess tomorrow. Not that it would matter, because I'll be unconscious in the bowels of a demon for the entire day.
I grip my phone flashlight and start to run, picking my feet up high to avoid tripping. It's a slow run, not full-on—but just the act makes me feel better, like I'm burning off my frustration with action.
What right do I have to be angry anyway? That's what other people would think. My friends—can I even call them friends when I've barely known them a month—probably think I'm just a spoiled little rich white girl with angst. They know I have family issues, but none of them know the literal hell I've been through. I'm lucky to enjoy the beautiful house, the good food, the education—but it's not like any of the money is mine, and I'm not allowed to earn any, either. I have to beg the Korrigan for money every time my mascara dries out or my jeans wear through.
So much for first world problems. I've got Otherworld problems. Supernatural problems.
I'm running faster now. I wonder if this is what Zane does when he's upset? Just tear through the forest like a deer. Or like a wolf. Yeah, wolves are cooler. Why couldn't I be a werewolf? They don't turn every night, just—
My foot catches and I sprawl into the undergrowth, scratching my face and arms on branches as I fall. Something squishes under my hand—a mushroom? a slug? At least it doesn't smell like poop. Jumping up, I brush myself off and retrieve my phone from where it fell. The screen looks undamaged.
That's when I hear it.
A sound—faint and far away—a baby's cry. It's a whimper at first, a little whine of confusion and displeasure. Then it escalates into a high-pitched cry of need and fear.
I keep walking. It's probably just a mom out for a walk with a baby. She'll calm it in a moment.
Wait. A mom and a baby, out for a walk at midnight?
The wailing continues. The baby is practically screaming now, somewhere in the trees to my right. What choice do I have? I head toward the sound.
For a second I wonder if the other Korrigan left a baby out here for me. Maybe they thought I wouldn't be able to help myself if the infant were right in front of me.
Why would they leave it in the forest though?
Even if they did, I won't take it. I repeat that fiercely to myself as I stride through the trees. They can go to hell.
But a part of me longs for time, for days. For freedom from that terrible dungeon, and for Zane's face in the sunshine.
The baby is screaming at the top of its lungs now, and I'm so close that another step or two should bring it into sight. I tuck my phone into my back pocket and run. But when I step into the moonlit clearing, I see nothing. Abruptly the crying stops, and the forest is silent and empty.
Not empty. Because I see the flash of something in the trees. Something that looks darkly red in the moonlight.
He's here.
His laugh echoes all around me, repeating and repeating itself like an eerie chorus.
"Aislinn, Aislinn," he chides in Maeve's crisp tones. "So adorably gullible."
I almost say, "Show yourself!" like they do in movies—but I always thought that phrase was incredibly silly. Of course the Thing in the shadows never does show itself, until it wants to be seen.
So instead, I ask, "What do you want?"
He answers me in a dozen different voices, from a dozen different directions—I suppose ventriloquism is one of his skills as well. "Power! Peace! Perfection! Love, and the return of what was lost! Something worth seeing every day. Purpose. And you, Aislinn, what do you want?"
For a minute I'm speechless, surprised by his honest answer. "I want—" There are so many things. Sunshine. Time. A normal life. Zane.
"Control." The word bursts out of me before I even know how true it is.
He appears, just steps away, before I can blink. Gosh is he beautiful, like a fairy prince materializing from another realm. "Control is just another word for power. I can give you that."
"No."
"Come with me. I'll show you how to get the power you need." His silvery eyes seem to glow under those straight black brows. The planes of his face, his perfect nose, his jawline—he is so pretty I have trouble thinking clearly. And that voice! Low and sensual, with just a hint of roughness. My Kryptonite. I wonder if he designed the voice just for me.
I can't form the word "no," so I shake my head.
"Do you know what else I want?" He steps nearer, and I move away; but he closes the distance and wraps his fingers around my upper arms. Lightly, but with enough pressure to keep me there. His chest is an inch or two from mine, and the space between us is electric.
"I want you." His breath is warm on my face, and his eyes are intense. "I want you like I haven't wanted anyone for a very long time."
"Why?" I breathe.
"You're beautiful, of course," he says. "But I've known many beautiful women. There's something about you—something different. No power, yet—but there's space for it. And you talk to me like no one else does. As if I don't really frighten you—not in your heart. You speak to me like I'm just a human."
He's lonely. Of course he is. He's had no one he could really talk to for centuries, except the half-witted leprechauns.
"You're still human, underneath," I say. "I can see it."
He smiles like I've said something amusing. Then his face sobers. "I tire of voices and games. I want real power, and we can find it together. But first, you have to be willing to do what needs to be done. For yourself, and for those you love. Without stealing days, you'll fade out of their lives forever."
When he says the words, the first person to enter my mind is Zane. Not Magnolia, or Maeve, but the tall boy with the brown eyes. Then Latesha, Aaron, and Kali. Baby Dallas. And Julio, and Laurel, and Mike, and even Frank. My real family.
But the Far Darrig is still speaking, and he's circling me now, pacing around me like a cat. "Lesson One will be hard for you, love. You may hate me for it at first, but it's necessary. I'm going to show you just how important those days are, and what happens when you don't get them."
He whispers in the Old Tongue, and I feel spellwork fizzing around me. Not again.
"Please." I let the tears pool in my eyes, hoping he'll pity me. "Don't do this to me. You know I hate it. I need to control my own choices."
He caresses my face with his fingertips. "I know, and you will. But you're still very young, and there are things you need to learn. You'll thank me, in time."
Slipping his hand into my back pocket, he pulls out my phone. "I'll keep this safe." Then he strides away, across the clearing, twirling my phone in his fingers. "Have a pleasant romp today."
"No." I suddenly realize what he is doing. "No!"
He has bound me with a spell. I can't move—not until the sunrise comes and the Beast takes over. He's setting my monster loose. Outside the dungeon.
I rage and scream and shriek his name. I call for help, and I struggle to summon someone, anyone, with the sheer force of my will. But I don't have that magical knowledge or the necessary powers, and I'm too deep in the forest for anyone to hear me.
By the time the sky starts to lighten, I'm sweating, shaking, and exhausted. I feel the stirring of the magic through my body, reverberating till I can't stand it, and I scream again. The dark tendrils of matter erupt from my body, winding around me and imprisoning me. Drowning me. I fight for consciousness, but it's too late. I am too deeply buried.
I will never forgive him for this.
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Zane
I rub my aching eyes and close my notebook. I've been up since 5:30, squeezing in last-minute studying for a test. It's about 6:40 now, and the first light of sunrise beams through my window.
Time to shower and get ready for school, before my little sister takes over the bathroom.
I strip off my shirt, but before I can head for the bathroom, my phone buzzes. My heart speeds up when I see it's Aislinn calling.
I answer. "Hey! Are you feeling better? What you doin' up so early? I thought you homeschoolers got to sleep in."
"Actually, no," she says. "But of course you're welcome to your little prejudices." Her voice sounds stiff, unpleasant.
"Everything okay? We cool?"
"I'm calling to tell you that we can't see each other anymore," she says. "You're just not the right type of guy for me."
"Um, okay." I feel suddenly hollow. "Did I do something? Can I—fix it?"
"It's not so much what you do as what you are," she says coldly. "I just think you're kind of useless. Lazy. Dumb. A trouble-maker, without much of a future. Probably jail-bait. You're not worth my time."
My brain echoes the words over and over, trying to process.
"Did you really just say that to me?"
"Yeah, I think I did," she says. "So long, Zane."
And then she is gone.
I feel the heat in my face, a furnace behind my eyes. My anger is a grenade that I keep locked in my chest, absorbing the explosions so that no one else has to feel them but me.
Right now, it's all I can do to hold it in—so I race out of my room, down the stairs, and out the back door.
I run through backyards, hoisting myself over fences and dropping down like a cat. Most of these people know me and don't care; even if they did, I'd like to see them try to catch me. I picture my legs like a blur of motion—I'm the Flash, a streak of light slicing through the neighborhood.
There's a stretch of forest just beyond the last row of houses. I run into it, and feel the trees close around me. But they don't fence me in. Here I am free. Here, I can breathe again.
And I got to breathe, cause I've been running at top speed for fifteen minutes straight.
I don't need direction, and I have nowhere to be. I just walk and snap branches over my thigh and soak in the quiet until I feel quiet, too. I am part of nature, like my ancestors from the plains across the sea, like the native Americans that lived here long before us. I practice walking quiet as I can, the outer edge of my foot touching the ground first, easing into each step.
Something crunches and crashes up ahead. I stop. I've never heard anything in a South Carolina forest make that kind of noise. Bear, maybe?
The heavy rustling and crunching continues. Something massive is crashing through the underbrush, flattening everything in its way.
Then I see it.
My brain won't take in the sight at first. It is Other. It doesn't belong.
Something huge and hulking among the trees. Something with massive rounded shoulders and a long, slithery body, all of it coated in coarse white fur—not a snowy white or a sugary white—a sick, dead kind of white.
What the hell? My throat is suddenly bone-dry. Run, run! says part of my brain, but another part wants to stick with this, see what happens.
I take one step forward for a better look, careful not to put my weight on crunchy leaves or brittle twigs.
The creature was looking away from me, but its head suddenly snaps around. The neck is grossly long and flexible for its hulking body. The head is blunt, with slanted eyes and two long slits for nostrils. I can see those nostrils stretching, getting my scent. Damn it!
Shifting on its ponderous paws, the creature snakes its neck toward me, lightning quick. That horrible blunt head and those flaring nostrils are just a few feet away. The lips wrinkle and pull back, and three rows of jagged teeth flash as the beast screams.
Run now. But my legs are jelly, and there's no way I could outrun the thing.
I've gone batshit crazy, and I'm going to wake up in a psych ward. That, or I'm going to end up in rotting pieces, fertilizing the forest floor.
It steps toward me, standing up on all four—no, six—legs, and I can see just how massive this thing is. Something slithers through the trees on my right. A white snake? No, the beast's tail, whisking across the leaves as the creature moves.
You wanna die? Move your butt! This time it's my mom's voice in my head, the voice that demands a good Southern "Yes ma'am" and you better jump or else! So I jump, and I run.
I tear through the trees faster than I ever have, picking my feet up high so I won't trip. The Thing is crunching and thudding after me. Then something long and white whirls around my legs and I'm falling, crashing onto my shoulder—a spike of pain that I almost don't feel because I'm going to die.
I flip from my side onto my back, and the Thing's face is right there. I can see the rows of teeth, yellowed at the roots and stark white at the tip, sticking out of dark purple gums. Drool beads on one of the top teeth and drips onto my chest, and the gust of foul air from its dark throat makes me gag.
The creature turns its head a little. It's looking at me with those slits of eyes. It shakes its head and screams again, and I want to scream but I'm not seventeen anymore, I'm a little kid who just met the monster under the bed and I can't make a sound.
The Thing is bobbing its head up and down. It takes a step back, then shuffles forward. If I didn't know better, I'd say it's fighting its impulse to rip me apart.
Suddenly its head dives down to mine again, jaws open, and it screams in my face. It is so close I feel two of its sharp teeth nick my jaw as it lifts its head.
And then it gallops away into the trees, its tail slithering away from my legs.
I'm shaking so hard I can't get up for a good five minutes. When I do get up, I want to run but my legs won't work right. I've got to go slowly for a while until my urge to get the hell out of there gives me strength to run.
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Aislinn
When I wake up, I'm in a place I don't recognize.
Beyond a wall of windows is the dark blue evening sky, dotted with a few pink-edged clouds. A lovely mid-century modern table with two chairs stands before the window, with a tiny sculpture of a dancing woman on it. The sculpture is old, and the table is new.
I sit up, and the velvety blanket slides off me. Quickly I snatch it back into place. What am I wearing? The aqua blue dress is so short it barely covers my upper thighs, and the neckline plunges much lower than I'm used to.
Far Darrig.
I scan the loft, and sure enough, there he is, sitting not far away, watching me. He's dressed in jeans and a dark red T-shirt, and he looks infuriatingly handsome.
"Pervert," I spit at him.
"Guilty." He doesn't look the least bit ashamed. "But I didn't go further than looking, if that's what you're worried about."
Shaking with rage, I stand up. "Like you care about my autonomy at all. You left me in the woods to turn. I will never forgive you for that, never, never!" Don't cry, idiot. Not in front of him. Stupid, weak, wimpy—
But it's too late, and no amount of self-scolding will stop the tears now. I turn away from those ancient silvery eyes and try to keep the sobs under control. After a moment his hand reaches over my shoulder, holding a box of tissues. I snatch two and push the box away as hard as I can.
Finally I manage to ask the important questions. "What happened today? Did anyone see me? Did I—did I eat anyone?"
"No, and no," he replies. "My creatures kept you distracted and confined to the woods. Well, there was one witness. Even I couldn't have planned it more perfectly." He grinned.
"Who?"
"That human boy you seem to like. Zane?"
Any energy or strength I have left drains from my body. I sink onto the edge of the bed. "Is he all right?"
"You almost chomped his head right off," says the Far Darrig carelessly. "Personally I was hoping you would. But at the last second you let him go."
"I let him go?" I don't remember the encounter at all.
"It was interesting, really. I suppose some subconscious part of you was strong enough to turn the Beast back."
He sits down beside me, and I scoot away from him. "Can I just say, you were glorious! I watched the whole thing from a distance. The power, the speed of you—it was incredible."
"It wasn't me," I said.
"No, of course not. But still—and did you know that your beast looks nothing like any of the other Korrigan? Completely different from anything I have ever seen in this world. There's something in that, though I'm not sure yet what it means. It's intriguing!" He rubs his hands together. "You have no idea how exciting this is for me, having something new to see, work to do. It makes me feel alive again!"
I'm startled by how open he is with me. And in spite of my anger I'm curious. Who is he, exactly? What is he? And how is he connected to my family, to the Korrigan?
"So, who are you really?" I say, before thinking it through. "What's your deal?"
His handsome face, lit up with excitement, softens suddenly. He comes near me, his wavy black hair falling over his forehead, the faint freckles on his cheeks giving him an innocent look. His mouth quirks in a sexy little smile. "You really want to know me?"
Danger, danger! screams the rational, non-hormonal part of my brain. I change my mind immediately.
"Never mind." I back away, tugging down the hemline of the skimpy blue dress. "I just want to go home." He's coming even closer, so I try to change the subject. "How did you even get me up here without anyone seeing us?"
"With the help of my leprechauns, and my own talent for invisibility," he says. "I can't stay invisible for longer than a few minutes, especially not when I'm covering for two, but it was just long enough. So you see, no one knows you're here."
Here in a gorgeously appointed downtown loft with the Far Darrig, the Red One—who, according to the old tales, used to lure unsuspecting travelers into bogs and serve them roasted hag on a spit.
Gulping, I move toward the door. "I'm leaving now," I say, trying to sound bold and sure of myself. Of course it comes out too loud, too nervous.
"I'll give you a choice," he says. "You can leave now and find your own way home. Or you can stay, and I'll tell you my story, and then call you a taxi later."
As much as I hate to admit it to myself, it is a tempting offer. If he's going to be here, in this area, I need to know what he's all about—and I doubt my guardians will tell me everything. This could be my only chance for some real information.
I let go of the door handle. "Ground rules," I say. "You can't do that magical binding thing on me. And you don't touch me or kiss me."
He smiles. "Afraid you'll like it too much?"
"Not even."
"I agree to your terms. Please, have a seat." He gestures to the couch. I choose a chair instead. Shrugging, he seats himself in the chair nearest me, a few feet away, where I could touch him if I stretched out my arm.
"I was born Midir, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann, the god-race. You've heard of them?" He says it proudly, like I should be impressed. Darn it. I am impressed.
"Magnolia mentioned the Tuatha Dé Danann in her stories," I say. "I didn't realize they actually existed."
"They did. I'm one of the last," he says. "So you see, I'm not exactly human.
"In the old days, when I was young, the Tuatha Dé Danann were fading from the land, and some of us were being hunted by warlords. To hide my identity, I used the supernatural power I had to take on the role of a druid. My skills became so renowned that word of me reached the ear of Queen Medb, or Maeve, as you know her now."
I have done enough internet research about my people and their past to know about Queen Medb of the Ulster cycle. Hers was a long, terrible, and violent story; but I had always thought that the shared name between her and my guardian was a coincidence. Like there were many Sarahs and Marys in the world, I figured that there must have been any number of Maeves in old Ireland. Plus, hadn't Queen Medb died?
"Wait, wait," I say. "You're saying that Queen Medb is Maeve? My grandmother?"
"One and the same."
"You worked for her? What happened?"
"I failed her. She wanted me to tell her the future, and I could not. I faked the prophecy, and when it was proven untrue, she had my family killed."
"Your family?"
"My parents were long gone, but she had my uncle and his family slaughtered, and my sister, and finally my wife, Etain. She and her soldiers chased Etain and I for days—she came along personally to see the task done. With her came her group of women—warriors, servants, and friends who did everything she asked. My wife used to be one of them."
Women who were her warriors, friends, and servants. The Korrigan.
He's looking at me with old pain churning in those silver eyes. "I hope you never have to know what it's like to be hunted like animals, to feel like the prey of a monster. I used every charm and spell I knew to turn her back, but she had pixie trackers with her, and there was nothing I could do to hide from them.
"When Maeve finally caught us, she had Etain killed on the spot." He pauses, looking down at his hands. "Do you know, I don't even remember my wife's face anymore? I lost the memory centuries ago. But I remember the color of Etain's blood as it pooled around her, and I remember lying beside her and holding her while her life-blood soaked my clothes. The whole world seemed colorless, but her blood was ruby-red. And I keep that color with me always."
I stare at him, horrified and sad at the same time. After a second, I reach out and touch one of the hands he is twisting together. I disentangle it from the other and hold it in mine. I hope he knows it's not a romantic gesture—just a bit of comfort to a fellow soul in pain.
He draws a deep breath. "Maeve had leprechauns in her service too, and she ordered them to guard me until my execution. But I made a deal with their leader, and we fooled her. She thought I was dead. And I fled far north where I could deal with my grief and plan my revenge.
"The real druids hated me for pretending to be one of them; but while I was in the North I found an old outcast druid who offered to help me. Together, we designed a curse—a combination of two old spells, one for stealing life and another ancient rite for summoning a demon from the Otherworld, with some revenge magic thrown in. The curse would last from dawn to sunset, and would cause Maeve and her circle of women to transform into ravenous demon-beasts. Only by draining life from others could they turn back into themselves during the sun's hours.
"I thought it was the perfect plan. As beasts, Maeve and her ladies would kill most of the court, and then when they turned back into their weakened human forms, I expected the people of the kingdom to rise up and kill them.
"But the curse took on a life of its own. The beasts it summoned were more terrible than I ever imagined, and harder to kill. And then there was Maeve herself—I hadn't counted on her ruthlessness and her will. She adapted so quickly, figured out how to Life-Steal, and disappeared with her women. There was a ridiculous story about her death, but I knew better than to believe it.
"After that, I had to flee again. Maeve found ways to spread lies and rumors about me, terrible things to frighten the peasants. So I went far away with the leprechauns, and with their magic I hid from her. And I built my own legend, the myth of a powerful trickster dressed in red, who should be avoided and feared. I became Far Darrig, and they became Korrigan."
"Did you know you were giving them immortality?" I ask.
"They're not actually immortal—they will die someday. But it will be a millennium or more from now. And no, I didn't realize it. When we cast the curse I used my own blood, and I suppose the long life of the Tuatha Dé Danann entered the mix because of it. Druid magic is bloody, and messy, and the results are never quite what you expect."
"So you actually gave them a gift, along with the curse."
"A gift I've regretted for centuries." He sighs. "For a long time I tried to find another way to curse them, but I knew it might only end up making them stronger. So eventually I went my way and they went theirs. We have a pact, you see, that we stay far away from each other."
"You know, they're terrified of you," I say. "Even now."
He looks pleased. "Are they, now? That's almost enough to make it all worthwhile."
"Can I ask you another question?"
He rubs his thumb over the top of my hand. "Anything."
A little thrill runs up my arm when he does it, and I pull away my hand. "Have you ever thought about ending things? Or can you not die at all?"
"Oh, no, I can die," he says. "And yes, there were times when I considered ending my life. But when it came down to it, I could always think of something else that I wanted to do."
"I think a couple of the Korrigan may have killed themselves at some point," I say. "The others won't talk about it, though."
"There's a soul-price to this kind of unnaturally long existence," he says. "Humans, they talk about immortality, but that isn't what they really want. What they want is real youth, forever—not just youthful looks. I've looked like this for centuries, and I'll keep looking this way until something finally kills me. But I'd give anything to have what you have. True youth and vitality, inside and out."
He's looking at me with such intensity, like he wants to consume me, body and soul. "I long to feel young again. And when I'm with you, I feel—maybe not young, but different. Fresher, newer. Less like an old, old soul shriveling away inside this shell."
I realize that I'm on the edge of my seat, leaning toward him as he leans to me. Our faces aren't far apart. Maybe it's the charm of his voice, but I feel deeply sorry for him. He has been through an enormous amount of pain. No wonder he got twisted up along the way.
"What are you thinking?" His voice is low, husky.
"That you should call me a taxi now," I whisper.
Frustration and disappointment flash across his face, and he launches himself out of the chair to stride the room. "You feel it, too—I know you do. We have a connection."
"Maybe," I say. "Or maybe I'm just a seventeen-year-old girl attracted to a dangerous guy. That doesn't mean it's a good idea."
"So you're attracted to me?"
"Have you seen yourself?"
He grins and winks at me.
"But I'm with Zane," I say. "He's my age, he's real, and sweet, and handsome and smart. And human."
"Exactly! He's human. You two have no future, you know. You're going to live for a very long time, love. Even if it lasts between you, you'll watch him grow old and die in decades, and you'll still look very much like this. I'm sure the Korrigan have explained it to you—the necessity of moving around, changing names, keeping photos off the internet?"
"I know all that. Look, you don't have the right to tell me what to do. I get to choose."
"So do I, love. And when I want something, I'm not used to having people deny me. Or denying myself."
He's looking dangerous again, so I try distracting him with a question.
"Why do we gain the ability to Life-Steal at seventeen?" I ask. "Why not sooner?"
"Oh, you could have done it sooner," he says. "Anytime, really. As soon as you could pronounce the spell and understand how much to take, how much to leave, and all that."
I freeze.
Anytime, really. As soon as you could pronounce the spell and understand...
Anytime...
I could have had days. Could have had them much sooner; could have gone to school, made friends, been like other children. I could have lived like a normal person.
Why, why did the Korrigan not let me?
But even as I ask myself the question, I know the answer. Maeve wanted to keep me in the dark, literally, for as long as possible. Out of sight, under her control. Within her reach, and away from humans. From the connections I might have made. Maybe she did it for what she thought was my own good and the protection of the family; or maybe she was simply being herself—cruel and queenly. Either way, I hate her for it. And I despise the others for going along with it, for lying to me.
The Far Darrig is watching me with those dark-lashed silver eyes. "She said you couldn't life-steal till seventeen, didn't she?"
I nod. I can't sit still anymore, so I stand and walk to the window.
"She's what you modern humans call a control freak," he says. "Did you know she killed her own sister?"
"You're lying."
He shakes his head. "It's all in the lore. Maeve left her first husband, Conchobar, because he was cruel to her. Then he married her sister Eithne and got the girl pregnant. So Maeve drowned her in a stream."
I am suddenly angry—furious at him for leaving me outside yesterday, for making me doubt what I feel for Zane, for telling me these horrible things. "This can't be true. I've lived with her all my life—she may be cold and harsh sometimes, but she's not a murderer. You're just telling me the parts of the story that you want me to hear; but I can see through it. You're a trickster, a liar, and a selfish monster, with no regard for humans or their free will."
In that moment, I feel that if I don't get out of there, away from him, I'll start screaming, and probably never stop. "Give me my phone."
"Aislinn—"
"My phone. Now."
His eyes flash with a touch of anger at being commanded, and for a second I wonder if I've gone too far. There's nothing to stop him from touching me, from hurting me, except his word—and I've just accused him of being a liar and a monster.
But he steps to a side table, picks up my phone, and holds it out to me. When I grasp it, he pulls me closer.
"Ask the Korrigan," he says. "Then you'll know."
I snatch the phone and whirl away. As I dash to the elevator, I hear his laugh echoing behind me.
Once I'm in the elevator, I remember that I don't have a wallet. I don't have underwear, my shoes, or anything. Just the blue dress, and my phone—which I now see is out of battery. Is there such a thing as a nighttime walk of shame? If there is, it's probably not a great idea to do it right now, in the dark, on the downtown streets. Especially not in this skimpy dress.
Without wanting to, I think of how the Far Darrig—or his creepy leprechauns—must have gotten me into the dress. It takes no more than half an hour for me to wake after I revert to my own shape; they would have had to work fast. That's my only comfort. No time to do more than leer a bit. Still. I shiver and shrink against the gleaming black wall of the elevator. I just want to go home.
But home means the Korrigan. The liars.
I can't depend on them any longer. They lied to me, all of them, so many times. If they cared about me, they would have let me Life-Steal sooner—would have spared me some of the pain and darkness that was my life. Why would they do this? I know they don't exactly love me, but I thought we were all connected. A family. Families don't do that to each other—do they?
Of course I wouldn't know. I've never had a real family.
An image of Zane's mother flashes into my mind. His sisters, his father, his life. Suddenly the longing and envy is so strong that I feel it almost as physical hunger pangs, gnawing deep in my gut.
The elevator stops. I'm at the ground floor, and I need to decide what to do.
There's actually a concierge at a desk in the lobby. Upscale place, for sure. The man is probably in his thirties, with a sort of bland, unremarkable face and pale hair. He is already looking at me appraisingly, expectantly—sizing me up.
"Can I help you?" he asks. His cool tones carry an underlying message—Sweetie, you don't belong here. What are you doing and how can I get you to leave?
I decide the best course of action is to stick as close to the truth as possible. Approaching him and lowering my lashes and my voice, I murmur, "I've made some bad choices tonight, and I need to get away from someone. I was hoping I could borrow a phone to call my family, since mine is dead. And is there somewhere else I could wait till they get here?"
He looks uncomfortable, but nods and leads me through a door to a small back room. There are computers, a coffee machine, filing systems, chairs. I sit down, careful to keep my knees together. "Thank you. I'll be fine. Oh wait a minute—what's this building's address?"
He tells me and hands me his phone. "Just lay it on the table when you're done."
As soon as the door closes behind him, I dial the number for the house landline. Thank goodness we still have one. It's the only number I know by heart—I've never learned any of the Korrigans' cell numbers.
Within seconds Maeve answers. "Aislinn."
"I'll explain everything," I say. "But right now I need someone to pick me up."
"Arden will be there soon."
"What? How?"
"Never mind that. We'll talk when you get home."
She disconnects. I didn't even have time to tell her the address.
I set the concierge's phone on the table and stare at my own phone lying dead and dark in my other hand. I thought I would have more time to come up with a passable story. Liars deserve a lie, right? Certainly the truth would get me in more trouble than anything else.
In mere minutes, the concierge is back with Arden. She's tight-lipped, her black bob sharpening the fierce angles of her face. "Come with me," she says, grabbing my wrist so tightly it hurts. She shoves a twenty at the concierge and drags me out the doors, past a very short woman standing on the steps, down the street to the spot where she parked her car. Arden pushes me inside, slides in herself, and slams the door, shutting out the noises of the night streets.
It's quiet in the car. Too quiet. The silence is heavy, but it's protective, like the lead blanket they draped over me during the X-rays at my first dental appointment last week. When this silence breaks, it's going to mean trouble.
"What happened?" Arden asks.
"I was out in the forest. I lost track of the time, and I didn't make it back before sunrise."
She prims up her lips even tighter. "That was foolish. Dangerous."
"Trust me, I know."
"Do you know if you hurt anyone? Did anyone see you?"
"I'm not sure. I don't think so. You know what it's like—you're buried so deep you don't really know what's going on."
"It's been a long time since I went through it," she says. "But yes, I remember. We've been checking the news all day; I even hacked into the police system to see if there were any reports. It seems you were lucky—no one saw you."
Lucky. That's one word for it.
"What about this?" She gestures to our surroundings, the tall upscale buildings and hotels and shops. "How did you get here?"
"I, um—I ended up near here. When I came to, I found this dress hanging in someone's car; it wasn't locked, so I took it. And I walked around; I was too scared to stop moving, so I just kept going until finally I went into that building and the concierge let me wait while I called you."
"Hmm." Arden stares straight ahead, as a tipsy couple lunges off the sidewalk right in front of our car and wanders unsteadily across the street. "That story won't fly with Maeve. The distances don't make sense."
I close my eyes. "Okay."
"What really happened?"
I don't have a choice. I have to tell the truth—or at least part of it.
"The Far Darrig found me and brought me here."
Her head whips around and she stares. "What?"
"I guess he has some creatures that work for him—leprechauns? They helped him bring me here."
"Why?"
"He just asked me some questions. I didn't give him any answers. Then he let me go."
Even as I say the words, I realize I've forgotten something. My phone. There's no way I would have it with me, if the Far Darrig just accidentally happened to find me naked in the forest after the transformation. My lies aren't making sense. I slide the phone under my thigh and hope she hasn't seen it.
Arden doesn't seem to notice the movement. She's too shocked.
"What did he tell you?" she asks.
"Nothing. Just asked questions about all of you. What kind of jobs you have, what you do all day, how you get your days now—that kind of thing."
"Sounds like idle curiosity," says Arden. "Strange." She chews her bottom lip. "Better not tell Maeve any of this. When it comes to the Far Darrig, she tends to lose her reason."
"But how will we explain this?" I ask. "You said she wouldn't believe my story."
"No, because of where I picked you up," says Arden. "But if we say that I picked you up somewhere else—somewhere closer to home—Just a minute, I have to take care of something."
She leaps out of the car and dashes down the block. I've never in my life seen her run.
When she comes back, she's panting. "There. I bribed the pixie that tracked you. If anyone asks, she'll say she located you in a wooded area not far from our stretch of the forest."
"Pixie? Are you serious?"
"Well, we couldn't use the tracking app for your phone, since you wouldn't have it with you after a transformation. We had to improvise."
"And improvising means using—a pixie? Where?" I twist around in my seat, looking back the way we came.
"The woman we passed on the way out. She's gone now."
I lean back against my seat. "There's a lot you guys haven't told me, isn't there?"
Without answering, she starts the car. "Put on your seatbelt."
When we reach the house, I toss my phone into the bushes by the front steps as we go up to the door. I'll come out later and retrieve it; but for now, it's the best I can do, without any place on my person to hide it.
We tell Maeve the hybrid tale—my story about finding the dress in an empty car, Arden's bit about my location near the woods. I still think it's odd that Arden is so set on hiding the Far Darrig's role in the evening's events. Doesn't Maeve, as their leader, deserve to know about him?
But I don't really want her to know. Some part of me is maliciously delighted to be keeping important secrets from her, as she did from me. And another part of me, a deeper, darker part, enjoys keeping the Far Darrig all to myself.
"It's clear that we need to accomplish a Life-Stealing for you as soon as possible," Maeve says, after we finish the story. "Whether or not you like it," she continues, as I start to protest. "Until that can be managed, Aislinn, you are not to leave this house for any reason. That means not a foot outside the doors unless one of us is with you. And you're to be in the dungeon an hour before each sunrise."
"I understand."
"Let me make myself perfectly clear," she says, her eyes narrowing. "You leave the house, and you will be locked up. Your youth can be forgiven, but your idiocy cannot. I will not have you endangering this family. We've been together for centuries, and a whelp less than two decades old will not be our undoing."
Wordless, I stare at her.
"Don't leave your mouth hanging open like some human idiot," she snaps. "Go to your room. I don't want to see your face again this night."
"What is wrong with you?" I blurt out the words even though I know it's foolish. "You're my freaking grandmother, but you treat me like a prisoner, or a slave."
"Foolish girl, you are treated nothing like a slave. You are given every luxury. You've never known an empty belly. What more do you want?"
"I want to be a part of the family." I'm shaking hard, but I manage to get the words out. "I am your family!"
"Blood isn't family," Maeve says. "Every person who ever shared my blood betrayed me. Your blood, my blood—it means nothing!" Her eyes are fiery blue, she looks taller than ever, and she's practically spitting the words. I shrink back, because I've never seen her this angry. "Family is sharing food and shelter and companionship and fury and pain while human generations pass by. One day you may earn the right to be family. To me, you're still the weak, wailing babe your parents' lawyer brought to me seventeen years ago."
Dimly I realize that Arden and the others have slunk away into the house, leaving the two of us in the entry hall. Leaving me to face Maeve alone.
Looking at her now, with her fists clenched and her face rigid and her eyes flaming blue, I can picture her as a queen—a terrible one. Maybe even one who could kill her own sister.
"Get out of my sight. And stay in your room until someone comes to get you."
It's an order. As much as I hate it, I need to obey. She needs to think that she's still in control, that I'm still ignorant and weak.
But I promise myself, as I climb the stairs, that one day I'll be free. I'm not living in this family for centuries, bowing to Maeve's every rule. Eventually, I will be my own queen.
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Zane
I don't know how I make it through the school day. Every time I open a notebook, I see the white, slitted snout and writhing neck of that monster. It's coming out of the electronic board the teacher writes on, staring at me from the floor tiles of the bathroom, crawling along the tops of the lockers.
Maybe I'm going insane.
I sit with Julio and Frank and Mike and Laurel at lunch. They talk about normal stuff, stuff that doesn't seem to matter after what I saw.
If it was even real.
Am I crazy?
And Aislinn—the cruel stuff she said—was that real? Maybe I'm losing my mind. I hope I hallucinated it all.
"Hey, dreamer." Laurel snaps her fingers in front of my face. "You in there?"
"Yeah, what's with you today, bruh?" asks Julio through a bite of lasagna. "You trippin'?"
"Nah, man, just tired." I look at my tray so I don't have to see their faces, looking at me. Wanting answers.
"Everything cool with little Strawberries 'n' Cream?" asks Mike.
"I dunno, man, just some stuff goin' on."
"You guys fight?" asks Laurel. "You need to be careful with her, Zane. I like her. Don't break that poor little girl's heart."
"Are you done with her?" says Frank. "Cause I wouldn't mind stepping in." He smiles, like a shark smelling blood. Rage lurches hot in my chest.
"Back off," I say. It's more like a snarl than I intended.
"Okay, okay. Geez, calm down." Frank picks up his tray. "Whatever's got you in knots, dude, you need to work it loose."
He strides away, and I'm left with the stares of the other three. I chew and stubbornly glare at my tray till I can't handle it anymore. "What?"
"Whaddya mean what? You just bit off Frank's head for being—well, Frank." Laurel taps the table in front of me with her long multicolored nails. "Zane, look at me."
Gritting my teeth, I look up. There's real concern in her eyes.
"If there's something going on, you need to deal with it. Don't let it eat you up, okay?"
"Sure."
"I'm serious. You've got a lot going on this year. Take it easy on yourself."
"Listen to the lady, Z," says Julio. "Me, I'm takin' it super easy this year. Might even stretch senior year into two."
"That's not what I mean." Laurel sighs. "Okay, gang, I'm out. Gotta get in a little review before the test. Stay classy."
Julio leaves a minute later, too. Mike and I sit, finishing our food in silence. He's like a big, silent mountain, and for some reason I suddenly feel like talking.
"You ever see anything crazy—I mean super crazy—in the woods? Like a—like an animal you didn't recognize?"
"Nope."
"Well, I did. This morning."
More silence. More chewing. It's almost time for class, so we pick up our trays and take them to the return line.
"Heard a story," said Mike, scraping trash off his tray. "Couple of brothers hikin' the mountains. Ran into something."
"What something?"
"Shetani."
"Say what?"
"Shetani. Night demon."
I swallow. "What did it look like?"
Mike stares at me. "It look like the bottom of a bottle, man, what you think? They scared themselves half to death on nothin' but liquor, okay? Now whatever you think you saw, you didn't see. Or if you did, there's a good reason. You need to forget about it and quit actin' like you'd jump if a butterfly landed on your shoulder."
But I can't stop thinking about it—not that day, and not the next day. I manage to force it into the back of my mind, but it keeps crawling up again.
The next night, I'm trying to study, but I just can't keep still. I got mad energy to burn. Finally I throw the books on the floor, shove my laptop out of the way, and get my shoes. Time for a run. Not in the woods, though, no sir. I'll stick to the streets.
It's getting dark, and the bulb by the back door is out. I pull out my phone to light my way up the driveway. And then I stop.
There's a text from Aislinn.
"Hey you. Can we talk?"
After what she said to me? Hell, no. I type furiously. "Hell. No."
There's a pause. Then she sends back a bunch of question marks. Then "Are you okay?"
Is she kidding? I pick out some fierce emojis, including a red-faced demon, and send them.
"You're being weird," she texts back. "Just meet me at the store. Please. I'm waiting outside."
She's at the store by herself, alone, at night? I curse out loud, then look over my shoulder even though I know Mom is in the house.
Maybe Aislinn was feverish and hallucinating or something when she called me. Maybe I was. It's not much comfort, given what she said. But maybe there was something I missed.
Maybe she didn't mean it.
And I don't like the thought of her sitting there on the curb by herself, with the dark woods all around the parking lot and that Thing maybe creeping through them.
Damn it. I'm going.
When I pull up in the truck, she's right where I pictured her, out front on the curb, with the bright neon lights from the store window shining on her. Why does she have to be so beautiful?
But if the inside of that girl is as mean as what she said on the phone, there's no way I'm having anything else to do with her.
I have to know.
I park the truck and walk toward her.
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Aislinn
Being banished to my room didn't come with a lock and key—at least, not yet. Maeve still expects me to obey her, in spite of the fact that I've proven otherwise by spending time with Zane and the group even when I know she's not happy about it. I guess her willingness to believe in my obedience—to give me another chance—might be the one grandmotherly trait about her. Either that or Her Majesty expects me to cower and comply after the tongue-lashing I got.
Too bad I'm not living up to those expectations.
I stay in my room all night, only opening the door around midnight when Magnolia knocks and offers me a tray of food before she goes to bed. Being confined here is kind of like being in jail, if jail had a laptop and books and cushy furnishings.
Before dawn, Gemma knocks at my door. She escorts me to the dungeon, yawning widely the whole time, but never speaking a word.
And at dusk, Gillian lets me out. "You're to return to your bedroom," she says. "There's food in there."
Without speaking to her, I go upstairs. But I won't be staying quietly in my room tonight. I have other plans.
As soon as I'm in my room, I swap the robe for jeans and a T-shirt. Then I wait until 11 o'clock, when the Korrigan should all be in their own rooms.
I'm about to leave my room when I notice that someone has folded a note and slipped it under the door. When I open it, it reads "The house alarm is armed in case you try to leave. The code to deactivate is 398553."
No one signed it, but I know it's from Arden. She's the one who handles house security. I make a mental note to thank her later, and maybe buy her a present. I'm not sure why she's so firmly on my side, but I'll take any ally I can get.
I slip downstairs, whispering the charm for silent feet and walking carefully along the edges of the stairway so the steps don't creak. There's nobody in the front entry, or in the adjoining rooms. I check them, one by one.
Finally, when I'm sure I'm not being watched, I go to the painting by the front door, the one that hides the alarm panel. Quickly I type in the code to deactivate the system.
As quietly and carefully as I can, I turn the deadbolts, twist the handle, and ease the door open. Once I'm through, I close it just as silently.
My first stop is the bushes where I tossed my phone. Thankfully it hasn't rained, and the phone is still there.
And the battery is still dead.
But I brought the charger, and I know where to go to get it juiced again.
When I walk through the doors of the corner store, Devon looks up from behind the counter. His "customer" face softens into his "friend" face in a half second. Well, if we aren't friends, at least we're acquaintances.
"Hey, whatcha need?"
I hold up the phone and charger. "Mind if I plug in somewhere for a few minutes?"
"For sure, for sure. I got you! Back here." He points to an outlet behind the counter. "Go right ahead."
"Thanks." I plug in the phone, then buy a Diet Coke. It tastes like heaven.
Devon is looking at me. "So, so, so. Where's the big man tonight?"
"You mean Zane? I'm not sure. I'm gonna text him as soon as my phone works."
After a few minutes, I pick up the phone and start texting Zane.
It's a weird conversation. He seems mad, or distracted, or something. I'm not sure if he's texting someone else while texting me and sending the wrong message to the wrong person, or what. If it's not a mix-up, then he's pissed, for some reason. Really pissed. But he finally agrees to meet me.
When Zane gets out of the truck, he's acting very different than I've ever seen him. His body is rigid, and his hands are stuffed into his jeans pockets like he's trying to keep them from doing something he'll regret. The muscles of his neck and jaw are taut and twitching.
He's furious.
Instead of sitting next to me, he stands a step or two away, never cracking a smile.
"I didn't expect to hear from you, after what you said on the phone." His eyes burn with a mixture of anger and pain. "You gotta know there's nothing you can do to fix what you said."
"What I said? What did I say? When?" I'm so confused.
"Don't pretend it didn't happen! You know it did." He's turning away. "Why did I come here? I don't need this crap."
"Zane!" I stand up and grab his arm. "Please. When?"
"Yesterday morning. About dawn."
I sink down to sit on the edge of the sidewalk. "Oh my gosh, no. What did I say to you?"
He shook his head. "I'm not gonna repeat it. Come on, now. Why you pretending you don't remember?"
"It's hard to explain." The Far Darrig had my phone and used his power of voice mimicry to turn you against me, because he's jealous.
"You schizophrenic or something? Split personality? Bipolar?"
"None of that. It's much weirder. All I can say is, that wasn't me on the phone. It was someone else."
"Aislinn, don't pull that crap with me. I know your voice."
"Someone who sounds just like me."
He sighed. "Like an evil twin? Dang it, why am I even listening to you?" He steps off the sidewalk and backs away. "See ya never, Aislinn."
He's walking away from me. Probably forever.
How much do I want him in my life? Enough to reveal part of the truth.
"I'm telling the truth." I use his mother's voice.
He stops in his tracks.
"Would you believe that some people in the world have—special abilities?" I say, in Frank's voice this time.
Slowly he turns around. "What. The Hell."
"It's true," I say, in Julio's voice. "Some people can speak in other voices."
He's shaking his head. "No, no, no. I can't deal with this, I got school and stuff to think about, and you're telling me there's freaking abilities or voice magic or something? No. Uh-uh. This on top of—it's too much."
I revert back to my normal voice. "I'm sorry. I had to show you, so you'll believe me," I say. "The person who called you wasn't me. It was someone else, someone with the ability to imitate my voice perfectly."
"And you can do it, too?"
"Just recently," I say. "He kind of—gave me the power."
"Gave it to you."
"Yes."
He comes back and sits beside me, long legs stretched out. I study his face, reading his confusion. He's very, very weirded out by this. Understandably.
"So this guy, who can speak with other people's voices, gave you the same power he has. And then he used his power to say a bunch of hate crap to me over the phone in your voice? Why?"
"Well..." I drag out the word. "He's—jealous."
"Jealous? Of me?"
I make a face and nod. "Pretty much."
He nods. "Okay. Old boyfriend?"
"I've never had a boyfriend before you. I mean—" I'm horrified that I just called him my boyfriend. "I mean, you're not my boyfriend, right, because you haven't asked me to be your—what I mean is, I haven't had a guy in my life like this before."
A slow smile spreads across his face. Like warm, heart-melting sunshine. "Hey, I'm down with being your boyfriend. If you really didn't say all that stuff to me on the phone."
"I didn't. Whatever it was, I would never—"
His hand slides around the back of my neck and he's pulling me to him, kissing me so tenderly I think I might cry with relief. His other hand is warm against my back, drawing me even closer.
Nothing else exists except him. No Korrigan, no Far Darrig, no leprechauns, no demons—they all fly away into the darkness of outer space and there's just me and Zane.
"Yo, break it up, break it up," says a teasing voice behind us. Devon.
Zane waves him away with one hand, keeping his lips locked with mine.
"Man, this is my place of business," says Devon. "You gotta take that sweet lovin' somewhere else."
"Come on, man," says Zane. But he stands and helps me up.
"Sorry bro, that's my boss's rules. Nobody loitering out front at night. We cool?"
"Yeah man."
They fist bump, and Zane takes my hand. "Come on."
We walk slowly down the road a little way. Zane's palm is sweaty, but I hold his hand anyway, loving the strength I can feel in his fingers.
"So this guy," Zane says. "Who is he anyway?"
A centuries old mythical trickster, descended from the ancient Irish god-race.
"He's someone I met recently. For some reason, he likes me—I'm not sure why."
"I know why."
"Anyway, he keeps bothering me."
"Do you like him?" He doesn't look at me.
"No!" I say. "He's just—he's got a cruel streak, as you found out. And he's confusing and possibly evil. And rude. And inconsiderate. And he overshares about everything."
"Sounds like you two have talked a lot."
I didn't have a choice. He kidnapped me. But I did have a choice, and I chose to stay and listen. What does that say about me?
"Zane." I step in front of him and put my hand on his chest to stop him. Through my fingers I feel his heart pounding under the layers of muscle and bone. "I don't like him. He abuses his power over people, and he doesn't really care about anyone but himself. You're so different—it's like night and day."
"And who's the day?" he asks. "Day is the good one, right?"
I laugh. "You're the day."
"Yes!" He raises both hands. "I win."
"Shut up." I laugh again. But in the back of my mind I can see Maeve's face, hear her warning me not to leave the house. And I'm wondering why Zane hasn't mentioned seeing the Beast in the woods. Did the Far Darrig lie? Maybe Zane never saw me at all. Or maybe he's too freaked out to talk about it. Either way, I need to leave.
"I have to go. I'm sorry, but I'm kind of under lockdown at home. I just had to see you, to make sure you were okay."
He shakes his head. "I won't lie, the past couple days have been pretty weird. But I'm good." He doesn't look right at me when he says it, but I don't have the time or the courage to find out what he's hiding, if anything.
"Hey," he says. "We should have a code word. For the phone, so I know if it's really you."
It's a fabulous idea. "How about 'pumpkin'? I doubt he'd call you to talk about pumpkins. Especially with it being spring and all."
Zane laughs. "Cool. Code word pumpkin."
I have to get back. If I mess up one more time, Maeve will lock me up for good. 
"Text me," he says. Then he pulls me in for another kiss.
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I'm back within an hour of leaving. It seems that no one has missed me; the house is dark and silent.
But when I get back to my room, Arden is waiting for me.
"Hey," I say nervously. She did kind of encourage me to sneak out. But is she planning on getting me into trouble?
"I assume you've been with the boy?"
"Yes. Well, not 'been with' him like hooking up—just talking."
"If you do 'hook up,' you need protection. Another baby Korrigan is just what this family doesn't need."
"Seriously, Arden? Ew. I don't need you to talk to me about this."
"Fine." She stands up. "Come on."
"What? Where?"
"I have a lead on a Life-Stream for you."
I back away, shaking my head. "Arden, you know how I feel about taking life from innocent humans."
"This one isn't innocent. He's a rapist who hasn't been picked up by police yet. He's wanted and everything, only I found him first. I'm a hacker, remember? But we have to hurry, or the cops will get there before you get a chance to take some days."
"A rapist? Um, Arden, how do you plan on taking him down so I can Life-Steal?"
She pulls a taser out of her bag. "Like this."
I raise my eyebrows. "Who are you?"
"Good question. Are you coming?"
As much as I hate to admit it, her plan is kind of brilliant. I have no problem taking life from a guy who's been hurting women, and I'll leave plenty of Life-Stream in him so he can do his jail time. I'll just be making his sentence a little harsher.
We take Arden's car. It's already parked outside, so we won't be waking anyone with the opening of the garage door.
She drives about twenty minutes, until we reach the river. This isn't the nice, well-manicured downtown part of the river though; it's the brushy, swampy part. There's a manmade dam where the water pours over with extra force, and nearby stand a few large old buildings—former mill buildings. They're all dull and dirty now, with barbed wire fences and 'no trespassing' signs. Apparently the signs aren't doing their job, because the building nearest us has broken windows and graffiti all over it.
Arden's car slides into the shadows near the largest building. We climb out, closing our car doors as quietly as we can. The raucous sound of all the chirping night insects in the nearby swamp drowns out the noise anyway.
"Arden, this is pretty intense," I whisper. "Are you sure about this?"
She switches her phone to flashlight mode. "Come on. Stay close."
I follow her, my shoes crunching on gravel and bits of broken bottle glass. The night is cool, and I don't have a jacket. I rub my arms and creep toward the fence with Arden. She seems to know exactly where there is a gap in the chain link, which is odd. Something isn't right here, and it's not just the fact that we're two women hunting a rapist at an old mill in the dead of night.
"Arden, what—"
She motions sharply for me to be quiet, bends the fence aside, and squeezes through the gap. As she holds it out of the way, I slip through as well.
My heart is pounding. I've never done anything like this.
We're sneaking toward a back door of the building. It's all weathered and worn—beautiful in a rustic industrial kind of way, or it would be if we had more light than a smartphone. Arden reaches up and cranks the handle, and the door groans open with a doleful echo in the darkness beyond.
"He'll have heard that," I whisper, terrified. "Arden, how do you know where he is? How will we find him in here?"
Her fingers close around my wrist. "Come on."
We go inside, down a long black hallway lit only by the jerky, flashing light from her phone as she hurries along.
Suddenly, in the shadows ahead, I see a couple of shadows moving on their own. Strange, lumpy shadows. My breath stops.
"What was that?" I gasp.
"Just—nothing. Up here." We're going through a door, up a flight of steps. Something is very wrong.
"Arden, stop. This is weird."
Her grip on my wrist tightens; she's practically dragging me along now, up another flight of stairs and down a hallway and through a pair of swinging doors.
Into a huge room, all dusty and cobwebby in the dim, distant corners, and brightly lit by fierce white lights in the center. My peripheral vision picks up on some broken equipment, tables, crates, a chair or two. But I focus on the center of the room, where stands a familiar figure dressed in red.
Far Darrig.
I have to warn Arden—we have to leave—
"My lord," Arden says. "Forgive the delay."
My world as I know it flips over.
The Far Darrig turns, the bright light glowing on the planes of his perfect face. "It's all right, Arden. This was worth waiting for."
I stare at Arden. "You brought me to him? Why?"
"I have my reasons."
"That's not an answer."
"If you ladies are finished with your chat," says the Far Darrig. "We have work to do."
I hold up my hand. "Wait. Just wait. Arden, you knew about him, the whole time. At the hotel, and afterward."
"Of course she did," he interrupts impatiently. "From the minute I came to town she was happy to help me. She even delivered that little ruby dream necklace."
"You made me dream those horrible things?"
"Before I got to know you, love. And I didn't control the content of the dream—I just opened a door, so to speak, and kept an eye on what you saw. But since we met face to face, your dreams have been better, yes?"
He's smirking. He knows about the kissing; he could see it all. I flush scarlet. To cover my embarrassment I whirl on Arden. "I trusted you. More than the others. You've all lied to me so many times, but I thought you were different. How could you do this?"
She looks at me, and I see pain shining out of her eyes. "Because I hate what I am. And he promised to take it away."
"A cure?"
She nodded. "A reversal, actually. Removal of the curse."
I move closer to the Far Darrig and force myself to look straight into his eyes. I need him to tell me the truth right now; but whatever power I have over him, it's fragile, like a spider's web. I have to use it carefully.
"Are you so powerful?" I soften my voice with admiration. "You can—fix us?"
He actually looks a little ashamed. "I told her what I had to, love. I'm sorry, but the curse can't be changed."
Arden's face whitens. "You promised. You told me you could do it!"
Whirling on her, he says, "Fool! Don't you think if I could have reversed it, I would have done so? I lost my appetite for revenge long ago!" It's more emotion than I've ever seen from him, and it scares me. But the next second, he has control of himself, and the fire in his silver eyes cools.
He turns those luminous eyes on me next. "Besides, darling, why would you want to be 'fixed?' You're perfect as you are. You are Korrigan, Life-Stealer Immortal, of the line of the Warrior Queen of Connacht. You are a goddess." His fingers trail through the ends of my hair. "Together, we can unlock the secrets of untold power."
Maybe it's the nerves, but his grandiose language strikes me as incredibly funny. I smother a giggle behind my hand. Arden's eyes widen in shock—and so do the Far Darrig's.
"You laugh?" he says.
"I'm sorry," I say, swallowing back another laugh. "You're just—you sound like some kind of Dark Lord or Evil Emperor or something. 'Untold power' and whatever. I mean, really? I can't do anything special."
"That's where you're wrong." He's smiling now, too, but it's the kind of smile that drains the laughter right out of me. "I may have a way to—let's say, give you a 'level up.' That's something you teens understand, right? I can't use this method myself because of who—or what—I am, but you are the granddaughter of the original Korrigan, and you carry your father's unique bloodline."
My father, the druid.
"You can do this," says the Far Darrig. "Aislinn, I have a theory you can siphon not only life, but powers as well. And I have the perfect cup from which you may drink."
He barks a harsh order in the Old Tongue, and two leprechauns enter, dragging between them what looks like a child.
"What are you doing?" I gasp.
He tucks his fingers under the child's chin and lifts its face. Now I can see that it's not a child, but a young woman—very slight and small and blond, dressed in a pink tee and jeans.
"This, my dear, is a pixie," he says. "They are just big enough to pass themselves off as short, skinny humans. Excellent at finding things, pixies. Things—and people. This one works for a private investigator. She puts her talents to good use for him, don't you now?"
The pixie's teeth are gritted tightly together, her breath hissing between them. Her grey-green eyes are wide with terror. The Far Darrig walks over to her and leans down, running his finger under her chin and whispering something that makes her tremble more.
"Here begins the second lesson," he says, standing. "You know that Korrigan can't Life-Steal from each other. However, you can steal from others—human or Fae. And when you steal from a Fae, you may see the Life-Stream along with something else—I've tried calling it the power cord or power line, but those sound too—electric. Maybe you can think of a better term." He smiles like he expects me to think his play on words is funny. I don't crack a smile. Not even a little.
"Taking the Life-Stream is easy, but taking the powers requires a unique kind of magic, one that I don't possess. I suspect it takes someone with actual druid blood, which I never had, being Tuatha Dé Danann. But you, Aislinn, are descended in a straight line from the most powerful druid family in Ireland. Your blood is as pure as can be had these days. If you can manage to draw out the pixie's powers, you'll gain her particular skill set—or part of it. I'm really not sure. Let's find out, shall we?"
At the crook of his finger, the leprechauns drag the pixie closer to me. I see the raw fear in her eyes, and I wonder why she doesn't scream.
"Will it hurt her?" I ask.
"I really don't know," says the Far Darrig. He steps back to lean against the wall beside Arden, and she recoils from him.  "Do it anyway, darling, and let's see what happens."
"I can't," I say. "I've never done this to anyone awake before. Only once, and it was a baby, asleep."
"Yes, they're delightful, aren't they? It's easy with the little ones." He smiles, and I feel a stab of hate for him. My anger is like a flame, growing stronger. "Don't worry, Aislinn, this will be just as simple."
"I won't do it." I stand as straight as I can, even though I feel the weight of what he could do to me in the pit of my stomach.
He pushes himself away from the wall and strides toward me. I realize that I'm shaking, and I curse myself for being so weak.
"Aislinn." He runs both hands down my arms, making me shiver. There's a faint buzzing all over my skin, the vibrations of spellwork. His voice is so silky, so beautiful, saying a series of gentle Gaelic words. And then— "Please, Aislinn. For me?"
"All right," I hear myself saying. I'm being controlled. Once again I'm a passenger inside my body, under the domination of someone else, forced to watch from my inner cage while I do things—while I hurt people.
I try not to. I try so hard. Inside I'm screaming, writhing, fighting for choice. But his spell is like a hand around my soul, crushing my will.
Gently I coax out the golden Life Stream while the pixie writhes on the floor. She fights so hard that the leprechauns holding her have to pierce her skin with their claws to keep her still. There's an edge to her Life-Stream, a pinkish aura that I can feel. I bend my mind to it—and suddenly it splits from the glittering Life Stream and curls in the air, like a skein of rosy smoke.
"Amazing!" says the Far Darrig. "You did it, Aislinn! Now take it—take it all!"
I draw the pink smoke into myself, every last bit. The pixie arches her back and opens her mouth in a voiceless scream, and suddenly I know why she never made a sound. The Far Darrig silenced her voice.
As the last whiff of pink smoke disappears into my own chest, I feel a strange stirring within myself. Something new is here, something more.
Again that low, lovely voice in my ear. "Now the Life-Stream, Aislinn. All of it."
No.
"You need it. You need days, and here they are. She's useless without her powers—she'll be a disgrace to her race. You'll be doing her a kindness."
The words sound wrong to me, but I can't resist him—I'm already drawing in the golden strand of life. Tears stream down my cheeks as I absorb all the life that the pixie has left—she should have lived another hundred years. She deflates into cold, empty clay at my feet.
He lets me go, and I sink to the floor under the weight of her days. I cannot feel. I cannot think. I sit still, barely hearing the Far Darrig's voice at my ear, like a voice far away under water. "Aislinn. Aislinn." It registers, somewhere deep in my brain, that he sounds concerned.
How long I sit there, I don't know. But I'm dimly aware that the body has been moved, that someone lifted me and put me on a chair. That Arden spoke to me a few times, although I don't remember what she said.
I cannot move. If I move I will know what I've done.
I know it's morning now, because the lighting in the room is brighter. Rays of sun fall across my hands, as they lie limply in my lap.
There's a breath on my cheek, and the softest of whispers. "I did it. Not you."
It's that husky, beautiful voice. The one I now hate.
The sting of tears starts behind my eyes.
"This seemed like a small price to give you a gift, but—I forget how fragile the young are. How innocent. How unlike me."
He's kneeling close to me, speaking in the gentlest of tones. I hate him with all my might. He has taken something from me that I always took for granted, that I never even knew I prized until it was too late. Despite what I am, despite everything I've been through and the lies I've been told, I had never killed anyone. And he took that from me. Ripped it out of my soul and left a ragged, gaping hole—a hole that I am filling with hatred.
He killed my parents. He made me a killer. Fine. I'll kill him.
I clench my teeth so hard I'm afraid they will crack; but I manage to hold back the tears. "What else can they do?" I hiss through my teeth.
"What?"
"The pixies. What can they do besides find things?"
"Not much that's useful. They're great dancers, and they can charm others into dancing with them. And they can conceal objects or people from others. But I'm not sure how those powers will manifest with you, if at all."
I'll have to get more power if I'm going to kill him.
"I want more," I say.
"More what?" He looks confused.
"Powers," I say. "Where can I get more?"
In the little time I've known him, he's never been speechless. Not once. But now he stares at me, his lips parted in surprise, gray eyes wide.
"Your leprechauns, they can turn invisible, right? Disappear and reappear somewhere else? Bring me one of them." I stand, and he stands with me; but my legs tremble and I almost fall. He catches me, his hands around my waist. The folds of his red dress shirt feel cool and crisp against my heated skin. I want to lean into him; but I hate him, so I shove him away.
"Give me a leprechaun."
He sighs. "Not now, love. We need to wait, to see how the pixie's power will show itself, and how your body will adjust. In time, I'll find you another prize worthy of your efforts."
I push myself free of his hold. "Fine. Then I'm leaving now. Unless you have plans to coerce me into being your slave girl."
His eyes narrow. "I wouldn't."
"Really?" I shrug. "I don't think there's much you wouldn't do."
My legs are stronger and steadier now, and I stride to the doorway with my head high. Arden follows me, her face white.
The hallways of the old mill building are like a maze, but somehow I know exactly where I'm going. I select every corridor, every stairway without pausing, and soon we're out in the fresh air.
And the sun has risen.
For a moment we stand, side by side, feeling its light on our faces. In spite of what I did, I feel grateful for the day.
"We can't tell anyone about this," I say.
Arden nods, wordless. She knows that the role she played would get her banned from the house, or worse. And I have no idea how Maeve would react to my new status as power-drinker and killer of pixies.
"We'll tell them the story I told you, about the wanted man," says Arden quietly. "They'll believe me."
"Figure out the story, and I'll back you up. We can run through the details on the way home."
"Or—" She pauses.
"What?"
"What if we didn't go back? Or we go back, and then we leave?"
"Leave? The two of us? You mean, for good?"
"Tell me you don't want to." Arden glances at me, eyes bright.
It's not even a question. Yes, it's my home, the one I've lived in the longest. It's also my prison. A place of pain, and darkness, and loneliness, and lies.
Heck yes, I want to leave.
"Do you?" I ask.
"I have for years. Never found the right time, or the right reason. The Far Darrig was going to give me a reason, but—I was a fool to think he would honor the bargain. But we can go, the two of us. Start fresh. See more of the world, experience more. Surely, even after all these years, I can find something new under the sun."
The thought of it makes me giddy. "Okay, so how do we do this? We need money."
"Oh honey." Arden gives me a rare smile. "I have my own money. And so do you. I can help you access the money your parents' left you, from their insurance policies."
I have money. My own money. I didn't know—Maeve never told me. The amount doesn't matter right now so much as the fact that it's mine, and I can use it, with Arden's help.
We hurry to Arden's car. "We'll have to plan this carefully," she says. "I've been the one hiding the Korrigan's tracks and making most of the money for years. Maeve is not going to let me go easily. And you're her granddaughter. She'll want to keep you there, as a matter of pride."
"Won't she be able to find us, with pixies?" I ask.
"Well, if the Far Darrig's idea worked, and you now have pixie powers, you'll be able to hide us from other pixies. You'll need to practice a bit, but it should work."
The drive home passes too quickly. Arden doesn't stop jabbering about our plans for escape, and I'm glad for the distraction because it muffles the guilt and horror I'm feeling over what I did earlier today. Now and then glimpses of the lifeless pixie appear in my mind. Her thin white face, slack and expressionless. Her empty hands, fingers half-curled. Her legs, one crossed over the other, a damp spot between them where her body let go after her spirit did.
I'm going to throw up.
I fight down the nausea and focus on Arden's voice. She doesn't seem to be bothered by what I did. She probably knew it was part of the plan all along. Or if she was shocked, she's hiding it well so I can focus on the problem at hand.
If there's one silver lining to the whole sickening mess, it's that I have days. Thousands of them. I won't need to worry about Life-Stealing for a very long time. Arden tells me she's never seen any Korrigan take Life-Stream from a Fae—so either it's just not done, or it can't be done without that extra dose of druid blood. I feel like there's so much I don't know about magic and how it works—so much under the surface. I'm only seeing the tip of the iceberg, and I want to dive down into the icy water and know more.
When I join everyone for breakfast, Maeve doesn't say a word. Just marches over to me, grabs my shoulders painfully tight in her long, bony fingers, and marches me away to her office. Arden follows, unasked, and we tell our tale. I see something in Maeve's eyes—suspicion, maybe? After all, this is the second time Arden and I have spun a tale for her. Arden is an exceptional liar, adding in just enough detail to make it seem absolutely real. Still, I have a feeling that Maeve knows we're up to something.
But all she says when we finish is, "You're a lucky girl, Aislinn. And Arden—good work."
She rises from behind her desk. "Aislinn, I know you've been seeing those human friends of yours nearly every day during the past month. I'm not as blind or uncaring, as you may think. Why do you think I've allowed you this freedom?"
At first I think she's going to answer the question herself, but after a minute or two of silence I realize I'm supposed to respond. "Because you love me?"
It's a challenge, and a plea.
"Because I'm trying to determine if you're worthy of trust. Keep in mind that any breach of my trust will result in danger to all of us, and may necessitate another move. I'm sure you'd hate to leave your humans behind."
A threat, then. Of course.
"I'll be careful."
"If we should have to leave because of you, you can count on a certain period of confinement, whether you have days or not. Intransigent children must be tamed."
Oh my gosh, did she really just say that to me? I try hard not to crack a smile; I know the last thing Maeve wants is to be ridiculed. After all these centuries, she still demands respect and fealty, and I have to give it to her, at least for now.
Bowing or curtsying would be over the top. She would know I'm laughing at her. So I settle for a deep nod, and a meek reply. "I understand. Thank you for your patience with me, Grandmother."
"Never call me that again."
"Of course."
She breezes past me, heading back to the kitchen. Arden and I exchange sideways glances, and she gives me one of her rare smiles. "Nice work."
I return to the kitchen later, after Maeve has left. Before filling a plate, I pull out my phone and text Zane.
"Where'd you get that?" says Gillian, frowning. "I thought you lost it in the forest the other day, when you changed."
"This? Oh, I found it. I just went back to the last place I remembered, and there it was. Lucky it didn't get trampled." I keep my eyes on the phone, hoping she buys the excuse.
"Lucky," says Gillian slowly. But she doesn't bring it up again, so I continue texting. I ask Zane if the group is hanging out today.
"How about just us this time?" he texts back. "No gym, no fam. Just you and me."
A date. I love this idea. "I'm in," I reply.
"Pick you up at 5."
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Zane
I don't know the real reason Aislinn wouldn't see me for a couple of days. I'm guessing she wasn't actually sick, but I got no proof of it. I do know that something is going on, and she just won't tell me.
Probably has something to do with that crazy voice thing she showed me. That wasn't just a trick, it was for real. Like voodoo, or something, except white people don't do voodoo. And Aislinn's about as white as they come; she looks like a real Irish lass straight from the island.
But what if it was something else? Maybe somebody beat her up and she had to wait for the bruises to fade. Maybe they locked her up for some reason. The thoughts keep running around in my head, and I can't shake them. They're making me crazy.
When I pick her up, though, she looks good. Better than good. She bounces into the truck, wraps her hands around the back of my neck, and kisses me hard. I almost forget to keep my foot on the brake.
"Damn, girl!" I put the truck in park and kiss her myself. I'm like a man who didn't even know he was starving till he saw a steak and ribs dinner in front of him.
When I break it off to let her breathe, she's laughing and gasping a little. "Missed you," she says.
"Me too," I tell her.
There's something new about her, more confidence or something. It's hot.
"A'right then. Let's get something to eat."
I take her to a little Cajun place my mom loves to visit for lunch. Their specialty is gumbo, but they do a mean jambalaya too, and beignets. And they got all kinds of New Orleans paraphernalia on the walls—paddles, the Cajun 10 Commandments, gator stuff, pictures of riverboats. My mom grew up in N'Orleans, and she misses that Cajun food. I'm hoping Aislinn likes it. It's something besides burgers, anyway.
I also chose it because there aren't any TVs with sports on to distract me. I want to be all here, all focused for what I got to say.
We talk about random stuff for a while—the menu, a song we heard while driving over, and a couple new TV episodes—and then I decide to bite the bullet.
"Aislinn, I know we kinda covered this earlier, but I wanted to make it official." Real smooth, Zane. Step up your game. I clear my throat and try again. "I feel like you and I, we're kind of in sync. I mean, I really like you, and I think I feel vibes like that comin' back this way, am I right?"
"You're right."
"So—if you want, I would be honored if you'd be my girlfriend, for real."
Her smile. Wow. "Yes, I will." Then the smile's gone, like a shade dropped over her face. "Zane, what about—what about what I told you the other night? The weird stuff with the voices, and everything? Doesn't that freak you out?"
"Yeah, yeah, sure. But what freaks me out more is that you won't tell me what else you got goin' on."
She looks desperate. "I can't. It's not just my secret."
"Aislinn, I'm not gonna make you do or say anything you don't want. And I'm not making some kind of condition for this, what we've got, because it's real. I feel it. But I hope someday you'll trust me enough to tell me."
She nods, but I see pain in her eyes. Deep, dark pain, like most teenage girls don't have. She's been through something bad, for sure.
"I got to tell you one more thing, okay, and then we'll talk about something else." I decided I have to tell her. No use me keeping secrets when I want her to share hers. "The other day, I went running in the woods near your house. And I saw something."
There's a flash in her eyes, a caution, awareness.
I frown. "You already know what I saw."
"Hmm, what?" She guzzles her milkshake.
"Don't do that. Don't pretend you didn't just—Aislinn, the way you looked at me just now—you already know." I lower my voice. "About the monster in the woods." I feel dumb just saying the words.
"Maybe." She whispers it, and I barely hear her.
"What is it?"
She shrugs. "Demon? Beast? Monster? Take your pick. But it's under control now. We've got it handled."
I stare at her. "What are you?"
Her green eyes meet mine, wide and startled. "What?"
"What are you? Monster hunter, demon slayer? I feel like I'm in a TV show and you're freakin' Buffy."
"I wish." She sighs. "Can we talk about something else? Honestly, I just want to be normal. A normal teenage girl, on a date with a normal, gorgeous guy."
I can't stop the grin that spreads over my face. "Gorgeous, huh? Right back at you, beautiful."
She's just trying to distract me. It's working. I let the whole monster and magic thing drop, and we just talk about school, and our friends, and summer.
"I'm taking you to the beach this summer," I say. It just pops out, unplanned. "We're doing a trip to celebrate my graduation. You should come with us."
"But it's a family thing," she says. "Wouldn't I be kind of in the way?"
"Nah. Ada and Deke would usually come, but they got work and the baby; they'll go later in the summer. So there's plenty of room for you. You can share a room with Mom and Kali."
Except I haven't asked my parents yet. I can talk them into it though, especially since Aislinn looks thrilled.
"Haven't you been to the beach?" I ask.
"Never. Always wanted to go."
I feel for her. Seems like she's been cooped up in her house—the one I haven't seen yet—for most of her life. Doesn't her family care about her?
Their loss. I'm gonna change this girl's life.
"One more thing," I say. "It's kinda lame. There's this thing called prom—"
Her eyes widen and she gasps a little.
I grin. "Okay, so you're into it. I wasn't sure if you would be. You wanna go with me?"
"Yes! Yes yes yes." She claps one hand over her mouth like she's trying to keep from squealing.
"You know it's not like in movies and TV shows, right? My school doesn't have an unlimited budget or professional decorators or the world's best DJ."
"I don't care. Of all the things I've missed by being homeschooled, this is the one I was most bummed about. I want to go!"
"You know there's gonna be drinking, and like kids bein' crazy, and people hooking up, right?"
She freezes for a second. "Oh. So... is this—I mean, do you—"
"No, no, we're not gonna—I'm saying other people do. Not that I don't want to because you're smokin' hot—but it's probably not the right time, so—no pressure. For real."
This is super awkward. My face feels burning hot right now.
She lets out a breath, and I can tell she's relieved. "Just the dance, then."
"And we're all going to this waffle place afterwards."
"Sounds amazing. Not sure I can stay out for the after-party, but I'll try."
"Good. I'll get the tickets, and I'll have Laurel text you the details. She's on the prom committee, cause she crazy."
Aislinn laughs, and so do I. The awkwardness is gone; although I feel a little sore that she was so relieved about us not hooking up. I'd like to know that she wants me as badly as I want her. But she's new to this, so I'll give it time. Lots of time. As much time as she needs, because she is special, and this is real, and I don't want to wreck it.
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Aislinn
The day after my dinner with Zane, Arden takes me out into the forest.
"First, we'll practice using the pixie's locator power," she says.
My hearts sinks, and I get that sick feeling again, that sucking, drowning knowledge that I drained someone's soul away. "I can't," I say. "It feels wrong. She's dead, Arden. I killed her."
"He killed her. He just used you to do it. Stop wallowing in guilt that isn't yours, and move on."
"It's not that simple."
"Staying here, sticking in your guilt like a boot in the mud is easy. Escaping this place is anything but easy, and we need to work together. Now, I need you to focus, and learn how to use what you have. Whether it should be yours or not is irrelevant—it's yours now, and you need to understand it."
Taking a deep breath, I focus on the guilt, on calming myself, letting it go. "Okay, I'm ready."
She holds up a red stiletto—one of Gillian's. "You need to have a picture of the object, or person, or place, in your mind."
I stare at the shoe. "Got it."
"Now I'll hide it. Wait here."
She's gone for about fifteen minutes. By the time she comes back, I'm deep in a game on my phone. "Aislinn! Focus!"
"Sorry." I slip the phone into my back pocket. "Okay, red shoe." I think about the shoe, its shape and color. "Now what?"
"Just start walking. In any direction."
I frown. "That seems dumb."
Arden sighs. "Trust me, I've seen plenty of pixies do this. It's an instinct, not a GPS route. Just go!"
"Fine." I start walking into the woods, in no particular direction. Every so often I swerve to the right, or to the left.
In a sun-dappled clearing, I stop. "This is pointless. I have no idea where it is. It could be like a mile away."
Arden smiles, satisfaction in her eyes. "Aislinn, this is the clearing where I hid the shoe."
"Seriously?"
She nods. "Now think about it again. Where could it be?"
The clearing is full of thick grasses, and the underbrush is fairly dense. There are a dozen or more spots where she could have concealed the stiletto. Might as well start somewhere. I walk up to a low bush and pull back the branches.
And there is the red stiletto.
I stare at it for a second. "Wait, how—"
Arden is smiling again. She's doing that a lot more these days. "Amazing, isn't it? Such a useful little talent."
We practice again with other objects, and finally with Arden herself. Each time, I feel like I'm randomly choosing my path, yet I always find my goal.
When I find Arden, concealed behind a huge oak, I'm done for the day. And I have other things to think about.
"I need your help with something else," I say. "I need to you convince Maeve to let me go to prom."
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Arden's strategy for convincing Maeve involves getting the twins on board first. They're so thrilled at the idea of fancy dress shopping, hairdos, and makeup styles that the prom is basically a done deal before we've ever asked Maeve for permission. Plus, Maeve is barely speaking to me.
Once Laurel finds out I'm going, she texts me non-stop about prom. She's head of the committee, so she's got the inside scoop—and the theme is "A Night at Gatsby's," of all things. When I saw that text, I went from a 10 to a 15 on the scale of prom excitement.
If only I didn't have to think about the Far Darrig and his creepy posse. Or my ancient Celtic queen of a grandmother and her lifetime of violence and lies. Or my upcoming liberty walk with Arden. Or my newly adopted powers, and the lead-weight of guilt that I carry with me in the pit of my stomach.
If only I didn't have all those things on my mind, I could be perfectly happy.
For the next week, I barely see Zane or any of our crew. It's just as well—he tells me over text that he has tons of homework, reports, and projects to finish up. He's also hunting for a summer job.
Meanwhile, Arden and I are busy. We slip away from the others every chance we get, and Arden's first act is to deactivate the tracker app on my phone and switch it to a new account with a new provider, so Maeve can't use it to find me. Then Arden shows me the account that holds my inheritance. The night before we leave, she will transfer the money to a new account.
We also hunt for an apartment and find a two-bedroom not far away—with two baths, since Arden refuses to share a bathroom. She suggests moving to another city, but I'm not ready for that. Zane is here. Of course I'm staying here.
Besides, with my new powers, I should be able to protect us from being found.
To help us practice the concealment aspect of the powers, Arden brings along her friend, the pixie. She's the one I saw outside the hotel, the one we bribed to stay quiet. I can only assume Arden has offered her an even larger bribe this time. She's a quiet, normal-looking woman, maybe fifty, very short, with straight brown hair and a plain face. Next to Arden's crisp bob and chic clothes, the pixie's denim skirt and sneakers look very plain.
"All right, Aislinn," Arden says. "I want you to take the shoe and put it somewhere in the forest, in plain sight. Walk around it once in a circle and speak this incantation." She hands me a paper. "When you're ready, come back, and we'll see if Jackie can find the shoe."
I walk for about five minutes, place the shoe on a rock, and make the circle, speaking the spell in Old Irish. Maybe it's my imagination, but I could swear there's a faint pink glow around the shoe for a second after I finish. Then it looks normal again.
"All done?" asks Arden when I return. I nod. "Okay, Jackie, see if you can locate the shoe."
After twenty minutes, Jackie still hasn't found it. Even when I lead her to the spot where the shoe is, she can't seem to see it until I pick it up and bring it out of the circle I made.
"Well, I'll be," Jackie says in her slow Southern drawl. "It works. You can hide things from pixies. But it'll only work on us. Humans or other Fae will still be able to find you if they use regular methods." She holds the shoe, frowning. "Can I ask how you're able to use this power? Only pixies should be able to conceal things from other pixies."
"It's a special spell I've been working on," says Arden. "Aislinn's father was a descendant of druids, as close as you can get to pureblood these days. That's why she's able to do it."
"I've never heard of any other Fae managing something like this." Jackie doesn't seem convinced.
"Well, that's beside the point, isn't it?" Arden's voice takes on a metallic edge. "You're being well compensated for your discretion in this matter."
"Of course." Jackie hands back the shoe. "I'll look for the payment."
"It should be in your account by tomorrow morning," Arden says.
I'm barely listening to them, because now that I've mastered the new powers, it's time to focus on prom. And I have a perfect dress to find.
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On prom night, the limo Frank rented pulls up in front of the house. It's the first time I've given anyone my address—the first time my friends have seen my home. But I wasn't about to be picked up for prom on the curb of the corner store. No way.
The Korrigan know my friends are coming. Maeve and I had a massive fight about it, which only ended when I began throwing arguments at her in every voice I could think of, including my mother's. She retaliated by saying I can only stay at the prom till 10. That gives me just two hours if we get there right on time at 8.
But I feel like I won anyway, because my friends arrive in the limo at 7:30—all except for Laurel, who's already at the school helping with last-minute setup.
When Zane gets out of the limo, I swear my heart does a couple of backflips. He looks perfectly groomed and movie-star handsome in his vivid red shirt and crisply pressed suit. And boy, does he fill out that suit nicely! I feel a sudden, surprising urge to take it off him. Maybe that's why prom night has the reputation it does? Girls see these high school boys in normal clothes every day, and then suddenly they're transformed into well-dressed men who give you flowers and open doors for you, and it's just too much to resist.
I walk down the porch steps toward him, and I can tell he's impressed with me, too. My red curls have been carefully managed and braided and twisted to waterfall over my left shoulder, with sparkly green hairpins for effect. I'm wearing a shiny champagne-colored gown that's tight-fitting around my body down to my hips, where it flares out to give me room for dancing. It's a classy dress—a chic, grown-up dress. In this dress, I feel like a modern princess.
"Hey, beautiful," says Zane as he reaches me.
I lean toward him and whisper, "Hey sexy," in his ear. I swear he shivers when I do it.
"So this is your house. It's nice."
If he only knew about the dungeon under the basement.
"Picture time!" sings a voice from behind me. Magnolia and Gemma have come out on the porch, and they don't let us leave until they've snapped photos of me and Zane, and Frank and his date, and Julio and his date, and all of us with Mike. Finally Arden comes out and practically hauls the other Korrigan inside as they're drooling over Mike and offering to be his dates.
"He has a date, she's already at prom," I say. "And that's where we should be. Let's go!"
The limo is cool, but for some reason I thought it would be more magical. It's really just a very long car with a lot of seats. Still, it's fun.
"I knew you were a rich girl!" says Julio, pointing a finger at me from across the car.
"Sort of. I really don't have money of my own to spend." Or at least, I won't until I can access my inheritance.
"Still, you're lucky. That house? Wow."
They keep talking about the house, the land, everything. I feel embarrassed, ashamed somehow for having a beautiful, custom-built house when so many people don't have anything nearly that nice. Ashamed for not being more grateful for it. Angry because Julio has no idea what my life has been like. Angry at myself because I'm being a self-pitying, entitled loser.
Suddenly Zane's arm is around me. "Hey hey now, enough about Aislinn's house, okay? Dang, you'd think y'all never saw a decent house before. It's not her fault that her aunts are loaded. Let's forget about it and enjoy the night, brothers!"
"Prom night, wooooo!" yells Frank's date, and we all laugh, and my quality of life is forgotten.
It's not long before we get to the school. Frank arranges for the driver to come back around 11:30—which means I'll need to call a ride to get home by curfew. But who cares? I'm going to prom!
I tuck my arm in Zane's and we walk up together. The front of the school is standard for South Carolina—one-story, red brick and rambling, with narrow windows, double locked doors at the front for security, and inside, long hallways plastered with posters and lined with lockers. But when we reach the doors to the cafeteria (which is also the auditorium and event space), all of that changes.
We pass through a fluttering curtain of streamers into a whole new world—Gatsby's world. My senses are so overwhelmed by the music and lights that I can't distinguish all the details at once; but the walls are covered in black cloth with gold paint in bold geometric designs, and there are ceiling-to-floor clusters of gold streamers like glittering pillars, and the ceiling itself is festooned with gold and white balloons. Twinkle lights and swags of tulle are everywhere, and in the corners of the room are dark red couches. The round tables and cafeteria chairs are so decked out with gold and black they look like luxury dining sets.
Laurel rushes up to us and greets Mike with an enthusiastic smack on the lips. He's clearly dazzled, and a big goofy smile spreads over his face. After all, she looks like a goddess in her sparkly gold dress. Her hair, studded with tiny crystal flowers, fans out like a dark halo around her head. She's truly breathtaking, and she fits perfectly into the splendor of the setting.
"Laurel, this place is—wow!" I can hardly get words out.
"Oh yeah girl!" She's practically squealing. "Some rich guy gave the school a big donation and directed that a big chunk of it go to the prom, so we were able to get a lot more decorations! And wait till you see the food!"
The buffet is the most beautiful thing I think I've ever seen. The tables are dressed in black and gold, and there are towers of sparkling goblets and tiers of tapas and fancy small bites and macaroons and mini cupcakes.
"Don't forget the photo booth!" Laurel points at two pillars holding up a sheet of shimmering gold cloth. Couples are taking turns posing in front of the gold background, holding up prom signs or mustaches, or donning Gatsby caps and flapper headbands.
"Somebody donated?" Zane asks. "Who is this guy, Gatsby himself?"
Laurel bursts into laughter; I've never seen her this excited. "This thing is going to look awesome on my resume someday! You know I'm going to be an event planner," she says aside to me.
"I didn't know," I say. "But it looks like you'd kill as an event planner. This is amazing."
"Oh, there he is!" Laurel points past me to a group of teachers and other adults near the buffet. "You have to see this guy, he is fi-ine!" She flutters her fingers in the direction of the adults, and one of them lifts his glass to her.
If the floor had dropped right out from under me, I couldn't have been more shocked. My grip on Zane's arm tightens before I realize it.
The Far Darrig is walking toward us, looking like he stepped straight off a Fashion Week runway. He's wearing a tuxedo with a red tie and vest, black hair perfectly gelled and an amused half-smile lighting his face.
"Ladies and gentlemen," he says as he reaches our group.
"Mr. O'Connell, I just wanted you to meet my friends—they were wondering who we have to thank for this wonderful night," says Laurel. "Y'all, this is Mr. Kieran O'Connell. These guys are Mike, Frank, Frank's date who I don't know, Julio, Carmen, Aislinn, and Zane."
"Please just call me Kieran. I won't remember all those names, but I'm happy to be part of this," says the Far Darrig with a wider smile. "This is a special night in a young adult's life, and it's important to me that it be perfect." His silver eyes meet mine for a second, and I know he's talking to me. "Enjoy!"
He walks away, and suddenly I can breathe again.
"Is he smooth or what?" says Laurel, clearly charmed."The man's got style!"
"Nah, that wasn't creepy at all," says Mike.
Laurel frowns. "Come on, he's just trying to do something nice. Apparently he never had prom; no one at his high school could afford it. Chill, Mike."
"He looked familiar to me." Zane is frowning, and I realize with another shock that he's seen the Far Darrig before. In the alley downtown.
"I'm sure he just has one of those faces," I say, in what I hope is a careless tone.
"Maybe." Zane slips his hand into mine. "Let's get some food!"
Thank goodness for his teenage boy's appetite.
"Photos first!" Laurel insists, so we head to the photo booth and a guy snaps pictures of us—me with a flapper headpiece, Zane with an extravagant prop mustache. As I smile for the photo, my mind is racing.
The Far Darrig is here. How did he know I was coming to this? Probably those stupid leprechauns, spying—or maybe Arden told him. But why is he here? Because he wants this night to be perfect for me? That's actually kind of sweet. Or it would be if he hadn't forced me to freaking kill a pixie! Maybe he's trying to make it up to me. Why is he even in my life? Doesn't he know he's complicating everything?
We fill our plates and find a spot on one of the couches, while the others settle in chairs nearby. We're eating and talking and laughing so hard that we barely notice more and more students arriving. The place is crowded—except for the dance floor.
Laurel bustles up to us. "Guys, you gotta help me out! Nobody's dancing!"
"There are a few couples out there," I say.
"Everybody should be dancing! It's part of prom!" Her eyes are wide, her nostrils flaring.
"Calm down, babe," says Mike. "It's probably 'cause the DJ is playing crappy old-school stuff nobody likes." He points upward, listening to the Charleston dance music that the DJ is pumping over the sound system. "Y'all hear that? Ain't nobody know how to dance to that."
Laurel looks as if she might burst into flames. "I picked the set list," she says, clipping each word. "It's Roaring Twenties Jazz Age music, you Nimrod. It's authentic."
"Dang, girl! Did I say crappy? I meant fantastic golden oldies. C'mon, baby, let's dance!" Mike stands up slowly, looking very reluctant.
"If I may," says a voice directly behind me—a velvety voice I know all too well. I can see his hand resting on the back of the couch, right near my shoulder. There's a black Celtic knot cufflink at his wrist, and a heavy silver ring set with a ruby on his finger. "Laurel, would you mind if I made a few suggestions to the DJ? Something to get the crowd going. And I think Aislinn here could help get everyone in the dancing mood."
What? Why me? What is he talking about?
Everyone is staring at me, and at the Far Darrig—or Kieran, as he's apparently calling himself.
Zane clears his throat and stands up, holding out his hand to me. "Yeah, let's dance!"
I rise, smoothing the champagne-colored gown. The Far Darrig moves past me toward the DJ; and as he does, he whispers, "Show them those pixie skills, love."
Of course. He's not just here because he likes me and wants me to have a good time; he's here for a demonstration of my new powers. My heart starts thumping violently in my chest. I'm an okay dancer, but nothing special. What if I didn't get that part of the pixie's abilities? I'll make an idiot of myself.
By the time Zane and I reach the center of the dance floor, the music is already changing into something with a deeper beat, a more modern rhythm—a fierce, blood-pumping anthem to life and passion. I know this song, and I love it. And something deep inside me loves it too—something Fae and primal.
This just might work.
I lean forward and whisper in Zane's ear. "Just go with it."
Then I step back, and I let myself go.
The minute I start dancing, every bit of fear is gone. I'm electric, dynamic—I'm a force of nature and the rhythm pumps through my body like water. This is the way I was always meant to move. It's as if I'm suddenly able to perform every dance move I've ever seen in a TV show or movie—and each move flows into the next so smoothly, it's nothing less than magical.
Zane is right there near me. He's actually a good dancer, thanks to his flexibility and strength and his inborn sense of rhythm; and he's keeping up as best he can. Normally he'd be outshining me for sure; I push down the knowledge that my gift is a stolen one, and throw myself harder into the music.
I can hear wolf whistles and cheers as my dancing draws the crowd. "White girl got moves!" someone shouts—I think it's Mike, and I see phones out, people taking video. I'll be a social media sensation by midnight. But that doesn't suit my life; I need to stay out of the spotlight. I need other people to get out on this dance floor, too.
What was it the Far Darrig said? Pixies are great dancers, and they can charm others into dancing with them.
I start whispering Celtic words, hoping to create a spell. Come move, come to me, I whisper. Be part of this. And I smile, and I motion to the watchers to join me.
One by one, then two by two they come, clustering around me and hiding me from the cameras. They're all dancing, throwing themselves backwards and upward and leaping and moving their feet faster and faster, dancing better than they ever danced in their lives. We're one beating, thumping, whirling, electrifying crowd, and I am the magnetic center. The DJ is going crazy with one wild song after another, adding layers of rhythm and sound, until the entire room is charged with magic and music.
I'm in a kind of hyperactive trance, caught up in the music, whispering to the crowd every so often to push them even further. I don't know when I drifted away from Zane, but he's gone. Still, there is music to fill his place. For now, all I need is music.
And then a hand closes, cool and insistent, around mine. I feel the cold press of metal from a heavy ring as I'm pulled out of the center of the dancing crowd, past the buffet tables and the photo booth, out into the bright, cold school hallway, and around a corner, out of sight of the cafeteria doors. I'm sweating, panting, and giggling. Is this what being drunk feels like?
The Far Darrig whirls me around and pushes me against the wall. "Enough," he says. "You'll kill them."
"What?" I laugh, breathlessly, because he is being ridiculous.
"They've been dancing like this for three hours," he says. "It's time to let them stop."
"Three hours? No, no, it's only been a few minutes." I glance around, looking for a clock. The one on the wall says it's nearly midnight.
"How? How could it be three hours?" My music is gone, and the world feels suddenly empty. My legs weaken, and I'm gasping, falling. He grips my shoulders and presses his body against mine, propping me up.
"Stand up, Aislinn. Look at me." He puts his hand under my chin and turns my face to his. "They will be all right, as long as you don't push them any further. Now that you're gone, they'll slow down in a few minutes, and they'll just be very, very tired in the morning."
"Oh, gosh. Oh my gosh." I think I might be having a panic attack. "My curfew—I was supposed to be back two hours ago. Maeve will lock me up, she will—she'll put locks on my door and never ever let me out, and I'll be trapped in that house forever without being able to escape—I can't, I just can't take it, I—"
His mouth cuts off my words—not a soft, tender kiss, but a hard, fierce "shut-up-or-else" kind of kiss. He breaks it off in a second, but his lips hover inches from mine.
"You're not supposed to kiss me," I say.
"You were panicking. I had to snap you out of it."
I smirk. "Seems like a poor excuse. Admit it, you just wanted to kiss me."
"I want to kiss you every day," he says, quietly. "Do you know what it's like to want something so badly, and have the power to make it happen, but hold yourself back instead? It's not so pleasant."
"Power," I murmur. "I like power. I want more power."
He smiles a little. "Someone must have spiked the punch."
"I'm drunk?"
"Either drunk on magic or something else," he says. "You have druid blood and the Korrigan curse and pixie powers—who knows what that cocktail will do to you? It's time for you to rest a while."
"But I can't rest. I have a date. With Zane." I look around. "Where is Zane?"
"Still dancing, probably. But he'll notice you're gone soon, if he hasn't already. Let's get you back to him." He steps back, slipping his arm around my waist. "Come on."
When we re-enter the prom room, I can tell that the party is winding down. Teachers, students, and chaperones are stumbling off the dance floor, finding places to sit down or trickling out into the hallway to head for their cars. A sweaty middle-aged woman in a suit, probably the principal, has a microphone and is trying to give out the awards or recognitions she was supposed to deliver much earlier in the evening.
The Far Darrig helps me to an empty spot on one of the couches. "He'll find you here soon," he whispers. "You look lovely tonight."
I turn my head, but all I see is his back disappearing into the crowd.
A few minutes later, Zane is at my side. "Hey there, Dancing Queen," he says. "Ready to get out of here?"
"I feel totally trashed," moans Frank's date, collapsing on the couch beside me. "I must have burned so many calories."
"I'm just hungry," says Julio. "Really, really hungry."
"Me too," Mike agrees. "Waffle time?"
I shake my head. I'm too far past my curfew already. "I'm calling a driver. If I'm not home soon, they'll never let me out of the house again."
Julio chuckles.
"You think I'm kidding?" I say. "My guardians are the absolute worst. They're gonna put locks on my door after this and take away my phone. So goodbye, everyone. This may be the last time you see me."
"Are you serious?" Zane frowns. "Aislinn, they can ground you, maybe, but locking you in? That's messed up."
"I know, trust me."
"I'll get your bag," Laurel says. She's a little sweaty herself, and her feet look swollen in her strappy heels. I feel a pang of guilt. "You tossed it on the couch when you went to dance and I thought someone might take it, so I put it in the office with mine. Be right back."
When she returns with it, we walk outside.
"Go ahead, guys, I'm gonna call a lift," I say.
"You sure?" Zane asks.
"Absolutely."
The others climb into the car, but he steps closer to me. "Call me, text me, email me—something to let me know you're okay."
"I will."
He slides both hands around my face and rests his forehead against mine for a minute. Then he kisses me, and I feel like fireworks should be bursting into colored fire in the night sky above us.
"I had the best night of my life," I whisper.
"You were incredible," he says quietly. "You're so quiet and like a mystery, you know, and the next minute you're like fire, just the craziest and most beautiful thing ever. I think I love you."
A different kind of magic pulses through my heart. "I think I love you too."
"I don't want to leave," he says.
"But you should," I tell him. "There are plenty of people here, I'll be fine till the car comes. Go get something to eat! You deserve it after you danced so hard."
"I was on tonight, wasn't I? Not like you, but I was hot!"
"Yeah you were." I kiss him again. "Now go!"
And then he's in the car, and he's waving, and he's gone.
I pull my phone out of the clutch to call a driver, but before I can find the number in my contacts, a familiar voice asks, "It seems your date has left you. May I offer you a ride?"
I roll my eyes as I turn around. "You. Again?" The high of the dancing or whatever it was has worn off, and I'm less amused by his presence. Not amused at all, actually.
"You could pretend to be happy to see me," he says, low.
"Never."
A smile spreads over his face. "Never is a long time. Remember, I'm going to be here long after your human boy. I'll win you over."
"You're very sure of yourself."
"So are you. Besides, my offer of a ride isn't just out of chivalry. We need to talk business, and power."
I sigh. Prom is over. My one night as a normal human teen is over—not that it was very normal, after all. Now it's time to get back to my plans, which include killing this man—this mythical Thing—for letting my parents die and for magically forcing me to kill someone. To end him, I need to suck the powers out of a few more Fae—preferably without killing them. "Fine, I'll ride with you. Where's your car?"
"It's parked out in the lot. And I don't think we should be seen getting into it together—preying upon teenage girls isn't really good for my whole benevolent donor image."
"Oh, right, of course, Mr. O'Connell, was it? I'll hang back and follow you."
As he walks away, I can't help noticing how very, very well he fits into that tux. I'm a terrible person. I have a boyfriend. Stop it, hormones!
Nonchalantly I saunter after him—at least I try to saunter, but my heels are actually worn down from all the dancing, and my feet are killing me. I make it halfway to the lot before slipping them off and walking barefoot the rest of the way.
When I reach the lot, the Far Darrig is nowhere to be seen. Then a car beeps once from a spot at the far end of a row. I trudge toward it, open the door, haul up my dress, and sink into the front passenger seat. I can't help sighing in relief.
"Darn shoes." I throw them into the back seat.
There's a yelp of pain, and I whirl around. Two leprechauns are crouching back there, snarling. One of them spits at me, narrowly missing my face and hitting the back of my seat instead.
"Oh my gosh, really? Why do you hang out with these things?"
"I told you why. It's a mutually beneficial arrangement. They provide me with information, and I provide them with protection and—intelligence. And a conscience."
I laugh. "You're their conscience? That's so reassuring. Can they poof themselves away now?"
"Don't you need one of them?"
Right. I had asked him for a leprechaun, so I could drain its powers. "Are you sure I won't take on any of their nastier traits? Like their ugliness or their green blood or their habit of spitting on people?"
The Far Darrig laughs. "No, just the powers. Like the ability to transport yourself in the blink of an eye, or appear as a child to others. And of course the ability to take another's Life-Stream is already yours."
"So what will happen if I take the leprechaun's powers, but not its Life-Stream?"
"I don't know," he says, his silver eyes sparkling. "You don't know how good it feels to say that—to actually not know something. Let's find out, shall we? But not here. Let's go somewhere more private." The look he gives me makes my cheeks flush.
"I can't," I say. "I really have to get home. Maeve's already going to put padlocks on my door, because of how late I am."
"All the more reason to have leprechaun powers, sweetheart. You realize that once you have those, you can go anywhere and she'll never know?"
Wow. He's right.
"Okay then. Let's do it."
He takes me downtown to his loft again. As we pass through the lobby, I notice that the concierge is the same one who let me wait in the back room the last time I was here. I hold my head high and pretend not to notice him or to care that he probably thinks I'm a horrible little slut.
I'm not. Really I'm not. In spite of the fact that I'm here with a handsome Fae escort, while my sweet boyfriend is off eating waffles with regular teenagers.
I can't rationalize that I'm doing this to protect Zane somehow, because I'm not. I'm doing this for me. I need this, to be free, to have the power to make my own choices in a world that's way more complicated than humans realize.
Plus I've had a little taste of power now, and it's fun.
"After you," says the Far Darrig. I walk into the loft, trying not to think about the last time he brought me here. I still have that blue dress in my closet. Not sure why.
The leprechauns have blinked themselves from the car to the loft, so they're already there, waiting for us.
"Do they live here with you?" I ask.
"Definitely not," he says. "They have their own haunts. One of them is that mill building where—where we—"
"Where we killed the pixie." Saying it out loud hurts.
"I'm sorry for that," he says. "I got carried away."
"See, that's the problem with you. Other men get carried away, and they drink too much, or sleep with someone they shouldn't, or punch somebody in the nose. You get carried away, and you make someone else kill for you."
His jaw tightens, but he doesn't answer. We stand there, him with his arms folded, brows lowered and mouth grim, looking down at the floor. Me in the champagne dress, with my arms straight at my sides, hands clenched. The leprechauns are quiet for once, watching us from a corner.
"You hate me," he says finally.
I want to say yes, and no. "I'm not sure how I feel about you."
He looks up, and I see a glimmer of hope in his eyes that goes straight to my heart. Oh my gosh, I think I actually care about him. What is wrong with me?
"It's doesn't matter right now," I say. "Let's get on with our business and get me some powers. Are you sure you don't want to try for yourself? I'd hate to be selfish here."
"I've tried," he says. "Without that druid blood, the power stream is barely visible, and I can't draw on it. You might be the only living being who can do this."
Now that's pretty special. My mouth curves in a smile in spite of myself. The Far Darrig snaps his fingers at one of the leprechauns, but I have my eye on the other, the one who spat at me in the car. The one with the yellow and red eyes.
"The other one," I say. The leprechaun's eyes widen, and he dissipates into thin air. "Crap, I wanted to power-steal from him. He's been especially mean to me."
"This one will have to do." The Far Darrig whispers over the other leprechaun and the creature tumbles over, sound asleep. I speak the incantation, drawing out the Life-Stream and the power stream at once. The leprechaun's power appears as thick, choky, dull-green smoke.
"Ugh! I really don't want to take this."
He squeezes my bare shoulder gently. "It's up to you."
They're like magic words, the ones I've always wanted to hear. It's up to me. I get to choose, and choosing this will give me even more freedom. Slowly, I disentangle the powers from the lifeline and draw them in, every last bit. Again I have the sensation of something new inside me, something different. It's a little unpleasant this time, but the heaviness of it subsides slowly. It's like putting on another layer—over my druid-Korrigan hybrid self is the pixie magic, and over the pixie magic is the leprechaun magic.
"How do you feel?" asks the Far Darrig.
"Good." I let the Life-Stream curl back into the creature, wondering how it will react when it awakens without powers.
"Want to try transporting yourself?" He's trying to act nonchalant, but I can tell he's incredibly eager to see if it works.
"You're kind of a scientist, aren't you? An explorer and an innovator of magical things."
He flashes me a smile. "Come on, you have to admit this is exciting."
"You're not even the one getting the powers."
"Still." He rubs his hands together. "Let's see what you can do, love."
"Do I need to say anything? A spell?"
"Just try it without words first, and if it doesn't work we'll loosen things up with a spell. Don't go too far yet, though. You might not be able to get back."
Letting go of all other thoughts, I close my eyes and focus on the lobby of the building. The polished floors. The heavy rug and sofas in the seating area. The big curved counter where the concierge stands. The expensive lighting fixtures.
I open my eyes.
The Far Darrig is watching me. I'm still in the loft.
"I imagined the lobby, but it didn't work."
"Try thinking of a specific spot where you would stand, not an entire room."
"Is that what the leprechauns do?"
He shrugs. "I'm not really sure how they do it."
Shaking my head, I close my eyes and try again. This time I imagine myself standing right by the third set of elevator doors in the lobby, a short distance from the front desk.
When my eyes open, I'm staring at the concierge. He turns his head a second later and sees me. I can see the "You again?" in his eyes, but he politely nods. "Can I help you, miss?"
"No thanks." I probably shouldn't blink back to the loft while he's looking at me, so I turn and push the elevator button.
Once I'm safely inside and the door closes, I picture a spot right next to the sleeping leprechaun in the loft. When I materialize, I'm face to face with the Far Darrig, who is standing there without a shirt on. I step back.
"What are you doing?"
"You did it!" He grins.
"Yes, but what are you doing?"
"Changing clothes. I'm not used to wearing a tux all night; I'd rather be comfortable. And I thought you'd be gone longer."
"Liar." I pick up the dress shirt from the ground and throw it at him.
He dodges, his eyes crinkling at the corners when he laughs. While he's pulling a red T-shirt over his head, I sneak a look at him. His chest and abs look just as good as his face.
He settles the T-shirt into place. "There. Is my lady less offended now?"
What am I doing playing around with him when I have a boyfriend? Being as boy-crazy and beauty-worshiping as Gillian and Gemma? I'm better than this.
Drawing in a deep breath, I sit down on a nearby chair. "Far Darrig—I mean—can I call you Kieran? It sounds less weird."
"If you like. It's a good name."
"Or I could call you—" I search for the memory of his real name."Midir."
His face changes. "I'd rather not."
"Kieran it is, then. Kieran, I have to tell you that I'm with Zane. He's officially my boyfriend now."
"So?"
"So you need to stop all this flirting. And I need to stop it, too. We have a mutual interest in magic, and that's all."
"There are many kinds of magic," he says.
"Stop it. You're doing that 'bedroom eyes' thing again."
"What thing? This?" He gives me the look, the one that makes me warm all over. The one that speaks straight to my hormones and leaves my brain completely out of the picture.
But I'm not helpless anymore. I don't have to sit here and deal with his intentions and get confused about mine. I can leave.
So I picture myself in my room, sitting on my own bed.
And a split second later, I'm there.
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Aislinn
I nearly break my neck tripping over my dress in the dark, trying to get to the light switch. I turn it on, half-expecting to see Maeve in my room, waiting for me. But the room is empty. If she's waiting up, she'll be downstairs, probably in the entry hall.
Quickly I slip out of the dress, take down my hair, and put on pajama shorts and a matching tank top. I smear my makeup around a bit and wipe some of it off so it looks like I've been sleeping in it.
As a final touch, I take the ruby necklace from my jewelry box. I haven't worn it since I found out it was somehow linked to my weird dreams—the hideous nightmares and the one not-so-hideous dream featuring the Far Darrig. But for some reason, I clasp it around my neck before I go to bed. Just to see what will happen.
I tell myself it's for research, and also because I feel bad about skipping out on our experiment without waiting for the full results. I still don't know how the leprechaun reacted when it woke up. And it seems rude to use the powers he showed me to abandon him like that.
I push away the thought that maybe I'm putting on the necklace because I want to see him again.
After using the bathroom, I flush the toilet and wash my hands, knowing that if Maeve is awake, the noise of water in the pipes will probably bring her to my door.
Maybe I can still get away with this, if I pretend I've been in bed this whole time.
In a minute or two, Maeve strides through my door without knocking. I roll over in bed and sit up, rubbing my eyes against the light she flips on.
"What's going on?" I mumble.
"Explain this," she says. Her face is pale with rage, her eyes narrowed.
"What? I'm in bed. I just got up to use the bathroom."
"You were out past curfew."
"Not really. Maybe a few minutes. I came in the back way."
"No, you didn't," says Gillian. She's standing behind Maeve. "I was watching the back way."
"Fine, I came in through the window," I say. "I was a few minutes late, so I thought I would sneak in."
"I checked your room at 11 and at 12, and at 1," says Maeve. "You were not here."
Crap.
"Do you know what time it is now?" she asks.
There's a clock on my bedroom wall. It's about 1:30 in the morning. "Pretty late."
"Get up." She grips me painfully tight by the shoulder and hauls me out of bed. "This is the end of my patience with you, child. You're a lying, conniving, disobedient girl, and you're going to be punished for it in the way you deserve."
As she drags me from the room, I can see that Gillian is already holding the walking stick, the one they used to use for my punishments. They haven't used it on me in a few years. Are they planning to use it on me now? Are they crazy? I'm seventeen. I'm stronger now—and I deserve to be treated with more respect.
I throw myself backward suddenly, breaking Maeve's hold, and I step back. "Stop!" I say. "This is ridiculous. I'm not a child anymore. You can't do this."
Maeve steps closer, and magical words hiss between her teeth—the same spell the Far Darrig used in the alley, weaving around me, binding me. I'm immobile and helpless.
"See what you've done!" she says. "You've made me use magic. I despise magic. Foul, filthy, lying enchantments, and their detestable users. It's no surprise you turned out to be a liar and deceiver, thanks to your father's blood. And your mother was just as disobedient as you. She fooled me until the day she left with him. But I won't make that mistake twice. You'll stay here until you learn to obey your elders—your Queen."
"You're not a queen anymore. Let me go!"
Instead, she motions to Gillian, who drops the walking stick, takes me by the shoulders and drags me slowly down the stairs. As much as she grunts and groans at the chore, I'm sure she delights in every bump of my back and legs on the edges of the steps. She likes causing pain. It's who she is.
It takes an eternity to reach the basement, but I don't cry or protest any more. And I refuse to vanish—I don't want to show them my secret power till I have to. If they're taking me where I think they are, there will be plenty of time to test my powers later.
Sure enough, they open the trapdoor in the floor, the gateway to my dungeon. I'm hoping they'll decide I've been bruised enough and forget the beating, but Maeve is carrying the stick with her. She hands it to Gillian.
"Until you think it's enough," she says. "Then put her in."
My grandmother turns on her heels and ascends the basement steps without a backward look.
"Gillian," I say. "Please. You helped me with my hair, my dress. You were excited for me. You don't have to do this."
"Do you know what I used to do? Long ago, when all this first started?" She trails a fingertip along the walking stick. "I was one of Maeve's trusted personal servants. A maid, yes, caring for her hair and clothes—but a warrior too. It was my job to discipline anyone who showed her disrespect. My job, because I asked for that job."
She lays the first blow across my legs with a crack. I bite my lips.
"You're going to ruin us, you know," she says. "You already have. We were happier, freer, without you moping around the house at night like a creepy little changeling."
Another crack.
"We had to move so many times because of you. You remember Vermont?"
I remember. Vermont was the first and only time I ever ran away.
I was small, about five, I think. Magnolia fell asleep on the couch while doing night watch with me. I still remember her slack, smooth face, mouth open, a faint snore wafting out. I wanted someone new to play with, someone my age—so I put on my shoes, picked up two small dolls, and went outside.
We lived on a Vermont farm, way out in the country, with miles between neighbors. The twins despised it; even now they talk about it with loathing, and Arden remembers the slowness of the internet. But all I knew, at age five, was that I hated the reinforced barn out back where I transformed every day. And I wanted friends. All the kid shows on TV talked about friendship, but I'd never had a little friend of my own.
I also had no concept of time, temperature, or distance. I made it all the way down the long driveway and a couple miles along the narrow country road beyond. It was late autumn, and bitterly cold at night, and as the wind whooshed over the cold dirt road the leaves scattered, chattering like little ghost children.
When I was too tired to walk any further, I went up to a neighbor's farmhouse and knocked. The people inside didn't enjoy being woken by a tiny white-faced redhead at 1 a.m., but they let me in and then called the police. The Korrigan somehow managed to get me back home right before dawn, and they had to shut me in the barn almost immediately. Magnolia told me that when the social worker came by later in the day to check on me, Maeve ordered her to leave. That evening, when they let me out, they were already nearly packed. We left Vermont that very night.
"Guess what?" says Gillian. "I had to leave the only human I ever cared about in Vermont, because of you." Crack! "I'm over it now, of course. Humans aren't worth my sorrow. But that's just one of the many ways you messed up our lives. If it had been me, I'd have tossed you to the Far Darrig a long time ago and let him and his leprechauns eat you up, body and soul."
In spite of the pain, I almost laugh. She has no idea how much the Far Darrig would like to consume me, body and soul, in a very different way. Thanks to him, I'm going to get out of this hell—if she would just finish the beating and get on with dumping me in the dungeon.
"You don't really belong here, you never have. And if you know what's good for you, you'll make a bigger effort to fit in with us, rather than with the humans. Because you know Aislinn, family is forever." She chuckles and gives me a last strike with the rod.
"Now if I release this spell, you're not going to try anything, are you? Because you know you won't get far. The others will catch you and put you right back in here."
I try my best to look beaten, emotionally as well as physically. "I won't try anything."
Gillian says a few words to release the binding spell. It's almost worse once I can move, because I feel my injuries even more. Was I a glorious dancing queen in a beautiful dress just a few hours ago? It seems like a dream now.
I have to feel my way down the ladder, because Gillian refuses to turn on the light. In fact, she starts retracting the ladder before I've quite reached the bottom, and I have to jump off before it pulls too far away from the ground. Something wriggles, half-squished, under my bare foot, and I scream a little. The trapdoor closes, and I'm alone in the dark.
Now I can plan my escape. Fast, because I don't want to stay down here with the creepy-crawlies any longer than I have to.
At first I consider blinking back to my room to get my phone and pack a bag. But what if one of the Korrigan is there? I wouldn't put it past Maeve to be in my space, taking away my laptop, my TV, and other items. She's done it before. And if I go back upstairs, they'll know I have powers. They'll lock me down magically for good, and I won't get another chance to escape.
I could go to Arden's room. I've seen it, briefly, as I passed her open door—I could visualize a space to appear. But if I startle her, or if someone's there with her—it's too much to risk. I'll have to get a message to her later and trust that she'll play her part well.
So if I can't pack, and I can't talk to Arden, all that's left to do is to find a safe haven. I can't go to Zane's house. Not this late at night, not without a lot of questions from his parents. They would be totally within their rights to ask questions, and to call Child Services or whoever. But my situation is extra complicated, and I can't risk infuriating Maeve and the other Korrigan by letting someone call the police on them.
There's Laurel—but I don't know really know her home situation well enough to ask for sanctuary. I'm not even sure of her address. And the apartment Arden secured for us won't be vacant till next week. I need somewhere to go until then. As I am, in my pajamas, with no phone, no money, nothing.
There's only one place I know where I'll be safe. Well, reasonably safe. Gosh, am I really considering this?
An image of the downtown loft leaps into my mind. I picture the sofa and imagine myself appearing there. I will it with all my might.
Almost immediately I see the huge loft windows, and the night sky through them. Few stars are powerful enough to show past the city skyline and its lights, but the ones I can see give me a sense of deep relief.
From my vantage point on the couch, I can see the bed at the far end of the room. There's a figure in it, half-covered with the sheet. Softly I stand up and creep over, just to make sure it's not a leprechaun.
It isn't. It's the Far Darrig—Kieran, as I'm trying to call him in my mind. The name makes him seem more human, less mythical being. Right now, with his face relaxed and his dark hair rumpled, he looks younger and more human than I've ever seen him. Fast asleep, with a faint frown creasing his forehead. Bad dreams, maybe.
Should I wake him up, tell him I'm here? I can just imagine the sultry smiles, the tempting looks he'll give me. The comments. "To what to I owe this midnight visit?" or "You just couldn't stay away, love?" etc. etc.
Forget it. I'm going to sleep.
I pad softly back to the sofa. There's a blanket tossed over one armrest, so I pull it over me and move a throw pillow under my head. It's weird to be here, and I don't know how he'll react in the morning; but right now I'm so exhausted I feel sick. Between prom, and the dancing, the new power, and the beating, I'm dead.
It's time to rest.
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When I open my eyes, the sun is streaming in through the windows, and I can tell by the angle of the bright rays that it's late morning. It takes me a second to remember where I am, why I'm here, and what happened last night. When I move my legs, they remind me loudly of the beating. And my feet are killing me, thanks to the dancing at prom.
The blanket has slipped off me in the night; it's puddled on the floor by the couch. The Far Darrig—Kieran—is standing over me with a steaming cup in his hands, frowning. Is he angry that I'm here?
"Who did this?" he says, pointing to my bruised legs.
"Gillian."
"I thought so. She always liked that sort of thing. Do they do this to you often?"
"Last time I was fourteen." I swing my legs off the couch as I sit up. Grabbing the blanket, I spread it over myself, suddenly embarrassed of the bruises and of the fact that I'm wearing my pajamas and smeary makeup.
"What else did they do?"
"They put that spell on me, the one you did, so I couldn't move. Put me in the dungeon without any light. Then I left."
"And you came here."
"This was the only place—if there had been anywhere else to go—"
"Aislinn." He sits beside me. "Stay. I want you to stay. As long as you need to." He hands me the cup. "Tea. I don't really do coffee."
"What are you, British?"
"Never confuse me with the Brits!" he says in an exaggerated brogue. "It's Irish I am, and that's a fact!"
I burst out laughing and accidentally snort tea up my nose. He starts laughing too, handing me a tissue as I choke and splutter. At first, I'm laughing, and then suddenly it turns into something else. I'm crying in front of him. Again.
He sits silent beside me, waiting. Not taking my hand or drawing me close, just waiting. In a couple minutes I manage to pull myself together. I stand up and walk away from him, embarrassed of how red-nosed and puffy-eyed I must look. I did want him to stop liking me, though; maybe seeing me like this will do the trick.
"Do you need to get in touch with anyone? I didn't see your phone."
I know he's talking about Zane, and I'm surprised by how selfless the question is. "Yes, please. And I need to contact Arden, too. She and I were planning to get away; we have an apartment that will be ready for us next week. I just need to let her know where I am."
"Don't tell her you're with me," says Kieran. "Just let her know you're safe."
"I'll need clothes. And I need to make a circle around this building and conceal it from pixies."
"You can do that?"
"Arden taught me how."
He leaps off the couch. "Bathroom's over there. I'll be back with clothes, and—what else do you need? Girl things?"
I smile. "Girl things?"
He actually blushes, just a little. "Makeup, and—other things—what do you need?"
"I'll make a list."
He hands me his phone, and I type in some information about basic makeup, my clothing sizes, deodorant, and a toothbrush. Thank goodness I left my bra on last night when I dressed for bed—one less thing for him to worry about. "I'm guessing you already have shampoo, soap, toothpaste? The Far Darrig has a hygiene routine, right?"
"I'm not a vampire," he growls. "Everything works just like it does with humans. The Tuatha Dé Danann are not so different physiologically."
"All right, then I'll shower while you're gone. And I'm locking the door."
"And you think that in all my centuries, I never had occasion to learn lock-picking?" He laughs at the look on my face. "Relax, love. While you're my guest, I'll respect your privacy."
While I'm in the shower, I give myself a good lecture. I blinked away from here last night to escape all this—the flirting, the banter, the innuendo. And here I am, right back in it again. I can't stay here very long. I'm already forgetting my reason for gathering powers in the first place—I intend to kill him for what he made me do.
Even as I think the words, I realize that I won't be able to kill him. Maybe he deserves it, but I couldn't look him in the face and kill him—the man who told me to stay as long as I need to, brought me tea, gave me tissues, and showed me how to get the power I needed to escape the other Korrigan. How is he the same person who let leprechauns kill my parents, sent me those nightmares, left me to transform in the forest, and forced me to drain the entire Life-Stream from a helpless pixie?
To find out more about Fae powers, to get more of them for myself, I need him—his knowledge, his experience. But I have to keep reminding myself of who he really is, and what he has done.
I finish showering, put my underwear back on, and wrap myself in a fluffy towel. Kieran must have a housekeeper; everything is spotless here.
The clothes and cosmetics are waiting outside the bathroom door when I open it, along with a pair of flip-flops. Thank goodness—I forgot to include any footwear on the list. Once I'm done getting ready, I go downstairs to the lobby. Fortunately, it's a different guy at the desk this time.
Outside, I walk around the entire loft building, speaking the spell for concealment over and over. It takes a while to complete the circle. I hope it worked.
As I come back to the front of the building, I meet Kieran coming back from a breakfast run. He's wearing shorts and a red polo shirt, open at the neck. I try not to smile in response to his grin; he seems much too excited to have me here. Before I eat anything, I insist on emailing Arden from his laptop. I use her secret email, the one connected to her hacker handle, Draíocht. It means magic or enchantment in the Old Tongue. As I'm writing the email, I especially emphasize my need to get out of my current living situation. Hopefully she'll be able to pack up our things, transfer the money, and get out before the other Korrigan figure out I'm gone or guess what she's up to.
I send another email to Zane, asking him if we can meet up today. It's Saturday, after all, and he'll be wanting to see me.
In a few minutes, I receive a reply from Arden.
"Everything under control," it reads. "Getting out today. Will send location info when safe."
I bite into one of the pastries Kieran brought.
"Good news?" he asks.
"Yes. I should be out of here by tonight."
He looks a little disappointed. "What do you want to do today?"
"You don't have to entertain me," I say. "And I'll probably be heading to Zane's soon anyway. Here's an email from him now."
As I read it, I feel suddenly deflated. I forgot Zane had things to do today—an outing with his dad and his brother-in-law that will take all afternoon. He probably slept most of the morning, poor guy, after I forced him to dance so hard for so long.
"Did your plans fall through?" asks the Far Darrig.
"Zane is busy today," I say. "I forgot he had something going on."
"Leaving you alone a lot, isn't he? Last night, he left you without a ride home."
"Don't do that. You know that's not how it was; I told him to go."
"Maybe because you were hoping to ride with me."
"Whatever you want to tell yourself." I stand up. "I'm going for a walk."
He stands too, blocking my way. "I have a better idea. What if we get you another power?"
I frown. "What kind of power?"
"Sit down for a minute, and let me show you."
Sighing, I sit at the table. He seats himself near me and scoots the laptop between us. "Now most of the old Fae creatures that I used to know are long gone," he says. "It's a good thing, too. It was a fearsome world to live in. Beings like the Oilliphéist—that was a nasty one, a great wormlike dragon—and the Alp-luachra, which would crawl down people's throats and consume half the food in their bellies—"
"Gross! Why are you telling me this?"
He shrugs. "For fun."
"So they're not real."
"Yes, they were real. The old druid I lived with after—after everything happened, he had a theory that there used to be a gap, or a door, to the Otherworld from Ireland. It could be where many of the Fae creatures came from. It's also possible that the Korrigan curse keeps the door ajar in some way, allowing some of those monsters to assume form in our world as long as they have a human host."
"A host like me."
"Yes." His gray eyes meet mine. "I am sorry that you're affected by all this. When I made that curse, I was young, and mad with grief, and the old man was mad with age. We were an unfortunate combination."
"You think?"
He looks exasperated for the first time. "Are you going to let me finish explaining?"
I pretend to zip my lips.
"Very well then. Our options are limited, as far as Fae whose powers might be useful, or at least, not harmful to you. You wouldn't want to drain a banshee, or a cluricaun, but maybe a merrow or a fenodyree would work. I think I have a lead on a fenodyree in Georgia. Ugly brutes, but very strong. Could be useful."
"What about the Tuatha Dé Danann?"
He frowns. "What about them?"
"You said you were one of the last. There must be others. I could drain one of them. Or you."
Smiling, he says, "Darling, you couldn't handle our power. And besides, I gave you some of mine, freely."
"Not everything. I can't turn invisible, or do the echoing voice thing, or give people nightmares. All of that could be useful."
He looks at me, all laughter gone. "You really want to drain me? Take my power?"
I'm not sure that I do, but I nod anyway, just to annoy him.
"Let's try it then," he says.
"What?"
"Come here." He goes to the couch and lies down there. "Try it. I won't resist."
Confused, I follow him. He moves a little so I can sit on the edge of the couch. "Are you sure?"
He nods and closes his eyes. I murmur the spell.
Nothing happens.
Again I speak the spell, louder and more firmly, bending my will to draw out the Life-Stream, one hand hovering over his chest. The most I get out of him is a faint glow through his shirt, as if there is a burning golden furnace inside his ribcage. Not a strand of Life-Stream or power escapes.
"Are you done?" He's giving me an infuriating smile.
"How are you immune?"
"The Tuatha Dé Danann are not your average Fae folk. I told you, we were the god-race of Ireland."
"Where did you come from?"
"Some legends say the Otherworld, but I would guess we originated in a different dimension than the one your Beast hails from." He stands and returns to the laptop. "Are you ready to follow a real lead?"
The video he shows me was taken a few weeks ago. Someone filmed a short, hairy man lifting cars—just picking them up and smashing them down onto the pavement. He's clearly angry, just going on a tear through a random parking lot, wrecking everyone's cars like some kind of hairy, tiny version of the Hulk. The video is a little fuzzy, but toward the end there's a close-up of the man's face. It's not a horrible, make-your-skin-crawl face like the leprechauns', but this guy wouldn't win any beauty contests; and he has more facial hair than I've ever seen on a man. Plus, he's roaring like a demon, and I hate to think what happened to whoever filmed him.
And then the video is over.
"That's it?"
"You think a regular man of that size could lift cars like that?" Kieran rocks back on two legs of his chair, balancing with one foot against the table.
"Probably not," I admit.
"All right, then, let's go get him."
"How? Do you know where he lives?"
"No." The Far Darrig grabs his keys from the bowl by the front door and winks at me. "You're going to find him. Can you drive?"
"No. Not even a little bit."
"I'll teach you; it's not hard. We'll take country roads. It's Georgia—you'll be fine as long as we stay away from the big cities. I'll drive till we get out of town."
That's how I have my first driving lesson—in the Far Darrig's Audi, out on a narrow country road on the way to Georgia. I skid off into the gravel and grass a few times, but mostly I do all right.
"Try to think about the man's face as you drive," he says.
"How can I do that when I'm thinking about staying on the road?" My hands are gripping the wheel so hard that my fingers have gone red and white.
"Relax. If you come to a turn you like, take it. He's out here somewhere, trying to stay off the radar. Probably doing farm work or lumber work, maybe road construction. We'll find him."
Finally he realizes that I'm about to burst from the terror of driving his very fine car while trying to locate a fenodyree or whatever the heck it is. He takes over, and I serve as navigator.
The pixie instinct is the most amazing bit of magic I've ever experienced. After three hours of driving, we arrive at a lumber yard. They're closed, according to the sign, but we park anyway and I get out. Keeping the man's face in my mind, I start walking.
The buildings are plain, warehouse-style affairs, with hardly any windows. There's no landscaping, either—just flat, patchy grass all around a basic rectangular parking lot. We walk around behind the building, to another stretch of parking lot. There are trucks here, and in the back corner, a small mobile home.
"Amazing!" Kieran smiles at me. It feels good, to know someone is proud of me and what I can do. "Let's see if he's home."
His long legs carry him to the door in about two seconds. In answer to his knock, a gravelly voice says, "Go away, we're closed."
"Not here to buy lumber, mo chara," says the Far Darrig, tacking on the Irish for 'friend.'
Standing there, looking around at the barren land and windowless warehouses, I feel suddenly sorry for this creature. If I take his power, he won't be nearly as strong, and his life will change. He may even lose his job. But then, he also won't be able to go smashing up people's private property—at least not on the same scale.
"Kieran," I whisper. "What happened to the leprechaun?"
His silver eyes dart to mine, then away. Something bad then.
"Tell me!"
"I called two of the others to take him back to their haunt. They did, but they said he would be killed by the others."
"Because he lost his powers?"
"Now isn't the time to talk about this," he hisses, just as the mobile home door opens. A stout, extremely hairy man stands in the opening.
"Ye're Irish, eh?" he says. "Got roots there meself."
"Indeed?" says the Far Darrig.
"Yes, and you look—familiar." The Fae creature frowns, eyebrows bristling together into a hedge of hair. Suddenly his eyes widen. "Fear dearg!"
"Dul a chodladh," says Kieran softly, and the fenodyree's eyes close in sleep. He topples forward, but the Kieran pushes him backward just in time, so he falls into the mobile home instead of out of it.
I follow him inside, and we shove the bulk of the man far enough in so we can close the door. The ceiling is so low, Kieran has to bend over just to fit. It's stuffy in the small space, and filthy, crammed with salvaged odds and ends, old cans of food breeding roaches, and sweaty, grimy clothing hung over every available surface. I almost retch, and I cover my nose against the smell. "How does he live in here?"
Kieran is right next to me in the small space, and when he moves I can smell fragrance, like a fresh breeze. Instinctively I turn my face toward him for relief from the stench.
"Easy," he says, teasing. "No time for that now. My spell won't last long on one as strong as him."
Quickly I draw out the Life-Stream, separate the reddish power stream from it. But I hesitate. "It will be like the others, right? I can control when I use it? I don't want to be unusually strong all the time."
"You should be able to tap into it with your will, or a quick spell," he assures me. "Think of it as an extra layer of protection."
I do want to be stronger. Although I kind of wanted to get there on my own, rather than taking the strength from someone else.
"What are you waiting for?" Kieran moves restlessly. "He'll wake soon."
Would it hurt to have some extra strength the next time Maeve or Gillian or the leprechauns come after me?
I draw the fenodyree's power into myself, hoping his extra hairy attributes won't become mine as well. There's no reason to think they will—the pixie powers didn't make me shorter, and the leprechaun's powers didn't make me green, or ugly.
A new feeling settles inside me—a kind of slow-burning sensation. I gag again, from the smell and the heartburn feeling—and the sleeping man stirs.
"Time's up, love," says the Far Darrig, opening the door for me. "Let's leave him to enjoy the rest of his day."
On the way back, I don't feel like talking. I keep thinking of that miserable little trailer and the miserable being inside it. How will his life be changed by what I did? I hope it will be better, somehow.
Using Kieran's phone, I check my email. There's one from Arden, explaining that she's been delayed, and can't leave the house till tomorrow.
He peeks over my shoulder. "Looks like you're stuck with me for one more night."
Great.
I finger-comb through my red mess of hair, wishing for my products from home. The home I can never go back to.
Kieran glances over at me, looking longer than he should. "Eyes on the road!" I exclaim as we almost swerve into the path of a pickup truck. The truck makes me think of Zane. I feel empty, and sad.
Suddenly the Audi does a complete 180 on the road, tires squealing, kicking up a massive cloud of dirt and dust. I scream.
"What are you doing? You could have killed us!"
"Relax. You look sad, so I'm taking you somewhere fun."
"Oh, please, no fun. I just want to go back home. Not home, but to the loft. Please."
"Aislinn, trust me. This will be fun. I guarantee you'll enjoy yourself."
I fall back into the seat, sighing. Helpless. Except— "I could transport myself back to your loft right now."
"I wouldn't try it from this far away."
"What? There's a range? You didn't tell me that."
"The leprechauns can't go beyond about 30 miles or so. We've tried it."
"So I really am stuck here. With you."
"Is that so bad?" He gives me that look, those intense eyes.
I relax, resigned. "Where are we going?"
"Karaoke night, sweetheart! I know a place near here that's always got it going, and there's usually a crowd. We'll hang out, have some food, and then I'll give you a show."
"You sing."
"Of course I do. Baby, I'm the damn Top 40."
When we pull up to our destination, I'm underwhelmed. And nervous. The building looks more like a shoebox with a green metal roof than a restaurant. A neon sign out front reads simply, "Pete's Pub."
"You know I'm underage, right? I can't go into bars."
"Oh." He's actually forgotten I'm only seventeen. Somehow, it's flattering. "I'll try a spell."
"Like a Jedi mind trick?"
He cocks his head to one side, confused.
"Never mind. And also, I have to show you a few movies later. Six of them—no, nine. Ten?"
He's staring at me, amusement mixing with the confusion. "I think your brain's getting weak from hunger. Come on, let's get something to eat."
I am hungry. It's been hours since that breakfast pastry, and it's well after dinnertime now. Plus I have to go to the bathroom.
Thankfully, whatever he says to the man at the door works like a charm. I slip away to the bathroom, which is exceptionally grimy. In the mottled mirror, I examine my face. No extra hairs sprouting out anywhere. The mascara is flaking a little, but otherwise I look good. I run my fingers through my hair again to tame the frizz, turn my face this way and that to check my skin. Pale but pretty.
I wonder what Zane is doing right now. Is he thinking of me? Trying to text me? My phone is probably still in the clutch on my nightstand, unless Maeve confiscated it or Arden rescued it. Funny how it feels like a piece of me is missing when I don't have it along. I'm really and truly disconnected.
Off the grid.
The idea is a new one for me, and exciting. Anything could happen tonight. I'm here with the Far Darrig, who is breathtaking and also likes me; I'm in a bar, about to experience karaoke night. I'm smiling at myself in the mirror when a mini-skirted woman in boots shoulders her way into the bathroom, and I'm shaken out of the moment.
Just as well, because the Far Darrig has already ordered for us, and two steaming burgers are sitting on the bar.
"Just don't try to order any alcohol," he whispers, his breath tickling my ear. "I don't think my spells will work on everyone in here."
We can't talk about magic or anything in here, in case we're overheard. What on earth will we talk about?
"So tell me about where you've lived," he says. "How many places?"
And just like that, we start exchanging stories of cities and states. My experience of them is much more limited, having taken place mostly at night, when I was a kid; but he has amazing tales to tell of all the places he has lived, and the people he has met. He carefully avoids talking about his time in Texas, though—he rightly guesses that would be painful for me. But the rest of the places he mentions sound amazing, and I find myself feeling jealous—and wanting to travel.
We're deep in a discussion of the various politicians he's encountered when a broad-chested man strides onto the little karaoke stage and clears his throat. "All right, folks, we're about to get this night started. Remember, no videos of the performances tonight—let's keep it unplugged and just enjoy. If you wanna sing us a song, just come on up."
"That's my cue," says Kieran. He slides off the barstool, kisses my cheek, and strides up to the karaoke stage.
I've already noticed several women in the bar eyeing him. A couple of them, seated across from their dates, have been stealing glances at him every few minutes. A few others stare openly, not bothering to disguise their admiration, or their lust.
When he takes the stage, smiling, with those silver eyes, I hear murmurs from some of those women. They're awed by his beauty—who wouldn't be? He's Fae, after all.
I imagine him singing in that low, velvety voice of his, and my heart actually skips a beat. I swear it does.
He takes the mic and strikes a pose; but when he starts singing, it's not his own voice. He's using his power, channeling Bruno Mars to perfection, sounding just like him.
The crowd is stunned. Mesmerized. I glance at the bar owner, who's smiling and nodding along—he's obviously seen Kieran do this before. I wonder what arrangement the two of them have.
When the song ends, the entire bar erupts in raucous applause and whistles and yells. They won't let him come down; they make him sing again. He does everything, from Dan Reynolds to Pharrell Williams to Justin Timberlake and even Michael Jackson. I can tell he's practiced their moves, too; he dances fluidly, with a lithe grace that makes me breathless. I'm totally fan-girling, and I can't help it.
After several songs, he refuses to take any more requests. He's breathless, laughing, eyes shining, looking more alive than I've ever seen him. He doesn't give me a chance to say anything—just grabs my hand and we're running out of the bar, ignoring the people who try to stop him and ask him questions about how he does it. There's even a middle-aged guy jogging after us, waving his card and yelling about how he's a talent scout, an agent—but we leap into the Audi and speed away before he can catch up.
"That. Was. Amazing. I had no idea you could do that."
"So can you."
"No way. Not like you, I mean you've practiced."
"The breathing and dancing takes some practice, yes. But the voice, you can do anytime. Try it."
"I need music, I'm not singing a capella."
He flips on the radio. It's Taylor Swift, so I listen for a minute and then sing along. It's uncanny. "I sound exactly like her!"
"Let me try."
When Taylor Swift's voice comes out of his mouth, it's the funniest thing I've ever seen. I laugh till I can barely breathe.
All the way back to the city, we try out different voices, even a few duets. And we laugh, so hard that my sides ache.
We stumble into the loft, still laughing, and collapse onto the couch.
"Thank you," I say.
"For what?"
"For making me forget everything that's going on. Helping me have fun."
That dangerous look is back in his eyes, that heated, intense, craving look. "We could have some more fun."
"Can't you give it a rest and just be my friend?"
He leans forward. "Is that what you want?"
"Yes." I'm not sure.
A smile twitches at the corner of his mouth. "I don't understand you. I've had women from every era, all kinds and shapes and temperaments, and none of them were as stubborn as you."
"That's your sales pitch? All the women you've—had?"
"Was I supposed to be a monk all those years?"
"I suppose not."
He leans back and lays his arm along the back of the couch. "They couldn't resist me. And I didn't have to use magic, or even get to know them."
"Maybe that's the difference," I say, looking him straight in the eye. "I actually know you. Who you are. What you've done."
His face sobers, and he looks away. "So you're saying no one who knows what I am would ever have me."
I think I really managed to hurt his feelings this time. For some reason, it bothers me. "Listen, I know what that's like. Do you think Zane would date me if he really knew what I am, or what I can do? He'd run for the hills."
"That's why you and I are perfect together. We don't have to hide who we are."
He makes a valid point, and it seems even more valid when he's looking at me like that, like he really sees me. But I'm not about to swoon and give in. "You let your creatures kill my parents. My mother and my father, they're gone because of you. My life is what it is because of your curse. And you made me kill for you. That's something I can never forgive."
"So if there's no hope of you ever coming to me willingly, why am I giving you a choice?" His voice is darker now, almost threatening.
I need to be careful. Even with my new powers, I have no defense against spells. Mental note—have Arden teach me protective spells.
"Because it's the right thing to do," I say. "And you're still hoping I'll come around."
He stares at me, his silver eyes unreadable. I stare right back, because I sense that breaking the contact would be showing weakness.
After a minute, he turns away. "You know how to ruin an evening, love, I'll give you that. You take the bed this time, I'll have the couch."
It takes me a long time to fall asleep, knowing that he's there in the dark, in the same room. The pillow smells like him, and I can hear his steady breathing not far away. But at last, I sink into a dream.
This time, in the darkness of the dream, I see a man.
He's turned away, so I have a view of his shoulders, his back, tapering to a slim waist, dark hair curling a little way down his neck. He's tall, with long arms, hands hooked into the waistband of dark trousers. His shirt is loose, old-fashioned, a creamy white, and his feet are bare.
"Who are you?" I ask. But my voice seems to stop at my lips; it doesn't reach him.
Still, he turns around after a moment, and it's the Far Darrig, as I expected. But he's not the laughing, flirting, confident version that I know. His eyes are younger, and there's fear in them, and pleading.
He holds out his hands, palms up, and speaks to me as if I were someone else. His voice shakes.
"Please take me instead. She did nothing; it was my fault, my mistake. Please, let her go."
The voice that comes from my mouth is Maeve's, and I have no control over the words. "Traitors die, and their bloodline with them, and their allies are cut off."
I can't stop what's happening, what I'm saying. But now I see other shapes, faint and smoky, like ghosts. A girl on the ground, her face an indistinguishable blur, hand spread protectively over her stomach. Women standing around me, holding swords and spears. Some of the women I recognize, because I've lived with them. The Korrigan.
"Rip out the traitor's heart and feed it to the dogs," says Maeve's voice, through my mouth. "But tear the woman apart first, so he can see it."
"No!" The Far Darrig roars and strains as smoky hands grip his arms and hold him back. The women around me bend forward, slashing with their swords at the girl on the ground. Tearing her open. The Far Darrig is screaming, his muscles and the cords of his neck standing out as he strains to reach her.
When they let him go, he falls on her, cursing and crying. Bright red blood spreads out from her ghostly shape, soaking into his white shirt and staining it vivid crimson. He's sobbing, moaning, as if his heart has already been split in two.
I'm crying, and I try to go to him; but something holds me in place. The dream won't let me comfort him. Wake up, I tell myself. Wake up, Alice!
And my eyes pop open.
He's groaning on the couch, still suffering in the nightmare. In the dark, the sound is hollow, inhuman, frightening. I rush to the light and then to him.
"Kieran, wake up."
He groans again, a broken sound wrenched straight from his heart.
"Kieran." I shake him a little. "Kieran. Midir!"
His eyes flash open. "Etain?"
Oh, no. "No, it's Aislinn."
"Aislinn." He sits up, running his hands through his dark hair. "What did you do to me?"
"What did I—"
"The dream. I haven't had that dream in years. Did you—" His eyes dart to my throat. He seizes the ruby necklace and rips it free with a single jerk. "Why are you wearing this?"
"You gave it to me. Am I not allowed to wear it?"
"But you know it causes a dream link. That's how I opened your mind to the Otherworld, to the nightmares."
"I didn't know it worked the other way, too. I'm sorry."
"How much did you see?"
"I couldn't see anyone clearly except you. It was like everyone else was only halfway there. But I could hear, and there was—blood." I don't tell him the part about seeing through Maeve's eyes, giving the death order.
He sighs, resting his head on his hand.
"I'm so sorry," I say.
"No. I'm the one who should be sorry. For all the hurt I've caused you."
True. Still, it's impressive that he's admitting it, especially after I accidentally caused that horrible dream.
"You have to understand, we were born in bloody times," he says. "Unless you were kin to someone, life wasn't precious then, as it is now. And the years haven't changed that very much, for me or for the Korrigan. Our way of life now is a forced cooperation with the new civilization. At root, we're still beings of the Old World. It's not an excuse for what I've done, what I made you do. But maybe it's a reason you can understand."
I'm not sure I do, but I know he's trying to make things better between us, to explain why he is what he is. That means something to me.
"Are you all right?" I ask softly.
"Yes. Go back to sleep."
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The next day I'm awake early, before Kieran is. I have to leave. Things are getting much too intimate too fast, and if I'm not careful, I'll end up cheating on my first boyfriend.
As quietly as I can, I freshen up and dress in the same T-shirt and jeans I wore the day before. As soon as I'm ready, without even leaving the bathroom, I picture a spot under the magnolias, right behind Zane's house.
It's early, so no one is stirring. The air smells fresh and damp and delicious, and the whole neighborhood is alive with the chortling and trilling of birds. Quickly I walk the spell circle around his home, stepping around bushes loaded with pink azaleas, ducking under white lacy dogwood branches, murmuring words of concealment.
Hopefully Maeve hasn't already found the house. I never told Gemma or Gillian Zane's name, and they don't have any photos of him or know which school he attends, so I hope they can't track him down. At least, not without Arden's help, which hopefully she'll refuse to give.
I need to check my email somehow. And explain to Zane what's happened. Is 7 a.m. on a Sunday morning too early to wake him?
What I'm going to do is probably stupid, and might maybe get me shot if they're the kind of family who keeps guns around. Knowing his mom, though, they probably don't.
Although we don't hang out in there, I've seen inside Zane's room a couple of times. I imagine a spot a few feet from his bed, and I jump to it, praying that he doesn't sleep naked.
He doesn't, but it's close. Boxers only. He's beautiful in a different way from the Far Darrig—more muscular, darker skin obviously, stronger features. Younger. His room isn't pristinely kept or terribly messy, but somewhere in between—some shoes, a couple discarded outfits, a jumble of sports equipment in one corner, and study sheets strewn on the desk, the floor, the bed. Posters, mostly musicians and Marvel characters, decorate his walls and ceiling.
I love this room.
Zane is on his stomach, face turned toward me, deeply asleep. What's he going to do if I wake him up? This is creepy. I shouldn't be in here. No normal girlfriend does this.
But it's too late. As I back away, my foot hits something—an empty water bottle? And it rolls, and bumps into a hockey stick that was apparently two seconds from falling over anyway. The hockey stick topples and hits a basketball perched on top of the dresser, which rolls off and hits Zane right in the face.
"Ow!" He sits up, rubbing his cheek, and stares at me. "Aislinn? Did you just sneak into my house and hit me in the face with a basketball?"
"No. Why would you think that?"
He looks down, and quickly covers himself with the blanket. "Aislinn, as great as it is to see you here in the morning, I'm a little—this is weird, right? Okay? So could you give me a minute?"
"Meet you outside?"
"That would be real good."
He's not ready to see me vanish, so I slip out of his bedroom, close the door, and then transport to the backyard.
In ten minutes he joins me, looking a little rumpled but refreshed.
"I'm guessing there's a good reason why you showed up in my room? How'd you get in, anyway?"
"Back door was unlocked."
"Uh-huh. And you couldn't text me, or call me?"
"No. See, the night of prom, when I went home, my guardians did this." I roll up my jeans to show him the bruises. "And then they locked me in the basement. I know it sounds crazy, like I'm making it up, but I swear I'm not."
"Aislinn, are you okay?"
"I'm fine. I got out, and I left. I'm staying with a friend."
"You gotta talk to the police about this. My parents—we can help you."
"No, no. This is very important—we can't get the authorities involved, okay? It has to do with—other things that are going on. Things that are dangerous."
"Aislinn." His brown eyes are sober, compelling. "You need to tell me the whole thing. Everything. Right now."
So I do.
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"So," Aislinn says. "You're awfully quiet."
"Yeah."
"Are you totally freaked out?"
Hell yes I'm freaking out! "Just processing."
Processing the fact that you're a freaking demon monster. Oh wait—only during the daytime, when you haven't been sucking the life out of people.
I don't believe her. She's crazy, like needs to be in a hospital crazy. Crazy's not PC, though—let's say mentally imbalanced. Rationally challenged.
Except, I do believe her—only because I saw that thing, the demon, with my own eyes. The timeline checks out. I actually saw her. Or not her—the Thing riding her? Apparently that's how it works.
And the voice magic she showed me—that was real. If there's genuine-for-real magic, why not have mythical Fae beings and demon-beasts, too?
"You're really seventeen, right? Not five hundred and seventeen?"
"Yes, I'm really seventeen."
"But you're gonna live forever."
"Not exactly, but yeah, for a long time."
"You guys age, or whatever?"
"Not really—the others have aged a little, but it happens really slowly."
She's going to be young and hot long after I'm a doddering old guy with gray hair. "Damn it, Aislinn."
"I know."
I should have backed away from this weeks ago. Now I'm in it. I've got these strands of her all wound up in my heart, and cutting 'em loose is gonna hurt like hell. I don't know if I can stand it.
I slide my arm around her shoulders and draw her to me, right up against me, where I can feel her heart beating. She won't look at me.
"Aislinn."
She shakes her head. "This is pointless, right? You know it. It's like all the stupid vampire stories where the guy is going to live forever and the girl's just a blip on the centuries of his life. Except I'm going to be the one watching you get old and die."
"Hey. Who says you'll have to see all that? Most high school couples don't last past college. Maybe we'll break up before then."
"Oh, that's comforting." She rolls her eyes. But I can tell she is a little comforted, too.
I'm teasing her, because as much as it scares me I can see myself being with her till I'm 90. But telling her that would be way too much for this moment.
"What's the point of worrying about it now? We can enjoy being together for a while, anyway." I lower my face to hers and taste her lips, and she's so incredibly sweet and soft and hot that all my worries just burn away.
Until I remember one more thing. I break off the kiss.
"And this guy—the Far Darrig—he's the one who gave you the power thing, with the voices? The one who's really into you?
"Yes." Her eyes dart away for a second when she says it. There's something here. This guy is a threat.
"Do you like him?"
"What? No."
She's a terrible liar. "Aislinn, I need you to tell me, for real. Do you like him?"
"I guess I'm attracted to him," she says. "He's like a celebrity to other Fae, okay? He's a legend. And he's attractive, and he likes me. He thinks we're meant for each other or something."
Now I'm angry. Some centuries-old creep is trying to mess this up for me. Not cool. As my fists tighten, Aislinn glances down—she lays her hand on my arm.
"I'm not done," she says. "In spite of all that, I know he's bad for me. There are parts of him that are really dark and cruel. I've told you this before. The way he's treated me from the beginning has been kind of abusive."
I'm gonna tear the guy's heart out through his throat, and that's if he's lucky.
"Mostly emotionally," says Aislinn quickly. "He hasn't done anything bad to me. Chill."
"Oh, I'm chill," I say. "I'm very chill."
"Any relationship with him would be really unhealthy. I know that. With you, it's a lot better."
"So I'm the healthy choice. Like kale. As opposed to the hot, dangerous Fae guy, who's what, the delicious bacon cheese fries?"
"Not like that." She smiles a little. "I just mean that, you and I have something real. We share likes and interests. We're the same age. We can be real with each other. And I feel safe with you. I know you won't hurt me, force me to do anything I don't want to do, or push me to do something wrong or evil. You have a huge heart, you're smart, and you're absolutely gorgeous and sweet. So no, Zane, it's not even a question. If it's a choice between you or him, I will choose you, every time. Every single time."
Wow.
I don't know if I can live up to all that. What she says relaxes me a little, but she's still attracted to the dude. She admits it. What am I going to do with that? I guess it makes sense. Like, I'm not gonna run after every cute chick I see—I can appreciate, but I wouldn't deviate, cause I'm with Aislinn. As long as she feels the same way, I guess I can deal.
"All right, I guess we're good," I say. "But listen, if your heart starts tellin' you something else, you need to let me know, okay? Fair is fair."
"I will, I promise."
I look at her, at the slim shape of her and her gorgeous red hair and those green eyes that slay me every time. She's sugar and fire, sweet and strong. Why would anybody want to hurt her?
"You can't ever go back there. You can't let them beat on you like that."
She nods. "Arden and I are getting into the apartment today, I think. Or at least into a hotel, until the apartment is ready."
"You trust her?"
"Not exactly. She did report on me to the Far Darrig, and she brought me to him when he told her to. But she only did it because she's so sick of the way she's been living. I think our interests are the same, for now. By the time they diverge again, I hope to have learned enough from her to make my own way."
"Good plan." I squeeze her shoulders again. "That's why I like you. You have 'brains in your head and feet in your shoes,' if I can quote Dr. Seuss without losin' my man card."
"You could never lose your man-card," she says with a smile, giving me a long, up-and-down look. It's distracting as hell, but I don't let it shake me. I got something important to say.
"You're not an airhead like some girls, you know—all clothes and shoes and hair and nails. You're smart and strong, and real. You think a lot."
"Thanks." She's smiling at me, like it's funny.
"I'm serious. I think that's why Laurel and I got along so well, too. I like girls who are more than you expect, you know—interesting."
Her smile is gone. "You and Laurel? You guys dated?"
"Hold up, you didn't know?"
"No, nobody ever mentioned that little detail," she says crisply. "Were you guys serious?"
"You jealous?"
"No." She says it too quickly, too emphatically.
"Hey, it's okay. I get it. Listen, Laurel and I have been friends for a long time—since elementary school. We're still friends, but it's long over, okay? She's with Mike now, and I'm with you."
"Was she—your first?"
"First what?" But the second I say it, I realize what she means. Oh man, I'm in it now. Best to be honest, though. "Yes, she was. First and only."
Since she's asking, I'm gonna ask too—just to be clear, although I think I know the answer. "And you haven't had a boyfriend, so—"
She shoots me a look, like Why are you asking me about this now? But she brought it up—I'm just following the conversation train.
"Yeah, I'm new to—all this," she says.
Good to know. "That's okay, you know. It's nothing to be ashamed of."
"I'm not."
"Well, some girls are. You don't need to be."
She lays her head on my shoulder. "How are you this awesome?"
I grin and wrap her up in my arms, the way she seems to like being held. "Hey, I'm just doin' what I do."
Some minutes pass. "That was a heavy conversation. We done?"
"Yes, please. You think your mom would spare a poor girl some breakfast?"
"She never turns anyone away hungry. 'Specially not on a Sunday morning."
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Aislinn
I spend the rest of the day with Zane's family, after he tells them a little of my situation. It takes a lot of persuading to get his mother to agree not to call the authorities. I keep reassuring her that I'm safe now, with my "other aunt," that I'm getting help and support, and on and on, till she's satisfied.
They insist that I go to church with them, where I feel like a pale ghost in an ocean of joyful faces. It's loud, and strange, and wonderful all at the same time.
All day, I feel like I'm in a different world. It's a world of warmth, and family, and small jobs around the house that need doing, and homework, and TV, and ready smiles. So different from my day yesterday, with the Far Darrig's trendy loft, and the hairy Fae creature, and the karaoke in the bar, and our fight at the end. And more different still from the big house, so full of beautiful things and so hollow.
Somehow, I need to take these three realities, make sense of them, and create my own.
Finally, that evening, Arden emails me. She's set up in a motel not far away, and she needs me to put the concealment spell around it.
Zane drives me over in his truck. I have nothing to bring with me, except a couple of big ham sandwiches that Kali made for me. "In case you get hungry tonight," she says.
I love that girl.
When we reach the motel, I let Zane walk the perimeter with me. I feel silly saying the spells in front of him, but I do it anyway. He doesn't laugh, just looks mildly curious.
"This actually works?"
"Let's hope so."
The room is basic, spare. Arden's tastes aren't like the twins'—she values money and the effort it takes to get it. She won't waste any on a fine hotel when we're going to be on our own for the foreseeable future.
I've never been in such a plain room. Two double beds, a dresser with a TV, a mini fridge, a table and two chairs. And a bathroom. It's very plain. And to me, it's absolutely beautiful, because it means freedom. I can sleep in peace tonight.
"You sure you're gonna be okay here?" Zane looks concerned.
"She'll be fine," Arden says, abruptly but not unkindly.
"I will," I assure him.
"I brought some of your things." Arden gestures to two suitcases. I don't know what she went through to get them packed and in her car, along with all her own things. I do know that she left a lot behind, for my sake. If we'd had more time, we could have planned this better.
Who knew that Arden would be the one in my family to actually care about me?
"Thank you." I hug her for the first time I can remember.
"Mm-hm." She doesn't hug me back, but she doesn't shrug me off either. "Your phone's in there too."
"Yes! Where?"
"First suitcase, top front pocket."
I pull out the phone—and the charger—and plug it in immediately. It feels like I've got part of myself back again—a little piece of my freedom. My power to communicate.
"I'm heading home," says Zane. "See you tomorrow, Aislinn?"
"I'll walk you out."
We step out of the room and close the door behind us. We're alone in the hallway. Looking into his eyes, I try to see how he's feeling about everything. I poured a lot of strangeness into his brain today, and I wouldn't be surprised if he's struggling with it.
Of course I didn't tell him everything. I didn't tell him about the dreams, or any details about my encounters with the Far Darrig, or the fact that the Far Darrig's loft is the "friend's house" where I stayed the past two nights. It's not meant to be deceptive—he just doesn't need to know all of it.
But I do want to trust him with as much information as I can, so I press my hands against his T-shirt—such nice muscles underneath—and look up at him. "You know if you have questions, you can ask me anything."
"Yeah, I know. I'll probably have a list for you tomorrow."
He's sliding his hand behind my neck like he does, tilting my face up, bending down to me. I close my eyes. His lips on mine—tender and beautiful, safe and exciting at the same time. Lighting me up on the inside. He's kissing me as if he has never kissed anyone else.
But he has, and so have I.
He moves back and sighs. "Got to go. More of this tomorrow."
"It's a promise."
As he walks away, I can't help thinking for a minute about him and Laurel. Kissing. Him, touching her. How much of his heart belonged to her before they broke up? And what does she think of me, knowing him the way she does? She's never been anything but kind to me. I thought of her as the first girl friend I ever had; and now, somehow, it's different.
Of course I didn't expect him to never have had a serious girlfriend. He wasn't a night creature shut up in a house for 17 years like me. But somehow, knowing how close he got with her makes me feel a little less special. Naive. Embarrassed. And a little frustrated that I can't hate Laurel, because she's awesome.
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For the next few weeks, I barely think about the Far Darrig, or the other Korrigan.
Arden's sources tell her that Maeve is hunting for us; but with our pixie cloaking and Arden's technical skills, we're tough to  locate. Normally Arden would be Maeve's go-to person on the hunt—without her, it will take Maeve a lot longer to find us. We hope.
We move into the apartment, make a trip to a big furniture store in Charlotte, and buy some basic furnishings. Arden sets up two separate accounts for me; one a savings account, where most of my money is kept, and the other for spending. I have sole access to both; although I'm sure if she wanted to crack my account password, it would be as easy for her as snapping her fingers.
To keep out of Maeve's sights, and away from leprechauns' prying eyes, we stay in the apartment most of the time. I have the nagging feeling that I just exchanged one prison for another, but there's a difference. We don't have a housekeeper, or a Magnolia, to clean up after us, so I start taking care of the place—making the grocery list, cooking, keeping things picked up. It's actually fun. I even like cleaning the bathroom, because I can put on loud music and dance while I do it.
I love the feeling that they can't find me—not the Korrigan, not the Far Darrig or his leprechauns. Fewer complications have made my life happier already.
Between school and the start of his summer job, I barely see Zane—but it will be better once summer really begins. His graduation day is in early June. Every time I think of long, hot summer days together, with our friends or with just him, I can't stop smiling.
I'm done with my online homeschool courses for the summer, so Arden and I begin a different kind of learning—protective spells. She teaches me how to fend off a binding spell, using a few Gaelic phrases and a curvy Celtic knot, which must be traced over the skin.
Other than the idea of using knots for warding, the whole magical element of my life seems frustratingly vague. Speak Gaelic words that apply to what you want to do, and it might maybe work as a spell—or it might do absolutely nothing to help you. It feels too easy (like there should be Latin or potions or chicken's feet involved) and at the same time, too hard, since you never know if a charm will work or not unless you've tried it before.
One day, I ask Arden about it. "So is there a school or a university where I can learn more spells? The way we're doing it seems kind of haphazard."
"This is not a children's novel, Aislinn," says Arden. "There is no Hogwarts. What we know of magic has been passed down through generations. And we Korrigan rarely used it at all."
"That's right, because Maeve hates magic. Why? She used to employ druids, back in the day."
"I suppose Far Darrig told you about that," she says. "Yes, as queen, Maeve was fascinated with magical power. She spent a great deal of money and time collecting the most powerful set of druids alive for her court."
"So why does she hate them now?"
"When the Far Darrig tricked her, she began suspecting everyone—all of the druids at court. She had them tortured and killed. The rest of them hid from her, and so began a feud between her and them. And don't forget, it's magic that made us what we are. We have a good life now, but in the early days, it was bloody and dangerous, for us and for everyone else. That's why she hates magic, and she won't use it unless absolutely necessary."
"So druid magic—is it just the Gaelic spells then?"
"The Old Tongue only works magically for the Fae. When a human speaks it, nothing special happens."
"I know that part."
"For druids, it's different. They are not Fae, but there's a kind of magic inborn with them. It's a darker magic, one that requires blood, or other fluids, to unlock it's secrets. Usually a non-lethal amount; but for bigger spells, there was human sacrifice."
"My great-great-great-great-ancestors sacrificed humans?" As if my family tree weren't messed up enough already.
"Probably. Different orders of druids took care of different parts of the ceremonies. The order of the Vates was responsible for the sacrifices."
Great. So if I want to explore the magic thing further, I'll have to delve into some druid blood magic. Mental note—never do that.
Using my powers is a little easier now, and much more fun. I discover that the limit of the transport power is about 30 miles, like the Far Darrig said. And I have to know where I'm going and have intent to be there.
The pixie location power is the same way—I need an image of what I'm trying to find, and the intent to find it—no spell required. I can use my powers of dance anytime, too. But to use the concealment power, or to affect others with my dancing, I have to speak in the Old Tongue.
One day, I try out the leprechaun illusion power with Arden. First, I find a photo of a kid—a boy about ten years old. When she comes back to the apartment after filling her car with gas, I'm sitting on the couch, holding the boy's image in my mind and willing myself to look like him.
She drops her purse. "Who are you?"
"Yes! It worked!" I jump up and do a victory dance.
"Kid, I don't know what you're doing here, but you need to leave. This is a private apartment."
"Arden, it's me." My voice sounds like my own, and she relaxes.
"Aislinn. How are you doing that?"
"Leprechaun power. Apparently I can look like a kid if I want to, as long as I have the image of a real kid in my mind. Like that'll do me a lot of good."
"Actually, it could be very useful anytime you want to go out without being recognized."
"Yes, but if I'm not with an adult, someone will probably call Child Protective Services on me. So, limited usefulness."
I drop the image of the boy and my intent to look like him. "Am I myself now?"
"You can't tell?"
"No. When I'm holding the illusion and I look down, I still see myself like normal. In the mirror, too. I guess it only works on other people."
"There's another problem," says Arden. "You're much too tall. I don't think it changes your height, just your looks."
I remember the leprechauns, biking after me wearing the shapes of children, except with extra-long legs or arms. Since they were short by nature, they could pull off the kid illusion better than me.
To test my theory, I try the illusion again with the photo of a baby. The instant I do it, Arden starts laughing. Really laughing, like I've never heard her laugh before.
"It looks like someone took a baby and stretched it like taffy," she says, gasping for breath. "I wish you could see yourself!"
"So I guess that power is practically useless."
We try again with more photos, including adults. Apparently the cutoff age for this illusion is puberty; if I try anyone older than that, nothing happens.
"Boring." I throw myself on the couch. "At least we know what to do if you ever need a good laugh."
The only other powers I have are the voice power from the Far Darrig and the strength of the fenodyree. One night, in the parking lot, I try out the strength thing on Arden's car. I nearly wrench my back, and nothing happens. Nothing at all.
Then one day, while I'm vacuuming, I decide to get all the corners and spaces, even under the couch. I'm scooting it out of the way when I have an idea. I start saying all the Old Irish words I can remember that have anything to do with strength—neart, tionchar, neart fisiciúil—and when I get to láidreacht for "might," I lift the entire couch off the floor with minimal effort. I still can't lift a car, and the exertion makes me unusually tired, but it works. One more power, locked and loaded.
Life is good.
And then.
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Last big project, turned in. Last major paper done. Almost there.
I'm late leaving school—things to finish up. No work tonight though, just time with my friends and Aislinn. She's so pumped these days, like getting out of that house just freed her soul. No more talk about magic, or the red Irish guy—none of that. Her and me, we're good.
I'm thinking about her as I take the school steps three at a time, down to the sidewalk. My Ford pickup is one of the last in the lot, except for a couple of school staff vehicles.
I pull my keys out of my backpack, give them a toss, and spin on my heel—I'm feelin' good. Time to go meet my girl.
But when I round the truck, I see a dude leaning against the driver's side door. Real tall, lanky type, with black jeans and a red jacket.
A red jacket.
It doesn't mean anything. This can't be the same guy, this is someone else.
But I know it's him, because right then I recognize him. Gatsby, the donor from prom. And then I remember the guy in the alley, the one I pulled off Aislinn the night of the concert.
So he was messing with her even back then. She never connected those dots for me.
My jaw tightens. Okay, he wants to do this? Here we go.
"Hey man, that's my truck. You lookin' for a ride?" I ask.
He's been watching me this whole time. He knows that I know.
"No ride. Just—conversation."
"I don't think you and I have anything to talk about."
"I think we do." His eyes narrow, like he's getting real serious. "Where's Aislinn?"
"You don't have her number?"
He laughs, shakes his head. "She forgot to give it to me."
"Okay, okay. I see. You know, I think friends usually exchange numbers, or emails, or something, right? You guys friends?"
"I thought so." He actually looks sad about it. I don't have pity for him, though.
"A'right, well, maybe I can help you out, man," I say. "I'll tell Aislinn I saw you, and then if she wants to get in touch, she can. That fair enough?"
"So you'll give her a message? From me?" He pushes himself away from the truck. His hands are in his pockets and he looks relaxed; but something about him makes me back up a step without thinking about it.
This is the guy who messed with Aislinn. Called me, with her voice, and said that stuff I'll never get out of my head.
"Sure," I say through clenched teeth."I'll give her the message."
"Then you tell her," he says, starting a slow, circular walk around me. "That her things are at my place whenever she wants to come get them. That I really enjoyed our little trip to Georgia together. And tell her—" He pauses right behind me and says in my ear, "Tell her that I can still smell her on my sheets."
I've gotten into one fight in my life, and it was in third grade. My parents talked to me afterward, told me I had to learn to control my anger, that life was worse for kids of my color who couldn't hold back their fists. So I learned. I never hit another human again.
This guy's not human.
The punch I land in his throat is worthy of Iron Fist. I think he expected me to go for the face. He chokes, unable to breathe for a minute—poetic justice for a guy who uses his voice to play cruel jokes.
I follow it up with a hard kick to his gut, and I'm about to swing around behind for a chokehold when he whirls and karate-chops the side of my neck. I see stars blinking black and white, swimming through my vision; but I grab him in a hold all the same and hang on, grinding down, trying to cut off his air. He throws himself backwards with a lightning-fast jerk, and because my footing isn't stable I fall too, my head striking pavement.
He's out of the hold, eyes blazing, panting, and feeling his throat with one hand while the other is up, ready to block whatever I throw at him next.
I'm up, too, bouncing on my feet, fists ready. "Give it up, old man. I'm stronger."
"I'm quicker," he says hoarsely.
I dive in from the side, then switch it up at the last second and land a punch to his ribs. I'm out of striking range in the blink of an eye. "Quicker, huh? Doesn't seem so."
"Much as I would love to continue this, I just don't have the time." His voice is getting stronger. He says a string of words that sound like Aislinn's spells—oh damn.
I'm asleep before I even hit the ground.




22
CENTURIES
[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
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When I meet up with the others at the bowling alley, Zane isn't there. He doesn't show up after an hour, or another. Or a third. And he doesn't answer his texts or calls.
Frank says, "Maybe he's got a new chick," and I kick him hard.
"Julio, has he texted you?" I ask.
"No, not for days. We see each other in class, though. He was fine—had to stay late to finish some stuff, but he was coming straight here after." His forehead is furrowed; he's worried, and Julio never worries. "Maybe he got into a car crash. You know 385 is terrible, just terrible. Crashes all the time, cop cars, fire engines—I see it almost every day."
"Julio!" snaps Laurel. "You're not helping."
"Laurel, anything? Mike?"
They shake their heads.
I'm starting to get scared. A car crash would be bad enough, but there are other possibilities here, dangers they know nothing about.
Maeve must have found him. And if she's found him, she's going to get our location out of him somehow.
I have to go talk to her.
"Guys, I need to go," I say, gathering my phone and my bag.
"Aislinn, if we can help—" Laurel begins, but I cut her off.
"You can't. But thank you."
The minute I step outside into the dark parking lot, I vanish.
When I reappear, I'm standing on the long driveway to the Korrigans' house. My house. Lights glow from the windows of the great room.
Someone's home.
Taking a deep breath, I steel myself. I have to be strong. They can't keep me here, not now, not ever. I know a couple of protection spells now, wards against binding magic. I speak them quickly, drawing the Celtic knot Arden taught me over my chest with my fingers. It should be enough to keep off Maeve's binding spell.
Slowly I walk up to the door and knock.
Magnolia opens it. Her hands go to her mouth, and she backs away. Is she afraid of me? For a second I understand why the Far Darrig likes to be feared. Fear is power.
I stride into my old home. "Where is Maeve?"
"Here." She stands, silhouetted in the light flowing in from the great room. "So. The traitor returns." As I expect, she says the binding spell immediately. There's a faint buzz over my skin, but it dissipates.
I shake myself. "That tickled."
"What kind of abomination are you?" Maeve draws herself up to her full height. "Gillian, come. I need your help with a binding."
I can't fend off two of them at once, so I speak quickly. "Where is he? I know you have him."
"Who?"
"My—friend."
"She means her lover, the human," says Gillian. "We don't have him here, you little fool."
She seems to be telling the truth, but I don't believe her yet. "Maeve, tell me where he is, or I swear I'll tear this house open with my bare hands." I could probably do it, too. The fenodyree's powers haven't made me lift-a-truck strong, they would definitely help in a fight, or a demolition.
"Now where have we heard that threat before?" Maeve looks around in mock confusion. "I know—from the lips of the Fear Dearg, about seven days ago. "Imagine my surprise that the two of you were acquainted."
"What are you talking about?"
"The Fear Dearg, the Red One. He was here a week ago, demanding to see you. He thought we had you imprisoned."
"What did you say?"
"We didn't speak to him," Maeve says coldly. "I haven't laid eyes on that worm-traitor in centuries, but he's the same filthy, mewling, lying trickster he always was. Not worth speaking to."
"Not worth spitting on," adds Gillian.
"Maybe worth looking at," murmurs Gemma. "And strong with magic, too! We could barely keep him out of the house."
The Far Darrig came here, faced Maeve, just to find me?
"He made us use filthy magic in our own home," says Maeve. "That, I cannot forgive. When you next see him, tell him that the truce between us is officially over. Now get out, before we bind you again."
"Not without my boyfriend."
Maeve smiles, haughty and cold. "We don't have him. Perhaps he thought better of being the plaything of the Far Darrig's slut and left you."
"Láidreacht!" As I say the Irish word for might, I lift the console table and throw the whole thing at her. Maeve sidesteps just in time, and it crashes into Gillian instead, knocking her over in a pile of wooden legs and splinters.
Maeve and Magnolia and Gemma rush at me, mouths open to speak spells; but I'm gone before they can finish a word.
I flash into the parking lot of the corner store, the spot where I first saw Zane. If he's not with them, where is he?
My pixie powers. Why didn't I use them earlier? Stupid, stupid! I was so sure the Korrigan had taken him.
I've never tried combining my pixie instinct with the leprechaun transport power before— but if I'm ever going to attempt it, now is the time.
I close my eyes and leave my mind as blank as I can, except for Zane's face.
Suddenly, into my mind pops an image of the old mill. The haunt of the leprechauns, the spot where the Far Darrig made me drain the pixie.
Of course. The leprechauns.
Suddenly I'm even more terrified for Zane. Those little pustules are beyond reason, beyond anyone's control except the Far Darrig—and he might not call them off if they tried to kill Zane.
I need to find him.
From here, the mill is near the edge of my transport radius, but I make it there, to the spot where Arden and I went through the fence. I worm my way through the gap, nearly ripping my shoulder on the jagged edge. I've gotten hurt so many times in the past couple months—I can't wait to find a Fae with healing powers, or invincibility. Or night vision.
I pull out my phone for light and sling my bag over my head and one shoulder, cross-body style. Quietly I creep across the yard, stepping over broken bricks and smashed glass, to the door and pull it open. It squeaks just as loudly as last time, and I cringe. Might as well yell "Hello, everyone! Here I am!"
I half-expect the darkness beyond the doorway to be teeming with leprechauns, but aside from a strong stench of unwashed bodies, there's no sign of them. Shining my phone light ahead and shuffling forward step by step, I keep Zane's face in my mind, tapping into the pixie instinct.
"Aislinn! Help me!"
It's Zane. His muffled voice is coming from a dark room to my left.
"Zane!" I duck through the doorway and shine my phone inside.
Nothing. The room is completely empty, except for a half dozen very large roaches, bodies gleaming in the light as they scuttle away.
I whisper-shout his name. "Zane!"
"Aislinn, I'm here." It seems to be coming from down the hall now. Maybe I misheard it the first time. Halfway down the hall, I freeze as Zane's voice comes from just behind me in the dark.
"Aislinn." I whirl around, but the hallway is empty.
"Far Darrig," I whisper.
He's here. He knows I'm looking for Zane. And he is behind all of this.
"Na dean maggadh fum!" I cry out, my voice trembling. Do not mock me.
Maybe it's a spell, or maybe he decides to take pity on me. Either way, I hear no more voices as I move forward.
Stay calm. Focus on Zane's face. You have to find him.
Down a hall, up some stairs, and some more stairs. I seem to be heading to the big room where Arden and I met the Far Darrig last time. Why, why, do I have to go back there? I can't help seeing the pixie's lifeless face, her soul wiped out of her body, her Life-Stream ended. The Life-Stream I'm carrying now.
For a second I pause. I can practically taste the bitter guilt, and the pixie's face is crowding out Zane's. I'm alone, bowed with shame in a cold, dark stairwell. Alone in the dark, again.
Misneach, I whisper, the word for heart and hope. Neart istigh, inner strength. I don't know if the words have power or not. But I'm half-Korrigan and half-Druid—I should be able to craft myself a darn courage spell.
I don't really feel any braver, but I keep going anyway. Up another flight of steps. Down the hall. There are the doors to the large room, and yes, light glows behind them.
What will I find? If it's Zane's body, carved up and stripped of his Life-Stream like my parents, I will never get over it. I will kill every last leprechaun on earth, and I'll save the Far Darrig for last.
My hands are shaking as reach for the doors.
"Allow me." The Far Darrig steps out from the empty space beside me and reaches past me to push open the door. "Thank you for coming. It's been a while."
He looks just as beautiful as always, except that there's an odd bruise on his throat. But his eyes are icy, and his tone is cold, harsh. Nothing warm or sultry about him now.
I stand still as he holds the door. "What are you doing?"
"Playing a game," he says. "One I learned from you. A game of hearts."
I cross my arms and frown at him. "This is about you and me."
"What else?"
I walk through the doorway, mostly to find out if Zane is in the room beyond. There he is, lying on an old piece of carpet. With his face smooth and relaxed, he looks like a handsome sleeping prince.
"He's all right!" I rush to him, kneel beside him, and gather his hand in mine. Such a strong hand. He could have beaten the Far Darrig in a fight. I glance back, at the bruise on the Far Darrig's throat, with fresh understanding. Clever Zane, to go for that spot first and cut off the Far Darrig's voice.
"You're a coward. You know he could beat you in a fair fight."
"Maybe," says the Far Darrig, walking closer to us. "But it's better for him to sleep. You and I need to talk."
I rise, standing as tall as I can to face him. He's still more than a head taller than me.
"You left," he says, "without a word. Without thanks, without warning, without explanation. I thought you'd been taken. I thought the Korrigan had you imprisoned again. For days I searched for you—sent the leprechauns everywhere, hired a pixie—though they're getting awfully skittish these days. No luck finding you. Finally I had to admit the truth to myself. You weren't just hiding from the Korrigan; you were hiding from me."
He's actually shaking with suppressed rage. I've hurt his pride, and wounded his heart, and he's angry. Very, very angry.
"You were kind to me, in your way," I say. "But you wouldn't respect my choice; you threatened me. So yes, I hid from you."
"You didn't have to leave as you did. Leave me with nothing, no way to speak to you or see you! We had something together, we had moments—and you pretend it never happened. That it meant nothing. It's cruel, Aislinn."
"Cruel? You're one to talk about cruelty, Fear Dearg, Curse-Maker, killer." I'm angry too, angry at him for pulling me into this again, out of the comfortable life I'm creating for myself. My tone is as vicious, venomous as I can make it. "And you're wrong. It didn't mean nothing, it meant less than nothing to me. Because I despise you."
He looks as startled as if I struck him. The words of the binding spell leave his lips before I can speak, and once the spell has immobilized me, there's nothing I can do about it. I try blinking to the other side of the room, but without effect; his spells must be exceptionally strong.
"No." I struggle to move, but every muscle of my body is frozen. I can only speak. "Don't do this. You know I hate it, please."
"You're pleading, now? Another part of the game?"
In the shadows behind him, in the corners of the room, I notice movement. Leprechauns, watching and waiting. I hadn't seen them before.
"You're an investment of mine, Aislinn," says the Far Darrig. "Do you think I helped you get all those powers just out of the goodness of my heart? I wanted you to be free, yes. But I also need you, with me. Together we can do amazing things. In a way, I have a right to those powers inside you. Without me, you wouldn't have them at all."
"You don't have a right to any part of me."
"And he does? You'll let him hold you and have you—a simple boy, with no power of any kind? Do you think you have some kind of noble, everlasting love for this human? He will be gone before your first century has passed. You need perspective. And freedom from distractions like him." He nudges Zane with his foot.
I can feel what's coming. "You wouldn't kill him. Please. You couldn't be that cruel—and you must know I would never forgive you."
"You're fond of that phrase," he says. "No, I'm not going to kill him, love. You are. It will be a gentle death, much better than he would have in the natural world. He'll never feel it at all."
He's bluffing. He wouldn't really do this. "You said you were sorry—about the pixie, when you made me kill her. Why would you do this? If you care about me at all, please. Please don't."
He's not listening to me.
His hands are on my shoulders, he's forcing me down beside Zane, whispering, weaving enchantment. "He's holding you back from who you could be. You'll understand eventually; you'll thank me for this."
No, no. This isn't happening.
"Speak the spell, Aislinn." His words are warm, comforting, like a red velvet blanket around my shoulders, like velvet cuffs binding my hands to his will. I whisper the spell, faltering over every word.
Zane's Life-Stream unfurls into the air, rich golden light. The end of it dances before me, and I catch it in my hands. I can feel the Far Darrig's magic pressing me, willing me to drain him. Intense, irresistible pressure, so fierce it's almost physical pain.
I'm pushing against the magic, but I'm weak. I can't stand it. I have to give in, or break. My breath hisses between my teeth, fast with panic.
There's a whisper at my ear, Far Darrig reinforcing the magic because he can tell I'm fighting him. I want to scream in his face, but it's all I can do not to pull that golden line into myself and absorb every last bit of Zane's time in the world.
"Do it now," insists the voice behind me.
I switch my gaze from the life-stream to Zane's face. He looks beautiful, so calm, so relaxed. Helpless. He would hate being in this position, being vulnerable this way. He's the strong one, not me.
But now it's my turn.
He can't die, not now, not ever. Because I think I might love him.
He's mine.
Suddenly everything inside me is quiet. Still.
At my core, I am calm. I am myself.
I have a choice, and that choice is my power.
No.
I will not do this thing.
I spread the calmness, the power, out from the center of myself, from my consciousness to my bones and muscles and skin. It washes away the Far Darrig's spell, pushing it off me.
I am nobody's puppet.
Quickly I end the incantation and watch the golden thread curl itself back into Zane's chest again.
As I turn to the Far Darrig, I see admiration—and a spark of fear—in his eyes. He bows his head slightly in a sign of respect, and he backs away. Maybe he thinks I'm going to let him live, even after he betrayed my trust. How funny.
I draw on my training and my powers—the things I have taken from the boy I love and the man I hate. In half a second I'm behind the Far Darrig, a little breathless from the jump, but not too off-balance to smash my foot against the back of his knee. It crumples, and I throw myself at him, knocking him off balance. It's a clumsy landing for both of us, and he manages to flip onto his back; but I stay on top of him and land the hardest punch I've ever thrown, right in his beautiful, hideous face. His head whips to the side; blood sprays from his mouth.
"Aislinn," he gasps. But before he can speak, or make any other sound, I hit him again, and again, and again. Not using my fenodyree strength, because this I want to do all on my own. I'm dimly aware of the leprechauns clustering around us, screaming with fury as I beat their master. If they attacked, I'd be torn to shreds in seconds. Why don't they attack?
Then I realize that as he lies under me, as I beat his face to a bloody pulp, he's holding up both hands, palms out, telling them to stay back. He's letting me do this.
It only makes me madder. I leap off him and scream, clenching my fists. "Get up, you bastard! Get up and fight!"
He climbs unsteadily to his feet, feeling his rapidly swelling face. He spits blood, and a tooth clatters to the floor. Why do I feel a pang of regret for that? He deserves it, and more.
"Fight me, you idiot!" I shriek again. If he doesn't fight, I may explode. "You coward, you sick old man! I hate you!"
More blood dribbles from his mouth, and he wipes it away. "I deserved that."
"You bet you do! You deserve a lot worse."
"Do I deserve to die?"
"You killed my parents."
"They broke the agreement. They were hunting us."
"You let your creatures murder them! Do you know what you did to me? What you took from me?" I'm shaking so hard now, I don't think I could hit him nearly hard enough if he did decide to fight. "Do you know what I've been through?"
"What you've been through? Child, you've lived seventeen years. I've been around for—"
"Centuries, I know! Remind me again, why don't you? Being old doesn't give you dibs on pain!"
"You can't possibly understand!" His tone is fierce, bitter, hollow. "I've lost more loved ones than you've even known in your short life. And the human saying 'it's better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved at all?' Not true! Your grandmother took from me the woman I loved more than my life—had her killed because I couldn't read the future. Had my remaining relatives killed, too, just to be sure I suffered for tricking her. You want to blame someone for the curse, for your parents' death? Blame Maeve. She's the reason for all of it."
"No!" I say. "She may have been the reason, but you had a choice. You chose to curse an entire group of women because of what their queen did. You chose to ally yourself with these monsters. You chose to do it, so own it!"
Breathing hard, my heart pounding, I stare at his wretched face, swollen and red and lumpy from my fists. A sudden pain in my hand makes me look down; my knuckles are broken open, red and bleeding and bruised from his jaw and cheekbones.
"And you—" The words jerk out of me like sobs. "You betrayed me. I thought we were friends, and then you—you made me do this. You almost made me kill him."
All the fight drains out of me. My hands fall slack at my sides.
"But you didn't."
The way he says it makes me look up at him sharply. "Don't pretend this was some kind of test. You wanted me to kill him."
"And you resisted my magic. Me, the Far Darrig. Midir of the Tuatha Dé Danann. You were stronger." His blackened eyes are shining with something like admiration.
But I don't want his admiration, or his love, or anything he has to offer.
"Why can't you just leave me alone?" The words escape me in spite of myself, and I hate how weak and pleading they sound.
"Is that what you want?"
"Yes. I want you to go away and never come back. Never come near us again."
"Very well. Slán agat, Aislinn. Go n-éirghidh an bóthar libh."
It's a farewell, a wish for health and safe roads. Then the leprechauns are gone, and so is he, and the blessing hangs in the air, unwanted and unanswered.
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Zane
Where am I?
This floor is really hard and uncomfortable.
Beams overhead, broken plaster. Yellow water spots rimmed with black mold on the ceiling.
Ow. How long have I been lying here?
The warm body lying beside me shifts, and Aislinn's face suddenly appears over me, anxious, her freckles standing out more than ever because she's so pale. Is she sick? Scared?
"You're awake! I've been waiting for you to wake up. I guess I fell asleep too." She pushes a lock of red hair out of her face.
"What's—" I try to sit up, but there's this buzzing in my head. Weird.
Wait. Did I hit my head and lose my memory? My name is Zane Percy, I'm seventeen years old, my birthday is September 8, I have parents, sisters—yeah, memory's still there.
"Sshh, lie still for a second."
"Where are we? How did I get here?"
"It's an old mill complex. You were put to sleep. With magic."
Magic. Of course.
Magic?!?!
"Who did it? Was it the weirdo in the red jacket?" I force myself to sit up. Now I start to remember him, Gatsby from the prom, and our little chat. "I'll kill him."
"He's gone, he's gone." She lays her hand on my chest. "Take it easy, you've had a lot of spellwork done to you. I'm guessing you'll feel strange for a few minutes."
I look down at her hand and notice her bleeding knuckles. "You're hurt. What did he do?"
"Tried to make me hurt you." She sighs. "So I beat him up."
"That's my girl."
The ghost of a smile crosses her face. "Can you stand?"
Hell, yes, I can stand. I'm about to run after that bastard and have a nice talk with him...
My legs aren't cooperating. They feel stiff and clumsy. I'll just have to put off chasing down Red Jacket till later.
Aislinn comes close, takes my hand, and puts my arm over her shoulders. I want to protest, but without her support I might fall over.
"Magic is hard on humans," she says. "Don't feel bad."
I grunt in response. Of course I feel bad. I feel stupid and weak, which makes me angry. "Can you tell me on the way? What happened?"
She sighs again. "Fine, but you're not going to like it."
As we shuffle across the big room, she explains what the Far Darrig guy was up to, and what he tried to make her do. How she stopped him.
I'm tracking with her as best as I can, which is pretty good, seeing how I was just magicked into oblivion and can barely walk now.
While she talks, we move slowly into a hallway, then down another hallway. My legs are feeling stronger, but I leave my arm around her shoulders. She won't look at me while she's talking, and every so often her voice breaks and she pauses, like she's pulling it together so she doesn't cry.
Finally we reach a door leading to a stairway. But as she pushes it open, I see three strange people—greenish, with butt-ugly faces and sharp teeth. They creep up the steps toward us, snarling.
"What the—"
"Leprechauns," she hisses. She throws out her free hand toward them and says some words in a language I've never heard.
For a second, the creatures look confused; and then they start dancing on the stairs. It's kinda grotesquely funny, because they're tripping over each other, and tumbling, and bumping down the steps while still moving their legs and arms like they're dancing. I let out some nervous laughter.
"There's no word for dance in Old Irish," says Aislinn, apologetically. "And I'm not great at combining spells with my abilities yet. Had to improvise."
"I'd say it worked okay."
I'm trying to be cool. Chill. Not freaking out because I just met leprechauns and saw my girlfriend enchant them into dancing down the stairs.
We work our way down the steps after them, giving the leprechauns plenty of lead time. They end up vanishing before they reach the bottom. Once we're on the ground floor, we have to walk a bit, down some more hallways.
"There's the exit." She points to two big doors up ahead. Their windows are grimy and yellowed, but daylight shines golden through them, highlighting the floating dust.
Aislinn pulls away from me a bit. "Can you walk okay now?"
"Yeah." But I don't want her to pull away. I need her as close it gets. Need her to know that I'm not going to let all this crazy come between us. Not going to back away just because her life is way scarier than I knew.
I turn to her, take her face in both my hands. She's so beautiful, even with shadows from the night under her eyes. Those lips are like magnets for mine. When I kiss her, she sighs a little, like maybe with relief, or happiness. I wrap my arms around her. She protected me, and now I'm her shield. We do this for each other.
But we barely have a minute like that before the big doors open, and daylight streams in around three dark shadows in the doorway.
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Aislinn
As the three figures enter the old building, their shapes and features become clearer. The man in the center is of average height, with a plump, round face and a shiny forehead. His thinning hair is gelled and scraped across his scalp, and he wears thick-rimmed glasses.
The pale woman beside him has her black hair shaved up one side of her head and cascading in a straight purple waterfall down the other. Silver studs and sparkly gems adorn her nose, eyebrows, and ears. Though she seems tall, I'm guessing that without her tall black lace-up platform boots, she'd be about my height.
The third of the group is short and thin, with a wispy goatee, wearing a grungy T-shirt and jeans. I'm guessing he's the pixie who brought them here. "There she is, as promised," he's saying in a whiny tone. "I held up my end of the bargain—I see no reason why I should have to stay for this."
"We might need you again, Rimmle. Do shut up," says the woman in a crisp British accent.
"Aislinn Byrne?" says the man.
"Yes?"
He steps forward and hands me a plain white envelope.
"What's this?"
"An official warning from the Fae Council. We're here to investigate a report of Korrigan misbehavior and criminal acts against other Fae. If we find that these reports are credible, you'll be summoned to appear before the Council. You'll find all the details in there."
I stare at the envelope, then at the man. "What the heck is the Fae Council?"
The woman rolls her eyes. "See, Malcolm? I knew she wouldn't understand. The old Korrigan probably haven't told her anything about us, or about the rules."
She takes the envelope from me and slits it open with a long nail. "Darling, you've been breaking a lot of rules lately! The Korrigan aren't allowed to steal Life-Stream or powers from other Fae."
"Powers?" She knows about the powers. This could be bad. This could be really, really bad.
Purple Hair waves her smartphone at me. "There's a video of you, showing off some serious pixie skills at prom. The Council is very interested to find out how exactly you managed this."
"I didn't know it wasn't allowed."
"No, no, of course you didn't! I completely understand. It's the old dodgers at the council who don't get it, so we'll just explain it to them. All we have to do is get your side of the story, write up an excuse to hush them up, and you're off! It's really not terrible." She gazes at me for a minute, head on one side. "I have to say you're not quite what I expected. I thought you'd be something more of a badass, but you're a bit vanilla, aren't you? Just adorable." Her eyes flick over to Zane. "Hello, gorgeous! Aren't you yummy?"
Zane takes my hand, a not-so-subtle hint.
"The two of you are a pair? How darling. Oh by the way, you wouldn't happen to know the location of the Far Darrig, would you?"
"Who?"
She smiles. "So cute. The lying. But please don't bother—we know you've been seen with him. There's an eyewitness report from a very angry former fenodyree. And then there's this."
With a few taps on her phone, she plays a video. Zane and I lean in for a better look. It's the Far Darrig at the karaoke bar, doing his version of Michael Jackson's "Bad." It's obvious that whoever took the video was holding the phone down low, to avoid being detected breaking the bar owner's rules.
"Oh no. Uh-uh." says Zane. "No, that's just wrong."
It hurts to see the Far Darrig and to remember how we laughed that night, but I try to keep my face impassive, my voice cool. "I've no idea where the Far Darrig is, and I don't want to know. And I've never heard anything about you, or any Fae Council."
"The Far Darrig likes to pretend we don't exist," she says. "He's a tricky one! And so handsome, too. I'd like to get my hands on that ass, if you know what I mean."
"June," says the balding man. "We're on the job. A little professionalism, please?"
"Right. Well, we'll be around for the next couple weeks, asking a few questions, knocking down a few doors—not literally, of course! Well, if we have to. Where can we find you?"
"You can't," I say. And I wrap both arms around Zane, and we transport.
I'm not even sure it worked until we both appear in the backyard of his house. "Are you okay?" I gasp. "All parts accounted for? I wasn't sure that would work."
He's shocked, leaning over, trying to breathe normally. "Damn, girl! Don't ever do that again."
"I can't believe it worked."
"What if it hadn't? You woulda just left me there?"
"I would have come back for you, of course. Don't be silly. I wonder if the leprechauns can do that—take other people along. How exciting!" I feel a little like I did after prom, super-energized and a little crazy. I must have used more magic than I realized to transport both of us.
Zane looks sick. "I didn't know you could—teleport yourself."
"Yeah. Neat, right? Who needs a car?"
"Except when there are people around to see you vanish or appear. You got to be more careful!"
"I know. Especially with those investigators or whatever they are, poking around," I say. "Not sure what that's all about."
"It's all about you breaking Faerie magic rules. That's what it sounds like."
"Rules? Whose rules? I just got out of a house full of rules, and I'm not putting up with any more."
"Okay, rebel, slow down. Give 'em a chance; they didn't seem too bad."
"Maybe." My energy is waning now. I'm suddenly very, very tired. "Can I take another nap?"
"I think you'd better do it at your apartment. I'm gonna have enough explaining to do to my parents about why I was gone all night and why I'm skipping school today."
"Oh, they're going to think we were together, aren't they? That we did things—Good luck with that."
"Thanks. And you get that fine behind back to your apartment where I know you'll be safe."
A kiss and a jump later, I'm in the apartment. Arden is out—getting groceries, according to the note on the table. She's also made a list of chores for me to do.
The chores, debriefing Arden, wondering if the Far Darrig is really gone—it will all have to wait. Right now, what I need is a deep, dreamless sleep.
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I arrive at Zane's house early in the morning on the day after graduation. The beach is three and a half hours away, and they like to get a head start on the day.
I appear behind a tree, a little way down the street, and then walk the rest of the way, around the house to the back parking area. Zane's dad, Aaron, is squishing beach chairs and umbrellas and tote bags into the back of the SUV.
"Hey, I'll take that for you," he says, gesturing to my backpack. I hand it over, feeling awkward because I've never actually talked to his dad one-on-one. Plus I'm not sure what Zane said to them about his absence a few nights ago. Whatever it was, I hope they still like me.
"I hope it's okay that I'm coming along," I say.
"Hey, we're happy to have you," he says, and in his warm smile I see a hint of Zane's grin. "My boy treatin' you respectfully?"
"Yes, sir, he is."
"Good, good. He's a good kid."
I don't know what to say to that—I see Zane as much more than a "good kid." I'm not sure his dad knows just how special his son really is. Or maybe we just see different sides of him.
"He's amazing," I say quietly.
His dad grunts and puts my backpack in the trunk, but I can tell by the gleam in his eye and his half smile that I've said the right thing.
Just then Zane bounds out of the back door. "Graduation trip!" he yells.
"Hush, son, the neighbors are probably still asleep!" his mom cautions. "Aaron, did you forget to leave room for the cooler?"
While Zane's parents figure out how to squeeze in the cooler, he comes over to me. "Morning, beautiful."
My heart does a little dance. "Hey, handsome."
His eyes take on a smoldering look that makes my insides melt, and he leans closer. But before he can kiss me, Kali bounces outside, a small pillow under one arm and tablet under the other.
"Okay, break it up! You aren't smooching all the way to the beach, okay? I need somebody to talk to when I get bored with this." She waves the tablet around. "Aislinn, you can sit in the middle. Is that cool? Come on, let's get going!"
Zane and I follow her into the back seat of the SUV and settle in, while she jabbers away.
"I'm so glad you're coming with us. Now that Ada's got the baby and everything she's not as much fun, but you're fun!" She lowers her voice. "Does Zane call you 'Bae'? I really wish somebody would call me 'Bae.'"
"Nobody says 'bae' anymore, Kali," says Zane, shaking his head.
"Whatever." She throws her pillow at him.
"Everybody ready?" calls Zane's dad, climbing in. "Seatbelts?"
"I'm ready," says Latesha. "Long as you promise not to pour sea water on my hair this time."
Zane and Kali both groan, and Aaron laughs. "Never again," he says.
For a second I think my heart is going to burst with happiness. This is what I've always wanted—the family thing. The sibling banter and road tripping thing. Right now I don't have to think about the investigators, or the Korrigan, or the Far Darrig, or any of it. I can just be me. Me, in the sunshine, going to the beach with my boyfriend and his family.
As we buckle up, Zane leans in and whispers, "You ready for this?"
"I'm ready for anything." In this moment, it really feels true.
"Good," he says. "Because baby, you haven't really lived until you've seen the sun shining on the ocean."
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Aislinn
"Let's start at the beginning, shall we?" The investigator's voice is cool, crisp. Very British. Her appearance is anything but prim, though; she has purple hair that falls in a straight sheet down one side of her face. On the other side, her hair is shaved to a shadow, showing off several ear and eyebrow and nose piercings. She crosses her legs, her black leather pants creasing.
"How did you find me?" I'm not happy at being disturbed in my favorite coffee shop. I've only just started with the whole coffee thing, and I prefer to give this delicious caramel macchiato my full attention, not share my table with a Fae Council investigator who's probably trying to ruin my life.
"It was tough, let me tell you. You're quite good at those pixie concealment spells now. The thing is, you can't use them to hide when you're on the move. So eventually, we were bound to find each other again." She smiles.
"So you've been following me around, like private detectives, or the paparazzi. What happened to the other guy, Malcolm?"
"Oh, I sent him off. I thought you might be a little chattier with me."
"And what exactly do you want to chat about?"
"Come on, Aislinn. I think you know." She smiles. "You've been stealing powers from other Fae, possibly Life-Stream as well. That concerns us."
"Because you didn't know it was possible."
"That's one reason. Also because it's just not nice, you see."
Not nice? That's an understatement. Apparently she doesn't know that the pixie whose powers I stole is dead because of me. Every time I think about it, I get this heavy, sick, horrible feeling in my stomach. Technically, she's dead because the Far Darrig forced me to kill her. Still, I'm not sure that excuse would get me off the hook with this chick.
"Your name is June, right?" I ask. She nods. "June, what kind of proof do you have that I did any such thing?"
"We know that you used your pixie power to whip everyone into quite the frenzy at a local prom last month. And you also drained a fenodyree of his power of strength. He's quite unhappy about that, by the way. Nearly cost him his job."
"A guy almost lost his job? How sad." I'm being careful to be non-committal, as my boyfriend Zane urged me to do if I ever encountered the investigators again; but inside I cringe. The fenodyree did use his powers for harm, but that doesn't mean I wanted to wreck his life. Not that it was a good life, anyway, judging by the state of his home.
"Also, you transported right in front of me and Malcolm. That's a leprechaun thing."
"Wait, wait." I lower my voice and lean toward her, pretending surprise. "You believe in leprechauns?"
"I saw you do it." She stares at me, like she's trying to figure out why I'm being intentionally dumb about this. "Tell me, did you also take Life-Stream when you were stealing the powers?"
"No," I say. I'm lying and telling the truth at the same time. The pixie I drained, at the Far Darrig's order; but I didn't touch the fenodyree's Life-Stream at all. That hairy fellow will continue to live on, just as long as he would have before I stepped into his disgusting little trailer in Georgia.
June types something into her laptop. Great. She's taking notes. Maybe recording me as well—I'm pretty sure the Fae don't have to follow the typical laws about recording people without their consent.
"We also know that you've been wandering about with the Far Darrig," she says.
"The who?"
"The Far Darrig? Mythical Irish being, wears red all the time, has special powers as well? Voice mimicry, trickery—um, other powers—"
I smile. She doesn't actually know much about him. Probably not much more than I did when I first encountered him.
The only reason the investigators are after him now is that stupid video of him doing karaoke. Not just normal karaoke, but impossibly, magically perfect vocal imitations of famous singers. That, and the red shirt, are the only clues they have that it was him. Plus the word of one very pissed-off fenodyree, who swears that the Far Darrig was there with me when I took his powers.
Which he was, of course. Standing right next to me, bending because the tiny trailer wouldn't fit his tall, lithe frame. Looking like a cover model for a men's magazine, like he always does. Watching me with those silver gray eyes, rimmed in unfairly long, dark lashes.
Stop it, Aislinn.
"I haven't seen the Far Darrig," I say. "And I don't want to. And I have no idea where he is."
And that's true, because after the Far Darrig tried to make me Life-Steal from my boyfriend, I told him to get lost, and apparently he listened. I haven't seen him since that night.
"Why do you want to find him anyway?" I ask. "It's not like you're accusing him of stealing powers or whatever."
"My employers want to talk to him for other reasons," she replies. "That part, I'm afraid, doesn't concern you. Now let me ask you another question—as a Korrigan, you have to Life-Steal from humans or Fae in order to retain your current human form during the daytime, is that correct?"
"Whatever you say."
"Without Life-Stealing, you turn into a horrible demon every day at dawn?" June asks.
"That sounds terrible. That's no way to live." Every bit of it's true. Before I started Life-Stealing, I spent every day in monster form, locked in a dungeon beneath my guardians' house.
But why is she going over this part? If she's on the Fae Council as she says she is, shouldn't she know these things?
Unless there's something else going on. Maybe she lied to me. She could be a reporter. Like a real, human one, trying to crack the secrets of the Fae world.
"You know, your cooperation would make this whole thing a lot easier, for both of us." June is still smiling, but her eyes have hardened. She's getting frustrated.
I shrug. "I'm just a seventeen-year-old girl having coffee. You're the one who came in here and started asking a bunch of weird, crazy questions. Get some help, lady." I pick up my phone and my coffee and walk past her chair.
She stands so quickly I almost crash into her. "I wouldn't be so disrespectful if I were you. The Council isn't something you brush off."
"Okay then. Nice chatting with you," I say, and I breeze out the door of the coffee shop. Inside, though, I feel anything but breezy. My stomach is in knots. Who is she, really, and what does she want? I've never heard the Korrigan mention any kind of Fae Council, and the Far Darrig never spoke of them either. As far as I know, with Fae, it's basically just live and let live, and keep your powers concealed so the humans don't shoot you or lock you up.
This whole Council thing makes the world seem a lot bigger, and a lot more restrictive at the same time.
Something else is worrying me, too. She didn't mention anything about the other five Korrigan, the women I used to live with, being witnesses against me to the Council. Those women have all seen me use my powers, and they know I was with the Far Darrig. They would be star witnesses in any case against me; yet June didn't mention them even once.
Is she afraid to go to them, to get their testimonies? She doesn't seem like the type that scares easily. Unless there's another reason she can't talk to them about it.
This is too much thinking for so early in the morning. I need my coffee.
When I'm a good distance away from the coffee shop, I walk behind a dumpster and transport myself to the apartment I share with another Korrigan, Arden. Since she and I left the others, we've been making it just fine on our own, thanks to her hacking skills and the inheritance money my parents left me.
When I appear in the apartment, unspilled coffee in hand, I sink onto the sofa. I feel shaky and a little sick from nerves. I consider calling Zane to tell him about the investigator, but he's at work. I'll see him at lunch.
I spend the rest of the morning doing research into local colleges. We live in a college town, with a few other good university options just an hour or two away; so there's a lot to explore. Since I did online homeschool classes my whole life, I don't have the same scores or student life experiences or volunteer hours or anything that other kids my age do. It's becoming a problem. Something I'll have to resolve if I want to go to college.
The Korrigan never really encouraged me that way. I guess they thought I would just keep living with them forever, existing on whatever resources they decided to give me. But the lockups and beatings and the general lack of any kind of affection were too high a price to pay for the security of staying with them.
So I'm on my own now, with Arden. Sharp-eyed, sharp-tongued Arden, with her equally sharp bob and cheekbones. The only one of the other Korrigan who dared defy my grandmother, leader of the Korrigan and formerly Maeve, Warrior Queen of Connacht.
My grandmother lied to me for years about my parents' deaths, about my relationship to her. Arden has tricked me and lied to me, too. So in spite of our friendship now, I keep my guard up. I have to.
If I were to draw it as a diagram, the people I trust would be in one circle—my boyfriend's family, my friends Laurel, Mike, Julio, and Frank; and the people who know what I am would be in another circle—the five Korrigan, the Far Darrig, the investigators, and a couple of Fae.
Right in the center, where those two circles overlap, there's just one person—Zane.
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Zane
I've learned one thing in the weeks I've worked at this joint.
People suck.
Always complaining, man. They just never stop.
I mean, there are the normal people, the ones who pick out what they want, and smile and say "Hi" when they come up to the checkout, and pay and say "Thanks" before they walk out the door.
But every day there's some dude, some chick who didn't find what they wanted and they're mad cause we don't have it, or they don't know what's up with the gas pump, or the drink they want is out or tastes funny, or the floor is wet or the counter isn't clean enough—and on and on it goes.
Usually I can see that frown coming, and I can turn it around with a grin and a nice word or two. Hey, people like me. But there's always those people who are plain ole mad at the world, and kindness just makes 'em madder.
I'm lucky to work here though. The pay is good, and the place is brand new and dope-looking—looks more like a space station than a gas station. I can even walk to work from home if I need to.
My boss comes up behind me as I'm ringing up another customer. "Take lunch, Z."
"Yeah, man. Thanks."
I step down and pull out my phone to text Aislinn. "Lunch, baby."
In less than two minutes she's there, walking through the door into the store, long red curls bouncing over her shoulders.
"How's your girlfriend time it so perfectly?" asks Lin. He works the same shifts as me most of the time, and he's watched Aislinn show up right when I go on break, every time.
"Hey, man, we just in sync like that." I grin at him, and he shakes his head.
What he doesn't know is that my girlfriend is a Korrigan, and she has the powers of a leprechaun, a pixie, and something else I can never remember. Which means she's not just hot— she's got mad magic skills. It's a little scary sometimes.
"Hey, baby," I say, squeezing her around the waist. She looks distracted. "What's up?"
"Let's get our food; I'll tell you outside."
We grab drinks and hot dogs and sit outdoors at one of the red metal tables.
"A'right, what's goin' on?"
"Investigator," she says. "This morning, at the coffee shop."
"Oh, no. I thought they'd left you alone."
"Apparently not." She tells me about the conversation. "Isn't that kind of weird? Like, maybe she's not actually from any Fae Council."
"You might be right."
"So how can I find out what she's really up to?"
"Do you have to?"
"Zane, I'm curious. And it could be important."
I sigh and swish my drink around. After I graduated, we spent a week at the beach with my family. It was amazing. No magic stuff, no transporting here and there, no pixie-druid-voodoo whatever. She was just like a normal girlfriend.
Since we've been back, though, she's been different. Chill most of the time, but then she'll get real jumpy and nervous.
Like right now, when her eyes follow a man wearing a red windbreaker. She watches him from the minute he gets out of his car till he disappears inside the store.
"It's not him, Aislinn."
She's startled. Didn't know I noticed what she was doing. "No, I know it isn't. It's just weird that the guy's wearing a coat in June, in South Carolina."
This isn't the first time—she does this a lot. Anytime there's a guy wearing red, she notices. Watches. She's says it's because she hates the Red One, the Far Darrig, and everything he put her through. That she's scared he'll come back and bother us.
Except, when she's watching these dudes in red, she doesn't look scared. She looks alert, intense. Almost hungry.
"So what are you gonna do? About the investigators?" I ask.
"I'm going to talk to Arden. I didn't want to tell her about it, but I think I'd better. She'll know if the Fae Council is a real thing."
"Good idea. And now, can we talk about somethin' that's not magic related?"
"Sure, of course." She smiles and leans toward me, her green eyes shining, her red hair catching the sunlight and turning all orangey-gold.
When she looks at me like that, I forget everything else. There's just her.
"You want to go somewhere this weekend?" I ask.
"Somewhere... like where?"
"Asheville. There's like a festival thing, thought it might be cool, if you're down."
"Just the two of us?"
"I thought maybe we'd go with the gang, get a place to stay, you know, girls bunk together, guys together."
"I'm in. I'll pay for the rooms, okay? Arden can find us a good deal."
I know she's got money now, from her parents. But I don't like her paying for everything.
"I got you for food and drink, though," I say. "We can take my pickup and Frank's car, and the others can help out with the gas."
It's a good plan. The festival's Friday night, and we can stay through Saturday. It'll be good to get away again—out of this city where everything reminds her of what happened before graduation.
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Aislinn
Downtown Asheville is a maze. A twisting, turning, up-one-street-and-down-another, nowhere-to-park-for-free kind of maze. It takes a lot of driving to find spots for Frank and Zane to park the cars.
When we're finally out and walking around, I'm enchanted with the place. There's so much life here, so much action—so many little shops and boutiques and bars and restaurants. And people, all kinds of people. Older couples strolling slowly, parents holding tightly to the hands of eager toddlers, adults with tired after-work eyes, teens and college kids in groups like ours. There's music wafting from every other doorway, and smells of food from every country. The night is dark, over the buildings and in the corners and alleyways, but light shines warm from the restaurant windows and neon-colorful from the bars, and bright white from the streetlamps.
Zane takes my hand. He's just as excited as I am to get out in this city. "Come on, girl! Let's have some fun!"
Of course we can't go into any of the bars. Arden offered to score us fake IDs, but I told her no. Zane's parents would kill him if they knew, and the last thing I want to add to my cocktail of Fae powers is alcohol.
We had to bring Arden along on the trip, though. The only way Zane's parents would agree to an overnight stay was if we had a chaperone. It's funny to me that my centuries-old Korrigan hacker roommate is considered an appropriate chaperone—but I guess to other grownups, she looks like a no-nonsense businesswoman who can keep a few reckless kids well in hand. She didn't come downtown with us though—said she was going to find a little fun of her own, whatever that means.
On our way to the festival, we pass a square where a crowd of people have gathered—rows and rows of them, backs to the street, wedged tightly together. The air seems thicker and more humid here, and we can all hear thrumming and drumming coming from the center point of the crowd.
"What is that beat?" Laurel's snapping her long, manicured fingers to the rhythm. "I gotta get me some of this."
She breaks away from Mike and hops up onto a statue pedestal, peering over the crowd. I'm curious too, so I swing up on the other side.
The square is actually a small stadium, with rows of concrete benches and a grassy center. In the middle, on the grass and along the first row or two of benches, there are people with drums. It's a close-packed, sweaty, fleshy gathering. Some of the men have their shirts off, and I see all colors of skin, from white and pink and olive to tan and brown and black. Thumping, bumping, jostling, thrumming on the drums—no other instruments. The beat seems to burrow its way into my head and nestle there, urging me to come closer, to join the bodies swaying and the voices calling out here and there over the rhythm.
"Ladies, ladies," says Mike, walking up to us. "I love me some drums, but we got places to go. Places with actual music."
"Man, you don't know what you're talking about," says Laurel. "This is beautiful, the community comin' together!"
"I see some hippies comin' together, right over there," says Mike, pointing to a group that's doing a little too much body-pressing and hip-weaving for a public space. "Come on, my queen, let me help you down."
Laurel sighs, but she takes his hand and steps down. Zane doesn't ask, just splays both his strong brown hands around my waist and swings me down off the pedestal. For a second I'm right against him, and my stomach erupts into butterflies. His brown eyes are warm, glowing with his smile, and I can feel the heat of him through his T-shirt.
For a second, nobody but us exists. Nothing but us and the heat of the June night, and the rhythm, and the pounding of our hearts, and our eyes, locked together, and—
"Yo," says Julio, pushing between us to peer at the drummers. "C'mon, where's this festival already? This drum thing is so not my scene. Oh, 'scuse me, you guys havin' a moment? Pardon me while the rest of us just hang out and watch. Not like we got anywhere better to be."
"Yeah, c'mon y'all, let's go." Laurel waves us ahead.
Zane takes my hand with the gentle sort of squeeze that tells me we're going to be revisiting this moment later.
The festival features a bunch of different bands; and the minute I hear the music, I realize that this whole thing may have been a bad idea. Since I first let loose with my pixie powers at prom, I'm incredibly sensitive to music, and listening to it without dancing like a crazy person is almost painful. I try to enjoy myself, but the entire time all I want to do is let loose and dance. And I could. I could even charm everyone into joining me again, like they did at prom. But Zane wants this weekend to be magic-free, and besides, I can't risk any more attention from those investigators and their Fae Council—if it even exists.
So I hold myself in, and I only dance in place a little bit, like everyone else in the crowd. By the time everyone's feet are tired from standing and we leave the concert, I feel exhausted and frustrated from holding back.
When we leave the festival area, I realize that I've completely lost my sense of direction because of how many little side streets and cut-throughs we've taken; although I could find our way back if I kicked in my pixie sense. But Frank seems to know exactly where we are— he used to live in Asheville. He's got his date-of-the-week clinging to his arm—this model is an artificially tanned, artificially blond girl who looks as if a stiff breeze would blow her over—I think her name is Maisie.
"There's a great place up ahead," he says. "Food, no IDs at the door, music. Let's stop in."
"Any place where my poor aching feet can have a moment's rest," Laurel groans. She's strapped herself into some stunning skyscraper footgear for our night out—no wonder her feet are hurting.
"Want me to carry you, baby?" asks Mike. She swats at him with her purse.
The place Frank knows is a little hole-in-the-wall spot, almost literally. We climb down a dark, narrow flight of steps to a door, which opens into a crowded space with dimly lit booths and heavy wooden ceiling beams.
"How many?" says the waitress. She's probably right at five feet, with a crop of spiky red hair and black lipstick. I wonder briefly if she's a pixie; but there's no secret password to let you reveal yourself to other Fae—at least none I've learned yet. So I just smile at her and say, "Eight."
She leads us to an even darker section of the restaurant and seats us in a corner booth. I end up in the very middle of the circular bench, with no way to get out unless I ask three or four people to move. Should have stopped by the bathroom first.
Once we get settled, I realize that there's live music. Somebody is crooning an Ed Sheeran song, a beautiful piece of passion and pain. In fact, this guy sounds quite a bit like the artist himself. The singer is seated, his back angled toward me as he plays the guitar. After the blood-pumping, foot-stamping music of the festival, this song is refreshingly soft and quiet. I can relax into it.
"He's pretty good," says Frank.
"Not my thang," says Mike. "How 'bout you, baby?"
"You know I like a nice soft love song every now and then," says Laurel. "Frank's right, he's good. Sounds just like Ed Sheeran."
When the song ends, soft clapping breaks out from the listeners. The singer shifts on his stool, bowing his head to thank them for their attention, and I catch a glimpse of his profile. Strong cheekbones above cheeks faintly sunken; angular jaw, perfectly straight nose, straight black brows over exceptionally long lashes.
My stomach does a magnificent triple axel.
I can't be sure in this light. I'm at a weird angle, and I can't see properly. Then—
"I don't believe it." Zane sounds mad. "Are you kidding me?"
"Shut up!" exclaims Laurel. "That's Mr. O'Connell! The donor from prom! I didn't know he could sing. Oh, I'm goin' to say hi."
She leaps up and intercepts the singer as he steps off the small stage, making way for the next musician.
"Mr. O'Connell! It's Laurel, from prom! Remember me?"
He looks up, straight into my eyes. There's no doubt now. It's the Far Darrig—Kieran O'Connell, as he likes to be called outside of Fae circles. There's shock in his silver-gray eyes. Either he's surprised to see me, or he's an excellent actor. Probably acting—I wouldn't put it past him to plan something like this, just to mess with me.
"Of course I remember you, Laurel," he says. "How are you?"
"Good, good. Just hangin' out. Come on, sit down with us for a bit, come on." She practically pulls him to our booth. "Scooch in, everybody, scooch."
Zane refuses to scooch, so I end up smushed next to him, so the Far Darrig can sit at the end, next to Laurel. Normally I'd love being this close to Zane, but right now I'm too flustered to enjoy it. Mike doesn't look too happy about his date's enthusiasm, either. Frank's date, Maisie, starts talking and giggling extra loudly, and Julio's girl Carmen just stares. Such is the effect of a gorgeous Fae, one of the last of the Irish god-race, the Tuatha dé Danann.
"So... how are all of you?" The Far Darrig doesn't look thrilled to be here, either, but he smiles politely. "Graduation go well?"
"It was great," says Zane. "Got rid of some creepy characters that were hangin' round, so we could all relax and just enjoy ourselves." He's giving the Far Darrig a hard stare.
Laurel frowns at him, confused.
"Yes, graduation was just fine," she says. "All of us will be headed to college this fall, except for Julio and Maisie."
"Hey, I take life easy," says Julio. "Doubling up on senior year. No shame in my game."
"And you have plenty of time." The Far Darrig nods to him. "How about the rest of you?" He's looking right at Zane. "Moving away? Headed to a college out of town? Across the country, maybe?"
"Just an hour away," says Zane. "Still plenty close to home. Especially with all the modern methods of travel." The Far Darrig and I both know he's talking about my ability to transport myself instantly—an ability I wouldn't have gotten without the Far Darrig's help.
"How perfect for you," says the Far Darrig coolly. "I'm afraid I have to go, but it's been nice to see all of you again. Enjoy your evening."
He stands up and walks away, carrying the guitar. When he's almost out of sight, I make a sudden decision. I have to talk to him, to find out if he's been following me and if he arranged this little encounter. I also need to warn him about the investigators and ask him about the Fae Council. But I can't just follow him out—Zane will be angry.
"I have to use the bathroom," I say. The bathrooms are in the opposite direction from the exit, so hopefully Zane won't be too suspicious. And if he guesses what I'm up to, I'll just explain later and hope he understands.
Once I'm locked in a bathroom stall, I think carefully about the street outside the restaurant. There's a dark alley a short way up the street; I looked into it as we passed. That will give me enough of a focal point for a jump.
I transport there, banging my shin on a dumpster when I appear in the alley. A roach nearly as big as my hand scurries past, and I practically leap out of the alley onto the sidewalk, right in front of the Far Darrig. He swears, and I delight in the fact that I startled him.
"So, you're here," I say. "Why are you still following me around?"
"Don't flatter yourself," he retorts. "I didn't follow you here—I've been here for weeks. Visiting a friend."
"A friend?" I laugh. "You don't have friends. Except for the little green pustules that do your dirty work."
"The leprechauns are elsewhere, for now," he says. "And yes, I do have friends. Maybe more like what you'd call 'frenemies,' but still—people I know. Why am I explaining myself to you?"
A door up the street opens, and I glance quickly to make sure it's not Zane coming out of the restaurant to look for me.
The Far Darrig follows my glance. "Your sweetheart doesn't know you're out here with me."
"He hates you," I say. "And he has a right to. I don't want to upset him; this was supposed to be just a fun getaway, no magic stuff."
He tilts his head to one side. "Getting tired of the 'magic stuff,' is he?"
"I didn't say that." I'm getting off track. Time to focus. "Look, I came out here to warn you. There are two people calling themselves investigators running around back home, asking me questions and looking for you. They say they're from the Fae Council."
The Far Darrig takes my elbow and ushers me back into the alley. I glance around nervously for cockroaches.
"The Fae Council? I never heard of it. What do they want?"
"They're saying that I need to explain everything to them, exactly what's going on and what I've done. If I don't, they say I'll be called before the Council."
He frowns. "That sounds either very serious or completely false."
"Right? That's what I said."
"How do they even know about you and me?"
"They have video of you doing karaoke at the pub, and testimony from the fenodyree that I took his powers. And one of them witnessed me transporting, the morning after you tried to force me to kill Zane."
I look him straight in the eye as I say it. I don't know what I'm expecting— regret, an apology, defiance—but I get nothing. Just an unreadable stare from those dark-lashed silver eyes.
"I have to go," he says.
"Just a minute." I hand him my phone. "Put in your number. You have a number, right?"
He stares at the phone, then at me. "Yes, but—"
"Put it in. In case I need to contact you about something important, like spells or investigators."
There's a twitch at the corner of his mouth, like he's trying not to smile. He enters the number and hands back my phone. Before he can say anything else, I vanish back to the bathroom stall. I take a minute to do my business before returning to the group.
"We thought you fell in," says Maisie, giggling. "You were gone a long time."
"Sorry, I felt a little sick." I can feel Zane watching me, but I don't look at him.
"Y'all ready to head for the house?" Laurel asks.
In about twenty minutes, we're at the place we've rented for the night. The couple who owns it is always traveling and just wanted to make a little extra money, so we scored it cheap. There are a few bedrooms we can use, and two bathrooms.
Arden is there, working on her laptop at the kitchen island, same as she used to do in the big house we shared with the other Korrigan. "Did you all enjoy yourselves?"
Everyone else says yes in one way or another, but Zane and I don't respond. While they're all discussing room arrangements, he whispers in my ear, "Meet me in the living room later."
I feel flutters in my heart and my stomach. I don't know whether he's going to resume our intense moment from earlier or demand to know if I talked to the Far Darrig. And I have to wait nearly two hours to find out, because Laurel, Carmen, and Maisie take forever to get ready for bed and even longer to settle down. Finally, when I think they're mostly asleep, I slide out of the bed I'm sharing with Laurel and slip out the door.
The guys must have zonked out quickly, because Zane is already in the living room, waiting. He's wearing sweatpants and a white T-shirt whose short sleeves hug his biceps beautifully. His bold handsome features, his close-cropped black hair, his strong gorgeous hands—they're all so familiar to me now, and they mean safety and affection.
I'm wearing a tank top and shorts, with my hair in a long red braid. The curls that never stay put waft around my face, and I try to tuck them in as I approach him. I sit down on the couch, one leg tucked under me. "What's up?"
He leans over, with warmth and longing in those brown eyes. "Come here. You're too far away."
He pulls me onto his lap, and our mouths meet immediately. Kissing him is like magic—not real magic, which feels like an uncomfortable buzzing over the skin—but the kind of magic that sets my insides on fire. There's a sort of glow that grows inside me, stronger at any point of my body that touches his.
So this is not an inquiry about the Far Darrig, then.
I'm not sure how long we sit there, just kissing; but eventually he's lying on the couch and I'm lying on top of him. His hands move over my back, staying in respectable zones. He's never pushed me to do anything more.
But suddenly, I want to. I lift my head, breaking the kiss, and look into his eyes. "Do you want me?" I whisper.
Sudden fire leaps into his gaze. "Yes."
"Then act like it."
He doesn't waste any time. He's kissing me deeper, hands moving to new areas and under clothes. I'm burning up, I'm in such a frenzy I can hardly think.
And then, someone clears her throat.
"Ahem."
Flushed, I whirl to see Arden in the doorway, not looking the least bit sorry for interrupting. I'm going to kill her.
"Bedtime, Aislinn."
I turn back to Zane and mouth, "I'm so sorry," before swinging off him and stalking to the door.
"Good night, Zane," Arden says. "Get some rest."
"Yes, ma'am."
On our way down the hall, I hiss at her, "What did you do that for?"
She smirks. "I'm the chaperone. That's my job."
"That's your job description; you don't have to follow it."
"Aislinn, do you want your first time to be here? In someone else's rented house, on a couch that doesn't belong to either of you, with friends nearby who could walk in any minute? And no protection?"
She's right about all of it, and I'm furious. And grateful.
"You're like a mom," I say, and it's both a rebuke and a compliment. For a second, I think I see those dark eyes of hers soften. Then she says, "Get to bed."
In the girls' bedroom, I slip back under the sheets beside Laurel. She murmurs, "Did you do it?"
Way uncomfortable, because she and Zane used to date, and they did it. Once, shortly before she broke things off.
"I am so not telling you." I flounce over in bed.
"So that's a 'no,' then."
I ignore her.
But sleep won't come. It just won't. I don't know if it's the excited state my body is in, or the flurry of questions in my head, but I can't rest. Finally, after lying there in the dark with my eyes wide open for ages, I give up and grab my phone.
When I unlock it, the first thing I see is the number that the Far Darrig typed into my phone. He entered his name as "Consultant." I smile. Then I erase it, type in "Kieran," and save the contact.
In the weeks since Zane's graduation, I've been wondering about him now and then—if he really left, and how far away he went. Checking out every guy in a red shirt or jacket. Thinking I hear his voice in crowds.
It's not that I'm scared of him. After all, I broke his enchantment the night he tried to make me kill Zane.
It's not that I like him. He wanted Zane dead, partly out of pure jealousy and partly out of a misguided desire to free me from "distraction," help me focus on the long game and the use of my powers.
It's more that he was there, in my life, and then he was gone. He told me things about himself that he claims not to have told anyone else. Thanks to the enchanted ruby necklace, we shared each other's dreams. We laughed. I cried in front of him, two or three times. You don't just share all that with someone and then forget about them in a second.
After that horrible night when I beat his face to a pulp and told him to leave, there was a gap inside me. An empty place that I've been carrying around, no matter where I go. The thought that he might be across the country, across the world, never to be seen again—it made me feel hollow.
And when I saw him tonight, I felt as if a puzzle piece had clicked back into place in the picture of my existence.
Hiding the light of my phone under the covers, I text him. It's like 2 a.m., but I don't even care if I wake him up. If I do, he deserves it.
"So who's your friend here in Asheville?"
I really don't expect him to reply. But in a few seconds, a text comes in. I'm so glad I silenced my phone.
He answers, "Another of the Tuatha dé Danann. She's called Ériu."
A woman. "You two having fun?"
The reply text is just one word. "Jealous?"
Idiot. I type back, "You wish."
"She actually likes fun, unlike someone else I know. So refreshing to be around a real woman."
He's baiting me. He can suck it. I turn off the phone and put it under my pillow.
Now I feel even less like sleeping.
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The next day, as we're driving back home, Frank's car turns off the road at an unexpected spot—a sign that reads "Bat Cave."
"What is he up to?" I follow him in my truck. The other car in our caravan, the one with Arden, Julio, and Carmen, is already  so far ahead we can't see it. "Baby, call Frank and find out what the hell he's doing."
Aislinn calls Frank and puts him on speaker. "Frank? Why are we turning here?"
"Maisie wants to see a bat cave," says Frank. We can hear Maisie's excited voice jabbering in the background.
"Frank, you know that's not actually a bat cave. It's just a town called 'Bat Cave,'" Aislinn says. "Arden told me about it."
"Wait, so no bats?" Frank says. Maisie lets out a whine of disappointment. "If it's called 'Bat Cave,' there's gotta be an actual cave somewhere around."
"There is, on Bluerock Mountain, but it's a protected area. Humans aren't allowed there," Aislinn says. "How do you not know this? You used to live around here."
"Yeah, well I didn't have a car then, so I didn't get to explore the mountains much," he retorts. "Anyway, Maisie really wants to check it out. I say we sneak in."
"Nah man, not a good plan," I say. "We could get arrested or something."
"Let's just get close. See if there's a trail."
"No, Frank."
"We're going."
And that's how we end up traveling Chimney Rock Road, and then branching off to some other smaller roads, and then finding a spot to park so Frank and Maisie can walk into the forest.
"What are they thinking? I can't believe they're following through with this. He must be nuts for this chick."
"Or just nuts," says Aislinn. "Come on, we should go with them."
"And get in trouble ourselves?"
"And make sure they don't get lost," she says.
Aislinn can find anyone or anything. She got that power from a pixie, who ended up dead. The Life-Stream she took from the pixie keeps her human during the day—but damn that's a rough way to get it. Still, I don't ever wanna see Aislinn in monster form again. Once was plenty.
Aislinn could find this bat cave easy enough if we looked up a picture of it; but she won't, not with some endangered bats holing up in there. We're just gonna keep Frank and Maisie from losing their fool selves in the woods.
Laurel rolls down Frank's back window. "Y'all crazy to be goin' after them," she says.
"We won't be long," Aislinn answers.
Mike pulls Laurel back into the car, and she yelps with delight. I smirk. They'll be just fine.
We walk after Frank and Maisie. Maisie is dancing through the underbrush, squeaking about her shoes being not right for this, and Frank keeps touching her, with the excuse that he's keeping her from falling. He's swishing those blond bangs of his with a boy-band flair, and Maisie's just eating it up, loving his vibe.
Aislinn and I hang back a ways, taking our time.
"So, that was pretty hot last night," I say.
She blushes, and it makes her even prettier. "Yeah."
"Too bad Arden had to come in when she did."
"Yeah. She had a point though. Said it wouldn't be the right place, you know. Someone else's rental house, on their couch, where anybody could walk through. Not really how I want it to be."
"I hear you on that." I think it sounds just fine. I even had a little backup plan in my pocket for just such a situation. But the lady gets what she wants.
"We should hurry," says Aislinn. "They're moving out of sight."
Here in the mountains, it's all tall trees like pillars towering up over our heads, and shorter young trees, with a thin scatter of green leaves, growing up under the big ones. Through it all grow the bushes—some of them wired with thorny vines, others with big old leaves the size of my palm. A few wild rhododendrons still bloom on the slopes, big purple clusters with long narrow leaves.
It's not too hot under the trees, even though it's June. I guess the branches and leaves act like natural air-conditioning—plus we're still technically in the mountains, and it's usually several degrees cooler up here than back home.
A jay cries overhead, loud and startling. Maisie yelps.
"Just a bird, Maisie," says Frank.
"Oh, okay. Where's the bat cave?"
"I'm taking you to it, honey," he says. He angles his phone, looking this way and that. "I think we need to go there."
Looks to me like he picked a random direction and pointed.
"A'right guys, time to head back," I say. "C'mon Frank. We're never gonna find this cave, and if we do, we'll get in trouble. Let's go."
"Oh look!" Maisie exclaims, and she starts off, running ahead in her ridiculous shoes. Why girls think they gotta prop their heels up on spikes is something I'll never get.
The stream up ahead, the one Maisie saw, is pretty dope, with big rocks tumbled all along its edges, moss growing on them, old branches and trunks crisscrossing the cold water. Aislinn's face lights up, and she's gone to climb them in a second. I follow her, remembering the first time we hung out, when I made her climb on the rocks to the middle of the river.
She's like a cat, moving lithe and quick ahead of me. I want to take my time and enjoy the view of her, but I got to watch my footing. When she pauses on a moss-covered rock, I catch up, balancing right behind her and slipping my arms around her waist. She inhales, a kind of excited gasp. I lean down and kiss the side of her neck.
She twists around in my arms till she's facing me, pressed close, her fingers traveling up my arms to my shoulders. She laces them behind my neck and pulls me in for a kiss. Fire in my stomach, rising to my chest and lungs. I barely breathe.
Then she breaks loose and she's skipping away over the rocks to the other side.
"Yo, Z," says Frank. "Bet I can jump from this rock to that one. Bet you can't."
"Oh, it's on," I say.
For a while it's a game, betting each other who can leap the furthest to the biggest rock. Finally, he misses a jump and steps ankle deep in the stream. I make it.
"Oh, yeah, I win!"
Frank tosses back his hair and yanks my arm, making me stumble into the water.
"No fair, dude!" I hate hiking in wet shoes.
He runs, laughing, and I'm after him in a second. Aislinn sits on a huge boulder, swinging her legs and smiling at us like she's watching kids at play.
"I'm tired of this," Maisie whines. "Let's go back."
"Nah baby, let's go just a little further," says Frank. "Just five minutes, and if we don't see it we'll turn around."
She pouts her lip at him, but she lets him take her hand and lead her across the stream. Aislinn and I lace our fingers together and follow them.
Without any real directions or a map, we're bound to keep trekking round and round through this forest, never finding the bat cave. If it weren't for Aislinn's creepy pixie thing, I'd be worried; but I know she'll get us back to the cars somehow.
"A little further," Frank says again. "I got a good feeling about this."
Not five minutes later we come into a huge clearing.
And I see that once again, my normal life and Aislinn's world of magic have crashed together.




5
FRIENDS
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Aislinn
I've never seen anything like it.
Someone—a lot of someones—have cleared a big space out in the middle of the forest. There's trampled black earth and dead leaves underfoot, and nothing grows there—not even a hint of a weed or a blade of grass. It's a perfect circle.
All around the circle are massive stones, tall as Zane. Some sitting up on end, partly sunken in the earth for stability. Others lying horizontal, but placed, not fallen.
In the middle, there's an immense stone, larger than all the others, with a flattened surface. It's stained red-brown, the color heavier on the flat part and fading down the sides.
Frank swears.
"What is this place?" Maisie asks, hanging on Frank's arm.
A strange buzzing sensation hums over my skin—the feel of magic. It's very faint, as if the magic isn't active right now. But there are definitely leftover vibes from whatever happened here. I walk forward, through the circle of stones.
"Aislinn!" Zane is warning me to come back, not to investigate, not to dig deeper. Just to leave with him, and be normal and human.
But I'm half-Korrigan and half-druid, and this circle calls to something deep, deep in my blood.
I walk up to the stone in the center and touch it lightly. As I step nearer, the ground squelches; and when I pull my foot back and look at my shoe, it's wet with blood. In fact, the earth all around the stone is soaked with blood, blood that hasn't had a chance to fully dry or be absorbed by nature.
Zane and the others stare in horror, and Maisie yelps.
"Aislinn, get away from there!" Zane calls.
He's trying to keep me safe. But I don't like being told what to do.
"Just a second," I say. I have the strangest feeling that I'm looking for something, even though I have no idea what it could be.
Walking around to the other side of the massive altar, I find it—a hollow in the rock, stuffed with what looks like small stones and clutter. I poke my finger around in the bits of matter, and a whole human fingernail falls out, follow by several teeth, roots and all, and a string of tiny bones. I jump back, wiping my hands again and again on my shirt.
"Let's go!" wails Maisie. "I don't like this place."
But I'm walking, drawn to the far edge of the clearing. There's something dangling from the trees. Several ravens, each one tied by its feet. They hang with black wings extended, glossy feathered bodies glimmering in the rays from the sun as they slowly revolve on their strings.
They can't have been dead long. Whoever owns this stone circle must have visited it early this morning.
Something else is strung from the trees, further back in the woods. A zigzag row of long, thin bones that look like human ribs. Pale, but stained in places with old blood.
I walk back to the others as fast as I can without running. "We need to go."
"That's what I've been saying." Zane catches my hand. "C'mon kids. Follow us."
"Wait, let me get directions on my phone," says Frank.
"Never mind that. Aislinn has a great sense of direction," Zane says. "Go on, Aislinn."
I can't transport all of us, by I can use my pixie power to guide us back. I picture the cars, parked along the road where we left them, but instead of willing myself to be there, I just hold the image in my mind and walk.
Maisie complains the whole way—not without reason, because she's probably getting blisters from those shoes. My own sandals aren't ideal for hiking, but they're better than what she's got.
"What was that place?" Zane whispers to me as we trudge through the forest.
"I'm not sure," I say. "I'm new to all the Fae stuff, so I don't know if it's actual Fae, or just humans that did it. Could be some kind of witchy mountain cult. But there was something legit about it. I could feel the magic in the air. Someone was doing a spell, probably not long before we came through."
By the set of his jaw and the flare of his nostrils, I can tell he's unhappy. I think I know why. He wanted this to be a fun, normal getaway, like that perfect week at the beach with his family. No Fae, no magic, no powers, nothing that doesn't belong in his comfortable world.
I thought he was handling this Fae stuff so well at first; but lately it's become clear that he's not totally okay with what I am. I get it—I'm not either. I've wanted so badly to be normal, for so long. To be free from the Korrigan and have days and a normal life.
But when the Far Darrig gave me my first taste of magical power, I realized how much more there could be. Power gives you choices, and for someone like me, who's had almost every choice made for her the past seventeen years, that's really tempting. It's not something I can just ignore. I took the pixie powers because I had to, but I took the leprechaun's and fenodyree's abilities because I wanted to. Because I needed power, and options. A way out.
And now I'm different. Because of my choices.
Funny how the thing you want becomes the thing that changes you.
We're back at the cars, and Laurel and Mike are standing by Frank's old Buick, looking bored.
"Y'all took forever," says Laurel, with an exaggerated groan.
"We saw the freakiest thing!" Maisie is practically shrieking. "You have to hear all about it!"
"Can't wait." Laurel exchanges a glance with me as she slides into the Buick's back seat. I smile and shrug. Frank's girl-of-the-week might be silly, but at least she isn't mean, or straight-up dumb like some of the ones we've had to deal with.
Zane and I climb back into his truck. For a while, all is quiet as we drive.
"So, that was crazy," I say, by way of starting the conversation.
"Mm-hm."
Silence.
"I'm sorry," I say, even though none of it is my fault. "I know you wanted this weekend to be magic-free."
"It's okay. I'm just freaked out."
"Me too."
"Really? 'Cause when I told you to come back, to leave it alone, you just went out there and started pokin' around. Any other girl would have screamed if she saw blood on her shoe like that."
"I'm not just any other girl. I thought you liked that about me—a little mystery, or whatever. Something different."
"Yeah, but this? This is like off the charts."
I pinch my lips together to keep the hurt and anger in.
"Just try, okay?" he says. "Try not to be so damn curious about it all. There's plenty in life to think about without delving into the Other Side of stuff. You know that's what came between my mom and my grandma. Gram is into all this hoodoo crap, and Mom grew up with that, and all the weirdness that went along with it. She doesn't like to talk about it—hates anything to do with witchcraft, hoodoo, voodoo, you name it. If she knew you were into real magic—" He shook his head.
"I'm sorry your mama wouldn't like me for who I am," I say.
"Stop it. That's not fair."
"That's what you're saying."
"No—"
"That's exactly, precisely what you just said. If you didn't mean that, why'd you say it?" My head feels hot, my hands sweaty. I can't believe we're fighting like this, and at the same time I don't care. "Just admit it. You hate magic. You hate that I have it. Maybe you're just jealous of me, because you're plain old normal."
"What the hell? That makes no sense. Why would I want magic? It's crazy and stupid and dangerous."
"So I'm stupid and crazy now?"
"No, I—You put words in my mouth that weren't there. Stop trying to understand what's in my head, okay? Maybe I can't say things as quickly or as well as you, but that doesn't make me dumb."
"I'm not the one calling people stupid."
He shakes his head. "Just shut up and let me drive, okay? Talking about it just gets me all worked up and I can't do that and drive safely right now."
"Whatever."
I flip on the radio. There's a guy singing about losing his first love. Great. I switch the station. "Listening goes both ways," says the talk radio person. "You've got to really listen to each other. That's the only way you'll ever—"
I turn the radio off, and we ride in silence the rest of the way. The whole time I'm boiling inside. He doesn't understand me, he's being ridiculous, why can't he just suck it up and deal? And then, why am I pushing him to be okay with things that are tough to handle—things that most people don't know exist? Why can't I just back away from magic and let it be, and act like a normal human girl?
Slowly, slowly, I calm down. I'm still angry, but I see his side of it—and I really regret letting my temper take over my tongue.
When we finally pull into the apartment complex parking lot, he looks over at me, like a question. I'm not sure what he expects from me right now.
"Well, I had a good time," I say. "Thanks. The festival, the music, the food—everything was great. We can blame Frank and Maisie for that walk in the woods."
His face relaxes a little. "Fools."
I smile and lean toward him, and he leans to me and our lips fit together so beautifully. It's all okay. We're okay.
I hope so.
After a minute I pull back, slip out of the truck, and shut the door.
"Bye," I say through the open window.
He blows me another kiss as he drives away.
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That night, after I'm sure Arden is asleep, I call the Far Darrig's number.
"Yes?"
It's a woman's voice, smooth and clear.
"Um—" I'm shocked. I have no idea what to say. What do people normally say? Oh, yes. "Is the Far—I mean, is Kieran there?"
"Kieran? Why do you need to talk to him?" She sounds suspicious. Jealous?
"I just—um, we, he's consulting for me, on a project, and I have a question."
"Just a project? Are you sure?"
"Yes, there's nothing else, just a professional—project." I cringe. Even I don't believe me.
"Why are you calling so late?"
"I'm sorry, I've called at a bad time." I want nothing more than to get off the phone with her. "Could you just tell him to call me?"
"I suppose I could do that," says the voice, and mid-sentence it switches into the Far Darrig's low, velvety tones.
"You idiot!" If he were here, I would smack him.
He's laughing so hard he can barely talk to me. "A professional project," he says, mimicking me to perfection.
"That was you. The whole time?"
"Of course. Do you think I let random women carry my phone, or answer it for me?"
"I really don't know what you do."
He's still laughing.
"Stop it already, it wasn't even that funny. And how did you know it was me?"
"I didn't. But not many people have my number, and very few of those would call me at midnight."
"Were you sleeping?"
"No."
"What were you doing?"
He pauses. "Why do you want to know?"
"Just—curious."
"Watching that movie you told me about. The one with the Jedi mind tricks."
"Are you serious? Which one?"
"The first one. No, the fourth one, I think. With the big ball of interplanetary death and the furry giant and the caped man in the black breathing mask. I like him, he's got style."
"You would." I roll my eyes.
"So you said you had a professional question?"
I tell him what we saw on the way back from Asheville, in the woods. The stone circle, the bits of human, the ravens, and the blood, and the bones. When I finish, he's quiet.
"So? What do you make of that?" I ask.
"Druids."
"Come again?"
"Sounds like it. A modern North American sect, of course. I heard there were some around here, but never knew exactly where. Druids and I don't get along; in fact, they hate me. So I've never gone looking for them."
"What do we do?"
"You do absolutely nothing."
"Why not? They're obviously doing horrible things, maybe even killing people. At the very least, they're performing gross rituals in the middle of nowhere so nobody knows."
"And they prefer to be left alone, so you should honor that. Druids can be very dangerous, Aislinn."
"But if they're hurting people—"
"It's not your concern."
I'm furious that he can be so callous. "It is my concern! It should be yours, too!"
"And why is that? Because some humans might be killing other humans? Don't humans have a justice system for that?"
"Yes, but apparently the police don't know anything about it."
"So call them if you must. But don't give your name, and don't get involved." He's very serious now, intensely earnest. "I mean that, Aislinn. Take it from someone who pretended to be a druid and got on their bad side—it's not a place you want to be."
"Fine."
There's silence from both of us, but neither one of us hangs up.
"How's your friend doing? Ériu?"
"She's well."
"You changed your mind quickly. About what you want—or who you want." I'm not sure why I say it. Maybe to put him on the spot, get back at him for his joke with the voices. Maybe because I'm a little offended that he got over his captivation with me so quickly.
There's silence, as if he's deciding whether or not to answer me.
"Ériu is just what I said—a friend," he says. "She has her own lovers, and I'm not one of them. I went to her for healing, after the beating you gave me—and for advice."
"Advice? What advice?"
"About women."
My eyes widen. Did he ask her about me? My heart's beating faster than it should.
"She told me I drove you away, being reckless and possessive. That I should have been patient, and kind, and acted as a friend."
"Seems like something you could have figured out for yourself."
"Aislinn, I haven't gotten close to someone in a very long time. The connections I've had with humans were brief, and nothing as deep or honest as what you and I shared. I was so desperate to go further, to keep you, to have you, that I ruined it all."
"And now?"
"Now I don't want anything from you, except your friendship."
"Really." I let my disbelief show in my voice.
"Yes." At first I think he really means it; and then he says, "Until your Zane grows too old to give you what you need. Then I'll be the first in line." I can tell he's smiling.
"If we're going to be friends, you can't talk like that."
"I know." Then he's silent, waiting for me to decide. To let him back into my circle.
"Zane won't like it, you and I being friends," I say.
"Should I talk to him? Tell him I yield?"
"Absolutely not! Never talk to him. He'll crush you."
The Far Darrig's voice is low, dangerous. "He could try."
There's a part of me, a primal, selfish part, that could totally get on board with watching two gorgeous men fight over me. But one or both of them would end up seriously injured, and Zane doesn't have a healing goddess-friend like the Far Darrig apparently does.
"Okay, we can be friends. But for now, let's just leave it quiet," I say. "I'll tell Zane about it when he's in a good mood."
"Works for me. I'll see you soon."
"Wait, what? You will?"
"My stay with Ériu was always meant to be brief. I'm coming home tomorrow. Now if you don't mind, I want to see if this human pilot in the movie can hit the very small target without getting blown up first."
"He hits it."
"Spoiler!"
I smile and end the call.
I don't feel good about keeping my communication with the Far Darrig a secret from Zane. But he gets so angry when I even mention the Far Darrig, I don't really have a choice right now. At least that's what I tell myself.
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STRESSED OUT
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Zane
Sunday dinner with my family.
Otherwise known as "interrogation time"—oh yeah.
It's an after-church tradition—a bunch of families go out to a restaurant and eat. Buffets are my thing. I can put away plate after plate and never see an ounce of fat round the middle. My dad always says, "Just wait, son. Your metabolism is running crazy-fast right now, but you hit college and then get married and that ole metabolism gonna slow right down. Then you'll be packing on the pounds just like your old man."
"Not if I keep exercising and running," I say. And I know he doesn't think I will, but I plan to.
Every Sunday this summer, no matter who we're eating with, somebody has asked me, "So Zane, you're starting college this fall, right? What's your major going to be?" Or some variation of that question.
I just don't know.
Mom usually jumps in with, "He's still thinking about it." She and my dad want me to go into business management, accounting—something with money. Something that'll set me up for life.
I'm starting to realize that I don't like restocking shelves and standing behind a register; but I don't see myself sitting behind a desk all day, every day, either. I guess I wouldn't mind it for a while; but for years? If that's all I'm doing, I'm gonna go crazy.
How about a job that has some desk work, but involves exercise, action, quick thinking, and helping people? That's what I really like to do—I like to help people in trouble. People who are hurting, people who need someone to protect them.
My mom says I got a weak spot for the underdogs. She remembers this time, I guess I was in second grade, and another kid was picking on my classmate, a girl kinda small for her age. He was telling her "You're so puny; you should go back to K5." Not much of an insult, but for a second-grader, that stings. So I stepped up and said, "Leave her alone, or I'll punch you in the face." And the kid looked scared and ran away.
I guess I was pretty proud of myself when I told Mom about it, and she had to warn me about threats like those. "Careful, or you'll turn into the bully yourself," she said.
I sort of listened. I kept facing down the strong kids and taking sides with the weak ones; and sometimes I'd threaten a smackdown. Only had to follow through once, though; and the word spread that I wasn't bluffing. After that, when I showed up, whoever was causing the problem would usually just slink away.
So yeah, I'm a sucker for people who need a helping hand. Maybe that's why I was drawn to Aislinn at the beginning. She was hot, yeah—but she was vulnerable, too. Unsure, alone. She needed somebody to show her around, to take care of her. That's what I liked doing. Of course now, she pretty much takes care of herself.
Aislinn is with us for Sunday dinner. My little sister Kali loves her, and they're chatting nonstop the whole time. I don't even know what they're talking about, because I'm so busy being interrogated.
"What made you pick that school?"
"What's your major?"
"Are you living in the dorms this year? How about next year?"
"What's your career path?"
"When does Aislinn graduate? Will you two go to the same school?"
On and on, stressing me out. I don't know the answers to most of the questions, so I just keep shoveling food in and point apologetically to my bulging cheeks when someone asks me, like I don't want to talk with my mouth full. By the time I'm done chewing, they've moved on; and before they come back around to me, I've got another bite in. It's a system. It works.
I think I've escaped the questions for another week.
And then when I get into work on Monday morning for my shift, my supervisor says, just casually, "So Zane, what are you planning to major in when you start college?"
"I'm not sure."
"Not sure, huh? Well, son, you better pick something and do it fast! Start that career path with some purpose. You know you could always stick around here—move up and become a manager of one of these places someday. Cool, right?"
Not on your life. "Yeah, man, that's cool."
I'm standing at the register, staring at the polished floor and the shelves of snacks and candy, and the warmers full of breakfast sandwiches and freaking breakfast pizza, thinking that this is probably going to be my life if I don't make up my mind soon.
And then someone says, "Yo, Z!" It's Dashawn, a dude several years older than me who used to live down the street from us. He dated Ada for a while. Decent guy.
He's looking good, wearing a cop's uniform that makes his shoulders look bigger than I remember. Man, he got some biceps, too.
"Hey, man," I say. "Just the large coffee?"
"Yep."
"Hey, how are you doin', anyway? Job treatin' you all right?" I gesture to the uniform.
"It's good, it's good," he says. "A mix of paperwork and panic." He laughs. "No, it's all good. You should come down to the station sometime, meet the guys."
"Thanks, man, maybe I will. Peace."
He's walking out, and the next customer is coming up. I'm in a daze, cause I just got struck by a lightning bolt of an idea.
What if I became a cop?
Protecting people. Helping people in trouble. Enforcing the law on the creeps of the world, the ones who take what isn't theirs.
The job is probably way more complicated than I realize right now. And sure, there's bad cops who take one look at a man's color and peg him for trouble. But that's why cops should come in all colors, right? I could be one of the good ones.
Zane Percy. Major: criminal justice. Career path: law enforcement officer.
It sounds good. And I could even take it further someday, be a detective, a special agent, police chief. I can see the whole thing right now, and I'm more excited about this than I've been about anything since Aislinn.
My shift passes by quickly, because my brain is busy planning. I need to declare my major. My college has a criminal justice program—gotta get in there and check the requirements, classes, pricing, all that stuff.
Back in my room, I'm on my laptop, figuring it all out, when Mom comes in. "Hey baby. You comin' to dinner?"
"Dinner already? Yeah, sure."
When I come to the table, Mom, Dad, and Kali are already there. We don't always eat together, especially not during summer; but my parents like to make it happen a couple times a week.
"So you looked pretty busy in there," says Mom. "What you workin' on?"
"I decided what my major's gonna be," I say. "Criminal justice."
There's quiet, like the kind of quiet when somebody steps on a pressure switch in a minefield. My dad lays down his fork and exchanges a look with my mom. She turns to me, eyebrows raised to high heaven. Here it comes—the explosion.
"You wanna be a cop?" she says, biting off the word.
"Yeah, I might."
"You know it's not like on TV. It's not as glamorous or fast-paced or exciting as they make it look. It's hard, dangerous work for not much money."
"Like teaching?" I grin at her, but she doesn't smile back.
"Don't you joke about this, boy. I'm being serious. Have you thought this through?"
"Yes."
"How long you been thinkin' about it?"
Since this morning. "A while."
She drums her fingers on the table. "Aaron, talk some sense into your son."
"Latesha—" he says.
"Don't 'Latesha' me. No. We raised this smart, handsome boy, hoping he would make something of himself, be somebody important with a nice house and a good, safe job; and now he wants to go catch the drug addicts out on the street? Pull over the drunk drivers? Respond to robberies? No sir, not my baby. This is not what you were raised for."
"Mom, I can't just sit at a desk, okay? I'm not an engineer like Dad, or a teacher like you. I got my own thing."
"And what exactly is your thing? Puttin' yourself in harm's way like a damn fool?"
Kali gasps. My mother never says anything stronger than the occasional "darn" or "Sweet Lord."
"Latesha, I think you're gettin' a little too worked up about this," says my dad.
"It's okay." I shake my head at him. There's no trying to stop her when she's like this—best just to let her talk herself out.
And she does, for the next two hours. Kali barely eats and then slips away to her room. I have to sit there, forcing down bites of food, nodding and saying, "Yes ma'am" and "No ma'am" and just waiting.
Finally, after she has poured out every possible argument for me not being a police officer, and after she has invoked the will of God and the wishes of my dad's dead father and the honor of my ancestors, she slows down. And then my dad speaks.
"Son, we only want what's best for you. Your mother's just worried about you, plain and simple. We're your parents, and we want you to have the best life you can."
"I know."
"But let's get past all that. Above all, we want you to be happy. We want you doing what you feel in your heart you were made to do. So you look deep down into yourself, and you ask yourself who you really are. And if the answer is a protector of people and a defender of the law, I'll be proud."
Mom huffs, but she doesn't say anything.
"Thanks, Dad."
"One more thing. Who we are—that can change with time. What you want right now, you might not want five or ten years from now, and that's okay. Your major, your job— those can change. What doesn't change is the people who love you. Those people stay in your life forever."
Why are my eyes watering up?
"I got it," I say, getting up. "I'm gonna go do a little more research to make sure this is right for me."
"You go research," says Mom. "And don't forget to learn while you research."
But that's all she says, and I count that as a win. Dad had the last word, and he's good with this plan, if it's what I need to do.
This could be awesome. Besides the fact that I learn fast and I care about people, I got a little extra knowledge on my side—an understanding about the Fae elements of the world. Could come in handy if I ever run into anything weird as a cop.
And I am gonna look damn good in that uniform.
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SHAKEDOWN
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Aislinn
Apparently college costs money. A lot of it.
When I compare the fund I have from my parents to the cost of college, it's depressing. Even if I don't try for an out-of-state school, paying for four years at one of the local colleges is going to put a huge dent in my finances, leaving me without much to live on. I might be able to get a scholarship. If not, I need to get a job, and possibly a loan.
"You need to go talk to someone at the bank," Arden says. "And I'm not going to babysit you. You can go get the information yourself, and tell me about it later."
"Fine."
"And while you're there, check this safe deposit box." She hands me a key and a slip of paper. "I put a few things of Fiona's in there a while back. You may want them, or not."
Fiona. My mother.
"Thank you." I stare down at the key. I've never had anything of my mother's. The Korrigan barely talked about her. The only videos and photos I ever saw of her were thanks to Magnolia, when Maeve wasn't around. It's like Maeve hated the bare thought of her.
My mother's original name was Findabair. She was cursed along with the rest of Maeve's immediate entourage, sometime after they killed the Far Darrig's wife, Etain. Now that I know what happened, I've wondered if she struck any of the blows against Etain herself. I hope not.
I really don't know much about her as a person. What she liked, what she hated, what she did every day—everything that makes a person who they are. In the videos, she's always smiling, full of life. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, not much older than the age she was when the curse came. Long, curly red hair, like mine. Pale, freckled skin, like mine, and green eyes. We're the stereotypical Irish lasses, she and I.
She must not have been happy living with Maeve and the others, any more than I was. I've heard that grandparents are usually harsher with their own kids and more permissive to their grandkids. Since Maeve ordered beatings for me regularly when I was little, I can only imagine what my mother endured as a child, growing up in Ireland in those barbaric days. She probably hated having to live under her mother's control for centuries.
And then somehow, she managed to find my dad. An Irishman descended, in as pure a lineage as you can get, from the ancient druids. I know next to nothing about him, except that she loved him enough to follow him to Texas and set up a life there.
Maybe this safe deposit box holds some answers about them. I'll take anything.
Calling the bank and setting up an appointment is a new experience for me. The appointment is during Zane's work hours, so I'm not even sure how I'll get there. For a second, I consider calling the Far Darrig—Kieran—for a ride. But I hate him thinking of me as the insecure teen who can't drive, is nervous about going in the bank by herself, and doesn't know what to do about college. When I'm with him, I feel like he sees me as so much more—older, smarter, more important, more powerful. Cooler. Why ruin that image?
In the end, I call a lift to get to the bank. It's a plain building, dull gray concrete with some navy trim for color. When I open the doors, there's a blast of cold air-conditioning and a smell of copy paper, varnish, and air freshener. It's very quiet, with only the low hum of computers and a little soft music over the speakers.
A few customers stand at the stations along the big counter—a woman with some kids, a young couple.
I walk uncertainly across the lobby, past heavy chairs and a thick rope hung between two waist-high brass pillars. The young couple finishes up at their station and leaves, and I step forward.
"Can I help you, honey?" asks the woman behind the counter.
"I have a meeting here, with Ms. White?"
The woman points to a row of glass-walled offices to one side of the lobby. "Right there, third door."
As I walk toward the office, I notice the three children standing behind one of the customers at the counter. They're all watching me, grinning.
Grinning a little too widely. Licking their lollipops a little too zestfully.
There's something about those smiles that looks familiar.
I'm imagining things. Of course they're not leprechauns.
I smash right into the office window.
"Oh my gosh!" says the lady inside. "Honey, are you okay?"
"Yes," I say, rubbing my forehead. "I got distracted, didn't look where I was going." Great. They're not giving a college loan to someone who walks straight into windows.
The children behind me are snickering in a very un-childlike way. I know those voices—no illusion can disguise them. They are leprechauns!
But the adult they're with seems perfectly normal. She's a lumpy, wide-hipped woman with flat brown hair, combed back into a greasy ponytail.
Maybe the leprechauns are changelings, and they've stashed her real children somewhere. But why would they be hanging out with this woman?
"Come on, Bert, Liam, Bella. We're following the nice man to the vault, to see Grandpa's special box," says the mother. "Won't that be exciting?"
They don't answer, just follow her along.
"You kids are being so good and quiet today! Such a treat for Mommy." The woman sounds so grateful I feel sorry for her. I wonder what her children are like when they're not leprechauns.
Leprechauns going to the bank vault. That's got to be bad news.
I remember the Far Darrig telling me that leprechauns crave gold in all its forms, including the golden Life-Stream. What if they're here to steal some gold from the vault?
"Miss Byrne," the lady in the office calls to me. "Are you ready to discuss your college loan options?"
The mother and the children are disappearing down a hall. I pop my head into the office. "Actually, I need a safe deposit box opened first."
"Okay, there's a form you need to—"
I slap the key and the piece of paper down onto her desk. "Can we hurry? My aunt put me on the list for access; it shouldn't be a problem."
We lose precious minutes while she searches for the form. I write on it as quickly as I can. "Now can I see the box?"
I can just see her thinking "freaking Gen Z" as she raises her eyebrows, but she escorts me back to the safe deposit box area of the vault.
The moment we enter the vault, she collapses on the ground. There's a thin line of green, steamy goo across the threshold—the knockout charm the leprechauns use when they're up to no good. As a Korrigan, I'm not affected, so I walk into the room without keeling over.
The mother of the four kids is out cold, and so is the attendant who escorted her. The leprechauns are in their normal, grotesque forms now, and they're busy ripping out safe deposit boxes and prying them open with grubby nails sharp as knives. They're tossing valuables and cash into bags.
I don't bother saying, "Stop it!" or "What are you doing?"—I just say "Láidreacht" to activate the magical strength I took from the fenodyree, and I grab the nearest leprechaun and throw it as hard as I can. It smashes into the wall with a screech of pain, jewelry and cash scattering everywhere.
Striding forward, I grab the next one by its dull red jacket. "Get out of here, you little creeps!"
"As you say, Korrigan," it sneers, and vanishes from between my fingers, taking its bag of loot along.
I spring to catch the last one, but it transports just in time, overstuffed bag in hand.
The leprechaun I stunned regains its senses and scrabbles around for a few trinkets before disappearing as well. I stare at the mess.
I can't just walk out of here. The camera outside will catch me leaving, and I'll become a suspect. I need to pretend that I was overcome, along with the others. But first, I need to check my safe deposit box.
By the luck of the Irish, it isn't one of the ones that the little green creeps broke into. The key has slipped from Ms. White's relaxed hand, so I scoop it up and insert it in the lock, heart pounding. Click.
There's not much in the box. My eyes pick out a few things immediately—an ancient-looking gold ring with a green stone, an old driver's license, and at the bottom, some drawings on thick paper. No, not paper—animal skin, maybe? Parchment? The drawings are sealed in plastic sheaves.
There's a small box in there, too, wrapped in shiny paper. The tag reads, "To Paul, from Fiona. Happy Birthday!"
A birthday gift from my mom to my dad, one she never got the chance to give him. I suppose it came to the Korrigan along with my parents' things. Maeve got rid of almost everything they owned, but I suppose someone—maybe Arden?—set this aside. No one has opened it.
There's no time to look at the things more closely now. I slip the small gift, the ID, the drawings, and the ring carefully into my purse. It's a large bag, so hopefully the drawings won't be too badly bent; but either way I don't really have a choice right now. Quickly I replace the safe deposit box in its slot, locking it carefully.
Time to play the part of one of the victims. I arrange myself on the floor, near the loan lady from the office, and wait. I can see the green goo on the threshold of the vault fading and fizzling, slowly. When it's gone, the sleep charm will wear off and everyone will wake up. Best that I pretend I was out the whole time, too. Fewer questions that way.
When the last bit of goo fizzles into the air, the mother and the bank attendant start to stir. I stay motionless, eyes closed, till the lady near me shifts and wakes as well.
"What happened?" I mumble, sitting up and rubbing my temples.
"Oh, no. Oh, no!" cries the attendant. "There's been a robbery!"
"My children!" screams the mother. "Where are my children?"
Cue the chaos, the police, questions, and more questions. I float in and out of it all, sticking to my story—I followed the loan lady into the vault, and we passed out immediately. I remember nothing till we all woke up.
The police  seem to believe me. There's a theory voiced about knockout gas; and they decide that someone must have tampered with the security camera footage, since no one appeared to leave the vault while we were out. No one can explain where the three children went, or who the robbers were, or how anything was taken out of the bank.
More than anything else, the thought of the missing children makes me furious. If the leprechauns hurt those kids, there's going to be trouble. They'll wish they'd never been born—if they were even born to begin with—I have no idea how they reproduce. The only ones I've ever seen have been male—sort of.
As soon as I'm able to disentangle myself from all the aftermath of the robbery, I call the Far Darrig.
"Aislinn."
Hearing him say my name in that sexy voice always does something strange to my brain. It's like my higher-order thinking functions get slower as the hormonal part of me goes into overdrive.
Stop it, Aislinn. You have a boyfriend. A gorgeous, muscled, sweetheart of a boyfriend. Don't let a beautiful voice affect you like this, you stupid little teenage girl!
"Aislinn?" he says again.
"Sorry," I said. "Got distracted. Guess what your little freaks have been up to?"
"Yes, they told me they saw you at the vault."
"We need to talk about this."
"Are we not talking, right now?"
"Not over the phone. In person."
"Ah. So where do friends meet for this kind of talk?"
"Maybe a coffee shop?" Not my favorite coffee shop—what if those Investigators are around? "How about one downtown?"
"I know just the place."
Soon we're sitting at Methodical Coffee, staring out at the bright, white, sunshiny plaza beyond the shop windows. Children are playing along the edge of the shallow fountain outside. People walk by with dogs, shopping bags, laptop satchels, strollers. It's all very bright and summery and normal and colorful.
Our conversation is going to be anything but normal, and Kieran doesn't seem in a hurry to start it; he sips his tea without speaking to me.
"So, are you going to explain yourself?" I say.
"Since when do I explain myself to you?"
"Um, since always. You've always over-shared and told me everything, even when I didn't want to know."
"I'm sorry if I bored you."
There's a flicker of hurt in his eyes for a second, and suddenly I feel guilty for being so thorny to him. Then I'm angry. I have every right to treat him harshly, for everything he's done.
"Look, Kieran, it's just not okay. The whole—" I whisper the words, "bank robbery thing. I mean, do the leprechauns do this often?"
"Sometimes. They bring me the cash, and they keep the gold and jewelry for their hoard. It works."
"But it's stealing. And people could get hurt. Why do you encourage it? Surely you can get money another way."
"I don't encourage it," he says, like he's tired of explaining. "I just help them out with some information. Which banks don't have cameras in the actual vault. Which safe deposit boxes belong to wealthy clients with insurance, who won't suffer too much from the loss. Plus the banks have insurance, and that sort of thing."
"What about the kids?"
"What kids?"
"The children, the ones whose forms the leprechauns took. Where are they?"
"They're fine. The police have probably found them by now. They're always left somewhere safe nearby, with a sleeping charm around them. That was my idea, you know. Otherwise the leprechauns would just drain them and dump the bodies."
"So I'm supposed to thank you for that? You think you're the good guy here, taming them?"
He shakes his head. "I can't tame them. The most I can do is guide them a bit, point them in certain directions. Give them advice for staying under the radar. And in return, they—"
"Spy for you, I know."
"More than that," he says, sighing. "But you're not interested in listening, only judging. So forget it."
There's a tightness to his handsome face, like he's working hard at keeping himself in check, under control. It reminds me of what he said once, how he's not used to having people deny him things he wants, or denying himself anything. Having a friend who will tell him when he's doing wrong must be new for him, too.
"Kieran." I reach out and lay my hand over his. He goes very still. "I know you think you're making it okay, by doing your best to control them. But they're just—they're cruel. They don't value humans or other Fae at all, from what I can tell. Would it be so bad to just let them go? Learn to live without them around?"
"I guess not."
"They're like your pets, aren't they?"
"Servants or bodyguards, maybe. I suppose I have a little affection for them. Pity, mostly. That must seem strange to you; but I owe them. They saved me from Maeve, and we've helped each other stay safe and hidden for centuries. Without me, they would do much more damage, to humans and to Fae. And eventually they would all be caught and killed, or subjected to experiments by the humans."
"Maybe their time is over."
He sighs. "I suppose. Maybe." With his fingers, he traces lightly over my hand, the one that's covering his left hand. Absently, as if he doesn't realize he's doing it. The touch sends little thrills up my arm to my heart.
"I think you can do this, Kieran. After all, you're super adaptable. I mean, you've lived since ancient times, but here you are in this century, using a smartphone and driving an Audi and fitting right in. It's really impressive."
He smiles. "Not so impressive. Change happens gradually, so I have time to adapt."
"I know, but adapting so much over so long? How does it feel?"
"No one has ever asked me that before." He hesitates, like he's thinking it over. "It feels like watching a stream run through a shallow bed. You could sit there, with your mind blank, and watch it go by for ages—and before you realized it the stream would be a river, and its bed a canyon, and you'd be swept away by the current. But if you get out there and wade in the stream, and then swim in the river, and try everything new that comes along, you become part of the change. And then you can stay afloat, and the depth doesn't surprise you as much. Does that make any sense?"
Strangely it does. "I get it."
His eyes, silver-gray and so deep, so ancient and yet somehow still full of so much life, captivate me. Does he know how unique he is? Maeve, Gillian, Magnolia, even Gemma—they've adapted outwardly, but they mostly grind along through life because they have to. They don't really go anywhere exciting or do anything new. They exist. As far as I can tell, they function very much the same way they always have.
But with him, it's different. He likes to go places, try things, experience more—still, after all these years.
I've been quiet too long. Staring into those silver, black-lashed eyes for too long. Thinking about him too long, and touching his hand for much too long. He's giving me that smile, the half-smile that happens mostly in his eyes.
Flushing, I pull my hand away. "Drink your tea, it must be getting cold."
"Yes, ma'am." He drinks, then says, "How is Zane?"
"Great. I mean, good. We kind of had our first fight, on the way back from Asheville."
He raises his eyebrows. "Details, please."
Frowning, I fiddle with my coffee cup. "You'll just gloat because you don't want me and him to work out."
"But I'm your friend, right? Friends talk. Best behavior, I promise."
"Here's the thing—I've always wanted to be normal. And now—I'm not so sure. I feel like I want to know more about the Fae, to learn about them and understand them. But all Zane wants is for me to forget about magic and do regular human girl stuff."
"Aislinn." Again with the caressing voice. He's going to have to stop that. "You don't have to pretend you're normal. You're not, and you never will be."
"Thanks a lot."
"No, I mean it. It's not something you have to be sad about. Accept it, embrace who you really are, and you'll be happier. And once you know how to relate to the Fae part of yourself, Zane will sense that and he'll come around."
"How can I learn, though? Arden won't teach me or tell me anything about other Fae."
"I will." That sparkle is back in his eyes, the thrill of doing something different, showing me something new. He loves it. The scientist, ready for another experiment; the explorer, crossing a new horizon. "There's a pixie dance tonight. You can come with me."
"A pixie dance?"
"Aislinn, remember the prom?"
Of course I do. It was amazing, enchanting—and I made everyone dance with me until their muscles ached and their shoes nearly wore out.
"Imagine dancing like that, with a group of other Fae who can do the same thing, who don't wear out as fast as humans do. Think prom, times ten."
I'm in. Totally in. But then I remember something. "What about the pixie I—you know." The one I killed. "Won't they hate me—us?"
He sobers a little, but he's still eager. "Don't worry about that; it won't be a problem, trust me. The pixie you—I—ended wasn't missed."
It's a callous thing to say. But he really doesn't seem to think it will be a problem, and I really want to go, so—
"What should I wear?"
He grins. "Something sexy."
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"Guess what I found?"
We're sitting in the basement den, curled together on the couch, watching TV. Aislinn's excited, pulling a jumbled handful of papers and strings and jewelry out of her purse and showing it to me.
I stare at it. "Cool?"
"It's my mother's stuff. Arden saved it for me. It's not much, but check it out. There she is." She shows me an old ID. There's a young woman in the picture who looks a lot like Aislinn, with the cloud of curly red hair and the bright green eyes. Her face is longer though, and her features not as small as Aislinn's.
"She was pretty," I say.
"Right?" She stares at her mother's picture. "I've seen a few photos and videos of her, but finding a new one—it's special."
Then she shuffles through the papers. "Also, there are these."
The drawings are old, on some kind of heavy paper. They're in plastic, covered and sealed. "Those look ancient."
"Yeah. Check this out. I think these are the Korrigan, all together. Maeve and her daughter and her women. See, that's Maeve, on the throne, looking bored. And there's Gillian, with the staff—for the beatings, probably. Arden, with a scroll and a knife. Gemma, with—" she peers more closely at it— "maybe a roll of cloth? Ever the fashion queen. And she has a spear, too."
"Is this one your mom?" I point to a figure leaning on the arm of Maeve's throne. It's a crude drawing, but she looks a little like Aislinn's mom.
"I think so. And there's Magnolia with the pot and the sword. Wow, it's hard to imagine her ever fighting."
"Maybe she didn't want to, back then, but she had to 'cause of how things were. Pretty rough in those days, right? For women especially."
She looks at me like I've said something awesome. "You are exactly right. Those were cruel days. It makes sense that people who lived back in those times wouldn't ever quite get over that way of living, right? There's bound to be damage—scars."
"I guess. Who are these others in the picture?"
"The Korrigan who killed themselves or were killed. I don't recognize any of them."
All I want is for her to put the old papers away so we can chill. Until she took all this out, I thought we were here to watch TV and make out.
But she's going through the other drawings, one at a time. There's another of Maeve alone, then one of Aislinn's mother, and then—
She stops, staring at the drawing in her hands. I lean over. "What?"
It's a rough sketch of Maeve again, this time surrounded by men, some in robes, others in tunics with leaves and bones and animal fur strung around them. Right next to Maeve in the picture is a tall man, with straight features and dark hair, wearing a short tunic and carrying some kind of orb thing. It's obvious from her reaction who Aislinn thinks it is. The Far Darrig.
"That dude again? Wish he'd stop showin' up."
"Yeah." She laughs a little and shuffles the page back in with the rest. "Oh, there's one more thing I want to show you. Check it out."
She holds up an old medallion on a leather string. It's printed with some Celtic knot. It probably used to be thicker, with deeper grooves, but wear and tear and time have worn it down thin.
"A shield knot," she says. "I found it in a gift box, with the other things. My mother was going to give it to my dad on his birthday, I guess."
"Whoa. It's awesome." And I mean it. The thing is old as hell, but it's got a cool vibe.
"I want you to have it."
"Really?"
"Yes. It's almost exactly like the ward Arden taught me to trace over my skin. Tracing the shield knot in the air or on the skin doesn't last long, but I imagine that actually wearing a shield knot would be much more effective. Just in case, you know."
"In case what?"
"In case anybody tries to work magic on you again."
"Like the Far Darrig?"
"Oh, he won't," she says. "But Maeve or the other Korrigan might. It's a fair bet they haven't given up on making me and Arden pay for leaving them."
I'm about to cut in, to ask why she's so sure the Far Darrig won't come after me again. I mean, I know she beat him up and told him to stay away, but she's really not scary enough to keep a centuries-old Fae guy off my tail for too long.
But before I can ask her, she leans forward, staring at the TV. "Turn it up!"
"What? It's just news." But I turn it up anyway.
Some reporter is saying, "The anxious mother was reunited with her four children, whom officers discovered in a wooded area not far from the bank. They claim to have no memory of their abduction or of the bank robbery."
"They found the kids!" she says, all happy and excited. "He was right! They're okay!"
"What kids? Who was right? I feel like I'm missin' a story here."
"Oh, I was at the bank this morning when the robbery happened."
"Damn, girl! You okay?" I sit up straight.
"Oh yeah, they just knocked us all out and took some stuff. One woman's kids were missing—it was a whole thing. Don't worry about it, okay? I'm fine, none of my stuff was taken, and the children were found. It's all good."
"Wow, you're really calm about it. You need to talk to someone, like a counselor? Post-traumatic stress, or whatever?"
She looks at me like I'm crazy. "If changing into a horrible monster every day for seventeen years didn't give me PTSD, I'm pretty sure a mild little bank robbery isn't going to do it, either."
"Who says you don't have PTSD? You might. You kind of freak out sometimes when we go into the back part of the basement."
"That's not real PTSD."
I shrug. But I figure this is as good a time as any to tell her about my new life decision.
"So I've chosen my major."
"Really? What?"
"Criminal justice. I'm going to be a cop. Or an agent or something, eventually."
To my delight, she looks impressed. "Wow. That's amazing. You're perfect for that."
"Right? I thought so. My mom didn't take the news so well though. Had me pegged as the leader of a Fortune 500 company or some crap like that."
"I could see that, too," Aislinn says. "But if it isn't you, don't do it. Your mom will come around. Hey, what made you decide to do this?"
"I want to help people out. Do some good."
She tilts her head to one side and looks into my eyes, like she's evaluating my soul. It makes me nervous. "What?"
"There's another reason, isn't there?" she says.
"Yeah, well, you're not gonna like it."
"Try me."
"I never had an encounter with anybody really bad, you know, really evil, before the Far Darrig. So it's like, now I can put a face to the evil. I know the badness people are capable of. What he did, trying to get me out of the way, he did with magic; but a jealous human guy might do it with a knife or a gun. It's that kind of guy that I want to stop. You know, the guy who's the center of his own world, and nobody else matters. Doesn't matter to him who he hurts, long as he gets what he wants. I want to stop guys like that, or at least bring them to justice afterwards, if I can't stop it."
Aislinn is looking at me with a strange mix of emotions I can't process. I was too busy digging into my own feelings, and I just can't get a handle on what hers are right now.
"I'm glad you figured all that out," she says, calmly. "Anyway, back to business—I'm giving you this necklace, okay? And I want you to wear it."
She's looking at me with those green eyes, and of course I have to say yes. Even if it means wearing the ancient Celtic shield knot that my girlfriend's Korrigan mom was going to give to her druid husband.
With those slim white fingers of hers, she picks up the necklace and drapes it over my head. Then she takes the medallion and slips it under the collar of my T-shirt, out of sight. "There." Her hand runs down the front of my shirt, smoothing over the lump that is the medallion; but she doesn't stop there. Her fingers run all the way down my chest and stomach, right to the waistband of my jeans, where she hooks both thumbs into my belt loops and moves herself onto my lap.
This is it, baby. What I've been waiting for, the sweet-sugar taste of her. Man, she's hot. A few kisses in and I'm already burning like the pavement on a hot Southern day.
"Zane?" At the sound of my mom's voice and her steps on the basement stairs, Aislinn spins off my lap onto the couch, pretending to be very busy arranging her papers.
My mother comes down and looks at us, a half-smile on her face. "You kids bein' good?"
"Yes, ma'am," I say. Aislinn nods.
"Zane, you left your phone upstairs, and it looks like your boss called, probably about that extra shift tomorrow. Be sure you call him back." She hands me the phone. "How you doing, Aislinn?"
"Good, Mrs. Percy."
"Call me Latesha, child. I told you that."
"Sorry—I'm doing fine, Latesha, how about you?"
"Enjoying the freedom of the summer," she says. "People think kids look forward to summer—baby, we teachers look forward to it a lot more. You kids want a snack or something?"
"We're good," I say, willing her to just go back upstairs.
"Okay then." She turns and climbs the steps. "You can get back to your kissing now."
The door at the top of the stairs closes.
Aislinn looks at me, smiling, cheeks flushed and eyes sparkling with laughter. "She knew."
"Course she did. Come here."
My mother might be cool with us making out, but like my dad, she's really religious. Abstinence until marriage and all that. She never knew about me and Laurel, the one time—she'd be disappointed if she did. And she sure wouldn't be happy about the thoughts that go round in my head about Aislinn, every damn day.
There's no chance of us hooking up here. Probably not at Aislinn's place either, with Arden there most of the time.
It's not like all I want is to get in Aislinn's pants; I mean, I love her. She's funny, and sweet, with that strong fiery spirit and smarts to match. The girl's grades are dope, even if she was homeschooled—and bonus, she likes most of the same TV shows I do. I could see me and her being a real team, like for our whole lives. A life with her would be sick—the two of us, as smart and tough as we are—we'd reach the American dream.
Of course there's the whole thing of how she's not going to age much past twenty-five. But I figure we'll cross that bridge when we get there. Because I love her, and love finds a way or whatever.
I'm not just trying to sleep with her.
But a guy has his limits, and the longer we kiss, the faster I'm reaching them.
"Let's drive out somewhere tonight," I say. "Out in the country, find a field—we can put blankets in the back of the pickup and lie there and—look at stars."
I say "look at stars," but I got something very different in mind, long as she's down for it.
"I can't. I'm going to this thing tonight," she says apologetically. "A party."
"Oh, we goin' to a party?" I could be chill with that.
"Well, not exactly 'we'—see, it's more of a Fae thing. No full-blooded humans, just pixies."
Is she serious with this? I pull back from her. "So you're going to a party with a bunch of pixies?"
"Is that okay with you?" Something about the way she says it sets off little alarm bells in my mind, like she's not really asking permission. Like it's more of a challenge—a be-okay-with-this-or-else kinda thing.
But I'm not backing down. "Look, I thought the whole point of breaking free from your guardians was so you could be normal, have normal life. That's what you told me, anyway."
"Yeah. That and not getting beaten or locked up anymore. Sure, I want to be normal, you know that. It's what I've always wanted."
"So—you're living anything but normal. Like moving furniture around with superhero strength, and transporting whenever you want to get somewhere. Why don't you just—do normal?"
"If you could get wherever you wanted to in the blink of an eye, wouldn't you do it?"
"Maybe..."
"Well then."
"Okay, hold up. I'm just saying it feels like you were trying to get away from things that made you different, you know, and you did. And now you're kinda huntin' it down. The whole Fae experience."
"I guess so." She hesitates, like she's trying to decide whether or not to tell me something. "When I use magic I just get this thrill. It's exciting, and it makes me happy."
Sounds like a drug to me. But I know nothing about this whole magic deal. Who am I to say that what she's doing is wrong, or that she's not being true to herself?
Still, I kinda wish she'd just stop it and be the Aislinn I knew at the beginning, that first month. The Aislinn who had problems, had troubles—but at the time I just thought they were the normal human deal. No magic involved, that I knew of. It was simple then, her coming over, training, watching a little TV, chilling together, just talking. Hanging with our friends. We still do those things—but it feels different. She's different.
She's stronger, for one thing. Not just muscles, but spirit. And confident. I mean, I like a girl who's strong, but it's like she doesn't really need me now.
And if I'm honest, I'm still pissed at her for lying to me about the Far Darrig—about her staying over at his loft those two nights back in May, going to Georgia with him, getting so close. She's told me everything now, and I don't like it. Makes me feel unsteady, like the ground under our relationship isn't so solid. And here I thought we had this magical connection from that first day. But maybe I was just the first cute guy she saw in the sunlight.
She's watching me, looking worried. "You're mad."
"Not mad. Maybe a little. No, it's cool though, you just go have fun. I'm good."
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah girl. Go do your thing, get to know your people."
"They're not exactly my people."
"They're Fae, right? So—"
"Leprechauns and pixies and fenodyree—those are just a few of the Fae races. Some of them don't even consider the Korrigan to be true Fae. They think of us as just cursed humans. So they may not even want me there at all."
"Then why are you going?"
She looks confused, desperate. "I don't know. I just feel like I need to. The Korrigan kept me shut away for so long. They didn't tell me anything about the other Fae, or their culture. I need to find out more."
"Can't Arden help you? Give you the lowdown on all this?"
"Arden isn't the most talkative person. I'm already talking to her more than I ever have, and I think if I do any more talking on a daily basis, she'll barricade herself in her room with a laptop and a mini-fridge."
I smile. I try to understand and be cool with it. "A'right then. Well, until you need to go, can we just relax and watch some TV? Maybe do a little more of this—" I kiss her lips— "and a little more of that—" I duck my head and kiss her neck, a row of kisses right down to her collarbone. She shivers with delight. Yeah, baby.
When is she gonna realize that what we have, right here, is what she needs?
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Aislinn
I was going to tell Zane. I planned to say that the Far Darrig was going with me to the party, to help me acclimate, meet people. But then Zane got upset about not being able to go with me, and then about me going at all, and then about me using my powers. And then there was kissing, such delightful, exciting kissing—
I can't tell him now. I'll just have to go ahead with my plan and fill him in later.
Kieran gives me an address for the party, and I look it up in my phone's map system, using the satellite images and street views so I have a reference point for transporting. I find this makeup tutorial video and I do an extra sparkly job on my eyelids, along with a little contouring and some killer lipstick. The dress is aqua-blue, the same color as the super-short strapless one he gave me back in May, after I transformed in the forest; but this one has straps and it's swishier, better for dancing.
Precisely at eight, I'm standing along the curb, right in front of the house where the party's happening. The long drive sweeps from the street to the front steps and back to the street again, and the lawn space within its semicircle is piled high with flowering plants and bushes. In the humid air, the sweet smell is overpowering.
Along the drive, guests have parked their cars—mostly large SUVs. It makes me smile, because the owners are pixies, and some of them apparently feel that they have to compensate for their size by buying the biggest possible vehicles.
Kieran appears a few seconds after I do, thanks to a little help from a leprechaun, who appears with him in the form of a human kid. I frown. He brings one of those creeps with him, even after our talk?
But the next second he orders it to go away, and he approaches, an apologetic look on his face. "I was running late. Had to use him to get here fast."
He's wearing dark jeans and a soft grey T-shirt under a red jacket that accents his shoulders and fits his tapered torso to perfection. He looks, in a word, delicious.
"I forgive you," I say. Then I do a spin in the dress. "What do you think?"
"You look beautiful," he says softly. Then a shadow comes over his face, like he's covering some emotion he doesn't want me to see.
"Shall we?" he offers me his hand with a flourish.
The place reminds me of my old home with the Korrigan—a big Southern house with porches and pillars and tall windows—except this one is the genuine article, with generations under its belt; and the one the Korrigan have is less than a decade old and custom-built, with a bonus room in the form of a subterranean dungeon.
"This place is huge," I say as we walk up the steps. There's light pouring from the windows, and music—quick-moving Irish music with a modern beat under it. Just hearing it makes my heart thump faster, and I feel something waking up inside me—he pixie love of dance.
At the heavy double doors stands a very short, very fat man who must be a pixie. He's holding a tablet and watching us with narrowed eyes.
"Far Darrig," he says politely. "An honor as always."
"Walter. You're doing well, I hope?" Kieran asks.
"Since you rid us of that traitor Elspeth, we're all doing very well," he replies; but he looks uncomfortable as he eyes me. "Who is your companion?"
"This is Aislinn Byrne."
"Human?"
"No, Korrigan."
Suddenly the pixie's eyes are alert, almost alarmed. "The Soul-Stealer? You brought her here? I'm sorry, but I just can't allow her to enter. This is a safe space for our kind."
"I'm sorry," says Kieran, very softly. Very dangerously. "I must have misheard you. Did you say you can't allow my friend to enter?"
Sweat beads on the pixie's forehead. "You understand, of course. Some of us are afraid she might—"
"Take your powers? Take your lives?" Kieran leans closer to the little man. "Trust me, Walter, you have nothing to fear from her. She took powers and Life-Stream at my bidding, from a member of your race who was hated by all of you. She's not looking for more. If there's anyone here you should fear, it's me." He smiles, in that darkly dangerous way that makes my breath catch.
"Kieran, if it's a problem—" I whisper.
"No problem," squeaks the pixie. "I'll add you to the list. Please, enjoy yourselves." He steps back, and Kieran opens one of the huge wooden doors.
"After you," he says.
Once we're in the entry hall, I pull on his arm to stop him. "Kieran, what did you mean, about that pixie being hated by her race?"
"She worked for a private investigator," he says. "But she used her powers, and the equipment and knowledge from her job, for a little side business—taking photos and videos of Fae performing magic or using their abilities. And she would demand money in exchange for keeping the proof a secret."
"She blackmailed them."
He nods. "Threatening to expose another Fae to the humans—it's a terrible thing to do. They all despised her."
"That's why you chose her for me. Why didn't you tell me?"
"Would it have made a difference?"
"I don't know." Knowing that the pixie was blackmailing her own kind, and other Fae, makes me feel better about her being out of the picture. At the same time, she still didn't deserve to die. "I think it does help, a little."
"Good. Then let's forget about it and dance."
Just then a pixie server bustles past, carrying a tray of bite-sized appetizers. His mouth falls open when he notices our faces. "Fear Dearg," he says, using the old name for the Far Darrig. "W-welcome, sir."
"Why thank you," says Kieran, helping himself to one of the hors d'oeuvres. "Come, Aislinn."
The long wall along the right side of the entry hall breaks into two open archways, and through them pours the music, louder now. I can feel the insistent buzz of magic.
"Do you feel that?" I gasp.
Kieran is watching me. "No," he says. "This kind of magic doesn't affect me. So forgive me if I don't have your skill or stamina tonight; I may have to take breaks from the dancing."
"No problem." I let go of his arm and drift toward the nearest archway. Beyond it swirls a mass of people, most of them short and slight in build. Some are taller, probably part pixie and part human. They're all dancing, stomping, whirling, some of them with arms linked, their legs and feet moving so fast they're nearly a blur. I can't stay still, face to face with that crowd, that wild Irish music and the heart-pounding beat. I have to move or I'll go insane.
I dive into the crowd like a thirsty desert traveler into the clear pools of an oasis. I am light, magic, motion—it's like flying, like breathing. An incredible release of all the tension I've felt in the past few days.
Kieran is beside me, keeping up with the complicated Irish dance. I suppose he's done this sort of thing before—they seem to know him. A few of them even nod to us as we dance, although more of them cast sidelong, surprised looks.
When the dance ends, the pixie DJ at the head of the room mops his forehead and waves to everyone, and they cheer for him. There's a brief pause before another number starts, and the crowd shifts, some of them heading for the drinks table and others taking food from servers.
A slightly taller pixie, a woman of maybe forty with wispy blond hair, approaches us. "Far Darrig," she says, her voice dripping with admiration. "I'm so glad you could come."
"Aislinn, this is our hostess, Mrs. Lydia Cavanaugh," Kieran says. "Lydia, Aislinn Byrne. The girl I told you about."
"Of course. I hope Walter didn't give you any trouble? I forgot to warn him about your plus one."
"He came around to the idea," says Kieran.
"You're always welcome here, you know. Isn't that right, George?" The middle-aged pixie man at her elbow nods, wiping sweat from his glasses. "George, this is Aislinn Byrne. You know, the one who took care of Elspeth for us."
"The Soul-Stealer," he says, cramming the glasses back onto his nose and extending a sweaty palm. "Charmed, just charmed."
"I don't really like that title," I say. "Aislinn is fine."
"Of course, yes." Lydia smacks her husband's arm. "Don't listen to him, honey. You must dance with us all night, Aislinn. The next one is going to be lots of fun! A synchronized dance."
"Synchronized?"
"Oh, yes! We do all the same moves and steps all together—it's fantastic, just like a musical! You'll feel a sort of extra buzz—just give in to it, all right? You'll sense what you're supposed to do. Far Darrig, darling, I'm afraid you'll have to sit this one out."
"No problem; I'll enjoy watching Aislinn dance." He winks at me and heads for a spot by the wall where he has a good view.
I'm incredibly nervous. What if my pixie powers don't extend to this kind of thing? I'll look like an idiot. And I'm near the front, where everyone can see what I'm doing.
But the music is already starting, no time to back out now. I close my eyes for a second and I feel it, the magic throbbing in my veins. It's flowing through me—but not just through me—beyond me, circling to the others and then coming back in. I whisper "Teacht chugam"—"come to me," hoping it will make my sense of the others stronger.
And then we begin. Dancing, all together—perfectly, dramatically choreographed, as if we've all been practicing for days—dozens and dozens of dancers moving as one. I can sense what the other dancers are going to do right before they do it, and I move with them. It's a sensual dance, all hips and shoulders and arms and swirling hair.
At first I'm so focused on what's happening that I'm oblivious to anything else. And then I lock eyes with Kieran over the heads of the dancers.
He's watching me with undisguised hunger—every move my body makes, every twist and shake, every slither and slide. Somehow it makes me want to twirl a little faster, move my hips a little further, add a little extra spice just for him—so I do. He stands, hands clenched at his sides, his eyes silver fire.
I shouldn't be dancing like this for him. After I told him I was taken, that he couldn't have me. That we could only be friends.
It's not fair.
Swiftly I step aside and weave my way through the crowd to the edge of the room. He comes to me quickly, and for a second I think he expects something—he almost reaches for me.
"Why did you stop?" he asks, and he sounds breathless, strained.
"Too much pressure," I say. "Let's just watch."
We both know why. But instead of talking about it, we stand awkwardly side by side till the dance is done.
"Come with me for the next one," I say. It won't be as intense if we're dancing together, instead of him just watching me. Right?
Thankfully the next one is a country song, and everyone laughs and starts line-dancing. Kieran isn't as good at this one, but he keeps up well enough through it, and a couple more dances as well.
At some point during the night, I lose time. Completely. I have no idea how long we've been there, how many songs I've danced through—I'm no longer conscious of Kieran's presence in the room or nervous about how he may be feeling about me. It's me and the pixies, my magic and theirs, and we are Fae, and we are creating a dream world of our own, where everything is light and beauty and music. Nothing else exists, or matters. Sometimes I feel like I'm floating, dancing on clouds, not even really touching the floor. Is that possible? Anything is possible.
And then it's over, and I'm lost. I'm in a place of light and sound, but something is missing.
The music—where did my music go?
The pixies are all laughing and talking— they don't seem to notice that life as we know it has ended.
"Aislinn, are you all right?" Somebody's face swims before me. Gray, luminous eyes, shaded with dark lashes. Perfect lips—I reach out to touch them with my finger. He catches my hand. "Aislinn. Come, it's time to go."
"Why?"
"Because it's almost dawn, and you need sleep and food. But first, something to drink."
"Oh. All right."
I let him lead me to the table where the drinks are. He hands me a glass. I forget what to do with it.
"Drink," he says, lifting my hand so the glass touches my lips.
I sip the liquid until it's gone. My head is starting to clear.
"That was amazing," I say.
"Yes, it was. You were—breathtaking."
I smile. "Thanks for bringing me here."
A couple of the pixies pass us, smiling at me, complimenting my dancing, asking me if I'll come again. I feel warm, happy, content.
"They like you," he says, grinning.
It hits me suddenly—except for George and Lydia, none of them talked to him, only to me. Even though they know him, they don't necessarily like or understand him. They tolerate him, or they fear him—maybe both. Except for his words with the doorman, he's been perfectly charming to all of them; but he's an outsider. A loner. Allowed to play and party with them, but not to be one of them.
How must it feel to have no one like you in the world? No one who understands you, or cares to know who you really are, the good and the bad?
It must be so lonely.
Impulsively I step forward and hug him, slipping my arms through his, circling his chest. My head against his shoulder. He stiffens, like he's surprised; and then slowly, his arms tighten around me.
"Thank you," I say again.
"My pleasure." With my ear pressed against him, I hear the rumble of his voice through his chest.
I pull away, my cheeks warming. "I should get home."
"You should."
"I'll see you," I say.
"I'll be waiting."
Right then, right there, with all of them around, I can disappear. I don't have to hide my ability; I can be completely, perfectly myself.
With a quick wave to Kieran, I transport back to my own room.
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COOL KIDS
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Zane
"Aislinn, you seen this thing on the news? Another baby kidnapped."
It comes across like an accusation, even though I don't mean it as one.
We're at Julio's house, sitting in his living room with a spread of tamales and platters of quesadillas and bowls of chips and salsa in front of us on the big coffee table. Julio's mom has cooked enough for an army—or maybe enough for just Julio. That kid can put it away.
I hand Aislinn my phone so she can see the headline about the missing baby. Her face tightens, and I know that she knows what I'm thinking. The Far Darrig's little leprechaun buddies are up to their old tricks again, taking babies and draining them of their Life-Stream—murdering them. And he lets it happen. If nothing else is enough to turn her off the guy, this should be.
"Is he back in town?" I whisper.
She shrugs and keeps studying the phone.
"So this is the work of his creepy cronies?"
She leans toward me and speaks low in my ear. "He can't always control them, Zane. They're not like dogs you can train."
"I can't believe you're defending him."
"You don't even know that it's him," she retorts.
"Yeah, he's supposed to be staying away," I say. "I don't believe he's gone for a second. Probably hangin' round, watching us every day like a stalker in the shadows."
"Stalker?" says Laurel, coming in from the kitchen with a bowl of guacamole. "You got a stalker, Aislinn?"
"No!" Aislinn snaps, giving me a shut-up-or-else look.
"Okay, okay, geez, girl! Calm down. Just asking cause I heard the word."
"Zane's just being paranoid, and crazy," says Aislinn.
"Hey! That's not fair. I was just telling her about another baby gettin' taken, okay? There's real live creeps out there."
"True," says Laurel, swiping a chip through the guac. "You know none of those babies have been found? Not even the bodies. It's just wrong. Who does that? And why can't these parents keep their eyes on their children? Every story I hear about this, it's like the baby just up and vanished. Babies don't walk away by themselves! Lock your damn doors, people!"
"It's crazy, man," Julio adds, through mouthfuls of tortilla and cheese. "You know I just keep tellin' myself I'm never havin' any kids. My wife's gonna be like 'Julio, let's have some kids' and I'm gonna say 'No ma'am, I ain't bringing children into this messed-up place to get molested or stolen or bullied to death.' No children for me."
His girlfriend Carmen raises her eyebrows till they disappear under her heavy bangs. "Good to know."
"Quiero nietos!" says his mom in protest, from the kitchen.
"Sí mamá!" Julio calls back. He lowers his voice. "That woman has ears like a chihuahau, or a bat. Carmen and I start to make out in my room, she always comes in, says she can hear us."
"That's cause you're crazy loud, and your bed creaks," says Carmen.
"What can I do, it's an old bed. You want me to get a new bed? I'll tell my mama. Mamá, Carmen wants me to buy a new bed!"
Carmen smacks his arm. "Tarado!"
"¿Para qué?" calls Julio's mom.
"What for?" Julio nudges Carmen. "Okay, I'll tell her what you want it for. Para hacer nietos, Mamá!" Carmen covers his mouth with her hand, laughing.
I'm laughing, too, watching them; I can't help it. They're so comfortable with each other, just playful and fun. I glance at Aislinn, but she's deep into the news story on my phone, reading about the baby who disappeared. Probably trying to figure out if it was really the leprechauns or not. I wish I hadn't showed it to her—should have kept it to myself.
"Hey." Gently I take the phone from her fingers. "Let it go, okay? Sorry I mentioned it. Let's just have fun."
"What are they even joking about?" she says. "It's not like his mom really wants grandkids right now."
"They're just bein' silly. Remember what that's like, being silly?" I poke her in the ribs. "You been so serious lately! Gotta loosen up!"
"Let's put on some music and dance!" says Carmen, jumping up.
Aislinn's face lights up for a second, but I quickly whisper, "No powers," to her. Can't have her showing everybody up with some wicked dance moves and whipping everybody into a Fae frenzy like she did at prom. I mean, it was fun, but people were really weird about it after—the teachers and chaperones, especially. People took videos of us all dancing, and some of the adults got in trouble for dancing for hours like they did, with a bunch of high school kids. The police even came by the school to do a drug search and stuff; they thought maybe we were all high that night. It was a whole thing.
Julio finds a great station with Latin dance music, and we move the coffee table so we have enough room to jive. Aislinn dances with me, but I can tell she's not happy about keeping herself in check. And Julio's not helping.
"Girl, where those moves you showed off at prom? Come on, let's do a dance off." He starts moving jerkily, weaving his arms in and out.
"That's not hip hop, man, that's just some floppy arms danglin' around," I tell him, laughing.
"Oh, yeah, bro? You got better moves?"
I whip out my best hip-hop routine, with a little extra sugar on top for Aislinn's benefit. She watches me, holding her arms tight around herself like she's keeping something inside—and as soon as I finish she copies what I did exactly, but better.
"Aw, you gettin' schooled!" yells Julio. "Back down, Z, we got our dance champion back!"
Laurel's still on the couch, which is weird, because she's usually into anything with rhythm. "Come on out here and dance," I say.
She shakes her head. "Not feelin' it tonight."
"Hey, where's Mike at?"
"He, uh, he said he had things to do." She's suddenly very interested in something about her fingernail.
"Okay. You guys good?"
"Oh, yeah, yeah, we good." She picks up the guacamole again. "Just perfect."
"Good, 'cause he better be treatin' you right."
"I'm just gonna get a refill on this." She walks to the kitchen.
I glance at Aislinn, and she shrugs. Something's going on, but Laurel obviously doesn't want to talk about it.
The next second I forget to worry about her, because Carmen and Julio are trying to tango, and it's hilarious. I laugh until I think my ribs might crack, and Aislinn laughs till the tears come into her eyes.
Even Julio's mother comes to watch, standing at the kitchen door with a wide smile and pride in her face. I can tell she likes Carmen—likes her and Julio together. Carmen and Julio just fit, easily—even their drama works for them. I've seen them fight, and come out of it with something stronger between them, like even their arguments are just part of working the lumps out of another layer in their relationship.
Not like me and Aislinn. When we fight, it's like running straight up into a big, solid brick wall and smashing so hard we both hurt. We back up, pretend it didn't happen, kiss and all that—and then we try to move forward and we run slam into the same wall again.
She's perched on the arm of the couch right now, her body tense, her fingers digging into the fabric. I know she just wants to let go with her magic, and she's fighting it because I asked her not to.
I want to tell her it's okay, that she can go all magic crazy. But it's not okay. Not here, with my friends.
"Getting a drink," I say, and I head for the kitchen.
Laurel is standing at the counter, with her back to me. I come up next to her and open the fridge. "Hey, you comin' back out?" I glance to the side, at her, and see two tears rolling down her dark skin like little diamonds.
"Hey, hey. What's wrong, what's up?" I take her shoulders and turn her toward me. "This about Mike?"
"Oh, Mike, he's—he's just being himself, I guess."
"What did he do?"
"Just the way he acts around other girls. I know that makes me sound stupid jealous, but it bothers me."
"Is he cheating? I'll break his face for you."
"I don't think so. But I sure don't feel too special right now. He's been so busy with work and his online gaming crap—I hardly ever see him."
I crack open my soda. "You think you wanna break up with him?"
"No! No, I really like him. I mean, Zane, I really like him. A lot."
"That's good, right?"
"Maybe." She sighs. "I guess we'll see. Sorry about the waterworks."
I nod. "All good. You let it out if you need to."
As I walk away from her, back to the living room, I have the weirdest feeling that the whole conversation, with a couple tweaks, could apply to my relationship with Aislinn.
She's just being herself, I guess.
The way she acts—it bothers me.
I don't feel special.
Do I want to break up?
No, I like her. Really, really like her.
That's good, right?
Maybe. I guess we'll see.
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[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
Aislinn
"I want to show you something."
Kieran's voice on the phone. Whenever he wants to show me something, it's always exciting, and life-changing, and possibly dangerous.
"Are you doing anything this morning?" he asks.
"I was going to study for the SATs."
"Great, I can help you with that later. We'll do my thing first."
I smile in spite of myself. Studying alone in the apartment on this bright blue summer day did sound pretty lame; and with Zane at work, Arden off who knows where, and the crew all busy with one thing or another, I was looking down the barrel of a long, boring eight hours.
Plus, hanging out with him will give me a chance to talk to him again about those leprechauns and the horrible things they've been up to. Maybe I can convince him this time.
"Okay, where are we going?"
"It's a surprise. Pick you up in fifteen. Wear good shoes." And he hangs up.
Good shoes? What the heck does that mean? Classy shoes? Sexy shoes? Shoes for dancing? For walking? For chilling by the pool?
He's such a guy.
I opt for a pair of sandals; but when he pulls up in the Audi, he frowns at them. "I said to wear good shoes."
"These are good shoes. Could you be a little more specific?"
"Shoes for hiking. Sturdy shoes."
"Oh." I run inside and swap the sandals for sneakers.
"Is that better?" I ask as I slip into the passenger seat.
"Perfect."
We drive for about an hour and a half, not north toward Asheville, but straight west. He won't tell me exactly where we're going, just that it's in the Nantahala National Forest.
"I said it's a surprise." I recognize that sparkle in his eyes, that zest for something new, although he's obviously been to this place before, wherever it is. I suppose being with me makes it feel new to him.
He's brought a karaoke CD along, so we practice with it, using our voice mimicry to sound like the original artist for each song. We haven't done this since Georgia, when we visited the fenodyree; and it's so much fun that the hour and a half passes before I know it.
Finally he parks in a lot right near the boundary line of the park. "We'll transport part of the way, and climb the rest," he says. "Here's a photo of where I want you to go."
It looks like the middle of nowhere, the middle of the forest. "I just hope I can get us in there without ending up stuck in a tree."
"Focus on the clear space between the trees," he says.
Now comes the awkward part. I have to hold onto him to transport him with me. He's standing there, looking so good in those jeans, and the deep red shirt sets off his light skin and dark hair perfectly. There's a faint shadow on his jaw and cheeks; he didn't shave this morning like he usually does. I like the look.
And now I have to put my arms around this guy who looks like a model and smells fresh as the forest—without thinking anything that my boyfriend wouldn't like.
I shouldn't even be here.
Kieran sees the doubt in my face. "What is it?"
You're too hot to touch.
"Never mind." I look at the picture again and fold my arms around him.
He tilts his head down for just a second and inhales slightly. "You smell good."
"Stop it," I say.
"What? It's just a compliment. Friends can like the way other friends smell." He's grinning, a boyish, mischievous grin that I can't help returning.
"Let me focus." I close my eyes, and we jump.
We land in a snarl of thorns. "Ow!" I squeal, jumping out and trying to disentangle my shirt.
"Hold on, I got it." He works the fabric loose. "Sorry about that."
"It's fine, just—which way?"
He adjusts his backpack and points up the mountain ahead of us. "To the top."
There's something amazing about climbing a real mountain, with big rocks and slippery stony slopes and a genuine element of danger. Exertion calms me, clears my head. I wonder if Kieran feels the same way. We're so far from everything and everyone. No one can contact us, bother us, watch us, or ask us questions. It's just me, and him, and the next step or handhold.
After a while, though, the trek upward becomes not so freeing. Not so exciting. The sun feels like a single blazing beam directed right at me. It's sear-the-skin-off-your-face hot, and I didn't bring sunscreen or a hat. The curse of my fair skin is that I burn dramatically—I learned that during my time at the beach with Zane's family. I don't think Zane minded, but I was painfully conscious of my reddened skin and embarrassed about how badly it peeled a few days later.
Kieran obviously didn't think about the possibility of sunburn, so I try to keep my head down when we cross open stretches of the mountainside, and I stick to the shade whenever I can.
I'm lagging behind. My thighs feel quivery, like jelly, and my breath catches painfully in my lungs. At least I put my hair up today, so it's not like a thick blanket on my shoulders and back. Still, a few stray curls are sticking to the sweat on my neck, and I'm pretty sure I don't smell nearly as nice as I did when we started this climb. But then, Kieran probably doesn't either. I can see sweat shining on the back of his neck as he hikes ahead of me.
Suddenly, I sit down. I have to take a break; I just have to.
He doesn't notice for a few minutes, and then he has to scramble back down the mountainside to me.
"Are you all right?" he asks, crouching beside me.
"Do you have any water?"
He takes a thermos out of his backpack and hands it to me. "Still cold."
"Bless you."
I drink deeply, but I save some for him. "You know I've never done this before, right?"
"What, climb a mountain?" His smile is like the sunshine, bright, intense. "I know."
"So you could slow down just a little."
"I will. Sorry."
"It's okay. It feels weirdly good, getting this tired."
"I know. Makes you feel alive." He stands up. "Just wait till we get to the peak, though."
He's practically bouncing on his heels while waiting for me to get up and continue the climb. What could possibly be up there that has him this excited? I'm curious enough to keep going, even though my body is screaming in protest.
As we near the top, Kieran seems to get a sudden burst of extra energy. "Come on!" He reaches for my hand, pulls me up. "We're almost there."
"What is this place?" I say. "We're really far from any human stuff—no paths, hikers, campers, hunters—"
"None of that here," he says. "Only a few people ever find this spot, and they never see what we're going to see. Or if they do, they don't live to tell about it."
"Oh, that sounds—really great." I lean over, hands on my thighs, panting. "Not scary at all."
His smile crinkles the corners of his eyes. "You don't have to be afraid. You're with me."
Why do those words double my heart rate?
Finally, sweating and breathing hard, we crest the top of the mountain.
But it's not really a top at all. In the center of the peak, rimmed by towering ridges of rock, there's a valley, green and lush. And in the center of the valley, shaded by tall trees, there's a lake.
Kieran is headed down already, so fast I'm scared he's going to break his neck. I shimmy after him, trying not to run pell-mell and topple head over heels into the still blue water; but I'm gaining too much momentum, too fast. It's going to end in a splash.
His hand catches mine just in time and he spins me away from the water's edge, right into his side—a kind of dance move, fluid and graceful. His arm is around me and I feel his heart beating almost as fast as mine. But when I look up, he's staring out across the water.
One word escapes his lips. "Watch."
All is quiet. I try to control my rapid breathing, slow it down, calm it. Soon I'm not panting anymore, and I can hear just how still it is up here. Perfectly, pristinely silent. There's the faintest flutter of a breeze through the green boughs over our heads, rustling the leaves. The lake is a mirror for the sky, every cloud replicated sharply in perfect form.
So still.
When I look at Kieran, he isn't the Kieran I know anymore, the one trying to be my friend. He's not the laughing, lustful Far Darrig either. He's someone else altogether—young and wild, with magic in his eyes. He releases me and walks forward, silent as a panther, and he whispers to the water.
For a second there's nothing. And then, a ripple. And another. A tingling sensation over my skin, magic in the air.
Out of the lake bursts the head of an immense black horse. Water droplets fly like twinkling diamonds from its heavy mane as it shakes its head. The long, glossy neck comes next, then heavily muscled shoulders, bunching as the creature gallops from the lake, water streaming from its skin and lashing in sparkling waves from its swishing tail. Nostrils flaring, it lets out a deafening whinny that echoes all around the valley.
I'm speechless. Breathless.
Another horse, nearly as large as the first, breaks from the ripples and scrambles onto the shore, huge black hooves clattering against the shale and pebbles. The beast shakes itself, spraying me and Kieran with a cold burst of lake water. It feels amazing.
"What are they?" I whisper.
"Kelpies. Water horses."
"Are they—safe?"
"Since you're with me, you'll be fine."
Suddenly I'm very aware of the size of the horses' hooves—large as platters; and the teeth they're champing look strong enough to chop me in half.
"Ainmire," says Kieran, bowing to the largest horse. It means "great lord," and if any being ever deserve the title, this creature certainly does. "Dearbhail," he says to the other. "Well met, my friends."
Slowly the horses shrink. Their bodies morph and contort—not violently, as when a Korrigan changes—but smoothly and easily. Then they're standing before us, a man and a woman, both tall, strong, and naked except for some lake weed in their hair and around their necks.
"Midir," says the man, Ainmire, using Kieran's old name. "Too long." He speaks awkwardly, as if he hasn't used his human voice in years.
"Your woman?" asks the female kelpie. Her eyes are sharp, wild, and totally black—no irises or whites to be seen.
"Yes." Kieran puts his arm protectively around me with a slight squeeze, and I understand that we need to adopt this ruse for my safety. "Her name is Aislinn."
"Good name," says the male. "Dreamer. A fit mate for the giver of nightmares."
He says it like a compliment, though I'm not sure it is. I take a cue from Kieran and bow deeply. The kelpies acknowledge my gesture with slight nods.
"How are the children?" Kieran asks. "I brought them something." He unslings his backpack and opens it. Inside is a large bag of sugar cubes. "For you as well."
The kelpies' eyes light with desire. "Sugar," breathes the female.
"We will fetch the children," says Ainmire. In seconds they are back in horse form again, their glossy haunches rippling as they gallop back into the lake. They dive, disappearing smoothly under the water.
"Kieran, they're beautiful. How did they get here? Aren't kelpies an Ireland thing?"
"Some came over on ships with the immigrants, disguised as regular horses," he explains. "A few of the most powerful crossed the ocean themselves. They were being hunted, you see. They went in search of a New World like everyone else."
"But in the stories—don't they eat people?"
"Sometimes. A kelpie will pretend to befriend a human, let the human sit on its back, then take him down into the water, to the caves below, and eat him. Sometimes the males take the form of a handsome man and lure human women—pull them in for a little skinny dipping and then—"
"Eat them."
"Yes."
"Do these kelpies eat humans?"
"They live mostly on animals and fish. But yes, they've consumed the occasional hiker."
"But they won't eat us."
"No, because they owe me. I found them this place about a hundred years ago, and I helped them get here. And they won't hurt you, because—" he whispers in my ear, "they think you're my mate."
Butterflies in my stomach, and not just a few, oh no. This is a whole swarm of them.
"The mate bond is sacred to kelpies," he says, still softly. "They live for about three hundred years, and they'll stay together as a pair the whole time. There's a long-lasting relationship for you."
Suddenly a pair of ears pricks above the water, followed by the male kelpie's head. Then I see one, two, three, four other pairs of smaller triangular ears, and four slim heads with four pairs of small nostrils. The young kelpies are about the size of regular adult horses, while their parents are twice as big. They all come dancing out of the water, shaking spray and whinnying and pawing the shale.
"The young ones don't change form yet," Kieran says. "And they're a little more unpredictable than their parents." He shakes the sugar cubes out of the bag, then pushes me back a few steps. "We don't feed it to them. That's one sure way to lose a hand. Let them come to get it."
He's got something else in his backpack too, in an insulated compartment with a cold pack. It's a couple of raw rump roasts. He doesn't throw them to the adult kelpies, but sets the meat respectfully on a nearby rock. They tear into it with their massive teeth. I've never seen anything so fierce and wild and beautiful.
After cleaning his hands, Kieran takes out food for us, too—a chicken salad wrap for me and a roast beef one for himself. I'm not sure when I told him about my love for chicken salad, but it's sweet that he was thinking of that when he bought this lunch for us.
Normally, eating while watching Fae horses tear into raw meat wouldn't work for me; but I'm starved from the hike, so I dig in anyway, trying not to notice as their teeth stretch the tendons and rip out chunks of muscle.
When the kelpies have eaten, the young ones play with each other along the edge of the lake for a few minutes, nipping flanks and kicking up their heels and tossing their manes, which never seem to dry. Kieran plays with them, dangerously, holding up big sticks for them to crack in half with their teeth. Once, one of the colts almost snaps his arm; he snatches it back just in time, laughing.
I raise my eyebrows. He really has a thing for dangerous Fae creatures.
After a while, the four young horses wander to the water and sink into it without a backward glance at us. Their mother follows without reverting to human form, but the male, Ainmire, turns into a man for a few minutes.
"A word for you, Midir," he says. "The old is becoming new. The hidden will leap from their holes, and the hunted will seek for prey. A door will be opened, and can only be shut by blood."
"What is this prophecy you speak, my friend?" Kieran asks.
"A prophecy of Samhain," says the kelpie. Then he turns and walks straight into the lake, going deeper and deeper until he is submerged, out of sight.
"That was cryptic," I say.
"Unusually so, even for him," says Kieran, frowning. "I don't like it."
"What is Samhain?"
"It's a Celtic festival, the start of the New Year. You know it as Halloween, but it was originally a druid thing, one of their most sacred events. It is said that the veil to the Otherworld thins during Samhain, and beings from that world may cross over."
Immediately I think of my nightmares, my visions of a world full of demons. "I remember you mentioned a door, a gate to the Otherworld from Ireland."
"That gate was closed long ago, if it ever existed," he says. "I'm not sure what Ainmire means. I'll look into it, ask around. For now, let's not worry." He smiles. "Did you enjoy this?"
"Did I enjoy it? It's the best day I've ever had."
Sudden warmth leaps into his eyes, pleasure, longing. I turn away from him and climb back up the ridge, to the peak of the mountain, where we'll start our descent back down. He catches up with me at the top, as I'm staring down the length of the mountainside.
"Can we just transport?"
"No," he says, grinning. "Not till we reach the bottom. Come on."
We descend the mountain slowly, hand in hand. It doesn't take as long going down as it did going up, but it's still work, because we have to watch our footing. Once, Kieran's foot slips and he's down, sliding in a cascade of pebbles and dirt till his feet catch on a rock. I scramble down to him.
"Are you hurt?"
"Damn." He touches his side; there's a place where a rock has sliced through the shirt and cut him. I lift his shirt, lightly touching the edge of the wound.
"It's not deep. You'll be okay. Give me the water bottle."
He hands it over, and I pour a little on the wound. "Did you bring a first aid kit?"
"No." He looks at me like I'm crazy.
"Don't most people usually bring those when they're climbing a mountain?"
"I'm not most people."
I shake my head. "I'm surprised you've survived on your own this long." I rip off the dangling part of his shirt and press the cloth against the wound.
"I've had some close calls."
"How fast do you heal? Is it about the same as a human?"
"A little faster. I've done some research of my own into the cells of the Tuatha dé Danann versus humans, and our cells regenerate more often. They also don't degrade over the years like human cells do. Some human cells stop dividing eventually—it's called cellular senescence—and other cells mutate. And human DNA accumulates damage over decades. Mine doesn't, and neither does yours."
"How long will you live?"
"No idea."
"So you just randomly did some research into cellular regeneration, and ageing."
"I had to get a few degrees first, but yes. It was something I really wanted to do."
"You went to college?"
"Of course. Several times. Don't you plan to go?"
"I do, I just—the Korrigan never talked to me about it, so the idea is pretty new to me. I wouldn't know what to study."
"Study anything you like. Everything you're interested in. You've got plenty of time, and Arden can get you money—or I can. I've got plenty of it. I only have myself to spend it on, and besides the loft and the Audi, my tastes are simple. I'd be happy to give you as much as you need."
"You'd do that for me? Why?"
"You're special to me. You know that."
I'm slightly behind him, my hand pressed against his side to hold the cloth in place, and I'm suddenly conscious of how close we are. Of the slope of his stomach and hip down to his jeans, the heat and smell of him, and the muscles standing out on his forearm as he props himself up on the slippery slope. Suddenly I feel very lightheaded, and not from magic or sunstroke.
Friends. I say the word firmly to myself. He's the Far Darrig. Protector of baby-stealing leprechauns and man-eating kelpies. Trickster. Deceiver. Curse-maker. Not someone I want to be with. Not when I already have the perfect boyfriend.
"Like I said, the cut's not bad." I take his hand and put it over the crumpled cloth. "Pressure till it stops bleeding, I guess. We'll have to make sure you don't bleed all over the seat in the Audi."
I keep going, down the mountain. Idiot. He could have done all that himself. He's probably patched himself up from much worse. He didn't need you to take care of him; you just ended up looking silly.
This whole amazing day needs to end, and fast. I stop where I am. "Do you think this is close enough for a jump to the car?"
"All the way down, Aislinn," he says. "It's part of the fun."
Fun? That's debatable.
Grumbling, I keep working my way down until we're finally on level land again.
"Now can we jump?"
"Why are you in such a hurry?"
"You're bleeding."
"And you're acting strange all of a sudden."
"Just—hush, and let me do this."
I put my arms around him again. I was right—even the Tuatha dé Danann smell not so great when they're sweaty. But there's still something sexy about his scent, something natural and primal. Darn pheromones.
Focus, Aislinn.
I can't picture the exact spot where we left the Audi, but I do remember the entrance to the parking lot, so I transport us there. As it turns out, we're lucky not to end up next to the car—because there's a girl with chunky boots and purple hair, and a plain-looking man with glasses right there, peering in the Audi's windows. The pixie, Rimmle, is with them.
Quickly I grab Kieran's hand and pull him behind a bush.
"Investigators!" I whisper.
He peeks out at them, brows furrowed. "Those are the investigators? The ones you told me about?"
"Yes. What?"
"Hm," is all he says. But I can tell he has thoughts and opinions about them, what they are, what they want. I wish he'd share.
"I'll get them away from the car," he whispers.
Off in the forest there's a sudden snatch of lilting song in Irish—a cheerful tune someone might sing while he's out walking. It's the weirdest thing to watch Kieran smiling, lips parted but barely moving, and know that he's responsible for the faraway song.
The three by the car straighten up, alert. June pulls a bottle of something from her purse, and Malcolm takes out—a gun? With Rimmle trailing behind, they hurry off into the woods, toward the place where they think the song is coming from.
Kieran and I make a dash for the car as soon as they're out of sight. He grabs a blanket from the back seat and puts it between his cut and the upholstery, and then we're screeching out of the parking lot and  skimming along the road home.
"Kieran, why do they want you?" I ask. "Malcolm had a gun. A gun!"
"I'm not sure what they want. You're right, though, the gun doesn't look good for me."
"Is it because of the leprechauns, and what they're doing? Maybe that's why the Fae Council is after you."
"Aislinn, there is no Fae Council. Those three are definitely not who they say they are."
"Then what are they?"
"I'm not sure yet."
He's quiet, thinking; but I'm not done with him.
"The leprechauns took another baby, didn't they? A couple days ago. I saw it on the news."
I hear the answer in his silence.
"Kieran, this has to stop. You have to find a way to keep them from doing this."
"I've told you, I don't control everything they do," he says.
"But you have influence. Use it to keep them from destroying families like this. They're killing tiny, cute, innocent babies—ending their lives before they even get a chance to start. Those little babies will never learn to talk, or walk, or go to college, or fall in love. Their mothers waited nine whole months, growing them, birthing them, and now they're gone. Just gone." I'm almost crying now; I can't help it. He glances at me, concern on his face.
"I'm sorry," he says.
"Don't be sorry! Do something about it."
"What am I supposed to do? You can't just tell a leprechaun not to take Life-Stream, any more than you can just tell an addict not to shoot up."
"Maybe they need a rehab program."
"Love the sarcasm, sweetheart, but you know that won't work. They are who they are. There's no changing them."
"Like you? There's no changing you, is there?" I wipe my eyes and glare at him. "You might be able to adapt on the surface, but underneath you're the same person you've always been. Finding loopholes, working the system for your own benefit."
He's silent, his jaw muscles hard.
"You can't just keep doing something wrong, hurting other people, because it works out well for you. So what if you get fast transport, spies, servants? The leprechauns get to run around stealing from banks and killing babies. Do you see how bad that is?"
"I can see how it looks to you."
"Yes, to me. Because I'm the only one who cares, Kieran. I'm the only one here to tell you that you're doing something wrong. That's what friends do. Friends are not just for hanging out and dancing or mountain climbing, okay? They're also for calling you out when necessary."
"How do you know so much about friendship?" he says. "Little seventeen-year-old Aislinn, who's had human friends for barely three months?"
"Being young doesn't mean you can't be right. And I'm right."
"Yes, you are."
He says it like he means it, and for a second I'm stunned. I watch him in profile, his dark lashes dipping over his silver eye—then the slant of his cheekbone, cheek faintly sunken, angled jawline. Perfect nose, and lips just full enough.
Then he looks at me, and I glance away, hoping he didn't see admiration in my eyes.
"I want you to know I'm taking in what you've said," he says. "I'll take it to heart, and I'll do something about it. I'm not sure what, but—you're right. This has gone on long enough."
When we reach the apartment complex I share with Arden, he gets out of the car when I do. "Do you still want to study?"
There are limits to how much one guy's girlfriend should do with another guy, even a friend, and I've pushed those limits way too far today. I'm done.
"Thanks, but I'll study on my own," I say.
As I go up the steps to the second floor and unlock the door, I can feel his eyes on me. Suddenly I turn around, march down the steps, right up to him, and kiss him on the cheek.
"Thank you for today."
Then I run back up the steps and into the apartment as fast as I can.
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Zane
I don't usually have nightmares. Aislinn has had more than her fair share, but it's not really a thing for me. When I was a kid I had some bad dreams for a while, mostly about the old movie The Time Machine, and those creepy-ass Morlocks with their saggy jowls and blue skin. I also had nightmares about the girl who gets all swollen and blue and juiced up in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. I guess blue skin does bad things for me.
I've heard that nightmares are triggered by stress in your life. That could explain it. Or maybe the really old medallion Aislinn gave me had a side effect she never expected.
Whatever the reason, I have the worst nightmare of my life one night, a few days after our dance party at Julio's.
It starts out nice. I'm standing on the beach, and it's hot and sunny and beautiful, with gentle waves cresting and rolling in, washing around my feet. There's Aislinn, not far away, in her one-piece. I wish she'd wear a bikini sometime.
She's waving to me. And then I notice that her hair is blowing, whipping around her, as the sky darkens. I look out to sea, and there's a storm coming, a big rolling mass of thick gray hurricane clouds. Whirling around inside the clouds are things like chairs and refrigerators and pieces of roof.
I look back at Aislinn, and her mouth is open and her neck straining like she's yelling to me at the top of her lungs, but I can't hear a word. All I hear is the roar of the hurricane billowing closer on my right. I can't move, either, my feet are rooted in the sand.
But then I glance down, and it's not sand. It's a mass of eyes and green lumpy faces and sharp yellow teeth, and the things have their claws around my legs and they're dragging me down, down. Aislinn runs to me and reaches for my hand to pull me out. But before she can grab my fingers, the Far Darrig appears behind her, and he wraps her in both arms, holding her back.
Instead of trying to get to me, she turns around and kisses him. Right on the lips, tongue and everything, they're going at it, while I feel the sharp pricking of claws all over my body and I'm sinking into a swirling mass of knobby green arms and legs and bodies.
Just before my head goes under, I see the hurricane strike Aislinn and the Far Darrig, and they're broken and smashed from its force—just ripped apart and strewn in bloody chunks over the sand. I scream, and my mouth fills with sand and with leprechaun skin and claws.
But it doesn't end there.
Everything goes black. The floor, black. If there are walls and ceiling, they're black too. I'm standing, but otherwise it looks like nothing, all around me. Just blankness, emptiness. I look down at myself, and I'm in color—normal-looking, as if there's a light source somewhere. Except there isn't.
And then, right in front of me, there's a crack in the blackness. Like the dark grew a giant, horrific, swollen pustule that's bursting open. It's crooked, narrow fissure, splitting into a thousand hairline fractures at the edges. The seam swells and splits wider, wider, until I feel like I might scream with the horror that's about to come out of it.
A white, clawed foot creeps around the edge of the crack, its nails scritch-scratching. A long, sinuous neck follows, pale as death, with a blunted head and slits for eyes. I've seen something like this thing before—it looks like Aislinn in beast form. Behind it, vying for space, there's another monster, a hulking black beast with huge muscled forelegs and a wrinkled, bat-like snout. And behind that, I glimpse more shapes, snatches of webbed wings and lashing tongues and pointed tails and snapping jaws.
The first beast manages to squeeze through the crack, popping out and landing on its clawed feet before me. I can't move, can't speak. Can't scream.
The creature twists its neck grotesquely and brings its smooth, pale snout close to my face. Lips pull back from shark-like rows of razor teeth. The thing's tongue slides over them, nicking itself and leaving flecks of blood behind. And then it whispers to me, an alien hiss.
Just one weird word. Sow-wen.
And then it screams in my face. Ploughs right past me, and suddenly all the beasts and monsters are pushing, pushing through the crack, pouring out into the darkness and running past me. It's a flood of them, a cascade that can't be stopped. They topple me over, trample me into nothing.
And then I wake up.
I'm not a weak guy. But the minute I come out of that, I'm running for the bathroom and throwing up, over and over till there's nothing left.
I swear in a whisper, again and again.
What was that? What the hell was that?
That was something. That wasn't just a regular nightmare. It felt more like a warning. 
When my stomach settles, I wash my face and go back to my room. I debate looking up "sow-wen" on my phone. Do I really want to know what it means?
Damn it. I do.
I pull out my phone and type it into the search bar.
First thing I find out is that it's actually the Gaelic word Samhain. I would never have put that spelling with that pronunciation, but what the heck do I know? Samhain it is. 
Turns out Samhain is an old Celtic festival, celebrating the start of their New Year. And it's on the night of October 31. Halloween.
But this isn't the Halloween I know, with the candy and costumes. This is dark stuff. Apparently the old druids thought that during Samhain, the "Veil Between the Worlds" thinned, and they could contact the "other side." They also thought that the dead and the monsters of the Otherworld could cross over sometimes, so they'd wear masks to confuse supernatural creepers. For extra protection, the Celts also made sacrifices and left out offerings for the Aos Sí, the beings from the Otherworld.
Spooky stuff, and not the kind I want to be reading before I go back to sleep.
What really freaks me out is that I've never heard of Samhain. If I'd seen the word printed somewhere randomly—even if my subconscious picked up on it somehow and worked it into the nightmare—I wouldn't have known how to pronounce it in my dream. Which means my dream wasn't a dream at all—it was some kind of vision.
I don't want visions. I'm going to be a college student. A cop. No more magic—I'm done.
I take off the medallion Aislinn gave me and put it into a drawer and close the drawer. Then I open the drawer again, shove the medallion inside a sock, ball that sock up with another sock, and bury the two under a pile of boxers.
If I have any more dreams like that, I'm gonna burn that medallion.
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Aislinn
"Can you meet me sometime tomorrow?" The text from Kieran is cryptic, but it's just the sort I like. It means he has a plan, probably some new experience he wants to share with me.
"I'm free in the morning," I text back. Zane is off work in the afternoon, so I'll be busy then. Again, the twinge of guilt. It's like I'm dating both of them.
Compared to other human teens, Zane is anything but normal. He's above average in height, strength, looks, intelligence, and sweetness—pretty much everything a girl wants. He has a real future. A future with a house, a couple cars, kids, a career, vacations, holidays at home with relatives. A future that looks nothing like mine, because I'm going to look 25 when he's 50, and 60, and 70.
Why am I still selfishly inserting myself into his life? I'm only making his future more complicated. I don't think he even fully realizes yet what's in store for both of us if we stick together.
But he's such a good kisser, and those muscles—and he's kind, and I love his family. He's like a warm, comforting piece of my life that I never want to give up.
Then there's Kieran.
I will not picture myself with him. I will not. Because if I do, my heart rate zooms sky-high and everything I always thought I wanted flips upside down.
Kieran texts me a photo of a swampy lake, ringed with rushes and dappled with lily pads. I know the place. It's not far from where his leprechauns once ran me off the bike trail, and where he and I sat on a wooden bench for our first real conversation.
"Can you come at dawn?" he asks.
I groan. Dawn? Really? I send him a grouchy face and a "Fine."
He texts back, "Thank you." And then, "Don't be surprised by what you see. Just stay quiet, and when it's done, take me back to the loft. Please."
That really confuses me. When what is done?
I have a hard time falling asleep, because I'm researching all the Fae folk I can find, to see if I can figure out what he's planning to show me. There's something called  a dobhar-chú that lives in Irish bogs or lakes, but it's probably not living in a humid South Carolina swamp.
When I finally fall asleep, I'm jolted awake by my alarm about two seconds later. At least that's what it feels like. Groggily I brush my teeth, pull on pants and a shirt, add a little makeup. Kieran is going to have to deal with what pre-dawn Aislinn looks like.
Grabbing my phone, I take another look at the photo he sent and will myself there.
It's a good thing he warned me not to be surprised. I am surprised—shocked, actually—but because of his caution I swallow my horror and try to look calm.
Under the pale pink and yellow sky, the shore of the swampy lake is crawling with leprechauns. Bigger ones with long, oddly jointed legs; small squatty ones like toads; thin ones with sharp elbows and sharper claws. They all look toward me when I appear; I'm facing a crowd of green-skinned, lumpy, malevolent faces. Several of them squint their yellow eyes at me, and a few run their tongues over their pointed teeth, as if they're anticipating a snack.
For a second I almost transport back to my room. The Far Darrig tricked me into coming here so they could kill me. Everything he has said and done was a lie, leading up to this.
"Aislinn." He's behind me. I turn my head, not wanting to turn my back on the unfriendly crowd. "It's all right. I called you here as a witness."
"Witness?" I whisper.
"Just watch, and don't speak," he says.
He walks toward the sea of leprechauns—there must be nearly a hundred of them—and they part for him. There's greed and grudging respect in their eyes; he's like a god to them, but they are still rebels with their own paths and desires. They value him only for what he can give them.
"My friends," he says, and I cringe to hear him call these beings 'friends,' when he knows what they've done. "We have been together for a long time. You gave me help when I needed it. You've been my bodyguards against druids and Fae, and I've kept you safe from the humans. We share information, we share gain, and we work together. We survive."
There's a grunting and growling and snorting, a kind of reluctant cheer.
"What have you come here for today?" he asks, raising his hands.
"Power!" shouts one. "Like you gave to the Korrigan!"
"Power!" echo the others.
Wait, what? He's going to give them powers?
How is this possible? I have to stop this.
Just then he looks straight at me, over their heads, as if he knows what I'm thinking. As if to say, "Trust me."
And I don't know why I trust him, but I do; so I wait.
"Sit, friends," he says. "And I will work the spell I have discovered—the spell to make you all as powerful as the Soul-Stealer."
Rumbling and muttering, they sit on the damp ground. Kieran sits cross-legged before a small array of objects—I can't see from this distance what they all are. His mouth moves rapidly, weaving a spell in Gaelic, but he's whispering, so I can't hear the words, either.
What does he think he's doing?
Suddenly I see that he's glowing, from the inside, from somewhere deep in his ribcage—like he did the one time I tried to take his Life-Stream. His thin shirt is no more than a lampshade—I can see black ribs and the dark, pumping center of his heart behind his translucent lungs. It's freaky beyond anything I've seen before.
At the same time, he holds up a vial of something that looks like blood and pours it on the objects in front of him. There's a spark, a flicker of yellow flame. The leprechauns are silent, watching—spellbound, as I am.
And then from each leprechaun in the crowd leaps a blaze of blue fire, fierce and violent. They are engulfed, consumed. There's no screaming, because it happens so quickly they are burnt to ash before they know it. Not one has time to transport away, out of the magical inferno.
I scream, because I can't see Kieran. The flames are a blue wall of heat before my eyes.
And then, just as quickly, the fire is gone.
All that's left are the charred lumps of black flesh that used to be the leprechauns. And Kieran, collapsed on the ground, his hair perilously close to a smoking lump of leprechaun.
I run to him and transport us both to his downtown loft. He falls onto the couch, completely spent.
"What did you just do?" I say. I still can't believe what I saw.
"I did what you asked," he answers.
"I never said kill them! I wanted you to—"
"To what? Stop working with them? Make them go away? If they had an inkling that our partnership was over, they would have killed me, and then gone on a baby-eating spree. This was the only way to make sure they couldn't hurt anyone else."
How like him to turn my request into such a dramatic gesture.
I can't be sorry they're gone; in fact, I think it's justice for what they've done to families throughout the centuries, not just in my city. But I can't help feeling that it cost him more than he wants me to know.
I kneel beside the couch and just stay there with him, quiet. He lies with eyes closed, breathing shallow.
"Can I get you something? Water? Food?" I ask finally. "You seem exhausted."
"I am. I used every bit of magic I have on that Dragon-fire blood spell. Never did one that big before."
"Will you be all right?"
"It will take me, maybe a week to recharge? No more than that, and then I'll be good as new."
It suddenly occurs to me that he is far more powerful than I ever realized. He just killed a hundred leprechauns with a single spell. If he wanted to, he could be the terror of the world—or of North America at least. For such a powerful Fae being, he shows a surprising amount of restraint when it comes to actually using his magic.
"I did that spell once before," he says. "When Maeve was chasing me and my wife, a group of her mercenaries reached us first. I promised them power if they would let us go. They agreed and sat down to receive their boon. And I burned them. Unfortunately it took all my energy—I had none left to protect us when Maeve and her women caught up."
"I'm sorry," I whisper.
"Thank you."
"Not just sorry for that—sorry for today. Even though I don't totally understand it, I know that the leprechauns meant something to you. Right or wrong, they were part of your life, and you gave them up."
"For you."
"I hope it wasn't just for me. I hope part of you knows that it was right, too."
He sighs. "You see the world so clearly. For me, it's gotten murkier over the years, not clearer. But yes, I can see that their existence caused pain, and death. I always told myself it didn't matter. Humans live such short lives anyway, and there are so many of them. But when you talked to me about it, I could see the wrong of it."
"See? You're a good person," I say.
"But Aislinn, I've caused pain and death, too. I have fragments of a moral compass left, but I've been through black times, times when I didn't care anymore. And I did things that would make you hate me, if you knew."
"You were alone then. You're not now."
"Am I not, though?" He turns his head and looks into my eyes. There's such pain, and burning desire, and weariness all mixed together, that I feel like crying.
I want to kiss him. Make him smile again, like he did on the mountain. Heal the parts of him that are broken. After all, I'm broken too. We could fix each other.
But I don't kiss him, because Zane; and he looks away. "Their time was up long ago, anyway. As mine should have been."
Fear grips me, that depression could follow this thing he's done. Depression is a very real danger among the Fae; I know some of the Korrigan killed themselves because of it. Long life isn't always a blessing.
"Don't talk like that," I say, more harshly than I mean to. "Don't ever think like that. Your time is far from up. You need to live for hundreds more years."
"Do I have to?" The shadow of a smile plays on his lips.
"Absolutely. You're not done showing me around the Fae world, remember?" I rise from the floor. "Rest up, buddy, because you and I have a lot more to do."
"Aislinn, wait. The bodies—they're going to cause a lot of questions for the humans."
Oh, no.
"I can't help you with them in my current state. I'm so sorry to ask this, but—you need to throw them in the lake. Now, before anyone sees. I had them put charms on the trail to keep everyone away for a while, but that will be wearing off soon."
"Oh my gosh." I sit down and put my head in my hands. "Are you seriously asking me to go and throw all those burned-up leprechaun bodies into the lake?"
He makes a wry face. "Yes."
Crap.
"Maybe you can get someone to help you? Arden, or—"
The thought of crisply-dressed Arden staggering along the lake shore, pitching bodies into the water, is just so funny I can't help laughing.
Kieran grins too. "So, maybe Zane then. He knows about all this anyway."
"All what?"
"Magic, and everything. And he knows we're friends now."
My face gives it away, and Kieran pushes himself up a little higher on the couch. "Aislinn. You have told him, haven't you?"
"Not in so many words," I say. "He maybe thinks you're still living in Asheville, and that I haven't spoken to you at all since we saw you in the restaurant."
There's a strange expression on Kieran's face, almost like he's trying to hide a smile. "You told me you would tell him."
"And I didn't, and that's my business."
"When he finds out, he's going to be—"
"Pissed, yes thank you, I know."
"I suggest you figure out what you're going to tell him. Time's running out for moving those bodies."
"Thank you, Far Darrig, for leaving me to clean up your mess."
"I am sorry." The smile is gone now, wiped from his face and replaced with the brooding sadness from a few minutes ago. But I don't have time to cheer him up; I've got some dead leprechauns to hide.
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Zane
"I have to work in an hour, you know."
Aislinn's voice on the phone is apologetic, but urgent. "I know, but Zane, I really need you to do something for me. Can you tell them you'll be late?"
"Aislinn, you're gonna lose me this job."
"Just come for a bit. Please. I'll come get you."
"Whatever, girl. Whatever you need."
She's in my room before I even disconnect the call. I jump. "Dang, girl!"
"Sorry. You have shoes on, good."
"Yeah, but—"
I feel a weird vibration over my body, and then I'm in the middle of a forest, next to a swampy sort of lake. There's a stench that makes my breakfast roil around in my stomach. And right next to the lake, dozens of lumps of charred—something.
Okay, this after the dream I had last night? It's too insane.
"What the hell! Aislinn, what—the—hell?"
"Put these on." She hands me a pair of thick gloves, like gardening gloves. "All I need you to do is help me throw these into the lake before anyone comes by," she says, gesturing to the burnt chunks.
"What are they?"
"The leprechauns."
It sinks into my brain, slowly. "All of them? They all dead?"
"Yes."
"You did this?"
"No, but—I sort of made it happen. Trust me, you don't want to know. Just help me, okay? The spell keeping people off this trail is fizzling already. There'll be bikers and runners coming along any minute."
She whispers her strength spell and starts hurling burnt leprechauns into the lake.
"Worst date ever. I hope you know that."
"Trust me, I know."
I swear loudly, but I put the gloves on and scoop up one of the nearby charred chunks. It breaks in half, burnt head and torso in my hands, ashy butt and legs rolling into the damp grass. I swear again.
"Just pretend you're throwing a football or something," Aislinn says. But the next second she leans over and retches, so I know it bothers her too.
I hurl the top half of the leprechaun into the lake, and follow it up with his lower half. The next one I grab sticks together better; it goes in all at once with a major splash.
What the hell am I doing? This is a nightmare. And after this plus the other nightmare, I feel like my head might crack right open.
"Aislinn, baby," I say, very calmly. "I'm gonna need an explanation for this. Did somebody, what, decide to fry the Far Darrig's ugly little slaves?"
"More or less," she says. "Really, I don't want to talk about it. The important thing is that they're all dead, so they can't steal any more babies."
That's a good thing. I can get behind that.
"So why we doin' this? Why not just leave 'em here for the police to puzzle over?"
"Best not to stress out the police officers with Fae matters, don't you think?" Aislinn says. "I'm sure you appreciate that, since you're going to be one eventually." Another leprechaun body spins toward the lake, splashes, and sinks. She's working fast, using her magic strength to throw them faster and harder. Me, I'm lucky if I get one done to every three she tosses.
"Straight up, weirdest thing I've ever done," I say.
"I know. I'm so sorry. There was no one else to help."
"Did you ask Arden?"
Aislinn sighs. "She and I are closer than we were, but we're not best buds. She's not the brush-your-hair-and-talk-about-your-day type of person, okay? I'm not sure what's up with her lately, but when she's not out on the town, shopping or doing cyber security jobs, she's in her room watching TV and hacking. So no, I didn't ask her to come help me fling leprechauns into the lake. Besides, you're stronger. And better to look at."
I check my phone. We've been at this for about twenty minutes, and maybe half of the leprechauns are gone. If we keep up the pace, I should be able to get to work on time.
But after another five minutes or so, Aislinn's pace slows down. She seems a little unsteady on her feet.
"Whoa!" I grab her arm to keep her upright. My gloved hand leaves parallel ash marks on her upper arm. "You okay?"
"Too much magic," she says. Her eyes are looking a little glassy.
Crap. "Stay with me, okay? Stop using the magic, just use your own strength."
She's a lot slower on the job without the extra power boost; plus she seems a little loopy. She sends one burnt chunk hurtling off into the forest instead of the lake, and I have to go retrieve it.
Again and again, bending and lifting and throwing. Bend, lift, throw, over and over. Just a few more left. I glance at my phone again—I have five minutes to get to work.
Bend, lift, throw. Again. Three more times.
It's done. My arms are trembling a little, but the lake shore is clear of bodies. Just some weird flattened, blackened spots left in the grass.
"Aislinn, you got enough juice to get me to work?"
She nods. "I think so."
I take her face in my hands and give her the most serious look I can. "After that, no more magic for a while, okay? Please. Take a break. You've got your money, the bus, Arden—no reason to transport where you wanna go. Just try being a human for a day." And meanwhile, I'll try to forget the past 24 hours.
"Sure, I'll take a break." She nods and wraps both arms tightly around me, resting her head on my chest. "Sounds great."
She transports us to a spot right behind a dumpster, a favorite place of hers whenever she appears to meet me for lunch. There's a stray cat back there, and it squalls in terror when we show up.
"Beat it," I say, and it runs.
"I promise I'll call you later," Aislinn says, kissing me quickly on the lips. "Right now, I just need a nap."
"That's right, you take a good long rest. Sleep it off. And I'll try to forget what you just made me do." I soften my words with a grin.
"I'll make this up to you. Dinner and a movie tonight?" It sounds like just the thing to erase this Fae crap from my head, and hers.
"You got it."
As soon as I walk into the store, I realize I'm still wearing the blackened, ash-covered gloves. Quickly I toss them in the trash and wash my hands, arms, and face in the bathroom. I'm already wearing my red work shirt, and now it has leprechaun ashes in a big streak across the front. With paper towels, I manage to brush most of that off.
It's a weird start to a weird day. Nothing seems to go quite right, like I'm having some seriously bad luck. My register goes down, and when I switch to another that one breaks down, too. I spill a customer's drink all over her. I switch the drinks when I'm refilling and get complaints from customers who can't figure out why mocha coffee is coming out the caramel macchiato spigot.
Did I just get bad luck mojo cause I helped cover up some kinda leprechaun mass slaughter? It sure seems that way.
And then the day gets even weirder.
When I see the guy walk into the store, I know immediately that I've seen him somewhere—I just can't quite place it. He's like a medium height, going bald and trying to hide it. Thick-rimmed glasses reflect the light so it's hard to see his eyes. His round face spreads in a smile as he comes up to the counter with a handful of candy.
"It's Zane, isn't it?" he says. "How nice to see you again."
I stare at him. "Yeah..."
"You don't remember me, do you? Sorry, I have one of those faces that nobody seems to notice. I'm Malcolm."
Malcolm. Oh yeah, one of the Fae investigators, or whatever.
"Do you have a moment to talk?"
I don't want to talk to this guy, but he might give me some information on what he and his partner are after—information I can pass on to Aislinn.
"Sure, I'm going on break in a minute. Just wait for me at a table outside, man."
"Thank you." He nods, still with that oily, bland smile, and walks outside.
Lin raises an eyebrow at me. "Who's that?"
"Just some guy. Goin' on break, okay?"
"Sure."
I grab a soda and walk out to the red-painted metal tables. They have umbrellas, but those don't do too much against the pressure-cooker heat that we get here in South Carolina. Malcolm is mopping his glistening forehead with a napkin.
"Thanks for meeting with me," he says. "I want you to know that June and I are on your side."
"My side, huh?"
"Yes. Yours and Aislinn's. But we're also under obligation to the Fae Council to deliver certain information, certain reports."
"You know, I'm wondering if there even is a Fae Council," I say. "If there is, what kind of Fae are you? You seem perfectly normal to me. No green skin or lumpy faces or anything."
"Ah, you're talking about the leprechauns. Seen any lately?"
The leprechauns are dead, right? It couldn't hurt to talk about them. Maybe this guy and his cronies will leave Aislinn alone if they hear that the Far Darrig's little goons are gone, that they can't hurt humans any more.
"Actually yes, I've seen them. A whole lot of them, stone dead."
His eyes narrow behind the glasses, and I see a flash of eagerness in them. "They're dead, you say?"
"Yeah. Does that help your report or whatever?"
"Oh yes. Yes, it does. You know, I don't think we'll need to bother your friend Aislinn anymore. Just one more question, though. Do you know where the Far Darrig lives?"
What's the problem if I tell him? The Far Darrig is gone. Moved to Asheville, or who knows where. And even if he came back, it couldn't hurt for him to face up to what he's done. Maybe the Fae Council are just the people to hold him accountable.
"I don't know the exact place," I say. "But I know it's a loft downtown. Nice view, apparently, and a concierge guy who could probably help you out with locating the right unit." That's all Aislinn told me about it. Hopefully it's enough to get this guy off our backs, and not so much information that Aislinn would kill me for giving it up.
"Thank you," says Malcolm. "I'm so grateful for your cooperation; I've been eager to finish up our business here and get back home. You won't see me again."
"I sure hope not. No offense."
"None taken." His smile seems genuinely happy.
Cool. I did something good today; at least I think it was good. I have this nagging feeling that the guy was a little too happy about the leprechaun news. Shouldn't a Fae Council member be horrified to hear about the deaths of a bunch of Fae? He seemed so excited, so eager to go find the Far Darrig's place. I wonder why.
But it's not my business. The Far Darrig can deal with the investigators now, and Aislinn won't have to worry about them again. And I have dinner and a movie with Aislinn to look forward to.
Except I can't leave work on time because I didn't drive my truck here, and my phone overheats so I can't call Aislinn, and I can't remember her number. Bad luck again.
I finally recall Ada's digits and she comes to get me, with my nephew Dallas in the back of the car. He's turned backwards in the infant carseat so I can't see him, but I can hear little coos and noises coming from back there. I reach back and find his hand. "Hey, lil man." He squeezes my finger and makes some more baby noise.
"Where you wanna go?" asks Ada.
"Can you drive me to Aislinn's?"
"Sure, long as you agree to give me the scoop on you two. How you guys doing?"
"Just great." But the way I say it, it doesn't sound great.
"Uh-oh. What's up?"
"There's just some things she does, I wish she wouldn't. It's not good for her."
Ada glances at me. "She into drugs? Alcohol? You know you shouldn't be around somebody like that. Remember Uncle Jed was an alcoholic—it runs in the family. Who knows if you've got the gene for it."
"Ada, there's no alcoholic gene."
"Oh, yes there is. You take one drink, and bam! Hooked for life."
"Isn't it Mom and Dad's job to scare me away from booze?"
She shrugs. "I've always been your second mom, baby bro."
"No, Aislinn's not doin' drugs or drinking. She's just—likes doing all this other stuff that I don't like. I think it's dangerous. No need for it, you know?"
"Like a thrill-seeking thing?"
"Yeah, kinda."
Ada's quiet for a second. "Do you want to keep this relationship going with her, or not?"
"Hell yes."
"Language! Baby!" she says.
"What?"
"Watch your language around Dallas."
"Dude can't even talk yet! Stop freakin' out!"
"And what you gonna say to Mom when your baby nephew's first word is 'hell'?"
"You don't make sense, Ade."
"Whatever—anyway, if you wanna stay with Aislinn, sounds like you need to spice it up. Like what kind of dates you guys been on?"
"We do mostly lunch, TV, some workouts in the basement, movies."
She gives me a look. "Oh, no. You can't just watch TV and movies and eat and work out! Not with a girl like that! You gotta show her a good time!"
"I don't have money for good times."
"Doesn't have to cost much, you just gotta get creative. Take her wall-climbing, do a trampoline park, take a hike somewhere you never been. Drive up to Sliding Rock and slide down it. What about that big skateboarding contest comin' up? Deke's been all over that. Take her to that this Saturday."
I've been a boring boyfriend. Other than the beach trip with my parents and the Asheville thing, all Aislinn and I do is sit around and eat, watch TV, and make out. Meanwhile she's going to pixie parties and dealing with leprechaun bodies on the side.
I got to make dating me more interesting.
We're at Aislinn's place, so I hop out of the car. "Thanks, Ade."
She smiles. "Go get her, Z."
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Aislinn
For a couple of days, I don't hear anything from Kieran. When I text him to ask how he is, he answers with a bland, straight-mouthed emoji. Not a good sign. He needs something to shake him out of his funk, and I could use a little excitement myself.
The pixie party was awesome, and our trip to see the kelpies was the best time I've had, maybe ever. There's got to be something Fae going on this weekend—some event the Far Darrig can take me to. Maybe it will help both of us. I can enjoy another night of dancing and discovering Fae culture; and he can work on forgetting what's he's done to the leprechauns. At the very least, it could be a distraction for him.
I text him. "Where are you right now?"
"Loft," he texts back.
"Coming over," I text.
I'm there a minute after the text shows as sent.
He's in the far corner of the loft, where he keeps the weight set; and he's wearing nothing but some silky-looking workout shorts. His torso and arms glisten with sweat. He whips a towel off a nearby chair and dabs the back of his neck.
"A little advance notice would be nice," he says.
"I told you I was coming over. I thought we were friends."
"Friends have boundaries."
His body is becoming a real distraction, so I walk over to the window. The city stretches out below me, pretty little streets and cute shops and towering buildings and rooftop gardens, all under a blazing blue sky. "This view never gets old."
"That's why I live here."
"So you get your money from the leprechauns? Bank robberies?"
"Partly. I own some real estate, too."
My eyes widen. "Really?"
"Yes, Aislinn, I have a career. Otherwise I'd go insane from boredom. This way, I have income, I can control my hours, and I have something to occupy me when I want to be productive."
"You've got this whole immortality thing locked down," I say, tracing the window ledge with my fingers.
He sighs. "I used to travel more. I'm getting the itch to do that again."
When he says that, I feel a pang of something. It doesn't make me happy, the idea of him traveling, being gone for long periods of time to who knows where.
But I only say, "You getting restless?"
He looks at me, continuing to wipe sweat from his chest and abs. I try to keep my eyes on his face. "What did you want to see me about?" he asks.
"It was fun, last weekend. The pixie thing. I was wondering if they're doing it again this weekend."
"No, it's more of a once a month thing."
"Too bad."
He pulls on a T-shirt. "You're disappointed."
"I just had so much fun. Letting loose, using my powers to have a good time, meeting all of them. After the first part with the doorman, it was really, really good."
"They liked you." He smiles. "But then, who wouldn't?"
"So there's nothing like that this weekend? No Fae gatherings of any kind."
He closes his eyes and sighs. "There is one thing on Saturday night. But I don't think it would be good for you."
"What? Why not?"
"It's a bigger party. More Fae, with different kinds of powers. They come from states all around for this festival."
"So there's dancing."
"Yes."
"Then what are we waiting for?"
His straight black brows are drawn with concern. "Dark Fae come to this gathering too, Aislinn, not just pixies. You'll need to be more careful."
"Okay, I can be careful."
"I'm serious. No taking powers, no wandering off on your own. If we do this, you can't get carried away and forget my warning."
"You sound like a grandpa."
Of all my insults, this is the kind he hates the most— the kind that darkens his face and makes him look like the dangerous Far Darrig, trickster and Curse-Maker. That's why I love saying it occasionally—seeing him like that makes my breath quicken and my heart beat a little faster.
"Nevertheless, you have to listen to me," he says, frowning deeper, with that spark of anger in his eyes.
"I'll be ready at nine. You can pick me up at my apartment, in your car. Gentlemen don't make their lady friends transport to unfamiliar places full of dark Fae." I'm already feeling excited, hyper, ready for another night of magic. And this one promises to be more intense than the last.
On Saturday, I start getting ready early. I have back-to-back activities tonight—watching a skateboarding contest with Zane and the gang, and then going to the Fae party with Kieran. Time to do some major preparation.
First I shower, then weave my hair into a long red braid. A pair of shorts with a loose babydoll shirt, cool enough for the skate park but swishy for dancing. Earrings that will twinkle without annoying me too much when I dance. Comfortable ballet flats, new ones with thicker soles—they'll probably be worn to shreds by the end of the night. Makeup that should last for hours.
Then I pack a small purse with a long strap that I can sling around my body. In it I put blotting tissues, lipstick, money, my phone. A stick of gum. A couple of pain reliever pills in case of a headache or sore feet.
I think I'm ready.
Zane picks me up in his Ford. "Dang girl, you look hot!" He seems pumped, energized. "Ready to ride?"
When we reach the skate park, Zane and I join our group on some bleachers near the big half-pipe. Laurel is fanning herself, looking unhappy.
"Whose brilliant idea was this?" she says. "Sittin' in the blazing sun, watching some fools roll around on bent-up boards."
"I think it's cool," says Carmen.
Laurel rolls her eyes. "You think everything is cool, Carmen. Hush."
Laurel can be uptight sometimes—it comes with being a super-smart planner and organizer type; but she's not usually this grouchy. I scoot next to her and squeeze her arm. "You okay?"
She stares at me for a second, then stands abruptly. "Aislinn and I are goin' to buy drinks. Save our spots, or not."
She takes my elbow and shuttles me off the bleachers, through the crowd to the line of people waiting by one of the food trucks.
"You really wanna know?" she asks. "If I'm okay?" Her eyes are very bright, like tears are just about to come.
"Yes. What's wrong?"
"Mike. Bastard cheated on me."
"No way. Oh my gosh, I'm so sorry! What the heck is wrong with him?"
She shakes her head. "I don't know."
"He's crazy. Nobody cheats on somebody as gorgeous and cool as you."
"Yeah, well— I guess they do."
"Okay, so what do we do? Go after the chick? Wreck her manicure? Rip out her weave? Does she—does she have a weave?"
Laurel bursts into laughter. "Girl, you're too much. But your heart's in the right place. Tell you what I want to do—I want a girls' day. You know, coffee, shopping, dinner, movie—the works. Maybe some dancing. Help me forget about that loser."
"You got it. When do you want to go?"
"I'll check my work schedule and text you."
"Sounds perfect."
She puts her arm around me. "You know, I feel better already, just telling someone. Don't tell the others yet, though. I'm not ready for all the pity stares."
"You got it."
When we come back with the drinks, I set out to make the next few hours as fun as possible for Lauren. It helps that the contest is a lot more exciting than I thought it would be. The skateboarders zoom past us, swooping up and down the half-pipe, jumping and swiveling, and skimming back again. They catch the air, flying so high sometimes that I'm afraid they'll crack their heads or break their necks. I find myself clutching Zane's arm so tightly that my fingers leave marks when I take my hand away.
"Sorry," I say. "This is just so suspenseful."
He grins like I just pinned a medal on him. "I'm glad it's exciting for you."
"Yeah, it's like, you're sure they're gonna fall, and then they catch themselves at the last second and whip around and they're off again! So cool. They must practice for hours."
"Takes a lot of practice to get really good at anything," says Zane.
Julio is shaking his head. "It's not for me, man. Too much work. You know, what if you go and put in all that time, and then you're like, 'Aw man, I really don't like doin' this after all.' Then you just wasted a whole bunch of your life, man! Better to do a little bit of everything."
After a couple hours, though, the contest starts to drag. The new skateboarders are doing the same things everyone else has done. Even an amazing feat, when you see it performed often enough, becomes stale. Plus, I'm hot. Sweating. At this rate, I'm going to reek and be all clammy and gross for the Fae party later.
At least the sun is starting to set now, and it's beginning to cool off just a little. I check my phone. 8:45. I only have fifteen minutes till Kieran shows up at my apartment.
"Soooo," says Julio, stretching. "You guys wanna go get a  milkshake?"
"Hell, yes!" groans Laurel. "I am so done with this wonderful activity y'all cooked up."
"I'm going to skip the milkshakes," I say. "I'll just head home."
Zane looks confused, and a little hurt. "Did you have fun, though?"
"Oh, yes. This was cool, and different. A nice change of pace. I'm just—not feeling great right now."
"Sure, yeah. I got a late shift at work, so I'll text you later, see how you're doing."
"Don't worry about me—I'll probably be sleeping anyway."
My insides are cringing at the lies.
"How are you getting home?" Laurel asks.
"I'll drive you," Zane offers.
If he does, he'll see Kieran in the apartment parking lot, waiting for me.
"No, no, I've already got Arden coming to pick me up," I tell him quickly. Another lie. I suck as a person.
"See you tomorrow then." He kisses me—a sweet, warm kiss, but it doesn't affect me the way it normally does. I feel the lies and the growing distance between us like a physical barrier.
"Tomorrow."
I walk away from them all, through the skate park, to the parking area, and then I step between two vans to transport. I have just enough time for a bathroom break and a quick spritz of perfume before Kieran knocks at the door of the apartment.
I open it, and there he is, looking effortlessly, sinfully handsome in a silvery-gray T-shirt that matches his eyes."Ready to go?"
"So ready. Are you feeling up to it?"
He shrugs. "Physically I'm fine. Magically, I've still got nothing. Let's hope I don't need to use any spells."
We drive in silence this time. He seems distracted, like he's thinking of something else—or maybe he's still depressed. Driving with his left hand, he leaves the right one relaxed on the console between us, a few inches from my fingers. I think about moving my hand, just a little bit, till it touches his. But what would that mean? That would be crossing a line, right?
"Did you tell Zane about tonight?" he asks, breaking the fragile quiet.
"No."
"Hm."
We're out in the country now, driving along a narrow road bordered by woods, with no street lights. He parks at the edge of the road, near the tree line.
"So where is this party?" I ask.
"Just through that belt of trees. Come on." He takes my hand, helping me across the ditch and through the band of trees. I can tell that many people have already been here tonight—broken twigs and bent boughs make their path obvious.
Kieran's warm hand tightens around my fingers, sending a pulse through me. "One more warning about tonight. Well, two more."
I roll my eyes, even though he can't see it in the dark. "Give it a rest, Kieran."
"Listen!" He stops me, pulls me to face him. We're inches apart in the dark. "When we went to the pixie gathering, you were affected by their magic, and you didn't have to use as much of your own. There won't be as many other pixies in this group. There will be a few, just to keep the dances going—but you'll probably find yourself using more power. And remember, you tend to get—silly—when you overuse magic."
"Silly? I'm very offended. I'm never silly."
"Please take it seriously, Aislinn. And while we're here, stay right with me. Don't drift away."
"Why? So you can bring down my mood?"
"So I can protect you."
His tone tells me how serious he is. He really thinks he might have to protect me from something. Maybe this party wasn't such a great idea after all.
But as we get closer, I can hear the music, and my pixie instincts take over. I dance forward, pulling him with me.
Instead of a tall, stately house with a magnificent ballroom, this party takes place in an open field, which stretches away into the darkness on every side till it reaches the black tree-line. In the center of the field, like a jewel set in black velvet, is the stage, shining and changing color every few seconds. All around the stage swarms a crowd of people—of Fae.
Dotted around the field are a few stands of portable lights, and these shine stark white on tables of food, and barrels of drinks. We move nearer to the main stage, and I'm mesmerized by the spasmodic, blazing, quivering stage lights that shoot out over the field and the dark crowd, turning whole swaths of faces green or red or blue.
"Stay with me," Kieran says again.
"Don't worry," I say. "If we get separated, I'll use my pixie sense to find you again."
"Just remember to watch your magic use," he says. "I don't want you losing your mind from it."
"That's why you're here, to pull me out if I get too far in."
"Oh, that's why I'm here?"
"That, and you're excellent arm candy."
That low chuckle of his. I wish I could hear it every single day.
We walk through the grass, closer to the music and the jostling crowd of Fae.
"What about fire ants?" I ask, looking down. In this area of the South, there's no lovely picnic-worthy field where fire ants aren't lying in wait inside their red sandy mounds, ready to swarm over somebody's feet and inject a week's worth of painful venom.
"They spray for ants before the party," he says. "Not even the Fae like to deal with those things."
We're at the edge of the crowd now—the surging, jumping mass of people, hands high, bodies moving, glowsticks and glow-in-the-dark paint making them look kind of alien.
"Are they all Fae?" I ask.
He shakes his head. "Some of them are probably human, here with a Fae consort."
"So I could bring Zane to something like this?"
He looks at me, his eyes luminous silver in the dark. "Would he want to come?"
Actually, I can't imagine Zane here. Maybe in a few years, in a club with regular humans, but not out here, where most of the beings next to you are magical ones. He would be so freaked out.
"Drinks in those barrels and tubs over there," says Kieran, pointing to a collection of casks not far away, lit by a stand of lights. "Don't drink anything that's not sealed, and never put your drink down. Don't eat the food."
I'm barely listening, already bouncing on my toes to the music. "Come on!"
I pull him into the crowd. The music is so deafening it seems to alter the beat of my heart, forcing my blood to sync up with the rhythm. I stand on my tiptoes and lean so close to Kieran's ear that my lips brush his earlobe. "Tell me about the Fae you see."
Immediately he points to a tall, voluptuous woman dancing near us. In the flashes of light, I catch glimpses of a vividly beautiful, breathtaking face. She's wearing black leather, dominatrix-style, and several men that look human are dancing around her, fawning over her.
"Lianhan sídhe," he says in my ear. "Easy to spot. They enchant and enslave mortal men."
"Great."
He points to another group of dancers, that look perfectly normal to me, except for some kind of strange headband each one wears. "Pooka," he says. "They have to keep their horns filed and covered when they want to blend in with humans. They can take the shape of dark horses or black goats. And they breathe blue fire."
As if to illustrate his point, all four of the pooka suddenly throw their heads back, and from their throats shoot streams of blue flame.
"Looks like the fire you used on the leprechauns," I whisper.
"Similar." His face darkens. "Please don't mention that incident here. It could get me in a lot of trouble."
I can see how the genocide of a Fae race could be a problem, especially with this crowd. Even if the Fae race he killed was a pack of murdering maniacs.
Kieran is brooding again, so to distract him I look around for more Fae to ask about. There's a man nearby, large and muscular, with a thick gold band around his neck and a mane of black hair. A woman dances with him, also wearing a golden collar.
"What are they?" I ask, nodding in the couple's direction.
"Dullahan, headless riders. The gold band keeps their heads in place, keeps them human. Remove a dullahan's gold band, and you're in for a world of trouble. In this form they're harmless, though."
"I can see why you'd rather hang with the pixies than these guys."
He smiles. "They're not all bad. I see selkies—seal folk, and merrows, probably visiting from the coast. Lots of cluricauns—like leprechauns, but not as bloodthirsty. More thirsty for ale, beer, wine—any alcohol really. Ah, there's a pixie."
I recognize the pixie he's pointing to—a short young man with red wavy hair, a turned-up nose, and a perky grin. He waves at me.
"Soul-Stealer, how are you?" he calls.
Suddenly the crowd around us quiets. There are eyes on me, eyes on Kieran. I hear the whispers coursing through the Fae— "Fear dearg! Soul-Stealer." Apparently we have a reputation.
The pixie who called out to me seems to realize his mistake and the embarrassment it's causing us. He snatches my hand. "Help me whip up this crowd!" he cries. "Come on, people, let's dance!"
He whirls me around, bends me backwards, spins me this way and that, and I move with him, feeling the hum of his magic over my skin, through my body. I boost his power with mine, whispering Gaelic spell-words to lure the crowd, to stir them into a frenzy. And it works.
The DJ, whatever kind of Fae he is, apparently does mostly modern electronica dance music, the frenzied kind that pumps the crowd higher and higher till everyone is just jumping and jumping and twisting, hands up, heartbeat staccato. With every pulse of the music, I feel power surging out and music rushing in, and it's exhilarating.
I dance for days. Years. My braid long since unraveled; my hands are in my hair, and I'm flowing with the music. I am the center of a whirlpool of flashing legs and arms and wild eyes—Fae, dancing with complete abandon. They are faster because of me, better because of me. One with the music because of me. There is nothing in the universe but music, and the dance.
And then Kieran is there.
Right in front of me, chest to chest, his face bent to mine, his breath on my skin. He's perfectly still in the center of the storm of people, and I pause, mesmerized by the energy I feel from him. He takes my hands, weaves his fingers into mine, and we're dancing, moving slowly, but somehow it's even more intense and fierce than the frantic movements of everyone around us. He is all I can see, all I can feel. He's so close, if I move up an inch our lips will meet, and my heart will explode into delirium and delight and float out of me, up into the star-studded, neon-slashed sky above us.
Something deep in my mind is ruining the moment. I can't quite grasp what it is. Something, no, someone—
Someone I can't hurt.
Zane.
I untwist my fingers from Kieran's, break away, and slip through the crowd. I'm running from him, losing myself in the dark, where he can't find me and mess with my head.
Panting, I break out of the dancers into the open space of the field, where the air is fresher. I'm thirsty. Desperately thirsty.
I stagger toward an ice-packed barrel of drinks, barely able to keep my feet from starting the dance again. I grab a cold soda, crack it open, and taste it—pure, delightful heaven. Again I drink, deeply and long.
Then I notice someone—a young woman, probably early thirties. Taller than a pixie for sure. She's standing apart from the crowd, watching me. Why? She should be dancing.
She waves me over, so I walk her way. "Hey there! Want to join the fun?" I ask.
She shakes her head. Her hair is short, choppy, sticking up in places—dark locks streaked with gray. Her eye sockets are deep hollows of shadow. She doesn't look party-ready at all; in fact, her ratty, oversized white T-shirt and leggings look like something she found in a dumpster.
"You're the one, right?" she says. "Everyone's talking about it. The one who can steal powers from other Fae."
She's bringing down my mood. "Yes, but you don't need to worry. I don't go around taking powers from whoever."
"Oh, I'm not worried. In fact, I was wondering if you'd like—some extra power. A little boost."
"What kind of a boost?"
"Just, you know, the ability to sense danger. Heightened sense of others' emotions. Pretty useful stuff." She's inching backwards, away from the lighted drink area, toward a patch of the field that's in deep shadow. "Come on, I'll tell you more about it."
I'm having trouble thinking right now, but my brain says that making friends is a good thing; so I shrug and walk toward her, into the darkness. A tense breath escapes her. "Good. Now you'll want to do it quickly, okay?"
"Okay. But why do you want to give me your powers?"
"I'm just tired of them. Can't use them much myself, so I'd be happy to pass them along to someone who can." She says it airily, but her eyes keep darting back and forth, looking behind me. Those eyes are too intense, too hungry. "Okay? Let's get this done so you can try out some new powers!"
She lies down in the grass. "Go ahead and do the spell, or whatever."
Why is she in such a hurry? Why do I feel like something is wrong? I pound the side of my head, trying to clear the fog. Too much magic. Shouldn't use any more.
But I say the spell anyway. My lightheadness gets worse at the same time that the golden Life-Stream floats upward, out of her chest, tethered at one end.
"Wait!" She grips my wrist. "You can take the powers without killing me, right?"
"I can."
"And they'll be gone. Not a bit of it left? I'll be normal?"
"Yes."
"Go ahead then." She's breathing fast, and her eyes are very bright.
I bend my mind to the Life-Stream and untwist the power stream from it. Her powers show as a long black wisp of smoke, threaded with white.
"What are you?" I ask, hesitating.
"Just do it!" she says through clenched teeth.
"Aislinn!" Kieran's hands close over my wrists, pulling my hands back. "Deireadh!" he says, ending the spell, and the Life-Stream and power stream curl together and whip back inside the woman's chest.
"No!" she cries, and then wails, long and loud, a keening, sorrowful sound like I've never heard.
"Shame on you," Kieran says harshly. He leads me away, while the woman still mourns and wails, pulling at her clothes and hair.
"What just happened?"
"She's a banshee, Aislinn. Her power is to sense death, and when she does, it's incredibly emotional and painful for her. Banshees feel the pain of impending death so heavily that they scream and wail for the victim, even if it's a complete stranger."
He looks over his shoulder at the woman behind us, and I follow his gaze. She's stumbling away, toward the trees, still keening mournfully. "She's probably so weary of warning victims and their families, of sensing and feeling death, she was willing to do anything to get rid of her power. That's why she was trying to give it to you. Trust me, that's one ability you do not want."
"I feel bad for her." Tears come into my eyes.
He half-smiles at me. "Of course you do. That's who you are. And the fact that you're magic-high right now isn't helping your reason. We should go."
"Oh, no! One more dance! Please, please!" I twirl around him, giving my best pout and pleading eyes. "Pretty please, Kieran."
I see his resistance melting away. "Another dance. Then we really need to—"
I catch both his hands and pull him into the crowd of dancers. There's nothing quite like the joy of moving together like this—the motion, the music, and the magic. But we don't get quite as close this time. I forget why we shouldn't, and I'm a little disappointed that he won't move against me like he was before. 
"This is fun," I say. "We should go for ice cream after. They sell ice cream where Zane works. Oh! Let's go there now!"
"No, Aislinn, I think I should drive you home."
"Silly, we can transport."
"No, you've used enough magic for one night."
"I can do it. Watch!" And before he can stop me, I put both arms around him and transport us to the parking lot of the gas station where Zane works.
I'm laughing, gasping. Everything feels thrilling, every sense is just—more.
"Aislinn." Kieran catches my hand. "Stop spinning around."
Looking at him in the harsh light of the lamppost overhead, I realize that he didn't have on the red jacket tonight—it's just him in his gray T-shirt and dark jeans. I don't ever think I've seen him not wearing red before.
"Dance with me!" It's a command, and I follow it up with Gaelic to tighten the spell.
He shakes his head. "You know that doesn't work on me. Calm down. You've used too much magic; you need to rest."
"Thanks for the warning, grandpa. Gosh, you're such an old man sometimes. You should be dancing!"
He pins my arms to my sides. "Aislinn, stop."
"Oooh. We're doing this again?" I move closer to him. It feels good, being near him. He smells like fresh rain and fragrant pines in the forest. I reach for his waist, sliding my fingers up under his T-shirt, touching the hard muscles of his stomach, and such smooth skin! He feels even better than he smells. Except he has too many clothes on. I want to see him, all of him.
He's pushing my hands away. "You don't know what you're doing. Stop. Listen to me."
Of course I know what I'm doing. It's just that everything's a little more colorful, and bright, and loud, and beautiful, and it feels like there's music playing in my head all the time. I just want to move to the music, and I want him to move with me.
Maybe if I take something off, he will too. In a second my shirt is over my head, then on the ground. I'm suddenly glad that I wore my prettiest bra today. "See, it's easy. Now you."
He's staring at me, the muscles in his jaw working. "Why are you doing this to me?"
"Having fun."
"After everything, Aislinn? Please stop." He takes out his phone. "I'm calling you a car."
"No, don't worry about it—I'll just transport when I'm ready to go."
"No! No more magic until you've had rest. Your mind can only take so much. I would put you to sleep, but I don't know what another spell would do to you in this state."
"Don't want to sleep. Want to dance. With you." I run my fingers down his arms, from shoulders to fingertips, taking his hands and placing them on my bare waist.
Suddenly a figure rushes past me, big and fast, like a freight train. The next second, Kieran is on the ground, his nose bleeding.
"It wasn't my fault!" he's saying. "She's out of her mind. She went too far, used too much magic."
Zane appears in front of me, brown eyes glowing with anger and concern. "Did he hurt you?"
I frown. "Hey, I was trying to dance with him. Party pooper."
"What?" He's frowning too. Stepping back.
"You smell nice, too. Not like him, though—different, like sunshine and spices. Do you want to dance?"
"Don't dance with her," says Kieran, getting up. "Just help me get her home to bed."
I burst into giggles. "Get me to bed!"
Kieran sighs. "You're ridiculous. Look, Zane, she just needs rest, and sleep. This will wear off, if you can keep her from using magic for a while. Otherwise, things are going to get worse."
"I got it," says Zane. "Where the hell is her shirt?"
Kieran hands it to him. Holding the shirt in one hand, Zane picks me up. I lean against his broad chest with a sigh, running my hand over it. "You feel amazing."
"A'right, let's get you home before you do somethin' crazier. No thanks to you," he snarls at Kieran.
Zane carries me to his truck. The seatbelt confuses me, so he reaches over to buckle me in. I run my hands over his tightly curled black hair, his cheekbone, his jaw.
"You're so pretty," I say. "I like you a lot."
"Thanks." He closes the car door and climbs in the driver's side. "Ready to go home, get some beauty rest?"
"Mm-hmm." As he starts the car, I murmur, "I like Kieran too. He's not just pretty—he's beautiful. Don't you think so?"
Something deep in my brain, some repressed part of me, is fussing about what I just said. Like it was wrong, like I shouldn't have spoken it out loud.
Zane's hands clench on the steering wheel. "No, Aislinn, I don't think the Far Darrig is beautiful. I think he's an old creep with a cruel heart under a stupid face."
"He's not stupid, or cruel," I say. "He's very, very lonely, and he hurts. He hurts so much inside, you don't even know."
"And you do?"
"I do. Because I can feel him, here." I touch my heart. "He's always in here."
The fussy part of my brain is getting louder. I shouldn't be saying these things, not to Zane. What was I saying again?
"I think I need to sleep."
"Yes, you do." Zane's voice sounds strange.
I don't have time to worry about it though, because I'm already drifting away.
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Zane
She's in love with him.
And here I thought I was the hero of this romance, and he was the bad guy. But I'm just the first cute guy she saw when she walked out of the forest. I'm the practice run, the prep course for the real deal.
She's choosing somebody else. Just like Laurel did.
Why can't I catch a damn break?
Why couldn't I see it sooner?
What were they doing tonight? He said she used magic—a lot of it. Why would she do that? And she hid it from me. Said she wasn't feeling well. Lied.
Liar. Liar.
She's been lying this whole time. Why couldn't I see it? She knew he was back. And the whole thing with the dead leprechauns? I'll bet that was him, and she was covering up for him. Makes me sick.
She used me. Used me for my friends. Needed someone to teach her some fighting skills—used me for that. Needed love and support when she was in bad place—used me again. But she never really loved me.
I slam my palm against the steering wheel. Again. And again, and again, and again, until it kills and I have to stop and wring out my hand.
I can't compete with this guy. Not when he has immortality and magic on his side.
Two ways to see it. Either I stay in this fight, and maybe come out the loser, looking like an idiot. Or I back out now. I make the choice to end it, and let her go her own way.
Those strands of her, the ones all tangled up in my heart—they're going to hurt coming out. Blood and pain and mess.
I don't need this right now. I got college coming up. We should be spending these days together, having fun, not with me all torn up inside because she's slipping away.
I glance over at her. She looks like a freaking angel, with that cloud of red hair and her face so peaceful. She probably won't even remember what she said, or know what it did to me.
When we get to the apartment, I pry Aislinn's key out of her pants pocket and unlock the door. There's a light on in Arden's room; I can see it through the crack under the door. But I'm not about to try to explain this to her. I just carry Aislinn to her bedroom at the other end of the apartment.
She's costing me work hours here. I need to get back.
I lay her on the bed. She's so calm now, after that weird frantic energy she had at the gas station. I'm just glad none of my work buddies saw her stripped down, feeling up some other guy. Even if she was out of her head, that's no excuse.
I sit next to her on the bed. She still doesn't have a shirt on, and for just a second I look at the curves of her, at the slope of her stomach and the way the band of her shorts stretches over her hip bones. I've never seen her like this before.
But I'm the good guy. The good guy doesn't touch, even if he's mad as hell with his heart splitting open. So I grab an extra blanket from the chair in her room and I cover her with it.
Then I look in her purse and take out her phone. Sure, it's a breach of privacy, but I'm only human, after all. I have to know.
I've seen her unlock the phone, so I know the pattern. And there are the texts. The calls. She's been talking to him for weeks, ever since that night we saw him in Asheville.
There's nothing steamy about the texts, but I'm not stupid. I can see the tension between them in those lines, the back and forth, the little jabs and jokes they share.
I walk back and forth across the room, feeling like I want to run, just run, through a dark forest. No, maybe not, after those nightmares and the leprechaun thing. Maybe a good hard run down a well-lit street.
This is what she's done to me—made me afraid of the world. I showed her the sun, and she showed me the darkness.
And that bastard the Far Darrig, how dare he contact her again after what he did? What hurts the most is that she let him back into her life, after what he almost made her do to me. He and I need to have a good talk, with fists. I'm playing dirty, too; I don't care, he deserves it. Of course he could probably use magic and turn me into a toad or something.
Reading the texts through again just makes me angrier.
I'm calling him.
I take her phone outside, to the balcony, so I won't wake her or disturb Arden. And I put in the call.
The Far Darrig answers. "Aislinn? You should be asleep."
"Not Aislinn."
A pause. Like he isn't sure if it's me, or if she's faking my voice. But why would she?
"Zane," he says.
"I want to know what's been going on with you two. I deserve to know."
"Nothing. I told her I just wanted to be friends."
"Right. Like I'm gonna believe that."
"Believe it or not, your choice."
"I choose not."
"Look, I gave up." His voice is tense, frustrated. "She's yours, she wants to be yours. So she said being friends was all right, and that she'd tell you about it when you were in a good mood."
"But she didn't."
"Maybe you were never in a good enough mood," he says.
"Are you really joking about this right now, man?"
Silence.
"So what were you guys up to?"
"Up to?"
"Yeah, man. What were you doing with my girlfriend?"
"I've taken her to a couple of Fae parties. That's all. She got worked up with the dancing, used too much of her pixie magic, went a little out of control. You can't blame her for it."
"No," I say. "But I can blame you. You should have stopped her before it went too far."
"You're right, I should have. But she can be—"
"Stubborn?"
"Exactly."
I hate that we agree on something, especially one of Aislinn's qualities. I don't know what to do right now. What I want to do is set up something for high noon, some kind of showdown. Fists only, no fair using magic. But I doubt he'd agree to that, and with her being the liar she is, I'm not sure she's worth me dying over her.
When I don't say anything, the Far Darrig speaks up. "Did you two talk about it?"
"No. She's sleeping."
"Talk to her. She'll explain."
"Explain all the lies? That'll be interesting."
"Zane, give her a chance. She's just trying to figure out who she is."
My face burns even hotter. "Don't tell me what to do. And don't talk about her like you know her better than I do—you don't."
Even as I say it, I'm not sure it's true.
"I'll talk to her tomorrow," I say. "And you need to stay away from her. I mean it."
"That will be her choice," he says, and the call disconnects.
I call him several foul names, even though I know he can't hear me, and then I go inside, toss the phone on the bed with Aislinn, and head back to work.
Tomorrow, Aislinn and I are gonna have words.
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Aislinn
When I wake up, I know what I've done.
It's a mess. A horrible, horrible mess. I've hurt Zane.
Zane.
The first boy who ever liked me. The one who helped me get into the world, meet people—who stood beside me while I found my freedom.
How could I ever hurt him?
He texts me that wants to meet for lunch at a park a few blocks from the gas station where he works. I bring the sandwiches, drinks, chips; but the whole time I'm putting the picnic together, I have this sick feeling in my stomach.
What is he going to say to me? How can I ever make this right?
He makes me wait a full fifteen minutes later than our meeting time. My insides are twisting together, forming new unintended pathways. Why did I even prepare a lunch? Neither of us is going to feel like eating it.
Finally there he is, pulling into a parking space. Getting out of the truck, all gorgeous muscle and strong features, with those brown eyes that tell me his moods so well. When he gets closer, I can see that today, those eyes are full of pain. And I'm the cause.
"Zane," I say, but he holds up his hand.
"Let me get this out first," he says. "Aislinn, you were crazy last night. Just strung out on magic—and you wonder why I don't like you using it. It's not good for you!"
"I know, but it's—"
"No! No, there's no excuse here. And what's worse, you were using magic with him! Texting him, calling him, seeing him, for weeks, without tellin' me!"
"Nothing happened, I swear," I say. "He's just being a friend, helping me learn about the Fae."
"You were taking off your clothes for him!"
"I was insane, from magic! But it's not like that between us; I just care about him as a friend."
"No. That's not it." He kicks the mulch by the picnic table. "You said things last night, Aislinn. About how you feel for him."
"That's not—it didn't come out right. That wasn't really me talking."
Zane stares at me. "You think I'm dumb?"
"No, you're not. You're one of the smartest people I know."
"Yeah, well, I'm smart enough to know when something is for real and when it's not. And I hope I'm smart enough to make the hard choice, for both our sakes."
What is he talking about?
He sits down on the picnic table bench, across from me. "Aislinn, you know I love you, but are you sure you love me?"
Do I love him?
What is love? Do I even know yet? "Yes, I think I love you."
"I think you don't know what you want. And that's okay, but I need something real in my life right now. Somebody I know is gonna be there for me. If you can't do that, then I think we best end this."
My world lurches, tilts over on its side, and I'm sliding, sliding, faster and faster into an abyss, a great vast yawning emptiness. Thoughts fly like frantic birds through my brain.
This isn't happening.
I won't beg him to stay.
He's right. I know he's right.
Where am I without him? Who am I?
It's better this way, so I can't hurt him anymore.
This was going to happen eventually.
He frowns. "You're not gonna say anything? Nothing at all?"
I shake my head, pinching the bridge of my nose to keep the tears back. He waits, but I can't talk. I can barely form a coherent sentence from the fragments fluttering through my head.
"Okay, then I'll go."
He's walking away, down the path, back to his truck. He's almost gone.
Then he turns around. Strides back to me, and I'm hoping he'll pick me up off my feet and kiss me and forgive me, and let me be myself and stay with me while I work through everything.
He kneels in front of me, cupping my face in his hands. "I love you."
"I know."
He shakes his head at the movie reference; but actually I don't mean it as a trite quotation. The words just seem to fit.
"Can you give me a reason not to break this off? For both our sakes?"
"No—because you're right," I whisper. "You're better off without me."
Again he shakes his head. I hate seeing that look of pain on his face and knowing I caused it.
"You know, when you walked out of the forest that day, I thought you were too good to be true. Turns out I was right."
He walks away, for good this time. In a few minutes, he's gone. And there's an aching hole in my heart where he used to be.
I shouldn't be angry with him. After all, he's got a point—I don't know what I want, or who I am, or where I'm going.
But I am angry. Angry because after all we've been through together, he won't stick with me till I figure myself out. And then I'm angry at myself , because asking him to hang on while Kieran is still in the picture just isn't fair.
And Kieran is definitely in the picture.
Kieran is trying so hard just to be my friend, trying to tone down his whole malevolent trickster thing and show me who he really is. He's helping me get comfortable with who I am. Trying hard not to flirt with me like he used to.
But I can still see the way he feels about me in those random moments when he lets his guard down and his eyes tell the truth.
And for me, he killed the leprechauns—his pets, his bodyguards, his companions for centuries. It was a weird kind of sacrifice, but I understand it, and him.
Why am I thinking so much about Kieran when I should be thinking about Zane? The boy with the brown eyes who convinced me to get in a car with him and three complete strangers on my First Day. Who didn't run screaming when he found out I was the monster who scared him half to death in the woods. The boy who has dealt with more weirdness in our relationship than any seventeen-year-old guy should have to handle.
But as horrible as I feel for hurting him, I have this strange sense of release in my soul—a kind of dawning freedom. It makes me feel guilty and glad at the same time.
Because Kieran.
I have to talk to him. Just not now, when I feel so bad for what I've done to Zane.
Later.
First, I need to go home and cry. And maybe eat an entire gallon of ice cream.
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I half expect Kieran to text me about what happened, maybe apologize for not making me leave sooner or fuss at me for letting things get out of hand. But he doesn't.
He doesn't call or text the next day, either; and I start wondering if he and Zane had words. Maybe Zane threatened him, told him to stay away from me. I don't think that would stop Kieran, though—maybe he's just giving me time and space.
By the end of the second day I've had enough time and space from Kieran. It's like there's a magnet in me and another in him, just pulling, pulling, all the time, and I can't go too long without knowing he's there, without hearing his voice or seeing his words—or better yet, his face. I miss him.
I miss Zane, too. But the truest proof of my real feelings, that I can't even deny to myself any longer, is the way I miss him. I miss Zane like I would miss my own comfortable bed after sleeping on cold, hard concrete for weeks. It's how I might feel if I found my favorite treasure burnt and smoking, just ash and embers. It's painful, but I will live.
Missing Kieran is different—it's like not having enough air. I get this tightness around my heart and this ache—a restlessness and a hunger. It's a need.  I can't be without him.
But Kieran doesn't answer my texts or my calls. Not for the next five days.
I think about transporting straight to his loft—but that would be rude, especially if he doesn't want to see me. Finally I decide to go see him in the normal human way, by taking a bus downtown and walking to his loft building.
I'm nearly there when, in the window of an ice cream shop, I notice someone—short and thin, with a stringy goatee, dressed in rumpled clothes. It's Rimmle, a pixie I met once. When I last saw him, he was working for the Investigators.
On a whim, I step into the shop and walk up to him. Maybe he knows if the Investigators have given up and left, or if they're still hanging around, waiting to summon me to the Fae Council.
The pixie is deep in a banana split, eating noisily and licking his lips and fingers every few seconds. It's disgusting.
"Rimmle, isn't it?" I ask.
"You again," he snorts. "I've had enough of you and your friend the Far Darrig. You two cost me a lot of money, you know."
"How's that?"
"After I located you, I was hired to find the Far Darrig. Thanks to your concealment spells it's been a tough job, but I was closing in! He lives somewhere downtown, doesn't he? I was working on an exact location; but Malcolm texted me a week ago that they've already got him. Probably used some kind of new-fangled digital technology." He spits the last word. "So there goes my payday. Thanks for making my life harder."
But I only heard three words. "They got him? The investigators?"
He chuckles. "Look, sweetie, I don't have to keep up their lies any more, okay? So let me tell you a little something that you were too dense to figure out. Those two never worked for any Fae Council, and they're not 'investigators.' They're druids, and they've been after your red friend for a very long time."
Fear flares through me. Druids? June and Malcolm were druids?
"Why were they after him? Where did they take him?"
"That's not my concern, and even if I knew, I wouldn't tell you." His eyes are narrow, his tone bitter. "Why don't you use your little purloined powers to find him, Soul-Stealer? Good luck, though—those druids are a nasty bunch."
The sound of his laugh fades behind me as I duck into the bathroom of the ice cream shop. I close the door without locking it and transport straight to Kieran's loft.
All his things are still there—the mid-century modern furniture, the ancient sculpture of the dancing woman on the table by the window. His guitar, lying on the bed. The sofa I slept on the night I left the Korrigan, and the chairs we sat in when he told me the story of his wife's death.
Everything is very, very quiet, and there's something stale about the air, like nobody has been here in a while.
And then I see his phone, lying on the nightstand beside the bed.
He takes his phone everywhere. Every time I used to call or text him, I'd get an answer within a couple of minutes.
I check the bowl by the door. His car keys are still there—and since he got rid of the leprechauns, the Audi is his only means of transportation. He wouldn't leave those keys behind.
Rimmle is right. Someone has taken him.
Stay calm, Aislinn. Think, think, think. Pixie powers. Use them to find him.
I close my eyes and focus on his face.
Nothing. No inclination to go anywhere, no flash of an image that might help me transport. He's too far away, or concealed against me somehow.
If I could get closer to where he is, maybe I could find him. And I know where at least one druid sect resides, in the mountains near Asheville.
Arden is at some techie convention in Columbia—and besides, she wouldn't necessarily help me find him. She doesn't like him much, every since he lied to her about reversing the curse.
Zane and I are done. And there's nobody else I can go to for help. I'm the only one in the whole world who cares that he's gone, that he could be in trouble. I'm the only person who can help him.
I pick up the keys to the Audi, nervously. Zane has let me drive his truck a couple times, and I have a learner's permit now—but that's not enough to keep me out of trouble if I get pulled over. I'm supposed to have a licensed driver in the car. And no way am I getting out of downtown on my own without raising some red flags; I can barely take a turn without miscalculating and hitting curb.
I set the keys down. Transport it is.
It takes a while to even get close to the spot where we saw the stone circle. To jump, I need an image of a place in my mind, a specific spot where I plan to appear. I have to use my phone to find locations along the route, just under 30 miles apart, which is my distance limit for transporting. One time, I appear right in front of an antique store, and several people on the porch of the building stare at me with their mouths open while I desperately tap away at my phone, locating another spot and checking street view before vanishing again.
At least I gave them an interesting story to tell. Probably the most exciting thing they've seen in a long time.
Finally I reach the road where Frank, Maisie, Zane and I forged into the woods while Mike and Laurel stayed behind.
Laurel. Darn it. I forgot we had plans to get together today. She's craving some chill time to help her forget about cheating Mike and his new girl.
Maybe I can find Kieran and still get back in time to hang with Laurel.
I close my eyes and picture the stone circle. I imagine myself standing on top of the big altar, the one where I found the hollow filled with bones and teeth.
When I open my eyes, I'm there, looking down at the ring of stones and the dead, black earth.
The clearing is quiet, except for the chirping of birds somewhere in the trees around its edges. Thanks to the late afternoon sun, the rock altar is hot to the touch, burning and scraping my bare legs as I slide down.
I hold Kieran's face in my mind, and I start walking— and as I walk, I whisper his name, and I speak Gaelic words of finding. I hope the Druids haven't hired a pixie to conceal their hiding spot, whatever or wherever it is; otherwise I could be walking out here for a very long time.
For hours, it's me and the forest—fallen leaves, earth, and scattered undergrowth, thorns and roots and rocks. Trees like tall, silent sentinels. Humidity like a blanket over my shoulders, making me sweat even though I'm in shorts and a tank top. Mosquitoes and little buzzy flies hover in front of my face again and again, no matter how many times I swat them away.
Slowly, the light is sucked out of the forest. It's night, and still, I haven't found him. Not a building, or a cave, or another stone circle in sight.
I stop by a huge oak to catch my breath. I can't see very well out here anymore and the forest feels immense, like it takes up the whole dark universe and I'm the only tiny speck of life among endless trees.
Zane isn't here to encourage me. Kieran isn't here to protect me. There's no Arden, no Maeve, no one older and smarter than me to rely on.
It's just me.
Who am I in the dark, when I'm by myself?
I'm the girl who survived being eaten by a monster every day of her life.
I am not afraid of risks, of new things. When there's trouble, I endure. I take what I need, and I make it work for me. I find the next thing. I adapt. The more I see and do, the bigger I get on the inside. The more I learn, the more valuable I am, not just to other people, but to myself.
I am the girl who made herself stronger.
Will I be all right, even if I never see Zane or Kieran again?
Yes. Because I will have me, and that is enough.
But Kieran is also part of me now. He belongs to me, and no creepy-crazy druid sect can have him.
I turn on my phone's light. The tree I'm leaning on is immense, much further around than two of me could reach—it's probably been here for a century or so.
Suddenly something catches my eye. I walk around the tree a little further, shining my light, and there they are—runes and knots, burned into its bark in a long line, extending upward.
Maybe I'm not as far off track as I thought. This area is at least still in the druids' vicinity.
The druids must be magically concealed. Wherever they're keeping him, it must be hidden from pixies. But maybe, if I combine my leprechaun power with my pixie power, I can break through.
Time to try the theory and test a pixie-leprechaun power combo, with a little spellwork thrown in.
"Fháil dó," I whisper. Find him. Then louder, "Fháil dó!" I focus all my energy on picturing him, the place where he is, the place where I need to jump. Kieran is there, and I must get to him.
And for the briefest second, I see a flash of a building in my brain—a very normal businesslike building.
I strain to see it again, and for a split second, I do.
The vision is too quick for a jump, but this time I see the name on the side of the building— "CorpsMac Industries." A plain name. An unimportant, boring, technical-sounding name, the kind of place where no one would ever go unless they worked there, or unless they had to. The perfect cover for a sect of mysterious druids.
By some miracle, I have a signal up here, so I type the name into my phone. In a moment, a website comes up for CorpsMac Industries. The website looks just as generic and bland as the name itself; everything about it seems designed to say "You're really not interested in knowing who we are or what we do. Have a nice day."
There are no pictures of the building that I can use to jump. No address by which to navigate. Nothing. The place doesn't even show up on my phone's mapping system.
I'm tired, and sweaty, and shaky, and thirsty, and I was supposed to meet Laurel hours ago. She's going to think I don't care about her.
And Kieran is somewhere out here, with a bunch of druids who have apparently been hunting for him for a long time. I remember him saying, "Druids and I don't get along; in fact, they hate me." It can't mean anything good that they've been looking for him—that they finally found him. I wonder what they want him for—some kind of horrible sacrifice? Maybe they're killing him, right now; or maybe he's already dead.
Suddenly the light of my phone goes out, and it blinks a warning: "Battery critically low."
Tears are welling up in my eyes.
No. I have to stop this silliness; I have to focus on finding Kieran.
Again I try the pixie instinct combined with my transport ability, and I throw in a few Gaelic words of amplification. I'm trying so hard I can feel the blood pulsing through the veins in my temples. There's the flash-image of the building in my brain again; I hold the picture fiercely this time, crying out with the effort, and I transport.
I smash into the concrete wall when I appear, scraping my left cheek and knocking myself dizzy. After taking a second to gather my senses, I lean back until I can read the faintly lit sign overhead, "CorpsMac Industries," on the side of the building a few stories above me.
I'm in the bushes already, so I crouch down in the dark, glancing around for security cameras. There's one at the corner of the building, a little way ahead, angled in my direction. Around that same corner there's probably a parking lot, and an entrance; but something tells me it wouldn't be smart to march right in the front door, asking about the Far Darrig.
If I can find a window with a clear view inside, I can transport in.
Staying low in spite of the scratchy hedge, I work my way along the wall the other way, toward the back of the building. Not many windows in this place—at least not on the first floor. I keep going, hands and knees in the dirt, head ducked to stay below the level of the hedge, eyes squinted against poky twigs.
Will this wall never end?
Finally I reach the corner and peer around it at the back of the building. No regular windows, but there's a door with a long narrow window in it. That might work.
Unfortunately, there's a camera aimed right at the back entrance. I'll have to do this fast, so hopefully whoever's watching the security footage won't notice me.
If there's someone on the other side of that door, I'm going to be in trouble.
Quick as thinking I transport to the door, glance through the window, and transport to the hallway on the other side.
It's empty. Thank goodness.
I'm starting to feel giddy, excited. At first I think it's because I'm awesome, and I'm so close to finding Kieran; and then I realize that I've been using a lot of magic in the past several hours. The effect is cumulative, and it's starting to affect my reasoning.
No more transporting or pixie sense for now. I need to find Kieran the old-fashioned way, by creeping around and looking.
I sneak down the hallway, turn right, and slip along a second hall.
Footsteps. Voices. 
I try the handle of the nearest door and duck inside. It's a stuffy, dark room, with an old copier and some boxes.
What if I'm crazy, and this is just a normal office building? The headquarters of some boring company? What if Kieran isn't even here?
When the voices fade, I slip out again, taking a quick, hard look at the inside of the closet in case I need to transport back there.
On a hunch, I go back the way I came, in the direction the voices were going. I hurry along till I can see their backs and hear them talking, loudly and carelessly, up ahead. If they turn around and see me, I'll just transport back to the copier closet.
From behind, the two guys look so very normal, dressed in polo shirts and slacks, with businesslike black shoes. They have neat haircuts, wallet bulges in their back pockets, smartphone clips on their belts.
But why are they here in the middle of the night? That part doesn't seem normal at all.
"Main elevator's locked down," one is saying. "I couldn't get to the lower levels that way."
"Yeah, they reset the codes every time a guest uses the elevator. Like that Korrigan chick."
My heart freezes, and I almost stop following them. Are they talking about me?
But that wouldn't make sense. No one knows I'm here, and I didn't use any elevator.
What Korrigan chick are they talking about?
The first man is whining. "But every time they reset, it takes at least half an hour for everyone to get the email with the new codes. Can't IT speed that up?"
"You mean Nick? He's the only IT guy we got, man, and he sucks. I've told Stanley so a hundred times. We've got to hire somebody better."
They're approaching a narrow set of elevator doors with a keypad beside it. Somehow, I need to get close enough to see which numbers they punch in. If only the Far Darrig had given me his invisibility power instead of the fun but pointless voice-mimicry thing.
I've already used too much magic, but I do the spell for silent feet anyway, slipping as close as I dare to the men's backs, trying not to breathe. Luckily one of them is showing the other a video on his phone. He punches in the code with his other hand, lazily, and I lean forward to see it. 485472.
But I'm too close. He must sense me there, my presence, my breath. He starts to turn his head.
Instantly, I transport back to the copier closet. My head is spinning, echoing. 485472, 485472, 485472, I repeat to myself, over and over. I hold the numbers like a lifeline, trying to crawl back up out of the darkness that's taking over me.
But my body has given up, and my magical energy is spent. My brain is shutting down, and I'm sinking, sinking into the black.
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I don't know how long I'm out. When I come to myself, I ache so much from being slumped against boxes that I can barely move.
I can't see a thing. Where am I?
485472. That number means something.
The elevator code. Kieran.
Damn it.
Inch by inch, I ease open the closet door.
No one in the hallway. My phone is dead, but the clock on the wall says it's about 5:30 a.m.
I slept. I actually slept in this place, in that closet, for several hours. I'm such a magical lightweight, a freaking lazy idiot. Kieran could be dead by now.
I'm done being careful. I run to the narrow elevator where those two men disappeared, and quickly I type 485472.
The code works; the light over the keypad turns green. But the elevator is taking its sweet old time getting back up here. I bounce lightly on one foot, then the other, panicky with nerves.
With a faint ping, the elevator stops and the doors open. To my relief, it's empty. I dash inside and hit the "door close" button.
It looks as if there are three lower levels. Since I don't know which one I want, I press the button for the furthest down.
The ride to the bottom is both too short and too long. My heart and my stomach have wound themselves together and climbed up into my throat to sit right on top of my lungs. I'm so, so scared. What am I walking into?
Kieran. He's why I'm here. I need to find Kieran.
When the doors finally open again, I'm in a new world. A gray world of long concrete hallways, lit by harsh overhead bulbs. No more drywall and paint and carpet and faintly chemical office smell; this place looks and smells like a prison—or a lair. All along the walls, the ceiling, and the floors, runes and Celtic knots have been deeply etched. I don't recognize any of the runes, but I can identify a few shield-type knots. These markings must be why I couldn't find the place with my pixie sense; it's well-protected from outside magic.
I creep along the passage, trying doors here and there and finding most of them locked. There's one with a plaque that reads "Secure Storage: Artifacts." Another, "Secure Storage: Relics." The one with the sign "Public Storage: Supplies" is unlocked, and I peek inside.
Rows and rows of bottles and containers line wall-to-wall shelves along the room. With all the tiny bottles and boxes, and the little plastic bags of leafy things, the place looks like a blend between a pharmacy and a weird health food store. At the far end of the room hums a huge set of refrigerators, like the ones in a grocery store. The things in the fridge look like organic matter of some kind, but I can't tell too much about the objects from a distance. And I probably don't want to know, because now I'm sure that I've found the right place. The druids' stronghold.
Kieran is the priority, and he's certainly not in the supply closet, so I close the door again and keep walking.
I take a few more short passages before finding another long hallway. To my left, there's a huge opening in the wall, with steps leading down to a cavernous room, all concrete and shadow, with one or two bright bulbs trying to drive back the dark. Quickly I take in the two huge posts in the center, the coffin-shaped stone altar off to one side—and there, in the middle of it all, the figure that captures my attention and drives everything else into oblivion.
The Far Darrig hangs by his arms, his dark head lolling forward. His torso is stretched taut by the chains; I can see every rib in painful definition. He's streaked with blood and sweat and dirt. There's a Celtic knot painted on his bare chest in blood—I don't recognize it. All over his body are bruises, knife cuts, and what look like scratches from claws or maybe sharp fingernails. The barest rags of his pants hang low on his hips, and his bruised feet barely touch the floor, just enough for him to relieve the pressure on his arms every few minutes.
They've put some kind of rough leather muzzle on him—it's covered in Celtic wards. Blood from a cut on the right side of his forehead has run down to the muzzle's edge and congealed there. Between that, and his nostrils being crusted with blood, I wonder how he can breathe at all.
I've never seen anything like this. In a movie or two, yes. But not in real life, done to a real person by other people.
Even as I think all of this, I'm moving toward him, looking around for any guards or watchers. We seem to be alone.
When I touch his side lightly, the flesh quivers. Otherwise he doesn't move.
"What have they done to you?" I whisper, setting my fingers to work on the buckle at the back of the leather muzzle.
A muffled groan comes from him, but his eyes don't open. The muzzle is taking too long to come off, but I don't dare use my fenodyree strength on it, for fear of breaking his neck by accident. I can use my strength on the chains, though.
He's much taller than me, and his hands are stretched so high above me I can't reach them. Looking around, I find an old crate to stand on so I can reach the chain on the left, just above the manacles. I whisper, "Láidreacht!" to activate my strength and I snap the first chain, close to his wrist. I lower the chain quietly so it hangs straight, rather than swinging out and banging into one of the metal posts. Any loud noises from this room could bring someone here before I'm ready.
Just as quietly I snap the second chain—but he's slipping to the ground so I let it go. Mercifully, it swings just shy of the post and doesn't give us away.
"Kieran," I whisper. He's half-lying on the floor, one arm over the edge of the crate. I get behind him and work on the muzzle again. In a few minutes, the buckle strap finally gives way, and I pull it off.
He gasps for breath. I was right, he could barely get enough air in there. The lower half of his face, his mouth and jaw, are bruised and swollen and covered with crusted blood.
"Let's get you out of here." I wrap my arms around him, about to transport us both, when he grips my wrist.
"Wait," he says through his swollen lips. He touches the knot painted on his chest. "It's a ward. Keeps me from leaving this spot. I can't walk, or turn invisible, or transport till it's gone."
"Okay, can I like, wash it off or something?"
He shakes his head. "Druid blood magic. You'll need an unbinding agent."
"What the heck is an unbinding agent?"
"Blood, sweat, urine."
"Urine? You're kidding me."
"It's a disgusting brand of magic."
"Okay, let's say I get one of those agents from someone—"
"Has to be your own. The one doing the unbinding."
"Okay—then what do I do with the agent?"
"Trace the knot in reverse. I was awake when they drew it—I'll help you trace it the right way."
"Good. All right, we need an unbinding agent. I'm not peeing on you. That's just not happening. And I'm not rubbing my sweat all over you, either. So blood it is."
I lift his hand, which still has the manacle attached. There's a jagged edge to the metal; that should work. I hope I don't give myself tetanus, or whatever it is you get from cutting yourself ritually on old pieces of metal.
In movies and TV shows, when they need blood, people always cut the palms of their hands, or the underside of their forearms. Which is stupid, because then your hand is hurting like crazy just at the time when you need it for fighting or climbing. And the forearm thing is dumb, because what if you accidentally go too deep and bleed out?
I'm being smart here. I slice shallowly across the topside of my left arm, right below my elbow, where there's more flesh to spare and less chance of hitting something important.
Of course it hurts like fire. But Kieran is enduring a lot more pain than me right now. I can handle this. I dip the first two fingers of my right hand in the blood and reach toward his chest.
"Which way do I draw?"
He places his hand over mine and moves my fingers along the lines of the knot. I have to pause and get a fresh dip of blood a couple of times. It hurts me to see how bruised his fingers are, how his wrist is chafed so raw it's just red flesh.
Fiercely, I curse the druids aloud.
He raises his eyebrows. "Never heard you say that word before."
"It's well-deserved in this case."
His hand pauses, and so does mine. My blood-slicked fingers against his skin, his rough hand over mine.
"You came to find me."
"With pixie power comes great responsibility," I say, half-smiling. "I had to."
"No, you didn't. You could have stayed out of this, stayed safe."
I look into his silver-gray eyes. "You're right. I'm incredibly stupid for coming. Let's finish this and escape before we talk, okay?"
Our fingers finish the knot, and I help him stand up.
"Let's go." Wrapping both arms around him, I picture the closest point I know, the stone circle, and I will myself to go there.
We're standing there, pressed against each other—and nothing's happening.
"What are you waiting for?" he asks.
"Nothing." I try again, and again. Panic starts to rise in my chest. "We can't get out. My power isn't working."
I try a different destination. Double up the power with a spell. Still nothing.
"How is this possible?"
He sinks to the floor again. "Were there markings on any of the doors, or walls? Knots or wards?"
"Yes, and some old writing, but—"
He groans. "Runes. There's druid magic in the walls here, and it's interfering with the leprechaun magic. We have to get to a door, a window, or to the roof. A clear channel."
"Okay." This is a setback. "I don't suppose you could turn us invisible for a while?"
"I don't have the energy right now," he says. "I think—I think trying to cover both of us would kill me."
"Never mind then, bad idea! We'll just go back to the elevator; it's not far."
Even with me helping him, holding him up, he can barely shuffle along.
"So why did the druids take you?"
"Oh, they hate me," he says, smiling ruefully. "They've been trying to get to me for a long time. But I've always had the leprechauns as a deterrent—that, and my habit of never staying in any one city very long. Lately, though, I've been rather tied down to one place."
The leprechauns being gone—that's on me. The druids found him because he got rid of his bodyguards, and because he's been staying around here. With me.
"Why didn't you really leave, when I told you to go?" I ask quietly. "You could have gone somewhere new, somewhere far away."
"I couldn't," he whispers. "The world is too big—I couldn't take that much space between us."
I'm stunned for a minute, because the thought of his absence, of the distance, makes me feel exactly the same way.
Maybe love isn't all the easy, exciting parts—the fluttering hearts, and the kissing, and the holding hands, and talking about things we both like. Maybe it's something else, something much deeper. Something that goes beyond any changes in how we feel, or the fights we have, or the problems we face. Something that says, "You and me, we're together. That's forever, and it will stay that way, whether I like you right now or not."
Maybe that's how I feel about the Far Darrig. Kieran. Midir. Whoever he is behind all the names and behind the beautiful face, no matter how long he's lived or what he's done. There's something in him that is also in me, and we understand each other. We just know.
I can't think about this right now. Why am I thinking about this? We need to get out, and then I can deal with my confusing, contradictory self.
"Aislinn," he says, breaking me out of my reverie. "Look."
He's pointing down a short side passage, one that I passed earlier but didn't go down. There's a narrow, horizontal window in the wall of the passage, and we stagger toward it, hoping against hope, although I already know it can't be an outside window, not this far underground.
It's the kind of window that looks down, down into a massive concrete chamber. In the center of the chamber is a girl, chained by the wrists and ankles, with another chain locked around her waist. The chains are enormous, bolted and welded into the walls. They seem ridiculously out of proportion for the sparrow-like girl between them.
"Oh my gosh. We have to help her."
He doesn't protest, although I'm sure the last thing he wants to do is stay here a minute more than he has to. Just the fact that he isn't thinking all about himself right now, in his broken-up state, gives him extra points in my book.
There's a door in the wall next to the narrow window. It's also massive, with huge combination locks designed to keep something in. The spinner knobs on the locks have been partly worn down from use; this door has been here for many years.
"Láidreacht." I whisper my strength spell and wrench at the locks. Even with the fenodyree's strength, I can't do it. I prop Kieran against the wall and strain to twist them free; and then I hit them with all my force, almost breaking my knuckles. I cry out a little in pain.
What if I could transport in there with her?
I focus on the room where she is, on a spot near her. And I will myself there, with all my power.
But nothing happens. Whatever is keeping us from transporting to the outside, also prevents transporting from place to place inside, at least in the lower levels. I suppose the upstairs didn't have as much warding, which is why I could transport back and forth up there. Down here, it's a different story—a terrible story that might not end well for any of us.
"I can't do it," I admit to Kieran.
"We can come back for her." He is white under the bloodstains, holding his bruised ribs in both arms. I hope he doesn't have internal bleeding. He can't heal himself, but if I can get him to a hospital, or find his friend Ériu—
A faint sound comes from behind the thick door. I duck to the window in time to see the girl in the room screaming, the muscles of her neck standing out, face scarlet with strain. She's shrieking with all her might, and the room is so soundproof that we only hear a blurred echo of it.
I can't stand it, being here unable to help while someone is hurting like that, right in front of my eyes. But I don't have a choice.
And then something happens.
Long, twisting strands of dark matter unfurl from around the girl, like smoky tentacles. They lash and whip, and wrap themselves around her body, round and round, building layers upon layers and smothering her, burying her in the center of it all.
I've seen this. Hell, I've been through it more times than I can count.
This girl is Korrigan, and with the coming of dawn outside this place, she is changing into a beast.
"Kieran!"
"I see it."
"Did you know?"
"No."
The last strands of dark matter settle into place, and the monster is here, transported from whatever dark world it lives in. When Zane described my beast to me once—reluctantly—he mentioned that it was white, with a long neck—like the ones I used to see in my nightmares. This monster is huge, hulking black, with spiny protrusions like coarse hair all over its hunched shoulders and its sloping back and its massive clawed paws. Its snout is snubbed, wrinkled, grotesque, it six eyes tiny and malevolent. Something like a cross between the biggest grizzly bear ever, and a spider, and a panther. And a demon.
The chains that were attached to the girl are still in place. They run through the body of the creature, right down to its core, holding it still. Every time it writhes or wrenches at the chains, they glow with a sickly, unearthly light.
"They're warded," whispers Kieran. "To keep it under control."
I can only assume this Korrigan is one of the missing. There were a few who died, or were thought dead, or committed suicide—Maeve and the others were never very clear to me about what happened.
And then there was Wynnie—a half-human, half-Korrigan hybrid like me, only without the druid blood. She couldn't handle life past the first century or so, and started destroying her brain with every illegal substance she could get her hands on. And so, eventually, she lost track of the days she had left—failed to Life-Steal in time. She transformed in the early morning hours at a party house in California and was taken away by soldiers with an armored truck. Or so the Korrigan told me—but who knows if it was even true.
If it was, could this be her? How did she get here?
"Why would they keep her here?" I ask Kieran.
"No idea," he gasps. "But Aislinn—I—" He slides down the wall, collapsing onto the floor.
I crouch beside him. "Kieran!"
His forehead is coated with glistening sweat, and he's still holding his mid-section. They've really hurt him. I have to get him out of here.
I whisper my strength spell again and pick him up, one arm under his shoulders and another under his legs; and I run down the hallway. He's too weak to protest—a dead weight in my arms. If I keep this up for too long, I'll go crazy from the magical effort, and I won't be able to think clearly enough to escape. I have to make the minutes count.
But it's too late. We wasted precious time watching the Korrigan transform. Three men in polo shirts and khakis round the corner ahead, coming from the elevator. They look like middle-aged professionals heading out for breakfast, or an early morning tee time. Except that this is their underground lair, in which they keep things like half-crazed Korrigan and mythical Fae tricksters.
"Fear Dearg," says one, shaking his head. He's taller and older than the other two, with a heavy belly and heavy face that might once have been attractive. "What are you doing? Letting a woman carry you? Pathetic."
My eyes dart to their necks, where each one wears a bloodstained medallion of a Celtic shield knot. Wards. The Far Darrig's magic won't work on them, even if he had enough strength to perform any enchantments.
And I'm already feeling lightheaded from trying to break through the dungeon door, and from carrying Kieran down the hall.
"I'm sorry," I whisper, setting him down but keeping his arm across my shoulders.
"It's all right." He staggers toward the druids, moving me behind him. His wavy hair hangs over his bloodstained forehead, and he stands stiffly, partly bent, like he can barely push through the pain. It's laughable really, that he's trying to protect me in this state, when I'm much stronger, with greater powers.
Still, it's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.
"Your feud is with me," he says. "Leave her out of this. Let her go."
"But this is the Byrne girl," says the leader of the group, stepping forward with his hands out. "Welcome, Aislinn. We have been eager to meet you—the first of our race to gather power from other Fae. You are truly a unique creature, and you are in no danger from us."
Something in the smiles of the other men tells me that's not quite true.
The heavy man casts a derisive look at Kieran. "You see, Aislinn is one of us, Far Darrig, and you are not. Pretending is not being."
Kieran laughs bitterly. "When are you going to let that go? It's been a very long time."
"You soiled the name of druid. Tied your unholy powers to our name, tricked our queen and cursed her, and befriended an outcast of our sect. Since then, you have wandered the world with the foul race, the leprechauns. You are no better than the scrapings of a madman's chamber pot."
Kieran laughs again. "Have you no better insults than that? You weren't even there, young one. You're carrying a grudge that's as old and stupid as your ancestors!"
The heavy man lunges forward and strikes Kieran in the face, knocking him off his feet. He lands on his side, facing away from them, toward me. I leap forward, kneeling beside him.
Suddenly, from the direction of the Korrigan's prison, I hear a voice—urgent, panicked. "She's out! She broke out! Run!" Then there's a kind of gurgling roar and a scream, and a smacking sound.
The three druids turn, panic on their faces. Instead of running toward the screams and roars, they head back toward the elevator, legs pumping as fast as they can go.
I hear a wheezing sound beside me and I look at Kieran in a panic. But he's actually grinning, the bloodstains around his mouth puckering weirdly as he does. He's laughing.
"Let's go," he whispers. "It won't be long before they realize it was me."
I help him up, and we move forward, jerkily, but as fast as we can go, down the same hall that the terrible noises came from. Kieran must have thrown his voice—after all, he can make other sounds besides human ones. How did he have the strength for that roar? How is he moving at all now?
There's a door ahead. A stairwell. Metal steps leading up. One at a time, we climb them. My brain is screaming at me to hurry, hurry, hurry—but there's no way Kieran can go any faster. I start to speak the strength spell again, to help him, but he puts his bruised hand over my mouth. "No. You need your wits for this, and if you keep using magic you won't be able to help me, or yourself."
"I know, but we're going to get caught. We need to go faster."
"Aislinn." He stops, leaning against the wall on the landing, breathing hard. "I can't believe you came here for me. I'm so grateful. But right now, you need to go. You need to leave before they catch up. Go to the top, find a window or an exit and transport."
"Look what they've done to you." I barely know where to touch him without causing him pain. "They will kill you."
"Maybe. But it's more important to me that you're safe. Please, just go."
"You're insane." I seize his arm, ignoring the low moan he makes when I throw it over my shoulders again. "I'm getting you out of here if it kills both of us."
"Doesn't that defeat your whole purpose here?"
"No, because both of us would be dead. That would be all right. Just one of us dying isn't an option."
"You're not making sense."
"If you—died—" I have to speak in clipped phrases from the effort of hoisting him up the stairs. "I would still be here. In the world. Without you. And that's—not an option."
"Aislinn." That low, beautiful voice in my ear. I ignore the flutters in my heart, the agony in my shoulders and arms and knees, and I keep working. One step. One more step. Just one more.
Then we're at the top. There's another landing, and a metal ladder leading to an iron door in the ceiling. Through the small, grime-coated window in the door, past yet another painted ward, I see faint daylight. This must be an emergency exit of some kind, straight to the woods.
But it's impossible for Kieran to get up that ladder in his current state. And my arms and legs are trembling so hard I can't control them. I sink to the floor with Kieran beside me, and we sit panting, with our backs to the wall.
"All you have to do is get it open," he says.
Of course. He doesn't have to climb the ladder. If I open the door, there will be a break in the warding, a clear channel—and then I can climb back down to him and transport both of us.
Come on, legs and arms. One more push.
I'm staggering to my feet, climbing the first rungs.
But I hear feet on the stairs, several pairs of them. I climb faster, buoyed by sudden adrenaline. It's too late. Hands are pulling me down. Other hands seize the Far Darrig—he doesn't even try to resist. I think he's unconscious.
I failed.
Instead of using my words for a spell to protect myself, I use them to beg, "Don't hurt him. Please don't hurt him anymore."
As I'm speaking, something hits the back of my head. Pain, blackness.
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Zane
My bedroom door bangs open, almost making me jump out of my boxers. "Whoa, hey!"
"Okay, that's it!" It's Ada's voice. So loud, so annoying. "We're dealing with this, right now."
"Hey, what are you doing? Did you pick my lock?"
"Heck yes, I did." She fans her hand in front of her nose. "It's a biohazard site up in here. Z, what is wrong with you, letting it get like this?"
I turn back to my computer. "I don't care."
"You should care. You're living in a pile of stinky socks and stinkier underwear and leftover—what is this?" She holds up a bowl of something that was probably once ice cream with chocolate syrup. It doesn't look or smell anything like that now.
I hunch further into my hoodie and go back to my game. Ada comes up behind me and spins my computer chair around so fast I bang my knee into the desk, hard.
"Ow! Geez, go away. Pest!"
"Roach!"
"Why you bein' so mean to me? I got my heart broken, you know."
"And I'm not saying 'I told you so,' am I?"
"You just did."
She sighs and sits down on the bed. "Look, Z, I know you've had a rough run with girls lately. First Laurel, now Aislinn. But you gotta look at this and realize something about yourself, little bro. You fall too hard and too fast, and then you get all broken up when it doesn't work out."
"Love at first sight is crap, and girls suck at being loyal. They're just heartless. Cold."
"I don't know Aislinn very well, but she didn't strike me as the heartless type. More of the confused, abused type. You know whatever she's been through better than I do, but there's some damage there. She needs somebody who understands damage, Z."
"I got damage," I mutter.
"I know it hurts right now," she says. "But I'm talking about another kind of damage. You've had a good life so far, Z. Not too much really tragic stuff. I mean, sure, all our grandparents except Gram are dead, and that was rough; but otherwise you and Kali and I—we've had it good. I think maybe she needs someone who gets whatever she's going through a little better."
"I thought I could help her," I whisper. "I thought we were doing good."
"I know. You guys were cute together. But Z, you can find somebody better—somebody who's gonna give you her whole heart, not just a piece of it."
She stands up. "In the meantime, you shower and brush your teeth, while I clean this room. And Mom says no more video games today. Go for a run or something; you'll feel better." She glances around. "Gonna need a freaking hazmat suit to clean this business up. Kali, you come in here and help me!"
My little sister's face peeks around the doorframe. "Is it safe?"
"He's taking most of the smell with him to the shower," Ada says. "It's safe enough."
I growl and grumble, collecting clean underwear and clothes before I head to the bathroom. But really all I want to do is thank them—those annoying, know-it-all, bossy, beloved sisters of mine.
A hot shower is the best thing in the world, next to sex and a good meal. It's incredible how that hot water beating down on my body for a while makes me feel like a new man. By the time I step out, I feel amazing. I look at myself in the mirror, and I look good. Practicing a few flexes and smiles gets me feeling even better.
I'm hot stuff. I'm a catch. I'm going to college and there's gonna be hundreds of girls, and they're all gonna want a date with me. Forget Aislinn—I'm moving on. I'm chill now, I'm good—no more moping for me.
When I get out of the bathroom, I walk straight to the kitchen and open the fridge, ready to fuel my upbeat mood with a snack.
And there it is, sitting on the refrigerator shelf all alone. A single can of Diet Coke.
Instantly I flash back to that first day, Aislinn's First Day. Her in the store. Buying the Diet Coke. Me teasing her about the artificial sweeteners. Her smiling that shy smile, those green eyes sparkling at me for the first time.
The pain in my heart is so bad it feels physical, like somebody just slashed across my chest with a knife. I back away and let the fridge close.
Good mood gone, I wander back to my room. The girls worked fast—all the leftovers and soda cans and dirty laundry are gone, and my stuff has been stacked neatly instead of sitting in tumbled piles. Ada is vacuuming, so I just stand there till she's done.
When she turns around, she's about to say something when she sees my face. I see the pity in her eyes, but I don't mind, cause there's love too. She drops the vacuum handle, walks right up to me, and gives me the biggest hug.
The next second Kali's skinny arms slip around both of us, and we all just stand there.
I'm not good right now. In fact, I'm falling apart.
But with my family here, and with time, someday I will be okay again.
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Aislinn
I'm alone when I wake.
I'm in a concrete cell, but it's clear that someone has tried to make it more comfortable, less like a prison. There are thick, soft rugs, large pieces of art, a lamp, and a small table with a chair and writing materials, a few books. There's an artificial tree in one corner, too—such a good imitation that I would think it was real except for the absence of any sunlight. The bed I'm lying on is double-wide, deep and soft, piled with plush bedding fit for a hotel.
It's the door that gives the room away as a prison. I can tell it's solid metal, and the massive hinges and locking mechanism won't be yielding to my fenodyree strength.
My head feels clearer, although my muscles ache from supporting Kieran—
Kieran. Where is he? What are they doing to him?
What if they kill him, just when I'm understanding what he means to me? I can't bear the thought, and my eyes start to sting.
Suddenly I hear something—a very faint, metallic hum. There's a camera up in the top corner of my room, and it's moving slowly, adjusting itself to focus on me as I stand at the door.
I step toward it, fists clenched. "Where is the Far Darrig? Why are you keeping us here?"
There's no answer, of course. But hopefully whoever is on the other end of that camera will head my way soon.
For now, I really have to use the bathroom. Except that there isn't one—just a toilet in a corner of the room, with some toilet paper and a bottle of hand sanitizer. No way am I using that with some creep watching me through a camera.
But the need gets more urgent, so I rig up a kind of half wall with the table, chair, pillows and tree. I have barely enough time to finish my business when the door unlocks.
One of the druids walks in. I whisper "Láidreacht " and throw the table at him with all my strength. He's knocked off his feet, head clunking against the concrete wall.
I'm out the door in a second, murmuring a protective spell and tracing a ward on my chest. A ward without a binding agent only lasts a few minutes, but it should be enough to protect me against spell-wielders in the hallway.
But instead of a spell, I'm met with the barrel of a gun.
I freeze.
I don't have any powers or spells to stop a bullet.
"Effective, isn't it?" says Malcolm, still aiming the gun at me.
Malcolm, the fake investigator. The druid.
"I warned James about you," he says, nodding toward the unconscious man lying in the doorway of my cell. "I told him to be ready. He's a fool. Most druids of the lower order are pesky fools. Just humans, trying to play with magic. Those of us in the higher orders—we actually work magic."
"You're a higher order druid?"
"Indeed. Order of the Vates."
The Vates? That was the druid order that conducted human sacrifices in the old days. I suppress a shiver.
"Now are you going to cooperate and act like a guest, or do I need to bind you?" says Malcolm.
I hate being bound. "I'll cooperate." For now. "If you answer me one question. Where is the Far Darrig?"
He smirks. "See, this is what I don't understand," he says, rubbing his shiny forehead with his free hand. "You told us you didn't know where he was—and at first we believed you. But in the past two weeks, we've received multiple reports of you two being seen together at Fae gatherings; and then you show up here to help him escape. At first you were all, 'I have no idea where he is, good riddance,' and now you're all, 'where is he? where is he?' " He imitates me with a pathetic, shrill whine.
"First, I don't sound like that," I say. "And second, he's my friend. I want to know that he's all right."
"All right is relative," Malcolm says, smiling. "He's alive."
"Can I see him?"
He narrows his eyes at me. "You know, we may have been going about this thing all wrong. It seems the two of you have a connection. A relationship?"
I snort in mock disgust. "Never. He had my parents killed."
"So you say." There's a shrewd look in his eyes. "But my three brothers who saw you in the corridor earlier mentioned something interesting—the Far Darrig trying to shield you, offering himself if we let you go. A foolish gesture, but possibly meaningful. You may be able to help us."
"Not likely."
"Still, let's go have a chat with the others, shall we?" He waves me forward with the gun. "Walk ahead, and I'll follow. It would be foolish to try any tricks, little Korrigan."
He takes me to another level, higher up, to a long room that looks like some sort of conference room, with a massive polished wooden table down the center. Again, all along the walls, I notice carvings, etchings, paintings and prints of Celtic knots and ancient runes, some framed, some painted right onto the walls like graffiti. The street-art style contrasts weirdly with the uptight, traditional furnishings of the room—all heavy, varnished, dark wood and thick upholstery.
Several men sit on either side of the long table, and near the end I notice some women as well—two of them I don't know. But one is June, the "investigator," and another is—
"Maeve." I'm shocked. For a second I think she may be here to help me.
"You should have left her down there longer, Malcolm," Maeve says sharply. "We still have matters to discuss."
"He answers to me, Maeve, not you," says one of the druids. He's surprisingly young, maybe late twenties, with ginger hair, a long nose, and pale eyes. Like a rat from an Irish sewer.
"I have a suggestion," Malcolm says. "It appears Maeve hasn't told us everything. This girl and the Far Darrig have a romantic connection of some kind."
"Is this true?" Rat-Face asks me.
"No, of course not," I say, trying to sound indignant.
He turns to Maeve.
"It's possible," she says. "But she has a boyfriend, a human pup called Zane."
"We broke up," I say quickly, to protect him. "He's old news. By the way, how are you, Grandmother?"
Her eyes spark. She hates it when I call her that.
"How is Arden?" she spits back. "When we're done with you, I'm planning to teach her a few things about treachery and its consequences."
"Enough," says the Rat. "Aislinn, your arrival here is a little premature. Your capture was planned for a little further ahead in the schedule—about a week from now. Thank goodness we had runes in place to prevent her transporting, right?" He smiles at the other druids. "Otherwise she would have stolen our prize, and we would have had to go through the trouble of capturing the Far Darrig all over again."
"I don't suppose he made it easy for you," I say, smirking with satisfaction.
"No, but he was low on power, so we made quick work of him. And we didn't expect anyone to come looking for him—least of all you. How do you explain that?"
I shrug. "He helped me get my powers. I owed him a favor."
"That's it? Nothing else?"
"Nothing at all," I say. Why are all these people staring at me and asking me about my love life? Shouldn't they be dipping their knives in blood or urine and making weird animal sacrifices to improve their already fat stock portfolios?
"She's lying," says Maeve. "She's a little liar, just like her mother, running after men like a sow to slop."
"Both of you, quiet!" The Rat's voice is high and sharp. "It's time to get on with the stripping. We can do it in the Far Darrig's dungeon if you think it will have an effect on him. Chuck is running out of ways to soften his will with beatings. We'll have to start pulling teeth and clipping fingers soon."
The words send a jolt through me. First, what is 'the stripping'? That doesn't sound good at all. And the thought of them yanking out Kieran's beautiful teeth, one by one, or cutting off those guitar-playing, Audi-driving fingers of his is too much to bear.
What do they want from him?
"Take her outside while we finish up here," says the rat-faced man. Malcolm and his gun accompany me to the hallway, where we sit in chairs and glare at each other. I wonder if I could manage to sneak in a dancing spell or a binding spell before he shoots me. Probably not worth the risk. And although I could try confusing him with different voices, I don't know how to throw my voice behind him, and I don't know any voices that would be personal enough to effectively distract him.
Once I open my mouth, just to ask a question, and he whips me across the face with the gun. My lip puffs up almost instantly, and I taste blood between my teeth. I guess he's not risking any spells crossing my lips.
We wait there for at least an hour, and then they decide to put me back in the cell while they have lunch. James, the druid I knocked out earlier, comes by the cell and throws a hot dog in— just a hot dog, no bun or anything. I guess he's mad that I caught him off guard this morning.
I don't eat the hot dog. He probably spit on it, or worse.
Instead, I pace my cell. I try to transport again, and again. I work on spells, and I use my fenodyree strength on the door, although I know it's pointless.
More hours pass. I'm losing track of time, but I figure it's probably late afternoon, maybe evening, when Malcolm comes back. He proceeds, gun first, into the cell, watching me like a trainer watches a tiger—with a healthy dose of caution and respect.
"Come on," he says. "They're ready for you."
Most of the druids from the conference room are already waiting in the Far Darrig's dungeon—the same one I saved him from hours ago. Since the chains are dangling useless and broken, they've tied him to one of the metal posts with thick, rough ropes instead. He looks worse than ever. More wards are traced on his body in blood, probably to keep him from turning invisible or doing other magic—not that he could. He looks almost dead.
I bite my lip hard to keep back my tears. Tears will look like weakness and will only confirm to them that we're a thing. Which, technically, we're not.
Just as I'm thinking it, Kieran lifts his head and opens his eyes. One of them is so swollen it's barely a slit. Freshly bruised, probably by the hand of the big thug who stands nearby, cracking his knuckles.
"Aislinn," says Kieran, his voice weak. "How nice of you to join us. Have you met Chuck here?" He nods at the big muscle-bound guy. "I sincerely hope not."
"If you still have the spirit to joke, Chuck's not doing his job," says the Rat.
"Good to see you again too, Stanley," Kieran says.
"Have you reconsidered my offer?" Stanley asks, narrowing his pale eyes.
"What offer was that again? Can we clarify for the new members of the audience?"
Stanley nods to Chuck, who backhands Kieran in the mouth. He chokes, hanging limp from the ropes for a second, then lifts his head with a bloody, terrifying smile.
I have to dig my nails deep into my palms to keep from reacting.
Stanley flips out a small knife and walks over to Kieran. "My offer is simple," he says, sliding the knife along one of Kieran's ribs and opening a long, shallow cut. Kieran breathes hard through his teeth, spitting blood. "Tell us the spell that you used to make the Korrigan. Teach us to do it ourselves. Then you will be free."
Seriously?
"Why do you want to be monsters?" I ask.
"Not monsters," says Stanley. "Gods. You see, ever since we heard about you from that fenodyree, I've had this idea. If we could become Korrigan-druid hybrids, like you, we'd be able to drain powers from other Fae, collect them for ourselves. We'd be all-powerful, invincible. No nation's government would be able to stand against us. We'll become the most influential people in the world."
"World domination. Are you kidding?" I laugh. "That's so cliché, right, Kieran?"
Kieran snickers. "World domination. For the druid who has everything."
He gets a punch in the gut for that one.
"Don't you think it's about time to take care of our business?" says Maeve. She's been looking at the Far Darrig with utter disgust. "Go ahead and strip Aislinn, and our part of the deal will be done."
Strip me? Oh no. No no no.
I'm sure my eyes are big as moons, because Stanley laughs through his rat-nose. "Not your clothes. Your powers. Your grandmother can't handle you as you are, so she wants us to take your Life-Stream and your Fae powers. Then you can go home with her, to your nice little dungeon. Wouldn't you like that?"
No. They can't, can they?
"Chain her up, boys," he says, and Chuck and another druid grip my upper arms.
Malcolm is still holding the gun. But now I know that he can't kill me. They have the agreement with Maeve and it probably includes me being whole and mostly undamaged.
Softly I whisper "Láidreacht" again to call out my strength, and I throw my arms backward and then forward. Chuck and the other man crash to the floor, and I dart behind the big stone altar in case Malcolm decides to shoot me anyway. But there's nothing back here, no weapons, nothing I can use to defend myself.
Then I hear two of the druids chanting. My throat is suddenly constricted—I can't breathe. Can't speak. I have no defenses left, because my brain is getting fuzzy and I'm freaking out and I'm going to die—
Suddenly, right before I pass out, the pressure relaxes, and hands seize my arms again, yanking me upright. I'm coughing, gasping the breath back into my lungs.
Stanley walks up to me, grabs the front of my tank top, and rips it down the center. His hand has been cut, probably to perform the choking spell on me, and it leaves bloodstains on my shirt and on the bra underneath.
"You could have gone quietly." With a bloody finger, he reaches toward my chest. Calling up the bit of karate Zane taught me, I snap my foot out and kick him in the crotch, hard.
He makes a kind of gulping noise and backs up, legs pressed together. "Chain her!" he squawks.
They throw me onto the altar, the rough stone scraping my back through my shirt. If I turn my head to the right, I can see Kieran's face, tight with concern, his one unblemished eye shining silver-gray.
Metal loops and hooks are already attached to the altar. Have they really sacrificed someone here before? I don't want to know.
I knee Chuck in the face and bloody his nose before he manages to force my ankle into the manacle. The other guy gets off easy with a fierce scratch from my nails down the side of his cheek; but that's all the damage I can do before they lock the metal cuffs around my wrists and ankles.
Leaning over me, Stanley sneers in my face. I'm immobilized now, and the most I can do is glare at him. Inside I'm terrified. They're going to take my powers, my Life-Stream, and send me back to Maeve. I'll never get out of that house again. I'll be hers till I'm a hundred years older, and broken.
Stanley reaches toward me again and traces a ward over my chest with his bloody hand, probably to curb my magic. He takes his time drawing the knot, his fingers wandering a little lower than necessary. I hear Kieran's breath hissing harder between his teeth.
"What is Maeve giving you?" I ask Stanley. "It must be something enormous, if you're doing this kind of favor for someone you hate."
"I don't really hate her," he says. "Her feud was with my ancestors. Our generation of druids has no real issue with the Korrigan."
"But you must be getting something out of it."
"Some rare spell ingredients and relics," he says. "Things we thought were no longer available or possible. She apparently keeps them at home, in a closet, of all places." He chuckles.
I think I know which closet he means. The one off Maeve's office, the door she always keeps padlocked. I make a mental note, if I live through this and if I ever get the chance, to wreck everything in that closet. Maybe burn it all.
"All right, gentlemen, let's begin." Stanley raises both hands, like some kind of priest starting a ceremony.
"Where are your robes?" I ask.
"What?"
"Your robes. Druids should have robes." I'm rewarded by a chuckle from Kieran.
"We live in modern times, dear. The magic is the same; we don't need all the other trappings."
"But you have runes and chains and dungeons. It would all be cooler with robes."
Stanley rolls his eyes. "Gag her."
I'm gagged for the first time in my life. I hate it. I wish they'd use a muting spell, like Kieran used on the pixie Elspeth; but maybe they can't. It's obvious that magic doesn't work for them the same way it does for Fae.
The cloth they use to gag me is scratchy and none too clean, and it tastes terrible and chafes my tongue and the corners of my mouth.
All my spirit is gone. I turn my head and look at Kieran, who's watching me while Chuck gags him as well. Just seeing his face, meeting his gaze, is enough to help me feel a little calmer.
"Let's begin," says Stanley again; and just at that moment a cellphone rings loudly. It's a jazzy ringtone, much too pert and lively for this setting.
It's too perfect. My chest heaves with a laugh that's more like a sob.
"Really, Bob? Again?" Stanley growls. "Every time! Every time we're having a ceremony."
"Sorry," says Bob. I recognize him as one of the three druids Kieran and I met in the hallway. "The twins are being little monsters. I gotta go deal with this."
He leaves the room.
"Now can we begin?" Stanley nearly shrieks the words. I see the crack in his civilized facade, and it scares me.
Three of them join him beside me. Stanley, Malcolm, June, and another druid I don't know. There's nothing left of June's friendly demeanor now. She doesn't sneer or glare like a movie villain; she's just impassive, like this is routine for her.
Behind them, I can see Maeve, standing cold and tall, her short blond hair accentuating the regal cast of her face. Her eyes are like chips of blue ice.
As the druids bring out earth-toned paints, and knives, and mistletoe sprigs, and bits of charred wood and bone, I realize that this is not going to be as simple as I thought. When I draw powers from a Fae, I speak a basic Korrigan incantation, bend the power stream away from the Life-Stream, and draw the powers into myself. Then I return the Life-Stream to the body.
The druids apparently have a more complicated, messier way to extract my power. Who knows if it will even work, since they obviously haven't done it before. As Kieran always says, I'm special, one of a kind. The druids apparently can't absorb powers from the Fae themselves; if they could, they wouldn't need the Far Darrig's spell. I'm not sure if their inexperience with this ritual is encouraging or frightening.
They begin some kind of weird chant in the Old Tongue, drawing symbols on my stomach, my arms, and over my heart. One of them cuts his hand and drizzles blood on me—I'm definitely not wearing this shirt ever again.
I hate the warm feeling of the blood, but I hate it worse when Malcolm rubs his knife in the sweat from his forehead and dabs it on me. Then June spits in the same spot. Gross. I'm really nervous about which bodily fluid Stanley will contribute, and I'm actually relived when it's more blood.
There's more chanting, and the application of bits of mistletoe and oak leaf and bone and charred wood. Still, nothing magical happens. I begin to wonder if they made all this up.
Apparently Maeve is wondering the same thing. "How long is this going to take?" she says. "Can you do it or not?"
"Hush!" snaps June.
Still chanting, the four of them connect their hands over my chest and then draw them upward sharply.
And there it is, my Life-Stream of a hundred years, twining in the air like glowing golden smoke; and twisted around it are the powers I've taken—a dark green strand from the leprechaun, dusky red from the fenodyree, pink from the pixie. June gasps and reaches toward the luminous, drifting stream. I feel painfully vulnerable, as if someone has stripped away my skin and muscles and is about to touch the beating flesh of my heart.
I can't give up my powers. Whether they're rightly mine or not, they keep me safe. I close my eyes, thinking back to the most painful night of my life, when the Far Darrig held me down magically and forced me to draw out Zane's Life-Stream. I was able to resist him by calling on powerful emotions, finding a calm center within myself, and pushing off the enchantment.
Maybe I can resist what they're trying to do. After all, I am part druid as well as part Korrigan.
"All right, we can see the powers now," says Stanley. "Time to begin the extraction." He sounds like a surgeon performing an operation. For all I know, he might be one.
I sink into myself, mentally searching for the root of my powers, my Life-Stream. I have to hold onto it all somehow. I think strings of Gaelic words in my head, linking them together like I'm crafting a spell—thinking them as hard as I can, and trying to say them through the gag. Fighting.
The druids are chanting more words, adding more blood and fluids to the mix from various vials. This is so gross. I'm going to need a shower—no, five showers—as soon as I get out of here.
More and more intensely they chant, eyelids half-closed, eyeballs rolled up, sweat breaking out on their foreheads. Still, the power stream and the Life-Stream intertwine lazily, floating above me, tethered to my body.
"Face the facts—you can't do it," says Maeve.
"Wait, wait, wait!" screams Stanley. He picks up his knife and starts cutting into my skin, carving something. The pain flashes through me, sharp and blinding. I scream through the gag.
Suddenly the golden Life-Stream detaches from my body, floats up into the air, and dissipates in a shower of golden flecks. The colorful power stream recoils like a whip, curling back into my chest and vanishing.
"What did you do?" cries Maeve.
Stanley is panting, sweating, his shirt sticking to his body in places. "We couldn't get the powers out," he says. "We could see them, but we couldn't remove them."
"And the Life-Stream? You stripped that?" Maeve sounds beyond furious. "This was not our agreement. There will be no payment for a job half done!"
"Very well." Stanley steps forward, eyes narrowed, his tone sharp. "Then we keep the girl."
Maeve hesitates.
"She's useless to me like this," she says. "You were supposed to make her less powerful, so I could handle her!"
"Tough break," says June, wiping her hands on a paper towel. She hands one to Stanley as well.
Maeve's rage is cold, like a blast of dangerously frigid air. There's something about her, even without any supernatural power, than makes the room feel even less safe. I wonder if the druids can sense it too.
They must, because Stanley clears his throat and says, "Perhaps we can offer you something else, a consolation prize? We keep the girl, you get—dot dot dot?"
Walking over to me, Maeve stares down at my face. What she decides now is going to change everything for me, I can feel it; and none of the possibilities look good—stay here, with the druids and their creepy rituals, or go home to a prison I may or may not be able to escape.
I don't know what she sees in my eyes—probably fear, uncertainty, pleading. I do know that she won't be moved by any of it.
After a minute of looking at me, her gaze flicks up to Kieran. He greets her with a contemptuous, challenging stare.
"Keep the girl," says Maeve. "And kill him for me." She points to Kieran.
"We can't do that, not yet," Stanley protests. "We still need the spell from him."
"Fine. Chain her up tomorrow, during the day. Use her to get the spell from him tomorrow evening, once she takes human form again. I'll be back tomorrow at midnight to witness his death. And I want her to see it too."
"Can we do it as a sacrifice?" The druid sounds ghoulishly excited. "A death like the Far Darrig's will come with immense power—seems a pity not to harvest it for our benefit. Think of the charms and relics we could make!"
June is nodding, her eyes bright and hungry.
"Whatever you need to do, as long as he's dead at the end," Maeve says.
Stanley rubs his hands together eagerly. "You see, I knew we could all get something we want! A pleasure, Queen Maeve." He actually bows to her. Instead of acknowledging the gesture, she stalks out of the room.
Stanley approaches the altar again. "At least now we have a consolation prize. Let's get her fed and washed, then lock her in for the night. And be sure she's chained up before dawn, in the backup dungeon, Level 2. We'll take her out tomorrow night for a nice little torture session."
As they drag me away, I catch Kieran's eye. A tear slides down his cheek, soaking into the gag. This, more than anything, breaks me.
Malcolm takes me to a room with several showers all in a row. No curtains or partitions between them, just a big open shower space. Maybe the druids come here to wash off the filth after their ceremonies.
I don't undress. I just take off my shoes and stand under the warm water, in my shorts and my ruined tank top. The clothes aren't long for this world anyway; when I transform at dawn, they're going to be torn to bits.
Malcolm watches me the whole time. Not a flicker of admiration or desire in his eyes, even though my wet shirt is practically see-through. It's like he's a mechanical creature that runs on pure hate, and that's what I see shining out of his eyes—a kind of deep hatred and disgust for me. It's the way I might look at a spider, or a cockroach. I wonder if it's the Korrigan he hates, or women, or people in general.
Finally I finish cleaning up and wrap myself in a towel. He takes me back to the cell and removes my gag. My mouth feels horribly dry, and my teeth seem to scrape unbearably against my sore tongue.
There's food waiting—some lumpy instant potatoes, a wedge of meatloaf that looks like dog poop. As much as I hate eating their food, I'm starving; and I have to keep up my strength in case I get a chance to escape. My mouth and lips ache as I eat, but somehow I manage to swallow most of the meal.
I hope they're feeding Kieran. I hope he will get to sleep tonight.
With the food in my belly, I'm suddenly, heavily tired. The day of tension, and waiting, and enduring all the druid spellwork has taken its toll. I collapse on the bed, murmuring a prayer to anyone listening that Kieran will be all right, that he will live through the night and the day to come, and that I will see him again.
It feels like just a few minutes later when Chuck wakes me. "An hour till dawn," he says. He's already painted another knot in blood on my chest to curb my magic. I was sleeping so hard I didn't even feel it. Pinning my arms, he hustles me, half-asleep, up one corridor and down another.
Before we even reach the dungeon, I know what I'm going to see. A massive room, hung with equally massive chains intended to hold me and my Beast when it manifests. Around my waist, Chuck snaps a band of metal. More manacles around my arms and legs—shackles so thick I sink under their weight. Chuck's beefy arms and huge fingers make quick work of the heavy locks.
"Wait!" I plead. "Are you going back to the Far Darrig? Because you know if you torture him much more, he'll die. Then he won't be able to give you the spell."
"I know when to stop," he grunts. "It's a fine art. Besides, honey, it's you who'll be tortured this evening."
He turns and climbs the concrete steps back up to the door.
When he leaves, I start crying. I can't help it. The druids may be watching through cameras, or through the narrow window at the top of the room. But I've been stronger so far than most seventeen-year-old girls would be, I'm pretty sure of that. I'd be inhuman not to cry over what's going to happen—what just happened—what I lost.
The Life-Stream was never really mine. I was forced to take it, to drain the pixie till death. Still, it was my insurance—a hundred years when I wouldn't have to wrestle with my conscience about Life-Stealing. A hundred years when I could feel the sun instead of spending the daylight hours locked away, buried inside a raving beast.
And now, in about an hour, I'm going to change again. When night falls, I'll be shivering and naked in this room, chained to the walls. And with the blood-drawn ward on my chest, I can't do magic to escape.
Unless the change scours away the ward.
It's a faint hope, but it's possible. I'll just have to wait till tonight.
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Zane
"Z, it's Laurel."
"Hey, what's up?"
"Wondering if you know where Aislinn is. She and I were supposed to go for coffee and do some shopping the other day, but she never showed. She's not answering calls or texts either."
"I haven't talked to her in a while."
"Yeah, okay. I know y'all broke up, I just thought you might have some idea where she is. You know, with her family treating her bad and stuff, I just wanna be sure she's okay."
After Laurel hangs up, I keep thinking. Aislinn loves her phone. She keeps it on her all the time, and she's always checking it. Maybe I should talk to  Arden, see if everything's all right.
But Aislinn and I broke up, right? So this whole thing isn't any of my business.
I'm sitting there, frowning at my phone, when Kali walks into my room. "Hey, Z. Ada's pickin' me up in a few minutes. You know I'm spending the night at her house, right?"
"Sure, yeah, fine."
She plumps herself down on the bed next to me. "You look really grumpy."
"Thanks, sis."
"Wanna tell me about it? I got nothin' better to do while I'm waiting."
"A'right, here's the problem. Laurel was supposed to meet Aislinn the other day, but Aislinn ditched. Won't answer calls or texts. So Laurel's worried."
"So call Aislinn. Or see if her aunt knows where she is."
"But she's not my girlfriend anymore."
Kali frowns. "I know, and I'm not happy about it. What did you do?"
I ball up a dirty T-shirt and pitch it at the laundry basket. "I got jealous."
"What? There's somebody else?"
"Yeah, this guy—look, I don't wanna talk about him. What do I do about Aislinn, right now?"
Kali taps her chin pensively. "Well, you still care about her, right? And she could be in trouble. So I'd say yeah, check up on her. Make sure she's okay."
"Maybe I will, maybe I won't," I say. "Now go on, get outta here." I toss a pair of smelly socks her way. She yelps and dives off the bed.
"Gross, Z!"
After she leaves, all offended, I call the number Aislinn gave me for Arden.
"I don't know where she is either," Arden says. "She wasn't here last night when I got back from the conference—I thought maybe you two patched things up and sneaked off somewhere together."
"No, we didn't." Now I'm getting worried. "Do you think—your old gang might have gotten to her?"
"The other Korrigan? It's possible. I'll go talk to them."
"Not alone," I say. "I'll meet you there."
I hang up before she can protest.
Why did I say that? I promised myself I'd stay out of this. Still, these are the women who beat Aislinn and locked her up for years, and I might finally get the chance to give them a piece of my mind on the subject. I been wanting a come-to-Jesus moment with Aislinn's grandmother, and this could be my chance. If they don't cast some kind of spell on me first.
Jerking open my top drawer, I toss boxers and socks out of the way till I get to the old Celtic knot medallion, the one Aislinn gave me. I slip it over my head.
"Kali," I yell on my way out the door. "Be good till Ada gets here!"
"I'm fourteen, I'm old enough to be on my own for five minutes!" she yells back.
It's been a while since I drove past the corner store where I first talked to Aislinn. A little way past it is the long driveway leading up to that huge house where the Korrigan live.
Arden's car and mine nearly collide at the entrance to the drive. She refuses to move, so I back up and let her pull in first. She hops out of the car, looking fit to bust.
"I leave town for a couple days, and this is what happens?" She shakes her finger in my face. "I'm holding you personally responsible."
"Hold up now," I say. "We broke up! It's not my job to keep tabs on her day and night. You're her freakin' guardian."
"Don't you speak to me," she says. "Just shut up and let me do a shield knot on you."
Shield knot?
I reach into my shirt and pull out the Celtic medallion on the leather string, the one Aislinn gave me. Arden's faces turns pale.
"That's the—she gave that to you?"
I nod. "Something wrong?"
She shakes her head, swallowing. "That will do the trick. Don't take it off while we're here."
With her fingernail, she traces a knot over her own skin, right under the collarbones, hard enough to leave red scratches. She's whispering the whole time she does it. Creepy. Something about the way she hurries, the intensity of her sharp face, makes me think that Arden is scared. Scared of Maeve.
If she is, she hides it well. Striding up the front steps, she pounds on the door. And pounds again. And again, till finally a brunette woman opens the door a crack. It's one of the twins, and she looks scared.
"Where's Maeve?" demands Arden.
"Not here," says the brunette. "She's gone, on important business."
"Let us in."
"No." The twin starts pushing the door shut, but I step forward and block it. She throws herself at it, but she's a lightweight, and I'm not. I'm like a rock immoveable. Finally the woman gives up and backs away.
"Thank you," I say, walking in. Arden moves past me, seizing the other Korrigan by the shoulders.
"Gemma, I've known you for centuries, and I know when you're hiding something. Where is Maeve? Where did she go?"
"Now look," says Gemma. "You can't just come in here and—"
Arden seizes Gemma's throat in one thin white hand. When she tightens her grip, her nails dig into the other Korrigan's flesh.
"I can't?" she says. "Honey, I'm not a part of your little Maeve fan club anymore. There's nothing I can't do. So you need to tell me, right now, where Maeve went and if it has anything to do with Aislinn."
"The—the mountains," gasps Gemma. "There's a druid place up there. Maeve has been talking to their leader."
"Druids? Why?"
"I can't tell you—I can't—she'll be so angry—"
"What about me? Do I seem angry?" Arden's sharp face is a bare inch from the other woman's nose.
"You better tell her," I say. "She just might kill you, and I don't think I feel like stopping her."
Gemma's eyes widen. "The druids are going to help Maeve strip away Aislinn's powers. And her Life-Stream. Then she'll have to come back here, with us."
"Hold up, can they do that?" I ask Arden.
Arden frowns. "I don't know. Maybe."
"Druids, for real? Like actual people-sacrificing, Celtic druids?"
"A branch of the old tree, yes," Arden replies, releasing Gemma. "We've known where they were for some time; but Maeve hates them. I'm surprised she would go to them for anything."
"Wants Aislinn back pretty bad, doesn't she?"
"I guess so." Arden frowns. "But Aislinn has her powers. How did Maeve manage to capture her alone and take her up there?"
"Overpowered her, maybe?"
Gemma speaks up, rubbing her throat. "I don't think Maeve captured her. Maeve left for the trip by herself yesterday. She said she'd be gone all weekend, but she also told us it's just a networking and planning trip. You know, schmooze with the druids, talk about quid pro quo, and figure out the details. They weren't planning to grab Aislinn for a week or two."
I'm surprised at how much she's telling us. It's like once she's started talking, she can't shut up. Not the greatest person to hold onto secrets, I guess.
"Then if Aislinn isn't here, and she isn't with Maeve, where is she?" I ask.
Gemma's face changes, like she just realized something; and Arden is quick to notice. "What is it? Don't make me choke you again."
"No, no, don't." Gemma backs away. "I was just thinking—maybe Aislinn heard about the Far Darrig."
I groan. Of course that idiot playboy is behind this. "What about him?"
"The druids got him last week. They told us about it, since we have a little revenge interest there. They said someone told them where his loft was, and his leprechauns weren't around to protect him—plus I guess his magic was depleted for some reason. They caught him easily."
My stomach drops into my shoes. My brain is working, connecting the dots—Malcolm and the druids, in league somehow. Maybe he's even one of them. And I gave him the information the druids needed to catch the Far Darrig. And now—
Gemma is still talking. "Apparently they've been having fun with him—torture and all that—and they invited us to watch. A goodwill gesture. Gillian and Maeve went a few days ago for the first torture session."
Who is this chick, talking about a torture session like it's a damn movie? And who tortures people these days?
"So you're saying—" Arden pauses.
"I'm saying maybe Aislinn went after him. If she found out that they have him."
In that instant, I know what she's saying is true. If druids got a hold of that damn Far Darrig, and if Aislinn found out about it, she would go looking for him. She'd use her pixie powers; she'd follow him straight to the bad guys' hangout without even knowing what she was walking into. Plunge blindly right into a nest of druids, just to get to him.
I'm done. Whatever those two have going on between them, I'm out of it. This isn't my business anymore.
I turn and walk out of the house, back to my truck. Key in the ignition, I'm about to leave when Arden pops up at my window, knocking and looking pissed.
Sighing, I roll the window down. "What?"
"Zane, where are you going?"
"Away."
"If she followed him, she's in trouble. Druids are dangerous, no matter what century it is. The stories you've heard, they're all true."
"But I'm no magic user. I won't be able to help."
Arden reaches up and squeezes my bicep lightly. "You're strong. Most of these druids are probably rich white guys who sit on their butts behind desks all day; but there are bound to be some guard types around the place. I can do a few spells, get us through their security—and you can be the muscle."
"I can get beat up, you mean."
"Only if you're not fast enough."
"Do you know where the druid hangout is?"
"Gemma gave me the location. It's near Bluerock Mountain."
Bluerock Mountain. The weird zone in the forest, the one where we found the stone circle, with the blood and the dead birds. Druid stuff.
I rub my hands over my face. I can't do this.
But it's Aislinn. She's in trouble. I got to do this.
She'd do it for me—hell, she has done it for me. Plus, the whole thing is kind of my fault, in a weird roundabout way. I told Malcolm where the Far Darrig was, and he told the druids, so they caught him, and then Aislinn went after him. So technically, she's in danger because of me.
Crap.
As much as the magic—and now the druids—freak me out, I gotta be down for this.
"Screw it, I'm in."
"Good!" Arden looks relieved. "I wasn't about to go up there alone. I'll need about an hour to prepare a few things. Meanwhile, quick question—anyone in your family practice hoodoo?"
"Do I look like someone in my family practices hoodoo?"
She cocks her head to one side. "Well—you can never tell."
"My mom hates the stuff. My grandmother used to do it all the time down in New Orleans, though."
"New Orleans? Too far—she can't help us. Is any of your grandma's stuff around here? Maybe in your house?"
"You crazy?"
"Listen, Zane, hoodoo uses the essences and fluids of the body, like the druids do—things like skin flakes, saliva, nail clippings, blood, and fluids from—"
"Stop, I get it!"
"It's a similar path to spellwork. So if you can get your hands on any hoodoo charms or amulets, do it. Meet me at the apartment in an hour."
Man, she's bossy. And cranky. I mean, I know she's worried, but still.
On the way home, I call my mother.
"Hey Mom, can you get me Gram's number?"
"Gram's number? Why? What you need to talk to her about?"
"Please, Mom, it's important."
She sighs. "I'll text it to you. You drivin'?"
"Yeah."
"Don't you dare look at that text while you're driving. You pull over somewhere and then call Gram."
I roll my eyes. "Yes, ma'am."
"Don't you roll your eyes at me, boy. I'm lookin' out for your safety."
"How did you—never mind. Bye, Mom."
At a red light, I check the text and dial Gram's number.
It's been years since I saw her—even longer since we went to New Orleans. Mom hates going there. Hates the little trailer her mother lives in. Hates the colored bottles hanging from the trees all around to catch spirits. I remember those, even though I was maybe six when we visited.
Gram herself is tall, with sagging cheeks and heavy bags under her eyes. One eyelid droops more than the other, and as a kid that always freaked me out.
Once she showed me a voodoo doll. She says it's the one she used to get rid of my grandfather, after he beat her one too many times. A burlap figure, wrapped here and there with black twine, with a red slash of a painted mouth, and black eyes. On its chest was a little red felt heart. And everywhere pins, in the thing's face, its heart, its crotch.
Mom caught her showing me the doll, and we left for home the next day.
"Hello?" Gram's voice is surprisingly strong for a woman her age.
"Hey Gram, it's Zane. Sorry to call so late." What time is it? Damn, she's probably been in bed for hours.
"Zane! So good to hear from you. You been good?"
"Yeah, more or less. Gram, there's something I need your help with. When you were here a few years ago, did you leave any of your hoodoo supplies anywhere? Or do you know where I could get some? Like, for protection?"
Silence.
"Gram?"
"Your mama don't like me talkin' about this stuff with you."
"She's not here. It's just us. Please, Gram. I need to know where I can get protection from magic, and fast. Someone special to me is in danger."
"Boy, you go up in the attic at your house. Look under the loose board to the right of the stairs. I put a couple of paquets in there to protect the house. You take those and use 'em."
"Thanks, Gram."
"Be sure to keep 'em in your pocket or somewhere on your body."
"Okay, I will."
The house is quiet when I arrive home. My mom is at a fundraiser for the women's shelter tonight; Dad's at work late; and Kali's gone to Ada's. I got the place to myself.
First thing I do is go to my room and make a figure of myself under the sheets and blankets. I use clothes, a football, some books, whatever I can grab. Finally the lump under the bedding looks big enough to be me, and I add a basketball covered with a black T-shirt at the top for effect. If Mom opens my bedroom door when she gets home tonight, hopefully she'll think I'm there, asleep.
Time to find me some hoodoo paquets.
The door to the attic stairs is jammed; nobody goes up there except to tote down the Christmas decorations every year, right after Thanksgiving. I wrench it open and climb the steps into the dark.
When I get to the top, I feel ahead for the string and pull it. A single bulb flashes on, blinding me for a second.
It's stifling hot up here, although it's cooled off some since the sun set. The air is dusty, thick, hard to breathe. In the spaces under the slanting roof beams are boxes, bins, a couple old barrels, piled-up junk. Sometime we gotta clear this place out. Mom's probably got no clue what's even up here anymore.
To the right of the steps, Gram said. Sure enough, there's an edge of a board jutting up higher than the others. I use my pocketknife to inch it up further, till I can pry it out.
There, in a little box, sit three tiny bags tied with string. I don't know what's in them, and I don't want to know. I just hope carrying these in our pockets will help me and Arden against the druid magic.
I sit down on the steps and look at those three little bags in my hand. Sweat's starting to run down the back of my neck.
What am I doing?
I'm due at work in a few minutes, taking the night shift for one of the guys. Instead I'm planning to drive into the mountains with a woman I barely know, to haul my ex-girlfriend out of some kinda trouble she may or may not be in. We don't even know that she's there. It's just a guess that she went after the Far Darrig.
Fine, it's more than a guess. It's damn likely.
This isn't me, this isn't what I do. I got my life ahead of me, college waiting for me—and I had a girlfriend, before all this magic crap came up.
This is not my thing.
Faint and far away, I hear the doorbell ring. I stuff the paquets in my pockets and shove the floorboard back down. Then I almost break my neck rushing down the steps. Maybe it's Aislinn, and I won't have to go on this wild druid chase.
But it's Laurel at the front door. She's looking fine, her hair in a bunch of long black braids, and big gold earrings dangling from her ears.
She doesn't even wait for me to speak. "Look, I know this is weird, but I have this really bad feeling about Aislinn. I think we need to find her."
"Yeah, I'm on it."
"You know where she is?"
"Sort of."
"Well, is she okay? Is she in trouble?"
"Kinda? Not sure what to tell you, Laurel—it's complicated."
"Then I'm coming with you. You can un-complicate it on the way." Her eyes drop. "What are those lumps in your pockets?"
"Nothin.'"
"Nothin'? Sounds like somethin'. Come on, out with it."
"No."
She frowns. "Zane Percy, you doing drugs? Let me see that." And then she's digging her fingers around in my pants, pulling out the hoodoo bags one after another.
"Laurel! Geez, give a man his personal space!"
She pinches the bags between her long fingernails. "What the heck are these?"
"Hoodoo," I mumble.
"Hoodoo? Zane, what is going on?"
This day just keeps getting better. "Get in the truck, girl. I'll tell you on the way."
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Aislinn
My whole body jerks, again and again, as the dark matter that forms the Beast unravels and dissipates into the air. I didn't sleep this time. I was awake for all of it—the thrashing and roaring when the monster discovered itself run through with chains. The hideous screeching and the violent tugging that felt like it would rip me in two.
I'm sick from all of it, and when I'm clear of the Beast form, I vomit on the floor. Then I cry a little because I have to hang here in the chains near that puddle of filth, and I can't even wipe my face.
Glancing down at myself, I realize that the shame goes a lot further. All my clothes were torn up during the transformation; they're confetti around me. The good news is that the ward the druids put on my chest to bind my powers is gone too.
The other sign, the rune Stanley carved into me to detach my Life-Stream, is still there, stinging and burning and raw. But I think it has done its work—now it's just a series of cuts that need to heal.
I probably don't have much time before they come for me. I whisper the strength spell and feel the familiar rush of warmth through my muscles. Violently I jerk at the chains, willing them to break. Finally one of them works loose from the wall and falls with a clang. Great. Now I have to lug the whole chain around. And there are several others attached to me as well.
Before I can get a second one loosened, June enters the room. "Easy," she says."You hurt me, and there will be half a dozen men here in a second—and I guarantee they'll be oh-so-happy to see you in your current state."
I nod, defeated. She unlocks the chains and hands me some plain underwear and a white, thigh-length shift dress.
"Really?" I raise my eyebrows. "This is it?"
"Be glad they're giving you anything at all. They don't always grant your next-door neighbor this courtesy."
"Why are you here? Doing this?" I ask her.
"That's my story, and you don't need to know it," June says. "Wipe some of the filth off with this." She hands me a damp towel.
"What about—"
"The Far Darrig?" She smirks. "You really are into him, aren't you? Well, we've set up a little meet-and-greet for you two later, so get dressed."
After she leaves, I use the towel to clean up and then slip on the underwear and the white dress. I still feel vulnerable, but at least it's better than nothing.
Quickly I go through my roster of abilities. My leprechaun powers are useless; I can't transport from in here, and taking on the appearance of a kid won't fool them, if it would even work at all with the wards they're wearing. My pixie abilities include finding things, hiding things from other pixies, and dancing. Useless as well. And after Kieran's little voice-throwing stunt in the hallway, I'm pretty sure that sort of trick isn't going to fool them again.
And the fenodyree strength saps my energy and leaves me giddy way too fast. I'll have to use it carefully.
I could try a binding or muting spell; but I've never actually used those on anyone, and most of the druids are warded against that kind of thing, especially when the Far Darrig is around.
There isn't much I can do, except sit and wait to be tortured.
If we ever get out of this, Kieran will be teaching me a selection of useful offensive spells. Although right now, it's looking as if he's going to die here.
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When they bring me to Kieran, it's a different room this time. Long and low, with viciously bright lights and three cots. He's sitting on one of them, hands chained, with the leather muzzle on again. Still, he looks a little better; someone wiped his face mostly clean and the swelling around his eye has gone down a bit. They didn't give him a shirt, though; the bruises, cuts, and wards all over his torso are still visible.
Stanley is there, and another bulky man like Chuck, probably to keep me and the Far Darrig under control.
Quickly I cast my eyes around the room, looking for weapons. There's a bag on the table that looks heavy; I could use that to hit someone with. It's now or never—they're about to strap me down.
As Chuck steers me toward the cot, I start to whisper the word for "might" in Gaelic—but the second my mouth opens he claps his hand over it. "Gotcha, little one," he says. "Won't be so easy this time." Pushing me down on the cot, he nods to Stanley. There's a jar of blood on the table, beside the bag, and Stanley uses it to paint the restraining ward on my chest again.
Just for kicks, I say the spell anyway and try to leap off the table; but I only have my own strength. I'm stronger now than I used to be a few months ago, but still not strong enough to overpower someone like Chuck without a little magical juice. Kicking, writhing, lunging, biting, spitting—none of it prevents Chuck from slowly, powerfully, inexorably buckling me into the restraints.
I'm going to be tortured.
They're going to hurt me till the Far Darrig gives in and tells them how to become super powerful. These guys, with Fae power? That's a scary concept. Kieran must realize it too, or he would have given them the spell days ago.
So I'll be tortured, and if he breaks, they'll kill him at midnight, in front of Maeve. In front of me.
Suddenly I remember the story he told me, the dream we shared—how Maeve had him watch while she killed his wife. At that time, I could barely believe she would do such a thing. I guess she hasn't really changed that much over the centuries. What happened to her that made her so vindictive, so empty of pity?
"Let's get started," Stanley says. His pale eyes dart from me to Kieran. "You both understand what's going on here, right? We will hurt her, until you tell us the spell. Then, Far Darrig, you will die tonight, and you, my dear," he turns his rat-like face to me, "you'll be our very special guest."
The way he says it, the slight narrowing of his eyes, sends a chill through me. I'd rather not be his very special guest. Something tells me he wouldn't be as gentlemanly a host as the Far Darrig was.
Stanley whips an apron off the table and unfolds it. "Let's start with a little perspective. I like to get to know people before I torture them. You, I know already," he says, pointing to Kieran. "We've had time together. But you, Aislinn, I'd like to know better. So tell me, what do you like to do?"
"I'd like to kick your face in," I say.
He clucks his tongue. "She's a spitfire, isn't she? I can see why you like her. She looks like this fragile, naive little thing, but there's real fight there. The spirited girls are the most fun."
Then he takes my earlobe between his fingers and crushes it as hard as he can, twisting so that the triangular stud I'm wearing is ground into my flesh. I feel a pop, and blood oozes warm from my earlobe and trickles down into my hair.
"I said, 'What do you like to do?' " he repeats.
"I like to—" I pause to breathe through the pain. "I like to walk in the woods. Watch TV. Train with my boyfriend. My ex, I mean. He and I used to practice moves and fighting styles."
"Hmm, sexy," he says. "I like to practice moves too. Maybe I'll show you a few sometime."
There's a noise from Kieran—a snort or a swear, I'm not sure which.
"Are you—do you have a family?" I ask.
"This is about you, not me," says Stanley. "But yes, I do. A lovely wife, three kids. Great house. We went to Mexico last year—have you been? They have the best resorts, amenities like you wouldn't believe. Loved it. But I owe my professional good luck, my success, to my work here. This is my true passion, the druid religion, the pursuit of magical power. It's exhilarating."
The pursuit of magical power. That's something Kieran is interested in, as well. Magical experimentation. It chills me to think about the similarity between them.
Stanley washes his hands and puts on sterile gloves, as a surgeon might.
"All right, I think we're about ready to get started. Chuck here has a habit of avoiding all the permanent bits till absolutely necessary. Me, I like to start with the important parts. Gets the job done all the faster, don't you think?" Reaching into the bag, he pulls out a pair of massive shears.
"Here's how we're going to begin. I'm going to cut off a finger from one of you. The two of you get to decide who's going to be the loser." He gives the shears a snap.
I'm so stunned I can hardly process what he's asking us to do, but Kieran doesn't hesitate. Still muzzled, he holds out his left hand without looking at me.
"Aren't you noble?" Stanley walks over to him. "Good choice, because you're going to die tonight either way, and you won't be needing the extra appendage."
"No, don't!" I exclaim. "Please. Do it to me instead, I'm the one being tortured, remember? He's been through enough."
He's not listening. He seizes Kieran's ring finger, bending it out from the others.
"Stop! No no no, please!" I shut my eyes, horrified, and there's a snap and a muffled roar of pain. I open my eyes to see Kieran doubled over, with Stanley pressing a wad of cloth to his hand. "Keep pressure on it, keep it up," he says coolly. Like he does this every day.
I'm shaking all over. The monster actually did it.
"Put that finger somewhere safe," Stanley says to Chuck. "It'll serve well as a relic." He turns back to us. "Now, this little exercise showed us all something very important. The two of you aren't just friends, are you? We know that he's willing to take pain for you, to lose parts of himself for you, yes?"
He looks at me like he expects an answer, so I nod. My jaw is shaking so hard I have to clench it to keep it still. I don't think I could speak.
"The problem is, he can take quite a lot of pain. We've put him through all sorts of things in the past few days, and none of it had the right effect. So luckily, we have you now. Such a pretty blank slate on which to work."
He runs his hands over my body, lightly, and I cringe. Kieran actually growls deep in his throat. "This bothers you?" Stanley smirks, glancing at him. "How about this?"
He whips out the little knife he used on me yesterday and starts cutting my dress away. In a minute, my midriff is exposed. Then, quickly and shallowly, Stanley slices a series of grooves down the left side of my stomach, like an artist doing several swift flourishes on a canvas.
The pain is so sudden, so harsh, I can't help the hot tears slipping out; but I try hard not to scream. It feels like the agony is everywhere along my side, burning up my skin.
"I'm doing you a favor here, sweetheart," says Stanley. "You'll have some interesting scars to show off. Let's go a little deeper with this one, just for contrast."
He plunges the knife in, and I can't help it—I scream. Kieran roars in protest; he’s trying to say something from behind the mask. There’s more blood this time—I can feel it running warm over my side and down onto the table.
"Don't worry, dear, I'm a trained surgeon," says Stanley. I blink at him, my eyes blurry with tears. "I won’t cut you anywhere vital."
Kieran is still fiercely struggling to be heard through the mask.
"Giving in already?" Stanley smiles. "We're just getting started. Chuck, take his mask off and see what he has to say. Far Darrig, I warn you, no magic or this knife goes in again." He holds it poised over my lower stomach.
Chuck stalks over to Kieran and unbuckles the muzzle. The second it's off, he lets out a string of foul words so long that I stare at him, shocked. I've never heard him swear like that.
Stanley waits, listening, until the string of profanities ends. "The same to you. Now if you have nothing useful to say, I'll proceed. How about a little rib art?" He pushes up my shirt and slices along one of my ribs with the knife; it feels like he’s opening skin and flesh right down to the bone.
This is just a nightmare. Like those nightmares you had with the dream necklace. There was pain then, but you always woke up—You’ll wake up, you’ll get through this, and everything will be all right again. You'll take a hot bath, and dress in comfortable clothes, and watch TV, and sleep in your own beautiful bed.
Oh my gosh he's going in again don't scream don't scream don't scream!
"That's enough!" Kieran yells. "Stop! Stop."
"To be clear, you're promising to give us the spell. If you don't, I'll keep carving her up. And then I'll start breaking fingers. She doesn't need those to watch you die."
"I'll do it. Just—get her out of here. This is between us."
"Back to that cell she was in the other day, Chuck," Stanley orders.
Chuck unshackles me and hauls me off the cot. As he drags me out, I hear Stanley say, "Now give me the spell."
"I have one condition," says Kieran—but that's all I hear before the door swings shut.
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Zane
I don't look at Laurel while we're driving to the apartment Arden shares with Aislinn. She can't possibly believe the story I just told her, the one about monsters and magic. She's probably staring at me like "Man, I dodged a bullet! Homeboy got his brain fried this summer."
Of course I don't have time to tell her all the extra bits—just the main stuff about Aislinn, what she is, and that she's in trouble with druids. I put in the part about her powers—might be important if we're in some kind of fight—but I don't talk about the Far Darrig. I hate that guy. Not wasting precious words on him, even though he's probably the reason Aislinn ran off to the mountains in the first place.
When I'm done telling the tale, I just shut up. I pull into a spot at the apartment complex, put the truck in park, and just sit there.
"Zane." Laurel touches my shoulder.
"What?"
"Hey." She slaps my cheek lightly. "Look at me when I'm talkin' to you."
Setting my jaw, I face her.
"You think I don't believe you. And maybe I don't, right now. But I'm willing to come along and see if there's any truth to this wacko fairy tale. Fair enough?"
This girl is insane, and awesome. "More than fair."
Arden comes out of the apartment, locks up, and comes down the outside stairs. She doesn't run, but there's urgency in every step. She's carrying a laptop bag over one shoulder.
"She's got a sense of style," Laurel says. "Check out those skinny jeans. Perfect cut for her. Love that top."
I laugh; I can't help it. "After what I just told you, you got room in your head for fashion?"
"There's always room for fashion, Z." She scoots closer to me in the front seat to make room for Arden to squeeze in, and for a second I catch a strong whiff of Laurel's perfume—all flowers and honey. I remember how I used to love that smell.
But Arden waves us over to her car. "I'm not letting a seventeen-year-old boy drive me up to the mountains in that thing. We'll take my car. And who is she?"
I shrug. "Backup?"
Arden sighs in frustration. "You weren't supposed to bring anyone else. What can she do that's useful?"
Laurel raises her eyebrows. "Girl, I know you didn't just ask me that. I'm no delicate flower, okay? Do I need to show you what I can do when somebody pisses me off?"
"Chill, Laurel," I say. "Arden, she wants to help. Come on."
"Children," spits Arden. "Fine, I don't have time to argue. I've got an opening into their security system. I'll just need a little more time on-site once we get there."
"Is that what you needed the hour for? Like hacking, or something?" I ask as we climb in.
"Or something." She whips the car around and roars out of the parking lot so fast the tires squeal.
"Can we make a stop?" asks Laurel. "Got one thing to pick up. Two minutes."
The thing she needs to pick up turns out to be a very large, scary-looking knife, more like a machete, with ridged edges. Laurel slides back into the passenger seat and whips it out of its sheath to show it to me.
"What are you doing? Put that thing away."
She smiles. "Just in case. Keep your shirt on, Z. It's my brother's."
Her brother's military. Figures he have a massive blade like that.
"How long till we get there?" I ask. "Like an hour?"
Arden nods. "Should be not long after midnight."
"Yeah, this is exactly how I planned on spending my Saturday night!" Laurel says. "We got some music in here or what?"
"Don't you think our time would be better spent talking about the druids and how we should handle them?" asks Arden.
"Do you know how to handle them?" Laurel asks, a challenge in her voice.
Arden sighs. "I was never one of the warriors in those days. More of a bookkeeper and procurer of hard-to-find items the queen desired. So no, I didn't have many dealings with the druids. And I don't know much about this sect."
She's driving fast, and talking faster. "What you do need to know is that they use bodily fluids or body detritus to trigger spells. They can't use the Old Tongue for a simple spell, as the Fae and Korrigan can. They have to feed the spell with some part of themselves, or a part of someone else, depending on the ritual."
"Bodily fluids," says Laurel. "Like, blood?"
"Oh hell, don't make her go through the whole list again," I say.
I swear Arden does it just to annoy me. "Saliva, skin flakes, nail clippings, hair, blood, semen—"
"Whoa, whoa, hold up!" says Laurel. "TMI!"
"Told you," I mutter.
"So if Aislinn has what, magic powers, how'd these guys get hold of her?" asks Laurel.
"She went to them," says Arden.
"Why?"
"Didn't Zane tell you?" Arden glances at me in the rearview mirror. "No, I guess he wouldn't."
"Tell me what?" Laurel twists around, gold earrings twinkling, to look at me. I look out the window. "Come on y'all, if I'm missing important information, this might not work—whatever this is that we're doing."
"Aislinn went after the Far Darrig."
"Who?"
"One of the last of the Tuatha dé Danann, the god-race of ancient Ireland," Arden explains. "He's known as the Far Darrig, the Red One, a trickster and giver of nightmares, and also the one who cursed the Korrigan."
"Giver of nightmares and curses? Why the hell would she go after a guy like that?"
"He's got a thing for her, apparently, and she for him." Arden shrugs. "Don't ask me why."
"Is he hot?" Laurel says without missing a beat.
As if that explains everything. As if that's all that matters. I'm not too bad to look at myself, but I hope Aislinn liked me for more than that.
"He's one of the best-looking men I've ever seen," Arden admits. "I hope pretty isn't all that she sees in him, although I can't imagine what else could be there. He's careless and selfish. A deceiver." Her tone is edged with bitterness.
"That's messed up," says Laurel. Then, after a second, "This why you two split up, Z?"
"Yeah," I say through my teeth.
"I'm sorry." She turns to me again, reaching into the back seat with her left hand. Her fingers are long, with perfectly shaped nails and a thin, elegant wrist that could belong to a queen. I take her hand for a second and then let it go.
"You know Mike cheated on me," she says. "That's why Aislinn and I were going shopping. I been in a rough place, and she wanted to help me feel better. That's how I knew she wouldn't bail unless something was wrong."
"Mike? Cheated on you?"
"Yeah. I found out by accident—he texted me instead of her, talkin' about their amazing night together and wanting to do it again. Crazy, right?"
"He's a damn fool," I say.
"Thanks, Z. I kinda think so too."
After a second she says, "You know the worst part? Here I tell you I don't want anything serious, that we should split up, and then I go and get mixed up with Mike and get my heart all smashed to pieces." She laughs, but there's no humor in it.
I don't know what to say, so I stay quiet.
I can't believe Mike would cheat on her—Laurel. She's perfectly shaped, like a statue of freaking Venus or something. Sometimes I still remember the feel of her, when we were dating and she let me touch her. Incredible. And the things she could do with a kiss shouldn't be legal.
There was one night when she and I were at her house, in her room. No one else home. And we didn't stop where we'd always stopped before.
It was different than I imagined. More awkward—from what other guys said, I thought I'd feel powerful, sure of myself. Instead I just worried about her the whole time, what she was thinking and feeling, if she was okay. She kept telling me to shut up. Just knotted up her hands in my hair and told me what to do.
I got to stop thinking about this. Not right now, in this car.
No cold showers available—so I think about the next day, when Laurel told me she wasn't interested in dating me anymore. She said we were going too far, too fast. Nothing serious before college, she said. I kept cursing in my head the whole time she was talking, telling myself I knew we should have waited.
I wasn't broken-hearted, but I knew I had ruined it. We had something, a delicate thing that wasn't ready yet, and we broke it before we could see what it was.
And then I found Aislinn. Aislinn, with her heart and her hair like fire. Aislinn, walking out of the woods like a forest spirit, palms up worshiping the sunlight. She needed me, and I needed her, too. For a while.
Ada's right. I do fall too hard and too fast for these girls. But I guess I'm lucky to have had two such cool, interesting women in my life already, being only seventeen.
I guess the heart takes random turns sometimes, detours we don't understand. Like Aislinn's thing for the Far Darrig.
Like my love for her.
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Aislinn
Chuck puts me back in the concrete cell—the furnished one with the comfortable bedding. He leaves without giving me bandages or anything for my wounds, so I pull the top sheet from the bed and try to tear bandages from it. My hands are trembling and I’m still weak from pain, so I can’t rip the cloth.
Then I have an idea. I press my fingers to the deeper wound, then one in my lower stomach, and I retrace the ward they drew on my chest, in reverse. A faint buzz lets me know that it worked; I can use my powers again. I summon a dose of fenodyree strength and rip the sheet into strips, wrapping my ribcage and stomach with them. I use an extra strip to secure the skirt of my sliced-up dress tighter around my hips so it doesn't slip off.
I'm angry. I'm angry at Kieran for giving in so quickly. That was ridiculous—I could have taken a lot more. And letting them cut off his finger? Stupid. Doesn't he realize that this is bigger than both of us? Giving these guys the ability to become Korrigan-druid hybrids, power-stealers—it's insane. It could change everything, not just here. Like Stanley said, with the right Fae powers they could control anyone, in any nation.
With one bad decision based on emotion, Kieran may have just changed the world as we know it. I suppose he did something similar on a smaller scale when he was young, when he first deceived Maeve and then cursed the Korrigan. He wrecked many people's lives with those two choices; and apparently, he hasn't learned or changed at all.
I'm pacing back and forth while I'm thinking, flush with the fenodyree strength. I hurl myself against the door once, but then the pain from my cuts almost makes me black out. Sinking to the floor, I close my eyes to stop the room from spinning.
I haven't eaten in a while. That's part of the problem.
Staring up at the camera in the corner of the room, I yell, "Don't you feed your prisoners?"
Maybe it's part of their plan, keeping me weak so I don't have the energy to fight them. If so, it's working.
It must be a couple of hours till Kieran's execution. Somehow I still believe he's going to trick them all and get out of it. I picture him escaping in all kinds of ways, laughing as he leaves them in the dust.
I can't imagine that they might really kill him. A few months ago I didn't know he existed, and now I can't conceive of a world without him in it.
The time goes by too fast. There's the creak of the door, and I'm up and crashing into the druid who's entering, throwing him off balance. I squeeze past him and leap at Malcolm, heedless of the gun in his hand. It goes off with a bang that echoes through the hallways, but no bullet strikes me. As he falls, I stamp on his throat with all my force and keep running, weaving a protection spell over myself as I run.
I have to find Kieran. We have to get out.
I hate this place, with its concrete bunker-style walls and harsh overhead lights and mildewy smell. I hate how confusing everything is—I focus on Kieran's face and will myself to find him. Another corridor, and up two levels—it seems like I'm moving randomly, but I'm hoping my powers are guiding me. Unless they too are affected by the runes in the walls, in which case I'm pathetically lost.
Finally I have to admit to myself that my pixie powers aren't working. They relate to the environment around me, and it's too heavy with druid magic. I have no idea where Kieran is and no way to find him in this maze.
As I stand, hopeless, at the dead end of a hallway, burly arms seize me from behind. "Enough running, little one," says Chuck. "Time to go."
I say the strength spell again and break out of his hold. Then I stagger, almost passing out. Dizziness and nausea floods over me. No more powers, or I'll faint.
There's one other option. By now, I've learned that I sometimes have an effect on men—different for each one, but it's there. Cruel as he was with Kieran, Chuck seems a little softer toward me. Maybe I can use that.
"Please." I collapse against him. "I need your help. Please."
He seizes me with those massive arms, and I stare up at him with what I hope is a pretty and pathetic expression. He has a square, rugged, decent face. Average. And right now, impassive, like he's not affected at all by my plea.
"Time to go," he says again.
He's hustling me along, one huge hand crushingly tight around my upper arm. I guess I read him wrong.
"Do you have kids, Chuck?"
"A daughter," he grunts. "About your age."
"Does she know about all this? The druid stuff?"
"None of our families know. They reap the benefits, and they're none the wiser."
"How do you keep all this a secret?"
"Slap a boring company sign on a building and no one asks questions."
"To your families, I mean. You all seem to be here a lot."
"Just now, because of all that's going down, there's more of us. Usually we're in shifts." He grips my arm tighter. "We call it business trips, golf outings, working dinners. They have no idea."
"After—after tonight, what will you guys do with me?"
"Same as the other chick. Except you'll be under tighter watch, with the powers and all."
"And what do they do with her?"
"Study, observe. Stanley cuts on her some when he's in a mood. Lets a few of the guys have conjugal visits."
"So she's a slave."
He wrenches my arm so hard I cry out. "Shut up!"
Chuck slams through a pair of doors, hauling me after him.
"Finally," says Stanley. "Gave you trouble, eh?"
"Nothing I couldn't handle," mutters Chuck.
"You should be wearing something a little nicer for this ceremony," says Stanley, frowning at my bedsheet bandages. "Oh well, no time for that now. Step forward, my dear. This is where the more genteel members of our order witness the sacrifices."
We're in a kind of gloomy observation deck, looking through glass at larger, brightly lit room beyond—a room whose walls are blackened with smoke and whose floors are stained rust-brown.
In the observation section, where we stand, Maeve and a couple dozen druids are already seated in plush chairs, like the ones in a movie theater. The druids are all wearing grotesque-looking masks—whether to hide their identity or as part of the ritual, I don't know. Stanley seats me in the front row, between Maeve and himself. My grandmother moves a little further over in her chair, putting more space between us. She says nothing. Doesn't look at me.
There's a half-circle of druids beyond the glass, and the thrumming sound of their chants wafts through a speaker system overhead. Stanley points to it. "We have this rigged up so we can hear when we want to and can mute it when we don't." He illustrates with a remote control tucked into a hollow in the arm of his chair.
Does he expect me to be interested? Impressed? I stare straight ahead, ignoring him.
"Ah, here comes our hero," Stanley says. It's Kieran, his face half-obscured by the muzzle again. They've painted around his eyes and over his nose with some kind of black and red glop; it's disgusting, and makes him terrifying and grotesque. Dressed in a long white robe that covers him from neck to heels and from shoulder to wrist, he looks so different from the beautiful Tuatha dé Danann that I know. They've taken his voice, his strength, and his dignity.
It's about time for him to show his hand. Trick them all. Turn this sacrificial chamber into a death trap for them.
"Let me enlighten you regarding what's about to happen," says Stanley. "This is called the three-fold death, a traditional ritual sacrifice for the druids of the old days. We still use it today. It's a powerful offering, especially since we have one of the Tuatha dé Danann."
He points at the room beyond the window, to three of the druids who are dressed in black robes. "The robes, you see, as you suggested. We do use them occasionally, and I thought, what better occasion? Malcolm there and his two brothers, as members of the Vates order, will administer the triple death. Then the others in the circle will approach and take parts of the body as relics. Some will be consumed to give us strength and stamina, other pieces will be preserved, and others might become talismans, like this one." He reaches to his neck and shows me a tiny piece of etched bone on a leather string.
His words flow over me, so horrible I prefer to pretend I didn't hear. I barely glance at the grisly relic in his fingers before looking back at Kieran. He stands tall, stoic, unmoving, with no flicker of recognition for me in his eyes. There's a bloodstained bandage on his left hand—the price he paid for me.
"Can he—see us?" I ask.
"No," says Stanley. "The glass is reflective on his side. But if you want to say goodbye, just speak here." He holds up the remote and presses down a mic button.
For a second I don't know what to say. "Kieran, you can get out of this. Now. Please." I turn to Stanley. "Please let him go. You don't have to do this for her."
He shrugs. "A bargain is a bargain. And we're getting plenty of powerful relics out of the deal. I see no reason not to do it."
I turn to Maeve. "Please. Please have mercy, ask them to stop." I'm out of the chair, kneeling beside her. "I'll come back with you. Please."
"He was meant to die centuries ago," she says. "He escaped with help from those foul leprechauns. But they won't save him now. The trickster has played his last trick."
Stanley chuckles. "Yes, indeed."
"Get up." Maeve kicks me. "Sit down and watch."
"Chuck, hold her," says Stanley. "They're preparing for first blood."
No. This isn't happening.
Chuck throws me into the seat so hard I see stars. Then he walks around to the row behind me, leans over me, and pins me there, his hands forcing my hips down, my head wedged between his heavy arms.
Kieran. No.
"Feel free to scream," says Stanley. "We don't mind that here. In fact, we encourage it." He puts a mask over his own face, a horrible red and black thing, like the paint over the Far Darrig's eyes.
I won't be screaming.
One of the black-robed druids approaches Kieran from behind. He carries a mallet. With a single quick blow, he smashes it into the back of Kieran's head.
"Behold the first death!" cries Stanley. "See how precisely Malcolm hit, the way he crushed the back of the skull without completely smashing it? The Far Darrig would die slowly from this over a matter of hours, even without the next two steps."
The second black-robed druid ties a cord around Kieran's neck and tightens it. I shut my eyes. I can't breathe.
"So as he's choking, the second death," Stanley says, "then comes the cutting of the throat, the third death. And so it is done! What a fountain of red! A fitting end for the Red One, wouldn't you say, Maeve?"
I open my eyes, but mercifully I can't see through the glass; it's awash with red blood. I don't want to look. They're going to be dismantling him, taking him apart for relics—
There's a burning in my soul, a fierce fire. I don't care how weak I am, how tired I am, how the magic may drive me insane. Right now, right here, I'm going to make them pay.
There is no idea, only instinct.
Chuck releases me and steps back, probably expecting me to collapse with grief. Instead, I shove my fingers under the bandage at my stomach, driving them into my worst wound, piercing and bringing out a fresh fountain of blood.
I leap up. I face them all, holding out my bloody hands, invoking my strength and then screaming the words of the Life-Stealing incantation. I feel a horrible tugging sensation inside me—a fierce buzzing like a thousand million insects as magic flows out of me and reaches for them. This isn't magic that their wards were designed for—this is Korrigan magic, magic of the Otherworld, strengthened with the blood of a powerful druid line.
And from the chest of every man and woman in the room bursts a stream of golden light, whirling and dancing, all of it flowing toward me. I stand at the center, gathering it all in my hands, and they are paralyzed, powerless, puppets at the end of golden strings.
It's too much—I can't draw it all in. My magic is wavering already. With one open hand I hold the Life-Stream, and with the other I rip off my bandages, scraping my nails across my rib wounds, the cuts bubbling fresh blood, new fuel for my magic. I scream with the effort as I draw all of the Life-Stream into myself, every single decade and year and month and day, sucking it in, leaching it out of them. It's all mine—it was forfeit to me when they killed him.
There must be twenty people in the room, and within seconds their lives belong to me.
As the last bit of each Life-Stream leaves its owner, that figure topples. One by one they fall, slump in their seats, crumple to the ground.
I glance down, and I see that my hands, my arms, my very skin is glowing. All of me is shining with golden light.
Maeve is still in her seat, shock on her face. She is Korrigan—her Life-Stream is safe from me.
Her life is not.
Stanley is slumped over, mask askew, eyes empty. I seize his body and push it back, searching his belt for the little knife he always carries.
"How did you—you shouldn't be able to do that." Maeve has finally found words.
"I have druid blood and Korrigan magic," I say. "I am something you never prepared for." My fingers find the knife, and I pull it out of its sheath, shoving Stanley's body to the floor. The knife clicks open in my fingers.
Maeve moves with surprising speed, out of her chair, dashing for the exit. I'm faster—pure adrenaline spiked with fenodyree strength and fueled with two dozen Life-Streams. As she fumbles for the door, I'm on her, pushing her to the floor, the glow from my hands and arms turning her features yellow. I wonder what I must look like to her—a figure bursting with magic and fire. I hope I look like the End of All Things.
I lean onto her, holding her pinned with my body. She claws at my face, tries to poke out my eyes. She's strong, but the Warrior Queen hasn't fought anyone in several centuries, and I'm stronger. I slash across one of her arms and pin the other.
In her eyes I see fear—the grasping, falling, desperate fear of a soul slipping on the edge of death.
"You had his wife killed. His family. You rejected my mother when she chose love. You rejected me. And now, he's—" I can't say it. Her list of sins are many—I probably don't know a fraction of them. She deserves to die.
"You don't know my story," she says. "You can't presume to judge."
"If you had ever taken the time to tell me your story, maybe I wouldn't," I say. I can feel my strength ebbing a little. I need to finish this—end it so she can't chase me or hurt me anymore. But killing her is different than draining the druids, and I hesitate.
With her slashed arm, she seizes my wrist, the one that holds the knife, and tries to plunge the blade into my neck. I twist aside just in time and my hand moves down.
By luck or fate, I find the right spot. The place on her throat where, once the blood starts flowing, it never stops until the soul has left, too.
I sit beside my grandmother until she is gone. It only takes a few minutes.
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"We're close," says Arden.
The car crunches slowly along the narrow gravel road, then swings off to the right under the heavy shadow of the black forest. Arden turns the engine off, and the lights. "We walk from here. But first, the plan."
"Okay, the plan." Laurel sounds breathless in the darkness.
"There's probably going to be a lobby of some kind; they have to keep up appearances if anyone stops by. Since it's night, I'm hoping there won't be many druids or guards around, but we need to be ready just in case. Zane, you're the muscle. Laurel, you can help him out—you have the only weapon. I'll try a binding spell or two, but I'm not much good beyond that and a little jiu jitsu I learned in the '60s."
"Wait a second, the '60s? How old are you?" asks Laurel.
Arden turns to me, and I'm sure she's frowning even though I can't see it in the dark. "I thought you explained things to her."
"I gave her the Cliffnotes version. There wasn't much time."
"I want the whole story, later," Laurel says. "But look, the knife here is more for show. I didn't think I would really have to cut somebody."
"Listen to me." Arden's voice is tight and high, like a violin string about to snap. "These are druids. Once they know why we're here, they will try to capture or kill you. Hesitate, and you die; or you end up in a cell, waiting to be sacrificed."
She explains the rest of the plan, including the part where I need to rub a little of my blood on the medallion I'm wearing to make it more powerful. Pricking my finger with Laurel's knife, I rub it on the metal disc in the dark. I could swear I feel a faint buzz in the skin of my fingers while I'm doing it.
Arden uses some of her own blood to draw knots on her chest and Laurel's. Laurel's trust in me seems to be wearing off; I can tell by her tone that she's beginning to think we're both completely psycho. But she accepts the blood knot, and the hoodoo paquet for her pocket. Then Arden makes us all put on thin black gloves.
"No fingerprints," she says.
Finally we're ready. We slip out of the car, closing the doors as quietly as we can. In the forest, night insects chirp and whine a thousand different songs, and my heart is thumping, a bass rhythm to my shallow breathing. Yeah, I'm scared. I'm scared of getting to the building only to embarrass ourselves in front of a perfectly normal, non-magical night security team. And I'm also scared that all the druid stuff will turn out to be true, because then I might actually die.
"It should be up here," whispers Arden.
My feet sound so loud on the gravel.
"Hush, Z!" Laurel hisses.
"I'm trying." What can I do? They're big feet, and I'm a big guy.
Sighing, she steers me onto the grass near the treeline, where my feet make much less noise.
After a few minutes of walking, a concrete building looms up ahead of us. And that's when I know that Arden is right about this location and its occupants. This place is big, boring, non-descript—just the kind of downtown office building where people might regularly come to work. Except that it's practically in the middle of nowhere, with nothing but a dirt track leading up to it. No landscaping, no lampposts along the street or in the paved parking area, which right now houses a couple dozen cars.
We crouch in some bushes, right at the edge of the treeline.
"Do you see Maeve's car?" I whisper.
"I'm not sure from this distance," Arden whispers back.
The front of the building has a set of four huge windows flanking double glass doors. People are inside the lighted lobby, moving around, even though it's past midnight—another sign that something weird is going on here. A place like this should be shut down at night.
"So your plan is for us to just walk right in?" I ask.
Arden nods.
"Sounds risky."
"I was never the military strategist," she says. "It's all I've got."
"What if the doors are locked?" I ask.
"We'll knock."
"You two are ridiculous." Laurel stands up. "Give me a two-minute head start, then follow."
Handing me the big knife, she stuffs her gloves in her pocket, tugs her shirt askew, smears some dirt on her face, and slips one earring into her pocket so it looks like she lost one. Then she stumbles toward the front doors of the building, wobbling and wavering like she's either drunk or exhausted. She collapses against the doors, sinking down like she's out of strength.
Two men come to the other side of the doors. One wears a polo and khakis, and the other has on black cargo pants, some kind of bulky belt, and a tight T-shirt that shows his muscles. Probably a guard. They stare at Laurel as she beats open-handed against the glass and mouths, "Let me in, please!"
She's good. I could swear she's been lost in the forest all day and she's just looking for a phone and some water.
After a minute, the big guard waves and nods to somebody across the room.
"They're letting her in," says Arden. "Go! Go, go!"
Running low, bent over, we keep to the bushes and shadows as much as we can. I hear a loud clank and a beep as the front doors unlock. Laurel is basically crawling over the threshold, slow as syrup, while the polo shirt guy tries to hurry her inside.
Almost there. The guard is looking down at Laurel, still holding the door open for her as she chokes and sputters her thanks. I run faster.
Then the guard looks up and sees me racing toward him. Alarm flashes into his face, and he pulls on the heavy door to close it, but it's one of those slow self-closing kind, and it won't go any faster; plus Laurel's body is in the way. I'm running, running, faster than I've ever run. He hauls back his boot and kicks Laurel right in the side so hard she is flung into the lobby, crying out in pain. Again he drags on the door, but with a leap I'm there, blocking it, holding the knife to his throat. One hand is inching toward his hip—he has a gun. I press the blade harder, and a line of blood drips from his pale skin.
"Not another move," I say. I'm shaking inside, but outside I'm calm. I'm doing what I gotta do.
Polo Shirt is yelling to someone across the room, a skinny, scared guy behind a big lobby desk. He's probably the one who unlocked the doors. He's tapping fiercely on his computer, probably working on a lockdown, but Laurel is on her feet again and she throws herself at him—a beautiful tackle that sends him and her and his office chair crashing to the floor.
Arden squeezes through the door, past me, and races to the computer. She types quickly.
"Lockdown aborted," she says after a second. "But he got an alert through to the others in the building. Zane, knock that one out. He'll be trouble, and more are probably coming."
"Move," I tell the guard, and we scoot inside the lobby, allowing the door to close. I've got him mashed against the window with one arm, and I'm holding the knife to his neck with the other. If I try to knock him out now, he's going to take that split second to grab his gun.
"Hands up!" I tell him. Shoulda said that earlier, but I've never done this before.
The guy does it, but he's smirking like he knows I'm out of my depth. "Kid, you back down now, and no one gets hurt."
Polo Shirt has been standing still, stunned, but now he starts throwing Gaelic phrases and spitting on his hands and shaking some kind of bone trinket at me. There's a weird buzz over my body for a second, then nothing. He stares. "You're powerfully warded. Who are you?"
"Shut up!" I roar.
Arden tries a spell on Polo Shirt, but he just smiles and pulls out a medallion much like mine. "That's not going to work."
This isn't going well. I need to get this situation under control—stop thinking, and just let my instincts take over.
Quick as blinking, I grab the guard's gun from its holster and kick it across the floor toward Arden. It slides under the desk and she dives to get it at the same time Polo Shirt does.
At the same moment, the burly guard slams his forehead toward mine. I move just in time, but I've lost my advantage with the knife. If we grapple and he gets it, there's the end of me. So as he lunges out of my grip and winds up for a punch, I throw the knife as hard as I can at Polo Shirt.
It catches him in the butt cheek and he howls. Arden leaps up—she got the gun. Laurel is busy smacking Skinny Tech Guy's head against the floor to knock him out, and she's screaming while she does it. Working out some anger issues leftover from the breakup, I guess.
Then I'm slammed onto the floor with a bone-jarring thud, and I see a whole constellation of stars swimming over my eyeballs. The guard's hands are around my neck; but I've trained for this, with Aislinn. It was easy with her being so light; this guy's got a lot more weight on him than she does. Still, the principle is the same; I buck and roll, and manage to flip us on our sides. He loses his grip, and I'm up, stamping my foot down on his neck hard as I can. He chokes with pain, his face red.
While he's recovering, hands to his throat, I grab this marble statue thing off a console table. I swing it at his head, but he catches my arm. He's strong.
There's a shout from the far end of the lobby. Three more guys incoming.
"Stop!" screams Arden. "I'll shoot!"
They walk toward her, bloody hands outstretched, and she starts to gag. The gun slips from her fingers, firing with a bang that startles everyone—including the guy fighting me. I take that split second advantage and smash the marble chunk into his head.
His eyes roll back and he slips to the floor. I don't have time to find out if he's dead or not. Arden's ward isn't working against these three jokers, maybe because they're all combining their power.
I race toward them. One turns, focusing his spell on me—and when nothing happens, he looks perplexed—right before I body-slam him into the wall.
Having lost their third guy, the two remaining druids can't hold Arden with the spell. She sucks in a breath, picks up the gun, and points it at them. "Shut up!" she shrieks, her face a fierce red.
They shut up and stand there, like they don't know what to do when their magic doesn't work.
But when there's no magic, there's me. My fists are the last thing they see before they hit the floor.
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I don't feel anything once Maeve is gone. No regret, no pain. There has never been any love between us—she made that choice for both of us. And she made it easy for me to take her life, by trying to take mine first.
I don't understand her at all. Maybe if I knew her whole story—but I never will now.
Kieran.
There's a door by the big window, connecting the observation room with the sacrificial chamber. It's not even locked. I stride in, and the druids look up from their grisly work of taking him apart. I'm still glowing violently golden, and they run from me, out through a door in the far wall, blood dripping from their fingers. They don't even try to fight.
I call on my strength and catch two of the black-robed ones, smashing their heads together so hard I can hear the crunch of skull-bones. The third escapes me, throwing one of his fellow druids in my path as I reach for him.
I speak the incantation again, and the few druids left in the room are paralyzed mid-step, their Life-Streams unfurling to meet me. In a few seconds, the light drains from their eyes and they fall like empty cups.
The others, I don't chase immediately. Their running footsteps fade in the corridor outside.
And then I look down.
Kieran is in pieces. They did their work quickly and well. It's not even him anymore—it's a mess of blood and bone and organs and tissue. Some of the blood in a glass container. The heart in another. Other pieces of him—I retch.
No one could put him back together.
I crouch against the wall, away from the blood. The scream that erupts from me scrapes my throat raw with its force. I scream again, and again, till I can barely breathe.
Pain. Panic.
Blood everywhere. Pieces of him.
Everything that he was—gone. The laughter and the silver eyes. The singer and the scientist. The one who gave me a driving lesson and the one who gave me nightmares. The one who never killed with his own hand, but caused death anyway. Protector of leprechauns. Curse-maker. Who kissed me the first night we met and gave me some of his own power, just to see what I would do with it. He bound me with spells, and he freed me with magic. I took my first life at his word, and now I've killed for him again.
How can someone be all that he is one minute—living, breathing, full of choice and existence—and the next second, gone? Shut off, like a light switch flipped.
How is he gone?
Something inside me is gone too. It died when they struck his head, and again when they cut off his breath, and again when they slit his throat. I am gone. Empty. There's nothing, nothing, except a big black world, darkness impenetrable, forever. If I stepped outside in the daytime, surely the sun would be gone, too, like Kieran.
I think, briefly, of spells and resurrection. But I know that isn't possible. Even if it were, his soul would need a body to come back to, and this one is spoiled beyond hope.
The smell is what finally drives me out of the room. That, and the urge to find the rest of the druids and kill them. The glow is fading from my hands as my body slowly works on absorbing the Life-Stream. I feel light-headed, but my exhaustion and grief must be curbing the manic high I should have from doing this amount of magic.
What can I do to make his death mean something?
I already killed most of them.
I need to kill the rest.
I need to find the girl, the other Korrigan. She can't stay here alone.
I walk back through the observation room. It's starting to smell, too—when people die, their insides let loose. In spite of myself I look at their faces—mouths mute and empty, eyes open in the holes of their masks, bodies draped over seats like discarded dolls. Moments ago they had lives, families, favorite shows, jobs, purpose—and now they are nothing. Just like Kieran.
Somehow, even without my pixie sense, I find my way back to the cell where they kept me. Maybe I'm getting used to the layout of this place, after all. Along the way I find a druid sniveling in a closet, and I bring him along. My sister Korrigan will need his years.
"Where is she? The other Korrigan?" I shake him, hard. I'm using the last of my strength, but he doesn't need to know that.
"Down the hall. Cell 5. Please don't kill me."
"Please?" I laugh. "I've said that word a lot today. Nobody listened. Now move."
He stumbles in front of me, unaware that I'm fading, failing. The cells we pass are all open, except for 5 and 6.
We stop before number 5. "Open it," I order.
He knows the code. Maybe he was one of those who paid "conjugal visits" to her at night. He deserves everything he'll get.
When the door opens, the girl inside scrambles backward, away from him, her eyes filled with panic. I was right—he's been here before. Then she sees me, and her fear changes to interest.
She's thin—they clearly haven't fed her much. She wears a skimpy white dress, and I can see bruises on her thighs and arms, like fingerprints. Her dark eyes are tapered a bit, and her black hair hangs straight but stringy around her head.
"You've done a Life-Stealing before?" I say to her.
She opens her mouth, showing me a stub where her tongue was.
The bastards cut it out so she couldn't Life-Steal from them.
Quickly, before the druid can run, I pick up a potted plant near the door and smash it over his head. He crumples.
"I'll say the incantation, you take the days," I tell her.
Again I speak those old, harsh words. I won't ever be able to say them again without remembering what I've done, and why. Maybe, with all the years I have now, I won't ever need to.
The girl catches the golden Life-Stream between the first and third fingers of her left hand, as Maeve taught me. She draws it into herself, leaving a tiny bit behind, maybe a few days. I raise my eyebrows, but I think I understand why. She wants him to live those few days in terror, knowing he has very little time left, incapable of doing anything about it.
I think about the other cell, Number 6. What if someone's in there, too? A prisoner? I don't have the code, but this doomed guy does. Now I have a choice—to wait until he wakes up and get the code from him, or chase after the other druids, who are probably long gone.
I've done enough taking of life for one day. Time to save someone instead.
"Let's tie him," I say. "I have a question for him when he wakes up."
It takes a few minutes for the druid to come to. By that time I'm so weak I can hardly prop myself against the wall. But he's tied securely, and he can't do magic with his hands bound. We should be safe from him. Besides, he's such a weaselly little fellow, I doubt he'd have the courage to try.
"You need to tell me the code for Cell 6," I say.
He shakes his head. "I don't know it. What did you do? What did she do to me?"
"You have very little time left to live," I say. "If you want us to let you go so you can make the most of it, you'd better get us into that cell."
"There's a security room down the hall. Code 47852 to get in. Then the password to the computer is Beltane18. Look for the Cell Codes file in the Prisoner Security folder, and you'll see the unlock code for Cell 6."
As soon as he finishes speaking, the girl smashes his head against the wall, knocking him out again. She kicks him, too, several times, mostly in the crotch and stomach. He's going to be in a lot of pain when he wakes up.
I'm sweating, trembling. The room keeps dipping and moving up and down. There's no way I can make it to the security room and find that code.
Then hands grip me under my arms. The girl drags me out into the hallway, sets me against the wall, and lays a finger on her lips. She wants me to be quiet, in case there are druids around.
"It's okay," I say. "I killed them. A few got away, but I don't think they'll be back for a while."
She stares at me, shock and joy in her face. Swiftly she presses her lips to my forehead and then darts down the hall, in the direction of the security room.
I'm jolted awake by her hand on my shoulder. She's back, gesturing toward Cell 6.
"Okay, okay. Give me a minute." When I stand, I feel like the world is swimming and swirling.
She offers her shoulder to me, which is kind, considering she's barely skin and bones herself and probably not that strong. We stagger over to the door of Cell 6, and she punches in the code and pulls it open.
In the cell, a man is lying on the bed. He's wearing only a pair of ragged shorts, so his bruised, scraped shoulders and bloodstained back are in full view. His left hand rests on his hip—there's a blood-soaked bandage—where his finger—should be—
He turns over to look at us.
The Far Darrig.
I'm falling.
I can't breathe.
I'm on the floor in the cell doorway, and he's beside me, both arms around me. "Aislinn. Aislinn, it's all right. I'm all right."
"They killed you."
"A trick."
"You were dead. I saw your—they took you apart." I suck in air, again, again, but I can't seem to breathe it back out. Patches of black swim in front of my eyes.
"Aislinn. I'm sorry. It was all a trick, I'm so sorry. We couldn't tell you—it had to be real."
"It's the magic, I'm hallucinating now," I whisper.
"Look at me, cuisle mo chroidhe."
It means "pulse of my heart." A term beyond endearment.
But I just saw the blood from his heart poured out, so he can't be sitting here, calling me that.
He puts his right hand under my chin and tips my face up. There's a wound, seamed with blood, across his forehead. Curls of dark hair hanging over it, still matted with blood at the tips. Faint freckles sprinkled over a straight nose. His cheeks bearing the chafe marks of the leather muzzle. Lips, cut up in a couple of places.
And his eyes. Bruised, but silver-gray under those dark lashes. Crinkling at the corners as he smiles at me.
It's really him.
"How?"
"I made a deal with Stanley. Told him I would give him the spell on one condition—deceiving Maeve. I told him I didn't want her witnessing my death. He was more than willing to 'screw the old bitch over,' as he put it."
"But you gave him the spell."
"Well, yes. I had to, to keep him from hurting you."
"But the sacrifice—that was you. It looked just like you."
"A man of similar height and build. A prisoner here, like us. They painted his face, dressed him in a robe, and bandaged the left hand so no one would know the difference."
"So someone died in your place?"
"Stanley was always going to kill both of us. The other prisoner and I just—switched death dates. Stanley was actually happy to do it; he said it made sense to save the more powerful sacrifice for Samhain. October 31, that's when I was to be sacrificed. I was hoping that with the extra time, I could figure out a way for us to get out of here. Look, love, the rest of the explanation needs to wait. I don't know how you managed to get away and find me, but we've got to leave. They'll be coming."
"No," I say. "They won't."
He looks confused.
"I didn't know the plan," I say slowly. "I killed them, Kieran. I killed them all."
Shocked, he stares at me. "You—how?"
"Drained them. All of them, at once. Just a few got away."
"I—how is that possible?"
"Do you understand what I'm saying?" My voice is raw, shaky. It still hurts to talk, after the screams that ripped out of me in the sacrifice room. "I killed like, thirty people just now, because I thought they murdered you. Do you know what you just put me through? How I felt when they smashed your head in, and choked you, and cut your throat?"
Of course he knows how it feels. He watched his wife be ripped to shreds by Maeve's servants.
The girl at the door moans a little. She's probably desperate to get out of here, even more so than we are.
"Aislinn, we need to do this later," Kieran says. "Come on. We need to leave."
I can barely walk, and he's in no great shape himself; and the Korrigan behind us is hardly more than a ghost; but somehow we make it down the hallway. The girl leads us to a big elevator in the center of the compound, and we ride up.
When the doors open, we're half-expecting someone to leap out and attack us. At the very least, I'm sure there will be questions and possibly guns from any guards who might be patrolling on the main floor. And I have no idea how we will withstand any of it.
But when we step out, Zane is just finishing off one of the druids with a magnificent punch. A few more bodies are lying on the floor around him. Arden is tapping away at a computer behind the lobby desk, and Laurel stands guard by the front doors, a long knife in her hand.
Relief takes my legs out from under me, and I sit down, right there on the gleaming lobby floor. Zane looks up from moving the druid's unconscious body. "Aislinn?"
Laurel turns, and Arden steps out from behind the desk. I can only imagine how we look to them—battered, bruised, and bloody, with a tongueless waif as a tag-along. We probably look like a bunch of damned freaks that just crawled out of hell.
To me, they look like angels.
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I can tell right away that Aislinn's in bad shape. She's half-dressed in a ripped shirt and some makeshift bandages, and most of the bandages are peeling away. The wounds under them are seeping blood.
But it's her face that scares me—dead white, almost gray, and pinched, like she's in terrible pain. She just sits there, on the floor. Like the fire has burned out of her and left her with nothing.
The Far Darrig looks about the same. He's got a big mess of wounds, and as much as I hate the guy, I don't envy him the aches and pains he's gotta be feeling.
Then there's the girl behind them. All sharp angles and bones, with straight, stringy black hair. She's got an Asian cast to her face—might be pretty if she didn't look so terrified. She crouches by the open elevator, too scared to go back in but not ready to come too far away from it, either.
Damn, what happened to them?
I don't know what exactly went down or why. But I do know that Aislinn needs to get some stitches, and then probably food and sleep. She's my number one here.
I stride right past the Far Darrig as if he isn't there and pick Aislinn up. She feels lighter, more fragile than she's ever felt. Her head falls to my shoulder.
As I turn with her, I take a closer look at the Far Darrig's wounds. Bruises, knife wounds, flesh rubbed raw on his face and wrists. It's not hard to guess he's been tortured. And he's apparently missing a finger. I think a light tap from me would topple him.
"Man, you need a hospital," I say. "C'mon."
"Wait," says Laurel. "Kieran O'Connell?"
"One and the same," says the Far Darrig with the ghost of a smile.
Laurel looks at me, understanding in her face. "He's the trickster guy? The one she came for?"
"Yes."
Arden is moving past me, toward the frightened scarecrow girl. Her face is a mask of shock and horror, with maybe some delight mixed in there. "Wynnie?"
The girl nods and throws herself into Arden's arms. Her sobs sound weird and animalistic, and I cringe. Then I realize she has no tongue.
Damn.
Druids be crazy.
"A'right, everyone, let's ditch this hellhole," I say.
"Wait," says the Far Darrig suddenly. "Before we leave—Arden, I gave them the spell. The one to turn humans into Korrigan."
Her face pales. "You what?"
I turn to him, furious. "You gave these creeps a way to make monsters?"
"They wanted to turn themselves into Korrigan, so they could take Fae powers like Aislinn can."
I stare at him. "That's even worse. And you told them how?"
"They tortured her." His voice is actually shaking. "I couldn't watch it. You would have done the same."
He's probably right. Damn, do I actually feel sorry for this guy?
The Far Darrig turns back to Arden. "Can you find the spell in their system? A file somewhere? Their leader typed it into his laptop. We have to destroy it."
"I can do it from here, if his laptop is on and connected to their network." She's already heading back to the computer at the big lobby desk to continue whatever digital magic she was doing there before the three of them stumbled out of the elevator.
"I think he left the laptop open," says the Far Darrig. "On his desk."
"You'll have to give me some time," Arden says. "And hope that it is open, and turned on. And connected to the network."
"How long will this take?" I say. "Aislinn isn't lookin' so great. And you aren't either, man."
The Far Darrig looks at me. "We have to do this now. The few that are left will try recover the spell."
"The few that are left?" My arms are starting to ache from holding Aislinn, so I lay her on a sofa in the lobby.
"I killed the druids," she says. Simply. Like she's talking about ordering a burger. "All except a few. Did you see a girl with purple hair, or a guy with glasses in a black hooded robe?"
"June and Malcolm? No, I didn't see them. Maybe they went out a different way, a back door or something." I glare at the Far Darrig. "What did you make her do?"
"We'll tell you everything, but right now destroying that spell is the most important thing. Can you understand that, human?"
"Just shut up and help Arden get it done," I say.
"Hey, hey now," says Laurel. "You two calm down. Z, they've been through a lot, cut them some slack, okay?" She lays her hand on my arm.
"Come here, you." Arden motions to the Far Darrig. "I'm in the network, and I'm seeing a few computers connected right now. See if you can help me guess which one is his."
He walks stiffly over to her, holding his ribs with one arm.
I look down at Aislinn. Her eyes are closed. With the blood-drenched bandages and the hue of her skin, she looks like she could be dead.
"I'm here, okay?" I whisper, brushing aside a strand of her fiery hair. "Gonna take care of you."
I glance up, and the Far Darrig is watching us. I ignore him. She might have picked him over me, but neither of them can stop me from caring.
"We found his computer," Arden exclaims. "He named it SupremeLeader123, the idiot. I'm doing a vulnerability assessment right now. I'll get remote access, and then I'll have to go through recent logs and commands so I can find the right file. Just a little more time."
The mute girl is still crouching near the elevator. Her knees are pulled up to her chest, and she seems to be making herself as small as possible.
Laurel walks over to her and kneels down. "Hey there, I'm Laurel. You're Wynnie?" The girl nods. "You want to get out of here, right? We'll get gone just as soon as they find that file, okay?" Laurel's voice is smooth as honey. In the silent lobby, the sound of it is soothing.
There's a moan from one of the druids I knocked out. I go over to him, and he's moving. "He's comin' around! What should I do?"
"Hit him again," say the Far Darrig and Arden together.
It's different hitting a guy when he's down, instead of coming at you with bloody hands and a mouthful of spells. But if he gets up and manages some magic, that'll be bad news for all of us. So I give him a swift kick to the head, not hard enough to kill him, but enough to knock him under again.
When he comes to, this guy's going to be the same homicidal creep he was before. I hate to think of him running loose. Same for his buddies, whom I also have to clobber again before Arden finishes the job.
"Hey, should we call the cops about this whole deal?" I ask.
"Definitely. But after we leave," says the Far Darrig. "The human police can't help us, and we can't tell them everything. But they can take this place apart and shut it down. If there are any other prisoners, they'll find them, too."
"Here's the file, I think," says Arden. "The most recent one. Okay, deleting it now. They could technically recover it if they know what to look for, but I doubt the police will think it's anything but the ravings of a madman." She takes an extra few minutes to wipe footage of us from their security cameras, then jumps up. "I'll run ahead and get the car pulled around to the door."
"Someone should go with you," says the Far Darrig. "It's dark, and the other druids could still be around, in the woods."
"Laurel, you go," I say. "I need to stay here, to protect the Far Darrig and the girls." It feels dope to say that, like I'm some kind of hero.
"It'll be a cold day in hell when I need your protection, human," says the Far Darrig after the door closes behind Laurel and Arden.
"Yeah? Cause you did such a great job here, protecting yourself and Aislinn. And quit calling me 'human.'"
"If you stop calling me 'Far Darrig.' "
"I'll call you what I damn well please."
The mute girl, Wynnie, is looking from one of us to the other. She looks distressed.
"It's okay," I tell her. "We just don't like each other much. We kinda hate each other's guts."
"True," says the Far Darrig. 
From her spot on the couch, Aislinn makes a sound—a kind of pained whimper. We both look at her and move toward her a couple of steps. Then we look at each other. It's like neither of us really knows where we stand with her—which one has the right to comfort her now.
"I didn't make her do it, you know," he tells me quietly. "She saw a human sacrifice that was supposed to be me. She thought they killed me. And she drained the life out of all of them with one spell."
Even I know that's something huge. "How did she manage that?"
"I don't know—I wish I could have seen it. I don't think anyone's attempted a mass Life-Stealing before. But the only way she could have mustered enough power would be by druid magic."
I glance at the bandages, how they've been ripped aside. "Her blood."
He nods. "I'm guessing that, plus whatever extra fenodyree strength she had, and her Korrigan magic. Triple threat. Still, it's incredible that she was able to absorb that much energy at once without dying."
He's been supporting himself on the lobby counter, but he looks like he's about to collapse. "Why don't you sit down, man?" I say. Then, because that sounds too nice, I add, "What are you, some kinda idiot?"
He chuffs in disgust. "That, I am not."
"Why you talk like that anyway, man? Like you're from freaking yesteryear. Can't you adopt some dang vernacular?"
"You mean, like, saying 'like' all the time?" He sneers. "Throwing useless words into a conversation. No thanks."
Arden and Laurel will be pulling up any minute. Now is the time to say what I have to say to him, before they get back and before Aislinn wakes up. Before all my courage and adrenaline drains away and leaves me with this shaking mass of nerves at my core.
"You're not good for Aislinn," I say. "You've done nothing but add danger to her life. You treated her badly, man. Tried to get her to kill me, cause you were freaking jealous. You got her into this mess. Man, when you gonna realize you're bad news for her? You're just being selfish, playing with her. Go get yourself another girl, someone who digs this whole crazy life of yours."
He sits down on the floor, leaning against the lobby desk, and stares at Aislinn for a long minute. There's a desperate look in his eyes. "Everything you just said is probably true. But I tried leaving. I didn't get far. And you know, she didn't really want me gone."
I hate that he's right. When he stopped chasing her, she started chasing him.
"Most of this is my fault," he says. "But being what she is, who she is—that comes with complications, and dangers. Trying to deny that is asking her to deny herself. She is Korrigan, one of the Fae in a sense, not human. You're not doing her any favors by trying to make her like you. Tell me, isn't that a kind of selfishness, too? Trying to force her to be your ideal of a perfect girlfriend?"
I shake my head. "I didn't sign up for this."
"And you don't have to."
"I do love her, though."
"It's impossible not to."
Dang it, why do I feel like tears are coming into my eyes? "I still want to punch your face in."
"Some other time, maybe? I've been hit in the face quite a lot in the past several days."
"Yeah, they fixed you up good," I say. "Your finger—was that part of the torture?"
"A test," he says. "Their leader was going to cut off her finger unless I offered mine. So I did."
And just like that, something changes. I respect what he did, giving a literal piece of himself for her. Maybe he's not 100 percent the selfish bastard I thought. Let's say 95 percent instead.
Just then, Laurel and Arden burst through the front doors. "Car's here! Let's go!"
While Arden and I help the three injured ones into the car, Laurel runs around the lobby, wiping down everything Aislinn, the Far Darrig, or Wynnie might have touched. "Just in case they try to pull fingerprints," she says.
Since she's slimmer than me, she squeezes into the back with the other three. We're gonna have to skip seatbelts, just this once. My mom would flip out. Or maybe she'd just be proud that we rescued some people.
Too bad I can't tell her about it.
I pull the little hoodoo bag out of my pocket and give it a toss. "Do you think they worked?" I ask Arden.
"I don't know," she says. "But we're alive, aren't we?"
We made it out. It's more than I expected.
"Arden, you good to drive? You awake enough?"
"Sure, who could sleep after all that?"
"Me." I lean my head against the seat and close my eyes.
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Aislinn
Lights flashing pink through my eyelids. A warm, solid wall of someone's chest, and strong arms. A smell of saltiness and spice and pine. Zane.
A soft space, a couch, in the lobby of the druids' building. I sink into it, and into the darkness.
And then there's motion again, and a humming all around me, and bodies pressed together in a small space. I'm in a car, my head sagging and bumping against the window, but I'm too tired to lift it. A hand, partly covered in rough cloth, moves my head to the opposite side, so it's resting on a shoulder that smells of sweat and blood. I don't like it, but it's better than thumping against the window glass.
Foggily, I hear someone calling the police. I don't recognize the voice, even though it comes from right next to me, from the owner of the shoulder. My brain manages to connect the pieces—Kieran is using another voice to tell the police about the druid stronghold.
Now he's calling someone else in his own voice, someone named Ériu. My brain makes another connection—healer. Good. He needs a healer.
Pain shoots through my stomach and side and chest every time the car jolts. I hear Kieran breathing hard too, like he's struggling with a heavy load.
I'm coming back to myself, slowly.
Beyond the window, trees are flashing past—dark trees, with limbs like clawed fingers, reaching toward us, scratching at the dark sky.
The trees go on forever, and I know there are dark things in them—pale monsters with long necks and purple gums and yellow teeth, tall druids in black robes, prisoners without tongues and leprechauns blazing blue with dragon fire.
Finally, finally, the woods give way to lights. Golden lights, white lights, red and green and orange. My city.
We're in a parking lot. When Zane opens the car door, I nearly fall out, but he catches me—picks me up and carries me to the apartment door. I watch moths and mosquitoes flit around the light just outside while Arden fiddles with the lock. The night is full of soft traffic sounds and the singing of crickets.
"Take her inside," she says, pushing the door open. "Then go back for Wynnie and the Far Darrig."
Zane carries me toward the couch that Arden and I picked out. "Don't," I mutter. "I'll get blood on it."
"Aislinn, it doesn't matter right now."
"It does matter! It's ours," I insist. "Put a blanket over it."
He sets me down, and I stand unsteadily against the wall while he covers the couch with a blanket. "There. You happy now?"
"Yes." I sink onto the couch. It's bliss and pain all at once.
Wynnie comes creeping into the apartment on her own, and then Zane follows, supporting Kieran. "She wouldn't let me touch her," he tells me, nodding to the mute girl, who is disappearing into Arden's room like an animal seeking a cave.
Of course she wouldn't let him touch her. Not after what she's been through.
"You take Laurel home," Arden says to Zane. "And Zane, thank her for me."
He nods. "I'll be back to check on her—on them—this afternoon."
"Get some sleep, human," says Kieran, but his faint smile takes the sting out of the word.
"Same to you, F.D.," Zane says.
I'm trying to process that they're actually joking a little. Zane's almost out the door—he's closing it, but I have something to say.
"Zane!" I call out for him.
"What?" He comes back and leans over me, looking handsome and sweet and strong, like a superhero.
"You were amazing," I say. "Thank you."
"Hey girl, I do what I do," he says. It hurts to smile, but I do anyway. "See you later."
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Right before dawn, Ériu comes.
She's the most gorgeous woman I've ever seen. Dark brown hair flowing over her shoulders. Full pink lips, the lower one plumper and slightly dented in the center. Skin clear and perfect, faintly pink cheeks. And her eyes are clear, calm blue, like a lake on a cloudless summer day. She's tall, just like Kieran, and slim. She wears a long pale-blue sundress that flows around her legs like water, or mist.
When she enters the apartment, Arden stands back and ducks her head, almost like a bow. Kieran rises in spite of his wounds. "Aislinn, this is Ériu, daughter of Emmas and Delbáeth of the Tuatha dé Danann."
I swing my legs off the couch, feeling very unattractive in my bandage-clothes, all traces of makeup gone. I haven't brushed my teeth, combed my hair, or shaved my legs in a couple of days. I'm disgusting, especially compared to this goddess-person. Why didn't he tell me she was coming? I've been sleeping on the couch for an hour—I could have spent that time showering instead.
"Nice to meet you," I say, and I try to bow a little but with the cuts all over my chest and abdomen, it's too painful.
Ériu's voice is smooth and light, like a clear stream running over smooth stones. "Don't bow to me, little one. I hear you're quite a power in your own right."
"Not so much," I say, lying back down.
"Every warrior gets wounded occasionally." She looks at Kieran. "I assume you want me to heal her first?"
"Please."
"No!" My voice is louder than I mean it to be. "You first. Are you kidding? You went through way more torture than me. And your finger—" I look at Ériu. "Please, heal him first."
"He does seem to be in worse shape." She turns to Arden. "Some clean sheets and towels, please, and warm water."
Arden is nobody's servant. Had anyone else asked, she would have frozen that person with a look; but for Ériu, she hurries off wordlessly to fetch the things.
Ériu and Arden spread out the sheets and towels in the living room, and Kieran lies down on them. He's only wearing the ragged bits of his pants; it's the closest to naked I've ever seen him, but it's impossible to enjoy that fact when nearly every bit of his beautiful body is stained with horrifically colored bruises and riddled with wounds. Even Ériu seems shocked.
"Midir, why did they do this to you?"
"They wanted the spell I used to make the Korrigan," he explains, and her lovely face creases with anxiety. "Don't worry, we destroyed the record of it before we left."
"You're sure you destroyed the spell? They can't use it now?"
"There are only a few of the druids left," says Arden. "And yes, we destroyed it, as far as anything digital can be destroyed. I didn't wipe the laptop hard drive, but the police will take that. The druids won't be able to get it to recover any files."
"I ask because I've been hearing rumors. News of change. There are plans in place for Samhain."
"Plans? Whose plans?" Kieran asks.
"A druid sect, that's all I know. You know the druids are friendly with some of the fenodyree? One of them told a friend of mine that when the Veil to the Otherworld thins this year, it will mean the end of life as it is, for humans and Fae."
"It makes sense that they had something in the works. They were going to sacrifice me for Samhain," Kieran says.
"The death of a Tuatha dé Danann would be a powerful sacrifice indeed," Ériu agrees.
"And then there was the warning, from Ainmire," he says. " 'The old is becoming new. The hidden will leap from their holes, and the hunted will seek for prey. A door will be opened, and can only be shut by blood.' "
"Do you think it could be a Gate?" asks Ériu. "One of the entrances to the Otherworld? Were they planning to open one?"
"Here, in the U.S. of A.? I doubt it," Kieran replies. "But if they were hoping to do something so insane, they certainly won't be able to now. They've had a severe setback, a reduction in numbers, thanks to Aislinn."
"Yes, you told me on the phone," Ériu says, with a significant glance at me.
As they talk, she's wiping Kieran's body with damp towels, murmuring words and moving her hands over the wounds as she does so. A faint blue glow lingers for a second in the spots she touches. I can't help feeling a little jealous that a gorgeous woman is bathing him like this.
"I can't heal everything," she says. "Not right away. But I'll take care of the worst ones. The rest of it will need time."
He nods. "Save some energy for her wounds. Please." When he looks at me, I feel the heat of his gaze like a touch. I can't stand him gazing at me like that, like he thinks I'm beautiful, when I look like this.
Forcing my legs to obey, I stand up and stagger toward the bathroom.
"Aislinn, what are you doing?" Arden protests.
"If this is going to take a while, I may as well clean myself up."
In the bathroom, I stand in the shower to peel off the bandages. They're sticking to me, congealed into the cuts, and taking each one off causes the wound to bleed again. I bite my left wrist, shaking, while I pull away the stained strips. One at a time, I drop them into the trash.
When I turn on the shower, the warm water feels incredible and excruciating at the same time. I turn my back to it and let the water run through my hair, down my back. It feels amazing to be clean, to be home.
I was powerful enough to destroy the druids, to save us. Otherwise we would still be there, in that building. Kieran would be suffering in a cell, trying to plan an escape, and I would be Stanley's oh-so-very-special guest.
But I killed them.
Anyone is capable of murder. All of them were complicit, at the very least. But how am I any better? I'm a murderer, too.
When the tears start, I don't realize it at first because they mingle with the warm water streaming down my face. I just want to sit in the shower and cry and cry. But my wounds are running red, blood flowing freely down the drain, and I need to take care of them—I've already lost a lot of blood, and I'm only going to get weaker.
I rinse away the last of the soap and wrap myself in a towel, because of course I forgot to bring any clean clothes into the bathroom with me. The blood starts soaking through the towel almost instantly where my deepest wound is, where Stanley stabbed me.
I'm getting dizzy. Maybe this whole shower thing was a bad idea. Opening the bathroom door, I stumble out. I can make it to my room for clothes. It's just a few steps.
A few steps is apparently more than I can handle. My legs turn to jelly and I crumple, clutching the towel.
"Aislinn?" Arden rushes to me. "She's too weak. Help me with her."
Kieran is there in a second, his hands cool against my skin.
"Don't pick her up, you're not fully healed," Ériu says, but he doesn't listen. I'm in his arms, my skin against his. He carries me to the living room. When he puts me down on the sheets, where he was minutes ago, the towel slips a little, and his eyes dart down for just a second before he looks away.
He's seen me naked before, when he and the leprechauns brought me to his loft after a transformation. I still blush thinking about that. Somehow, this is different.
"Go take a shower," I snap, tugging the towel back into place. "You stink."
He laughs, and even though his breath hitches with pain in the middle of it, it's the best sound.
While he's in the shower, Ériu heals me; and by the time she's done, it looks as if my cuts and stab wound happened a few days ago. They still hurt, but not nearly as much.
"I can't do anything about the blood loss," she says. "You'll need to eat hearty meals and rest to restore your strength."
"Thank you," I tell her.
"Kieran is an old friend," she says. "We've had our differences, but the few of the Tuatha dé Danann who are left must help each other. I'm happy to help out his love as well."
My cheeks flame. "His what?"
She smiles, all perfect teeth and full lips fit for a magazine cover. "He loves you, you must know that. Trust me, he hasn't been like this about anyone in centuries. You're good for him. I think he might actually come back from this renegade path of his and regain his pride in being Tuatha dé Danann."
I stare at her. I have no idea what to say.
"One more thing," she says. "He told me what you did. The mass Life-Stealing." She hesitates. "I feel that I must warn you."
"You think the other druids will want revenge?"
"Surely, yes. But that isn't what you should be concerned about. Ending so many magic users' lives, all together, before their times—it will have drawn the attention of the Fates."
I raise my eyebrows. "The what now?"
She doesn't smile. "The Fates are no laughing matter, Aislinn. The Korrigan have an uneasy relationship with them at best, and what you've done will certainly have angered them."
"I didn't have a choice. The druids would have killed him and enslaved me. I thought he was dead."
"And I understand all of that. But they may not."
"What will they do?"
"I'm not sure. I'll be back tomorrow to see both of you, and to check on the other girl, the damaged one. We'll talk more of it then. For now, don't worry. The Fates move slowly in these matters." She rises from kneeling on the floor beside me. "I have to go. Sleep today, and eat."
Sure. Like I can sleep or eat after that.
"Wait!"
She turns back.
"Can you fix Kieran's finger? The one the druid cut off?"
"I've done something similar, once," she says. "But it takes days, and more magical energy than I have left right now. I think the mute girl's tongue should take priority, don't you?"
"You can fix it?" I'm astounded.
"With time. Healing is my gift." She smiles.
After Arden closes the door behind Ériu, she starts fan-girling. "That was Ériu. The goddess. Here, in our apartment. I didn't even know she was on this side of the ocean."
Smiling, I sit up. "Easy there. I'm sure it's not your first celebrity sighting."
"True, I did see her once, long ago, before I entered Maeve's service. She was just as amazing then as now." Arden shakes herself out of her reverie. "Time for you to get to bed. When a goddess prescribes rest, you obey."
Hitching my towel back into place, I get to my feet. It's easier to walk now, though I still feel light-headed.
My door is right next to the bathroom. I'm just about to enter my room when the bathroom door opens and there's Kieran, steamy and damp and bare except for the towel around his waist. His dark hair, slick with water, curls around his face.
Time freezes for a second as we stand there, so close, with so little between us. The air feels heated, magnetized. His gray eyes are drawing me.
"To bed," orders Arden from behind me. "Kieran, I suppose the couch is not too demeaning a resting place for the feared Far Darrig?"
"You don't seem to fear me nearly as much as you should," he says to her, half-smiling. How is anyone supposed to have a clear thought in her head when he's a few inches away, his lips twisted in that sexy smile?
"I feared you before I dragged your half-dead ass out of a druid stronghold," she says. "Ériu's advice goes for you, too—get some rest."
He smiles at me and moves past me to the living room without saying another word. 




28
SORRY
[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
Zane
I show up to check on Aislinn around mid-afternoon. I didn't get enough sleep to really recover from last night, but I feel better. Refreshed.
When I come in, the mute girl, Wynnie, is sitting on the couch, watching TV with a look of rapt attention and sucking on a smoothie. I wonder if it's hard for her to swallow, having no tongue.
"Ériu is coming back tomorrow, to start healing her tongue," Kieran says. He's sitting at the kitchen bar with a mug of something. Doesn't smell like coffee though. Of course he'd be the guy who drinks tea or something lame like that.
He looks better, though. Like, a ton better. Supernaturally better.
"Who's Ériu?"
"That's right, you missed her. She's one of the Tuatha dé Danann, much older and more powerful than me. She has regenerative, healing powers."
What next? "That explains why you're lookin' better. She gonna fix your finger?"
"Eventually. It takes a lot out of her, so it will be slow. Wynnie's tongue is first."
I notice that Wynnie is watching me, her dark eyes wary. She looks almost normal now. Her straight black hair is clean and shiny, and she's in a T-shirt and jeans that I've seen Aislinn wear. She has a smooth, oval face, with rounded cheekbones, and small, full lips. I nod and smile at her in what I think is a friendly way; but she scoots further toward the end of the couch and looks away.
"Why do you think I'm out here in the kitchen?" Kieran says. "She won't let anybody near her but Arden and Aislinn."
Damn. What did the druids do to her in there?
"Where is Aislinn?"
"Balcony."
"She okay?"
He looks down at his cup and nods. "See for yourself."
"Take it easy," I tell him. I move toward the door, but then he says, "Wait."
"What's up?"
"I owe you an apology."
"Damn straight. About a dozen of 'em."
He nods. "I'm not good at apologies. Haven't made one to a human in—never."
I cross my arms and wait.
"The time I called you, in Aislinn's voice, I said things about you that were never true. I'm sorry."
"Okay, and?"
"I tried to make her kill you. And I'm sorry for that as well."
"See, I'm curious—how do you think an apology is gonna fix that?"
"It won't. But I'm—"
"Different? Changed? Maybe, but you gotta show proof of it, man. Can't just be words."
"I know."
I pause, not wanting to give him an inch. But hey, I'm a nice guy. "I respect that you said that, man. But I'm still gonna be watching you."
"Fair enough."
I've said my piece, so I go out on the balcony to see Aislinn. She's scrolling through her phone and sipping a sports drink, probably to re-hydrate. I sit in the other chair near her.
"I couldn't sleep anymore," she says, looking up. "Nightmares."
"But you look better. That Ériu chick fix you up?"
"Yeah. She's pretty incredible. I had no idea beings like that existed."
I can tell she's excited, that she wants to meet more of them, get to know them. When I hear about stuff like that, though, I just feel like going home and curling up into my normal life, like a safe, warm blanket. Magic belongs in movies and TV shows, not real life.
It's a difference between us. One reason why we don't fit.
"Thank you for coming for us," she says.
"I came for you," I clarify.
"Thank you." She's biting her lip, like she's got something to say and isn't sure how to do it.
"You got something to tell me, just tell me."
Those green eyes. Like laser beams, cutting right down to my heart.
"Zane, I treated you badly."
"Kinda, yeah."
"I hid things from you. My heart wasn't faithful to you, before I even really knew it. You have been nothing less than amazing to me, and you didn't deserve that from me. I'm just—I'm so sorry."
She draws in a shaky breath, like she's trying not to cry. "I didn't know who I was, you know? I was trying to figure it out. And I was trying to hold onto you and not lose him either, and that just made things worse. But I can't be good for either of you until I know who I am."
"I hear that," I say. "And I get it, I do. But it still hurts."
She looks at me, my pain reflected in her eyes. "I care about you so much—you're family, and our friends are like family to me. Please don't shut me out of it all."
Part of me wants to. Wants to tell her to go to hell and get out of my life, that she can't be connected to my family or my friends any more. That she can go be with him, and leave all of us alone.
But she needs friends. Hell, we all do. And I love her, in spite of everything. If Laurel still has a place in my life after our breakup, I guess I can make room for Aislinn, too. But that's it! No more ex-girlfriends crowding up my friend circle. I'm at max.
I reach out and rub her shoulder. "You're already in my life. I guess you can stay."
She leans over to hug me, as she's done so many times—and just then, the smell of her and the feel of her hair—it's too much, and I feel like my heart is cracking open. Because she's going to be around, but I won't be allowed to love her.
"Gotta go," I say quickly, standing. "Things to do. Feel better."
I'm out of the apartment and down the steps faster than thinking.
It's over. It's really over.
There's a park near here, with a trail, where I can run myself out of all the thinking and feeling. Run till there's nothing left of me but my feet, and my eyes, and my pounding heart.




29
HOME
[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
Aislinn
Kieran and I make a strange game of avoiding each other the next day. I'm not sure why he's giving me space, but I know that I'm doing it because I simply have no idea what to say to him.
You're crazy and maybe wrong for me, but I want you anyway just doesn't sound right.
You're half of me and I need you, so never ever leave my side again. Too needy, too desperate. Kind of like the mistake I made with Zane when I first met him.
I've called you horrible names and rejected you a bunch of times, but I changed my mind after you gave up your finger for me. No, I'm not fickle at all. Please be my boyfriend.
What do I say to him? What the heck do I say?
"What is wrong with you two?" Arden hisses at me when she brings home sandwiches for supper and Kieran goes to eat his on the balcony. "You'd think you were some kind of old married couple fighting, not two kids with the hots for each other."
I choke on my soda because she called us "kids" and said "the hots." When I recover, I say, "He's hardly a kid, Arden. I just don't know what to say to him."
"You better figure it out," she says. "He can stay here till he recovers, but I'm not putting up with this weird tension. This is our apartment, supposed to be my safe space."
"Arden, I wanted to ask you—when I told you about Maeve—dying, were you—are you okay?"
Her sharp face relaxes a bit. "The woman who was my queen in everything for hundreds of years, who would have made me live in fear the rest of my life for my betrayal, is gone. I am so much more than okay."
She slaps a sandwich into my hands. "Go to that man and tell him to come with you for a walk right now."
"Arden, it's hot. We're healing."
"A slow walk through the park won't kill you. And it's only 88 degrees today. Go!"
I shuffle reluctantly to the balcony's sliding door and push it open. "Arden is forcing us to go for a walk in the park. Apparently she doesn't want company right now."
He stands without a word, and we walk outside with our sandwiches, down the building steps. The park isn't far, but in our weakened state we both have to stop and breathe a couple of times before we reach it. Finally we collapse onto a bench under a big live oak. There's a tennis court, and a walking trail, and a playground some distance away. The sounds of children laughing and yelling float to us through the thick heat of the late afternoon air.
"It's so hot," I say. "We should go back. She can't force us to stay out here."
He sighs. "Remember when you and I sat on that bench, after the leprechauns chased you into the woods for me?"
"I remember. Not a fun memory for me."
"Sorry," he says. "I felt something, but I wasn't sure how to approach you again. And I was curious. I wanted to talk to you."
The rich afternoon sun slants through the branches, lighting up his face. He squints against it.
"It's all right," I say. "No permanent damage."
"So much has happened since then," he says. "I'm glad we're finally—friends."
"Is that what we are? Friends?"
"That's what you wanted. And it's what you need right now, isn't it?"
Maybe I don't want to be friends. Maybe I just want to leap into his arms and press my lips to his. But my heart is still sore from losing Zane, and I don't want that pain to influence what Kieran and I could have—what I promise myself we will have.
Instead of answering, I move closer to him and lay my head on his shoulder.
Deep down, I know that Samhain is coming, and with it whatever the druids are planning. And the Fates may come to punish me for what I've done. But for now, the night is over, and we've escaped the dark claws of the forest. And there is heat, and him, and the green grass, and the golden sun.
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BREATHE
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Aislinn
"Try to speak now."
The blue glow of magic fades from Ériu's fingers as she withdraws them from Wynnie's mouth. For the past several weeks, she's been coming here now and then, working on re-growing Wynnie's tongue, which the druids sliced out to prevent Wynnie from speaking the Life-Stealing spell.
The new tongue formed slowly, painfully, a little at a time, because the effort of regeneration takes so much of Ériu's magical energy. In spite of being Tuatha dé Danann, one of Ireland's mythical god-race, Ériu  has her limits, and she has to rest between healing sessions to regain her power.
Today she finished the tip of Wynnie's tongue. The flesh is smooth, wet, and seamless, like nothing ever happened.
Wynnie moves her tongue around for a minute. It must feel so strange to her, after years of not having it.
"Thank you," she says. And her smile lights up her face.
Ériu clasps her hands with the delight of someone who has worked on a project for a long time and finally gets to witness its success. "It works!" For a minute she looks less like a gorgeous goddess and more like an ecstatic teenager.
She and Wynnie seize each other's hands and twirl around the room. Arden stands back, watching, with a rare smile that softens the sharp angles of her face.
Suddenly Wynnie stops twirling and comes up to me, taking both my hands. Her dark eyes look straight into mine. "Aislinn," she says. "Sister."
Tears spring into my eyes, and I hug her tight. In spite of her not being able to talk, the two of us have become friends since I slaughtered the druids, her captors, and rescued her from the cell they kept her in. Our friendship basically consists of taking short walks and sitting on the couch, watching TV; but now that she can talk, maybe she'll let me take her other places.
"You know what this calls for," I say, looking around at the others. "Girls' night!"
Wynnie takes a minute to form the words. "Laurel, too?"
"Yes! All of us. You, Arden, me, Laurel—" I hesitate. Do goddesses do girls' night? "And Ériu. If you want to come."
Ériu smiles, her full pink lips parting over perfect white teeth. "I'll join you. What do you have in mind?"
"Shopping. Food. Cheesecake."
"Cheesecake is food," Arden says.
"No it's not," I reply. "It's heaven. Wynnie, how long has it been since you tasted cheesecake?"
"Decades," she says.
When she disappeared, the Korrigan were living in California. It happened a few decades before I was born; and at the time, Wynnie was a half-crazed, pill-popping, alcoholic party girl. She ran out of Life-Stream, the substance that allows Korrigan like us to stay human during the day; and she took on her beast form at dawn right in the middle of a party house full of wasted guests. There was blood, and major mauling, and then some special ops guys caught her and took her away. The other Korrigan never knew what happened to her until I found her several weeks ago, locked in the druids' dungeon.
"Then it's settled," I say. "I'll call Laurel. And Arden, you're coming. Don't even think about not coming."
"I'll come," says Arden. Probably because Ériu will be along. Arden reacts to Ériu like I might react to my favorite actresses, if I ever got to meet one of them and hang out with her in person. Totally star-struck. A little silly and overeager to please. After all, Ériu was a major figure in Ireland back in the day—a goddess of growth and healing.
I step out on the balcony to call Laurel, but before I can put in the call I notice a text from Kieran, and my heart does a little flip and twirl.
Kieran and I haven't seen nearly as much of each other as I'd like lately. He went back to his loft a couple days after our escape from the druid stronghold; but he returned there only to oversee the moving of his things to a different apartment. His new place is about half an hour away by car, still within my transport radius.
But it's been weird between us. Things were so dramatic, so intense when we were trying to escape the druids—we were both tortured, he gave up his finger so they wouldn't cut off mine, and then he died a horrible three-fold ritual death right in front of me. At least, I thought it was him they killed. Turns out he played his role as the Far Darrig, the trickster, to perfection and convinced the druids to substitute someone else in his place, someone already doomed to die.
I used my stolen powers, my Korrigan magic, and my druid blood to do a mass Life-Stealing from everyone who watched the sacrifice, and from the druids who performed it. I killed them all.
And when I found out he was alive? The emotion was almost too much to handle.
But since we've been back home, Kieran has kept his distance. When we're together, it's always with one or more of the others, and he doesn't give me as many of those I-want-you looks, like he used to. He's either giving me time to get over the breakup with Zane, or he doesn't feel the same way about me anymore. He told me himself that he's never done a long-term relationship with anyone, not since his wife was killed centuries ago. Just a lot of one-night stands, I guess—I don't like to dwell on it.
He told me I was different—special. But maybe he has decided he doesn't want me, after all.
But he still texts or calls me every day. Every single day.
Usually it's an emoji or two, or a phrase like, "Just checking to see if you're okay," or "How are you today?" Bland, friend-type things.
Today, his text is a much more exciting question. "What are you doing tomorrow?"
I text back as fast as I can. "Nothing. Nothing at all."
"Going to check out a lead on Samhain. Want to come?"
Samhain. Pronounced, weirdly, as "sow-wen." It's a Celtic festival, the end of the old year and the start of the new on the ancient calendar—also known as Halloween. And we've been warned that this year, something very, very bad is coming. Something that could end the world as we know it, for Fae and for humans.
We've had more than a month to recover from our ordeal. It's definitely time to figure out what's going on with the Samhain business. Plus, if it gives me a chance to hang out with Kieran, I'm totally in.
"Sure," I text back. "When and where?"
He replies, "Pick you up at 5 tomorrow evening. Wear something sexy. We'll be going to a club."
A club? He does know I'm only seventeen, right? I sigh. "Do you have an ID for me?" I text back.
"You won't need one for this club," he answers.
Weird. I'm even more curious now.
But I can't puzzle over our destination—I need to call Laurel and see if she can make it to girls' night.
She answers breathlessly. "Aislinn, hi."
"Girl, are you running?" I ask.
"Exercise bike," she says. "Trying to work off the ice cream pounds I put on after Mike cheated on me."
"Well, work harder, because we're going for cheesecake tonight. Wynnie's tongue is finished, so we're celebrating!" It strikes me that no one in the history of the world has ever said that sentence before. What's even crazier is that Laurel isn't fazed by it at all.
"Cool! I'm down for that."
"Okay, pick you up at five. Dinner, cheesecake, shopping."
"Heaven," she says, and I smile. She gets me.
But as it turns out, none of us get Wynnie, or what she's gone through.
It starts out well. Since she's about my size, I let her choose a mall outfit—shorts, cute top, heels—and I help her with her makeup. She's Asian-American beautiful, with rounded cheekbones and a tiny rosebud mouth and sloped eyelids over those pretty dark eyes. Where her hair used to be stringy and greasy, it's now silky and black. She looks great. Normal.
But when we step out of Arden's car and approach the mall entrance, she hangs back, her expression frantic and furtive. After all, the poor girl spent decades in a dungeon, forced to pleasure the druids or submit to magical experiments when she wasn't taking on the shape of a horrific hell-monster.
What was I thinking with this whole plan?
"Wynnie, we don't have to do this," I say. "We can get the food and the cheesecake to go, and have our girls' night at home."
"Yeah," Laurel chimes in. "No worries."
Wynnie shrinks back against a car, ducking her head. Arden crosses her arms and waits, but Ériu steps forward.
"May I help?" she asks.
"How?" Wynnie's voice is thin, strained.
"Healing happens in the mind as well as the body," says the goddess. "I can't take away all the fear, but I can help a little."
"Like a drug," says Wynnie.
Ériu looks startled.
"The pills, the stuff I used to take," says Wynnie. "It was just to help me a little. Take the pain away for a while. And then I needed it again, and again, more and more. Couldn't stop." She swallows hard. "I'm not doing that again. I need to feel this. I need to work through it, not hide it."
Ériu stares at her for a minute. "I understand. You're wiser than I in this case."
Laurel comes to Wynnie's side and links arms with her. She's much taller than Wynnie, like some kind of Amazon warrior or bodyguard. "We're with you, okay? Just hang on to me."
I slip to Wynnie's other side and take her left arm. "You can do this. Breathe. Deep breaths, and let me know if it gets to be too much."
Together, we walk in, out of the hot summer afternoon into the ice-cold air conditioning of the mall. The restaurant is right inside, so we usher Wynnie quickly to the hostess desk.
"A booth in the back, please," Laurel says, and within minutes we're sitting in a back corner, out of the way, just the five of us.
Wynnie is breathing easier now. "I did it!" she says. "I'm here."
"We'll take it one step at a time," I tell her.
While we're waiting for our food, Laurel gives me a hard look and says, "So Aislinn. What's the deal with you and Kieran O'Connell, anyway? It's been weeks since the whole dramatic rescue thing, but I still don't see you two smooching when we hang out. You guys together, or not?"
Blushing, I run my fingers down my water glass, drawing patterns in the condensation. "We, um—he's been busy. With healing, and moving to his new condo. And I just broke up with Zane, so it's important to have time, and space."
"Yeah, time and space is good—you kinda broke Zane's little heart." She says it like she's teasing, but I can tell there's something under it, maybe a hint of anger.
"You broke it first," I say. Probably not the best way to defuse the situation. Laurel isn't one to back down from a challenge.
Her eyes spark. "I can't believe you'd do that to Zane, after what Mike did to me."
"I didn't cheat on Zane," I say. "Okay, maybe my heart did, but no other parts of me."
"So you do like Kieran, then?"
Like him? I need him. I want him.
I love him.
"Yes," I say. "I do."
"He's hot, I'll give you that. Nice voice, got money, got some kind of magic thing goin' on—but girl, you're only seventeen and he looks like he's what, early twenties? Definitely past the college years. Although being magic guy and all, he's probably older, right? Couple hundred years or something?"
"You're several centuries off the mark there," says Arden.
Laurel gapes. "What?"
"He's Tuatha Dé Danann," I say. "They live for thousands of years. Ériu is one, too."
"And I'm even older than Midir—Kieran," she says, smiling.
"Okay, all the more reason to back off and think for a second," says Laurel. "I mean, he must have had so many—if you do get with him, make sure he gets tested for STDs."
Arden snorts her drink up her nose, and I stare, horrified. "Laurel! Gross!"
"Hey, I'm bein' practical here. Guy lookin' like that, living for centuries— he's bound to have picked up a few things."
"He did," says Ériu. "Once, around the Middles Ages or so. He came to me for healing. Don't worry, he's been much more careful since then."
"Okay, I did not want to know that." My face is flaming red, so red that when the server comes with our food, she glances at me and asks, "You okay, honey?"
Laurel bursts out laughing, and Ériu actually giggles. But I notice that Wynnie looks uncomfortable, and apparently Ériu sees it too, because she turns the conversation to all the strange fashions she has seen come and go through the centuries. It's a much more pleasant topic for everyone, and I'm grateful not to have to field any more questions about Kieran.
After dinner, we walk through the mall, arm in arm again. For Wynnie's benefit, we skip any shops that look too dark or too full of men, choosing the ones that are sweet-smelling and filled with brightly colored products.
In one department store, Laurel buys a pair of boots, tall strappy things that she calls her "Single Ladies" boots. Ériu offers to buy Wynnie an entirely new wardrobe—and while she's trying on outfits with Arden's help, I wander to the fancy dress section of the store.
An aqua blue dress catches my eye. Once, Kieran left me in the forest to transform, trying to prove a point, to make me realize that I needed to Life-Steal to protect others from my beast form. He was in full Far Darrig mode then—too cruel in his methods and too bold about what he wanted from me. When I reverted back to human shape, he and his leprechauns took me back to his loft. Of course I was naked; clothing doesn't survive the Korrigan transformation. So he dressed me in a skimpy blue dress. I still have it in my closet at home; it's one of the pieces of clothing Arden packed for me when we left the Korrigan house.
Kieran never said anything about seeing me naked, except to admit that he looked; and I've wondered what he thought. I'm pretty, and I think my shape is decent, too—but every girl has those parts of her that she's insecure about. Maybe he was disappointed.
I walk through the racks of dresses, running my hands along the rich material. Maybe I should wear that blue dress tomorrow night. A hint of the past, to get his attention.
Movement catches my eye, and I glance to the left. Nothing there. I turn back to the dress on the rack in front of me, a lovely green thing with intricate embroidery.
More movement—I see it out of the corner of my left eye.
This time when I turn, I'm facing three women.
One is young, maybe fifteen. She wears black leggings and black arm warmers and a gray tunic-style shirt patterned with blue markings—runes? Her hands and half of her face bear tattoos of blue lines and swirls and dots. Her fire-red hair is bundled up loosely at the back of her head, and from the knot protrude long, glossy black feathers, like a raven's.
The woman in the middle is older—forties, maybe?—but beautiful, with a thick, curvy body and strong features. Her hair reaches past her waist, a thick mass of black waves; she wears white pants and a white corset-style shirt that exposes her midriff.
The last of them, the oldest, hunches over a shiny black cane. Her white hair, pulled back with a band of feathers and woven blue threads, frames a face that time has melted into a thousand wrinkles. Bleary blue eyes peer out from under sagging eyelids.
The hum of their magic pulses in the air—the strongest I've ever felt. And suddenly I know, with a blend of terror and surprise, who they are.
The Fates. The ones Ériu warned me about. The ones whom I angered with my mass Life-Stealing, the ones who will make me pay for what I've done.
They're here to kill me.
Please, not before I see Kieran again.
The old one speaks first, her voice shockingly strong for her aged appearance. "I am Nemain of the Morrígna, Venom of Armies and Crier of Death."
From the middle, the black-haired one speaks. "I am Badb, the Raven, Queen of Banshees and Harbinger of War."
"I am Macha," says the young one. "I am the Bane of Men and the Sovereign of Sickness."
They're saying these things in the middle of a department store. Racks of clothes around us, ugly carpet under our feet, harsh lights overhead. They seem so out of place here that, scared as I am, I can't help a little humor.
"Those are some pretty depressing titles," I say. "You might want to think about rebranding for the twenty-first century."
They stand there, watching me—although I see the youngest one dart her eyes over at the middle one for a second, like she's unsure what to do next.
"Oh, I'm sorry, I haven't introduced myself," I say. "I'm Aislinn Byrne of the Korrigan; and some call me Soul-Stealer."
"We know," says Badb, the one with the waterfall of thick black hair who called herself Queen of the Banshees. "We've come to speak with you about your recent exploits."
"Never since Maeve's slaughter of her druids have we seen a killing of magic-users on such a large scale," says the old one, Nemain. "They all died before their time." She extends a wrinkled white finger toward me. "Your actions have tangled the web of Fate. Such tangles, so many broken threads! So much time to repair the damage, to work them all out."
"I'm sorry," I say. "But I thought they had killed someone special to me. I acted in revenge."
"The Far Darrig," says the young one with the red hair, Macha. "You thought they killed him."
"Yes." So they know the story already. Heck, maybe they were watching through some kind of Fate crystal-ball TV.
"Your desire for revenge is no excuse," says the old one, Nemain. "So many lives must not be magically ended outside of the provisions of Fate and destiny. You will pay the price."
"As will the Far Darrig, for his slaughter of the leprechaun race," says Badb. "He too has broken our laws."
No.
"What is the price?" I ask, although I think I already know.
"Death!" screeches Nemain, her strong voice dissolving into an old woman's cackle.
Badb holds up her hand. "However, for the two of you we may have an alternative. Isn't that right, Nemain?"
The old woman mumbles. Badb continues, "There is something of greater concern to us. When we spoke with the Far Darrig about his crime against the leprechauns, he informed us of the prophecy of Samhain."
I know what she's talking about. The prophecy that Ainmire, the kelpie, gave us when we visited him at the lake. The old is becoming new. The hidden will leap from their holes, and the hunted will seek for prey. A door will be opened, and can only be shut by blood.
"We have heard rumblings from the Otherworld for months," says Macha, stepping forward. "The Veil between the worlds is very thin in places where it has been strong before. With the right pressure during Samhain, it will fail completely, and the creatures of the Otherworld, the Aos Sí, will run freely in this realm."
"Can you stop this from happening?" I ask.
"We cannot interfere," Badb says, her dark eyes sober. "Our task relates only to the lines of destiny and the management of death. However, the Far Darrig made us an interesting offer—that the two of you would be our eyes and ears, to uncover the truth of this, and to stop anyone from opening a path from the Otherworld. If you succeed, we will spare your lives, and your lines will not be cut until their appointed time."
So they already talked to Kieran; and he, true to his nature, found a way to bargain with them. I can't help but admire his cleverness, even though I'm upset with him for not telling me right away.
"Are you willing to honor this bargain?" Badb asks.
"If it will spare our lives, yes," I say.
"It may spare not only your lives, but many others as well," Badb replies. "Aos Sí in this world would mean a bloody slaughter like we've never seen in all our millennia."
"Too many torn threads! Too many tangled knots!" mourns Nemain. "Who could ever stitch the fabric of destiny back together after such an event?"
"No one," says young Macha, in equally despairing tones.
"We must seal the bargain," says Babd, stepping forward, her black hair flowing around her like a cloak. She takes my right hand, and with her finger she draws a swirl of blue on the back of it, complete with a series of blue dots. "This symbol marks you as Fated," she says. "If you do not complete your task by sundown, at the last light of Samhain, your line will be cut, and you will die, along with the Far Darrig."
"Aislinn?" A startled voice behind me. Ériu. Badb drops my hand and steps back into line with the other Fates.
"Ériu," she says coolly. "It has been a long time."
"Well met." Ériu bows. "What is your errand here? This one is under my protection." She puts her arm around me.
"She is now Fated," says Badb. "The bargain is struck. You must have known this was coming, Ériu, daughter of Delbáeth."
"I feared so. And what of the Far Darrig?"
"The Far Darrig's fate and hers are linked," Badb says. "Their task is to see that no Aos Sí pass into our world during Samhain. If they succeed in this task, they live."
Ériu frowns. "You should have spoken with me first."
"We are the Morrígna. We do not answer to you," says Nemain, shaking her black cane at Ériu. "You should be thanking my sisters for their mercy. It was their idea to give these two little upstarts a chance to live. I wanted to cut that Far Darrig down where he stood. He has been around causing trouble for much too long. And this one—I do not like her. She is disrespectful."
Ériu's grip on my shoulder tightens. "We thank you for your mercy, great Nemain."
Nemain grunts.
"We must leave you," says Macha. "But you will see us again."
"Wonderful," I say.
"See? Disrespectful." With a snort of contempt, Nemain vanishes, and the other two follow. Ériu and I are alone in the formal dress section.
"I'm sorry if it was stupid to make the bargain," I say. "It seemed like the only way out."
"It was." She looks at the mark on my hand. "I might have been able to convince them to spare you, since you're very young, but I could never have persuaded them to spare the Far Darrig, not after he slaughtered a hundred leprechauns at one time. He found a way out, though, as he always does." Admiration colors her voice.
"Were you two ever together? I mean, he said no, but—"
Ériu smiles. "No, he was never one of my lovers. He and I have been acquainted for a long time, and he is like a little brother to me. A wayward, frustrating, foolish troublemaker of a brother, but still—the closest thing to family I have left. We see each other about once a century, and that's enough."
"But you've seen him a lot more lately."
"True. And I'll be stopping by for the next month to repair that finger he lost. But after that, I'll probably travel again. Maybe Paris—I know it's a human cliché, but I do love Paris. Ask him to take you sometime."
I look down, touching the mark on my hand. "I don't think he would. We're not—he's not really into me anymore, I think."
She laughs, a clear fountain of beautiful sound. "Oh, Aislinn. He's been trying to give you time, to be patient, as I told him to. When he came to me after you beat him up—when he told me how he behaved toward you at first, I nearly refused to heal him. He acted like a monster, unworthy of his race. Trust me, I gave him the lecture of his life."
I smile, remembering how subdued he was on the phone when he asked if we could be friends. "I believe you. And thank you."
"If you're ready for him to make a move, all you need to do is make one yourself. An obvious move, so he gets the hint. Then you'll see for yourself if he's over you or not."
Her eyes are sparkling, like she's excited to be having a girl talk. She probably doesn't get to do this often.
"Hmm, all this is putting me in the mood for a lover of my own," she says. "I've got a few around here who would probably do the trick."
"I didn't need to know that," I say, grinning and covering my ears.
So she's a player, like Gemma and Gillian. And Magnolia and Arden are apparently frigid as freezers in the love department. Are there any Korrigan or Fae who have long-lasting, successful relationships? Other than the man-eating kelpies, of course. Kieran told me they mate for life, which for them is about three hundred years. Seems like a long time to be with just one person, but I suppose with the right one, it could be amazing.
We walk back to the dressing rooms, where Laurel's arms are piled high with things Wynnie wants to purchase. Ériu buys it all without blinking an eye, and we head back to the apartment to watch a chick flick. Of course the entire time, I'm picturing myself in the heroine's role, and Kieran in the guy's place.
Make a move, huh? I'll make a move. It's about darn time somebody did.




2
TIME
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Zane
College is like high school on steroids.
More classes, more reading, more projects. Plus I've got to do all the normal stuff for myself that my mom would have done for me. Cleaning up. Doing laundry. Buying snacks and drinks and actual food, and personal stuff like deodorant and shampoo. It doesn't all just appear in the fridge or cabinets like it did at home.
It's weird, too, because even though I meet people all day, I feel like I don't know anyone. I've always been a guy people knew. At my school, everyone knew who I was. Even in the city, I could hardly go out anywhere without running into one of my boys or a kid from the neighborhood or one of my parents' friends.
Now, I'm nobody. I don't even get to be "the new guy," because there's tons of freshmen guys and girls here. I'm one fish in a wriggling school of newbie fish, and the upperclassmen barely notice us. We're like minnows to them. Not a good feeling.
I go from class to class. I get lunch with some guy I sat next to in Essential Mathematics. More classes, a trip to somebody's office to drop off papers I forgot to turn in, and then, finally, back to my dorm room.
My roommate isn't back yet. Just as well, because I want to be alone.
I take a second, lying on the bed, looking up at my posters of boxer Deontay Wilder, Black Panther, the Flash. Got a new Star Wars one, too, and Overwatch. I wonder for a second if I should have inspirational posters or motivational sayings or some crap like that over my bed instead. Seems like that would be more adult. And that's what I'm doing now, the adult thing.
It's time to grow up.
The door opens, and there's my roommate. He's a really skinny guy, hair as blond as my friend Frank's, but in a buzzcut instead of boy-band style. He wears oversized clothes, usually black or gray—I don't think I've seen a bright color yet. His side of the room is mostly posters about loving animals and not eating them. Which is cool, but I'm not about to give up burgers and steak and bacon. That's just me.
"Yo, Ben," I say. "How's it goin'?"
"Good, you?" He drops his books on the bed and roots around in the fridge for one of his green smoothies. Now that I might try sometime. Looks healthy, and that's part of being an adult, right? Trying to stay healthy, get those vitamins in.
Ben sits on the edge of his bed, watching me. I'm pretty sure he wears gray eyeliner around his eyes.
"So Zane, we haven't talked much yet," he says. "What's your family like?"
"I got my mom, my dad, coupla sisters. One's married, with a baby, little Dallas. The other's fourteen, she's at home."
"Got a girlfriend?"
"Not right now. There was a girl, Aislinn. We broke up a couple months ago."
"Yeah? Was it serious?"
This guy. With the questions.
"I guess, man. I don't know. It was for me. But I'm good now, it's cool. We're friends."
Ben raises his eyebrows. "Friends with your ex? Okay."
"Yeah man, it's how we do in the 21st century," I say. "I'm friends with both my exes. One of 'em goes here; her name's Laurel. Haven't seen her around campus yet, but she's somewhere."
Talking about Laurel opens something inside me, something I've been trying to ignore. A gap. Since we were in elementary school, she's always been there. She was my friend for a long time before we tried the relationship thing. Damn, I miss her.
"So what else do I need to know about you?" asks Ben.
"I like to run." From monsters in the forest. "I do some boxing, wrestling." And I fight druids. "Play a little ball sometimes. Love me some superheroes." I know people with real powers. "That's pretty much it." Not.
"Okay. Well, I'm into animal rights." Ben gestures to his posters. "So, if you don't mind not cannibalizing our fellow creatures in the room when I'm here, I'd appreciate it."
"No bacon cheeseburgers or steaks in the room. Got it."
Ben doesn't look amused. "Would you like it if somebody zapped you in the brain with a bolt gun, drained out your blood, and sliced off a nice cut of beef from your bicep there?"
"Damn, dude."
"That's what they do to cows. Wanna know what they do to pigs? Scald them alive. Sure, they stun most of them first, but some of them are still conscious when—"
"Hey, Ben, let me stop you right there."
He stops, frowning.
"Let's make a deal. I won't eat meat in our dorm room, and you won't talk to me about how the sausage is made."
He doesn't look happy about it, but he nods. "I still plan to convince you before the year is out. I'm an ambassador of mercy."
"Respect, man," I say. "You give it your best shot."
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VELVET
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Aislinn
I'm wearing The Dress. For him.
Its strapless sweetheart neckline shows off more cleavage than I normally do, and the skirt comes to the middle of my thigh. I have some little bike shorts on underneath, but still—there's not much skirt there. I felt sexy in it at first, and now I feel exposed and silly. Maybe this was a mistake.
"Aislinn, he's here," calls Arden from the living room. I don't answer, because I'm starting to panic.
A second later Wynnie pops her head in. Her jaw drops when she sees me.
"Don't let him—just get in here!" I pull her into my room and shut the door. And I lock it, in case Kieran's in the living room and decides to get curious.
She's staring at the dress.
"It's too much, isn't it?" My voice is a fierce, frantic whisper.
"It depends on what you're going for," she says. "And I am probably not the best one to ask. I can barely handle a guy looking at me at all."
I stare at myself in despair. I look beautiful—I have my mother's long, red, curly hair and my own delicate features and clear skin—but do I look too sexy?
Quickly I grab a tote bag and stuff a simple sundress and a cardigan in there. Just in case Kieran reacts badly to the dress, or in case it's not right for where we're going. Then I pick up my clutch purse and take a deep breath.
Makeup is good. Hair is good. I pull the dress down a bit to cover more thigh, and then I scooch it up a little further over my boobs. Darn it. What I gain tugging it one direction, I lose in the other.
"Go," says Wynnie. "Be brave. Breathe."
"Is he in the apartment, or in the parking lot?" I whisper.
"Parking lot, I think."
"Good."
I walk out of the room, holding my head high. Arden raises her eyebrows. "If I were your mother, you wouldn't be allowed out in that."
"But you're not my mother."
I leave the apartment, bags in hand, and stalk down the stairs in my heels, very carefully. Kieran is standing with his back to me. It's August, and the sun doesn't set till about 8:30, so it's still bright outside, and hot. He's fanning himself lightly with a magazine.
For a second I admire the breadth of his shoulders—not quite as big as my ex Zane's shoulders, but still—they're really good shoulders to have. He's tall, but graceful, too, the way he leans lazily on the car. The curve of his back to his waist, the way his jeans fit, and those long legs—it's all making my heart race, and I haven't even seen his face yet.
He hasn't seen me in the dress yet.
I let the bag scuff against a step, making a small sound; and as I intended, he turns around.
His jaw actually drops, and his silver-gray eyes widen. Frozen, he stares at me. I can't hide my triumphant smile. Calmly I open the car door for myself and slide into the seat, careful not to let the dress inch up too high. He comes to himself in time to close the door for me, and then he walks around and gets into the driver's seat without a word.
His cheeks are faintly flushed. Is he really blushing? Oh my gosh. That is too cute.
As he turns on the car and backs out, he keeps stealing glances at me. Still, he doesn't speak.
Finally I have pity on him and start the conversation. "I see we have matching tattoos now," I say, comparing my blue swirl to the one on the back of his hand.
That distracts him. "They already talked to you? I asked them to let me explain it first." He shakes his head.
"It's okay, really. And I get that it was the only way."
He nods. "I guess we're both on the Fates' list of troublemakers now."
"Rogues and rebels, that's what we are."
Glancing over, he grins—and then his eyes do a quick sweep of me before he looks at the road again.
"So where are we headed?" I ask, hoping it's going to be a long drive.
"Atlanta. About three hours away."
"What's in Atlanta?"
"Information, I hope. I have an appointment to meet an acquaintance of mine."
"And why couldn't you meet him or her yourself? Not that I mind coming along—I've missed our outings."
"Me, too. To be honest, asking you along on this one isn't merely for the pleasure of your company, though. I think you might sway this person to share more information."
"How? With my winning personality?"
"I was thinking more along the lines of your reputation, as Soul-Stealer and Druid-Slayer."
I narrow my eyes at him, sure that he's teasing me. But one look at his face tells me he's serious. "People know about that?"
"The Fae gossip chain is quick and ruthless. I'm sure there are many different stories of how it happened, but yes, everyone knows."
"They're scared? Of me?"
"The fenodyree, the banshees, and the dullahan get along well with druids, so they'll be either frightened of you or spitting mad. Others, like the pixies, selkies, merrows, and cluricauns detest the druids. Their friends and neighbors have been captured and chopped up for relics one too many times. So they'll be grateful, but cautious."
"And this person we're going to see—what kind of Fae is it?" I ask.
"He's a pooka, a big one. You remember them? They can take the form of a goat, and even in human form they have these horns that keep growing and growing."
"I remember. They file them down, right? And wear headbands or hats to cover the stumps."
"Right. Except this guy never leaves his lair, so he's quite a sight to see." Kieran clears his throat uncomfortably. "He likes dangerous women. There's always a crowd of Lianhan Sídhe around him. That's why I thought—with you, he might—"
I burst into laughter. "Me? A dangerous woman?" The last thing I am is dangerous. I'm the girl who didn't see the sun till seventeen. Never went to school, never had friends till this spring. The girl who only knows life from what I've seen on TV and experienced in the last four months. "I'm so not dangerous."
He gives me this look, this all-over kind of gaze. "You're very dangerous," he says, in a low, velvety voice that makes me feel quivery inside.
"Oh," I breathe. "I guess I can try to act like it."
"Don't overdo it, and whatever you do, don't fawn. But don't be rude, either—he's a powerful Fae, and we need him on our side."
"Be dangerous, but not rude. Got it." I don't have it. In fact, now I'm feeling really nervous about this.
We pass the car ride talking about his new condo, the favorite hangouts he's discovering nearby, and the Morrígna and their bargain with us. Finally he breaks out the music, and we sing in the voices of our favorite artists.
It's always a weird feeling, changing my voice—a rippling in my vocal chords as they adjust, a slight buzz over my tongue and lips. But it's such fun, too. Except for the fact that most of the world's greatest songs are about love, and when we're singing them together he takes great care not to look at me.
Once we get into Atlanta, he makes me turn off the music so he can focus on driving. "Atlanta drivers are the worst in the U.S.A.," he says. "You think I'm kidding. I've been around. All right, I'll make one exception—New York City drivers."
We wind our way through a tangled web of crisscrossing streets until we reach a long one near the outskirts of downtown Atlanta. It's quieter there, fewer people.
Kieran points to a lighted doorway in a narrow alcove, a dent in a plain multistory building that stretches along half the block. There's no sign, nothing that says it's a club, except for the big doorman standing nearby. "That's the one," he says.
He pulls into a metered spot a little way down the street and comes around to open my door. I slide out carefully, and when I stand up straight, I'm face to face with him.
Instead of moving to lead me inside, he stands there, leaning on the open car door. "So. You wore that dress."
"What, don't you like it? You picked it out, after all."
"You were more of a plaything for me then," he says. "Not like now."
I move closer to him, till I'm right in his space. "So you're not a fan of the look?"
He glances down, then brings his eyes back up to my face. "Oh, I'm a fan. Any man with eyes would be. I'm just not sure that's the kind of attention you want in this place. Do you have a wrap or something?"
"A wrap? What am I, an eighteenth-century lady? I've got a cardigan."
"That'll do. Put it on and cover up some of that." He looks away, flushing again.
I'm offended. "What's so embarrassing for you? It's nothing you haven't seen before."
"Would you stop? I'm trying not to think about that particular incident." He seems genuinely frustrated.
"Fine." I tug the cardigan out of the tote bag and put it on, buttoning a couple of the buttons to keep it together. "Better?"
His eyes fall to the bare length of my legs. "I guess."
Now I'm mad. I liked his first reaction, with the speechlessness and all—but at some point a girl wants to be told she looks good, not told to cover up because she's embarrassing somebody or attracting the wrong eyes. I whip off the cardigan, popping one of the buttons, and throw it back into the car.
Then I reach for the car door, slam it with all my might, and stalk toward the entrance to the club as fast as I can in my ridiculous heels, shoulders back, head high, clutch in my hand.
I'm almost to the doorman when I realize that I have no idea what to say or how to get inside. Then Kieran's hand slides over the small of my back, resting there just firmly enough to reassure me.
"You're impossible," he says in my ear. But the way he says it, it's more of a caress than a rebuke. I try to hide a smile.
The man at the door of the club has a gold band around his neck. He's one of the dullahan, a headless rider. Take the band off the neck of a dullahan, and they revert instantly to their true form as havoc-wreaking omens of death. I shiver. And then I square my shoulders and try to look dangerous.
I shouldn't have worried. The dullahan takes one look at Kieran and nods. "Fear Dearg," he says, the old name for the Far Darrig. "You have a pass?"
Kieran hands him a strange-looking card, printed with symbols and Gaelic. I don't have time to read it before the doorman nods and unhooks the rope so we can enter. As we pass him, the dullahan mutters to me, "Soul-Stealer. Good luck in there."
The arched doorway drops us directly onto a flight of stairs leading down, down. It's gloomy, with only a weird claw-shaped lamp or two jutting out of the wall above us to light the way. The passage at the foot of the stairs opens into a series of large rooms.
Kieran takes my hand and leads me right through the first two rooms. Briefly I glimpse some gaming tables, figures clustered around them, cards being shuffled and dealt. I get snatches of the crowd, too, as we hurry past. A pair of horns here, a webbed hand there. Pale skin covered in tattoos. A pair of impossibly large eyes looming out of a thin face. Spikes, black leather, gaudy green iridescent purple, more black. Over everything floats a faint, groaning, eerie music that sounds totally Gothic or emo to me.
"I should have worn black," I whisper to Kieran. "I'm really out of place in here."
"You look perfect," he says. "This place could use some extra color."
In the third room, booths and tables of dark, heavy wood fill every available space. Apparently smoking is allowed in here; there's a choking haze of it, mingling with the thick smell of grease and food. The walls hold strange, beautiful pieces of art, either of Fae or created by Fae.
Kieran swings into a crooked wooden booth at the edge of the room, the only open spot for two. "We're early. Let's have something to eat while we wait."
Above our booth hangs a stunning oil painting, incredibly detailed, of a young woman in armor, with black feathers in her hair. She's thigh-deep in a river, frozen in the act of washing an enormous breastplate. Her head is turned away; she's watching a massively built man who stands bare-chested on the bank of the river, spear in hand. He's staring at her with an expression of shock and horror. I'm not sure why. Maybe the breastplate was supposed to be dry-cleaned, not hand-washed.
I notice two girls with notepads arguing over by the bar, looking at us. It appears neither one of them wants to wait on the Far Darrig and the Soul-Stealer. I smile at one of the girls and nod, and she sidles toward us.
"What'll it be?" she says, her voice high and nervous.
"Water," says Kieran.
"For me as well."
She hurries away.
"You know, you can drink beer or ale or whatever they have in this place, if you want to. It doesn't bother me," I tell him.
"Drinking alone is something I used to do way too often," he says. "I'll pass."
"What if I want some?" I don't, not really, but I'm curious to see what he'll say.
"I think if you try it right now, you'll hate it. And it might affect you more strongly than you expect. We can't risk that, not when we're going to see Ross."
Makes sense.
"And there's no hurry," he says. "You have centuries ahead of you. No need to rush with any firsts. You can take your time." He says it significantly, like there's a deeper meaning to his words.
As I look around the place, I notice several faces turned in our direction. Even though the room is crowded, we've been noticed, and the other Fae at the booths and tables are talking in low voices, casting glances our way.
"What did I tell you?" says Kieran. "We're famous." He leans back, hands behind his head, and gives me that cocky, malevolent Far Darrig smile of his.
When the waitress returns with our water glasses, Kieran orders a couple of appetizers. We munch on them, and laugh, and talk, and it's all so normal and comfortable that I almost forget where we are. Eventually, most of the other Fae seem to decide that we're not a threat; at least I see fewer nervous looks directed our way.
Suddenly Kieran reaches for me again. "It's time. Come on."
He takes my hand with his left one, the one missing the ring finger. Ériu has been so busy with Wynnie's tongue, she hasn't had time for his wound, except to seal it over. When he's holding my hand, I feel an odd gap where the finger used to be— but I don't mind. If anything, it's a reminder of what he did for me.
We move deeper into the building, and now it's less pub-like and more club-like—at least what I imagine a nightclub to be. Dancers on pedestals writhe to weird music, and the outfits of the guests are more fantastical. One room we pass through is almost completely dark, with occasional flashes of neon light revealing strangely shadowed faces. I cling to Kieran's arm, keeping as close to him as I can without looking like I'm scared.
"Almost there," he murmurs. "It's going to get worse before it gets better."
We go down a short flight of steps, through an arch hung with gauzy curtains, into a long hallway with rows of alcoves on either side. Some of them are curtained, and through the curtains I hear sounds, moans and gasps and other noises that make my cheeks flame. Some of the couples apparently don't care about privacy—I see one alcove with a pixie kissing a fenodyree, and another with a couple of cluricauns and something else in there too—I can't tell what it is, but I look quickly down at the floor, trying to shake the image out of my mind.
"Sorry about this part," Kieran whispers.
In a minute, we pass through another set of curtains, into a large room, illuminated by two brass chandeliers glowing warm and yellow. A huge bed, or couch, or throne—maybe all three—stands in the room, and it's loaded with velvet pillows and soft blankets and fleecy throws and animal pelts. It's an altar to bold, gaudy luxury.
In the center of the throne-bed reclines a man. He is enormous, probably twice as broad across the chest as Kieran, and loaded with muscle. I've never seen such muscles on a man. He's shirtless, so every bit of his solid pecs and abs, rounded biceps, and corded forearms are bare to view. Silky black pants woven with gold thread cover his massive legs.
But as bulky and well-muscled as he is, the most prominent part of his anatomy is his head, adorned with a pair of incredibly long, curved horns, black as night, with tips that look razor-sharp. His hair is shaved up the sides, long and slicked back on top. His powerful features are half-hidden by the long black beard covering his cheeks, lips, and jaw.
All around him, stroking his chest and rubbing themselves on his arms and legs, are Lianhan Sídhe—Fae women who usually charm themselves a harem of human men. They're wearing next to nothing. I suppose it's a testament to his physical prowess that they are all fixated on him.
Kieran lets go of my hand, and we approach slowly, respectfully. "Ross, good to see you."
"Far Darrig, my friend! It's been too long," says the gigantic pooka. "And who is this little beauty with you? She looks like a breath of fresh air from the Motherland." He smiles at me, a wide, charming smile that shows many strong white teeth.
"This is Aislinn Byrne, the Soul-Stealer."
"The Soul-Stealer and the Far Darrig. Quite the power couple, aren't you?"
"We're not a couple," I say. Then I wish I hadn't, because Ross's eyes widen with interest.
"Aren't you? Well, that's promising. Sit, both of you, here, with me." He points to the end of his bed-throne thing. I glance at Kieran, and he nods to me, seating himself and reclining against a cushion like he's perfectly at home. Within seconds, two of the Lianhan Sídhe gravitate to him, touching his shoulders and face. One even slips her hand into the open collar of his shirt, caressing his chest. I grit my teeth and try to pretend it doesn't bother me.
"We've come to ask your favor, Ross," says Kieran, acting as if the women aren't there. "Right, Aislinn?"
Ross turns his great horned head toward me. This is my cue. I speak in my smoothest voice, trying not to sound nervous. "We were curious if you know anything of this year's Samhain. There are rumors, and we thought that a lord as powerful and—beautiful—as you must have heard something. Anything you can tell us would make us so grateful."
"Beautiful?" Ross chuckles. "Little flatterer. Come closer, and sit with me. I'll tell you a tale."
"Tell us a tale!" echo the Lianhan Sídhe in faint, wistful voices.
I don't have a choice, so I climb up to the spot he indicates, a large pillow right at his side. His huge arm rests behind me, nearly touching the back of my neck. His voice is a deep rumble as he begins the story.
"Long ago, this world was shaped by Aima, the Mother, goddess of the sky. She crafted the world in beauty, and made wonderful creatures to live there. But she had a brother, Gesacus, who envied the world his sister made. Gesacus created a second world, a secret world, and there he formed strange unearthly creatures, some with powers and intellect, and others with no mind, except an appetite for death.
"But the world Gesacus made was not beautiful; it was barren and full of pits and fire and filth. The wisest of his creatures begged him for a better world, but he was tired and lazy, and refused to make another for them.
"Instead, he broke holes in the fabric of the universe and made two doors, leading from his ruinous world to his sister's beautiful one. And he opened the first door, and told his creatures to go and make a home for themselves in that world. And so the first Fae crossed over, from Gesacus's world to Earth. But they left behind the monsters, the creatures of instinct and darkness. A group of human magic users shut the door that brought the Fae to Ireland, and sealed it forever.
"Since that time, the demons of Gesacus's world have been driven mad with their desire to enter this one. The Otherworld Gate in Ireland is closed, and cannot be used again; but it is said that with the right ritual and certain unique relics, the second gate could be opened."
In spite of myself, I'm enjoying the tale. His voice is so very deep, and it has a rhythmic melody to it. So when he pauses, I ask, "Where could the second gate be?"
"Ah, that is the question. I've heard that it may be somewhere along this coast, possibly in the mountains. It would be very difficult to locate, and since no one knows what it looks like, even someone with pixie instincts could never find it."
"But you—you're amazing," I say. "You must have some idea where it is."
Ross's eyes travel from my eyes to my lips, then my neck, then to my body, and down my legs. "You are a beautiful little thing," he says. "And powerful too, or so I've heard. I'd love to see you in action. I'll make you a bargain. If you can lift three of my women over your head, I'll tell you the name of someone who may know something about the second gate."
"Done," I say. "Do you have a board, or a bench? Something for them to sit on?"
He waves to two men who have been quietly standing guard on either side of the door this whole time. I barely noticed them before. They disappear for a moment and come back with a plain wooden bench.
"You, you, and you." I point at three of the Lianhan Sídhe, including the two who have been fawning over Kieran. "Sit on the bench. Please."
Throwing me dirty looks, they obey. "Láidreacht!" I speak the Gaelic word for might, and then, bracing my legs, I lift the bench, with all three of them on it. It takes a huge effort, and I can feel my muscles burning through my magical energy.
Ross claps and laughs. "Well done, well done! You might be as strong as me, Soul-Stealer. Come up here, and I'll whisper you the name."
I lower the bench and the women, and I climb back up the pile of pillowy bedding to his side. Before I can react, he hooks one giant hand around my waist and pulls me to him, pressing my body along his. His beard brushes my shoulder as he whispers, "Stay with me tonight. I will show you such pleasure as you never dreamed possible."
Wordless, I shake my head.
"No? Surely you can't have had many men yet in your short life." My face must be red as fire by now. He chuckles. "Maybe none at all. I see. When you've had a few disappointing encounters, come back to me, and I'll give you a good time. Now, the name you need is Múireann."
"Thank you," I whisper. For a second he seems about to kiss me, so I turn my face away, and I transport right out of his arms, to a spot near Kieran.
Ross laughs again, pleased instead of offended. "You are truly amazing! Bring her again anytime, Far Darrig. The sooner the better."
"Of course. Thank you for seeing us." Kieran bows. He looks completely calm, unruffled by what just happened. The big pooka guy was all over me and he didn't even care. Maybe Ériu was wrong, and he's really not into me anymore.
Instead of walking back through the gauntlet of love cubicles, I wrap my arms around Kieran and transport us back to the car before he can say a word.
As soon as we appear by the Audi, he pushes me away to look into my face. "What was that? What did he say to you?"
"He gave me the name. Múireann."
Kieran ignores this valuable bit of information. "Not that. What else did he say to you?"
"He, um—" Why do I blush so easily? "He wanted me to stay, for the night."
Now Kieran looks upset. "We shouldn't have gone to him. I knew he would say something stupid to you."
"Stupid?" I say. "You once made me a similar offer, you know."
"Yes, I was stupid, too. Don't remind me of how I acted; it was, to use one of your favorite words, wrong."
True. But I kind of liked it.
It's late, but I don't want to go home yet. "Stop frowning," I say. "Come on, let's take a walk."
"Do you know what time it is?"
"Time for the old man to get to bed?" I say, teasingly. I back away from him, smiling, holding out one hand. "Come on, grandpa."
He hates that kind of talk. I mean, really hates it. A dangerous light shines in his eyes, and when he reaches for me, I run. I'm laughing and almost tripping in my heels, and he's about to catch me—and then I transport ahead a few yards, out of his reach.
"Not fair," he shouts. Then he disappears.
That's right. I forgot he can go invisible for a few minutes at a time. Crap. There's no one along the street except a homeless guy who's snoring, so I transport again, further along the sidewalk. My heart is racing as I slip off my high heels so I can run better.
"Aislinn." A voice at my elbow. I spin around, but there's nothing. No one. I run back the way I came.
"Aislinn!" His voice, right in front of me, but I reach out and touch empty air.
Then his hands slide around my waist from behind, and I'm caught. Or not. I transport again, a few steps away, and I run, and he runs after me. We're both laughing and breathless, and just as he's about to touch me I dart sideways into an alley. Switching directions at the last second, he swerves after me and pins me against the wall.
In the shadow of the alley, his eyes shine silver-gray under his dark lashes. He's grinning, that big smile of his that crinkles the corners of his eyes the way I like.
"Got you," he says.
"I'm barefoot in an alley," I say, panting.
"Yes, and?"
"There might be broken glass. Spiders. Roaches."
Without another word he picks me up, hitching my legs around his waist, pressing me harder to the wall. My feet are off the ground now, but that's the last thing on my mind at the moment.
"Is this better?" His voice sends a thrill right through my heart and my stomach.
I can't breathe. I can only stare at his beautiful face, his eyes, his mouth. For a second I think he's really going to kiss me this time; he's got that look—and then he shutters his expression and turns his face away. Sets me down.
"I'll get your shoes," he says. And he's gone.
What was it Ériu said? That I need to make the first move? I thought I had, wearing the dress, but I guess I'll have to make my intentions clearer for him. Maybe he thinks I still only want his friendship—that I'll reject him again if he tries anything else.
But what the heck does he think we're doing? No guy and girl who are just friends act the way we did tonight, chasing each other around empty city streets. Or maybe they do, and I'm the one who's off base here.
He's back with the shoes; but in this dress, crouching to put them on is going to reveal a lot more than I want to. So I hold them as we walk back to the car, swinging them back and forth in one hand.
"That was fun," I say.
He glances at me, the corner of his mouth curving in a half-smile. "We should do it again sometime."
"Just to clarify," I say. " Which part? The part with the dinner, or the part with the little love cubicles, or the part with the huge horny pooka?"
His laugh rings out, echoing along the street. A couple of Fae coming out of the club stare at us, then hurry away in the opposite direction.
"Shh," I say. "You're scaring people."
"Do I look like I care? I'm the Far Darrig, remember? They're supposed to be afraid of me. I worked hard to earn this rep."
We're back at the car now, and he's reaching to open the door for me; but I turn my back to it and look up at him. "I'm not afraid of you."
"No?" He lowers his head, that dangerous look in his eyes. I love it.
"No," I say. "Not at all. Not even a little bit."
"What if I took you out into the forest and made you roast an old hag on a spit, and eat her?"
"Ew! Why would you—I know that's part of your whole legend, but gross! Did you actually do that?"
"One time. I did it one time, centuries ago. To be fair, the hag was already dead, and the guy I was tormenting deserved it. And I didn't make him eat it. I only threatened to. Then he went and blabbed about it, and it's in the lore for good."
"Like the internet," I say. "Once you post something, it's out there forever."
He laughs again. "Oh, sure. Exactly like the internet. Are you going to let me help you into the car, or not?"
I stand there, staring at him, wondering what kind of move I could make that would let him know how I feel. That I want this, with him. Us, together, finally and for real.
"What?" he asks. "You're staring. Am I that gorgeous?"
"Oh my gosh." I roll my eyes and yank open the car door. "You're so full of yourself." Forget making a move. The last thing his ego needs is me keeling over and begging to be his girlfriend—especially after he experienced a half hour of petting from beautiful Lianhan Sídhe.
On the way back, I make conversation for a while, mostly about who Múireann might be and when we should go check out our new lead. Kieran has never heard the name, so he's going to ask Arden to help us track down the person, or Fae.
As we're talking, my eyelids get heavier and heavier. I'm tired, probably because of all the transporting back and forth and the stress of the evening. The next thing I know the car has stopped, and Kieran is opening my door, handing me my things, scooping me up in his arms.
"I'm perfectly able to walk," I mumble. "I'm sleepy, not injured." Gosh, I hope I wasn't drooling.
"Just shut up and let me do this," he says. He carries me up the steps and sets me down at the door of the apartment.
"I had a weird evening," I tell him, smiling. "Thanks for that."
"My pleasure." As he turns away, I catch his hand, the left one. I lift it to my lips and I kiss the back of his hand, and the stump where his ring finger was. For some reason tears spring into my eyes when I do it, and I whirl away, my vision too blurry to see his expression.
"Call me," I say, and then I shut the door.
 
[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
"So?" Arden says at breakfast the next day.
"So what?"
"Are you and the Far Darrig together now? Officially?"
I stuff bread into the toaster and jam the lever down a little too hard. "Not exactly. And can you not call him the Far Darrig anymore?"
She shakes her head. "It's like you're both on this merry-go-round that never ends."
"I'm sorry it annoys you. Personally I find it confusing and frustrating."
"It's simple, Aislinn. Either you want him or you don't. Easy."
"What about you?" I ask. "Why don't you ever go out with anyone?"
"Who says I don't? And it's none of your business."
"Then how come my business is your business?"
Wynnie stares at the two of us like she thinks we're nuts. Arden slams her laptop. "When I left the other Korrigan, I didn't sign up to play mother to a stubborn teenage girl and a tortured druid prisoner. You do what you want. But we should all think about our living situation, and how it may need to change."
I frown. "What do you mean?"
She hesitates, like she knows I'm not going to like what comes next. "Now that Maeve is gone, we could go back to the house with the others."
"You're kidding me, right? I'm not going back there."
"Maeve is gone," Arden repeats. "Without her, Gillian and Gemma and Magnolia will be glad to have us back."
"Magnolia and Gemma, maybe. Gillian, I'm not so sure. And I don't want to see her, ever again."
Arden's eyes are hard. She reminds of Maeve right now. "If I decide to go back, you'll have to come with me."
"No, I won't." I turn to Wynnie. "What about you? Do you want to go live with the other Korrigan? I don't know how they treated you, but my childhood wasn't great."
Wynnie looks from me, to Arden, to me—and then she leaps up and runs off into Arden's room.
"Now you upset her," Arden says. "Good job. She'll be crying all day and I won't get any work done."
"What kind of work do you have to do, exactly? Stealing people's money online?"
Her mouth tightens, and her eyes are slits. "If you must know, a favor for the Far Darrig. Checking a name for him. He comes to me for that sort of thing."
Something about the way she says it gets my attention. Could she be attracted to him? I've never heard her talk about guys, though, or women for that matter. I guess I always thought she didn't care for either gender.
Finding the owner of that name is important; it's a matter of life and death for Kieran and I. "Sorry about Wynnie," I say. "Maybe I can take her out somewhere?"
"She doesn't want to go out, Aislinn. She wants to hide until she heals. Her mind and soul are just as wounded as her tongue was. And neither one of us is equipped to deal with her level of trauma. She needs someone more motherly, more of a nurse type. Like Magnolia."
"You take her back there, and history is going to repeat itself all over again," I say. "She's going to hate it, and she's going to run away."
"Not with Maeve gone. It can be different now. They need a leader."
"And you're the person to lead them?"
"Better me than Gillian the Punisher," says Arden. "Or have you forgotten all the beatings she gave you over the years?"
"Beatings you never tried to stop."
"It wouldn't have done any good. I tried with Wynnie—I tried to stop it, and it only made things worse." Her eyes are very bright now, almost like there are tears in them that she's trying to hold back. She always keeps herself under such tight control; it would probably help her to let everything out once in a while.
"I'm sorry," I say. "I didn't know."
"You couldn't have known. You can't know everything we've all been through." She really is crying now, harsh, breathy sobs between her words. "I hate them all sometimes; you know I do. Especially Maeve—I hated her for so many reasons. But now that she's gone, the others don't stand a chance. They need me. The only way we survive is together."
She strides to the paper towel rack and grabs one to wipe her tears, keeping her back to me. But I can see that her shoulders are still shaking.
"If you want to go back and see them, I'll go with you. We can find out how they're doing, and decide what to do next."
Arden nods. When she speaks again, she has her voice back under control, with only the faintest quiver showing that there were ever any tears at all. "I'll speak to Magnolia about it," she says.




4
SIGN
[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
Zane
The nightmares are back.
At first, it's the same one I've had before. I'm in the dark, and the darkness splits open to reveal a deeper dark, and out of that crack crawl monsters upon monsters, running over me, their claws sinking into my lungs and stomach and eyes and legs. It's pain and terror like I've never felt.
And then I'm out of it all. There's a deep blue night sky, and I'm on top of a mountain, on some kind of rocky crag. Wind flows over me, whipping my clothes and stinging my eyes—it's a chilly wind, the kind you feel during the fall.
The wind rushes, and then it roars, and the ground under me gives way and I'm falling, plummeting into the dark belly of the mountain. Clumps of earth fall with me, and rocks, and chunks of roots. I crash to the ground in a gloomy room of rock, and right in front of me there's a seam in the cave wall. It's three times taller than me, and about as wide as my body—a jagged strip of pale rock contrasting with the darker gray rock around it.
Near the seam is some kind of writing—old-looking letters, or maybe symbols. I can't read them, of course. Except that I can.
Damn that's freaky.
I can read them, and the inscription says, "Blood of the goddess. Heart of the earth. Bone of the demon." And under that, "The forgotten speech." Or maybe, "the lost spell?" My dream translation is a little fuzzy on that one.
Creepy.
Suddenly something wet splashes my hand. I glance down, and my hand is slick with blood. I'm bleeding, gushing blood from a wound in my chest; I look around desperately for help, and there's Aislinn lying on the floor, coughing, blood bubbling from her mouth. The Far Darrig is holding her, and his horrible yells of grief echo and echo through the cave; and then blood trickles from his mouth, too, and his eyes go blank. With a shuddering crack, the seam in the wall splits open, and I hear a scratching and a wet smacking, like very large lips over huge gums. A pale snout slides into view.
I sit straight up in bed, sweating. Instantly I pull off the shield knot medallion—I've been wearing it non-stop since the whole druid experience, for personal protection.
I should have burned the damn thing.
These dreams are getting too weird. I need to talk to Aislinn about it.
When I call her the next day, after I'm done with classes, she sounds surprised and pleased. "Zane?"
"Hey, Aislinn, how you doin'?"
"Oh, pretty good. Had an unpleasant visit from the Fates, but other than that—how are you?"
"Not great, actually. Been having some nightmares. Think you and the Far D—Kieran, I mean—you think you guys could meet me?"
"Oh. Okay, sure. But Zane, I'm sure he's not giving you nightmares on purpose."
"No, no, I know that. This is—something else. Something weirder."
"All right. Meet us at the apartment."
When I knock, the nervous mute chick, Wynnie, opens the door. "Hey there," I say in my most non-threatening voice. "I'm here to meet Aislinn and Kieran."
"I know," she says, clear as a bell.
"Hey! You got your tongue back!"
"Yes, Ériu healed me."
"Good, good, that's real good. You—you look great, too. I mean—"
She's backing away, a nervous look in her eyes, so I just go in, giving her plenty of space, and step into the living room.
The most beautiful woman I've ever seen is sitting on the couch, holding the Far Darrig's hand in hers. There's a blue glow shining through her fingers. She turns, and her eyes are blue, so blue. She smiles at me, perfect full lips, perfect teeth.
Ériu. It's gotta be her. Wow.
"Hey, Zane," says the Far Darrig. "Just a healing session."
"How's the finger comin' along, man?"
"A few more weeks," says Ériu. "It takes time and effort." The blue glow fades from her hands, and she rises.
"Thank you for coming," the Far Darrig says.
"My pleasure. Till next time." She nods to me on her way out; I swear she floats past me instead of walking.
"Dude," I say, after the door closes behind her.
"Don't even think about it," says Arden, from behind her laptop. I barely noticed her, sitting there at the kitchen table. "You're not her type."
"I wasn't—a guy can admire a beautiful woman, okay? Like this one, right here," I say, as Aislinn walks out of her room. And she sure does look beautiful, with that red hair flowing around her shoulders and those shorts, showing off her long legs.
"Thanks." Her cheeks turn pink. "How are you, Zane?"
"Good. Except for the dreams. Talk about bad—these are the worst. Okay, so they started when you gave me this thing—" I pull out the Celtic medallion.
Arden stands up, and so does the Far Darrig, his eyes widening in shock.
"Is that what I think it is?" he says.
"Yes," Arden says.
"Where did you get that?" he asks me.
"I gave it to him." Aislinn looks confused by their reactions. "For protection. I found it in a gift box with my mother's things. She meant it for my father, for his birthday."
"What's the deal with this thing?" I ask. Clearly there's a deal.
"That," says the Far Darrig, "is the amulet of Cathbad, chief druid of the court of King Conchobar mac Nessa."
I give him a blank stare. "That bunch of words supposed to mean something?"
"King Conchobar was extremely powerful and extremely cruel," says Arden. "He was Maeve's first husband, but she left him because he abused her. When she later became Queen of Connacht, he was her biggest rival. All she could think about was destroying him."
"Cathbad was Conchobar's seer," adds the Far Darrig. "He could perceive the future—he had visions, a genuine gift, very rare. Maeve searched high and low for a seer for her own court, and that's when she found me. I was pretending to be a powerful druid to hide my Tuatha Dé Danann blood, since my people were being driven from the land. I tricked her into thinking I could see the future."
"And when his prophecies were proven false, she retaliated with violence," Arden says. "Killed his remaining family members, his wife—he gets back at her by cursing all of us—you get the picture. The important part is that Cathbad was no fake. He could see the future, and now you're carrying his amulet. What have you seen in these dreams of yours?"
"Nothing good. Blood. Monsters. Samhain."
They all exchange significant looks, and Aislinn seems excited. "Really? Oh, this could be just what we need."
"Whoa, whoa." I take a step back and bump into Wynnie, who's apparently standing right behind me. She recoils a few feet. "Listen, I don't know what's going on here. Somebody needs to clue me in."
"Let's sit down," says Aislinn, and she sits right down on the floor. "Come on." She pats the space beside her, so I sit, and she explains to me all they know about Samhain, and what's being planned for it, and the Fates' ultimatum.
"So if we can't figure out what's going to happen, and how to stop it, Kieran and I will die," she says. "To pay for the Fae and the druids we each killed."
"Not just you," I say, slowly. "If this is for real, and the monsters in my dream really do come out through a crack between worlds, a lot more people are going to die, too."
"Tell us everything you've seen," says the Far Darrig. At a look from Aislinn he adds, "Please."
I tell them the dreams I've had—leaving out the part about them kissing in the first one, and the horrible sounds he made while she was dying in the second one. Thinking of them together still really messes me up inside—although they're not acting like they're together. No hand-holding or sitting super close to each other. Weird. I thought for sure they would have made it a thing after the whole druid deal. I mean, it's been more than a month. What are they waiting for?
"Blood of the goddess. Heart of the earth. Bone of the demon," repeats the Far Darrig. "That sounds like the elements for a spell."
Arden nods. "And the forgotten speech, or the lost spell, must be the verbal part of the ritual."
"I'll wager the druids already have that part," says the Far Darrig.
"But they might not have the other items," Aislinn says. "Stanley mentioned something that Maeve was going to give them as part of their arrangement—some special relics, very old and rare ones. He said she keeps them in a closet at the house."
"The Korrigan house?" I ask.
"Yes, she always had her special collection," Arden says. "Kept it locked away from the rest of us. Even I don't know what she has hoarded over the years." She glances at Aislinn. "Yet another reason to go back to the house and pay the others a visit."
"Wait, you're going back there?" I ask Aislinn.
"With Maeve gone, it's safe," she says; but the look on her face tells me she's not thrilled about it. She went through hell there, for years. They treated her wrong, beat her, locked her up and made her live in the darkness till she was seventeen, even though she could have done the Life-Stealing thing earlier and enjoyed the sunshine.
"I'll make sure she's safe," says the Far Darrig.
I'm trying to be nice to the guy, but the anger boils up in me when he says that. Possessive, like it's his job to look out for her. That used to be my job before he stole her heart from me.
"Yeah, cause you got such a great track record of making her feel safe," I say.
"Stop it, guys. I can actually take care of myself; I don't need either one of you keeping me safe." Aislinn's green eyes flash with independence. Strong is a good look for her.
"A'right," I say. "Y'all do what you need to do with the other Korrigan and the house and the closet of old stuff. Let me know if you need anything. And you can have this back." I dangle the medallion in front of Aislinn.
"No," says Arden. "You're bonded to it now. You're a Seer."
The Far Darrig nods. "We need you to keep it and wear it, in case you can get any more clues out of those visions."
"To hell with that," I say; but Aislinn lays her hand on my arm. "Please," she says. "It might be the only way we get through this alive."
Sighing, I close my eyes and slip the medallion back over my head. "When you put it like that, I don't have much choice, do I?"
She gives me an apologetic smile. "Not much. I'm sorry about the nightmares though. Just another couple of months, okay? Till Halloween."
"A couple months? I just started college. You're asking me to be all sleep-deprived and nightmare-whipped while I'm getting used to school?"
"It's your choice," she says. "We would never force you to do this. But I am asking you to please think about it."
Those beautiful green eyes. Why am I such a sucker for that pleading look of hers? "You're killin' me, girl. You know that?"
She knows I mean more than the dream thing and the medallion. After all she and I shared while we were dating, it hurts me to be in the same room now, with our hearts so far apart.
But it's not all bad. Since I last saw her, the pain has faded enough to be bearable, and there's something else still there—a different connection. Like maybe we're still friends.
"I'll wear it," I say.
"One more thing," says Arden. "We need you to come with us to the house while we check out the closet—in case there's something in there that triggers a memory, or a vision. I'll let you know when we plan to go over there, so you can work it into your busy college schedule." She smirks.
"You got to be kidding me."
But I know she's not. And once again, here I am, snarled up in magic stuff.
Is my life ever gonna be normal again?
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Aislinn
I can't believe I'm here again, looking up at this house.
Everything looks the same—the tall pillars, the porch, the big windows and the gables, the dark shingles of the roof. The azaleas around the front porch are no longer in bloom, and the trees in the forest all around are starting to shed their leaves. The whole place has a faint air of desolation, of things just slightly not right.
A stiff breeze scours the porch, sending dry leaves scattering under our feet as we mount the steps.
Arden is first, with me beside her. Wynnie behind us. Kieran and Zane at the back of the group. They're the outsiders, the ones least likely to be allowed to enter.
Arden knocks, a loud, harsh sound in the silence.
Magnolia opens the door, obviously expecting us, probably waiting. Her red hair is frizzier and wilder than ever, and her pale face looks old and tired—I've never seen her without at least a little makeup on. She's wearing a T-shirt and sweats.
A smile passes over her face when she sees me; and then it's like she remembers something and the smile is gone. Does she know that I'm the one who killed Maeve?
"Come in," she says, her voice low like she's trying to keep from being heard.
We enter the front hall, and Kieran closes the door behind us. There's a smell in the house that I can't quite identify—something sharp and sour. The console table by the wall—apparently they replaced the one I smashed—is coated with dust, and bits of grass and dirt and hair litter the hardwood floors. Magnolia hasn't been following her usual strict cleaning regimen.
Gillian appears in the doorway to the great room, her eyes fierce and her shrill voice dripping with venom. "Why is she here?"
She speaks a quick string of Gaelic, and I'm thrown backward with immense force, slamming into the wall by the door so hard that the drywall smashes behind me.
Pain. Little sharp white lights before my eyes. A faint hum of Kieran's voice, and Gillian and Magnolia tumble to the ground. Zane crouches in front of me, helping me up.
"Aislinn! Are you okay?"
My skull feels like it's split open, and my spine is shrieking pain, and my lungs have forgotten how to work.
Zane picks me up and carries me into the living room. Arden is saying something as he passes her, something apologetic to Kieran. "—didn't know she'd react like that—"
The great room where we all used to gather is in even worse shape than the entry. Papers, books, magazines, throws, and clothes hang over chair arms or sit piled beside the twin sofas. From the couch where Zane puts me, I can see dirty dishes stacked on the kitchen counters and the island. Empty beer and wine bottles clutter the counters, too.
Kieran walks into the living area, eyes fierce, dragging Gillian and Magnolia each by one wrist. He hauls them to the space in front of the other sofa and leaves them crumpled on the floor. They don't move, but I can see their eyes flicking back and forth. He immobilized them with a spell.
The next second he's leaning over me, brushing my hair out of my face, his gray eyes churning with a mix of concern and anger.
"Are you all right?" he asks, but I can't answer yet.
"She got the wind knocked out of her," says Zane.
Kieran turns to Arden, who holds up her hands. "Like I said, I had no idea Gillian would react like that."
"You were glad to see Maeve gone," says Kieran. "Not everyone felt the same way, apparently." He steps back to Gillian and throws her body onto the couch in a sitting position. Then he leans close to her face, his voice tense and furious. "I should kill you for the things you've done, you worthless piece of—"
"Kieran," I say, and I force myself to sit up even though my head feels like it's splitting. "Don't hurt her. She's just angry."
He ignores me, taking Gillian's face roughly in his hand. Magic thrums through the room, an aura of power emanating from Kieran. Arden and Zane stand very still, fear on their faces, and Wynnie hides behind Zane like he can protect her.
"Muirnīn, stad!" I speak to Kieran in Gaelic, a spell and a plea. Darling, stop.
Of course my attempt at magic has no effect, but the word "darling" does. He turns to look at me.
"I'm okay," I say. "Leave her."
"It's not only for you," he says. And I remember our shared dream of his wife's death, how Maeve's women sliced his wife Etain apart with their swords. Gillian was probably at the front of the line for the bloodshed. "She hasn't paid her debt."
"Have you?" I ask.
He knows what I mean. He has done enough evil over the centuries to deserve some punishment himself. And he owes me for the pixie, and for what he almost made me do to Zane back in June.
Finally he releases Gillian's face. I know he wants to make her suffer— he might even kill her if I weren't here, even though killing by his own hand isn't really his thing. But he's listening to me.
When Kieran backs away from Gillian, there's an audible sigh of relief from everyone else. After throwing Magnolia on the couch beside her, Kieran sits on the coffee table, facing the two Korrigan, with his back to me. I can only imagine the look he's giving them—sheer terror shines from their eyes. To them, he isn't a handsome, powerful Tuatha Dé Danann—he's the Far Darrig, the Red One, cruel trickster and Curse-Maker.
"Arden, find the other one. Make sure she understands how this is going to go," he says. "You two. I'll release you, but if you speak a word of magic against me or anyone else here, you will suffer—I vow it."
Their limp arms and legs return to their control, and they sit there, Gillian glowering through her fear and Magnolia looking terrified.
Wynnie creeps out from behind Zane, and Magnolia's face switches from terror to shock.
"Wynnie!" she gasps.
Wynnie runs straight to her and Magnolia wraps her up in a hug. Wynnie's mother was one of the Korrigan who died centuries ago, but from what I'm seeing now, Magnolia was like a surrogate mother to Wynnie, as she was to me.
Gillian's eyes widen, but otherwise she doesn't react—because she's a psychopath who likes to punish little girls with a heavy wooden stick. She probably used to treat Wynnie like she did me—doing the dirty work for Maeve when I disobeyed or talked back.
"We looked for you," says Magnolia, her voice breaking. "We couldn't find you."
"The druids had me," Wynnie says. "The ones who made the deal with Maeve."
"What? No." Magnolia shakes her head. "That can't be. Did Maeve know you were with them?"
Wynnie nods. "They told her, back when she first came to them about stripping Aislinn's powers. She came to see me once, when I was in human form." Her voice quivers. "I begged her to take me home. She said I wasn't part of the bargain."
With those words, something changes in Magnolia's face. I've never seen her angry before—worried, unhappy, scared, yes—never angry.
"I wouldn't have believed it of her," she says. "Did you hear that, Gillian? Maeve left one of our own with the druids."
"She would have tried to get her out eventually," says Gillian. "But is a broken doll really worth saving?"
"Yes," says Zane, his deep voice firm and sure. Wynnie gives him a grateful glance.
"What are you doing here, human?" Gillian snaps. "You're not Fae, or Korrigan. Are you still playing boyfriend to the Far Darrig's slut?"
I see Kieran's fists clench. She's going to get herself in big trouble with him if she doesn't watch it.
But Zane steps forward, and crouches down in front of Gillian. "You call Aislinn that ever again, and you'll regret it. She's worth more than both of you put together. And watch what you say about Wynnie, too."
"So I'm supposed to sit back quietly while Maeve's murderer and her friends overrun my home?" says Gillian.
"We came here to talk," says Arden, entering the room again with Gemma in tow. "I thought you and Magnolia and Gemma were okay with this."
"We would have taken you back, Arden," Gillian says. "But I never agreed to talk with the Korrigan-Killer and the Far Darrig, and this human."
"And why would you take me back? Because you're running out of money? Because everything is falling apart with Maeve gone?" Arden gestures to the room around us. "The three of you have no idea how to function normally without her. It's tragic, really."
"Don't pity us," Gillian hisses. "We were loyal servants to our queen, unlike you, traitor."
I stand up, fighting the pain in my back and head. "That's enough." I step around the coffee table and sit beside Kieran. "Listen, I killed Maeve because I had to. She tried to kill me, and if she hadn't done it then, she would have tried later. She let the druids torture me, and she was going to leave me there with them, to be a slave and an experiment, like Wynnie. She didn't care about anyone but herself, ever—not even you three."
"Lies," says Gillian.
"Look around!" I say. "Like Arden said, you can't function without her. She had you all so locked down and in step with her that you're collapsing on your own. It's time to find a new way to live, a new purpose. Without her, you can go where you want, do what you want. You can be free."
"Freedom is scary," says Gemma, pouting like a kid instead of the centuries-old soul that she is.
"Yes, but it's amazing, too. And you can travel! You can have jobs, friends—everything she wouldn't let you have before."
"And lose them all again in ten or twenty years, when we're supposed to age and we don't, and we have to move again?" Gillian snorts in disgust. "You act like we've never tried this before. You're a fool."
"You've never tried this without Maeve before. And having friends for ten or twenty years is better than not having any at all, isn't it?"
They don't look convinced, but Gemma and Magnolia at least seem to be listening. Gillian, on the other hand, is only getting madder.
"We had a good life, and you ruined it! You ruined it all!" She's practically spitting and shrieking, almost crying. "Maeve was wise, and proud, and beautiful, and she had the strongest soul I've ever known. And you ended her. You filthy, murdering, traitorous piece of trash—we should have strangled you the second you were left in our care, you little who—"
"Ciúnas!" says Kieran, and although Gillian's lips keep moving, we can't hear her voice anymore.
I give him a look. "Really?"
"I warned her. So did Zane."
"She's grieving," says Arden. "Give her time, and we'll all work something out."
Arden is being a bit too optimistic. Something tells me I shouldn't turn my back on Gillian, ever again.
Kieran slaps the coffee table with both hands and stands up, and the three Korrigan on the sofa nearly jump out of their skin. He grins, and then speaks in Maeve's voice, "Now the three of you sit there like good children while we check on a few things."
Rage on Gillian's face, shock and sadness in Magnolia's and Gemma's expressions.
Arden jerks her head toward the door. "Get him out of here, Aislinn, so I can talk to them. Wynnie, you stay with me."
"Come on." I take Kieran's arm and lead him out of the room. "That last bit was just mean," I say, once we're in the entry hall again. "Using Maeve's voice on them? Not cool."
The sparkle in his eyes tells me he's not sorry, not at all.
Zane follows us to Maeve's study, but by the time we get there my head is pounding harder. "I need ice for this lump," I say, touching the back of my head gingerly. "And pain pills."
"I'm on the ice," says Zane, heading back to the kitchen.
"Do you have pain pills somewhere upstairs?" Kieran asks.
"Yes, there should be some in my old bathroom."
As we climb the stairs, he keeps his hand at the small of my back. The touch sends shivery sensations up my spine and down again, softening the pain. It's not actual magic—just the magic of him, and the feelings he creates in me.
We walk through the dim, silent hallway upstairs, and I have the urge to peek in Maeve's room. But I don't, not yet. The office closet comes first.
When we step into my room, I stop, shocked. I don't know what I expected, but it definitely wasn't this.
Everything beautiful about the room has been stripped away. The comfortable bedding, the art on my walls, my chair and pillows, all my personal possessions. Arden couldn't bring everything when she packed for me, so I was hoping to get some of my other things while we're here. But it's all gone, pared down to bare furniture and empty drawers. There's a thin blanket over the bed, and that's it.
Maybe this was going to be part of my punishment when Maeve brought me back here from the druids' place. She intended to make me realize how good I had it before I ruined everything—how much worse they could been treating me all these years.
Why do I feel like crying? They were just things, anyway, and I've been living fine without them for months now.
Kieran looks at me. "Are you all right?"
"They took all my stuff out of here," I say. "Arden packed as much as she could when we left, but there were still a few things I wanted to get."
"Oh. I'm so sorry." He wraps an arm around my shoulders, and I turn to him, resting my forehead against his chest, breathing in the scent of him. I can hear his heart beating.
I tip my head back and meet those dark-lashed silver eyes of his. Such a sweet, tender expression in them.
"I found ice," says Zane from the doorway. I jump back from Kieran, and Zane salutes me with the ice pack and a wry smile.
"I'll check for the pills," says Kieran, and he disappears into the bathroom.
"So this is your room," Zane says. "It's—simple."
"It used to be much prettier," I say. "They took all my things out. Everything. That's why I was—Kieran was—"
"Look, you don't have to be nervous about it with me," he says. "I know you guys have a connection, okay? It's cool, I can deal."
Kieran appears in the bathroom doorway with a bottle of pain reliever. Tossing it to me, he walks past Zane and out into the hallway. I hear the steps creaking as he descends them.
"What was that about?" Zane asks. "Is he mad?"
"He's—I don't know," I say. "He's still stuck on the whole friends thing. We're not—together, like as a couple, right now. I think he's giving me time, or something."
"Do you want time?"
"No."
We stand there, looking anywhere but at each other.
"This is awkward," I say.
He laughs and rubs his hand over his hair. "Yeah. We should—let's go."
When we reach the office, Kieran is examining the heavy locks and runes on the closet door.
"This is going to be a beast to get open," he says. "She used every protective rune and knot I know of, so my magic isn't going to work. And these locks—Aislinn, do you think you can break them?"
I whisper the spell to activate my strength  and twist at the locks with all my might. One snaps off, but the other two won't give.
Kieran is crouching by the door, eyeing one of the locks. "I might be able to pick this," he says. "But the other—that's a tough one."
"Here's an idea," says Zane. "Why don't we go through the wall?"
Standing up, Kieran runs his hands over the wall. "You might be a genius."
"We need a hammer or a mallet," I say. "I could break a bone if I try to brute-force through it. I may be strong but I'm not invincible."
"I'll find something." Zane hurries out of the room.
"I wish I had my lockpick set," I say.
Kieran glances up. "I was thinking the same thing, although these seem too complex for my skill. You know how to pick locks?"
"Had to learn—part of being Korrigan is sneaking into places and stealing Life-Stream from helpless babies. At least that's what I was taught. I'm not very good, though; I can only handle simple locks."
"I can teach you more," he says, his face brightening.
Smiling, I shake my head at him. "Stop that."
"Stop what?"
"Being so eager to teach me everything. It's too cute."
"Cute?" He rises and steps closer, so he's in my space, towering over me. "I'm not cute. Devilish, handsome, talented, irresistible—never cute."
"Whatever you say." I back away from him. "Whenever I tell you I can't do something, you're always like, 'I can teach you!' with this look, like you're a puppy who just got handed the tastiest chew toy ever."
"I do not."
"Yes, you do. Come on, let's help Zane find something to smash this wall. Maybe there are tools somewhere in the basement closet."
On our way to the basement door, I pop my head into the living area. "If you guys have keys to Maeve's secret closet, now's the time to cough them up, or else we're tearing down the wall to get to it."
Gillian curses at me, but Magnolia says, "As long as you pay for the repairs."
"It will be taken care of," Arden promises.
I wonder if Maeve trusted any of them with the keys to the closet. Probably not. She would have picked Gillian or Arden as her confidant, and I know it isn't Arden. Gillian might know where the keys are, but if she does, she won't tell, out of spite.
It's likely that the only keys are either hidden in the house or were on Maeve the night she died. I didn't see a purse with her—she probably left her wallet out in her car. The police are probably still trying to identify her body, after discovering her ID was fake.
When we get to the basement, Zane is already there. He holds up a regular hammer he found in the closet. "Best thing I could find," he says.
"It'll take forever with that," says Kieran.
Walking over to the wall, I move the concealed panel that hides the controls to the trap door. I type in the code, the one the Korrigan entered every night before dawn, for years. A section of the floor sinks down, then slides away, revealing a black hole. I push the button for the lights, then the button that unfolds the ladder.
Kieran and Zane are still arguing over the best way to knock down the wall.
"Hey boys, want to see something?" I say.
They both come quickly and stare down into the concrete dungeon below, with its cracked concrete floor and its walls deeply scarred by my demon form's claws.
The sight of it chills me. But it's a faraway horror, because I'm free of this. I don't ever have to go back down there.
"Damn, girl, that's messed up," says Zane.
Kieran just looks, his eyes narrowed and dark. Then he turns away. "Let's get through that door," he says.
And then I have a brilliant idea.
"Zane, was there a drill in that tool closet?"
"Yeah."
"Bring it, and the biggest drill shaft you can find."
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Aislinn's idea is simple—drill a big hole right through the wall next the closet door, straight into the closet. Then she's gonna look through the hole, get a visual, and transport to the other side of the door.
Thankfully, the closet isn't reinforced with steel or anything, like a vault might be. It doesn't take me long to drill a series of holes through the drywall and hammer out a gap big enough for Aislinn to slip her arm through. She turns on a small flashlight we found and slides that through the hole first, so it lights up the room beyond. Then she peers through the gap herself.
"I can barely see," she says. "But it might be enough for a jump."
"Be careful," says Kieran. "We don't want you getting stuck in the wall."
She takes another look, and then she's gone.
"Aislinn!" Kieran calls.
"Here." Her voice is muffled.
I peek through the hole and see the flashlight beam bobbing around. "She's in!"
Suddenly a light flashes on in the closet. A second later Aislinn appears in Maeve's office again.
"I've got it now," she says. "I can take you in, one at a time." She looks from one of us to the other.
"You go first," says Kieran to me, with a nod.
Aislinn steps close and puts her arms around me. Damn, I miss her. Don't think about it.
A weird buzzing, and then I'm inside the closet. It's a huge walk-in, with built-in shelves and drawers, all labeled in some language that's probably Gaelic.
Aislinn vanishes and comes back with Kieran a second later. His jaw drops. "Look what she's got here!" He touches bottles and boxes, then pulls open a drawer. "Kelpie teeth. See how huge they are?"
"What the hell is a kelpie?" I ask.
"Man-eating horses. They're so huge, and black, and beautiful," says Aislinn, her eyes lighting up. Apparently he took her to see them.
"Sounds awesome," I say, pulling open a drawer. "And what's this thing?"
"Finger bones and webbing from a merrow," says Kieran, leaning over what looks to me like some dry sticks and cobwebs. "That's centuries old, from the look of it."
There are papers, photos, even hard drives and flash drives. Aislinn transports back and forth about a dozen times, taking loads of the stuff out to the office.
"Oh my gosh, this is so exciting! Don't you think it's exciting Kieran? I can't believe all of this is here—maybe we can find out more about the Korrigan's lives through the ages, about the people they knew, places they lived—oh! And my parents! There's bound to be something about my mom in all this, right? I can't wait to dig through it all and find—"
"Aislinn." Kieran says her name in this intimate way that makes me twist up inside. He takes both of her hands. "You're using too much magic. Calm down, take a break. Let's just look around for now. Remember, you have to save enough energy to get me and Zane out of here."
The way they look at each other. Damn. They may not be official, but they're together, and there's a light in her eyes when he gazes at her like that—a kind of happy, excited glow that she never had with me.
"Right," she says breathlessly. "Okay. What exactly are we looking for?"
I remember. It was my dream, after all. "Bone of the demon, blood of the goddess, heart of the earth," I say. "And some old spell, lost in time or whatever."
"Zane, you're wearing the amulet, right? Look around and see if anything calls to you."
I give him a hard look. "Weird, man. Really weird."
"I know, but try it."
"I'm not a seer or whatever, man. You know, I just wanted out of this whole thing. I got college now, okay? And it's stressful, you know?" I'm wandering around as I'm talking, touching stuff, taking things off shelves. "First day, they smack you with all this crap, this whole list of everything you gotta do in the semester, and it's a lot, dude. A lot."
"I know," says Kieran, and he says it like he really does know.
"You been to college?"
"Every century or so, to brush up on what's new. About ten years ago I completed a few degrees so I could study the difference in the ageing process for humans versus my race."
"You had time to do all that and still terrorize people?"
He laughs. "The terror was a hobby, not my passion."
I gotta respect the guy for going to college that many times. "How does your brain hold all that info?"
"It doesn't," he says. "I lose some of it over time. What's that you're holding?"
I glance down at the football-sized lump of rock in my hands. It's silvery gray, with golden flecks and a dark red seam running through it. "I don't know."
"Where did you take it from?" asks Aislinn.
I point to the drawer, and Kieran reads some Gaelic gibberish. "It says this is a sample of the Earth's outer core, taken by the coblynau of Wales. You'd know them as tommyknockers, Fae creatures known for their mining skills."
"How is that possible?" says Aislinn. "Nobody could survive being that close to the Earth's core, not even Fae."
Kieran shrugs. "The tommyknockers are one Fae race I know very little about. Maybe they have a unique protective magic."
"So what are we saying?" says Aislinn. "Could this be—"
"The Heart of the Earth." As I speak the words, I know them to be absolutely true. This piece of rock I'm holding was once part of the center of the world, before a Fae miner carved it right out of the earth's heart.
From its resting spot on my chest, the medallion thrums, a pulse to let me know that some magic is acting up in here.
I don't want to be Seer or whatever. Just wanna go back to my dorm and do the reading for my classes tomorrow, and forget about all this. It's getting late, and I still got an hour's drive to do.
Pointing to the amulet, I ask, "You sure I have to keep this thing?"
Aislinn must see the trouble in my face. Her green eyes are all sympathy and worry for me. "I'm sorry, Zane. You can take it off if you want to, really. Put it away somewhere and keep it safe, please. Just in case we get stuck and we really need it to figure this out."
"A'right, well, I gotta get going. I found you guys the heart thing now, so you can take charge of it, right?"
Kieran nods, and I hand him the stone.
"I'll take you out," says Aislinn.
And the next second, we're standing beside my Ford pickup.
"Thanks for doing this," she says. "I know it was not fun, for you especially."
"Hey, I'm not the one that got thrown into a wall," I say. "You sure you're okay?"
"I'll be fine. If not, Ériu can fix me up the next time she comes to work on Kieran."
"Your world is so weird." The words pop out before I can stop them.
She makes a face. "Yeah. Count yourself lucky to be mostly out of it."
"You good, though?" I ask. Because I really want to know that she's okay, that she's happy.
"I am," she says. "At least, I will be after we get through this whole Samhain business."
"If he's ever not good to you, you know I'll give him hell."
"I know. But he is."
Nodding, I climb into the truck. "See ya 'round. Tell Wynnie and Arden goodbye for me."
She waves, and I turn the Ford around and head back down the long driveway.
In an hour I'm back at my dorm, a co-ed building for first-year students. It's not home, but it's not bad. My parents want me to have the experience; plus freshman students that don't have family within a certain radius gotta live on campus anyway.
I'm walking across the res hall plaza, and the shape of somebody catches my eye—tall, with great curves, and really long braided black hair. She's sitting on a low concrete wall, reading something on her phone.
Laurel.
I knew she was around on campus, but we haven't seen each other much. Looking at her gives me a warm feeling, like home. Instead of walking up to the res hall doors, I swerve her way.
"Hey there," I say, sitting down next to her.
A big smile spreads over her face. "Hey, Z, where you been? I haven't seen you around at all."
"I been around. We must have different schedules."
"And it's a big place. Walking everywhere's gonna get me in top shape real fast."
"You settling in okay?"
She shrugs. "My roommate isn't great, but that's life, right? She likes to have friends over, loud friends."
"So? You like loud people. You like everyone."
"Uh-uh. No. These girls are max annoying, Z. And messy—boy, you would not believe the mess that I have got to live in. And you know I like things organized."
"Yeah, I do."
"How's your roommate?"
"Quiet. He put all these animal rights posters up soon as he got in, told me he's vegetarian. I'm like, I'm cool with that, but that's not me, right? I like meat."
She laughs. "At least he's got a social conscience or whatever. And quiet. That sounds good to me."
"You come over anytime and chill with me," I say.
"I just might," she says. "Hey, you wanna get lunch tomorrow?"
"Hell yeah."
We set up a time and place, and then I head for my room, a smile on my face. Seeing her feels good. It's enough to help me forget all the magic crap for a while and be a normal college guy, making lunch plans with a girl.
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"We're sure this is the Heart of the Earth?" I ask, running my finger over the rock in Kieran's hand.
"Zane seemed sure. He got that look on his face, that 'I hate magic but it's happening to me right now' look." Kieran smirks.
"Go easy on him," I say. "It's not something he was ever prepared for."
"I thought I behaved well around him today."
I sigh. "You did. Thanks."
"Anytime." He gives me this smile that makes my breath stop for a minute.
"So what do we do with the stone now? We need to hide it, right? Seems likely that this is one of the relics Stanley wanted from Maeve. And if that's the case, Malcolm and the others who escaped probably know about it."
"You're sure you didn't get Malcolm, when you killed the others?"
I shake my head. "He escaped. And he's one of the higher order druids, one of the Vates. I didn't see June that night either, and there were a handful of others who got away from me."
I don't like talking about it, reliving what happened. Thinking about the bloody chunks of what I thought was Kieran, all over the floor of the sacrificial chamber. Remembering the empty faces of the druids I drained, and their limp bodies. Picturing Maeve, bleeding out in the observation room.
He must see my reaction. His fingers lift my chin, tilting my face up to him. "Do you regret it?" he asks simply.
"No. And yes."
"They deserved death," he says. "For the human sacrifices, and for what they did to Wynnie."
"I know. Whether it was my place to give them death or not is what bothers me. According to the Morrígna, it wasn't in the grand plan."
He snorts in disgust. "Grand plan. Is there a grand plan? Who makes it? Why? I believe we make our own destiny, Aislinn. And to me, what you did was beautiful. Incredible. I wish I could have seen it."
"Don't wish that. It was horrible. I was crazy, just—insane with—" With grief. Because I love you, and you were dead.
His voice, gentle. "My death affected you so much?"
"You know it did."
He's probably a breath away from asking why, from pushing me to say what I feel. But I can't, right now, or I might break down in tears. And we have something bigger to think of.
"We have to hide this," I repeat, pointing to the stone. "In case Malcolm and the others come looking for it."
"If they know where it is, why haven't they already come for it?" he asks.
"Maybe they needed time for something else? Other preparations? I mean, we still have weeks till Samhain—maybe they figured why not leave it here, where they know its location, until they're ready to use it."
"They may also have gone into hiding," Kieran says. "Once the police scoured that compound, they would have found evidence, things that might connect Malcolm and the others to crimes that occurred there. He could be laying low from all that."
"Are we sure it's them, planning to open the Second Gate? It could be someone else."
"They may have someone else helping them, yes. But from what I've heard, the druid sect we encountered is the most radical in the country, and Stanley told me my death on Samhain was going to be part of something big."
His death.
I reach out and touch him, stroking those precious fingers of his that hold the stone. "I'm glad you're alive."
"For now." The words are dark, but his eyes crinkle at the corners as he smiles. Then the smile fades—he's looking deep into my soul with those silvery gray eyes of his, and I'm getting lost in the depths of him, in the magic of his gaze. Our bodies, our souls are magnetic, and the space between us is pulling, pulling us together.
"You found something?" says Arden, striding into the room.
"A lot of papers," I say, breathless. "And something else. We think it's the Heart of the Earth, like in Zane's vision."
"Why are you still holding it?" she says, sharply. "We need to find a place to hide it. And I've got to beef up the security in this house, in case those druids come looking for it. Stop standing around and let's get to work!"
While Arden tinkers with the security system, Kieran and Wynnie and I load up the papers and some of the relics I took from the closet. Most of the relics, hard drives, and other mysterious items stay in the closet—now that I know what the inside of it looks like, I can transport back here again anytime.
When the Audi is loaded up, I go back to the great room. Gillian is standing by the kitchen island, downing a full glass of amber-colored liquid. I remember what Arden said. She's grieving.
Despite everything she's done to me over the years, I want to help; but maybe I'm not the right person to do it. In her mind, I've caused her pain and trouble since the day I was brought to them.
"The stuff we're taking—we'll bring back what we don't need," I say. She ignores me.
Magnolia and Gemma sit on the couch, arms around each other. I walk over to them.
"I want to say that I'm sorry for the loss of Maeve," I tell them. "I truly am. You were all together for ages, and it must be horrible to lose someone you've looked up to for so long."
Magnolia nods. "I miss her strength. I've been her servant, her cook and her cleaning service, since I was very young. I don't know what I am now, or if I have the courage to try being someone new."
"You do! You can!" I say. "We'll help you. You can do anything now. What about you, Gemma, what do you want to do?"
Gemma smiles, but the expression doesn't reach her eyes. "I'll do what I always do. I'm the party girl, remember? I'll take a spa day, and then find a couple men to screw it all out of my head."
"Okay then."
"You'll join me, right, Gil?" Gemma calls to her twin. "This one calls for a set of especially nice-looking humans."
"I'm up for anything, as long as I can drink while I'm doing it," Gillian answers; apparently Kieran's muting spell has worn off. She has climbed onto a barstool and she's reaching up to hang empty wine glasses on each curved peak of the chandelier over the island.
"You should all be careful, though," I say. "The druids may come here, looking for the Heart of the Earth."
"You mean that old tommyknocker stone, the one the Far Darrig was cradling so carefully?" Gillian cackles with laughter. "Maeve bought that centuries ago, and no one has ever tried to take it. It's worthless."
"You knew it was here?"
"I was with Maeve when she procured it. I don't think she ever told anyone else but me about it. We had secrets, the two of us." She swallows more of her drink. "She trusted me more than anyone."
"Not with the security, or the money," says Arden, coming into the room. "Or the identities, or the other paperwork we've had to forge over the years. That was all me."
Gillian stands still for a minute. Then she leaps lightly down from the island and chucks the glass in her hand straight at Arden. It shatters against the wall right next to Arden's head, sprinkling her hair and clothes with shiny shards.
And then Arden flies at Gillian, smashing her back into the kitchen island. Gillian yelps in pain as her back hits the edge of the counter. Seizing an empty wine bottle, she smashes it over Arden's head. Arden stumbles back, dazed.
"Stop it! Stop!" I yell, and then I whisper the spell for my fenodyree strength and run to Gillian, pinning her arms back. She screams and lunges, trying to break free. Then she says another spell, one that freezes my body for a second. But I push the magic away, off my skin, as I once did with the Far Darrig's more powerful spell.
In the few seconds it takes me to break free, Gillian is on top of Arden, and they're fighting on the floor, all flying hair and ripping nails and shrieks of fury.
Kieran walks in. "What the hell is going—oh." He crosses his arms and watches, grinning.
"Kieran!" I say. "What are you doing? Stop them."
He holds out his hand toward the snarling tangle of the two Korrigan. "But—catfight."
"Seriously? You're just going to stand there? Fine."
I'm about to go in again and force them apart by sheer strength, but then Wynnie runs past me, a blur of black hair and thin limbs. She's on Gillian's back in a second, and she bends down and sinks her teeth into Gillian's shoulder, right by her neck. Gillian shrieks, trying to hit Wynnie, and Arden slides out from under the twin, covered in blood and glass.
Then Kieran leaps into action, pulling Wynnie off Gillian's back. Wynnie turns on him, fierce as a hellion, her lips and bared teeth gleaming red with blood. Swift as thought, Kieran touches her forehead and tells her to sleep in Gaelic, and she sinks to the ground.
Gemma is already at her twin's side, offering a towel to staunch the bleeding.
"I'm sorry, Gillian," I say. "Kieran has a friend who can heal that, if you like."
"I don't want healing from the Far Darrig's friend," Gillian says, her voice full of hate. "How dare you bring that crazed monster in here? Get her out, and don't any of you come back here again!"
"You're not the queen," says Arden, through the blood streaming from the cuts on her head. "And this house is in my name as well as Maeve's. We'll be back anytime we want."
"We'll go," I say quickly. "Magnolia, do you need help with this?"
She's white-faced, her pale eyes wide, but she shakes her head. "Gemma and I will take her to a doctor. You should leave."
Kieran picks up Wynnie, and I help Arden out to the car. We use the blanket from the back seat to wrap around Arden, so she doesn't bleed on the upholstery. I notice a spot of blood on the blanket already, from when Kieran cut himself on the way back down from the kelpies' mountain.
"This is turning out to be our 'bloody wounds' blanket," I tell him.
"Every car should have one." He grins.
We take Arden to an urgent care clinic that's open late, so the doctors can pick out the glass and clean her up. I think they assume she was in some kind of bar fight. Meanwhile I take Wynnie into the bathroom and help her rinse the blood from around her mouth. She's quiet as I do it.
"Thanks for trying to help," I say. "But next time, maybe don't bite people's necks."
"I hate her," she says.
"Who, Gillian?"
"Yes. She beat me. When I was little."
Sighing, I blot her face with a paper towel. "She did the same to me."
"She was attacking Arden. Arden is nicer now than I remember. She never seemed to care much, before."
"I think they each developed their own way of dealing with things, over time. Like, Gemma—she seems silly and shallow, but I think it all started as a way to deal with pain. And Arden went cold, emotionless, like Maeve did. And Magnolia keeps her head down, does her work, and depends on everyone else for the rest. I guess, if you act a certain way long enough, you become that person."
"Can you ever change back?"
"Maybe." I think of Kieran. He's not necessarily changing who he is—just adjusting a few things, polishing them, for my sake. "I think you stay who you are, underneath it all. But you have to strip away the layers of what's happened to you, if you want to get back to the real you."
Wynnie stares at herself in the mirror. "That was me, once. The party girl. I did it all, because nothing mattered. Nothing ever changed with them, it was always the same. So I got out, and I did everything new, everything they told me was stupid and wrong—I did it all to the limit. Until I destroyed myself. And then the nightmare really began."
"Listen, I'd like you to talk to somebody," I say, as gently as I can. "Someone who can help you process it all. There might be, I don't know, a pixie who's also a psychologist, or something. If I can find someone, will you go?"
She nods. "I don't want to talk about it, but I think I need to. Like you said, to process. Move on. Get back to my real self, if she's even someone I want to be."
"She's someone I'd like to know."
We go back out to the waiting room and sit with Kieran, waiting for Arden. When she comes out, the blood and glass are gone, and she has a few stitches for the cut on her head. Other than that, and a couple of fingernail scratches here and there, she looks fine.
"Got a notification while I was waiting," she says. "One of my searches came back with a result. Your mystery person, Múireann, is a murdúchann."
Kieran's eyes light up. "A merrow?"
Arden nods. "She lives on the coast, near the Isle of Palms. I have her last known address."
"Address? Wouldn't she live in the water?" I ask.
Kieran looks amused. "Merrows can change form. They love the ocean, so they stay near it; but they enjoy living on land, too."
"So it's the little mermaid, with the best of both worlds?"
"Yes."
"Does this mean we're going to the beach?"
He winks. "Pack a bag."
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"We have to go out of town to track down a Fae," Aislinn tells me over the phone. "And we need somewhere safe to hide the Heart of the Earth till we get back."
"Why not take it with you?"
"Kieran doesn't want to leave it in a hotel room."
"You're not leaving it at my house." I'm not budging on that point.
"No, of course not! And we can't leave it with Laurel, either—some of the druids saw both of you. We have to give it to somebody they'll never suspect."
"Let me think about it," I say. "Listen, gotta go, I have a lunch date."
"You do?" She sounds genuinely happy for me. "With who?"
"Laurel."
"Oh. Is this like a date, date? Or just lunch?"
"I don't know, and I can't talk about girls with you, Aislinn."
"I'm sorry. Of course not. Okay, you guys have fun. Hey, see if she has any ideas for hiding the stone."
Yeah, no. I didn't want to involve Laurel with all this crap in the first place. I'm not discussing it with her over lunch.
Except Laurel brings it up herself, not two seconds after we sit down. "So how're all the magical peeps? I haven't seen any of them since school started. Aislinn and I text, but it's not the same."
I tell her everything I know in as few words as possible. She watches me, chewing, and nodding from time to time. Laurel even looks good when she's eating—I can't help watching her those beautiful lips of hers moving—it's distracting.
"You seem not thrilled about this whole deal with the visions and the magical stone," she says, waving her fork for emphasis.
"It's just—one reason Aislinn and I broke up was the magic stuff. She couldn't let it be, always had to be chasin' the next thing. Like, I just want a normal relationship, you know?"
"What's a normal relationship?"
"Okay, whatever."
"No, really, I'm serious. What the heck is a normal relationship? I've never seen one. All relationships, they got their ups and downs and challenges. I'm not sayin' y'all should've stayed together—I think it's better how it is, cause she obviously in love with Kieran. I'm just sayin' maybe your idea of relationship needs a little work. I know mine did."
"Yeah?" I poke around at my food. This conversation is getting uncomfortable.
"Zane, I made a big mistake, doing what I did, when I did it. Breakin' things off with us."
I look up, into her dark eyes. One hand is playing with the ends of her long black braids, like she's nervous.
"You had your reasons," I say.
"I did. But I'm sorry I hurt you."
"Hey, I wasn't heartbroken. But I did feel like we had something, and we didn't give it a chance."
She looks down at her plate, tilting her head first one way and the other as she rearranges her food in perfectly symmetrical piles. "Well, if you ever wanna give it another shot, you let me know."
I take a beat to absorb what she said. Aislinn and I aren't getting back together, that's clear.  And Laurel—man, she's Laurel. Smoking hot. And I've known her since we were kids. She may be a little over-organized, but she's also smart, hilarious, and damn talented.
But I'm not there yet. I'm not ready to jump into another thing with a girl, especially when that girl and I already have history.
"I'd say 'yes' right now," I tell her. "But that wouldn't be fair, cause I'm not feelin' ready yet, you know? I gotta take a little more time. My sister Ada told me I jump in too fast, with my whole heart, and I'm realizing that's true. I need to slow it down. And I'm not gonna ask you to wait till I'm ready, cause girl, you fine, and somebody's probably gonna snap you up before I get my head in the game—but I can't do this yet."
I don't know what her reaction will be.
What I don't expect is the brilliant smile that flashes across her face. "Zane Percy, you are gettin' smarter!" she says. "That's not a boy's answer—that's a man's answer. You keep that up and I just might wait around for you."
I don't know what to say, so I take a huge bite of my food, and she laughs. "So this stone, this Heart of the Earth thing—they need somewhere to keep it?"
"Yeah, and it can't be with anyone who was at the druid compound," I say. "It's gotta be someone the druids don't know."
She bites her lip thoughtfully. "This might seem weird, but what about Julio? He knows nothing about all this. None of the druids would know him."
"So I give him the stone and ask him to hang onto it?"
"Ask him to hide it, and keep it safe for you. Make him understand it's important, but don't tell him what it is. The less he knows, the better for him and everyone else."
I shrug. "It's as good a plan as any." I'm about to text Aislinn when Laurel says, "Don't text. Call her. Texts would be easier for someone to see if they're poking around."
After lunch, I walk Laurel to her next class. It's good to talk to her about normal stuff, like classes and the pros and cons of our co-ed dorm, and roommate issues. When we get to the lecture hall, she says, "Thanks for lunch," and gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. Then she disappears through the doors, and I'm standing there like an idiot, with a big grin on my face.
I wipe her lipstick off my cheek, but I can still feel the kiss. It's there when I step outside to call Aislinn.
She's worried about putting Julio in danger, but I remind her that we're all in danger. If she and Kieran can't stop what's coming, everybody's going to be in a crapload of trouble. My parents, my sisters, my brother-in-law, my nephew, my friends—they'll all have to face the things from my nightmares.
I will do anything to keep that from happening.
Aislinn transports to my dorm later, after I text her a photo of my room. My roommate's out, so it's safe for her to show up out of thin air like she does. She's carrying a backpack.
"The stone is in here," she says, handing it to me. "I'll come with you to Julio's. I'll need to conceal his house." That's one of her pixie powers. She can locate stuff magically, as long as she has an image of it in her head; and she can also hide things from other pixies.
"Do you even need to hide it from pixies?" I ask. "The druids don't know what the stone looks like, do they? So they can't hire a pixie to find it, cause they don't have an image."
"We don't know," she says. "Maeve could have sent them a picture. Best not to take chances."
I text Julio, and he tells me he's out of school, chilling at his house with Carmen.
In minutes Aislinn and I are walking up his driveway. I carry the backpack to the door while she starts circling the house, whispering concealment spells.
It's weird—when I'm wearing the stone on my back, the medallion on my chest feels charged—electric or something. There's like a buzzing on my skin, right where sits. Like the two relics are connected, somehow. Or maybe old Cathbad the druid seer is trying to tell me something. I don't want to hear it, whatever it is.
When Aislinn finishes hiding the house, we knock. Julio's mom lets us in, and we go up to Julio's room. He's got a sweet setup—three computer screens and a big gaming rig, a couple of big beanbag chairs, and some cool fan art from his favorite games. He and Carmen look rumpled when we come in—we probably interrupted a make-out session.
"We need to ask you somethin', man," I say. "It's gonna sound weird, but—here goes." I hand him the backpack. "I need you to hide this somewhere. Keep it safe."
"Dude," he says, eyes widening. "If this is some like, drug thing, I'm out, okay? I don't roll with that kinda crowd, man. I stay safe, for my girl and for my family."
"Julio! Chill!" Aislinn says. "It's not drugs. It's a kind of—heirloom—that belongs to my family. My grandmother died, and some people want to steal it. So we need to hide it somewhere they'll never think to look."
Julio unzips the backpack and peeks inside. "A rock? You want me to hide a rock for you? Is this some kinda joke?"
"No," says Aislinn. Her green eyes are serious, intense. "Julio, this is not a joke. This is incredibly important, and we can't really explain. But it's nothing dangerous, or illegal. We just need you to put it somewhere, right now, and then leave it in that spot till we come for it."
"You guys have gotten so weird," he says.
Carmen nods. "I agree with him. Weird. What is this thing, anyway? Some kind of space rock? Alien rock? Gemstone?"
"None of the above," Aislinn says. "But it's one of a kind. Please Julio, hide it somewhere right now, and promise you'll keep it safe until I come back for it."
She's pleading, and Julio seems ready to give in. He looks at me for confirmation.
"Yeah, bro." I nod. "If you can help us out, man, that would be awesome."
"Okay." Julio pulls out several flat storage bins from under his bed and rolls them to the side. He stuffs the backpack with the stone under the bed, and with his leg pushes it as far back as he can into the rear corner of the space. Then he puts the bins back and looks up at us. "Good?"
"Yeah, thanks."
He grins. "Go on, you locos, get outta here. Me and my girl got some things to do."
Aislinn and I say goodbye to his mother and then slip quickly into the backyard, behind the shed, where Aislinn can transport us without being seen. We do a halfway jump behind a city park restroom building, then back to my dorm room.
She glances around, taking in my posters and my things, and my roommate's stuff. "I like it in here," she says. "It's comfy. Do you like it?"
"Yeah, it's cool. Different than home, though."
She nods. "How did lunch with Laurel go?"
Didn't I already tell her I didn't wanna talk about girls with her? "Lunch was fine."
She's looking at me, doing that seeing-into-my-soul thing she does sometimes.
"Fine," I say. "She kinda hinted that she wants us to get back together."
"Oh my gosh! That is the best news. What did you say?"
"Told her I wasn't ready for another relationship. I said I need to learn how to take it slow."
Aislinn nods. "Seems smart."
There's something burning in me, something I've got to say. "You and I jumped into things fast. But I wouldn't change it. For a while there, it was beautiful."
Her smile lights up her face. "It really was."
"Don't wait too long," I say. "Tryin' to mature and everything is all good, but you gotta seize the moment, too. I may not like Kieran, but I think he loves you, for real. Let him know how you feel, okay?"
She's blushing. "Okay. I've got to go."
"Sure thing. Be safe."
"You too."
And she's gone.
When she leaves, I feel another thrum in the medallion, like it echoed the magic she just used. I pull it out of my shirt and hold it between my thumb and finger.
Am I crazy, or is the amulet glowing for a second? When I run my fingers over it, there's a definite buzz of energy.
What the hell. Does this thing absorb magic?
Whatever it is, I got to figure it out before anything else weird happens.
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"I don't know about letting you go to the beach alone, with Kieran," says Arden.
"Letting me? You're not my mother."
"But I am your guardian."
"What do you think will happen?" I ask. "He's not going to hurt me. He won't even kiss me." Admitting that out loud is so embarrassing.
"You've known him for a few months. I knew him centuries ago, and I've kept an eye on his activities since then. You heard what Ériu said, too, about his past. He doesn't do relationships with women. He charms them, uses them, and leaves them. There was one human woman in France for a while, or so I've heard—but she was the exception. Died after a handful of decades, of course—just a blip on the screen of his life. Fast and free is how he lives now. Though he does seem different with you—but I warn you, he probably hasn't changed much."
"But before all that, he had a wife. He loved her, more than anything."
Arden looks uncomfortable, almost guilty. I wonder if it haunts her, what she and the others did to Etain.
And there's another question burning in my mind, one that I have to ask. "When he recruited you to spy on me, the two of you had an arrangement, right? You gave me the dream necklace, gathered information for him, brought me to him when he needed me, and he promised to break the Korrigan curse for you. Which was a lie, obviously, but you bought it. How did he convince you to help him?" I'm shaking, because I'm scared that I've guessed right. "Did he sleep with you?"
Arden looks offended and angry. "I never slept with the Far Darrig! How could you think I would? Men are not attractive to me in that way—and even if they were, we Korrigan consider that man to be the lowest, most disgraceful of the Tuatha dé Danann. No pretty face can cover up what he is—a conniving schemer. His false guise of druid and his fake prophecies cost Maeve a war—cost her the vengeance she had planned for so long against her first husband. I have no idea what you see in him."
I'm so angry. So angry that I want to smash something, or transport right out of the room so I don't have to deal with her anymore. She just doesn't understand.
There's one thing I can do to shock her, to let her know how deeply her words offend me. So I look straight at her and I speak in the exact replica of Maeve's voice. "You sound like Queen Maeve herself, Arden. That's what you want, isn't it? To take her place, and control what I do?"
She turns white as salt. "Really, Aislinn?" she says quietly. "After everything I did to make it up to you. Everything I left behind."
Then she turns and walks into her room, and closes the door, and locks it.
I could transport in there and force her to talk to me, but that would be a severe breach of privacy and she would hate it. So I stand where I am, feeling guilty for my part of our argument. Arden isn't a mother—never has been. She doesn't know how to take on that role for me. She's just trying to help, and all I do is reject her warnings and push her away.
Like I did with Zane.
I have to stop doing this to the people I love. Even if I haven't had the best role models for friendship and family, that's no excuse for the way I'm treating the people who dare to tell me I'm wrong. The people who are closest to my heart.
Following an impulse, I tap on Arden's door. "I'm sorry."
She doesn't respond.
"If you want to come with us to the beach, you can. Wynnie, too. We can make a whole thing of it. It'll be fun. And I know how much you love to chaperone."
A faint, sarcastic laugh from inside the room. I smile.
"So is that a yes?"
She opens the door. "Yes, Wynnie and I will go along. And we'll be sure to give you and the Far D—Kieran—plenty of space. I'm sorry for what I said about him—it's an old prejudice, grown strong over time, and it will take time to correct it."
I nod. "This could be good. You'll get to see him when he's not being the Far Darrig and not covered in druid torture wounds. Maybe you'll see him the way I do."
"Maybe." She doesn't sound hopeful, but at least she's willing to try. "Oh, and Aislinn—don't ever let me hear her voice come out of your mouth again."
"I promise."
Wynnie isn't as excited about the beach as I am, but she goes with me to buy swimsuits the very next day. We choose a modest one-piece for her, with a long cover-up that makes her feel comfortable and pretty. I have a cover-up already, but for this trip I purchase my first bikini, an emerald green thing that's sexy but still has enough coverage and structure for me to feel comfortable moving around in it.
Early in the morning, the day after our shopping trip, Kieran picks us up in the Audi. He's got a fun playlist going, snacks, drinks, everything I suggested to make the road trip as happy as possible for Wynnie and Arden. I think it works, because Arden grudgingly gets into the whole karaoke thing—not singing herself, but making requests. Poor Wynnie hasn't heard most of the music, thanks to her years in the druid dungeon—but I can tell she's enjoying the cultural education.
In a few hours then we're crossing the bridges near Charleston, heading for the Isle of Palms. Dotting the sparkling water are birdlike sailboats, huge vessels loaded with colorful shipping containers, and even a massive cruise ship on its way out to sea. I yell for the others to roll down all the windows, and when Kieran opens the Audi's sun roof I put my hands up and squeal, because I can smell the sea and the breeze feels incredible.
Going to the beach is bittersweet for me, though. It reminds me of that glorious week Zane and I spent here with his family, right after his graduation. We had so much fun. Sand and surf, sandwiches on the beach and fresh seafood eaten on a restaurant patio at night. Sunburns and sandcastles and stolen kisses when his parents weren't around. Board games and laughter. It was amazing.
But I'm here with Kieran now. And it's a different kind of wonderful, and I have plans to end this weird stalemate between us.
We check into our hotel first—one room for the three of us girls, and another for Kieran. The hotel has pools, a lazy river, and direct access to the beach. From the minute I push open the sliding door and step out onto the balcony of our room, I can't wait to get down to the sand. The smell of the salty air goes straight to my head, and I'm beyond excited.
"Come on, come on!" I say, digging through my bag to find my swimsuit. "Let's go down to the beach right now! It's not too busy, Wynnie, you'll be fine."
Looking nervous, Wynnie takes her swimsuit and cover-up out of her bag. We really need to get the girl some actual therapy to help her deal with everything she went through. It's not like we can take her to a regular human therapist though—who knows what she might say about the druids, and the Korrigan? I make a mental note to ask Kieran if he knows any Fae psychologists.
Arden and Wynnie are still getting beach-ready, so I dance down to Kieran's door in my bikini and cover-up and flip-flops.
At my knock, he opens the door. "You look excited."
"It's the beach, Kieran."
"I've seen it."
"Well, this is only my second trip to the beach, so yes, I'm excited. And you're coming with me."
"Do I have to? With all the sand and the sharp shells that try to stab your feet? And the swarms of humans and their little offspring, with their umbrellas and shovels and buckets—and their noise? I'll take you to the Caribbean sometime; there's this secret beach I know that's perfect. Soft sand, quiet, no people."
He'll take me to the Caribbean sometime? Um, yes please.
"You're coming down with us," I say.
"I'll pass."
"I really didn't expect to have to beg you to come." I push my lower lip out. "I thought you'd be excited, too."
"Aislinn, you're pouting." His smile widens. "You're cute when you pout. Listen, when you've been around a thousand years or so, you'll get over the whole beach thing."
"Never. I will never get over it. And you're bringing down my mood, and I'm not taking no for an answer."
His eyes flash a challenge at me, and he crosses his arms. "No."
Okay, I didn't want to have to do this. I don't even know if it will have any effect on him, but— "I'm wearing a new bikini I bought especially for this trip. If you don't come, you won't get to see me in it."
His face changes, and my heart rate speeds up. Stepping toward me, he points to the hallway. "Out."
"What?"
"Get out so I can change. I'll meet you downstairs, at the gate to the beach."
Smiling, I back out of the room, and he closes the door behind me.
Well, that worked.
Arden and Wynnie and I arrive at the beach gate first, and Kieran shows up a few seconds later, sunglasses on, dark wavy hair in perfect disorder, towel over his shoulder, abs on full display. As he walks past the pool area, I notice heads turning toward him—mostly female.
But he's mine.
"Ladies," he says, opening the gate for us.
Wynnie doesn't cringe when she walks past him—it's progress for her, especially since he's only half-clothed. I think she views him as a fellow torture sufferer, even if he only endured a week of it compared to her years of pain. So they have that in common.
Plus, he's so hot, and charming. That can't hurt at all.
Once we're through the gate, I can't help myself. I run ahead, over the dunes and down the slope to the beach. I whip off the cover-up and leave it on the sand and I'm running, running into the surf. It's early fall in South Carolina, so the water is still deliciously warm. I wade further and further—it stays shallow for a long way out.
When I'm about waist deep, I sink down in the water, letting the waves wash over me. My hair fans out behind me. Being out here with the sun and sky and the water feels amazing.
Suddenly a voice whispers, "Shark!" from right behind me. I glance back, and there's nothing, no one—except Kieran, grinning and wading toward me. He's still some distance away—he must have thrown his voice. I stick out my tongue at him.
In a few minutes he's there, beside me, and I stand up to greet him.
"I swear you're part merrow," he says. "The way you love the ocean. Can you swim?"
Embarrassed, I shake my head. "No pool at the Korrigan house. And I couldn't go to a friend's house or a community pool to learn, thanks to the whole monster-during-the-daytime deal."
"I'll teach you."
He says it simply, eagerly, like it wouldn't be an inconvenience at all, but a pleasure.
"Can't I just drain a merrow's powers?"
He cocks his head. "Of course, but I thought you wouldn't want to. You're on the whole 'this is right' and 'this is wrong' kick, remember?"
"Maybe if there's one who doesn't want them anymore?"
"I doubt you'll find one who'll willingly part with them. Maybe a merman, though. Now that's a possibility."
"Merman?"
"The male merrows. They're ugly. Very ugly, and often cruel to their women—which is why so many females find human mates and end up living on land, at least for a while. We could get you a cruel, ugly merman so your little conscience won't have a qualm."
I splash seawater at his face. "Do you have a conscience?"
"You're my conscience."
"Not a good answer. You should have your own."
"I did, but it never worked right. And then it died."
"There must be some of it left," I say. "After all, you could have forced me to do all kinds of things when we first met—whatever you wanted. And you didn't."
"It's one rule I have. I never force women to be with me."
"No?" I reach out and run my finger down his chest. Is it my imagination, or does his breath catch for a second?
"No, they just come to me." His sunglasses hide his eyes, but I can tell by the twitch of his lips that he's teasing me. "Except you, of course. You just want to be friends."
Here's my chance. He's giving me an opportunity to change our status, right now.
And then—pain.
Sudden, sharp pain, all over my other hand, and the sensation of something brushing past my arm. More pain.
"Ow! Ow, ow, ow, shit!" I jerk my hand out of the water. Kieran backs up a step, and I catch a glimpse of something floating past him.
"Jellyfish," he says. "Come on."
"Why does it hurt so freaking much?" Tears are coming into my eyes.
"The venom. Come back to the shallows, and we'll rub sand on it."
"Sand? What the heck?"
"Best remedy, trust me."
Once we're back in the shallows, we sit in the surf with our legs stretched out and he rubs wet sand over the swollen mass of red bumps on my arm and hand.
"Jellyfish. Yet another reason to love the beach," he says, smirking.
"Shut up."
As he massages my hand, I'm keenly aware of his nearness, the water beading on his skin, the way his hair falls over his forehead in those dark waves. My mouth is dry, and my heart, still racing from the pain, isn't slowing down. My stomach has that fluttery feeling that I love and hate.
He has always made the moves, said and looked and done things to let me know how he feels, how attracted he is to me. I've never done anything but push back, even when I was flirting. Except when I was high on magic, but that doesn't count.
There's a sweetness and a seriousness to the way he handles my injury. I notice his left hand again, the missing finger. I remember how he begged me to leave him behind and escape the druids' stronghold on my own, the tears on his face when they drained my Life-Stream away, when they made plans to torture me. It's the only time I've seen him cry.
What am I waiting for?
There's never going to be a better time to show him how I feel.
"It's looking better," he says, examining the jellyfish sting.
"So is this what friends do for friends?" I ask.
He smiles and scoops a fresh handful of wet sand. "Maybe."
"What about this?" I touch his chin and tip his face up, and then I lean in and kiss him. His lips are warm, and salty, and incredible.
It's a light kiss, a few seconds. I pull back, but I can't see his eyes thanks to those sunglasses. His fingers have stopped moving, and he's just holding my sand-covered hand. Slowly he submerges it in the water, wiping the sand away, and brings it back out again. The redness and swelling are starting to disappear.
"Is the pain going away?" he asks, and his voice is very soft, like a caress.
"Yes."
"Then come with me. Right now."
I don't ask questions. I just follow him. We pass Arden and Wynnie—Wynnie's scrunching her toes in the sand while Arden reads a magazine. They don't seem to notice us.
We stop by the beach shower for a quick rinse, and then he's pulling me through the hotel doors, into a corner where no one can see. "Can you take us to my room?" he whispers. I slip my arms around his waist, and he closes his arms around me, and I transport us to his room, right inside the door.
He backs away from me immediately, throwing the sunglasses on the bed. He's looking at me, searching my eyes, breathing hard.
"What you did, that—" He runs a hand through his hair. "What did it mean?"
I feel the blood rushing to my cheeks. "I wanted to kiss you."
"Why? You've been very clear about what you wanted from me."
"Friendship," I say. "I still want that, but—"
His hands are clenched, and he's listening to me with every bit of himself.
"But you know this other thing we have, that I've been fighting—I'm not planning to fight it anymore. And it isn't only because you're gorgeous—it's a lot more. It's something in your soul that just—calls to something in mine."
I hope it doesn't sound dumb to him, because I mean it, with all of my heart.
He's so quiet and still. I start to feel very young, and very silly.
Maybe I'm too late. I've pushed him away too many times.
He doesn't want me now.
Then he closes the distance between us and crushes me to him, one hand on my back and one tangled in my hair, kissing me hard; and his kiss is everything, it's myth and magic and reckless fire. I love the warmth and the faint roughness of his lips, and the touch of his tongue. He tastes like mint and the ocean, like heaven and sunshine. He's fierce, unrelenting, and I match his passion with mine, sinking my fingers into the dark waves of his hair, standing on tiptoe so I can get my heartbeat closer to his.
I can hold him now, I can touch him like I've wanted to for ages.
We're like two halves that were separated for so long, we couldn't remember what it was like to be whole. But in this moment, we're one. And that sense of completeness makes me happy and crazy and calm inside, all at the same time.
I belong here. Right here.
Never breaking the kiss, he backs up and pulls me with him, sitting down on the bed; and I sit across his lap. This kiss needs to be in the lore, for sure. It's epic, in the truest sense, and my lungs and my heart and my very bones are glowing molten inside me with the heat of it.
Someday we break apart, and his chest is heaving so hard it's almost like he's crying. Then I see tears glittering in his eyes. He is crying—but the next second he turns away, bending his dark head like he wants to hide it.
"Don't," I say, and I take his face in my hands and turn it toward me. "I want to see you. The real you, inside."
When he looks back at me with those silver-gray eyes, I look deep into them. And then I kiss him, on each cheek, and then on his beautiful mouth again.
"I know you," I say. "I know who you really are. And you're mine."
He seals the last word with his mouth. He's running his hands along my back, along the bare skin, and I realize that we're both a little clothing optional here, just wet bits of swimsuit between us. Not that I mind—in fact part of me doesn't care at all. Not a bit. But we did just have our first real kiss, and moving straight from that to—something else—probably isn't the best move.
I think he realizes that, too, because he pauses and leans back.
"We should go back to the beach," I whisper shakily. "They'll wonder where we are."
"I hate that idea, but yes," he answers, his breath mingling with mine.
I rise slowly, and he does too. But as I start to move away, he catches me, warm hands on either side of my waist, and leans in for another kiss.
Oh my gosh. I didn't know I'd been waiting for his lips since the moment he gave me my first kiss in the alley. He scared me then, but now—I know who he is, that he'd never hurt me, or make me do anything I don't want to do again.
When the kiss ends, he runs his fingers through my wet hair. Touches my face. "You are so beautiful," he says. "Soul  and mind and body—beautiful."
What do I say to that?
"You too." I smile when I say it, like I'm teasing him, but I really mean it.
He's got that look again, that come-here-I-want-you smile in his eyes. If he kisses me again I'm going to forget why I shouldn't stay up here with him, just the two of us alone, forever.
I open the door to the room and step into the hall, and he follows me, reaching for my hand. This time, when we walk past the pool on our way to the beach, every single person looks at us. It's no wonder, because I can't stop smiling, and I feel like I'm glowing from the inside out. And he's smiling—he looks the happiest I've ever seen him.
And everyone wants to be us.
We race back into the surf together, and I decide not to worry about jellyfish, or Fates, or anyone or anything else. We body-surf the waves, and we splash each other and then he grabs me again and picks me up and kisses me right there, with the ocean swirling around us.
Eventually we run back to Arden and Wynnie, and they both smile, and I know they saw the kiss. I still can't stop smiling.
"We should clean up and go see Múireann," says Kieran.
"You two go ahead," Arden says. "We'll hang out here for a while. Aislinn, text me when you're ready to go to dinner."
I don't stop smiling while I'm showering, or getting dressed, or putting my makeup on, or putting curl-taming product in my hair. I'm almost done when someone knocks, and my heart double-flips.
It's him.
"I tried to wait, but you took forever," he says. "Why do women think they have to do all these extra things to look beautiful? That never changes, no matter how many centuries pass. The 1500s and 1600s were the worst and weirdest fashions, for men and women; be glad you don't live in that age. I do not miss those outfits."
"I'll bet you looked dashing."
"Huge lace collars and cuffs? All those bulky layers? No, I did not. Which is why I usually dressed in peasant attire and haunted the forests and country roads, looking for lone maidens."
I roll my eyes. "You think you're funny, don't you?"
"Sometimes." He bows with a flourish and offers me his arm gracefully. "My lady."
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The drive to Múireann's house is beautiful—waving palms and vacation homes, and between them, glimpses of wind-washed dunes and sparkling blue water. I love looking at all the beach houses and imagining which one would be mine.
Múireann's place is a plain white cottage, set up high in case of rising water and protected by a series of dunes. It's weather-worn, slightly unkempt, with bits of debris and driftwood and junk all around it. There are two old cars parked in the driveway, and another on the lawn, covered with a blue tarp that's flapping loose at one corner.
"Are you sure she lives here?" I ask Kieran.
He shrugs. "Arden says so. I trust her skills."
"No photos of her, though?"
He shakes his head. "If no one answers, we'll have to find her the human way. By looking around."
We mount the peeling, weather-eaten steps, and with every dramatic creak I'm afraid one of us will crash right through them to the sandy dirt below. But they hold, and we make it to the porch. Kieran knocks, and we wait, while the surf rushes and roars beyond the dunes.
As Kieran raises his hand to knock again, the door opens. The screen door stays latched though, and the man inside peers at us, frowning. He's a grizzled, leathery type, with white hair, the kind of guy I'd imagine working on a fishing boat all day.
"No solicitation," he growls.
"Not selling anything," I say quickly. "Just looking for Múireann."
His prickly gray eyebrows shoot up. "Ya mean Maureen?"
Kieran nods. "That's right."
"Good luck findin' her," says the man. "She's gone on one of her little ocean trips. No knowing when she'll be back. Gets restless when the bad part of hurricane season starts, late August, early September or so."
"Where does she go?" I ask.
The man squints at me, then at Kieran. "What do y'all want with Maureen anyway?"
"Just to talk," says Kieran. "She may know the location of something we're looking for."
"Hm. Well, like I said, I never know when she's going or when she'll be back."
"That must be so difficult for you," I say.
"I'm used to it. Been that way since we met."
"How did you meet?" I'm genuinely curious, because hello—mermaids! I've loved the idea of mermaids since I was little.
The man's leathery face twists into a smile, and I see a gleam in his brown eyes. I imagine that he must once have been handsome. Even now, weather-worn as he is, there's something charming about him when he smiles.
"You two sweethearts?" he asks.
I tuck my arm into Kieran's. "Yes, we are."
"I knew it. I can pick 'em out, the lovebirds. Just like we were once. Still are." He unlatches the screen door. "Come on in and sit a spell. I got beer—you look a little young for that, honey—got some sweet tea. I'll tell y'a story. Come on."
Old wicker furniture, piled with blue and white pillows, fills the house's tiny living room. Nearly every inch of the walls bears canvas paintings, from sweeping views of the sea to still life groupings of shells, seaweed, and tiny ocean creatures. Some of the paintings feature an underwater perspective.
When the man returns from the kitchen with the drinks, I say, "These paintings are so unique, and beautiful."
"My Maureen is quite the artist," he says. "Been painting for years. We sell 'em sometimes, to make a little money, but mostly she likes keepin' 'em."
After giving me the sweet tea, he hands Kieran a beer and settles into a rocker with his own.
"So me and Maureen go way back," he says. "I was about nineteen I guess. A shy kid, didn't know how to talk to girls at all, or anyone really. Didn't ask anyone to prom. Didn't have money for college, figured I'd get a job on a boat and go anywhere.
"So I'm out one day, with my buddy's scuba gear, and I'm divin' alone, which is dumb, ya know—never do that. Dangerous. But I'm out there, at this spot I know, kind of a secret place. And I'm under the water, watchin' the wildlife, when this thing just shoots past me. It's almost as big as me, right, and I'm thinkin' shark. But I freeze, cause I don't know where it went.
"I stay real still. And after a few minutes, I see it swimming up ahead, slow, swerving through the water. And it's a girl, but with a long narrow tail like an eel or a skipjack, and she's got these webs between her fingers, and gills in her neck, and her hair flowin' behind her.
"I'm was scared, but real excited too. She didn't see me at first. And then, she looked right at me, saw me watchin' her. And she looked so mad, and sad, too. She shot toward me, grabbed me, and pulled me far, far out, so fast, and then we went down, deep down. I knew she was gonna drown me so I wouldn't tell anyone about her.
"But I didn't fight. I just let her pull me down. And when we stopped, way down there in the blue, she started unhooking my scuba gear, and I waited. I didn't try to stop her, I just looked at her. See, she was the wildest, most beautiful creature I ever saw, and if I was gonna die, there'd be no better way to go. It would sure beat out all the kids from school, who'd likely die wrinkled in their beds or bloody in some car wreck. Me, I was gonna get drowned by a mermaid.
"So she's unhooking my air, and I'm watching her, and she looks at me through the mask, like she's wondering why I don't struggle. And then all of a sudden she drags me up, up, back to the surface, and she takes off my mask. She waits a second for her gills to disappear, and then she says, 'Do you want to die?' And I say, 'Only if you're the one to kill me.'
"After that she took me back to the beach, and we started talkin'. I could talk to her, see, better than anyone I ever met. And I guess she felt the same about me. We been together ever since."
He's looking at both of us, rocking in the old chair with his beer, grinning. "Now if you believe all that, you're dumber than I thought." But his eyes glitter, like it's a test.
"We believe you," I say.
"Yeah?" says the old man. "Prove it."
So I just go for it. "I'm Aislinn Byrne, and I'm Korrigan," I say. "We shapeshift into beasts during the day unless we take Life-Stream from others—and don't worry, I'm full up on Life-Stream right now. This is Kieran, of the Tuatha Dé Danann."
It's a better title for Kieran than Far Darrig, especially  since I don't want to scare this old guy. We need him to like us.
"Fae folk, eh? I thought you seemed different," he says, nodding. "All right then, all right. Well, my name's Rick, and I think you already knew that my wife Maureen is a merrow."
"We really need to speak to her," I say. "We believe she may know something about the Second Gate—do you know what that is?"
"A damn dangerous thing, is what I know," Rick says. "Why you lookin' for it?"
"To stop someone from opening it during Samhain," says Kieran.
The man stops rocking. "Why would anybody do somethin' so stupid?"
"We're trying to figure that out too, and we only have a couple months to do it. That's why we need Maureen's help. Someone told us that she knows where the gate is."
"If she does, she won't tell ya," Rick says. "That woman's lips lock up tighter than a clamshell when anyone talks about the Otherworld."
"Do you have any way to contact her?" asks Kieran.
"Nope. She comes back when she comes."
Kieran sighs. "May we leave you a number and an email address? Maybe she would agree to speak with us when she returns."
"Sure thing." Rick gets up, shuffles around on the cluttered desk, and hands Kieran a piece of paper and a pen. "No guarantees though. My woman's got a mind of her own."
"That's the best kind of woman," Kieran says, smiling.
"Damn right, son," says the old man. "Damn right."
As we walk out, he says, "Y'all can go down to our beach if you want, anytime you like while you're here. Don't mind the signs, we just put 'em out to scare people away. But the warnings about the riptides are real. Only my Maureen can handle the currents that flow past this point."
"Thank you." I wave to him, and Kieran steers me toward the beach. "I don't want to go back yet," he whispers, his breath warm on my cheek.
Past the dunes, there's a short stretch of sand, bordered by a pile of rocks on one side and a mound of driftwood on the other. With the height of the dunes behind us, it's almost like a three-walled room, open to the ocean. The signs the old man told us about are strung along the tops of the dunes and down by the boulders—"No Trespassing" signs interspersed with warnings about old land mines and deadly currents.
No one else dares to come here, apparently, so Kieran and I are alone. We leave our shoes on the dunes and walk toward the ocean.
After just a few steps, though, he swings me around to face him, pulls me tight against his chest. "It feels like forever since I kissed you," he says.
"Too long," I agree, and I kiss him gently at first, then more fiercely. I'm hungry for him; I feel like I want to melt into him, be a part of him. He isn't close enough, can never be close enough. My lips part for him, and his for me. He rests one hand on my neck, his thumb tracing that sensitive spot below my ear. His other hand runs up my spine, and thrills flow through my entire body from the touch. I hook my fingers into waistband of his shorts and pull him closer.
Suddenly he moves away from me, and I let out a little sound of disappointment.
"Wait." He pulls off his T-shirt in one fluid motion and spreads it on the sand. Seating himself on it, he looks up at me, invitation in his eyes.
So I sit across his lap, and he kisses me like every girl should be kissed, like I'm the only person he has ever wanted in all his long life—or at least in the past several centuries. Like he's drowning, and I'm his oxygen. It's so intense that when we break apart to breathe, I see stars for a second, and he says, "Wow."
I laugh, because I've never heard him say that, and it's exactly what I was thinking.
"I've been wanting to kiss you again for months," he says. "That first time I kissed you I felt a connection, like I'd finally found something I never knew I wanted. Like you were someone I needed to know."
"I couldn't stop thinking about you, even after I told you to leave forever," I say. "I kept looking for you everywhere. Every time I saw someone in red." I touch his bare chest. "But I've noticed you're not doing the red thing as much anymore."
"Red was a memory. It was part of the role I created for myself, and a way to keep Etain with me," he says. "But she's gone. She's been gone for generations, and she doesn't need my love."
"No," I say, running my fingers through the waves of dark hair at his temple. "I need it, because I love you."
"You do?" he says, as if he can't really believe it.
"I love you. I love who you are under all the names you carry, and in spite of anything you have done or will do. I love you."
"And I love you," he says, eyes burning bright silver.
I lay my head on his chest where I can hear his voice like the deep murmur of the ocean.
"Do you know when I first realized I could love you? By the lake, when you threw that branch at me, stole my bike, and rode away." He laughs. "I became obsessed with you—you know that part. But I knew for sure that I loved you when you broke my spell to save Zane."
He's not laughing now; it's a painful memory for both of us.
"That's when?"
"Sometime between that, and the moments when you were beating my face in, yes. That's when I realized that your happiness was more important to me than my own. Even if you chose him. And I couldn't forgive myself for causing you pain."
"Kieran, don't think about it. I forgive you."
"You said you would never forgive me, a few different times. Like when I left you in the forest to change, and brought you back to the loft."
"Brought me back naked," I add.
"Now there's a memory I'd like to relive," he says, running his fingers up my leg to the edge of my shorts.
"I first realized I loved you in the druids' dungeon, right after I broke your chains," I say, to distract myself. "You said you didn't really leave because you couldn't stand being far away from me. And I felt exactly the same way. But I think I loved you long before that, before I let myself admit it."
"Remember that dream I gave you? The good one, with the kiss?" Again, that low chuckle of his, beautiful, and I will never get enough of it.
"Stop talking," I say, and I swing myself astride his lap, and I kiss him again, and again.
Finally we both remember where we are—on someone else's bit of beach, and the sun is sinking. We need something called food, and probably water, and probably also a bathroom. It's like waking up from the most intense and exciting dream, and realizing that I still have to do practical, normal things—that I can't always live in that perfect space of me and him.
At dinner, I'm still smiling way more than normal, and so is he. And so are Arden and Wynnie, like they can sense our joy and it makes them happy, too.
While we're waiting for the food, Kieran puts his hand on my thigh under the table—lightly rests it there, not even moving his fingers—and it causes these incredibly distracting sensations and thoughts. Eventually he has to move his hand away to eat his food, but I still feel the warmth of it for long minutes afterwards.
"So we'll stay, and see if Maureen returns while we're here," says Kieran. "Hopefully she'll call or email us before we leave."
"What's the next move if she doesn't?" asks Arden.
"Then we have to start finding druids and asking them what they know," says Kieran. "We may need your help to track them down."
"I've been looking for Malcolm and June already," says Arden. "No sign of either of them. Of course I don't have much to go on, just your descriptions and their first names."
"We'll figure something out," he says. "We have to." And he looks at me, and I know what he's thinking. We have to, because we just found each other. We can't die, not now.
Arden strictly forbids me from transporting to Kieran's room that night. Like I would do such a thing. It's super tempting though, knowing that he's on the other side of the wall, all handsome and half-dressed on the bed. But I can't rush this. I rushed into things with Zane, before I really understood myself and what I wanted; and look how that ended.
No, this is too important. I have to take my time; and I can't mess it up.
On the other hand, we might not have much time. September is just beginning; that's barely two months left before Samhain.
A few days later, while Arden and Wynnie are out shopping, Kieran and I visit Maureen's house again, hoping she's back from her tour of the ocean. It's early, so we don't knock; we just go around back and head for the beach. Yesterday, while we were at the pool, my fair skin got pinker than I'd like, so I made sure to put on makeup with a hefty SPF, along with some sunscreen on my arms. It makes my skin greasy, but better greasy than lobster red and peeling.
"It's nice of Rick to let us hang out on their beach," I say. "I think he likes us."
"He has a soft spot for sweethearts," says Kieran, smiling.
We take off our shoes and walk into the ocean just far enough to cover our feet. I remember the warning about the strong currents. Right now, though, with Kieran's fingers laced through mine and the ocean stretching away to sky in front of me, and the morning breeze on my face, I feel invincible.
And then Kieran stiffens suddenly, and turns. "Did you hear that?"
I listen. There's nothing but the surging and seeping of the waves, and the squawk of a gull overhead.
"I don't hear anything."
He's still listening, his face tense and alert. "It's beautiful." His fingers slip from mine, and he walks toward deeper water.
"Kieran!" I follow him through the surf. "What do you hear?"
He ignores me, wading deeper, toward the point where the boulders on our right submerge in the sea.
"Kieran, not too far out."
Still he doesn't listen. He's knee deep in the waves now, thigh deep. Panicking, I transport right in front of him. "Kieran, stop. You're going out too far."
Gently he sets me aside, focused on whatever he hears, his eyes glassy.
Ocean. Merrow. Spell. The pieces come together in my mind, and I reach up to cover his ears. "Don't listen, Kieran!"
He pushes my hands away. "Stop! I have to listen."
"Láidreacht!" I use my fenodyree strength to resist him, keeping my hands firmly over his ears. After a minute, his eyes seem to clear, and he looks at me like he's confused. I shake my head at him and mouth the words, "Merrow."
He seems to understand, and he covers his own ears. "She's somewhere close by," he says. "Go up on the rocks and see if you can see her."
I transport to the top of the pile of boulders and look around. The blue-green ocean rolls away unbroken except by the pale froth of cresting waves, and the beach on both sides of the rocks is empty.
Then a flash of something in the water, far out from the beach—something white under the waves, like skin. And then a shimmer of sun on scales as the merrow's tail breaks the surface.
I point, and Kieran nods. But neither of us can get to her—because he can't swim out there without hearing her song and possibly getting swept away by the current, and I can't swim at all.
But I can transport.
I wait until I see the merrow again, and then I transport to the water directly above her.
Of course I sink as soon as I appear, and I barely have enough time to take a gulp of air before I'm underwater. It's a terrifying sensation, and I nearly forget why I'm there and what I'm doing—desperately I reach out with both hands. She's a slick tangle of arms and hair and tail, but I manage to catch her around the waist and transport her with me to the shallows.
Gasping for breath, I sit in the surf beside her as she flounders, her tail flapping. Soon the tail divides, and the scales fade, and she's human again. And naked, of course. Why does every Fae transformation end with nudity? It's kind of awkward. Kieran grabs the beach towel he brought and hands it to her, looking away respectfully. The merrow wraps herself in it, waiting for her gills to fade back into her throat before she speaks.
She's shorter than me, beautiful in the way that an older woman can be beautiful—straight features, prominent cheekbones, pure white hair dripping down her back. Her eyes are bright, beautiful blue, and their clarity reminds me of Ériu's eyes.
"Who are you?" she says. She isn't pleased at being dragged out of the ocean.
"I'm so sorry for doing that," I say. "But he could hear your song, and I was afraid he would walk into the ocean. And we need to talk to you."
"What are you doing on this beach, child? It's off limits."
"Your husband said we could hang out here. We spoke with him yesterday."
"Hm. You did, eh? Well, then I suppose you're all right, if Rick let you come out here." She hitches the towel higher around her shoulders. "I only sing out in the ocean, or here, where no one can hear me. I didn't know I'd have company. Sorry about that."
Kieran nods. "I'm confused about something though—how could your song influence me? I'm Tuatha Dé Danann, and the mental powers of other Fae don't generally affect me, just their physical abilities. Pixie magic does nothing to me."
The old merrow smiles, and her eyes sparkle. "The ocean is older than the land, my dear. The songs of the merrow come from the deep, and no man or Fae is immune, not even the god-race of old. But don't worry, love," she says to me. "I won't take him from you. Though he's quite the looker, isn't he? Reminds me of my Rick when he was young. Of course we were both younger then."
"You age like humans do?"
"When we spend time on land, yes. I've been living with Rick for thirty years now, so yes, I've aged along with him. Wouldn't have it any other way. Now if you'll come up to the house, we'll talk about why one of the Tuatha Dé Danann and his pretty lass are so eager to interrupt my playtime."
"I'm sorry," I say again.
She waves a dismissive hand. "Don't worry about it. If you hadn't fetched me out, I'd have probably gone back out to sea and stayed away for much too long. What day is it, anyway?"
"September 7th," I say.
"Let's see, I left on August 21st—not too bad. The old fellow can't have missed me too much yet."
"I wouldn't be so sure," says Kieran. "He's a big fan of yours."
"He's an old sweet talker," she says, smiling at him as she mounts the steps with support from his arm. "I'll bet you're one of those sweet-talkin' types too, aren't you, lad?"
"More of the joker type," I say. "And not as funny as he thinks."
"You wound me, love," says Kieran, glancing back at me.
Rick opens the door as I reach the top of the steps. His leathery face brightens at the sight of Maureen. "Back again, baby?"
"You know I can't stay away." They kiss, and I can't help smiling because it's sweet and adorable.
"You two sit down while I put some clothes on," Maureen says, so we sit side by side on the couch and wait.
When she returns, Kieran explains everything to her. Everything, down to the last detail of who he is, or was, and why the Fates intend to kill us. If the older couple are shocked, they hide it well.
"That's quite a tale," says Maureen when he's done. "And if you are the trickster, the Far Darrig, why should I trust you with any information I may have? How do I know you're not the one seeking to open the Gate?"
"I suppose you'll have to trust me," he says.
Maureen looks at me with those clear blue eyes of hers. "What do you think, little Korrigan? Is he trustworthy?"
I can tell that nothing less than absolute truth will do for her. "When I first met him, I would have said no. But now—he has proven that I can trust him. And if you decide to tell us anything, you can trust both of us to use that information to keep the Gate shut."
The merrow glances at her husband. He shrugs, palms open. "I like 'em, baby. I say give 'em what they came for."
She sucks in her cheeks and narrows her eyes, like she's thinking, sizing us up.
"The second gate is in Bluerock Mountain," she says.
"What?" I'm shocked. "That's near where the druids' stronghold is—was."
"How do you know this?" Kieran asks.
"Before I met Rick, I had another lover, a man with druid blood. He was once part of a secret sect of druids assigned to guard the gate. You see, the ancient magic-users who sealed the First Gate in Ireland became the original druids. Since then, it has been the druids' task to guard both gates for all time—especially the second, since it is more vulnerable. Having never been opened, it cannot be sealed permanently as the first one was."
"If the druids are supposed to guard the gates, why are they trying to open one?" I ask.
"That I do not know. Over time, maybe, they have changed from watching to wanting, and from securing to seeking. This is a hungry generation of humans, and the young druids are probably no different—longing to have something new, something fresh and powerful."
"How do we stop them?" asks Kieran.
"Oh, I can't tell you that," says Maureen. "I'm only two hundred years old. You've lived much longer than I; you should know more about it."
"But I don't." He's frowning, frustrated. "I never studied the Gates, not even when I was playing druid."
"Then I suggest you find some lore on the subject," Maureen says. "There's a Fae book shop in Charleston that may have something. I'll write down the address for you."
"One more thing," I say. "How did Ross know that you could tell us the location of the Gate?"
The old woman smiles. "As I said, before Rick, there were other lovers."
Rick grunts, displeased. "Yes, I've heard about Ross. So big. So very big."
"Hush," says Maureen. "You're much nicer than him." She pats her husband's arm. "Also the horns were a problem."
She writes down the address of the book shop, and we stand to leave.
"Be careful, you two," she says. "Take care of each other."
We say our thanks and goodbyes and get back into the Audi.
Kieran slams his door shut with unnecessary force and sighs.
"What is it?" I ask. "Why aren't you happy? We came away with some good information."
"Aislinn, this is ridiculous. The druids know all the answers already. They know what they need; they probably have the spell, and they have the location of the Gate, because they've been guarding it all these years. We're so far behind the game here. I'm not used to being on this end of things, with the mystery and the not knowing."
"Not fun, is it?"
"No. And now it's looking like our best shot is to either find and kill all the druids who might possibly be involved, or recruit some Fae to help us guard the Gate till Samhain is over."
"The second idea is actually pretty good," I say. "We could totally recruit."
"It won't work," he says. "The Fae fear me, and they run from me. They do not follow me."
"But you have me now," I say. "And some of them like me—the pixies, Ross, the kelpies."
"As if one pooka, a handful of kelpies, and a bunch of pixies could hold off a bunch of magic-wielding druids."
"You forget about the Korrigan," I say. "And we have you—you're powerful, more powerful than you like to show. And me. Remember what I did to the druids last time? I'll just stand in front of the gate, and the mere sight of me will be enough to send them screaming away." I'm kidding. Partly. We both know there's a bit of truth to it.
"Besides, there are only a handful of the druids left, right?" I say.
"We don't know that. There could be a lot more, besides those who were there that night."
"Fine. I'm done trying to cheer you up. We're all gonna die, and monsters are going to overrun the world. We should give up now and go barricade ourselves in the hotel room till it ends. Is that what you want to hear?"
"What would we do, while inside this barricaded hotel room?" There's a playful gleam in his eyes, and the hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth.
"Oh my goodness, we could do so many things," I say, pretending not to know what he has in mind. "Watch TV. Jump on the beds. Pull all the feathers out of the pillows. Practice making animal shapes from hand towels. Turn the air conditioning up really high and pretend we're at the North Pole."
"Or we could turn the heat up instead," he says.
"Hush," I say. "Let's go check out the book shop."
Charleston is a strange medley of modern ugliness and old beauty. Huge warehouses, metal fences, shabby apartment buildings, and all the mechanical parts of lower-working-class daily life sprawl at the edges, while in the city's center, marching in neat rows down to the sea's edge, stand the luxurious homes of the privileged few. I love the historic houses, the majesty and the detail of them, and their Old World charm, and the sea air wafting through the streets—but I can't quite forget the dull brick buildings just a short drive away. There, the less fortunate families crowd together in shoebox-sized apartments, their weather-beaten air conditioners rattling, trying to keep the oppressive Southern heat at bay.
On a pretty street lined with leafless trees, the Fae book shop sits shoulder to shoulder with an upscale clothing boutique and a vintage toy store. Its pale pink stucco front features tall windows adorned with wrought iron railings, and a sign for "The Faerie Tale Book Shoppe." Four steps lead up to the paneled wooden door. When we walk inside, it smells like pages, and ink, and tales of the past.
The shop appears to be empty, although I can't see all the way to the back because of the long, narrow rows of shelves. At the front, there are racks with new releases, mostly fiction, and a few biographies.
Kieran touches the cover of a biography about some politician—a senator, I think. "I know him. His wife is a selkie."
"Really?" I take a closer look. "So is everything in here Fae-related then?"
"Written by Fae, or about the Fae, I'm guessing," he says. "Although a human wouldn't know it. It's clever, really."
A slender woman with shoulder-length black hair approaches us. "May I help you find something?"
"This place is adorable," I say. "Do you own it?"
"Yes, I am the owner. My name is Ikumi." She peers intently at each of us in turn. "You are both powerful Fae. I haven't felt such power in this shop for a long time."
"You're Onmyōji?" Kieran asks, and I hear the excitement in his voice. "You can sense magical power?"
"Yes, and yours is—significant," she says, reaching toward his chest for a second. Then she draws her hand back. "If I may?"
"Of course." He steps forward.
When her palm touches his chest, he lights up from the inside, glowing golden. She gasps, a sound of pleasure and surprise. "Amazing." Her eyes close, like she's enjoying the sensation sweeping over her.
I'm not thrilled about what's happening; it seems a little too intimate to me. "What is Onmyōji?" I ask.
"A magical sensitive," she says, removing her hand. "Spiritualists and diviners. We follow the ritsuryo system of ancient Japan."
"The Japanese version of the druids, without the blood rituals and sacrifices," says Kieran.
"May I gauge your power as well?" asks Ikumi, with a hungry look in her eyes. I wonder what she gets out of it, besides the apparently thrilling sensation.
"You don't take any of it, right?" I ask.
"No, I only feel the energy, I don't absorb it."
"Then I guess it's all right."
She touches me, right over my heart, and immediately my entire body suffuses with golden light. I'm looking down at my hands, at my fingers of yellow fire, my golden arms, the light from my body shining through my clothes. I look up, and Kieran is watching me with this expression of pure adoration and wonder on his face. Ikumi is overcome, bending over slightly and clutching her chest. She breaks the contact a second later and I'm normal again, just plain me.
"You are a goddess," says Kieran to me.
"Your power is astounding," says Ikumi. "But not all of it was yours to begin with."
"I'm called Soul-Stealer," I say, embarrassed by the title. "I can take powers and Life-Stream from other Fae, and from druids or humans."
Ikumi backs up a step. "I have heard of you. You're not what I expected."
"I'm really not dangerous to anyone, unless they're threatening people I care about," I say. "You don't have to worry. We're just here for some information."
She nods. "What can I do for you?"
"We're looking for any old books or texts you may have about the Second Gate to the Otherworld," I say. "Or about druids, or the amulet of Cathbad."
She raises her eyebrows. "Dark topics, all of them. Come with me."
We follow her along a narrow aisle, all the way to the back of the store. There's a circular wrought-iron staircase, twisting down and down to a lower floor, a basement, which is unusual for this area. Once we're down there, the chaos of the books becomes overwhelming. There are books on shelves, books in tall teetering stacks, books piled on small tables and under overstuffed armchairs. Ikumi squeezes through it all, moving quickly and deftly, till she reaches an old trunk. A key from a chain around her neck unlocks it.
"I keep some of the old texts in here," she says. "There are more on the second floor. I'll get them while you look through these."
There's barely enough space on the floor for me and Kieran to sit side by side in front of the trunk. Once we each have a lapful of papers, I feel like we're surrounded by words, buried in them. The tall towers of books seem to be bowing, bending, closing over my head.
The panic hits me unexpectedly, like a blow to the chest. Suddenly, my heart is pounding, pounding against the tightening confines of my lungs and ribs, knocking like a man trying to escape a coffin. My hands tremble, sweating as a flood of heat washes over me. I can't breathe. I can't breathe.
I can't move. I'm locked in place, terrified. What's happening to me?
"Aislinn?" Kieran touches my shoulder. I'm breathing fast, hands clenched around the papers in my lap.
"I can't be here," I whisper. "I can't be down here. I have to get out."
"Muirnīn, try to breathe slowly," he says. "Transport if you need to. I'll meet you outside."
Transport, yes, I need to transport. I think of the front room of the shop, a spot near those stands of new releases, and I jump to it. When I appear, a female customer screams and snatches her daughter closer.
"Sorry," I mumble, and then I'm outside in the cool September day, and I can breathe again. I sit on the steps and a draw in great lungfuls of fresh air.
Kieran comes to sit beside me. He's quiet, rubbing my back.
"I'm sorry," I say.
"Don't be."
"I think I had a panic attack."
"You did."
"I've never had one. Wynnie had one when we went to the movie theater a couple weeks ago. But I never have." My eyes are filling with tears. "I'm such a wimp. A weakling."
"Stop." He takes my face in his hands. "You're the strongest person I know. You've been through such darkness and pain, and you've come out as a champion."
"But I haven't been through nearly as much as Wynnie. She has a good excuse for it. I should be tougher than this."
"Don't compare yourself to someone else. And don't be ashamed for suffering the effects of your past. I have, and I will, for the rest of my life. We deal with trauma in different ways, and it's not a one-time fix. It's a process." He hesitates. "I'm sorry for my part in it."
"Kieran, seriously? Stop apologizing." I slip my arm around his neck. "I've forgiven you, you know that."
"I haven't forgiven myself yet." He sighs and stands up. "But this isn't about me. How are you doing? Better?"
"Yes. We should go back in; Ikumi will be wondering where we went."
When we walk back in, the woman and her kid, the ones I startled, are whispering urgently to Ikumi. I don't know what she says to them, but it seems to calm them down, and they go back to browsing the books.
Ikumi comes up to us, a question in her eyes.
"I don't do well in basements," I say.
"It's fine," she says. "I understand. Why don't the two of you go upstairs and sit in my living room to look through everything?"
"That would be perfect, thank you," says Kieran.
Ikumi's living space is a stark contrast to the clutter of her shop. It's calm, minimalistic, and it feels bigger than it is. A small fountain bubbles near a shrine, and the seats are low cushions, neatly arranged on mats. Immediately I feel myself relaxing.
Kieran and I spread out the papers and books Ikumi brings us. Most of them are enclosed in protective plastic, and the ones that aren't are photocopies of old manuscripts and stone tablets and wall writings.
I soon discover that I'm only useful with translations or pictures. I can't read the Old Gaelic writing very well; it looks like some kind of Elven script to me. Kieran sits cross-legged on a cushion, immersed in it, his silver eyes flicking eagerly over page after page. He could probably stay here for hours.
After reading a long article describing the gory details of druid magic, I move on to some pictures—old sketches, charcoal rubbings, engravings. The papers I have are copies of someone's photos.
One sketch I find especially disturbing—a giant wooden frame in the shape of a man, maybe two or three stories high, stuffed with the wriggling bodies of naked people. Apparently the druids used to construct these enormous effigies and fill them with prisoners and volunteers and slaves. When the wicker man was crammed with living people, the druids would set it on fire. They thought that the sacrifice would please the gods. I'm not sure I'd want to serve gods that would demand such cruelty.
I set the sketch aside.
There's another interesting image, a stone engraving of a large man with a broad beard and wild hair, dressed in robes and armor. He's not wearing a crown, but the caption reads "Conchobar mac Nessa, King of Ulster. Cathbhadh, Druid of Ulster." Cathbad is pictured wearing the very same amulet I gave Zane—except that in this image, there are lines stretching out from the amulet, straight toward a wormlike monster.
"Kieran, look at this."
He leans over. "Looks like an Oilliphéist. Like a dragon, but smaller, and meaner."
"What's Cathbad doing to it?"
Squinting at the image, he says, "It seems like some kind of power, emanating from the amulet."
"That's what I thought. What if Zane's amulet can do something magical?"
"Then he's going to be surprised and displeased."
"You don't have to look so happy about it." I nudge his arm, and he laughs.
We go back to our research, and although most of the stuff I read is interesting, it doesn't seem to help us in our current situation.
And then Kieran taps my arm. "Aislinn, I think I found something about the spell. A copy of it, maybe. Listen." There's a photocopy of an ancient stone tablet in his lap, and he reads a few lines in Gaelic. It's a prayer to Gesacus for passage through the endless void to a new world. There's an invocation, some lines to chant, and a diagram—a figure with a circle on its chest and an alien-looking skull between its spread legs. Images of the sun rising and setting appear along the edges of the tablet.
"Here are the instructions, for the placement of the relics, the use of the blood, and the rhythm of the chant," says Kieran. "And this is helpful—the gate can only be opened between the first sunset and sunrise of Samhain. So we don't have to keep them from doing the spell for the entire twenty-four hours of Samhain."
"Yeah, just twelve hours. Kieran, we'll never last that long."
"We'll figure out a way," he says. "When we get home, we need to go up to that mountain and figure out exactly where the gate is. From what Zane said, it's probably inside the bat cave. We need to get eyes on it."
"But they'll already be guarding it," I say.
"Maybe not. We dealt them a big blow, and they may not have reorganized yet. Plus they don't know that we're onto their plan; they won't expect us to show up there."
There's another page accompanying the first one, all about star charts and planetary movements and optimal times for opening the Gate. I'm guessing the druids have the original versions of these, guiding them to the right century, year, date, and time to do this thing.
"Here's something else," Kieran says. "The blood used to open the gate can also shut it."
"Convenient."
He shrugs. "Perhaps giving those who would dare open it a chance to change their minds. The blood closure isn't permanent, though. We'll have to figure out how to seal it properly, as they did with the Gate in Ireland."
None of the other texts or images tell us exactly where to find the Gate, or how to seal it permanently. My eyes are burning from peering at old writing, and I'm starving.
I stand up and stretch. "We missed lunch."
"Hm." He's deep in another document.
"Kieran." I kneel behind him and put my hands on his shoulders. Then I kiss the back of his neck, right at the top of his spine. I trail more kisses along the slope of his shoulder, pulling his shirt aside so I can reach the bare skin. Then I hug him from behind, my cheek against his cheek.
"You're going to drive me crazy," he says, setting down the paper he was holding and reaching up to twist his fingers in my hair.
Footsteps in the next room. I sit down beside him quickly, a second before Ikumi enters the room. "Did you find anything?" she asks.
"We did, thank you," I tell her. Kieran snaps photos of some of the documents and sketches with his phone, so we can refer to them later. We help Ikumi set everything in order, and then we're out of the shop, walking down a colorful Charleston street in the bright September sunshine.
I don't know whether to feel encouraged or depressed about what we discovered—so I choose to be happy, right here, right now, walking with Kieran and breathing in the faint, wild scent of the ocean.
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Zane
Thursday night. I'm lying on the bed, my head buzzing with Introduction to Sociology study notes. My roommate is on his bed, too, twirling his pen so that it taps against his teeth in this staccato rhythm—tap tap, tap tap, tap tap.
It's about to drive me crazy.
"Hey man, what you studying?" I ask, thinking maybe I can distract him, get him to stop.
"Principles of Microeconomics," he says, and goes straight back to the twirling and tapping.
I can't think. Can't concentrate.
Tap tap, tap tap, tap tap.
I'm gonna kill him. I have to leave the room or I will kill him.
As I think it, the medallion on my chest pulses suddenly, vibrating with magic. I glance down, and it's shining, bright yellow. I close my hand around it.
No, no, no. Whatever is happening, stop happening.
It's like it reacted to my anger, my thoughts about my roommate. I glance at him—he's still tapping the pen. He hasn't been struck dead by my magical Seer's necklace.
My phone buzzes, and I leap for it like it's a lifeline, still clutching the amulet in one hand.
It's Aislinn, texting me that they're back from their week at the beach. I'm kinda sore that Kieran overwrote the memory of her beach vacation with me; but I know that's a dumb way to look at it. People round here go to the beach every year, or more often, since it's only a few hours away. She was bound to go there again with someone eventually.
Anyway, her being back means that Wynnie and Arden are back, too, which is cool. I'm not seeing my old gang of friends as often anymore, with Julio doing senior year over again and Frank at a college in Florida. Frank doesn't even text me anymore.
Sure, I've made friends here. It's a great campus, lots going on. But all those friendships feel shallow, not deep or real yet. Except for Laurel. She and I have had lunch a few times now. It's becoming a regular thing.
Still, it would be cool to see Aislinn and Wynnie and even Kieran again.
Tap tap tap.
I leave my books and everything right where they are, and I walk outside with my phone.
There are people going by in the hallway in twos or threes, but they don't bother me. Not like that tapping noise did.
I text Aislinn back. "Coming to town tomorrow afternoon for the weekend. See you guys?"
Her reply pops up. "Sure, dinner tomorrow?"
My parents won't mind if I hang with friends Friday night, as long as I spend Saturday and Sunday with them. "I'm there. Text me where. Get the crew together if you can."
She sends me a thumbs up. I'm feeling good now; I got Friday night plans like other college guys. Not a party or anything, but a place to hang.
I wonder if Laurel wants to come.
She's in the same dorm as me, and it's co-ed, so all I gotta do is walk to her room.
I hear the noise before I even get to the door. There's no way in hell they're gonna hear me knock over that music, so I just walk in.
It's full of girls, and a couple guys too, with more girls on their laps. Everyone's sitting around half-yelling at each other over the music, then cracking up over nothing and rocking back and forth laughing. They don't notice me for a minute.
Then— "Hey hey, what have we here?" One of the girls hops off a guy's lap and sidles over to me. "Hey handsome. You lost?"
"Lookin' for Laurel," I say.
"Oh, she don't hang with us. Says we're too noisy. She's got somethin' stuck up her butt for sure." There's a chorus of laughs, and it makes me uncomfortable. Laurel can be controlling sometimes, a neat freak maybe, but she's worth ten of these chicks. These are the kind of girls I can't stand.
"You wanna hang with us, honey?" says a blonde right at my elbow; I didn't even see her till now. Her chest is swelling right out of her tank top, kinda overflowing over the neckline like the shirt's too small; and her shorts barely cover her butt. She runs her fingers over my bicep.
"Nah, I'm good," I say, backing up a step.
"Oo, a grouchy guy. I love the grouchy ones."
"Where's Laurel?" I ask again.
"Probably in the lounge," says one of the dudes.
"Thanks, man."
I turn to leave, but the blonde follows me out. "Why so serious?" she says, smiling. "Come chill, have fun. You're too cute to be chasin' after little Miss Priss."
"Laurel's a good friend," I say. "Brainy and classy. That's the kinda girl I like." I give her a once-over look, from the shirt she's bulging out of to the super-skimpy shorts. The outfit's kinda hot, in a trashy way. I might be into the look, but only if there was a cool chick somewhere in all that. Right now, it looks like her body's the only thing she's got going on.
I guess I offended her, cause she curses at me as I walk away. I ignore her and head to the lounge.
Sure enough, Laurel is there, curled up on one end of a couch. She's talking to a couple guys. Of course she is. She's like the hottest thing on campus.
But when she sees me, a smile the size of the state spreads across her face. "Guys, I want you to meet my boy Zane," she says. "We been friends since we were kids. Same school."
They introduce themselves, but they don't look too happy that I showed up, especially when Laurel says pointedly, "Well, see y'all later. Stay classy." Dismissed, they wander away.
I throw myself on the other end of the sofa. There's a fake plant thing right next to it, hanging over and tickling my cheek. I push it away a few times and Laurel laughs.
"Why do you think I sat over here?" she says.
I scoot closer to her to get away from the fake tree. "How you doin'? Getting back home this weekend?"
"I wish. Got plans to work on a project."
"You gotta live a little, Laurel. The gang's all getting together this weekend."
"The gang? Who?"
"So far, me and Aislinn and Wynnie and probably Kieran. But Aislinn's gonna ask Carmen and Julio to come, too."
"I gotta get this project done, Z. But I am sorry to miss it."
"Nah, that's okay." I'm disappointed, more than I thought I would be. "I get it. How's the management major going?"
"It's dumb," she says. "I don't want to do all this preparatory crap; I just want to plan events. I already know how to do it, too, that's the thing. This is all the business side, so I can have credentials or some crap like that."
"Yeah, I know what you mean. Half this stuff they're teaching us, that we're paying to learn, we probably won't even use."
"It sucks."
"Yeah."
We sit there for a second, thinking about the tens of thousands of dollars we're paying to get a piece of paper and a couple letters tacked onto our names. Talk about B.S.
"Let's talk about something else," Laurel says. "My brother called today. He can't say where he's stationed, but he's okay, which is—epic."
"That's good news."
"How's Kali, she good?"
"Yeah. In love with a boy in her class who doesn't know she exists, you know. Kid stuff."
"Yeah," says Laurel, with an odd look on her face. "Kid stuff."
Silence.
Well, that conversation ran into a brick wall real fast.
"So, I'm gonna go," I say. "Back to my room where my roommate is annoying the hell outta me. Got to try to study."
She looks at me from under her eyelashes. She's not wearing lipstick, and somehow those luscious lips of hers look even more kissable without it. "Bring your stuff here," she says. "Study with me."
Study on the same couch as my hot friend who might be into me again? Hell yeah.
"Don't move. I'll be right back."
I jog back to my room to get the books, and I'm pumped cause it feels like there's still something here for Laurel and me. Like embers of a fire, that could flame up again if we give it a chance.
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Aislinn
We can't find anything online about Bluerock Mountain. No photos, except satellite imagery and some topography maps. There's a page for it on a mountain-climbing site, but no information about its difficulty level, and no climbing notes—which makes sense, since it's a protected area far from any trails. Still, I find it strange that there's nothing, absolutely nothing, picturing the mountain itself clearly, or the bat cave.
There are no photos to transport by, so on Thursday night Kieran and I drive as close as we can get, and I transport us to the druid compound, the CorpsMac building, out in the middle of the forest. We skirt the building cautiously, but it looks abandoned, with strips of yellow police tape barring its front doors. There's no sign of light or activity.
The sun is beginning to set, and using our maps and compass we hike straight for the mountain as best we can.
We don't speak much during the trek. My heart is pounding from the exercise and from adrenaline, and Kieran seems to be deep in thought. Finally I realize that the ground is angling upward, more and more noticeably. From what I can see on the elevation map, this is it.
We're here. Bluerock Mountain.
It isn't a huge mountain—more of an oversized hill, according to the map. From its base, in the growing gloom, all we can see is its sloping side, rocky and dotted with trees. 
I have no idea where the entrance to the cave will be. We'll have to hike over the whole thing, looking for it.
Kieran holds out his hand for me to stop walking. "We have to be careful now," he says, low. "I don't think they're expecting anyone, but they may have sensors, cameras, or traps out here."
Cautiously we move up the slope through the trees. The last light of the day glances off a rock face up ahead, higher on the mountain. Its gray and brown surface is mottled with shadows, any of which could be the crevice we're looking for. I point it out to Kieran, and he nods and heads in that direction.
When we reach the edge of the tree cover, he stops me again. "Wait here. I'll scout ahead."
He disappears, and I flatten myself against a tree trunk.
It feels as if he's gone forever, and the air up here is getting colder and colder. I wish I'd worn a heavier jacket.
Then he's back. "No traps or cameras that I could see," he says. "At least not between here and the cliff."
"Let's go, then."
Together we cross the open space, climbing up to the cliff, the wind from the valley blowing chill through our hair and clothes. I snap several photos with my phone while the sky still has some light. This way, I'll have visuals for transporting here if I need to.
The cliff face has several large cracks, and the first one we try only leads to a shadowed, mossy dead end. The next fissure starts several feet off the ground, so I use my fenodyree strength to boost Kieran up to the opening.
"I should be the one lifting you," he grumbles.
"That's either very sexist or very chivalrous of you," I say. "Just check it out and hurry back." He moves deeper into the fissure, out of my sight.
I don't like being left by myself out here. The sky is getting darker by the minute. I'm alone on the side of a mountain that nobody knows about, that no one ever visits or photographs, and it's spooky. Is it my imagination, or is there a faint hum of magic in the air, along with the chill of the wind?
The forest stretches out below me, rolling hills of darkening green. Far away, across a couple of valleys, I can see the promontory that is Chimney Rock, looking like a stone dinosaur head jutting out of the distant mountain. But in a few minutes it's too dark to distinguish that landmark very well.
Suddenly a sound, a rhythmic clomping and clattering on the earth and stones nearby, to my left as I face the valley. I shrink into the scattered bushes along the cliff.
The thumping and scraping sound comes again, nearer this time, and then I see it—a massive black horse with a rider on its back. The rider has thick, denim-clad legs, a heavy plaid shirt—and a column of black smoke where its head should be.
Dullahan.
One of the creature's hands holds the horse's reins, and the other carries a battleaxe. Like an actual, old-school battleaxe. In the pictures I've seen of dullahan, they're always carrying their heads in their hands, or under their arms—which I think must be kind of awkward and inconvenient for fighting, or doing anything.
Where the heck is this guy's head?
"Boo!" says a voice at my ear, and a horrific laugh rings out in the night.
I scream; I can't help it—because hanging in the air, not two feet to my right, is the dullahan's head, all smoky tendrils and scorched flesh and flaming eyeballs. It's laughing at me, its grin huge and skeletal. I seize a rock and throw it, but the head dodges and loops back around, still leering at me.
Swiftly I speak the immobilization spell Kieran always uses—and the head freezes in midair. The silent body of the dullahan tenses with rage, and he pulls on the reins. His steed rears, pawing the air, then gallops toward me.
"Láidreacht!" I yell, for strength, and I start climbing the rocks, up toward the fissure where Kieran disappeared.
Suddenly he's there on the ledge, reaching for me. I seize his hand and claw at the rocks—and he pulls me onto the lip of the fissure just as the dullahan swings his battleaxe. It clangs and sparks harmlessly on the rocks, right where I was a second ago.
The dullahan scoops up his immobilized head and rides back the way he came, probably to tell his cronies that we're here.
"Are you all right?" Kieran says.
"Yes! Let's follow him. I'll transport us closer, you make us invisible."
"It won't last long," he warns me.
"It doesn't have to. We just need to see where the entrance is."
I hold him tightly and we blink as far as I can see in the direction the rider disappeared. When we appear again, he's rounding another curve in the cliff face, so I transport one more time to get us close. We land so near to the horse's back hooves that I feel bits of gravel bounce against my jeans. Kieran whispers a Gaelic word, dofheicthe, and suddenly I can't see him or myself. It's the weirdest sensation to feel myself moving, existing, and to see no visible evidence of me. I stifle a gasp and clutch his arm as he pulls me forward.
The horse is turning—it looks like the dullahan rode straight into the rock face. But as we creep closer, I see that there's a pitch-black gap behind a curving edge of rock. It's hard to see—a person might walk past and never realize the opening was there.
I wonder if there are really any endangered bats in the cave. I wouldn't put it past the previous generations of druids to float that story and legitimize it somehow, to keep the Second Gate safe. If there are any bats, they should be entering hibernation soon. Hopefully this whole Samhain mess won't disturb them—not that we can help it if it does.
Kieran pulls me behind an outcropping of rock, and suddenly we both reappear. "No cameras that I can see," he says. "Although it's dark, so I could be mistaken. It looks as if the druids are using the dullahan as guards here. No need for cameras or traps with those creatures around."
"We need to get inside," I whisper back. "To see how many there are, and what else is in there."
"Give me a minute." He takes a deep breath. "I'll go in and see if I can get a few pictures; but you can't come, love. I can't keep up cover for both of us. If you're in danger, transport back to the treeline, where we first came up, and wait for me there."
He takes my hands for a second; his feel so warm compared to mine. "You're fingers are freezing," he says. "A little longer, and we'll be out of here. Then I can warm you up." I can't see his face well in the dark, but I hear the velvet in his voice, and it sends a tingle through my body. Then he disappears, and I'm alone in the dark again.
What if he can't hold the invisibility long enough, and they catch him? They'll try to keep him and sacrifice him for real this time. I hate this—I hate waiting and worrying. Why does love come with so much worry and stress? Caring about someone makes you suddenly, painfully aware of all the different terrible things that could happen to that person.
For a second I think about Magnolia, and how she used to tell me stories of all the dangers in the world. Germs in pools, brain-eating amoebas in lakes, sharks in the ocean. To hear her talk, you'd think that every forest was swarming with ticks and a copperhead lurked by every sunny rock.
Fear is powerful. If I give in, it could force me to shrink my world smaller, down to the things that I think I can control. It can rule my life if I let it.
Or I can face it. I can choose to live life to the fullest anyway, with a healthy dose of caution and an even bigger helping of boldness. That's one of the things I love about Kieran—he doesn't back away from risk. He's smart about it, or he would never have survived this long—so he doesn't do crazy things unnecessarily. But he's got enough of the daredevil in him to make life exciting.
Just then, I hear hoofbeats again, and seven dullahan come thundering out of the cave. Three of them ride right past me, heads floating high above them, looking this way and that. I crouch down in the shadow of the rocks, praying to the Fates that those flaming eyes won't spy me.
They probably didn't realize we'd follow as fast as we did, because they don't look carefully right outside the cave. In a few minutes the sound of those heavy hooves scatters over the mountainside as the riders spread out to search for us.
I wonder if I dare sneak into the cave after Kieran. I hope they didn't trample him on their way out.
After another minute, I slip around the rocks and enter the cave.
It's a narrow fissure, twice as tall as one of the riders and just wide enough for the dullahan to ride through single file. Like a knife wound, it slices deep into the mountainside. I follow the crack into the mountain, feeling my way along. There's some kind of artificial light ahead—when I come to it I see that it's an electric bulb in a metal cage, attached to a hook in the rock. A thick black cord runs from it along the rocky wall. They must have a generator somewhere around here.
A couple of passages break off from the main channel, but I follow the central fissure until it opens up into an immense cave. Keeping close to the wall, in the shadow of the tunnel, I peer out into the vast cavern. A generator humming not far from where I stand powers more lights for the space. Several dullahan, wearing their golden throat bands, sit in the back half of the cavern, playing a card game on some kind of stone table, far enough away that they don't notice me.
Wait a second. Not a stone table. A druid altar, complete with chains and manacles. Great.
Against one wall, there's a pile of bundles and plastic bins, a folding table, and a couple of computers. Supplies, probably for the dullahan or for the ritual. I think briefly about sabotage, but there's probably nothing important here, nothing they couldn't replace easily. Nothing worth revealing myself to destroy.
The far wall of the cavern, opposite from the tunnel, is so distant I can't make it out in much detail—but I can see a pale seam of rock, like a scar, running through the dark gray stone of the cave. That must be the Gate.
Glancing around at the rest of the cavern, I see wards and runes drawn on the walls. I won't be able to transport in here, or use my pixie instinct. My strength will still work, and my Korrigan Life-Stealing, and my dance magic. Just nothing that involves finding the place, or switching locations inside it.
A hand clamps over my mouth in the dark, while an arm slips around my waist and draws me backward, away from the cavern entrance. It's Kieran; I can smell his scent, and there's a thrill through my stomach when he pulls me right against his chest.
"I told you to wait," he says in my ear, in the barest of whispers.
When he takes his hand away from my mouth, I catch his fingers in mine and follow him out of the tunnel. The second we break into the night air, I turn and put both arms around him. We need to transport before the dullahan guards return.
At first I intend to take us straight to the Audi. But there's a whisper in my mind, a thought that comes as I'm about to do the jump. An image of the stone circle that Zane and I discovered, before we ever knew about the druids. Specifically, an image of the outer part of the ring, and a wide, vertical stone. 
The image won't leave my head; I can't shake it. So I take us there.
It's a bad move.
Because the circle is lined with people, rows and rows of them. Some in robes, most in regular human clothes. They have actual torches on posts around the circle, and on the altar in the center is a body, naked—I can't tell if it's a man or a woman because it's been split down the center, skin peeled back, a mass of red glistening entrails with bare arms and legs sticking out.
Malcolm is standing over the body with a dripping knife, his bald forehead shining with sweat despite the cool air.
We appeared at the edge of the ring, partly behind one of the upright stones. The last row of druids have their backs to us, and since our appearance was perfectly silent, they haven't noticed us yet. Kieran grips my arm, and we both vanish.
He can't keep it up for long, but an opportunity like this is too good to miss. He pulls me behind the standing stone, drops the invisibility spell, and we freeze with our backs to the rock, listening.
"—not long till Samhain," Malcolm is saying loudly. "And then, my brothers and sisters, we will accomplish the greatest feat since the world began. An achievement worthy of the gods themselves. We will make a path for the creatures of our father Gesacus's Otherworld and allow them to join us here.
"Some of you still doubt that this is the right choice for us. You fear what the creatures will do to this world. If you have fears or questions, please, tell me right now. This is a safe space, and I will do all I can to set your minds at ease. I have all the answers you need. So come on, tell me your worries. Go ahead. Good, Mark. Thank you for being the first to start the Q and A time. Speak loudly so we can all hear, please."
A man speaks. "I'm sure I'm not the only one concerned for my family. How will our loved ones be protected as the beasts ravage the humans?"
"A good question," Malcolm says. "Each druid family will be given a mark to protect them from the creatures. All you have to do is draw the mark on each family member's chest, and they will be safe. A medallion will work, too—we've had some made, and those will be available on a first-come, first-serve basis. Next question, please!"
I glance at Kieran. This sounds like some kind of product rollout or corporate initiative. Malcolm must be a businessman when he's not being a druid.
It's a woman's voice this time, high and tense. Nervous. "I'm sure I'm not the only one wondering why we need to do this at all. We have good lives. We're all from different states, but we have community here, we have security, we have money and success. Why risk all that by opening the Gate?"
There's a soft murmur of voices, but I can't tell if they're in agreement with her or not.
"A fair question, and one that Stanley himself posed when he and I first discussed this venture," says Malcolm. "In fact, shortly before his tragic death at the hands of the Korrigan, Stanley told me he was having second thoughts. He wasn't sure we should go through with the opening of the Gate. Do you know what I told him?"
Silence.
"I told him that opening the Gate is the only way for our way of life to survive. The only way for our children to taste true magical power and gain their rightful place in society. Do you know what the humans would say if they could see us now? They would call us crazy. They'd label us a cult of murderers. They would lock us away in institutions or in prison. We live in fear of this every day, do we not? Hiding from family members and friends who would never understand?"
The crowd rumbles in agreement.
"But it was not always that way. In the early days, our ancestors ruled Ireland. We were the true power behind all kings and queens of the land, and we were respected and given the wealth and power we deserved. We were feared among the Fae, not ridiculed. We were lords and gods. The children of druids could learn the old ways openly and practice sacrifice with respect and dignity."
Respect and dignity? How about the respect and dignity of the victims?
"When we open the gate, the world will change," Malcolm says. "Monsters will be unleashed, beasts that only we can control or turn back. We will become powerful and respected again. People will come to us for protection and leadership. Think about it. Your children can learn to practice our religion without fear. Your friends will give you gifts in exchange for spells and charms. We can kick the feuding parties of old men out of our nation's government and replace them with people of our choosing. It will be a new world—a better world, for us and for our children."
It's a good speech. Apparently the crowd of druids thinks so too, because they burst into cheers and applause. When Malcolm quiets them, another man speaks out with a question.
"Is it really going to happen? Do we have everything we need?"
"Thank you for that question—that's an excellent point. We have the ritual, passed down by our ancestors and guarded for millennia. We lack a few key relics for the spell, but your leaders and I are working hard to collect those final pieces before the day itself. One more question, and then we must move on to the next part of our ceremony before the body gets too cold." He chuckles, and I suppress a shiver.
It's a different woman this time, one who sounds older. "What about the Korrigan, and the Far Darrig?"
Malcolm's voice is stiff, tense. "What about them?"
"They already killed many members of your North Carolina chapter. What if they try to stop the opening of the Gate?"
"We'll be ready for them," says Malcolm. "And what can they really do, against us and our Fae allies?"
The woman cuts him off. "I heard the young Korrigan stole lives from thirty of your people, all at the same time."
There's a gasp from a couple of people and a quick chattering around the circle. Kieran finds my hand and grins at me, pride in his eyes.
"Don't believe everything you hear," says Malcolm in a condescending tone. He sounds like he's smiling. "As for the Far Darrig, you should have seen the weak, whimpering creature he became after a few rounds with our dear departed friend Chuck."
I remember Chuck, his square face and his huge arms. He tortured Kieran within an inch of his life.
"Listen, everyone, I'd like to try something here. I'd like everyone who feels comfortable with the plan to go ahead and sit down. Right now, right where you are. Just sit down if you're on board with this, and you feel like you have a handle on what's going on."
There's a rustle of clothing and limbs in the circle. I frown at Kieran. What is Malcolm up to?
"All right, that's about everyone. We still have some folks with concerns, and that's very valid. I'm going to ask all of you who are standing to come up and partake first, so you have the benefit of the freshest parts, the extra strength and courage you need. Come on up here, and the rest of you please stay seated."
I can hear movement as the people who stayed standing move toward the altar. There's a slopping, squelching sound—some wet, squishy thumps. I don't want to hear this part. I don't want to think about what they're doing.
"Now that you've all been served," says Malcolm. "I'll speak the ritual for strength and courage. Please partake."
He starts chanting in Gaelic, but under the chant I can hear sounds, faint crunching and tearing and chewing.
They're eating the bloody sacrifice. Oh my gosh. I grip Kieran's fingers tightly.
Suddenly there's a gasp. Choking sounds, and retching. Several more gasps and outcries, and then a series of heavy thumps, as if bodies are falling to the ground.
Kieran nods at me and makes us both disappear again, and we peer around the stone.
About a dozen bodies lie beside the altar, their lips and chins smeared with blood, mouths foaming, eyes rolled back. In their hands or tumbled near their fingers lie chunks of wet red flesh.
Malcolm poisoned the sacrifice.
"This is what happens to those who stand in the way of the future," he says. "I give thanks to Gesacus for the rest of you, those who have the courage to join with us in this, the greatest endeavor of our time."
Kieran pulls me back behind the stone. We reappear—but as we do, I see someone walking the perimeter of the clearing, coming toward us. A patrol, maybe? Not a very effective one, if so.
Quickly I grab Kieran and transport. We slam into the side of the Audi when we appear.
"Sorry," I say, righting myself. "That was sloppy."
"Wait!" he says, his eyes sparkling. "Can you take us back? I'd love to play with them. Just take us to the forest, near the clearing."
After we barely escaped with our lives? But he looks so mischievously excited I can't resist. "Just a short game, Far Darrig," I whisper.
I flash us to a space in the trees. Through the tall, dark trunks, we can still see the stone circle, and the people, and the torches. They're all moving forward now, kneeling and bowing as Malcolm recites some kind of druidic prayer. I suppose he's secured their loyalty and their fear as well. Plain and harmless as he looks, he's good at what he's doing—maybe even a better leader than Stanley was.
In the glimmer of the torchlight that reaches us through the trees, I see Kieran's teeth flash as he smiles. "Watch this."
He uses his own voice, but he throws it so it sounds as if it's coming from right next to Malcolm. His words ring out over the doleful chant.
"Weak and whimpering, Malcolm, really? Is that how you remember me?"
Malcolm jumps so hard he stumbles against the altar, and his arm goes elbow deep into the bloody entrails behind him. "Who said that?" he yells.
Kieran's voice comes from Malcom's other side next—clear as a bell, smooth and silky. "I really miss seeing you around. How have you been?"
Whispers are running through the crowd of druids. They're already jumpy and fearful, after Malcolm poisoned the doubters—and Kieran is only making it worse.
Kieran speaks again, a soft whisper I can't distinguish from this distance, and a woman in the crowd startles and screams. Another murmur, from the crowd at the other side of the stone ring, and more screams. I watch Kieran as he works, expertly crafting panic. His lips barely move and he's grinning like a devil, eyes alight.
Suddenly his laughter echoes all around the circle, loud and mocking, bouncing from stone to stone.
"Quiet! Calm down!" shrieks Malcolm over the shrill, panicked voices of the crowd. "It's only a trick. Some of you go and find him! He's here somewhere!"
"Somewhere? Here," echoes Kieran's voice. Then from a different spot, "And here. And also here. My friends, the Far Darrig is everywhere." Then again, from right beside Malcolm, in a maniacal shout, "See you all in your dreams tonight!"
"Find him!" Malcolm roars.
Feet are pounding across the clearing, crunching into the trees near us.
"Now," says Kieran, and I take us back to the car.
He collapses against it, laughing. "Best thing I've done in a long time. Come on, you know that was fun!"
I'm laughing too; I can't help it. "You're insane. And you almost caused a druid stampede."
"I did. And you—" He seizes my face and kisses me hard, in a frenzy. "Aislinn, you beautiful goddess! Your idea, bringing us to the circle—it was priceless. That was exactly the kind of information we need!"
He opens the car door for me with a flourish, then slides into the driver's seat. "This was a good night. It couldn't have gone better if we had planned all that."
He's right. It was too perfect. Why did that image of the stone circle come into my head when it did? Why couldn't I shake it? It's almost as if someone put the thought in my brain on purpose. But who has the power to do such a thing?
As we drive back along the narrow road, I ask, "Kieran, are there any Fae who can put thoughts in your mind?"
He looks confused. "Why?"
"Before I transported us out of the cave, I planned to come straight to the car. But something—or someone—put the picture of that stone circle into my mind. I couldn't get it out of my head, so that's where we went."
"I've heard of the Lianhan Sídhe putting thoughts in people's minds, but they're generally the X-rated variety," he says. "I don't know of any other Fae who can do something like that. But you're right, it seems as if someone wanted us to be there, to hear all that."
Suddenly I remember crouching in the dark, asking the Fates to protect me from the eyes of the dullahan.
"You don't suppose it could be one of the Fates, do you?"
He frowns. "Why would they help us? They want us both dead."
"Maybe not," I say. "Maybe they're trying to find a way around their own rules. Or maybe one of them is rooting for us, helping out a little."
"It's possible, I guess. They would have the knowledge and the magic to do it."
"But which one would be willing to help like that?" I ask, excited by the idea. "My money's on Macha, the youngest. She seems nice."
"I'd guess Badb," he says. "She has a direct connection to the banshees—so she would have been the first to know about the human sacrifice and the murders tonight."
His reasoning sounds much better than mine. "You're probably right. I wonder how we can thank them."
"It's better not to mention it. The one who helped us probably did so without the others knowing."
I sigh. "Fine. But eventually I'm going to figure out who it was and thank her."
He glances at me and grins. "How?"
"Just a thank you, I guess. How else?"
"In the old days, there would be a sacrifice involved, or expensive gifts of some kind."
"Ew, no sacrifices. Did you hear the sounds they made when—ugh." I shudder just thinking about it.
"Try to forget it," he says.
"I can't."
"Why don't I distract you?"
I lean back in my seat. "How? You're driving."
Instead of answering, he lays his hand on my thigh again, like he did that night at the restaurant. Only this time, instead of keeping it still, he moves it gently up and down my leg, from my knee to my hip. It's like a kind of slow, delicious torture.
"You're pure evil, you know that?" I say.
He chuckles.
We're well away from the forest now, following a long dark road that will take us back to the main road and then home.
"Pull over," I say suddenly.
"What?"
"You heard me."
The Audi glides onto a grassy shoulder, and he turns off the engine, and the lights. We're sitting in the dark, in the quiet.
"What are we doing?" he asks.
"Checking an item off my bucket list," I say. "I've never made out with a guy in a parked car before."
"I like your bucket list," he says, moving his seat back and leaning over to me. "What else is on it?"
"Things," I say breathlessly. "Traveling, going to college, and just—other things."
"Things," he repeats, his lips hovering over mine. It's torture, again. Just kiss me already. But when I move an inch forward, he moves back a little, keeping me at bay. His breath and mine mingle in the still air of the car.
And then he kisses me, an explosion of warmth and magic and sensations I've never felt before.
We kiss, and we kiss again, and I lose time. And space. And maybe my soul leaves my body for a while and goes straight to heaven.
Finally, he pulls back, breathing hard. "We should stop."
"Why?" I'm nowhere near ready to stop.
"You're too beautiful." He starts the car, and a glance at the clock tells me we've been in here for half an hour.
"Whatever. You're the one who looks like an angel. Or maybe the devil, if the devil's hot as hell."
"If I were the devil, you can bet I wouldn't be stopping this little session of ours."
"Maybe I like the devil part of you. I think I always have." I'm blushing as I say it, but it's true.
His voice, smooth and sinful. "When you're ready for me to let him out, just let me know."
Yes please.
But in my heart I want to wait, even if my body doesn't. We just started this thing. No need to rush it.
Even if all I want to do is tear the clothes off him and throw myself at his mercy.
No. I'm going to make myself wait until I'm sure this is real for both of us. I almost rushed into it with Zane; this time I'm going to be really sure.
But I do have questions. And a long car ride, with the darkness to hide my blushes, is the perfect opportunity.
"Eventually, when we—move on to other things—do we—do we even need protection? Can you—"
"Of course I can. Remember—I'm not a vampire."
"I know. But in some stories, even vampires can get girls pregnant."
"But they're dead. That makes no sense."
"It really doesn't."
"Human birth control isn't necessary," he says. "There's a spell that I use, passed down from my father. It has always worked well for me."
Wow. A birth control spell. That will definitely make life easier. "Did you and Etain have children?"
"No. We planned to, but then everything happened."
In his face, I see a long-ago pain that I can't fully understand. I wait quietly.
"So to answer your question, we could have children," he says.
Was that my question? I didn't exactly ask about that. In fact, the thought of purposely having children never crossed my mind. I've gotten the message loud and clear that an unplanned pregnancy is something I don't want; but it suddenly registers that having kids will eventually be a good thing.
And now something deep inside me, an instinct as old as nature itself, wakes up, and I have the weirdest urge to have babies—his babies in particular. Not now. Maybe not even in the next century—but someday, for sure.
"What would they even be?" I whisper.
"Tuatha dé Danann, with human and druid blood. I don't know about the powers, if any of those would transfer."
"What about the Korrigan curse?"
"It was designed for Maeve and her women—and obviously it transferred to Wynnie and to you—but I don't know about a third generation, or male offspring." He sighs. "You know I would undo it if I could."
"I know."
In the darkness, we talk more. He tells me about some of the women he has known—there weren't as many as he first led me to believe. He talks about them carefully, like he's concerned for my feelings; but I don't feel jealous of them. I'm grateful they were there for him, at a time when I didn't even exist. He deserved to have some comfort in his long, lonely life.
We talk of other things, too—wars he's seen, and empires, and tragedies, and discoveries. He was always on the fringes of things, not right in the center of the action. And he tells me that he never got involved in any of the wars.
"Human messes," he says. "So much pain, over so many centuries. It's easier if you practice not caring."
"What about doing some good? Making a difference?"
"I tried, a few times. Knock down one sick bastard, and another ten are waiting to take his place."
Suddenly I see our near-immortality in a new light. "You know, you and I could do some good in the world—help people."
"Maybe," he says. "For you, I might be willing to try again. At least until you realize it's useless and you become jaded like me." He laughs when he says it, but it's a hollow sound.
"Kieran, you're not nearly as jaded as you think. You have this zest for life that's amazing, considering how long you've lived. I love being around you."
"Really? Once upon a time that wasn't so true."
"That was when you were being a jerk."
"And what am I now?"
At first I think there's no word to describe him, what he means to me. And then I remember what he called me, when I discovered him alive in a cell in the druids' dungeon. When I went to pieces on the floor, and he held me.
"Cuisle mo chroidhe," I say quietly. The beat of my heart.
I hear him draw in a breath quickly, but he doesn't speak. He just reaches over and takes my hand in his, grips it so that I know what my words meant to him.
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Zane
Aislinn texts me Friday morning. "When are you getting into town?"
"Around 3."
Her texts come in a rapid string of short sentences. "Can you take Wynnie to therapy at four? Arden is out of town for the day, and I don't have my license yet. Wynnie won't go in a taxi with a strange driver. Won't go with Kieran either, but she might with you. I've got to get some cleaning done."
My ex, asking me for a favor. I know she tries not to, but in Wynnie's case, things are different. Wynnie can't handle strangers.
I kinda don't mind doing this, so I text back. "Sure."
"Lifesaver," Aislinn replies.
I've been a literal lifesaver before, back at the druid dungeon, when all that crap went down. As weird and scary as it was, it felt good. Made me feel even more strongly about becoming a cop after I graduate.
We're getting into heavier stuff in my classes now, and I'm starting to see how even these basic courses might apply to my real life someday. I still question why I need to know some of the stuff; but it's looking more relevant, so I don't feel like I'm wasting my time and my money. 
When I get into town Friday afternoon, I stop by home first and say quick hellos to everyone. Then I drive to Aislinn's apartment and go up the steps to the second floor and knock.
Wynnie opens the door. There's music blaring from inside.
"Aislinn is cleaning the bathroom," she says, like that explains the music. "It was gross."
"Okay."
"You want to say hi?"
"Nah, I'll see her later at dinner. You ready?"
She narrows her eyes and looks at me carefully; and I just know she's going to ask Aislinn to come, too. She won't trust me to drive her alone.
But then she says, "Yes, I'm ready." And she walks past me out the door.
"So where's the therapy place?" I ask.
"I have the address." She holds out a smartphone. "In here."
"You got a phone. Nice. You learning how to use it?"
"Not really."
"Oh. Okay. Well, let me check on the address." The phone isn't locked, so I can easily look up the route. It's a suite in a building on the other side of town. "Got it. Let's go."
At first, she doesn't talk at all. I put on some rap music, but then I start noticing the words and what the guy is really saying, and it doesn't seem fun anymore, just kind of inappropriate and maybe rude to women and especially not great for Wynnie to hear. So I switch the station to some classical crap, thinking maybe she'll like it. She doesn't react.
"So, this therapist—how's that working out?"
"This is my first session."
"Oh, right. Are you nervous?"
"A little. The therapist is a selkie, so I'll be able to talk to her about everything. The druids, and the Korrigan thing—all of it."
"That's really good."
"How are you?" she asks. Her voice is stiff and she doesn't look at me, but it's cool because it's the first time she's actually asked me a question about myself or my life.
"I'm good. You know, college is brutal, but I'm getting into the groove, you know, finding my way. My family misses me though. That's why I'm back for the weekend."
"You have sisters?"
"Yeah, one married and one still at home."
"Your parents, they're together? Healthy?"
I'm not sure where she's going with this. "Yeah."
"You've had a good life."
"So everyone tells me."
"You think college is—brutal." She looks at me sharply. "What's brutal about it?"
Oh, no.
"No, I just meant it's an adjustment. I mean, you've been through way worse than I can ever—I'm sorry you had to deal with—all of that."
She nods once.
"You seem better though," I say. "Like you're working through it. You're not scared of me, right, so that's good."
"I will never work through it," she says. "But I see who you are now. And you're someone who helps, not someone who hurts. The sight of you doesn't make me want to scream anymore."
"Gee, thanks."
"You don't understand. For decades, every time a man passed through my cell door, it was to rape me or torture me or chain me up for my transformation. Every single one of them brought pain and humiliation. So whenever I saw you, or Kieran, I couldn't stand to be near you guys."
Damn. I did not want to get into this.
What do I do? I feel like I should apologize for my entire gender and then go hunt down the rest of those druid creeps. Maybe cut off their privates or something. Makes me mad that a group of men could behave that way to a woman.
"I wish we had known you were there," I say. "We would have come to help you."
"You didn't even know me."
"No, but that's who we are. Who I am, anyway. I help people."
"It's a dangerous habit. You're bound to get hurt."
"Already have."
"You mean Aislinn. You two were together; she told me."
"Yeah, we were. It was awesome, and then you-know-who comes along, and wrecks it."
"The Far Darrig. Yes, I watched them, at the beach—they are very much in love."
I don't want to hear about it, so I say, "To be fair, Aislinn and I broke up for other reasons, not just him. I mean he was a big reason, but there were other things. Like she's going to stay young forever, and I won't. And I wasn't ready for all the magic stuff, you know? It kinda scares me."
"Scares you?" Out of the corner of my eye, I see her head turn toward me. "I thought nothing scared you."
I laugh. "Girl, you don't know me very well."
"No, I don't."
She goes quiet for a few minutes, so I say, "Hey, what about you? Did you know your parents? Aislinn never did."
"My father was Japanese-American," she says. "A businessman. He traveled a lot, and I only saw him a few times before he grew old and died. My mother, as you know, was Korrigan. She killed herself when I was 102."
It's way weird to hear her say that. And she spent decades with the druids, so she's well over a hundred years old, maybe more.
"After she died, that's when I gave up. I fought with Maeve all the time. I did drugs, I drank so much—it's a wonder my liver didn't give out."
We're pulling into the parking lot of the office building where the therapist is, but I want her to keep going. She's telling me deep stuff that she's probably only told Aislinn and Arden. What is it about me that makes girls want to tell me their secrets?
"I didn't know which way was up most of the time. And I didn't even know I was that close to running out of Life-Stream. I killed so many people, and I don't even remember doing it. The team that caught my beast and packed me up—everyone thought they were S.W.A.T., but they were actually hunters of rare Fae. They sold me to the druids, to Stanley's father."
When I turn off the car, she stops talking suddenly, like a switch flipped. "We're here."
The building is one of those generic medical office type places, several stories of concrete and a bunch of beige and white inside. The selkie therapist has an office upstairs, on the third floor—a quiet place with thick carpet that muffles your steps, and chairs with tightly stuffed cushions, and art that's basically a bunch of soothing colors washed across canvas.
The selkie looks perfectly normal and human, except that her hair is short, very flat, and very shiny brown, almost like an animal's pelt. She has abnormally huge dark brown eyes too, that she tries to hide behind a pair of thick-rimmed glasses.
When she calls Wynnie back to her office, I'm left in the waiting area with an hour to kill.
Good thing I brought along my Sociology homework.
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Aislinn
Friday afternoon. The perfect time to deep clean our filthy bathrooms.
I decide to work on the one Wynnie and I share first. It's the biggest, so I may as well get it out of the way. With the music up loud, I'm jiving and practicing my hip rolls while I clean the shower. Music is the best way to get through a boring job, with or without pixie powers.
"So the Soul-Stealer cleans bathrooms."
I jump and turn around, nearly dropping my sponge. "Kieran! I didn't give you a key so you could sneak in and scare me! How long have you been standing there?"
"Long enough to enjoy the view."
My face heats up, and I throw the sponge at him. He catches it expertly.
"I suppose the Far Darrig doesn't clean?"
"You've seen my loft, and my condo. What do you think?"
"I think you have a maid."
"Guilty." He grins. "But I can clean, if I have to." Tossing my sponge back to me, he picks up a bottle of spray and spritzes the mirror, then wipes it down with a paper towel. "See?"
"Uh-huh. That's the easiest part."
"You want me to clean the toilet? Because I will."
"I'd say yes, but I already did that. You can do the floor."
In a minute he's on hands and knees, scrubbing the floor like he does this every day.
"So are you looking forward to dinner with everyone tonight?" he asks. He says it casually, but I know he's asking because of Zane.
"You're not still jealous, are you? Zane and I broke up. The end. I'm with you now."
"You're not going to change your mind?"
I turn to look at him, but he's very intent on washing the floor. "Kieran, it's you. No one could ever replace you."
He smiles at me, sadly, like he knows something I don't. Maybe I seem young and fickle to him sometimes. I wish I could convince him that my feelings for him run deep, down to my very soul's core.
But he changes the subject. "I had a thought. Why don't we go back to your old house? I'd like another look in Maeve's closet, to see if there's anything else useful we may have left behind last time."
"You're probably right—we should take another look," I say. "But they're not going to want us in the house, and I don't want you to terrify them or spell them into submission, okay? Let's transport in there quietly, at night, and then it won't be a problem."
He nods, and we go back to cleaning. It feels so comfortable, being here with him, doing something that normal people do. As much as I love the Fae experiences we share together, sometimes I miss just chilling. Watching TV. Eating takeout. The normal dating experience.
"So we'll have several hours to kill tomorrow evening, before we can go over there," he says. "How about a movie?"
My jaw drops. "Did you just read my mind?"
He sits back on his heels. "No. What?"
"I was thinking, just this second, that it would be nice to do something more normal. I don't want normal all the time—but now and then it's good."
"I agree. Let's go see a movie tomorrow night. I'll buy you anything you want, popcorn, candy, a very large Diet Coke—"
"Aren't you generous? And I'll buy you anything you want."
"Should we ask Wynnie to come with us?" he asks. I can tell he doesn't want to, but he's trying to be nice.
"No, she doesn't like movie theaters—too dark, too many people crowded together. We tried it once, and she had a panic attack."
"Is she seeing that therapist I told you about? The selkie?"
"Her first appointment is today. Zane drove her over there. She seems comfortable with him now."
"Do they have a thing, the two of them?"
"A thing? Like a romantic thing? No! No, of course not. I mean, Wynnie's nowhere near ready for a thing. And Zane, he's sort of seeing Laurel again. At least, they're hanging out a lot."
"Ah, the love triangle," he says, smirking. "I'm relieved not to be a part of one anymore."
I move to the sink and start polishing the faucet handle. It bothers me that he thinks Laurel and Wynnie are both into Zane. That kind of scenario might not end well, especially with Wynnie being as fragile as she is.
Kieran's arms slide around my waist from behind. "You're frowning," he says, looking at my face in the bathroom mirror and kissing my temple. "Stop worrying. Think about our date tomorrow—dinner and a movie, like a normal couple."
"And then we'll go hunting for relics in the dark closet at the Korrigan house," I say. "So normal."
"Hey, every couple needs a hobby."
The dinner that night is weird. Awkward. It's me and Kieran, and Wynnie and Zane, and Julio and Carmen, so it feels like a triple date. To complicate matters, it's Julio and Carmen's first time meeting Wynnie, and they seem unsure what to make of her behavior. She's quiet, and when Zane touches her arm to get her attention she nearly jumps out of her chair, knocking over a glass of water.
"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry," she says.
"It's okay," he tells her. "Hey. Look at me." She looks at him, her lip trembling. "It's okay, really. It's just water."
She takes a deep breath, and Kieran moves the conversation smoothly into a discussion of politics—which normally I would hate, but in this case he's doing it to spare Wynnie from unwanted attention. I think we're all relieved when dinner is over, and we can go our separate ways.
Zane pulls me aside as we're walking out of the restaurant. "She did good today," he says. "At therapy, and before. She talked to me a lot. Just keep an eye on her, okay? The therapist said she might be kinda fragile after the session they had."
"I noticed."
"Crazy night, huh? Not like before."
Not like all the fun we had when we were dating, hanging out with his friends, being normal teenagers. In a few months, so much has changed.
"I feel older," I say. "Like, years older. Is that weird?"
Zane shakes his head. "No, it's not. You been through stuff; hell, we all have. I get what you mean."
Kieran steps back into the restaurant, looking at us with a question in his eyes.
"Zane was telling me about Wynnie's appointment," I say.
He relaxes noticeably. "Ah. Good. Take your time." He goes back outside.
Zane chuckles. "He's still jealous of me."
"He's trying hard not to be. Give him some credit, okay?"
"I am, it's just flattering that the Fae god-guy feels threatened by my very presence."
We both laugh, and it's nice. Normal. Comfortable.
"It was good seeing you, Zane," I tell him as we walk outside.
"You too."
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Saturday night, Kieran and I get back to the apartment very late—mostly because we spend a couple of hours kissing in the Audi after the movie. At this hour, I'm sure that the Korrigan are all in bed, or at least in their rooms.
As soon as the apartment door closes behind us, I slide my arms around Kieran and transport us both to Maeve's secret closet.
Except that instead of a clear floor space, we appear in a pile of drawers and rubble.
"What the hell?" Kieran turns on his phone and shines it around.
The closet has been ransacked, drawers ripped out and overturned, papers scattered and torn—even the frames of the shelves have been broken apart, as if someone were searching for something in the walls behind them. Most of the artifacts and relics are gone.
The door to the closet has been cut open with some kind of huge power saw. The locks dangle uselessly from the leftover bits of wood, still clinging to their place in the doorframe.
I step over the rubble, into the office, and turn on Maeve's desk lamp. There's a mess out here, too—drawers hanging open, books swept in a jumble to the floor, furniture tossed and rugs kicked aside.
"They were here," I say. "They were looking for the stone."
Kieran comes out of the closet and walks toward the open door of the office. Then he stops. "Aislinn, do you smell that?"
Coming nearer to him, I catch a whiff of it—a smell like several overflowing toilets, or a hundred rotten eggs, or the worst-smelling garbage dumpster. There's a weird, cheap-perfume sweetness, too, under the powerful rank smell—and that somehow makes it all the more sickening. It's worse than the charred-meat smell of the dead leprechauns, worse than the smell of the druid's fresh human sacrifice.
It's the smell of death. Days-old death, and decay.
Magnolia. Gemma. Gillian.
I stare at Kieran. "No, no."
I try to run past him, but he grabs my arm. "Aislinn, no. Let me go check it out."
"Stop it. I need to see." I break away from him and run through the dark rooms to the entry hall.
As I shine my phone light, several roaches swarm off Gemma's body and slither under the furniture. A rat looks up, still chewing, and scampers away.
I scream.
Kieran is there, crushing me to him, pulling my face to his chest so I can't see it again. But I have to. I have to know what happened.
Covering my nose and mouth, tears streaming down my cheeks, I walk a few steps closer. Gemma was shot, point-blank, right in the forehead. She must have been the one who opened the door. And Malcolm—I know it was Malcolm—didn't even stop to find out if she would cooperate. He just shot her.
"How long ago?" I whisper.
"I'd say several days." Kieran's voice is gentle, sympathetic, even though I know he didn't care about Gemma at all. "Aislinn, I think there might be others."
Others. Other bodies. Magnolia and Gillian.
We find Magnolia in the kitchen on the floor. She must have been running, because she's face down, legs sprawled, with several bullet holes in her back. My head tells me these facts as I reach for her, touch her frizzy red hair, crusted with old blood. I can't stay near her too long, because there are things in her body, things that think of her only as food. I throw up in the sink, and then I rinse the sick down the drain, and then I wonder why I did that because the smell is so strong already and no one will care.
Upstairs, behind the broken doors to Maeve's room, we find Gillian. She must have barricaded herself in there when she heard the shots downstairs. There's a man lying near her, his head smashed in. Good. She took one of the bastards down with her.
Kieran steps over to examine the man. He holds up a bloodstained ward medallion on a thin chain, then shows me the man's palms and wrists, scarred from ritual cutting. "Druid."
"We should have protected them better," I say. "We should have made them leave and go somewhere safe."
"Aislinn, we couldn't have known the druids would do this. We thought they might know where the stone was, and they might try to steal it, yes—but murdering all the Korrigan like this—"
"We should have known. We know what they're like, what they can do."
He stands up and takes me by the shoulders. "Don't do this to yourself. This guilt isn't yours to bear."
I twist away from him. My stomach is roiling again from the rancid stench of the two bodies, so I walk the halls upstairs, checking the bedrooms. Everything has been wrecked and tossed around and trampled. A ceramic figure of a shepherdess, one of Magnolia's collection, lies in the hallway, broken in two pieces. I pick it up and touch the glossy finish of the outside, the plain white of the inside. The red cheeks of the shepherdess and her staring blue eyes make me suddenly angry. Angry with Magnolia for running instead of fighting. For being so weak and submissive her whole long life, and for never standing up for herself, or me, or anyone. And now she'll never get the chance.
Screaming a curse, I throw the shepherdess against the wall, and she shatters into a dozen shards.
Kieran dashes into the hallway, alarm in his eyes. "Aislinn! Are you all right?"
I shake my head, my face crumpling. He's about to see me cry yet again, and it's going to be ugly. As I sink to the floor, he sits beside me, holding me.
"Why did Gemma open the door?" I yell through my tears. "Couldn't she see that it was someone strange, maybe dangerous? She was so—so stupid. I can't believe—she never did anything worth anything. You know you gave them a gift, right? Not just a curse. They got freaking immortality. They lived more than a thousand years—and nothing to show for it, nothing! At least you did things. They just sat here, they did nothing. They were nothing. No one is going to miss them."
"You will, and Arden will. And maybe Wynnie."
"Kieran, they're dead!"
"I know."
"All of them! He killed them all! Why?"
"Because he didn't care. He is single-minded, focused on his goal. Anything else is unimportant."
I choke back another sob and look up at him. "You understand him, don't you?"
"In a way."
Pushing him away, I get up and head for the hall bathroom. There's a box of tissues there, sitting unmolested by the sink. I'm furious at it for existing, and I rip two tissues out and knock it to the floor.
Kieran leans in the doorway, looking sad and gorgeous, and I want to smack him.
"Just because I understand how he thinks doesn't mean I would ever do something like this," he says. "You know me. This wouldn't be my style. I'd terrorize them a bit, take what I wanted, and leave. They'd be scared, but alive."
"My parents aren't alive." I know it's not fair. The leprechauns killed them, not him; he couldn't control what those little monsters did, and he took steps to ensure I was safe. And when I asked him to get rid of the leprechauns, he killed them all himself.
But I'm so torn up inside that I say it anyway. And I regret it immediately, because pain flashes across his face and he walks away.
When I come downstairs, he's sitting on the bottom step, not far from Gemma's body. The smell is so strong I have to cover my mouth and nose. I motion for him to come with me, and he follows me back to Maeve's office, where I shut the door.
"I'm sorry," I say, when I can breathe again. "I shouldn't have said that."
"No, it's true," he says. "In a way, I'm responsible for that. Your life could have been so much better if it weren't for me."
"Actually, if it weren't for you, I wouldn't even exist," I say. "My mother would have died back in ancient Ireland, and she would never have lived the long life of a Korrigan and met my father. So I have you to thank for my very existence."
I stroke his face, the smoothness of his cheekbone and the roughness around his jawline. His eyes are still sad.
"How can you forgive me for all I've done? I don't deserve it."
"It doesn't matter whether you deserve it or not. Forgiveness is something that happens in spite of you. And, Far Darrig—I love you."
At the use of his old name, his eyes meet mine, and I know he understands why I said it—because I accept all of him, not just the new Kieran.
But that's as far as I can go to make him feel better right now, because I have so much heaviness inside me. "Kieran, we have to tell Arden. And Wynnie—poor Wynnie!"
"Can you call Zane, as well?" he asks. "I might need help, digging the graves."
"Um, you really think we should call him for that? He'll be pissed—he's a busy college guy now. And he had his time with us last night—the rest of the weekend is for his family."
"He'd want to do it, for you."
"But I've kind of used him, a lot, in the past, and I don't think I should be doing that anymore."
"All right then. You and Arden can help me with the digging."
"I'll go get her," I say. "Shovels are in the basement closet where we found the drill last time."
In a split second I'm back at the apartment. It smells so clean and fresh—except that I'm getting whiffs of dead people floating up from my clothes. That kind of stench soaks in deep, and doesn't come out easily.
Wynnie is asleep on the couch. We really need a bigger apartment so we can give the poor girl her own room and her own bed.
Rather than wake her, I flash into Arden's room and shake her shoulder. "Arden. Arden, wake up." She whips over in bed, one hand smacking me hard in the face. "Ow!"
She sits up, rubbing her eyes. "Aislinn? What are you doing in my room?" She checks the clock. "It's 2 a.m.!"
"Arden, Kieran and I went back to the Korrigan house tonight to look through Maeve's closet one more time, and—" The tears are starting again.
"What?"
I can't talk. I'm going to burst into tears if I do.
"What? What is it?" She's getting desperate.
"The druids broke in and took everything. Broke everything. And Arden, they killed them."
"Who was killed?"
"Magnolia, Gemma, and Gillian," I manage through the tears. "They're dead."
She goes white as death herself. "Are you sure?"
I nod. "Kieran's there now. Starting on the graves."
Arden's eyes flit to the side, looking at something behind me. It's Wynnie, framed in the doorway, shock on her face. "Magnolia's dead?"
"Yes."
"The druids did it?"
I nod again.
"Take us there," Arden orders.
"It's pretty bad, Arden, the smell—"
"Now," she says.
I transport her first, then Wynnie. "They're in the entry, the kitchen, and Maeve's room," I say. And then I go out back to help Kieran, because I don't want to see the dead Korrigan again. Not right now.
Kieran has the backyard lights on, and the grass looks eerie, all sharp yellowish blades and black shadows, with deeper shadows clustering at the edges of the yard, near the trees. There's a faint chill in the air, and the sound of night insects in between the thump and crunch of the shovel in the sod.
I pick up the second shovel and start on another hole, a few feet from him.
With my fenodyree strength, I dig my first grave perfectly, six feet deep, in record time, and I dig most of another. Then I feel light-headed from all the magic use and the transporting, so I rest in the grass while Kieran finishes the grave he's working on.
Maybe I shouldn't be enjoying the sight of his lean body bending and his arms flexing as he digs; but I think I deserve a little visual pleasure after what I've seen tonight. His white T-shirt fits his torso so well, and the short sleeves cut right across his biceps. He works in silence, but there's a fierceness to his movements that tells me all this has affected him more than he wants me to know.
Giddy as I am from the magic, I really want him touching me right now. It's all I can do to remember why I shouldn't wolf-whistle at him or transport behind him and put my arms around his waist. What if I did stand behind him while he's working? Pressed up against him as he's moving, bending—
I shake my head to clear it. This is the magic silliness, not me. I couldn't possibly be so shallow, sitting here lusting for him while three of the Korrigan lie dead in the house.
At that moment he turns. "Are you all right? Your face is flushed. Do you feel sick?"
No, I'm just a sick person. "I'm fine." And then, because I really am a terrible person, I say, "Keep digging, and I'll keep watching."
He catches on then, and he gives me a slow, sexy smile. I almost lick my lips, but I stop myself in time. Stupid magic high. I feel like laughing and crying at the same time; and suddenly I wonder if maybe it isn't only the magic, or hormones. Maybe this feeling, this intense need to be near Kieran, is part of my grief. If it is, I'm more messed up than I thought.
The back door opens, and Arden steps out. She's supporting Wynnie, who's crying uncontrollably, probably about Magnolia.
How can one person endure as much pain as Wynnie has been through and still be alive? I need to remember to watch her carefully, make sure she doesn't do anything to harm herself. And she's going to need more therapy after this. Heck, maybe we all are.
Arden brings Wynnie over to me; she crumples beside me and I hold her as she cries into my shoulder.
She murmurs something that sounds like "Magnolia."
"I know," I say, stroking her hair. "I know."
After a while, Kieran takes a break from digging and comes to sit near us. Wynnie's sobs are quieter now. Tentatively, he reaches out and lays his hand on her shoulder. The pity in his eyes is unusual for him, and I like seeing it there.
When his fingers touch her, Wynnie flinches and looks up, straight at him. But she doesn't push him away.
"I'm going to check the security feeds," says Arden, rising.
My eyes widen; I hadn't even thought of that. "The cameras! We can see who it was, how it happened."
"Yes."
I get up. "I'm coming with you."
Wynnie and Kieran follow us inside. The security system was disarmed, and part of the equipment is smashed, but apparently whoever did it didn't know how to ruin the whole thing, because Arden is able to get the video feeds up and running after a quick transport to the apartment to get her laptop. I'm even dizzier now, so I lean again Kieran, resisting the urge to nuzzle into his T-shirt and drink in deep breaths of him.
"When do you think it happened?" Arden asks, looking at Kieran.
"Maybe a week ago."
Arden goes back about nine days and lets the feed run at fast speed while we all stand there, waiting, watching.
"Wait!" Wynnie cries. "Go back." She points to one of the video feeds, from the rear of the house.
Arden backs up and runs the video again, slower this time. And then we all see what Wynnie noticed.
The camera at the back of the house points toward the forest. It's evening—the shadows stretch long across the backyard—and out of those shadows walks a woman, thin, dressed in ragged, oversized clothes. It's hard to distinguish her features at this distance—her eyes look like huge black holes and her thin hands are clawlike, stretched out before her. There's no sound in the video, but her mouth is open, wide and mournful, as if she's wailing.
"Oh my gosh," I whisper. "A banshee."
The woman in the video wanders across the yard and back again a few times, open-mouthed, before disappearing into the trees.
"How did they not hear her warning?" Kieran asks. "Banshees are known for being loud. Their keening is impossible to ignore."
"Maybe they were out that evening," says Arden. "Or maybe they heard, but didn't take it seriously."
"Check the next day," I say.
There's nothing on the next day, but the day after that, the camera at the front of the house captures two cars pulling in. I recognize Malcolm's balding head and scraped-over hair. He's the first to mount the porch steps, gun in hand. June follows him, a vial in one hand and a knife in the other. More druids are behind them, carrying empty boxes and magical talismans. I count nine in total.
"See if you can get a license plate number," says Kieran. But Arden's camera didn't get a clear image of either car's license plate. He swears harshly and stalks away. The back door slams behind him.
I follow him outside. "Even if she had the license plate number, what could we do with it?" I ask him.
"Find them. Kill them."
"You want to kill them?"
"Don't you? It's us or them, Aislinn. We let them live, they open the gate, we die. Or we kill them, and they don't open it, and we live. It's that simple."
"What if we could capture them, keep them prisoners till after Samhain is over?"
He keeps shoveling, his face tense. "That would work too."
"But you'd rather just kill them and not worry about it anymore."
"It's touching how well you know me."
He's right, in a sense. Killing the druids would solve our problem. And it would be well-deserved payback for Gemma, lying in the entry with the roaches squirming out of the hole in her forehead; and Magnolia, whose body is home to the maggots now; and Gillian, vicious to the end, lying beside the man she killed.
I've changed my mind. The druids deserve to die. "I get to kill them."
"What? No. I can't let you take that on yourself."
"You can't let me?"
Pausing in his work, he leans on the shovel handle and narrows his eyes. "No."
I step right up to him, so close that the dirt-covered shovel brushes against my jeans. "You don't let me do anything. And you can't tell me what to do."
"Why not? You tell me what I should do."
"That's—different."
"How?" He's smiling.
"Okay, how about this. Neither of us gets to tell the other one what to do. But we get to make recommendations and strongly worded suggestions."
"I agree. And my first strongly worded suggestion is that you let me kill them."
"If we ever find them, we'll see who can get it done first."
He holds out his dirt-streaked hand. "Deal."
I take it, and he pulls me in close and covers my mouth with his. His lips are rough, insistent, and the kiss is much too short. But this isn't the time or the place for more.
When the four graves are ready, we wrap the bodies in sheets and blankets and carry them outside. One after another, each of the three Korrigan are lowered into their graves; and then we dump the druid into his. With a kitchen knife, Wynnie has carved Magnolia's name into a long piece of broken wood, which she places in the ground at the head of the grave as a marker. I prop it upright with two stones.
We mark Gillian's and Gemma's graves with stones as well. And it's done. Four brown mounds of dirt in the dewy grass, under the early morning sky. Four lives ended.
I suppose no matter how long we live or how much we accomplish, it all comes down to this. Death. He comes for each of us, a remorseless collector, picking up the fallen ends that Fate snips off.
And just as I think the words, three figures appear in the yard, facing the house, on the opposite side of the graves from our group.
Macha, Bane of Men and Sovereign of Sickness, as she calls herself. The blue tattoos on her face make her look wild and sad, and her red knot of hair is draped in black lace. Like the others, she wears a long black robe. Strong, heavy Badb, Queen of Banshees and Harbinger of War, with her rippling black hair like a curtain around her face. And old Nemain, Venom of Armies and Crier of Death, her wrinkled skin looking even whiter under her black hood.
They stand still, looking down at the graves, and suddenly I realize that they are here for a funeral. To pay their respects.
Badb looks up at us. "Will no one speak for the dead?"
Lips tight, eyes bright with tears, Arden shakes her head.
Kieran touches my back, and I step forward.
I don't know what to say at first; but then the words begin to flow, almost as if they're coming from something outside me, beyond me.
"Gillian, the Punisher, the Executioner. She was strong, and she was cruel. She loved few people, but she loved them fiercely."
I step to the next grave. "Gemma, lover of beautiful things and beautiful people. She had more inside her than she would let us see."
I'm in front of Magnolia's grave now, and all I can see is her cooking in the kitchen, preparing a plate for me, paying me more attention than all the others did. My voice breaks. "Magnolia, home-maker and storyteller. You fed my heart as well as my body. You didn't love me enough, but for a long time, you were the only one who loved me." I cover my face with my hands and I can't speak anymore; hot tears seep through my fingers.
Warm hands take my shoulders and pull me into arms that smell like grass and fresh earth and summer rain. I lay my cheek against his shirt and cry quietly. He ducks his head and whispers, "I love you."
When I look up, wiping my eyes, I notice that all three of the Fates are watching me and Kieran. Interest shines in their eyes, and maybe the tiniest hint of sympathy.
One of my gifts is that people like me. I'm not sure why—before I had powers, I wasn't the most interesting person ever—sheltered and naive, with no particular hobbies except reading and cooking. Now my repertoire of interesting activities has expanded, of course. And it strikes me that whatever influence I have might be something we can use to gain sympathy from the Morrígna.
So I take Kieran's hand and lead him toward the three Fates, and I smile through my tears and I say, "Thank you so much for coming. It would have meant a lot to them." I reach out and touch Macha's hand and look her in the eyes. "Thank you."
She's surprised, and there's a new warmth in her face when she says, "The Korrigan were unique among the Fae races. It is our duty to honor them in death."
I turn to Badb. "Your presence honors us."
She nods, smiling a little. "We could not acknowledge Queen Maeve as we ought, because she died in shame and was buried by humans. But these three, we visit."
I step over to Nemain and reach out my hand. She stares at me suspiciously with those saggy, half-concealed eyes of hers, and her mouth curves down sourly. "You took a long time to find them," she says. "They died a week ago."
"We didn't know," I say. "I feel horrible about it, and I regret that we didn't protect them better."
"Hm. The young should not have regret. Regret is for the old, eh, Far Darrig?"
To my surprise, he bows deeply and kisses her wrinkled hand. "Your wisdom is infinite, my lady Nemain," he says. "A true pleasure, to hear your voice again."
He's such a charmer. Even Nemain, Venom of Armies and Crier of Death, appears to be not quite immune to him. There's the slightest twitch of a smile at the corner of her lips as he straightens, meeting her gaze with those silver eyes.
"Your flattery will not get you out of your bargain, boy," she says. "What have you learned of Samhain?"
Quickly Kieran explains about the stone, and the spell, and the location of the Second Gate. "It is as we thought; the druids are responsible," he says. "Their leader, Malcolm, intends to open the gate and unleash the Otherworld's demons."
"He is a fool!" Badb exclaims. "What can he hope to gain by this?"
"Power, recognition—a new world order," says Kieran.
"And how will you stop it?"
"We don't know," I admit. "But we're working on it."
"See that you work quickly," says Badb. "Or I will have to send one of my banshees to cry your deaths, and that would cause me sorrow."
Kieran raises his eyebrows, and I realize her admission is probably unheard of—a Fate, being sorry about two particular deaths, when she witnesses thousands of them each day.
"You forget your role, sister," says Nemain. "Ours is not to mourn. That is the work of your banshees."
Badb nods, without breaking eye contact with me. "You will see us again soon," she says. "Till then, be well."
"May your line be long," says Macha.
And then they all disappear.
When they're gone, I say, "We need to start recruiting among the Fae, telling them what's about to happen and letting them choose a side. It's only fair that they know—and we're going to need all the help we can get to guard the gate."
"I agree," Kieran says. "I think if we visit some Fae gatherings, work together, we can get a number of them to help us. Many of them like you, and they fear both of us. That combination, love and fear—it's priceless."
"They could like you, too, if you'd let them," I say.
He laughs, a hollow, mocking sound. His Far Darrig laugh. "Who says I want them to like me?"
"Fine. I'll be the likeable one. But how do we find recruits?"
"By going where there are large numbers of them," he says. "Parties, gatherings, clubs. I know of several here in the South. Of course, when I had the leprechauns, it was easy to gather news of the Fae and their doings."
It's my fault he doesn't have that intel anymore.
"I'm sure you have some contacts you could reach out to," I say.
"A few. I'll see what I can find out."
"First, we need to get home," says Arden. "And we could all use some extra sleep."
No kidding. My eyelids feel swollen, prickly, and heavy. I'm trying to figure out if I should transport each of them, one at a time, or try to do two at once.
"Arden, I'll take you and Wynnie first," I say. "Kieran, wait here."
In a flash I have both Korrigan back at our apartment. Wynnie lies down on the couch in the living room, and Arden immediately goes into her room and closes the door. She's been holding in her tears; I'm guessing she's about to let them flow.
I'm dizzy and faint, and when I transport back to the big house, I have to sit down in the dewy grass. "Just a minute," I say. "I'll be fine."
"Are you sure? We could call a driver to take us back."
"No, we shouldn't have humans around here right now," I say. "Help me up." Even in my dizzy state, I notice how tired he looks, how deep the shadows are under his eyes. He's exhausted too.
Instead of transporting us to the apartment parking lot, where the Audi is, I take us both straight to my room in the apartment. We appear beside my double bed, and I sink onto it, almost crying with relief. Never has a pillow felt so cool and so soft.
Kieran moves toward the door.
"Wait," I whisper. "You could stay."
He turns back, uncertainty in his eyes.
"It's a half hour drive to your condo, and you're so tired. Just come here. Sleep." I touch the bed beside me.
He glances at the bedroom door, then comes over to sit on the bed. "Arden wouldn't like this."
"Let me worry about that," I say. I feel like I'm already half asleep. "Stop talking and rest."
After taking off his shoes, he lies down beside me with a deep sigh of relief. I lace my fingers in his, and then I sink into sleep.




15
COMPLICATED
[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
Zane
Aislinn texts me about the dead Korrigan on Sunday afternoon. I'm sitting in the living room with my parents and a few of their friends, listening to them talk, pretending to be into it. Then I get the text, and it hits me like a knife. I mean, they were people, kind of, and somebody killed them in cold blood. Malcolm and his gang. I feel that rage building up in my chest, that frustration I get when I see things that aren't right—things that somebody should fix.
But I can't fix it. And I can't leave the room without everyone wondering what's up, thinking I'm rude or something. I look up, and I catch Mom's eye. She knows something's going down.
I wish I had the power to talk to her with my mind. I look at her, kinda desperate, hoping she'll get that I need to leave.
Woman's intuition, man. I don't know if that's sexist or not, but it sure seems real to me, cause the next second she says, "Zane, honey, didn't you have something you needed to do before you head back to school this afternoon?"
"Uh, yes ma'am, I did."
"You go on, honey, don't let us keep you."
I make some kind of apology, say goodbye, and head for the basement. First, I call Aislinn. She sounds rough, and I tell her how sorry I am. There's not much I can say. They were horrible to her, but they were part of her life.
After I hang up, I go to town on the heavy bag. I beat that thing till I think the stuffing might burst out of it.
"Wow." It's Kali's voice, behind me. "Why you workin' up a sweat right before you gotta drive back?" She perches on a chair, licking a fudge pop. "You want one of these?"
"Later."
"You okay?"
I sigh. "It's grownup stuff."
"I'm fourteen," she says, like that's so adult.
"Yeah, I know. Okay, a friend's relatives just died—not nice people, but you know—family. They, um—they were murdered."
"No way. Seriously?" Her eyes widen.
"Yeah. So I guess I'm mad, and sad, and I can't fix it. So I'm beating this thing up."
"Sorry you're feeling that way. But you know what? One of these days, there's gonna be something else, something you can fix. And you'll get to make a difference then."
Damn, how is this kid so smart? "I swear you got mom's gift," I say. "You're gonna be like a counselor or psychologist or something."
"Sit around and listen to people's problems all day? No thanks. Bor-ing."
"How's your problem? With the guy at school?"
"Did Mom tell you about that? She's so dead."
"Hey, chill. I just wanna say, he's missin' out. You're a great kid—girl."
"Thanks, bro."
"Now go get me one of those fudge pops."
She hops off the chair and grins, tilting her head to one side. "Get it yourself."
Before I head back to the university, I stop at a grocery store and pick up the biggest flower arrangement they have. I don't know what kind of flowers say, "Sorry that the people who beat you and locked you up got shot by a bunch of crazy druids." But I hope it's the thought that counts.
Wynnie opens the apartment door. She has pulled her shiny black hair away from her face, into a ponytail, and with the extra few pounds she's put on since the rescue, she looks less skeletal. She looks great.
"Zane."
I give her my best broad smile. "Hey, I brought these—"
"For Aislinn." She nods.
"No, for you, too. And for Arden. For all of you. I'm sorry for your loss."
She stares at me. "Are you really this nice? Or is there something you want?"
"No, nothing, I just thought, that's what people do, right? Someone's grieving, you give 'em flowers."
"I wouldn't know."
"Okay then."
We stand there for a minute.
"Can I put these inside?" I ask.
"Aislinn isn't here. She's out shopping. And Arden's out."
I get it; she's nervous about letting me in while she's alone. Even though she was fine riding in my truck. It kinda hurts that she thinks I might do something to her.
"You know I would never hurt you."
"It's not really about you." She's scratching her arm, the same spot over and over.
"Wynnie, take the flowers. Please."
She reaches for them, and when I give them to her our fingers touch for a second. She flinches and almost drops the bouquet.
Frustration flashes through me. Why can't she understand that I'm not like those other guys?
"I know this isn't about me," I say, as calmly as I can. "But when you do that, it feels personal."
"I'm sorry. This is the best I can do, for now."
She meets my eyes, and I see the shame and frustration in them.
"It's okay," I tell her. "I get it. Friends?"
"Yes."
"All right, I'm heading back to school then. You tell Arden and Aislinn I stopped by with those, yeah?"
"I will."
On the way back, I decide it's time for me to learn more about her kind of trauma. Time to figure out how I can be in her life without freaking her out, how I can help her as a friend.
I got some research to do.
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Aislinn
When I open my eyes several hours later, in the early afternoon, the first thing I see is Kieran's face. He's sound asleep, dark lashes in perfect semicircles against his cheeks, one arm thrown up behind his head. His white T-shirt has ridden up, exposing a few inches of his stomach. Slowly I reach out and lay my hand against his warm skin. He doesn't wake, so I move my hand a little higher, under the fabric. I will never get tired of touching him, feeling the muscle under the smooth skin. My fingers inch higher, up to his ribs, his chest.
He catches my wrist suddenly, and smiles without opening his eyes. "Aislinn. I thought you were a lady."
"Since when? I'm a hormonal teenage girl."
He starts laughing, and I cover his mouth with my fingers. "Shh! Arden will hear you."
"Let her. I dare the Korrigan to tell me what to do."
"But she's my guardian. I have to show her some respect."
"I could be your guardian." His smile is even bigger now. "Do you respect me?"
I'm about to be flippant with my answer, but then I think of who he is—his sense of fun and adventure, his affinity for science, the strength of his love, the way he has persevered through centuries without totally losing himself. And I can't tease him about this. "I do respect you."
"You mean that, don't you?"
"Yes."
"Come here."
I nestle against him, my head on his chest. But the second I do, the weight of last night descends on me, like a crushing blanket. "I'm going to text Zane," I tell Kieran. "And tell him what happened to the others."
"If you think you should."
He's never talked to me about how much I text Zane. He was so incredibly, murderously jealous at first, and now he's trying extra hard to be understanding of our friendship. While I text Zane, and a few minutes later when Zane calls back, Kieran is quiet, listening.
"Are you okay?" he asks when I end the call.
"I think so," I say. "You know the other Korrigan and I had a complicated relationship. For today, I just want to try not to think about it."
His phone buzzes, and he takes it from the nightstand. "A text from Lydia Cavanaugh," he says. "You remember her, right?"
Lydia, the pixie who hosted the first Fae party I ever attended. Blond, breezy, chatty Lydia. I also remember her hipster husband George, with his dark-framed glasses.
"Looks like you may get your wish—a distraction from last night's events," he says. "There's another pixie dance this evening at Lydia's, and she's going to give us time to speak to everyone about Samhain."
"So we're going to be recruiting?"
"Yes."
"What should I wear? And don't say something sexy like you always do."
His smile crinkles the corners of his eyes. "Then don't ask."
I sigh. "Seriously, this outfit has to make the right impression. I need help deciding what to wear."
"This is not my area of expertise, love. You've got two perfectly good females right here in this apartment who can help you choose."
"Oh, yes, I'm sure they'll be so helpful. Wynnie has been in a dungeon for decades, and Arden is into the crisp professional look most of the time. Not really what I'm going for."
"How about Laurel?" he says. "She seems to have a sense of style."
He's right, of course. After I transport him outside to the Audi, I flash back to my room and text Laurel immediately.
It takes a couple of hours and a Sunday afternoon trip to the mall, but I finally have the right sort of outfit—some tight-fitting pants that Black Widow or some other super-chick might wear, and a dramatic military green shirt to go with it. I look feminine, but also strong, sexy and powerful. It's perfect. And what's even more perfect is the admiration in Kieran's eyes when I appear in the driveway of Lydia's mansion that night.
He's wearing dark jeans and a crisp red collared shirt, open at the neck. "I thought I should stay with my classic color," he says. "For effect."
I can't answer, because the sight of him has wrecked my power of speech. Destroyed it.
"What?" he asks. "Does it bother you, the red?"
"No," I manage. "You're just—" You're a knockout. A freaking angel, if angels have dark wavy hair and unbearably beautiful faces. "You look handsome."
Satisfied, he smiles and offers me his arm like he sometimes does, like it's a habit formed in previous centuries, and he hasn't quite shaken it off yet. I hook my arm through his, and we mount the steps to Lydia's huge Southern mansion.
I remember the first time I was here—the laughter and the dancing, the strange and beautiful feeling of not having to hide my magic, even in the middle of a crowd. I've been to one other pixie dance here since then, alone, not long after our encounter with the druids; and the pixies seemed so happy to see me again. A few threw me nervous looks—they probably heard about the mass Life-Stealing I did—but for the most part, their welcome seemed real. Enthusiastic, even.
By the time we reach the door, Walter is holding it open for us. "Far Darrig," he says, bowing his head. "Soul-Stealer."
I don't protest the name tonight. It's how the Fae around here refer to me and my abilities—somehow the title has stuck, and I can't change it now.
"How are you, Walter?" I ask.
"As well as can be expected," he says. Then, in an undertone, "Ms. Lydia told me about your purpose here tonight. We pixies are not militant by nature, so I hope you have a good speech planned."
"Thank you, Walter," says Kieran, moving us through the doors. He glances down at me. "Don't let him make you nervous."
"I won't." I'm already nervous.
Music is surging through the doorways to our right, the arches that lead into the ballroom. We step through, and immediately I'm at home. Everything here is warm bright light, smiling faces, movement and music. The familiar tingle of magic runs over my skin.
I don't need to be nervous yet. For now, I need to dance.
The song is a desperate, quick-paced Latin hit, pulsing with passion. Kieran towers like a giant over the pixie dancers, but he's so lithe and quick in his movements that he fits in anyway. Dancing with him is exhilarating. He's fierce and wild, and he's got these bad-boy dance moves he's polished over the years that set me on fire. So I give it right back to him, the heat and the swerving hips; but I restrain myself from taking it too far, because we're in public, and we're taller and more noticeable than everyone else here.
Once, when I'm dancing with my back to his chest, he says softly, "We should try this in private sometime."
Yes, please. I spin away from him and move backward through the crowd of pixies, my eyes challenging him to follow me. He does, looking like a man enchanted, and when we reach the edge of the room I pull his face to mine and kiss him. A few whistles and cheers ripple through the pixie crowd.
"You're good," he whispers into my hair. "Getting them worked up, making them feel good about the two of us. It's a smart move."
"None of that was for them," I say, and I give him my best sultry look. His eyes widen, but before he can touch me I move away, back into the maelstrom of dancers.
It's fun, playing with him like this, feeling the power I have over him. I could get used to it.
But tonight isn't only about fun. I also have a job to do. An army to build.
And a few dances later, when everyone is taking a break to get drinks and chat, Lydia comes to my side. "Well, Aislinn, it was a real pleasure watching the two of you dance tonight," she says, fanning herself with her hand. "Such passion the two of you have! I love it. Are you ready to speak to everyone?"
Ready? No. I'm seventeen. I've never spoken to a crowd in my life. In fact, I feel suddenly breathless and dizzy at the thought of standing on the DJ's stage, talking to all of them.
Kieran must notice my distress, because he takes my hand. "Courage, love. I'll be right there. We're doing this together."
Lydia leads us toward the stage. Heart pounding, I try to remember the words I want to say, the speech I prepared.
But the phrases that seemed so smooth when I practiced them earlier sound flimsy and weak now. And as I stand, microphone in hand, and I look out at all of them, talking and laughing together, I realize that what they really need to hear is something much different than anything I planned.
"Hello, everyone!" Wow, my voice sounds so incredibly loud. "It's been a lot of fun here tonight, right?" The pixies cheer, faces turning toward me one after another.
"You know, you're lucky, having this community, this family. Among the Fae races, the pixie culture is unique—so warm, friendly, and fun. My personal favorite."
They cheer again; I have their attention for real now.
I let the smile drop from my face. "But what if all of this were destroyed? No more gatherings, no more dances. Homes wrecked, families slaughtered."
As I pause, I see confusion flit across their faces. "This is a real danger, because at this very moment, there is a secret sect of druids who are planning to open the Second Gate to the Otherworld. They have the ritual they need to do it. They are collecting the necessary relics. And when Samhain comes, they will unleash a storm of demons upon our world.
"You all know who I am—you call me Soul-Stealer. But I was first Korrigan. Have any of you ever seen a Korrigan in beast form?"
Fearful looks, a shaking of heads. Quickly I describe the beasts I've seen in my nightmares, the ones that prowl the Otherworld. Monsters without reason or sense, except to kill and to eat, and to destroy.
"The Far Darrig and I—" I reach for Kieran's hand; "we're trying to stop this from happening. We have a piece that the druids need, a relic we've hidden from them. But we can't rely on that to prevent the opening of the gate. We need to get ready to defend the gate itself. And we need all of you to help us do that."
"How do we know this is true?" calls someone in the crowd. I've seen him before; he's one of those who looks at Kieran with suspicion and fear.
"The Soul-Stealer and I have been bound by the Fates to accomplish this task, to keep the gate from opening," says Kieran. "And if you want proof, here's the mark of the Fates." He whispers something in Gaelic, and as we raise our arms, the swirling symbols on the backs of our hands glow vivid blue.
Gasps and murmurs ripple over the crowd; and I realize that if they didn't believe us before, they do now.
"We have to keep that gate from opening," Kieran says. "Is it dangerous? Of course. But without you, without other Fae helping us, we'll all be overrun and killed anyway. So you have nothing to lose."
He's painting a bleak picture, and the pixies look terrified.
"Don't forget, I'm the Soul-Stealer," I say quickly. "I've faced them before—killed dozens of them. And you may have forgotten that the Far Darrig is one of the Tuatha Dé Danann. He's more powerful than he chooses to appear. So if you lend us your numbers to defend the gate, we'll do our best to protect you, and see you through the battle."
I'm not exactly promising that they'll all come home alive, and they know it; but at least I'm letting them know that we value their lives.
"We're working on plans for the defense of the gate," I say. "And we'll also be training and practicing over the next several weeks, until Samhain. If any of you have experience with strategic planning, we need your help right away. The rest of you, give me or the Far Darrig your contact information before you leave tonight, and we'll be in touch."
That's all I have to say, so I pull Kieran off the stage. Lydia nods to the DJ, and he starts up with a boisterous, militant song, one that must be meant to get everyone in the mood for war. Maybe it's the music, or maybe our joint speech worked better than I thought, or perhaps they've already heard the rumors of Samhain. Whatever the reason, by the end of the evening, we have a long list of names and email addresses, and a couple of consultants for our strategy sessions.
The crowd trickles away, and as we're about to leave, two more pixies come up to us. They're short and thin, like most of those in the crowd. Though they aren't identical, they definitely look like brothers—similar lumpy noses, big smiles, and nut-brown hair. They introduce themselves as Tom and Eric.
"We have an idea," says Tom. "Something that might help you with your whole defense-of-the-gate plan."
"We'll take anything," I say.
"Have you ever heard of capoeira?"
"Sorry?"
"Capoeira," says Eric. "Dance-fighting. We grew up in Brazil, and we both learned it there. It really goes hand-in-hand with our pixie abilities, our love of dance. If it's a fight you're preparing for, we can help you teach your recruits some skills."
Excitement thrills through me. I'm always ready to learn something new, especially if it makes me stronger, more able to protect myself and the people I love. "Yes, absolutely!"
"Great! We need to start training everyone right away, though; this isn't something you can learn overnight, even if you have magical dance abilities," says Tom.
"You find a time and place for us to train this week, and we'll get everyone there," Kieran says. "Thank you. And we'll be happy to compensate you for your time—it's only fair."
"We won't say no to that," Eric says. "Thank you, Far Darrig."
"Call me Kieran."
They look surprised, but they nod. "Kieran. We'll be seeing you both soon."
Eric hands us a card; apparently the brothers have a martial arts academy in town, and Capoeira is listed as one of the styles they teach.
After they leave, I look up "Capoeira" on my phone. It's an Afro-Brazilian martial art, developed by slaves during the 16th century. With Capoeira, the slaves could pretend they were simply dancing while they were actually learning a complex fighting style. It was a matter of survival for any slaves who managed to escape and needed a way to fight off those who came after them.
"You look very serious," says Kieran.
"Just learning about the history of Capoeira. Slaves used it to defend themselves." I turn off my phone. "I feel like it's important to know where it came from, you know? To respect the origins of the art."
"True. There are so many rich cultures in the world—I can't wait to introduce you to a few of them, once this is all over. And there I many I haven't even explored myself. Lots to learn." He's got that gleam in his eyes, the eagerness for something new. It's a passion he's ignited in me, too.
Lydia comes up to us with her husband George. "A very successful pitch, Far Darrig," says George, wiping his glasses and setting them back on his nose. "Very successful. You did well, my dear," he tells me.
"Thank you," I say. "And thanks for letting us speak to them. I know it took the mood down a bit, talking about what's coming—but it was necessary."
"We understand, honey," says Lydia. She tucks her wispy blond hair behind her ear as she turns to Kieran. "You can both count on us to help out. We may not be young anymore, but we can throw a few spells and punches."
After saying our goodbyes, Kieran and I go outside, into the cool night. A few pixies stand in knots of three or four outside, talking soberly together. Some of them wave or nod to us as we walk by.
"That went better than I imagined," Kieran says. "Thanks to you. You know, you're good at speaking to people. It's a gift."
"Me? No, I just—said random things."
"The right random things." He takes my hand, his fingers curling between mine. His thumb traces circles over my skin, sending tingles through my whole body. It's amazing how little touches like that affect me.
We pause at one end of the circular driveway, standing at the curb, face to face. I transported here, and he drove. I can see the Audi gleaming under a street lamp, not far away. It's time to say good night and transport home, but I don't want to. I don't want to be away from him.
He's touching my face, moving back my hair, running his fingers down my neck and across my collarbone like he did the first night we met. 
"You're beautiful," he says.
"So are you," I whisper. "I don't want to go home."
"Come home with me."
"I want to, I just—"
"Aislinn." He takes my shoulders in his hands. "Not to do anything you're not ready for. Just to be there, together."
But if I go, I won't be able to resist, I know it. Why do I even want to resist? I've known him for months now. But we've only been together as a couple for a short time, and I feel like this thing needs to get deeper and stronger before I let myself go all the way.
Just tell him.
"I won't be able to say no if I go with you," I say. "And it's too soon. I want to wait a little longer, get to know you better. Besides, you haven't officially asked me to be your girlfriend yet."
"Do we need these human labels? Boyfriend, girlfriend, fiancé, husband, wife? I prefer words like partner, lover. Treasure. Dhlúthchara, my best friend.
M’fhíorghrá, my true love."
Oh my gosh.
"You need to stop being so romantic, right now," I say, lacing my fingers behind his neck and drawing his face to mine. I speak right against his lips. "I give up all the human labels. They're meaningless anyway, for what we are."
The kiss I give him is tender, deep, and sweet. "Good night, love," I say.
When I transport back to my room, I spend the next hour wondering if I made the right choice. He definitely acts like he's all in, like he intends to be mine forever. And that's all I really need to know.
Maybe I'm just nervous. Scared. Insecure. Maybe that's the real reason I'm waiting.
Right then, I make a deal with myself. I may die during the battle for the gate; so sometime before then, I will say yes. All of me will be his. And he'll be mine.
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BATTLE CRY
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Zane
Another damn dream. Being a Seer sucks.
I'm on the mountain again, Bluerock Mountain, standing at the very top, and it's dark. The cold is intense, creeping right through my clothes and flesh into my bones.
So damn cold.
I look down at my fingers, and they're frosting over, turning to ice. I try to bend them, to fold them together for warmth, and a couple of them break right off. I yell, terrified, and then I cover my ears because my yell is echoed by a dozen voices, not far away.
Up the slope toward me come twelve women. They're different shapes and sizes, but all of them wear tattered clothes. All of them have their mouths stretched unnaturally wide, jaws basically unhinged, skin pulled tight. They're wailing, their voices rising to a shriek and then dipping lower, to an unnatural whine, and then higher, higher, higher to a shrill keening again. They never stop, they never take a breath. On and on they mourn, all together, sighing and singing and screaming until I feel blood running out of my ears, between my remaining fingers.
Get out of the dream, I tell myself. It's a dream, man, break out!
Suddenly my eyes pop open, and I see the dark rectangles of the posters above my bed. Cursing under my breath, I count my fingers, all ten of them.
My roommate Ben is sitting on his bed, staring at me. "Dude, you were yelling. It was scary."
I get up and walk to the sink. My knees barely hold me up. "Nightmare," I say.
"Hey, you got something here." Ben touches his ear.
I reach up to my own ear, and when I pull my hand away, there's blood on my fingers.
For a beat, I just stare at it.
Then I grab my phone. I'm about to call Aislinn—but then I realize she won't have the information I need. Much as I hate it, I gotta call the Far Darrig.
I dial Kieran. I hope he's awake.
He answers after a couple rings. "Hey."
"Dude, I'm freaking out." I go out into the hall and tell him about the dream in a low voice. "There's blood comin' out of my ear, man. Actual blood. How's that possible?"
"Visions can be powerful," says Kieran. "I remember hearing about Cathbad's visions; he had one about an upcoming battle that left him with open cuts from swords that never actually touched him. A few weeks later, the king Conchobar was wounded in those exact places during a skirmish."
"So I'm seeing what's going to happen? A bunch of banshees converging on Bluerock Mountain?"
"They're harbingers of death," Kieran says. "They're foretelling the deaths that are going to happen there during Samhain. Whether we keep the Gate from opening or not, Fae are going to die. Did you see anything else? Anything helpful?"
"No."
Kieran sighs. "Cathbad wasn't a friend to my people. If his spirit is controlling the amulet in any way, it might be with the purpose of discouraging us, not helping. I'd wear it during the day, for protection, and take it off at night. We may need you for the battle, and you can't help us if the amulet decides to give you harmful visions and take you out of the equation."
"Don't tell Aislinn about this," I say. "She'll worry."
"I know. I'll keep it to myself. Get some sleep, all right?"
"Yeah, man. Thanks."
When I go back into the room, I lay down on the bed. Ben is asleep again.
As I hold the medallion in the dark, I swear it glows, faintly.
"What are you doing?" I whisper to it. "Why are you showing me that banshee crap? Give me something useful, something to help my friends, or else—or else I'm gonna drop you down a storm drain somewhere."
I'm straight up psycho, talking to this thing like it can hear me, like it cares if I throw it in the sewer.
But I don't take it off. If there's even a chance Cathbad's spirit is tied to this, if there's a possibility it holds some of his power, I need to see this through. I've got to help my friends nail down this Samhain thing, before the Gate opens and the monsters kill us all.
It takes me an hour to calm down and fall asleep again. But when I do, another dream begins.
Bluerock Mountain again, and my dream self is walking up the slope toward a crack in the cliffside. I see a row of big men on black horses, all along the base of the cliff. Above them, on the clifftop, a couple dozen super-hairy  guys are balancing boulders, ready to roll them off the edge and down the slope. Those rocks are big and heavy enough to crush anything they strike.
In the middle of the row of riders, there's a man in a simple pullover shirt and jeans. He's carrying a knife, and a bag of some kind. Around his neck there's a large Celtic knot medallion, stained with blood. His face is bland—smooth and pink, and his bald forehead glistens greasily.
Malcolm.
I glanced to my right and to my left—there's a line of Fae stretching out on either side of me, more Fae behind me. Aislinn is there; I can see her clearly, but the faces of the others are smoky. I can't tell who they are.
The vision vanishes as my phone alarm goes off. Time for class.
But before I get ready for the day—before I call Kieran to tell him what I've seen—I take out the medallion and look at it. "Good work," I tell it.
"What's that?" says Ben from the sink area.
"Nothing," I say. "Just—talkin' to myself."
"You're weird, you know that?"
"You don't know the half of it," I say, and I head for the shower.
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Aislinn
Capoeira. The dance of war.
We gather for our first training session in the early morning, when the air is chilly and pink with the new sun. Our training ground is a huge parking lot near an old, broken-down strip mall. Grass pokes up through cracks in the pavement, and in one spot a young tree has managed to push the asphalt aside and reach for the air. It's about two feet high, shoving its way out of the blacktop. The sight of it gives me confidence.
Several dozen pixies have shown up for this, along with maybe twenty selkies and a few merrows and cluricauns. I can tell from the energy in Kieran's steps that he's excited and encouraged. Somehow our message is spreading. I'm sure they've heard rumors, as we have, that Malcolm is recruiting too, mobilizing dullahan and banshees and as many pooka and cluricauns as he can get. The effort swells his ranks, but it also gives our message weight and urgency. These Fae know that something big is coming, and they're desperate to protect their families.
I'm glad to see almost as many females as males here for the training. Why should they sit helplessly at home? Every woman, human or Fae, should have the ability to defend herself and the people she cares about.
Tom and Eric have brought along a big old-school boom box, and they set it up near a huge circle, drawn with chalk on the pavement. The rest of us gather around, eager for the lesson to begin. Tom turns on the music, a repetitive piece that's mostly drums.
"So you think you can dance?" Eric says, grinning, and there are scattered laughs in the crowd at the TV show reference."We're here to show you that pixies don't have to be limited by size. We can be as powerful as anyone else, if we know how to use our abilities the right way. Tom and I have hosted classes like this before, and some of you came to those; but we've never had this big of a crowd, right, Tom?"
Tom nods and steps forward, his face sober. "I guess we all know that there's a real threat coming. And we've got just a few weeks to teach you guys the basics, to help you last through the battle. So we're going to be doing this almost every day until Samhain—three times a week in the early morning, and three times a week at night, so everyone can get some training, no matter what your work schedule may be, okay?"
"You get Sundays off." Eric smiles.
"You're gonna be tempted to just start dancing," Tom continues. "Don't lose yourselves, okay? Focus on what we're doing, on the combat aspect of things. We'll start with a demonstration."
"It's all about using the natural momentum of your body when you're dancing," says Eric. "So think lots of kicks, sweeping the leg, using your opponents' energy against them—that kind of thing, yeah?"
He and Eric move out into the center of the circle, twisting and cartwheeling and twirling, fluid motion and power.
I could never do that. I've never had a gymnastics class in my life.
But then as they come toward each other, I start to see how it could work. Tom is spinning, dancing, and his legs fly through the air so fast they're really like weapons. When he twirls, arms out, he comes close to hitting Eric in the face. They're being careful with each other, but if Eric were any nearer, he'd be buffeted by those whirling arms, and it would definitely do some damage.
For a few minutes they show us the moves, doing flips and leaps and jumps in time with the beat. Then Eric turns up the music, and I feel my pixie instinct kicking in, demanding that I move with the rhythm. Giving in feels easy, natural, beautiful. As Eric demonstrates each move, we all copy him while Tom wanders through the crowd, adjusting form here and there.
"More strength, more power," he tells me as I practice a low sweep of the leg. "You want to knock your opponent off balance with this one."
He steps over and watches Kieran, who executes the move perfectly. "You've had training," he says.
"Not with this particular style, but yes," Kieran answers.
Of course he has. For a second, I'm irritated with his perfection.
"Is there anything you can't do?" I ask.
"I can't cook."
I roll my eyes. "Of course you can. You're a scientist, right? Cooking is just following a formula." Although now that I think about it, when I cook, there is an element of instinct involved. Sometimes you just know what to add, and how much, without any recipe.
He does the leg sweep again. "No, really, I can't," he says. "I get distracted, I miss an ingredient—something always goes wrong. It's like I'm cursed."
"Okay, what else?"
"I'm not an artist. I can do music, but not the visual arts." We both stand and practice a twirl and kick combo. "Give me a paintbrush and a canvas, and I'll just stare at it or slop some paint around. I even took a class once, and the teacher told me I had zero artistic talent. No imagination at all, she said."
"What? You totally have imagination."
"In my own way, maybe. I'm good at using things that others have created. Adapting them, building on them. I've only ever been truly innovative in the realm of magic and spellcraft, and even then I had help."
"I don't know. You're pretty imaginative when it comes to tricking people and scaring them out of their wits."
He laughs. "True. Such a useful talent."
"Less talking," barks Tom, passing by us again.
The other pixies and I are becoming more fluid in our motions now as we get into the music. Eric and Tom are trying to synchronize all of us—there's a pushing and pulling and thrumming of magic in the air, power rushing into to me and out of me. At the first pixie dance I attended, they did a synchronized number, all of us dancing in perfect unison, each knowing what the others were going to do the split second before it happened. This is starting to feel the same way.
Kieran seems to sense that we're all going into that zone, into a world of instinctual movement and magic where he can't follow. He moves to the edge of our ranks, where the pooka, merrows, and selkies hang back, practicing at their own pace.
"More strength, more power!" Tom yells to everyone, and we follow him, stamping and whirling, kicking and diving, spinning and punching. It's a fierce dance, a heart-pounding, foot-stomping, shaking-the-ground kind of dance. None of the dances I've done before ever felt like this. I'm a weapon, a warrior, a goddess.
Faster and faster we move, twist and spring, bend and strike. When I spin, my arms amass the force of a speeding bullet. If someone got too close to me now, I could bowl them over in half a second.
And then the music stops, and we're dazed, panting, glancing at each other with excitement.
"That felt good, yeah?" Eric grins at all of us. "You felt powerful, right? Wait till you're actually facing an opponent. Takes things to a whole new level. It's been about an hour, so we're going to end it for now, but come back tomorrow night for more, or in the morning two days from now. We'll do this again for a few more classes, and then we'll pair up and start sparring."
I search the crowd for Kieran, and when I find him I run to him. "That was incredible! I loved it. We may actually have a shot at this! I could do this for hours, which is good because we'll have to defend the gate for hours."
He's laughing at my enthusiasm, and he picks me up and kisses me, doing a slow twirl with me in his arms. A few of the merrows and selkies nearby whistle and clap.
"I'd like you to meet some of our allies," Kieran says after putting me down. "This is the Gallagher clan of selkies—Esther, Finn, Alby, Darina, and Darcy. These two are friends of Maureen's, Kaitlin and Pierce."
Most of the selkies, or seal-folk, have sleek, oddly shiny hair, almost like a pelt. The merrows look normal, except that they have extra skin between their fingers. The pooka all wear headbands or caps to cover the filed-down stumps of their horns.
I won't remember all their names, but I smile at each of them, thanking them for coming. I hope they can tell how much I mean it.
As the crowd disperses, Kieran takes my hand and leads me toward the strip mall, a long row of hollow stores. Faded signs still hang over the shops. Through the blank windows we can see wrecked counters, bare floors, and old clothing racks. Here and there, a window is cracked or broken, and in some places graffiti artists have performed their colorful magic.
"Why are we over here?" I ask. "It's all very sad and empty."
Instead of answering, he leads me through a breezeway between two of the shops. There's a small square plaza back there, a hidden space with a floor of cracked concrete squares, a crop of weeds, and a few old picnic tables. Kieran pulls me off to the right, so we're out of sight of the training area and the remnants of the crowd.
"Kieran, what are we doing? We don't have to hide from them to transport. What—" My words cut off as he pushes me against the wall, just roughly enough to make me gasp. Then his mouth captures mine, and every coherent thought leaves my head. After a second he picks me up, and I hitch my legs over his hips.
He kisses me softly at first, grazing my lips with his teeth. When he kisses me again, I dart my tongue into his mouth for just a second, and he moans. His lips move urgently against mine, and our tongues compete for space.
Then he draws back, looking at me, like he's drinking in the sight of me. I lean forward and kiss each of his cheeks, where he has those freckles, and then his mouth again.
"So you found us a secret make-out spot?" I whisper.
He nods. Then his eyes fix on something on the wall, over my shoulder, and he whirls me away from the bricks in one quick motion.
A huge black spider the size of my palm is creeping down the wall, right where I was. Another few seconds and it would have crawled onto me.
"Ew, ew, ew! Oh my gosh! That thing almost touched me! Kill it, please kill it!"
"The Soul-Stealer can't kill spiders?" He's laughing at me. "Go ahead, try a spell on it."
"Um—" I try to remember words, spells. There's one for immobilization, so I use that. The spider freezes in place.
"Good," he says. "Now try this." He whispers a string of Gaelic words in my ear. A few of them are unfamiliar, but I pronounce them as best I can. Nothing happens.
"What's the spell supposed to do?"
"Set the thing on fire," he says. "Exert your will while you're saying it. Really push the power forward, to your target."
I stretch out my hand; he never does that with spells, but it helps me focus. I say the spell again, willing harm to that spider with all my might—and a split second later, there's a quick flash of yellow flame and the spider crinkles up, its eight legs shriveling and dissolving into ash. It's literally toast.
"Good work, darling," he says. "Now you are Slayer of Spiders."
"Let's get out of here." I transport back to the parking lot, and he jogs after me. "So what are we doing today?" I ask when he catches up.
"Going to see Ross again."
I cringe. "Do we have to?"
"Yes. We need him, and his friends. He's very powerful."
"But he doesn't come out in public. You said he stays in the club all the time."
"Most of the time, yes. But he might come out for something as important as defending the gate—if the right person were to persuade him." He looks significantly at me.
"Are you serious? You want me to persuade him?"
"He likes you better than me."
"Oh, yes. And he promised to show me pleasures I never imagined. Maybe I should take him up on that offer—since you're pimping me out and all." I'm teasing, but he growls and grabs for me. I transport out of his reach.
"I'm not asking you to sleep with him. In fact, I forbid—I mean, I strongly suggest that you don't sleep with him or kiss him or touch him at all, in fact, and definitely don't let him touch you. Or look at you—this is a bad idea."
"No, it's a good idea, or you wouldn't have suggested it. You're right—we need him. Don't chicken out."
He looks unhappy, but we both know it needs to be done.
In a few hours, we're at Ross's club. It looks different in the daytime—less mysterious, just a narrow doorway in a big building. But I know the labyrinth of rooms that lies underneath, and the things that happen there.
"Can we transport past all the—can we go straight to Ross's throne bedroom thing?" I ask Kieran, hanging back.
"That would be rude," he says. "Besides, he's not in that part of the club today. That's his audience chamber, so to speak. We're going to his private quarters, on the fourth floor."
There's no doorman during the day, but when Kieran buzzes, the entrance unlocks. We take an immediate right, and there's an elevator at the end of a short hallway. Last time it was so dark that I didn't notice the exaggerated height of the ceilings, but now the hallways seem incredibly tall. I suppose they're designed like that to accommodate Ross's huge horns.
In the elevator, Kieran glances up at a small camera. "Smile," he says. "Someone's watching." As I smile, he turns his back to the camera and looks intently into my eyes. "Be careful. Do your best not to offend him, but don't do anything you'll regret, either."
"I understand."
"I love you. Even if I don't show it as much while we're with him."
"Me too."
When the elevator opens, the first thing I see is a huge tapestry, depicting a bunch of half-naked women draping themselves over an enormous black goat. Gross.
Two guards flank the tapestry, their pooka horns shorter than Ross's, but still impressive.
"We're expected," says Kieran, and a guard gestures for us to proceed to the right. Ross's rooms are richly, lavishly furnished; he's clearly a fan of Bohemian decor, colors, and opulence. Turkish mosaic lamps, their globes crafted from red and blue glass, hang on chains from the high ceilings, and thick rugs cover the floor. Everywhere, I see long couches adorned with rows of pillows, heavy coffee tables piled with statuary and books and curiosities, paintings in ornate frames, and tapestries woven with explosions of color.
Another guard, standing in a doorway, motions us forward. We move through the living space to a room where huge patterned pillows are scattered around low tables. An eating area, maybe. There's another guard. What do they do all day? Stand around the house and wait for visitors? That must be a boring job.
The next room is a lounge, with three massive TVs, a wet bar, and a wide, L-shaped sectional draped in colorful throws and pillows. Two of the Lianhan Sídhe are sitting on the floor, playing chess. They smile and flutter their long fingers at Kieran, and he bows to them.
The beautiful oak doors at the opposite side of the room are closed. "Ross is in the bath," says one of the Lianhan Sídhe. "He'll be with you shortly."
Kieran and I sit on the couch. I try to look relaxed and at home, like he does, but my heart is beating fast. The Lianhan Sídhe look so beautiful, their shapely thighs barely covered by short skirts, their cleavage on full display in shimmery, silky tops. Why did I wear old jeans with holes in the knees, and this stupid grey jacket? If I'm supposed to persuade Ross to help us, I should at least look decent. Kieran should have given me time to change into something less grungy. I frown at him, and he frowns back, confused. I pull off the jacket. I'm wearing a tight-fitting T-shirt underneath, with a superhero slogan on it. Very human, very teen nerd. I'm going to die from embarrassment.
As I'm debating putting the jacket back on, the double doors swish open. Ross strides into the room, magnificent, gleaming, his skin damp, a thick towel wrapped around his waist. His sweeping black horns catch the light as he seats himself on the sectional near me. Very near me.
"Far Darrig, good to see you. Soul-Stealer," he says, putting one gigantic muscled arm along the back of the sofa behind my shoulders. "A pleasure to see you again. I hope you're back to take advantage of my offer."
I'm overcome by the size of him. Not even Zane has such shoulders, such a massive chest, and such crisply defined abs. There's so much of Ross, and so little clothing. It doesn't excite me, though; if anything, it's embarrassing.
It dawns on me that Ross did this on purpose. He knew exactly when Kieran and I were arriving; Kieran told me we had an appointment. He timed his bath for precisely this hour.
I think I'm being seduced. And right in front of Kieran, too.
I glance at Kieran, and I see immediately that he knows it. His eyes have gone cold and hard. Does Ross know how dangerous the Far Darrig can be when crossed?
Forget the persuasion or seduction, forget the banter and innuendo that are sure to come. This is a game I don't intend to play.
I tuck my legs up on the couch and face Ross, looking into his eyes as openly and honestly as I can. "Your offer was kind, but I'm only interested in the Far Darrig that way. But I think you're cool, so if you like, we can be good friends. I always have room for more of those in my life."
Out of the corner of my eye I see the Lianhan Sídhe staring, open-mouthed. I don't suppose many women flat-out reject Ross like I just did. I can't help thinking of the way I rejected Kieran at first, the way I offered him friendship instead. This is different, though. I'm not attracted to Ross, not at all; but there's something hearty and bold about him that I like. We could actually be friends.
Unless he takes great offense at my rejection.
He stares at me, and then he starts to laugh—a big, contagious laugh. "I like you," he says. "You say what's in your mind. Very well then, let's talk about friendship. I suppose, as a friend, you want a favor?"
I take my time explaining the situation to him, and I tell him everything, right down to the design of the cave where the Second Gate is located and every word I can remember of what Malcolm said that night at the stone circle. I tell him about our recruitment efforts, and the training. The only thing I leave out is the exact location of the Heart of the Earth.
"So you see how desperately we need you—all of you," I say, nodding to the Lianhan Sídhe. They've been listening too, and in their eyes I see an alertness, an intelligence that reminds me they are women of power in their own right. They may choose to be with Ross, but they are not slaves.
"You speak to me as if I'm already on your side, little one," says Ross soberly. "But I must tell you, I understand Malcolm's view of things. You see these?" He points to the horns. "Someone like me has a few choices. Go out into the world, like this, and be feared and ridiculed and probably captured and subjected to experiments—that's option one. Option two, file my horns and pretend to be human. I've chosen option three—living in my own safe space, where I can be who I am, without mutilating myself to fit in with the current order of things. So you see, I have a stake in this. If Malcolm opens the gate, he may usher in a new age of magic, one where I can walk freely with my head held high."
My heart sinks as he's speaking, because I've given him everything. Everything about our operation, our fledgling attack plans. I've failed Kieran, I've failed everyone, all because I was too proud or too stupid to go along with the game. My eyes sting, filling with tears, and I look down to hide them.
"Pretty little Korrigan," says Ross, putting a huge hand under my chin and tilting my face up. "Don't cry. Your trust won't be wasted. I said I understand Malcolm's purpose; I didn't say that I agree with his methods. Releasing beasts from the Otherworld is a foolish plan, one that will end in many Fae dying as well as humans. Obviously, he cares about no one but the druids. He would probably sooner cut off my horns as relics than have me as an ally. Too many Fae that I know personally have been mutilated by those magic-users over the centuries. No, I won't be joining forces with them. I'd like to help you, and your Far Darrig." He glances at the Lianhan Sídhe, and they both nod. "All of us will be glad to join you in defending the gate. And I for one will be eager to see your full power on display."
"I'll do my best to give you a good show," I say, smiling.
After excusing himself to dress, Ross calls in more of his Lianhan Sídhe and we talk strategy and battle ideas. Then he insists that we stay for lunch, which is a sumptuous meal served in huge bowls and platters, out of which we all eat.
"I'm an admirer of Middle Eastern culture," says Ross. "The communal feast—it's a powerful thing. There's a special magic in dining with allies and friends." He hands me a piece of flat bread and shows me how to scoop the food from the dish with it. As we eat, he and Kieran joke and laugh, and I realize why they're friends; they share a love of other cultures and the same sarcastic, slightly twisted sense of humor.
When we finally walk out of the building into the afternoon sunshine, I feel richer. Safer. More optimistic about the future.
Kieran faces me. "Again you surprise me," he says. "I was worried at first, but you played the right cards at the right moments."
"I wasn't playing," I say. "I was being honest with him."
"A bold move," he says. "Better than I could have planned. You're a perceptive woman, and a wise one."
No one has ever called me a woman before, and I'm strangely pleased by the sound of it. That's how he thinks of me—not as a girl, but as a woman. An equal to him, worthy of his admiration and respect.
Is it possible that I love him even more now?
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Aislinn
Over the next few weeks, our group of allies practices, over and over, alternating mornings and evenings. Kieran and I attend almost every session. At first, even with the dance magic carrying me through most of the session, my muscles are so sore afterward that I hate the thought of training again. But after a week or so, I can feel a change in my arms and legs. My thighs and my calves are stronger. My arms look toned, and there are the faintest outlines of abs developing on my stomach. I'm stronger, tougher—and it feels amazing.
But it's not enough to dissolve the knot of fear growing in my stomach, the chill of anxiety I feel whenever I see anything related to Halloween, to Samhain.
Unlike Christmas, which was dreary and depressing for me, I always had a fondness for Halloween. When I was little, Magnolia would buy me a Halloween costume and take me to a neighborhood nearby for trick-or-treating. And then Gillian would confiscate half the candy, claiming that it wasn't safe or that it was bad for my teeth. Even so, I loved the holiday.
But this year, seeing the decorations popping up in yards everywhere reminds me that I'm going to die soon. And Kieran is going to die soon.
Attendance for our training group stays strong; in fact, more Fae come every week. At one of the night training sessions, Eric announces, "We'll start training with weapons tomorrow morning. Knives, mostly—but if you want to bring another kind of weapon, feel free. Be sure you spread out more than usual; we don't want you slicing each other up by accident, yeah?"
"Weapons?" I say to Kieran as we walk back to the Audi. "Do I have to?"
"You'll need them, love. The druids and their allies won't come armed with magic alone."
"I don't suppose Arden's kitchen knives will do."
He laughs. "Come as you are tomorrow. I'll furnish the weapons."
The next morning, right before training begins, he presents me with a wooden box, inlaid with a shiny mosaic of a red dragon. When I open it, I can't help gasping.
Inside, edge to edge, lie a pair of daggers. They're plain, not showy, with simple black grips and shiny silver blades. I pick one up, wrapping my fingers around it. I'm not experienced with weapons, but by the solid heft of this knife, I'm sure it's far better quality than the average display-in-your-man-cave-so-you-look-tough kind of blade.
"Kieran, they're beautiful."
He grins with pleasure. "There's a belt to go with them."
Why am I so excited about this? I'm smiling like an idiot as I buckle on the pliable leather belt and slip the knives into their sheaths. "They're awesome. Thank you." I pull his face to mine and kiss him.
"Hurry up, lovebirds," says Eric, strolling past us. "Time for class!"
Behind him walk several unnaturally beautiful women—the Lianhan Sídhe I've seen with Ross. They all wear knives at their hips, too.
Once the lesson begins, it's clear that the Lianhan Sídhe are more than stunning Fae with a talent for seduction. They're swift, lethal warriors, and the knife-wielding demonstration they give us leaves me breathless and terrified.
"Think of the knives as extensions of your hands," says one of the Lianhan Sídhe, a tall woman with hair in two tight auburn braids. "Always keep the knife forward, your body behind it. Know where it is, and don't lose control of it."
After several sessions with the Lianhan Sídhe, my knives begin to feel like a part of me; though the idea of facing an enemy who is also holding a knife still terrifies me. Will I really be able to cut someone? How will it feel, sinking a blade deep into flesh?
I refuse to talk to Kieran about my knife-wielding fears. I won't be a silly seventeen-year-old girl who can't hold her own, can't defend herself. He needs to see that he doesn't have to protect me. So I train, and I sweat, and I push down my fear of the knives until they become part of my deadly dance.
But the days pass too quickly. And we only have a week left till Samhain.
As I walk through the ranks of Fae doing Capoeira, without weapons this time, I can tell that they're getting better—much better. Even the merrows and selkies are holding their own.
Over these weeks I've gotten to know many of them by name. It hurts me to think that soon, some of them will probably be dead.
"When you're doing this on Samhain, you're going to be wearing wards as protection against the druids' spells," I remind them. "If you choose an amulet instead of a blood ward, you'll need to make sure no one pulls it off your neck. And keep in mind the ward only offers limited protection. If more than one spell comes at you, one is probably going to get through, so don't rely on the wards alone to keep you safe."
I look at each face, saying their names in my mind, wondering which ones will be gone forever by this time next week.
Kieran's arm slides around my shoulders. "You look like despair itself," he whispers. "Try to be cheerful for the troops."
"Sorry. Just thinking about what could happen."
"We're doing really well here, Aislinn," he says. "With your powers, and mine, and their skills, I think we're going to make it through this."
Eric turns off the music and calls, "All right everyone, good job today! See you tomorrow."
After a few goodbyes, I transport Kieran and myself to the park not far from my apartment. I'd like to be alone with him for a while, just the two of us, before he drives home.
We appear in a clump of bushes and have to stagger through them, breaking twigs along the way. Kieran takes my arm to help me out. "You're really getting muscles there," he says. "I like it."
"Yours aren't so bad either." I pass my hand over his shoulder and bicep. "Lovely."
We walk for a while in the clear light and crisp air of early morning, talking about everything except Samhain—yet somehow, everything we mention seems connected to it, like the tendrils of a web all leading to a giant, dark, bloodthirsty spider. When we talk about movies each of us wants the other to see, or books we want to read, or favorite foods we want to have again, there's always the underlying sense that our time is short. That we might not get to enjoy all those things.
Finally we head up the street to the apartment complex, where Kieran parked the Audi.
In the parking lot of the building, three women are washing his car.
One is younger than me, lithe and thin, her red hair in a feathered knot, blue designs covering her face and arms. The second, middle-aged, has heavy curves and thick black hair, which she's using to polish the Audi's hood. The third, an old woman with drooping eyes, wears a bikini like the other two, and it's hard to look at her because she's such a mass of wrinkles and sagging flesh. Macha, Badb, and Nemain. The Morrígna.
I think it's very weird that they're washing Kieran's car—in bikinis, on a chilly October day. Like, really weird. But hey, they're a strange bunch.
Kieran is frozen, jaw tight, eyes horrified.
"What? Kieran, what? You're scaring me."
"They're washing my car."
"I know, it's crazy. Just ask them to stop."
His voice is tense, fearful. "You don't understand. In the old days, when one of the Morrígna washed a warrior's armor or chariot before a battle, it was an omen of certain death. Badb washed Cormac's chariot before the First Battle of Mag Tuired, against the Tuatha Dé Danann."
"Let me guess—he didn't make it."
"No. And that's only one of many stories."
"So since you don't have a chariot, they're washing the Audi?" I smirk. "Come on, Kieran. It's the twenty-first century. You don't have to believe in all that."
"Don't I?"
I take his hand. He's actually sweating from fear. I've never seen him like this. "Look, let's ask them, okay?"
We walk forward to the Morrígna, who are busy splashing soapy water and rubbing the Audi with giant orange sponges.
"So, ladies," I say. "How's it going?"
Macha, the youngest, nods to me, but none of them speak.
"Thanks for washing the car," I say. "It kinda needed some TLC."
Macha stares, not understanding.
"TLC means 'tender loving care,' " I explain. "But I'm warning you, be careful to rinse thoroughly and don't scratch the paint job. Kieran really loves that car."
"Who's Kieran?" says Badb.
"You call him the Far Darrig, or Midir. To me he's Kieran. Midir 3.0, I guess."
I glance at him, and there's a faint smile on his face. Success. 
"Anyway, Kieran here is wondering why you ladies decided to wash his car this morning. Not that we aren't grateful—just curious."
"It is an omen, foolish girl," squawks Nemain. Suds drip over her wrinkly cleavage, and her stomach is a mess of lines and grooves. If there's one thing I'm glad of, it's that I won't age for another bunch of centuries.
"An omen of death," says Badb. She doesn't look happy about it. "All the signs indicate that you will fail to stop the opening of the Second Gate during Samhain—which means that you, Far Darrig, and you, Soul-Stealer, will die. And so will countless others."
"We're not giving up yet," I tell her. "And you know, we could really use help from the three of you. I've read the stories. You used to confuse armies and strike terror in the hearts of the soldiers. You even fought on the side of the Tuatha Dé Danann in the old wars. Won't you help us now?"
"Our victory for the Tuatha Dé Danann was short-lived," says Badb. "In spite of our aid, they were driven out, and few of them remain in the world. It is all given over to the lesser Fae races, and to the humans. And look what they've done to it! Sen saobretha. Brecfásach mbrithiom-braithiomh cech fer. Foglaid cech mac."
Kieran translates. "False judgments from the old, false words from law-makers; every man a betrayer, every son a destroyer."
"Mna can feli, fir gan gail," says Nemain. "Women with no modesty, men with no courage."
"I don't know; the world's not all bad," I say.
"You are young," says Macha; and it's ironic coming from her, because she looks younger than me, though I know she's not. "To the young, everything is brighter and more beautiful. There is joy and blessing everywhere. Only with years will you learn the truth. Am I not right, Far Darrig?"
"Not entirely," he says. "Sometimes you can see through the eyes of youth again, find the hope and the beauty in it all."
Nemain snorts. "He's in love. A man in love is nothing but a fool. Listen not to him, but continue washing the chariot!" She squeezes her sponge, and a flood of soapy water runs over the side of the Audi.
I can't help it. I know I shouldn't. But I laugh anyway, partly at Nemain and partly because my nerves are shot at this point, and if I don't release some of the stress I'm going to explode. Peals of laughter burst from my throat, and I cover my mouth but I can't stop.
Nemain looks furious, and Macha just seems confused. But Badb's eyes have the slightest twinkle, the faintest creases at the corners, as if she's right on the verge of smiling.
"Stop. You're going to make the Fates angry," Kieran hisses in my ear.
But I can't stop, so I let him take my hand and lead me up the stairs to the apartment.
Arden meets us at the door, and the look on her face kills my laughter. "Have you seen Wynnie?" she says.
"No," I say. "We've been at training."
"Did you see her when you left this morning?"
"I transported out to meet Kieran in the parking lot, really early. I didn't go into the living room. Is she gone?"
"Yes, and I have no idea where. I haven't seen her since dinner yesterday. I thought she was hanging out with you two in the evening."
She wasn't, because Kieran and I were very busy; first we had training, and then later another long make-out session behind the strip mall. His back to the wall this time. And no spiders.
"No, she wasn't with us." I push past Arden into the apartment. "What about her phone, her things?"
"Her shoes are gone, but everything else is still here."
"So no one has seen her since yesterday evening?" Kieran asks.
"No."
We all look at each other, fear and tension like an electric charge in the air.
"Do you think the druids got her somehow?" I ask. "Or maybe she ran away. Oh my gosh, Arden, we have to find her!"
"You can find her, Aislinn," says Kieran.
Of course, my pixie powers.
"You two go in the Audi and start looking," says Arden. "I'll wait here in case she comes back."
We don't waste any time. Kieran dashes down the steps and waves the Fates away from his car. "Go, go!" he cries, grabbing the bucket of water and splashing it over the remaining suds. He yanks open the door and jumps in. I transport into the passenger seat, and we're roaring out of the parking lot the next second, zooming past the shocked faces of the Morrígna.
It takes half an hour to track Wynnie. Even though I'm holding her image in my mind, I keep getting a strange sensation, like something is interfering with my power, partially blocking my ability. Eventually, we pull up at the side of a narrow country road, at the edge of an open field. I picture Wynnie again, holding her face in my mind.
"Kieran, something's wrong."
"Come on."
We run into the field together. The grass, slowly turning tan under the threat of fall, stretches far away to the red and gold trees.
And in the center of the field, a massive, hulking beast lies on its side in a huge circle of bare earth.
Dark lines scar the ground under and around it—runes or wards burned into the soil. Big rocks, large as a man might lift alone, stand at intervals along the perimeter of the circle. There are deep tire marks, too, and chains hanging from the beast's legs and protruding from the center of its body. It looks as if someone had the creature bound between massive vehicles, controlling its movements. Now the chains lie useless, crumpled, on the grass.
The beast is black, monstrous, with a burly, furred body covered in dark spines, and three massive bearlike paws. Six eyes, all of them blank and glassy. A smashed-up snout, like a wrinkled bat's face. There's a gash at the side of its enormous neck, and a flood of dark red blood has matted its fur and pooled on the ground below. Judging by the ragged wound, and the spattering of flesh and blood and hair, someone cut its throat open with a chainsaw.
One of the beast's legs has also been sawn off. I can see the stark white of the bone jutting out of the red flesh.
All this passes through my mind before I realize what this creature is. Who it is.
Because I've seen it before, in the druids' dungeon.
Wynnie's beast.
"Kieran," I gasp. "Kieran, Kieran!"
The druids took her; they must have stripped her Life-Stream, like they did mine. They chained her up, and when she transformed they killed her beast. Killing it apparently keeps it here, corporeal, in this world; and they cut off its leg afterwards.
"Bone of the Demon," Kieran says. "For the Gate ritual."
They must have done the whole thing at dawn; it's mid-morning now, and they're long gone.
Wynnie.
Suddenly I remember what it's like to transform; it's not so much a bodily change as a wrapping of my body within the dark matter that forms the beast. But that means—
"Kieran, she's still inside!" I scream.
I transport to the Audi, grab my knives from the back seat, and then flash back to the field again, right next to the creature. Its belly is immense; even when it's lying on its side, it's still taller than me.
"Láidreacht!" I cry, and I'm ripping at the monster's stomach with the knives, dragging them through fur and trying to slice the thick skin. But even with my strength, it's like trying to cut through a steak with a hairpin.
"Kieran!"
He's next to me, both hands splayed against the beast's side, whispering urgently in Gaelic. There's a cracking sound, and a rivulet of golden light runs from his fingers down the center of the creature's stomach.
Again he speaks, louder this time. More golden light floods out of him, seeping into the monster's flesh, running along its belly. He's panting, the muscles of his neck standing out with the strain of the spell he's performing.
A horrible tearing, ripping, and snapping—a rush of blood and dark fluid that drenches both of us. Kieran roars with the effort of his spell, trying to make the opening wider, and I help him with my magical strength, seizing both edges of the growing crack and prying them apart. Pulse after pulse of magic flows through my arms and hands, draining out of me.
I can see something in the gloom and gore of the demon's insides. I'm holding its stomach open with all my might, my muscles straining, my head pounding harder and harder. Kieran reaches inside with both hands, and he's pulling, pulling—
The dark matter holding her in place, keeping her sealed inside, gives way, and Wynnie's naked shape slithers out onto the ground. I let go, and the beast's belly collapses in on itself.
Kieran falls.
He's white, dead white. The tips of his fingers still glow golden with the force of the power he used, and I can see a faint glow from his chest, too. I hope he didn't use too much of his energy.
Wynnie. Is she alive?
I wipe the grime from her face. She's so still.
Cold, no breath.
But that's how it is inside the beast—it keeps you barely alive, in a state of deep unconsciousness. She might still come around.
"Wynnie," I whisper. "Wynnie, please wake up."
I pump her chest several times with my hands—I'm not sure how to do it, but I hope the action will get her heart going again. I can't feel a pulse. I can't feel any breath. There's no movement, nothing. When I pull up her eyelid, the dark eye underneath doesn't shift. It's static, blank.
"Wynnie." My voice breaks.
And then I look at Kieran again. His chest is barely moving. Whatever he did to save her, it almost killed him. I crawl over to him—I can feel myself weakening as my energy wanes, too.
"Why'd you have to be so damn noble?" I whisper.
Summoning every bit of my remaining strength, I drag Wynnie's body right next to his. I lay down between them, one arm over each. The grass feels cool and ticklish and soft against my cheek. I have to sleep, now.
But no—we aren't safe. I need to take us somewhere we can be safe.
A safe place.
A place flashes into my mind, and without thinking it through, I transport.
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"Zane Amari Percy!" My mother's voice rings through the house, sharp and urgent.
Oh damn. I'm in trouble.
Why did I think coming home for another weekend was a good idea?
I jump up and run. Sounds like she's in the basement.
My mother is standing up against the TV—it's on, but she has her back to it. And on the floor, in a crumpled heap of legs and arms, are Aislinn, Kieran, and Wynnie. Wynnie is stark naked, covered in some kind of dark slime, and the others look like they're soaked in blood.
"Oh fu—"
"Zane!" Mom cuts me off. "Aislinn and these two just—appeared. They appeared, son. Right here, in the TV room. Now would you care to explain why you never told me that your ex-girlfriend is a magic-user?"
"How—how do you know it's—"
"She's the only one conscious—at least, she was a second ago. I'm not stupid, son."
I nod, swallowing hard. "Yeah, she—she can transport herself to—different places."
"She ever done this with you?"
"Yes, ma'am."
She stares at the three unconscious bodies. "All right. Let's get them some help first, and we'll talk later. Help me get them on the couches."
Quickly throwing a blanket over one of the couches, I lift Aislinn onto it while Mom wraps Wynnie in a second blanket. We lift her onto the other couch. Kieran we leave on the floor, but Mom piles pillows under his head and puts a blanket over him.
"Is he breathing?" I ask, cause  it sure doesn't look like it. Mom pulls a DVD out of its case and holds the shiny side near his lips. The faintest bit of condensation shows up.
"He's alive, barely," she says. "I can't see anything wrong with him, though. No wounds."
"Looks like he used too much magic. Aislinn, too. But Wynnie—I don't know what's wrong with her."
Mom does the CD test to Wynnie, too. Her breathing is even fainter than Kieran's, but she's alive.
"Well, with none of them wounded and all of them unconscious, I suppose we got to wait. Which means you've got time to explain exactly what in heaven and earth is going on here."
Here we go again.
It's a lot to tell. I keep it simple, just the basics about the Korrigan and how they treated Aislinn. I tell Mom that Aislinn, Kieran, and Wynnie are in some trouble with other magic-users—nothing specific about the druids because that would be a hell of a lot more complicated, and Mom doesn't need to know all of it, especially not the danger we're facing with Samhain.
By the time I'm done talking, Wynnie's breathing is stronger.
When I'm done, Mom says, "That is quite a tale, boy. You kept all that from us?"
"Yes, ma'am," I say slowly. If she knew what else I'm keeping—
"I'm gonna let you live," she says. "But only on the condition that you never, never, I mean ever, keep that kinda information from your Mama ever again. Do you understand me?"
"Yes, ma'am." Lying to my mother. I'm going straight to hell, for sure.
"Don't you keep saying 'yes ma'am' at me."
"Yes, ma—I mean, okay. Mom, you don't seem as shocked as I thought you'd be."
"Honey, I already knew magic was real. All your Gram's hoodoo—that's legit. This Irish brand of magic isn't the only one, and they don't have the only creatures, either. You should have heard my mother and grandmother talk—in Africa they got the Inkanyamba, the Popobawa, the Grootslang. Talk about your vampires—the Impundulu and the Adze are so much worse."
"But you hate all this. Hoodoo, magic."
"I do. Goes against my religion. But what I don't do is turn away helpless people when they appear in my house." She moves a lock of hair out of Aislinn's face, gently. "The Good Lord made her come here for a reason. I guess she knew where she could find some help."
Just then, Wynnie sits bolt upright, wrapped in her blanket. And she screams.
The next second, Kali is running down the steps. "What's going on?"
I can't deal with my little sister right now. I move toward Wynnie, reaching out to her. She turns to me, terror in her eyes, and I'm sure she's going to scramble away, avoid contact like she always does.
But instead, she takes one hard look at me and throws herself into my arms.
She's sobbing so hard I think she might break in half. I hold her tight, like I'm holding her together. "Hey girl, hey, hey," I say in my best soothing voice. "It's okay, you're all right. You're alive, you're safe. Hey, shh. It's okay."
I keep going with nonsense like that, cause it seems to be working. She's calming down, slowly. At the bottom of the steps, Mom is saying something to Kali—not sure what she's telling her. Which one is the bigger sin in my mother's mind—telling Kali about magic, or telling her a lie?
After a minute and a wide-eyed stare, Kali goes back upstairs.
"What'd you tell her?" I ask.
Mom's face is stiff, her mouth primmed up. "That your friends are in trouble and sick, and they need to rest here a while."
Nice. The truth, sort of.
"She bought it?"
"Of course not. She's a smart one; she's gonna know there's more to it than that. I'll go get some water for her." She nods at Wynnie. "You got this?"
I nod, and she goes upstairs.
"Wynnie, can you tell me what happened?"
"The druids took me," Wynnie says, through her tears. Her breath comes in jerks and gasps. "From the park. I was talking a walk alone, for the first time, and—"
She chokes up. Damn. Right when she decides to be brave and venture out on her own for the first time. That's messed up.
"They did a ritual and took my Life-Stream. Then there was this big circle, and they chained me to these trucks—and then when my beast came at dawn, they killed it. I could hear it roaring while it died, and this bubbling sound. And then there was a horrible sawing, and then nothing. Darkness. And then I was here." She glances at Kieran and Aislinn, and there's something in her eyes that's deeper than gratitude. "They must have pulled me out of its body."
"Wait, the druids killed your beast? What does that mean?" I ask. "It's daytime, right now, and you're not—you haven't transformed again. Does that mean you're not Korrigan anymore?"
"I don't know," she says, her breath still hitching. "I've never heard of anyone killing a Korrigan's beast form. And if anyone ever did, they probably wouldn't have thought to look for a human inside it."
"We should put you somewhere safe tomorrow morning, just to be sure," I say. I'm still holding her.
She nods, her head moving against my shoulder. "The Korrigan house, where Aislinn used to change. There's a place there, right?"
"Yeah, we can use that one. But if you don't change, then—Wynnie, that would mean you're cured." I lean back to look at her.
Her eyes shine, and her smile makes her face totally different. Alive, happy.
"Wow," I say, without meaning to, because even streaked with beast grime, she's a stunner. Then I cover my real meaning. "Wow, that would change your life."
Mom returns with the glass of water. "Honey, you drink this, and then let's get you upstairs for a shower and some clothes. I think some of Ada's old things might fit you."
"Thank you." Unsteadily Wynnie stands, wrapped in her blanket, and Mom helps her mount the steps.
When their footsteps have faded, I lean back on the couch and stare at Aislinn. Even asleep, her face has a weary, pinched look. She's been through a lot lately, and she's gotten tougher, more muscular. She's still beautiful though, all sloping curves and those delicate features. I admire her, and I kinda miss her—but the sight of her doesn't cause me that fever of pain and want that it used to. And I realize that I'm over her. Finally.
From what I know about her magic, it's gonna take her hours to sleep this off. I look over at Kieran. He's always hella white, but I've never seen him so pale. He looks like he almost died. What did they have to do to get that beast open and pull Wynnie out? For the first time, I feel bummed that I wasn't there to help both of them. That's new for me—usually I'd wanna stay as far away from any of this as I can.
After half an hour or so, Wynnie comes back downstairs, dressed in Ada's old jeans and T-shirt. Wynnie's a lot shorter than Ada, so she has rolled up the cuffs of the jeans. She sits on the couch beside me, and she doesn't scoot all the way into the far corner like usual. And she seems okay with the two of us being the only conscious people in the room.
"How are they doing?" she asks.
"Aislinn's sleeping it off. Kieran—I dunno. Never seen him like this."
"You should call Ériu," she says.
"I don't have her number."
"It's in Kieran's phone."
"Right. Okay." I get up and turn Kieran sideways a bit so I can reach his back pocket. Sure enough, there's the phone. I can't unlock it though. Time to call Arden—she can hack in and get the number. And I should call her anyway, so she knows what's going on. Damn, I should have called her an hour ago.
When I call Arden, I make it sound like it all just happened, like they just got here, so she won't be pissed that I didn't let her know right away. Wynnie watches me while I'm on the phone, raising her eyebrows a couple times.
"I have Ériu's number," Arden says. "I'll call her myself."
When I end the call, Wynnie's still watching me. "What?" I say.
That little round mouth of hers twitches curves at one corner. "You're scared of her."
"Nah. I just don't need two women mad at me right now."
"Your mother? She doesn't seem mad. She seems kind."
"She seems kind." I grin. "Nah, she's cool. She just has expectations, you know, and stuff she wants to be a certain way, and if you don't fit into that certain way, that's when the trouble starts."
She nods, puckering her lips and glancing around the room. "Nice house."
"Thanks. It's comfortable."
My eyes move back to Aislinn, and Wynnie follows my look.
"You still love her?" she asks.
"She's like family," I say. "Always will be, I guess. But I think I'm over the other part."
I don't mean to look into Wynnie's eyes when I say it. It kinda just happens. And there's something, like a current of electricity, that runs between us for a second, before she looks away and shuts it off.
"Wanna watch TV?" I ask.
"Please."
Arden shows up shortly after, but there's nothing she can do except chat awkwardly with my mother and wait. We watch TV for a couple hours, until Ériu comes to the house. A goddess of the Tuatha dé Danann, in my family's home. Damn that's cool.
By now, Kali has plunked herself down between Wynnie and me and is trying to figure out what's really going on. When Ériu comes down the basement steps, her mouth goes slack. "Is she a model?" she whispers to me. She's fourteen, very into the whole idea of modeling. She watches episodes of old Top Model shows nonstop.
"Kind of," I say. But I'm nervous, because Kali is about to find out just how not normal Ériu really is. "Hey kiddo, why don't you grab a snack for Wynnie? She's feelin' shaky, aren't you Wynnie?"
"Oh, um, yes," Wynnie says. "So, so hungry."
Kali sighs, slides off the couch, and goes upstairs.
Ériu kneels beside Kieran. "Little brother, what have you done to yourself this time?"
"He and Aislinn tore me from the belly of my dead beast," says Wynnie. "They saved my life."
"I think they both overused their magic," I say.
"You're right," says Ériu. As she passes her hands over Kieran, his chest glows faintly golden. "I'm glad you called me. I need to give him some of my energy, or he's going to die."
"I apologize that we've been calling you so much lately," Arden says. "For Wynnie's tongue, and the Far Darrig's finger, and now this. You keep having to make the journey down here; it must be an inconvenience for you."
Ériu smiles at her. "Honestly I have nothing better to do at the moment. I'm enjoying this, your little group here. I can see why Midir likes being a part of it all. It's like what he used to have long ago, when he lived in France."
"We don't call you just for the healing, you know," Arden says, blushing a little. "Your company is also an honor, and a pleasure."
"Thank you. Yours as well." With a half-smile and a wink at Arden, Ériu turns back to Kieran and begins murmuring a spell. Suddenly her entire torso glows, golden and transparent with the brightness of the light in her chest. Tendrils of that light writhe down her arms, through her fingers, and into Kieran's body. His finger, which was mostly re-grown, is suddenly whole again, and the light in his chest ignites, glowing brighter.
And of course that's the moment when Kali comes back downstairs and sees the two of them, lit up like a couple of weird Christmas trees.
My little sister almost drops the bowl of grapes.
With an effort, Ériu wrenches her fingers free from Kieran's chest and slumps over. I jump up and help her onto the couch beside Wynnie. She's the one that looks pale now, though she's still conscious.
"I'll be fine," she says. "I'm older and more powerful than he is. But it will take me a few weeks to recover from this, and I'll need someone to drive me home and look after me for a few days."
"I'll do it," says Arden quickly, eagerly. Then she clears her throat and amends, "It's the least we can do to repay you for all your help."
Kali speaks from her spot at the bottom of the steps, where she's still frozen in place. "Somebody needs to tell me what's going on."
I've explained this thing enough times. "Go ask Mom," I say. "Tell her what you saw, and she'll have to tell you the truth."
Kali sets the bowl of grapes in Wynnie's lap and vanishes back up the stairs. At the same time, Kieran sits up, looking panicked. "Aislinn!"
"She's here," I say, pointing. "She's okay."
"And Wynnie—" His eyes find her. "You're alive. I can't believe it."
"And it's daytime," she says. "I haven't transformed again."
They're looking at each other, connecting about what this could mean.
"You think—maybe it's over? The curse is broken?" Kieran asks.
She nods. "I guess we'll find out tomorrow morning."
"We should put you in the dungeon at the Korrigan house, just in case," he says.
"Been over it, man," I tell him.
"This could be what I've been looking for. How did I not see it? It's so simple, almost cliché."
He starts laughing.
"Kill the monster, save the girl!"
Wynnie laughs, too, a sound full of hope and music. I've never heard her laugh.
"Everybody's so loud," groans Aislinn from the couch. "Shut up, all of you!"
It only makes us laugh louder—and that really wakes her up. Then she freaks out until she sees Kieran and Wynnie, safe and sound.
"Oh Zane," she says, after processing where she is. "I'm so sorry. Your mother—"
"You know, she took it pretty well," I say. "She's not pumped about it, though, so as soon as you guys feel up to leaving—"
"Say no more," says Arden. "Ériu, let's get you home."
"Wait." Kieran stands and wraps Ériu in a hug. I never pegged him as the hugging type, but he's got her in this tight grip, and there are tears in his eyes as he whispers something to her. I look away—seems like a personal moment. Then the Korrigan and the goddess are climbing the stairs, and gone.
"Zane, I'm so sorry to crash your weekend with your family," says Aislinn. "I can't seem to leave you alone in the normal zone that you wanted. I'm sorry."
"Quit apologizin'. You needed help. It's all good, we cool."
She smiles, and for a second I think she might come over and give me a hug, too. Then Kieran says, "Where's my phone? We should call a driver, get the girls home."
I toss the phone over. "Sorry, man, I took it. I thought you might have Ériu's number. Turns out Arden did."
When the driver comes, I head for the steps at the same time Kieran does. After a second's hesitation, he gives me a big slap-on-the-back hug. "Thanks for everything, Zane."
"Sure, bro. Anytime," I say, before I can stop myself. "Two hugs in one afternoon? You're goin' soft, F.D."
He laughs, and as the girls follow him upstairs, I can't help grinning.
I guess, against all odds, we might have a shot at being friends.
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Kieran directs our driver to the country road by the field, where we left the Audi. Quickly I transport to the mess of entrails beside the dead beast and retrieve both my knives, wiping them off on my already stained clothes.
"I'm taking you girls to my place," Kieran says as we climb into his car. "The apartment isn't safe for you anymore."
"Okay. But we need to stop and get some things first."
When we arrive at the apartment, Wynnie refuses to go inside, so I pack for her and myself, and I change clothes quickly while Kieran waits with her in the car. I still feel a little shaky—I'll need more sleep before I can fully recover.
When I come back out with our bags, I notice that Wynnie is asleep. She's still sleeping half an hour later, when we reach Kieran's new condo. He carries her, I carry the luggage, and somehow we all make it up to the fifth floor and through the door.
The new condo isn't quite as modern and beautiful as his other downtown loft, but it has large windows and fancy molding. Besides the master bedroom and the huge bathroom, there's a gourmet kitchen and a comfortable living area with two soft, inviting couches.
"Lay her on the couch," I whisper. He nods, placing Wynnie on one of the sofas. The two of us take turns cleaning up, and then we slip into the bedroom. He closes the door softly—and we're finally alone.
Kieran sits on the bed, and I lie down with my head in his lap. "I thought you were going to die," I say, picking up his hand and kissing his fingers.
"Without Ériu, I would have."
"Why would you do that? Pour out so much of your energy?"
"You wanted me to save her."
"Kieran." I sit up. "You're more important to me than she is. How do you think I would feel if you died?"
"Homicidal."
I narrow my eyes at him. "I'm not kidding. Don't ever risk your life like that again."
"Don't tell me what to do." He's smiling, but I know he means it.
"Kieran, do you know of any way to boost my powers, and yours? We need to be able to use more at one time, to last longer."
"There are few relics that can do that," he says. "I'll have to see if we can track one down. It will be expensive, though."
"Could be worth it to save the world. Remember, I have money too."
"Not that kind of money, love."
I sigh. "Eventually I'm going to earn more of my own."
"You have plenty of time for anything you want to do," he says.
Do I? 
"What if we can't do this?" I ask. "What if we can't stop it?"
He runs his fingers through my hair, working around a tangle or two. "Then that will be the end."
"I don't want it to be the end. We just started this whole love thing. It needs to last for like, five centuries at least."
He laughs. "You think you can put up with me for that long?"
"That's not even a question. The real question is, will you get tired of me?"
"Never." He kisses my head. "But realistically, you'll probably need a break from me after a while. Even another relationship or two, somewhere in the span of the centuries. I'll just have to try hard not to kill the guy before I win you back again."
I sit up so I can look into his eyes. "Is that what you think of me? You think I'll change, and leave you for someone else?"
"You might. But I'll be there waiting when you come to your senses."
"You think I'm a child, don't you? An immature child who's going to change her mind on a whim and go pick up a new toy?"
"You're no child." He winks at me, but I'm not pacified.
"I'm not Gillian and Gemma, playing with men like that. When I give my word about something, I mean it."
"I know."
I still feel like he's not getting it, and I need him to understand how deep this goes, how important he is. "There's no one else for me. It's you, and that's it. Forever."
"Aislinn." He takes my hands in his. "I feel the same way, I do. But I also know that you're young, and you might meet someone you like better someday."
"That's what love is to you? A feeling that melts away if you find someone better?"
"Not for me." He's frowning now. "I'm trying to be unselfish here—apparently I'm not doing it right. I'm only trying to give you space to be young, so you don't tie yourself to me forever without realizing what you're doing."
"I may be young, but I know exactly what I'm doing," I say. "We're both going to change over years, decades—I know that. But loving you means that I'm with you, even when change happens, until you decide you don't want me anymore."
"How could I decide that? You're part of me, you're a piece of my soul. Like the air in my lungs, I need you to live." And he follows it up with a kiss so beautiful and tender that I'm convinced.
"That's how I feel about you, too," I whisper. "So don't talk about my leaving you. That's just not going to happen. Unless—"
"Unless Samhain."
"Yes." Tears form in my eyes; I can't help it. "There's just so much I want to do, and see. Places to visit, like the Caribbean, the Grand Canyon, California, Japan. Paris."
"If we live through this, I promise I will take you to all those places."
"Deal. But I'm paying for some of the travel. You're not my sugar daddy."
He stares, one eyebrow cocked, looking offended. "Sugar daddy?"
"Ew. Pretend I didn't say that. Also you're not, because sugar daddies give their girlfriends jewelry and stuff, and you haven't done that."
A strange expression crosses his face. "Well, I do have something for you—for both of us, actually. I wasn't sure when to give it to you, but—"
He pulls out the drawer in the nightstand and removes a small box. Inside are two shiny silver rings, each featuring a pair of hands holding a crowned heart. Celtic shield knots are engraved along the bands.
"Fáinne Chladaigh—Claddagh rings," he says. "I had them custom-made, one for each of us. From titanium, the strongest metal. The heart represents love, the hands friendship, and the crown, loyalty."
"They're beautiful," I breathe.
"There are different ways to wear them, and the meaning hasn't changed much since they first came into use." He's moving restlessly, glancing at me every few seconds, acting nervous. He's never nervous, so I know that what he's telling me means a lot to him—carries some kind of special weight. "If the ring's on your right hand, heart facing out, with the point toward your fingertips—you're looking for love. Heart facing inward on the right hand, means someone has captured your heart."
Right now, I'd defy anyone to catch my heart, it's racing so fast.
"On the left hand ring finger, facing outward, you're promised to someone, betrothed or engaged. And when it's turned inward, that means a lifelong commitment."
"Like marriage."
"Yes, although Fae don't typically practice marriage like humans do. There used to be a handfasting ceremony, sometimes, but now—" He doesn't meet my eyes, just holds out the ring. "How would you like to wear it?"
I know exactly how. Especially given the conversation we just had, and how it felt like some kind of vow to each other.
But I'm new to this relationship thing, and I don't want to presume. "How do you want to wear yours?"
He's quiet, like he doesn't want to tell me. That's as unusual for him as the nerves are.
"I have an idea," I say. "I'll put mine on, and you do yours, and then we'll look at the same time."
I pick up the smaller of the two rings and turn away from him, trying to breathe normally and calm my heart the heck down.
And I put the ring on my left hand ring finger, with the heart facing inward.
A promise that I'm his, forever.
"Ready?" he says, his voice tense.
"Ready."
We turn to face each other, and he catches my hand and I'm seeking his—and there, on his newly re-grown left ring finger, is the heart, pointing inward toward his heart.
He pulls me right into his lap, and we seal it with a kiss.
Then I'm laughing, and so is he. "You're as crazy as I am," he whispers.
"No way. Nobody's as crazy as you."
"Or as happy."
His hands are warm at my back, pressing me close, and my body is curved into his, and everywhere we touch it's thrills and fire. I dip my head till our lips almost touch, and I swipe the tip of my tongue across his lips for a second. He captures my mouth with his, roughly, passionately, a kiss that demands all of me and more. I'm sliding my hands under his shirt, along those beautiful muscles of his, tugging at the material because it's in my way. He takes a second to pull the shirt off, and I do the same with mine. And we look at each other, taking everything in, because we can.
There's a question in his eyes, a kind of "are we doing this?" look.
"Please," I say.
He slips his hand behind my neck and looks at me, those beautiful silver eyes of his hot with desire, but with a touch of concern in them, too. "Are you sure about this?"
He loves me. He would wait if I asked him to.
But I won't ask him to wait, because this, right now, is more than pleasure. This moment means something bigger, for both of us. Something epic, immortal. A bond that neither of us will break.
"I'm sure. Are you?"
"I've never wanted anything more."
"Then what are you waiting for?" I whisper in his ear.
"I'll be gentle," he whispers back, and my heart thumps harder, faster, as the space closes between us.
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I wake up in Kieran's bed about an hour before dawn. Even though I'm still tired, I feel different, special, refreshed.
I feel loved.
He's awake already, hair damp from the shower, pulling on a pair of jeans. He comes over to me, and I cover my mouth so he can't kiss it. "I probably have bad breath," I say.
"I don't care," he says, but to please me, he kisses my cheek instead.
"Muirnīn," he whispers. "My darling."
I stroke his cheek and run my fingers along his neck and shoulder. "Have you checked on Wynnie?"
"She's fine. Nervous, though. We need to get her to the dungeon at the Korrigan house before sunrise. Do you have the energy to transport?"
Mentally I check my energy levels. "I think so. I feel good—amazing, actually." I blush as he grins.
"So do I. I wish we had more time this morning."
"Heck yes," I whisper, stepping out of the bed into his arms. But we don't have time for anything but a quick hug, so I force myself to gather what I need and head for the shower.
When all three of us are ready, I transport us twice, once to a halfway point within my radius, and then again to the Korrigan house. Keeping both of them with me is harder than I expected, and I gasp and stumble when we finally get to the basement of my old home.
"Aislinn?" Kieran catches me.
"Too much magic, too little sleep last night," I say, sitting down on one of the oversized poufs and leaning over, trying to breathe slower and deeper.
"That's my fault, I'm sorry. It was too much, last night; we should have waited."
"No! It was perfect."
Wynnie stands there, staring at us like we're crazy. "If you two are done, someone needs to show me the dungeon."
I stand, shakily, and open the panel in the wall. The code is the same as ever, and in seconds the trapdoor is open, the metal ladder unfolding down into the huge concrete chamber below. I snap on the lights.
"I'm sorry about this," I tell her. "But we have to be sure."
"I understand." She stands at the edge of the hole, taking deep breaths. I wait, exchanging a glance with Kieran.
When she still doesn't climb down, I say, "How about I come down with you? I can transport out if you start to change."
"Thank you," says Wynnie. "I don't think I can go down there alone."
"I'll go first." Drawing in a deep breath of my own, I start climbing down the ladder. Panic rises in my chest, choking off my breath. It's all right, you're not going to change. You're helping Wynnie. Be strong for her. You'll be okay.
I coach myself down, and she follows me, slowly.
Finally we reach the bottom, and Kieran retracts the ladder. As he leans over the open trap door, he looks small and distant, like something far beyond my reach.
Wynnie is shaking. Her body trembles with shiver after shiver, and her eyes dilate with fear.
"Hey, hey. It's all right." I put both arms around her. "We'll wait, and see what happens. If you're still Korrigan, we'll get you some more Life-Stream, okay? We'll deal with it."
"Five minutes to sunrise," calls Kieran.
Wynnie is in full-blown panic attack mode now—she's sweating, breathing so fast I'm afraid she's going to hyperventilate. I hold her tighter. "Shh, shh." Softly I start to sing to her, an old Beatles song I've always loved, "Golden Slumbers." I heard it once on TV when I was little, and I used to sing it sometimes at night, when everyone else was asleep and I felt scared by myself. It reminds me of warmth, and love, and family, and safety. I'm half-crying as I sing it to her, because she's so scared, and I understand a little of how she feels.
After I've sung the song a couple of times, Kieran calls down to us again. "Sunrise," he says. "Let's give it another ten minutes just to be sure."
Music seems to help Wynnie calm down, so I pick another Beatles song, and another.
"The sun is definitely up!" calls Kieran. He sounds thrilled, excited. "Wynnie, the curse is broken! You're free."
"Going outside, Kieran," I call back to him, and I transport Wynnie and me to the front lawn. The sky is dark blue in the west and pale blue in the east, shot with ribbons of pink and gold clouds. It's clear and cold, but because it's the South, there are still birds in the trees, their tiny throats rippling with song.
Kieran walks out of the house, carrying two blankets. "Here." He drapes one over Wynnie's shoulders and wraps another around me.
Then he bends down and looks Wynnie straight in the eyes. "I am sorry that you were ever mixed up with this curse. I'm sorry I created it. I've caused you pain. Please forgive me."
How could any girl say no to him? Those eyes of his.
"I forgive you," she says. "But you're not the one who has caused me the most pain. And I place on you this burden, to make those responsible pay for their sins. Some of them already have—but I need you to finish the rest of them."
He smiles, not a friendly or kind smile this time—a terrible smile. A smile born from generations of conceiving dark thoughts and carrying them out. "I gladly accept the task."
He straightens and holds out his hand to me, and when he looks at me there's a challenge in his eyes. "Now, sweetheart, we have a war to plan."
I'm ready.
But first, I call Arden, because she'll be eager to know if the curse is broken. When she hears the news, she actually squeals.
"How soon can we do it to me?" she asks.
"Arden, you understand that we'll have to strip your Life-Stream somehow, and kill your demon. We have no idea how to get rid of your Life-Stream."
"You'll figure it out," she says, in a sharp tone that reminds me of Maeve for a second. "Let's catch a druid, make him tell us how."
"We might be able to get our hands on one during Samhain," I say. "You help us get through Samhain first, and then we'll make sure we break your curse."
"You're making a bargain? With me? The Far Darrig is teaching you well." She sighs. "I agree. After Samhain."
"Are you and Ériu all right?" I ask. "How's she doing?"
"She's weak," says Arden. "I have to help her with everything, but I consider it a privilege to be the companion of a goddess. She's—incredible. And Aislinn, you should see the house. It's on the side of the mountain—huge. Such views. I love it here."
"You two have fun," I say. "See you soon."
I end the call; but something Arden said is bothering me. Her words "companion of a goddess" keep ringing through my mind, because they sound somehow familiar. Companion of a goddess.
Blood of the goddess.
"Kieran!"
My sharp tone draws his attention immediately. "What?"
"Blood of the goddess," I say. "What does that mean?"
"The goddess Aima created the world," he says. "I assume it means her blood."
"But she's not actually alive, or here, or whatever," I say. "So it would have to be someone else's blood. Remember the druids were going to sacrifice you for Samhain—what if the curse requires blood from one of the Tuatha dé Danann, the god-race?"
"Some have said that our kind were descended from the gods who made the worlds," he says. "Of course others say that we came from a different world altogether. It's impossible to know."
"But suppose the Tuatha dé Danann are actually descended from Aima," I say, and I'm talking fast because I can feel what I'm saying is true, and I need him to believe it. "The druids would need blood, from someone of that race. So they'll be coming after you again, or someone like you. Someone like Ériu."
Alarm flashes into his eyes. "She's weak right now."
"Do you think they know about her? Where she lives?"
"She's been there for decades. I know several Fae who've been to see her for healing; she's well-loved, and has no enemies."
"Except a pack of druids who only have one goal in mind." I'm calling Arden again even as I finish the thought. She doesn't pick up.
"You have Ériu's number," I tell Kieran, and he calls her.
"Ériu? Deirfiúr, we believe you may be in danger." I smile because he called her "sister."
He paces as he explains the situation to her. By the frustrated frown on his face, she's not taking the warning seriously. "No, I'm not overreacting. Ériu, these humans, these druids—they are ruthless and cruel. They killed three of the Korrigan, and you know they're planning to wreck the world. You still have your bodyguards, yes? Add a few more to the team, I'm begging you. Yes. Please. Have Arden change your security codes and set up extra cameras—put some wards on the walls. Whatever needs to be done. You're weak—don't take risks."
When he gets off the phone, he picks up a rock from the flowerbed and throws it as hard as he can, yelling a word in Gaelic that sounds like a curse. The rock strikes a tree, gouging its bark.
He strides toward me, his face tense. "She's not taking it seriously," he says. "That's her weakness—she never believes the worst of people. That's why she's been my friend for so long; she never really believed all the terrible stories about me. We have to go to her."
"Arden will take it seriously," I assure him. "She'll make Ériu hire the extra guys and get the cameras."
"I have to go and make sure she's all right," he says.
I grab his arm. "Kieran. We'll keep calling, checking on them. I'll have Arden send me a photo of the house, and if anything happens, we can be there within half an hour. But we have to keep working and planning, or none of us are going to make it out of this alive."
He's looking down at me, angry, but I'm not backing down. I'm worried about them, too, but we can't go up there and guard them. We have to rally our Fae allies. We have to finish our plan, make sure that we've thought of everything. And I need him for this.
"Stay with me," I say.
"You're asking me to leave a friend in danger."
"I'm asking you to look at the work we need to do here," I say. "I can't do all of this alone." I may be smart, and strong, but I'm young. I won't be able to think of all the loopholes and cause-effect sequences by myself. We have to work together.
Looking into his eyes, I see that he knows I'm right. He's relaxing, resigning himself to the reality of it.
"I'll stay, love," he says. "Let's not do our planning here, though. I hate this house."
We hold our big strategy session at Kieran's condo. Our team includes Lydia's husband George—he's a business analyst, and his perspective is helpful. A selkie who was once on a special ops team joins us. Tom and Eric are there, too, and Arden with her laptop, several browser tabs open to different military planning resources. There's Wynnie, with her knowledge of the druids and how they work. And we have the information Zane gave us, his vision of what the moments before the battle might look like.
For hours we ponder and plan, and strategize. Kieran and I sketch the layout of the cave interior, and we lay out topographical maps of the mountain and the surrounding forest.
Our biggest problem is still the timeframe—how to keep a small army of Druids and dark Fae from completing the ritual within the span of those twelve hours, from dusk on October 31 until dawn on November 1.
"At least you don't have to protect the Gate for the full twenty-four hours of Samhain," Wynnie points out. "That would be impossible, and probably end in everyone dying."
"True," says Kieran, nodding to her; but I see the worry in his face. He's not sure we'll be able to last the whole night.
There are other logistical problems—transportation to Bluerock Mountain for our allies. Food. Water. Weapons.
"What if they have guns?" I ask. "Malcolm likes using guns."
"I doubt they'll have guns for this," says George. "They're working with the dullahan and the fenodyree, and neither of those races will use guns. Plus, the sound of gunfire would echo through the mountains and the humans would definitely come to investigate. And none of the Fae, on our side or theirs, want that to happen."
"Once, during the Civil War, I saw a group of druids work spells that rendered human firearms useless," says Kieran. "So even if we brought them, they could turn out to simply be dead weight."
The others agree, and after discussing all the practicalities of getting everyone to the mountain, we move into the most important part of the discussion.
Our plan of attack.
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When someone taps on my dorm room door, I'm hoping it's Laurel.
A visit from her would be dope, after the week I've had. More nightmares, visions of blood and death. Constant texts and emails from Aislinn and the others, all about battle plans and strategies. Aislinn has told me again and again that I shouldn't be there for the big fight, but I want to stay in the loop, at least until I decide what I'm going to do. And I got to decide quick, because tomorrow is October 31.
Combine that stress with classes, homework, lab time, projects—I've had a hell of a lot going on. "Come in," I say, tossing my textbook on the pillow.
Into the room walks Malcolm.
Neat khakis, dress shirt, glasses, thin comb-over. Probably a gun tucked in the back of his pants. For sure a ward under that collar, and scars under his shirt sleeves, where he's cut himself for rituals.
I'm standing in a flash, ready to land a punch.
"Down, boy," he says in that quiet, mild voice of his. "This is a professional visit, not an attack. I have a proposition of mutual benefit."
"I got one too—shut the hell up and get out."
"Your generation—so rude." He seats himself on my roommate's bed.
"How'd you find me?"
"I've had your photo for a while. And your dorm isn't protected from pixies, so it didn't take Rimmle long to locate you. I figured it would be easier to find you and speak to you. Your friends would try to start a fight, if I contacted them directly. I'm hoping you'll be more reasonable."
"Talk fast."
"We've taken the liberty of collecting two of your Fae friends—Ériu, of the Tuatha dé Danann, and the Korrigan Arden. They're our guests for the moment."
Oh crap.
Aislinn must not know about this, or she'd have told me. "When did you take them?"
"Last night. Now Ériu isn't part of this deal I'm offering, because we need her for the ritual. But there's no need for Aislinn's surrogate mother to die, is there?"
"What do you want?" I ask, even though I think I already know.
"I'm going to assume you've hidden the Heart of the Earth somewhere we'll never find it," says Malcolm. "At least, we wouldn't find it without a lot of unpleasant kidnappings and torture sessions that none of us have time for. So I'll make you a deal. Bring the Heart of the Earth to Bluerock Mountain at sunset on October 31 and deliver it to us, and you'll get the Korrigan Arden in exchange."
"Aislinn won't agree to that. Giving you the stone, letting you wreck the world, just to save Arden?"
"Oh, I think she will. And you'd better hope she does agree, or we'll have to raise the stakes." He hands me a card. "Have her text me at this number."
He rises as my roommate comes in. "Oh hello. I'm Zane's guidance counselor." Malcolm holds out his hand.
"Yeah, yeah, okay," says my roommate. "Good to meet you."
"I'll see you later, Zane," Malcolm says. "Be sure to pass along the information I gave you, won't you?"
"I'll get the message to the right people," I say between my teeth.
"Good boy."
The door closes behind him. I wait a few minutes, till I'm sure he's gone, and then I dash outside to the plaza to call Aislinn.
She and Kieran show up not five minutes after I make the call. They make me repeat every word of the conversation verbatim, a couple of times.
"I knew this would happen!" Kieran strides back and forth, angrier than I've ever seen him. "You told me not to go up there!" he says to Aislinn.
"We had important work to do," she says. "Don't you think I'm upset about this too? We warned them—maybe Ériu should have taken the danger more seriously, hired more security."
Kieran whirls on her. "Don't. This isn't her fault."
"It's the druids' fault!" Aislinn says. She's almost shouting at him. "Stop taking it out on me. We need to calm down and make a plan!"
"Guys, keep the voices down!" I say. "This is a college campus, okay?"
They're a foot apart, breathing hard and staring each other down. I'm not sure if they're going to kiss or start throwing spells. The air feels electrified, and suddenly the amulet on my chest buzzes violently and glows. The light attracts their attention.
"What the—" Kieran steps toward me. "What is it doing?"
"I think it absorbs magical energy," I say. "I've noticed it before."
"Can you use it to do magic?"
I shake my head. "I've tried. It must amplify the protection or the visions or something, but I can't actually do any magical stuff."
When I tried it, I was actually disappointed I couldn't make it work—which just shows how much I've changed in the past few months.
"Kieran, focus," says Aislinn. "This isn't the priority right now. We have to bring the stone with us to the mountain tomorrow, for Samhain."
Kieran shakes his head. "That's absurd. Having it there, so close to them, when it's the last relic they need for the ritual?"
"If we don't agree to bring it, they might kill Arden. Or 'raise the stakes,' like Malcolm said. Who knows what they could do? Kidnap Zane's family, hurt our human friends? We have to do it."
"You know they'll probably kill Arden anyway."
"Don't say that. You don't know that."
"Don't I?" His eyes blaze. "They're going to kill both of them, before we can even make it close enough to save them."
"Maybe not. They have to keep Ériu alive until the ritual, which they can't start without the stone. And they might keep Arden alive as leverage, too."
I can tell Aislinn's working on a plan. There's a scheming look on Kieran's face, too—his Far Darrig look.
"You guys gonna clue me in? What's the play?"
"I'm not sure yet, but I may have an idea," says Kieran. "We need to go visit a friend. Zane, get the stone from Julio. You're coming with us to Bluerock Mountain tomorrow."
I kind of figured. "Aislinn, you need to text Malcolm that you agree to his terms, at this number." I hand her the card. "You—" I point at Kieran. "—you tell me as soon as you got that plan figured out, F.D. Try not to get me killed if you can help it."
"I'm over trying to kill you, Zane. Your job will either be the safest or the most dangerous."
He grins, and with that, the two of them vanish.
Swearing, I glance around, hoping no one saw.
"That was careless of them," says Laurel's voice from behind me.
I jump. "Damn, girl! Don't creep up on a brother like that!"
"Sorry. I was heading over to join the chat, but I guess they couldn't wait. What's goin' on?"
I tell her, and she nods thoughtfully. "Okay. So I'll go with you to get this rock thing, and I'm coming to the Bluerock Mountain or whatever to help with the fight."
"Laurel, you can't. This is Fae stuff. You're human."
"So are you."
I hold up the amulet. "Yeah, but I got this glowy necklace thing. I'm a Seer, you know?"
"Respect to the Seer," she says, bowing. "But you're not gonna tell me I can't be a part of this. I just gotta pick up my big ole knife from home, and then I'm in. All the way."
"You're gonna get yourself killed."
"Whatever. You do the blood knot thing on my chest again, gimme a paquet or two, and I'll be all set. Gonna wreak—some—havoc." She snaps her fingers at each word.
"Aw, the paquets! I gotta pick those up from home anyway. Aislinn asked me to have Gram make a bunch more; Gram's been workin' on 'em for weeks. We're giving one to each Fae, for extra protection."
"Okay then. Sounds like we got places to go and errands to run. Come on!"
During the drive, I get to thinking. I guess Laurel can tell, cause she says, "Nickel for your thoughts, Z."
"When I told Mom about Aislinn and the Korrigan, you know, I left out the part about Samhain," I say. "Here I am about to go into a battle tomorrow, and they don't know anything about it. If I die, they won't know how or where."
"You're not gonna die."
"How do you know?"
She shrugs. "I have faith."
"Faith?" I glance at her, then back at the road. "What's faith got to do with it?"
"I believe it's gonna work out. We're gonna do this, we're gonna make it."
"That kind of faith don't keep death away if it's comin' for you."
"Doesn't matter if you understand it or not. The whole thing about faith is you don't have much to prop it up. It makes sense, but only partway, you know? The rest you gotta just believe."
"It was simpler to believe in things," I say. "Before Aislinn. Before I met Wynnie, and saw all that pain. Now I don't know."
She's quiet, staring out the window.
"I like to be able to see what's going on," I say. "Like with the magic stuff, it's so mystical, you know, out there—you can't get a good handle on it. That's why I don't like it."
"Yeah, well, sometimes the things that are most powerful are the hardest to see."
For a second I've got no words. Then I look at her, and she's laughing silently. "That was deep, huh?"
I laugh too. "Yeah, pretty deep. Where'd that come from?"
"I got no idea, brother. No idea." She pulls out her phone. "You want me to hit up Julio and tell him we're comin'?"
"Sure."
When we get to Julio's, he's waiting for us outside.
"Man, I don't know what you all got goin' on, but this rock thing ain't just a rock," he says. "I'm sleeping, you know, and suddenly this thing it starts humming, real soft, and I'm like whaaat? And then it stops and I go back to sleep, and a few nights later it does it again. Dude, tell me the truth right now, okay? Is this some kind of alien rock? Like from outer space?"
"Yeah, Julio, that's exactly what it is, an outer space rock," says Laurel.
Julio frowns. "She knows what it is? How come everybody gets to know except me? How does that seem fair to you?"
"Hey man, I'd tell you if I could," I say. "But it's not my secret, all right, bro? If the day comes when I can tell you, I will, man, I promise."
"Fair enough, fair enough," says Julio. "I'm just glad to get it out of my room. You take care of it and don't bring me no more crazy alien rocks, okay?"
"Deal." We walk toward the truck, and then I hand the stone to Laurel and I turn around and give Julio a big hug.
"Okay, man okay," he says, slapping my shoulders.
"You're a good friend, man."
"Dude, I know." He raises his voice. "You look out for him, Laurel. I think he's been out in the sun for too long today, he's goin' all soft like melted chocolate."
"Whatever, man." I climb into the truck with Laurel, and we drive away.
I'm gripping the wheel, gritting my teeth, trying to force my eyes to stay dry.
"Clench your butt cheeks," says Laurel.
"What?"
"To keep from crying. It's a trick I learned from my aunt. You know she's a lawyer, and she got a high-pressure job, but she can't show weakness, right? So when she's feelin' emotional, she tenses up her butt, and the tears don't come. Try it."
"Why would I need to do that? You're crazy."
Damn. It really works.
When we stop at my house for the paquets, my dad is the only one home.
"Your mom took Kali out to buy new jeans," he says. "That girl keeps growing, we gonna have to quit feedin' her."
"She's gonna be tall like Ade," I say.
"For sure, for sure. So you want that box, the one from your Gram?"
"Yeah."
"C'mon."
I follow him into the back part of the basement.
"When it came, I tucked it away back here. Figured your mom wouldn't be too happy to see it, especially if it's what I think it is."
"What do you think it is?"
"Some kinda magical stuff, hoodoo or whatever. Right?" His eyes meet mine, dark with concern.
My dad, the engineer. Give him a mechanical problem and he can solve it in no time. He's not so good with words, though—lets Mom do most of his talking. He wasn't at the house when Aislinn, Wynnie, and Kieran showed up mostly dead, but he heard about it from Mom and Kali. And I can tell he's worried.
"Your mom told me you're not planning to get involved with this druid thing, this Samhain business."
"Yes, sir." But my eyes dart aside from his when I say it, and he sighs.
"That's what I thought. Son, you got a mom and two sisters who are crazy about you, and a lot of friends and good people at church and at school. And me. Now if you think there's somethin' you gotta do, you do it. But you make sure you're back here next weekend, safe and sound." He grips my shoulder, and I pull him into a hug.
"Yeah, Dad."
"Okay, okay." He points out the big box from Gram. "Get outta here with that before your mama sees it."
Back at the truck, I open the box. It's crammed with hoodoo paquets, tiny bags charmed and fed with magic. They'll help protect our side against the druids.
Nestled among the paquets is a large, bulky envelope. There's a note inside, and three bags that look different from the others, tied with beaded strings and feathers.
I read the note aloud, stumbling over Gram's crooked writing. "Power sachets, for your friends. Increases magical stamina."
It's perfect, cause Aislinn and Kieran have been scouring the internet looking for relics to enhance their powers. As far as I know, they didn't find any they could afford, or that would arrive in time. Now they can each use one of these, and I can give the third to Arden if we manage to rescue her.
"This is a good thing, right?" asks Laurel.
"Yeah, girl," I say, giving one of the sachets a toss. "This is a very good thing."
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And just like that, it's here. October 31.
I've been calling it the Day of Doom in my head for a while, because that's how it feels—massive, world-ending, lethal, destructive. It could be the end of all good things, not just for me, but for a lot of people. It could be the end of Arden and Ériu.
I wonder if we could have told some humans about the situation, gotten more help. But they wouldn't have believed us without hard proof, without Fae coming forward and showing their powers. And most of them aren't ready for that. Once that secret is out, there's no concealing it again.
This is a Fae matter, one that we need to handle ourselves.
Kieran and I drive alone, the trunk of the Audi loaded with protective wards and voodoo paquets in boxes. We crammed the back seat with camping lanterns, for nighttime fighting outside the cave, and with shovels. For burying the bodies afterward.
Zane and Laurel follow in his truck behind us—in fact, we ride at the head of a whole caravan of cars and SUVs and trucks and a couple of rented buses. To make sure that we get there in time, we leave hours before sunset. Besides driving time, we have to account for our time hiking through the woods to Bluerock Mountain.
"Do you think our plan is good enough?" I ask Kieran for the hundredth time.
"It's as good as we could manage in the time we had."
So encouraging, this one.
"There's one advantage," he says. "Neither side has anyone who could be called a military expert or battle strategist.
"At least not that we know of."
"True, I suppose the druids might have someone. But they seem to be mostly the business professional types, not the action types. We're going to make mistakes with our strategy, our moves, but they will too."
He's trying to make me feel better.
It's not working.
I'm feeling—well, terrified. Like a seventeen-year-old girl who really, really doesn't want to die, or witness the world ending, because there's so much I haven't seen. So much I want to do. My worry probably shows on my face, because Kieran glances over at me and then frowns, like he's wondering how to fix it.
Next thing I know, he's sliding a CD into the player. Skipping ahead to a particular track. The beat starts, and I recognize it—an old song, a late '70s AC/DC song, an anthem to freedom and the devil-may-care attitude— "Highway to Hell." Kieran is bobbing his head to the beat, glancing sideways at me with a roguish half-smile. Then he starts singing, in the yowling, screeching voice of the lead singer.
If he wanted to make me laugh, he's an instant success. He's so into it, caterwauling like a crazy person and grinning the whole time, and he adds extra sauce to every screech when he sees how hard I'm laughing. I laugh till I'm gasping, tears in my eyes. It feels amazing.
"You," I say breathlessly when the song ends. "How are you so good at making me feel better? And how are you not freaking out?"
"Oh, I'm freaking out," he says. "But when I freak out, I overcompensate with bravado. Give 'em hell, and all that."
"I like it," I say. "I think I just might adopt that attitude."
He reaches over and gathers my fingers in his. "You and I are survivors. If anyone can make it through this, we will."
"You don't know that."
"Hey." He squeezes my hand. "Where did that smile go? Do I have to play the song again?"
"No," I give him a small smile. "Play me a different one. And sing it in your own voice this time—I want to hear you sing." In case we die.
For a minute he's quiet, and then he tells his phone to play "Close Your Eyes," by Michael Bublé. I've heard it before, but I didn't realize he knew it. It's so not a song I would have expected him to choose, yet somehow it's so perfect I feel like crying as he sings along. It's pain, and it's beauty, and it's love that isn't going to end, even if we do.
 
[image: Chapter Element - Copy.jpg]
An hour before sunset, we are all standing at the foot of Bluerock Mountain.
It's a larger force than I could have hoped for. I think the druids' capture of Ériu had more of an impact in our favor than they planned on—Kieran spread the word to everyone he knows, and there's an extra contingent of pixies here, and more Lianhan Sídhe and cluricaun than we expected.
Every Fae carries a pack with water and food. They know we're in this thing for hours. All of them are warded or protected somehow—with a hoodoo protection paquet and either a blood knot on the chest or a shield knot medallion. Thanks to Zane's Gram, Kieran and I have the hoodoo sachets to boost our magical energy.
We stand in line upon line of tense faces and fierce expressions, under trees so rich with red and orange and gold leaves that my heart might burst with the beauty of it. Kieran and I are near the front, catching the brunt of the chilly wind from the mountain. I clutch my leather jacket tighter.
A brilliant crimson maple leaf, perfectly pointed, floats down in front of me, and I catch it in my hand. Red like love, like blood. Like the Far Darrig.
Of all of us, Kieran's role is the most dangerous. He's going up there first, alone. The druids will all be warded, but that doesn't prevent him from using his invisibility and his voice, or his physical skills. Later in the fight, once their wards have lost some of their strength, he'll be able to do spellwork—but even then, it's going to take more energy than normal. I hope he remembers to be careful, not to over-exert himself.
Before we begin the climb up to the cave, I turn to him. And we look at each other, because it could be the last time.
"Don't die," I tell him.
"Same to you, love," he answers. And then he disappears.
From behind us, a young black-haired selkie steps forward to take Kieran's place. He's dressed in red, his brows shaped to mimic Kieran's, and his mouth is covered with a warded leather mask. We're hoping they mistake him for the Far Darrig at a distance. It will give Kieran more time to do his part.
On my other side stands Zane, his medallion glowing golden. "You'll see him again," he says.
"Is that the word of the Seer?"
He doesn't smile. "I hope so."
"Have faith," says Laurel, from behind us.
I glance down the row of Fae, to where Ross stands magnificent, head and shoulders above everyone else, his head crowned with those giant curved horns. The Lianhan Sídhe flanking him aren't in flimsy outfits anymore; they're dressed in thick leather, long hair pulled back tightly, ready to fight.
Holding up my hands, I motion everyone forward, and they begin climbing the slope after me. As we near the cliff face, where the cave entrance is hidden, I see a row of silent riders. Dullahan, their gold bands in place around their necks. Fenodyree stand along the rocky edge above the cliff, each with a huge rock near at hand, to push off or to throw at us. It's just as Zane's dream predicted.
In the center of the row of dullahan stands Malcolm.
I knew he would be there to greet us; but my heart sinks when I see him smiling, clearly ready for whatever we might bring his way. He doesn't seem one bit surprised to see our little army.
"I believe we have someone you want," he calls down to us.
"Maybe," I call back. "And maybe we have something you need as well."
Zane opens his pack and draws out the Heart of the Earth.
Malcolm moves forward a step when he sees it. This is the last thing he needs to complete the ritual, the only object standing between him and victory.
"And the Far Darrig allows you to give me this?" he says.
"The Far Darrig answers to me," I reply, loudly, so everyone on the slope above can hear me. "You see, I have covered his mouth as a gesture of goodwill. He can't use his trickery on you. So believe me when I say I am ready and willing to bargain."
"Bring up the stone, and I'll release the Korrigan Arden," he says. "And we'll give you two hours' head start, so you can run before we open the gate. Accept this mercy, or die."
"The goddess Ériu and the Korrigan Arden, or no deal," I shout.
"Stupid girl! Do you expect me to make such a bargain? To give up something I need to open the Gate?" Malcolm steps forward, ahead of the row of dullahan. "The goddess Ériu will bleed for us tonight. Give me the stone, or all of you will pay the price."
Suddenly a shout, in Malcolm's voice—it sounds as if it comes straight from his throat, but I know better.
"Now, dullahan! Attack them now!"
The dullahan have no reason to suspect the Far Darrig—they think he's standing mute and muzzled beside me. At the sound of Malcolm's order, they whip off their golden collars, roaring together—and from the neck of each one rises its head, trailing dark smoke, flesh burning away to reveal bone, eyes melting into pockets of red and orange fire. The riders spur their horses toward us, down the slope, scattering shale and dirt as they come. Their heads swoop and dart above them, shrieking and laughing.
Above the noise I can barely hear Malcolm screaming, "Idiots! I told you to wait! Let them come to us!"
But it's too late to stop the riders—nothing can stop them now, and I signal for my people to run. As planned, we break our ranks in the center, fleeing to one side and the other from the pounding hooves.
A giant black horse appears at my side, and I cry, "Zane, time to go!"
Zane slings the pack with the Heart of the Earth onto his back, and with a quick boost from me, he mounts the enormous creature, slipping on the animal's damp hide. It's the kelpie, Ainmire, tasked with carrying Zane and the stone far away from here. I hope they make it. And I hope Ainmire doesn't get hungry on the way.
Another shout echoes from the clifftop—Malcolm's voice, telling the fenodyree to release their stones. Of course it's the real Kieran again, playing his part in the confusion. The boulders crash from the ledge, one narrowly missing Malcolm as he runs back into the cave. Some of the rocks stay where they land, but others roll down the hill, right under the feet of the dullahans' horses.
And then the fenodyree begin to fall, one after another, from the cliff, pushed by an invisible force. Kieran shoves about half a dozen of them off the edge before his invisibility fails and they're on him. I want to scream, to help him, but I have my own battle to fight.
A rider goes down near me, all tossing mane and thudding body and thrashing legs. The head of the fallen dullahan sweeps after it, screaming, and it rushes at me, snapping its grinning jaws. I speak the curse to immobilize it, and it freezes, hanging in place in the air.
But the rider is up, disentangled from the body of his horse, and he's stalking toward me, huge and hulking, smoke streaming from his gaping neck. Hefting his axe, he swings it, and I barely leap back in time. It whistles through the air, not two inches from my chest.
Laurel leaps forward, her long knife glittering, and as she blocks the next blow. I try a spell to make the Dullahan sleep. It doesn't work; he must be warded.
"Run, Laurel!" I scream, but she dodges the dullahan's next swing, leaps, and slashes her machete right through its immobilized head. The head falls in two halves to the ground, and the rider wavers, quivers, and collapses beside it.
"Go, go!" Laurel yells, and we both run up the slope. I'm shouting and waving for our people to follow—we have to get inside the cave entrance before the dullahan and the fenodyree regroup to defend it. Once they have it secured, we'll have no hope of making it through.
I'm running with all my might, speaking the spell for my fenodyree strength, because I see several of them climbing down the cliff, coming to close the gap at the cave entrance. Crashing hand to hand into the first one, I grapple with him, struggling to throw him to the side so I can make it through. He has the advantage of strength that never runs out. Mine has a time limit.
The fenodyree's hairy hands grip mine, slowly and inexorably crunching and pushing, and I skid backward, almost losing my balance. To my right, Laurel is fighting two fenodyree, dodging the rocks they hurl and slashing at them with her blade.
Screaming with effort, I step to the side and hurl the fenodyree I'm fighting as hard as I can down the slope. He already had the forward momentum going—he tumbles over and over, unable to stop, down to where the dullahan are trampling back and forth through the bushes, fighting pixies and merrows and selkies.
I'm almost into the cave, but two other fenodyree block my way. They each seize one of my arms and start to pull. I transport right out of their grip, appearing behind them. Quickly I seize them by their hair and smash their heads together as hard as I can. They crumple.
"Ross!" I scream. "Now!"
He comes, fluidly shedding his human figure and transforming into his Fae form, an enormous goat—and he charges the remaining fenodyree, tossing them on those sharp curved horns of his. He stays at the entrance to fend off more enemies, and a few of the Lianhan Sídhe surge past him, through the gap, into the cave. Glancing behind me, back down the slope, I see several other pooka in goat form, friends of Ross's, battling the dullahan with their horns and blasting streams of blue fire from their mouths. Most of the pixies have almost made it up the slope to me.
"Come on!" I urge them, and together we pour through the entrance to the cave.
The lights along the passage are out. I pull my flashlight from my pack and click it on, shining it ahead. Three of the Lianhan Sídhe are ahead of me, cautiously advancing along the tunnel, flashing their own lights back and forth.
Then out of the dark, the snap of gigantic jaws, and blood sprays from the torn neck and shoulder of one of the Lianhan Sídhe. She screams, a hideous bubbling sound, as the long black muzzle and enormous teeth tear at her flesh. Further back in the tunnel, another dark head appears, whites of the eyes flashing, teeth bared, screaming in that husky, unearthly way that only a horse can.
Kelpies.
"Back!" I yell, even as the first kelpie's giant hooves swipe at us. We're lucky they can only reach us single file, but it's so dark and cramped here that it's nearly impossible to fight them. The Lianhan Sídhe ahead of me are shrieking, panicking, as the flying hooves pound their bodies and the kelpie's jaws snap and crunch. Two of the women have their knives out, but they're fighting in the dark, struggling to land a blow.
I have to help them. They're dying, they're dying—I can't transport in here, what can I do?
My knives are useless; I can't get close enough. Instead, I speak the spell for Life-Stealing.
I catch the nearest kelpie mid-rear, and as its hooves come down, the golden Life-Stream erupts from its heart, snaking toward me in the dark, lighting up the tunnel. A second Life-Stream from the other kelpie quivers in the air as well, and I catch them both, drawing them into myself. I didn't want to kill any of the Fae this way. But kelpies are man-eaters, flesh-devourers—and they're killing us. They chose this fate.
As the last bits of the kelpies' Life-Stream rush into my body, I feel something strange—a sensation of change, movement inside me. Did I just take their powers, too?
The two kelpies fall, blocking the passage. I suppose this was part of Malcolm's plan, too—if they died, their massive bodies would slow us down.
The Lianhan Sídhe are staring at me, clutching their wounds. The first one the kelpies attacked lies twitching on the floor, dying. I move past her, wishing I had time to sit with her, to thank her for her sacrifice—but we have to keep going. Clambering over the kelpies' bodies, I see a side passage just beyond them, and with my magical strength I manage to drag the horses into it, clearing the way forward.
When I turn back, there's a crowd of pixies jammed up in the passageway, waiting. Their face shine white and their eyes glimmer as I move the flashlight beam. "Come on," I tell them. "The cavern with the gate is just ahead. You have your wards?"
They nod, showing me their amulets. I nick my arm with one of my knives and rub the blood on my own amulet for good measure, and I touch my pockets to be sure the hoodoo paquet and the charm bag are still there. I'm going to need all the protection and power I can get.
I'm looking forward now, facing the dark tunnel. There's a hint of light far ahead, where the cavern entrance is. The second I reach it, I'm probably going to be face to face with an army of druids.
"Eric," I say, without turning around. "Does anyone know where Eric is?"
"Here, Soul-Stealer," says a voice, and Eric steps forward, with Tom at his side.
"You have what we need?" I ask.
"Yes."
"Good. Let's move ahead, there should be another passage on the right, before we get to the cavern. You can set up there. Follow me."
They all follow, because even though I'm only seventeen, and I've never led anyone into battle, ever, I'm the Soul-Stealer, Druid Slayer.
And I'm terrified. My hands are shaking and all I want is to be back in Kieran's condo, feeling his arms around me. Where is he? Probably still wreaking havoc outside and loving every minute of it.
For his sake, and for the sakes of the pixies following me, I need to do this. I have to prove to myself that I can do this.
"There's the other passage," I whisper, pointing it out to Eric. "A few of you stay here, with Eric and Tom. Make sure nothing unexpected comes out of that tunnel."
Eric quickly moves into the side passage and unpacks his bag. Several small, ultra-portable, battery-powered speakers. Cables. Extra batteries, lots of them. His phone, with our training playlist.
He nods to me. "Go on. We got this."
The cavern entrance is very near now—just ahead, an archway of yellow-orange light.
"Showtime, everyone," I say.
The beat starts, softly at first, and then louder as Eric turns the speakers up to full volume. The music echoes through the tunnel. It's amazing, the level of sound those tiny speakers can put out.
And now, it's time to show the druids something they never expected.
As the music crescendos, we rush down the corridor and pour into the cavern.
I knew they would be waiting. They were expecting us, and they have spells ready. But they didn't expect this maelstrom of whirling limbs, this terrifying frenzy of dancing and spinning and leaping and kicking. The music fuels the pixies—it's in their blood, and mine, and we are unstoppable. The first row of the druids crumples before us.
But row after row of druids stand behind that first line. And I see the horned heads of pooka, some still human and some in goat form, ready to spew their blue fire. Snickering cluricauns waving nightsticks and nunchucks, and a handful of banshees wielding knives.
Behind them all is a newly erected wall that reaches just above the heads of the tallest pooka. It cuts the cavern in half, from side to side, and there's only one gap, right in its center. This is something new, something the druids built as extra defense. I can see the top of the pale seam of rock, far away on the cave wall beyond the druids' barrier.
Quickly I take it all in, and then I whirl back into the dance. The music, the dancing—it's protection. It's safety and pleasure and desperate need all at once. My legs and arms are weapons; I'm a whirlwind, a power born of music and magic, and the pixies and I spin through the druids' ranks like tornadoes. As long as the music plays, I'm invincible; nothing can stop me.
And then I feel something, a force like a physical blow, but invisible, and in spite of my ward and the paquet, I'm thrown backward. I slam into a pixie, and we both lie still for a second, breath gone and heads pounding from the impact. The female druid who threw us is chanting, coming forward, bloody knife dripping. I struggle to my feet, speaking a protective spell, tracing a second knot over my skin with my blood, and when her spell strikes me again, I barely feel it. Using my magical strength, I punch her straight and true as Zane taught me, and her head snaps back. She falls, unconscious or dead—right now I don't care which.
After that, I enter a strange headspace, a place of heart-pumping music and fury and magic and fear. I'm all fire, all motion—I react, I move, I dance, I fight.
One coming on the right. Kick, slam, duck.
Another druid, striking down a pixie on my left. Pivot, spin, thrust with my knife.
A banshee, screaming for blood and death, coming straight at me. Dance in, seize her, throw her with all my strength.
My arm—painful heat.
A pooka's fire, burning on my sleeve.  I pull my leather jacket off, desperately, and trample out the flames.
More pixies coming into the cavern, along with more Lianhan Sídhe. Kieran isn't in this group; he must still be fighting the fenodyree and dullahan outside.
The Lianhan Sídhe are more deadly than our dance-fighters—they whisper distracting words in the druids' ears, making them forget their spells. I see one druid stripping off his clothes, chasing a Lianhan Sídhe till she throws him on the ground, wraps both legs around his neck, and snaps it.
I don't see Ross, the merrows, the selkies, or any of our pooka—I had the pooka on our side wear a red strip of cloth so we would know them. They must still be outside, with Kieran.
Worse than the spells being flung at me, worse than the flames of pain in my arm and the bruises on my legs from all the kicking—worse than everything is not knowing if he's all right.
But I push the fear to the back of my mind. The banshee I threw is up and coming at me again, shrieking, brandishing a knife. Right now, all I need to do is survive.
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Zane
Ainmire gallops through the forest with me on his back for a couple hours, until we are far, far away from anyone or anything that could be trying to follow us.
My legs are seriously chafed, and my muscles ache from holding onto him for so long without the right gear, like a saddle or bridle. All Kieran could persuade the kelpie to accept was a rope round his middle for me to hang onto. The whole time, the wet black mane kept slapping me across the face and hands. The backs of my hands are sensitive and swollen now from the whipping horsehair, and from the feel of my face, it's probably not in much better shape. Plus, the stupid stone keeps thumping against my back, which I'm pretty sure is bruised up now.
I had some riding experience from summer camp, and I guess I always thought of riding as a cool thing to do, fun and exciting. But now I know better. There's no way I would be able to ride a horse for a full day like the guys in fantasy movies do—especially not a horse this big and scary.
Yeah, Ainmire is scary as hell. Kieran warned me to be careful, cause I guess he eats people, sometimes.
When the kelpie finally stops, it's in a small clearing by a mountain stream. He shakes himself, like he wants me to get off, so I do. Then he steps into the stream, kneeling right down in the water and rolling over.
After getting his coat good and drenched, he clambers back out over the stones and stands near me, rolling his wild eyes around and tossing his head up and down. Occasionally his ears prick forward, then backward, swiveling to catch the sounds of the forest.
I kinda wish he'd go away.
I pull out my phone and play a game, trying to forget that he's there. After a while I turn the phone off. Gotta spare some battery power for when Aislinn texts me that the battle is over. If she doesn't text, we'll head back at dawn.
More time passes; I'm not sure how much. The only light I have comes from the amulet on my chest, and by its glow I notice that Ainmire keeps flaring his nostrils in my direction, and pinning his ears back. At one point he comes closer, lips wrinkling back to show two rows of scary-looking, enormous yellow teeth. He champs them together, once, and then walks away, shaking himself.
He's getting hungry.
Then I remember—Kieran gave me something for this.
I pull the raw rump roast out of my pack, from its spot underneath the stone. Unwrapping it, I throw it a little distance away from me, onto a flat rock. Ainmire comes over immediately, sniffing it and then tearing in with those long teeth of his. The meat squelches and rips, and it's gone almost instantly. He stalks toward me, head down, sniffing, looking for more.
"I don't have any more, Ainmire," I say, backing away. He whinnies, a fierce sound in the dark forest. Damn, why do I get myself into these situations?
Kieran also gave me words to say. I fish the paper out of my pocket. He wrote it down like it sounds, not like it's supposed to be spelled in Gaelic, and I'm grateful for that. Holding, my amulet in one hand, I say the words. There's pulse of yellow light from the amulet, and Ainmire's muscles shiver under his black coat. He bares his teeth, with a hoarse sound that's almost like a faint scream.
Quickly I say the spell again. More light from the amulet, and Ainmire suddenly reverts to his human shape. The dude is totally naked, and it's cold out here. I wonder if I should offer him my jacket.
"Midir gave you that spell?" He doesn't look happy about it.
"Yeah, sorry. In case you—tried to eat me."
"We do not usually extend our friendship so far as I have done for Midir," says the kelpie. "But I owe him. So you are safe."
He sits on a rock, cross-legged. A cold wind ruffles the forest, and I hunch deeper into my jacket. But Ainmire has no protection against the chill.
"Hey, Ainmire, do you want my jacket?"
"Why?"
"It's cold, dude."
His eyes narrow and darken. Note to self, never call a man-eating kelpie "dude."
"Never mind," I say.
The silence, and the darkness, and the cold are really starting to get to me. I didn't think carefully about what it would mean to be the stone's guardian, to keep it hidden out here. It means I don't get to help them. It means I have no idea what's going on, or who's still alive, or anything. I don't even know if the druids somehow managed to start the ritual anyway. For all I know, there could be demons from the Otherworld creeping toward us through the dark right now.
Just as I think it, something crunches and snaps in the forest behind me. I turn, and Ainmire bounces lightly to his feet, scanning the trees.
There's a quick patter, a rustle, right behind me. It sounds like a small animal in the underbrush.
Another pattering, rustling noise from the woods across the stream, and a third from the trees beyond Ainmire. He backs up, toward the stream, motioning for me to follow, and swiftly he transforms into a water horse again.
Before I can swing up onto his back, three figures emerge from the trees.
They have white, shiny skulls and faces—no hair, no eyebrows, no nose or mouth. Just blank white heads, each with a pair of black, beadlike eyes. Inhumanly thin, dressed in white suits. Long pale fingers. Necks weaving back and forth, reminding me of the sinuous neck of Aislinn's beast form.
But the worst part is the way they move. Tiptoeing, prancing through the underbrush with these little quick steps. Patter, patter, patter. Closer and closer.
I step onto a rock and hoist myself onto Ainmire's back. I barely have time to grip the rope when he's off, charging through the trees away from the Things.
After a few minutes I glance back. I don't see them. They can't keep up with his pace. Relieved, I turn back around—just as two of them appear before Ainmire, their skinny hands outstretched. Ainmire crashes into one of them, but the other leaps nimbly onto his nose, clinging there with its toothpick arms, its head cocked so it can stare into one of his eyes. Ainmire's gait slows. He skids to a stop, and I fly off his back, smacking hard into the ground. Pain shoots through my body, and I can barely breathe.
From my spot on the ground, I see Ainmire fall.
He slams flat on his side, his eyes blank and his mouth foaming white.
The Thing looked right into his eyes. And that happened. Somehow their eyes are dangerous. I can't look at them straight on.
I'm carrying a small knife; Aislinn insisted. I pull it out and make a shallow cut across the fleshy part of my thumb. Quickly I rub Cathbad's amulet with the blood.
Two blank white faces lean over me, staring.
I turn my head away, and I hold up the amulet, and I yell with all my might in a language I don't even know.
The amulet vibrates in my hand, and through my squinted eyes I see streaks of golden light shoot out from it. The bright streams catch the Things right in their eyes, and they start shaking and twitching and flopping around. With a popping sound, each one bursts into a thousand ashy pieces, and the bits of them float away on the breeze.
My amulet goes dark.
It's out of power, and there's one more Thing out there.
Hoofbeats. At first I think Ainmire, but no, he's still lying paralyzed or dead or something, not far away from me.
Screaming out of the sky comes a bodiless head with eyes of flame, trailing rivers of dark smoke behind it.
Dullahan. Damn it.
I jump up and run.
I've been running all my life. Running through neighborhoods, through the woods at home. Never did I think I'd be running through a forest in the mountains, with an ancient relic in my pack and a headless rider thundering after me.
I run faster than I've ever run, picking my feet up high so I don't trip. It's dark. Several times I almost fall. I rake my hand through some thorns; a branch hits me in the ribs. I keep running. Running. Pain in my side—even though I'm trying to control my breathing, my panic is taking over. My heart pounds till I think it might explode out of my chest.
The dullahan's head keeps up with me, somehow communicating where I am to the rider. the flaming skull stays high enough so I can't reach it, and the horse's hooves thunder closer. Finally I'm so mad and scared and out of breath that I stop running, and I throw rocks and branches at the thing, yelling like crazy. It dodges, every time.
Then the huge hand of the dullahan grabs me by my pack and by the neck of my jacket. I writhe, but I can't get the jacket zipper undone—I can't slip out or rip free.
The dullahan holds me, my feet kicking uselessly, as the third Thing patters over to us. I shut my eyes. With his other hand, the dullahan pries my lids up, painfully. And then I'm staring straight into those black orbs in that blank white face—and something snaps in my head. 
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Aislinn
The dance-fighting is still going on—I have no idea how long it's been, but the frenzied pace of the battle is slowing down. The music keeps pumping, surging through the cavern. I hear some of the druids yelling for others to go shut it down, so I send a group of the pixies and Lianhan Sídhe back to guard Eric and his sound system. Dancing through the fight—it's the only way we can keep this battle going long enough.
Slash, spin, kick. Dodge a bolt of blue fire.
I'm frozen by a spell, and the druid who cast it comes for me, knife drawn.
Then Lydia and George step into the space between us, throwing spells of their own. One of them trips the druid, and pixie couple leap on him, knocking him out.
"Thanks," I say, pushing the enchantment off my skin so I can move again.
But  as they glance at me, smiling, something red and sharp and glittering thrusts out of George's left eye.
Even as Lydia shrieks, I'm seizing the banshee who stabbed him, grabbing her by the throat and throwing her on her back. Speaking the Life-Stealing spell. I split her powers from her Life-Stream, and I suck in her days, every last one. She sinks lifeless beneath me with a sigh.
Revenge isn't enough. If I could spit out some years, give them to George, I would; but he's gone. Lydia sits on the back of the druid they knocked out, frozen in shock.
"Lydia, you have to move." She nods and tries to pick up George, to bring him with her.
"No," I say. "No, he has to stay here. Please, Lydia. Go back to Eric and Tom."
Wordless, broken, she wanders away, just as a hooded druid charges me. I spin, slamming into the druid with all the force of my anger.
"Soul-Stealer!" someone calls.
I hear the shout as the druid before me crumples, hood flying off, exposing a sheet of purple hair. For a second I'm stunned. "June."
"Soul-Stealer!" The voice is nearer, more insistent. It's one of the pixies, tugging on my arm. "The Far Darrig sent me. He said I was to remind you to drink, and to check the time."
Time. Drink. Those words should mean something to me.
"Come," says the pixie, insistent. "Come."
She pulls me to the edge of the room, to a space that's clear of fighters for the moment. I take the water bottle she thrusts into my hand and I drink—and then I realize how thirsty I am and I drink more. I didn't bring my phone to the fight, but I have a watch. It's melted from pooka flames, though.
"Do you have the time?" I ask the pixie.
"It's midnight," she says.
It's been five hours since sunset already. But sunrise won't happen for another eight hours.
I feel suddenly sick and exhausted. "We're not going to make it."
"Don't say that," says the pixie. "We have to." But I can see in her eyes that she knows I'm right. Many of the druids are bloodied and beaten, and some are unconscious, but too many are still on their feet, wielding their bottles of blood and flasks of other fluids, casting spells. Even now I see a pixie explode—just explode on the spot, chunks of flesh spattering the others around him with gore. One of their pooka catches another pixie with a blast of flame; the next second the pooka goes down, with a Lianhan Sídhe on his back, slicing his throat.
We have to keep fighting, so I jump back into the mess of bodies and weapons and spells. A cluricaun slashes my thigh, a burning seam of pain that splits the muscle. I can't dance or fight as well because of the wound, but I do my best.
We're lucky that none of the Fae or druids on the other side are any better at fighting than we are. We have a physical advantage because of our training with Tom and Eric; but the druids are better with spells.
We might make it, if we could just break down their lines enough to get through that wall and rescue Ériu and Arden. And if the Heart of the Earth stays out of their reach. Zane must be many miles away by now; and if the druids had another stone, they would have already used it.
There is hope.
Suddenly June is facing me again. I don't know how long ago I knocked her out, but she's back for vengeance now. The lights of the cavern glitter on her long knife, her facial studs, and her gritted teeth. Blood stains the shaved side of her head.
First she tries a spell, but I'm protected with a blood ward, a shield knot, and the voodoo paquet Zane gave me. She lunges for me, knife darting, her purple hair swinging. I whirl and try to kick her, but she sidesteps into my space and drives the knife into my left shoulder. I scream and drop my blade from that hand. Kicking the second knife from my other hand, she darts behind me, seizing me in a vicious chokehold.
"Korrigan," she says fiercely in my ear. "This is for Stanley."
She's squeezing, cutting off my breath. I feel like arching back to gain air space, but if I do I'll be off balance—she'll drag me to the ground and then slit my throat. Through the panic and the darkness at the edges of my vision, I try to remember what Zane and I practiced. It seems so long ago.
Chin down to my clavicle. A rapid crouch, leaning forward, pushing my hips back, all one motion. Elbows pointing down to my knees, yanking hard on June's throttling arm. Keeping my fingers tight together, I jab upward at her eyes. My left arm doesn't work well because of the shoulder wound, but my right hand hits the mark—I feel the squish of her eyeball against my fingertips.
She screams, and I whirl away as she slashes wildly at me with her knife. I don't have time for a spell; I react the only way I know how, spinning into a dance move and walloping the side of her head with a powerful kick. Something cracks, and her eyes slide out of focus as she falls. I'm crashing to the ground, too—the pain in my thigh and the force of the kick threw me off-balance—and I land right on my wounded shoulder. For a second I black out.
Then I'm awake again, collecting my knives and slipping them back in their sheaths, crawling away from the fight, out from under all the stamping feet and the volleys of spells shooting back and forth. Patches of flame shoot from a pixie's fingers, spell-thrown, but the druid who was the target spits out a counter-spell and the flames evaporate halfway to their mark. The Fae may have powers, but the druids are strong with their own brand of magic.
I crouch by the wall, half-hidden from the battle by the body of a dead pooka. It's getting unbearably hot in here. Not enough air for all the bodies, not enough ventilation to release all the heat of the pooka flames. I'm sweating, panting, dizzy, and I can tell that some of the pixies are feeling it, too. Even as the music ramps up its rhythm again, their movements are slowing.
I think I'm going to pass out again, and in this crowd, that means death. I take my water bottle from the small pack on my back. But before I can drink, there's a commotion at the entrance to the cavern.
A dullahan thunders into the room, riding through the dancing pixies and the spell-casting druids, heedless of who he tramples along the way. His head glides high above him, cackling and screeching, "Heart of the Earth! Heart of the Earth!"
Lying across the headless rider's lap is Zane. The pack with the stone is still on his back, but his face is what terrifies me. He wears a look of frozen horror, his eyes fixed and glassy, mouth open and jaw rigid. Like something literally scared him stiff.
Behind the dullahan glides a tall figure in a white suit, excruciatingly thin, its pale thin fingertips set against each other. Its thin neck swivels back and forth, turning its oblong head this way and that.               When it turns in our direction, I see a glistening white blank instead of a face. No mouth, no nose, just two black pinpoints for eyes.
In spite of the pounding music, in the middle of the fighting, everyone in the crowd pauses and moves away, clearing a path for the creature. It crosses the cave floor with tiny, quick steps, almost like the mincing movements of a ballet dancer.
"Amadán Dubh," gasps one of the pixies, the girl who made me drink the water.
"What?"
She looks at me, sheer terror in her eyes. "Unseelie Fae," she says. "If it locks eyes with you, it can paralyze you or make you insane. But it—it can't be here. They shouldn't exist anymore."
"Zane!" The cry bursts out of me, and I rush forward. But the dullahan carrying him is already passing through the opening in the wall.
And the Amadán Dubh turns to face me, cocking its head to one side.
I'm shaking with exhaustion and fear, but I step forward, and I speak the Life-Stealing spell in the strongest voice I can muster.
Nothing happens. The creature prances toward me with tiny quick steps, thin white fingers twitching, reaching.
Unseelie Fae. Maybe my Korrigan magic doesn't affect it.
It's creeping nearer, nearer.
Why can't I think of that fire spell Kieran taught me?
The pixies back up, away from me, leaving me to my fate.
I take out both my knives, and as its fingers reach for me, I slash; but the Amadán Dubh is faster, and it pulls back just in time, tilting its head again. Quickly I look away.
"Hey!" A voice from the other side of the cavern, and someone steps forward—a tall, dark-skinned figure with a thick mass of black braids over one shoulder. She's streaked with blood and sweat, but she holds up the glittering, dripping machete and says, "Come and get it, you ugly son of a bitch."
Laurel. I laugh, out of pure relief that she's still alive.
The Amadán Dubh swerves, lightning quick, and patters toward her.
"No!" I leap after it, and as it reaches out to grab her, I sink both my knives into its shoulders. It falls, its fingernails grazing her chest; and I crash to the floor on top of it.
And then its blank face swivels completely around and looks at me. I'm staring into those black pinpoint eyes, and a voice in my head starts to scream.
A flash, a splatter. Something wet on my face. Laurel grabs my shoulder and pulls me to my feet, off the Amadán Dubh. It lies headless where she struck it down.
"Thanks, friend!" I say, wiping blood off my face. "You're a badass."
Her dark eyes are fierce. "You're pretty tough yourself. Now let's get through that wall. I think they're about to start the ritual."
The druids and pixies around us all look about half-dead. I suppose the magic use is taking a toll on everyone, especially the humans.
"Take them down!" I yell to the pixies who are still on their feet. "Knock them out, kill them—just keep them off our backs!"
The pixies and the Lianhan Sídhe rally and move toward the druids, but there are still three human-form pooka guarding the gap in the wall where Zane and the dullahan disappeared. Laurel and I race toward them, weapons ready, and as they intake breath to scorch us with a rash of blue fire, I cry out the Life-Stealing spell. And I run the blade of my knife down my ribs. The blood flows from my ribs and thigh, and the pain flows, and I use the power to boost my spell. This is going to weaken me—it will probably finish me, but I have to break through. I have to open the way to the gate, or no one will be able to get in to stop the ritual.
I catch the golden Life-Stream of the pooka in my hands. I don't want their powers—why would I need to breathe fire? So I rip the power stream away from each and focus on the years alone. As I absorb their days, my body begins to glow golden, and I hear gasps and screams from some of the druids left in the cavern. A few of them actually fall to their knees and give up, right there.
The pooka fall, empty shells. I'm still feeling the rush of drinking their lives, but I know it won't last.
"Hurry, Laurel!" I call, and together we run through the gap in the wall.
There's a strange silence in this deeper half of the cavern, as if a spell has been cast to block sound from the other side of the wall.
Twenty druids stand in a half-circle around the stone altar. Ériu lies chained to it, her beautiful face mottled with bruises and her dress torn open. They have set the Heart of the Earth on her chest; I can tell its weight is making it hard for her to breathe. Between her parted legs lies the gigantic leg bone of the demon, Wynnie's dead beast.
Malcolm stands on the other side of the altar, opposite us, in the center of the half-circle of druids. He's wiping his glasses on his robes.
"Right on time," he says. "About six more hours till dawn, plenty of time to get this done."
Laurel and I advance, but Malcolm laughs and motions to one of the druids in the circle, who speaks a quick series of words and thrusts his hand toward Laurel, palm out.
And that's when I see that Laurel's neck is bare. In the scuffle with the Amadán Dubh, she must have lost her amulet, the ward protecting her from druid magic.
She chokes, and her eyes roll back white in her head. I rush to catch her as she falls.
"Don't worry," says Malcolm. "She's alive. She'll live long enough to be a nice appetizer for the demons when they arrive."
"You're the demon," I snarl, standing up. "Where is Arden?"
"Here." Her voice is barely a croak. She's lying on her stomach some distance away. She's been hogtied, and she looks bruised and battered just like Ériu. Even further behind her, in the shadows by the cavern wall, lies Zane—not tied with any visible ropes, but equally helpless. The dullahan who brought him rushes past me, back through the gap in the wall, holding its leering head under one arm.
"You're going to pay for what you've done to them," I say, stepping forward, knives held in my clenched hands. But as I open my mouth to speak the Life-Stealing spell and end them, every one of the druids begins chanting at once. There's a terrible buzzing from the blood-drawn ward on my chest, and the Celtic knot amulet I wear begins to burn my skin like fire. And then I can't speak. My voice is gone, stolen. My defenses are down, broken, and without them I'm completely vulnerable when they speak the next spell—one that binds my body and leaves me motionless.
"Good," says Malcolm. "None of that unpleasant soul-sucking business in here. We've got work to do, ladies and gentlemen."
He's talking to them as if I'm not there, giving instructions, handing out supplies.
At first, I panic. I feel like a prisoner in my own skin, invisibly bound and gagged, unable to speak or move. This spell, woven by all of them, is like iron bars around my body, too powerful for me to break through. My breath comes fast and frantic.
And then I hear it.
The softest whisper at my ear. A faint, familiar scent in the stuffy air of the cavern.
"Aislinn."
He's here. Finally, Kieran is here.
And with his presence comes the certainty that I can break through any spell they've bound me with, because once, months ago, I resisted him. And at his full strength, he is more powerful than all of them.
I reach deep inside myself, to the root of all that makes me who I am—Korrigan, druid, power-stealer, dancer, leader, killer. But at the burning center of me, I am a survivor, a fighter. And I am a woman who loves a man.
If we die, we die together.
Slowly, surely, I'm pushing the druids' spell off my skin. Kieran is probably nearing the end of his magical energy, and the longer he stays invisible, the faster it will drain away.
Fiercely I try harder; I push the magic outward and roll it away from me. I feel it dissipate, but I don't move yet. I just whisper, barely moving my lips, "When?"
And he answers, "Now."
When he appears, we move together, as if we planned it. He lunges at the druid nearest us on the right, and I take the one at the other end of the semi-circle, on the left. They're startled, so the first two fall quickly, one with my knife stuck so deep in his chest that I can't get it back out. Kieran isn't using magic—he must be nearly drained of power, but he's doing just fine with his fists, striking and lunging. I swing around behind the next druid in the line, trying to get a firm hold on him, wrenching at his jaw with one of my hands and digging my fingers into his eye socket with the other.
And then, over my victim's screams, I hear Arden wailing. A piercing, keening cry of despair and heartbreak and loss.
Kieran echoes the cry with one of his own—it's ripped out of him like a half-sob, half-scream.
Ériu's throat has been opened, and her blood is pouring out onto the altar. Malcolm is wrist deep in it, drawing patterns on her body, chanting the ritual. The rest of the druids chant with him, a deep, thrumming chorus of voices.
And the great seam in the cavern wall trembles. A shower of dust and pebbles shake from the ceiling, and the floor rumbles under our feet.
The druid I'm fighting falls, clutching his ruined eye, and I leap for the next one, slashing wildly at her neck. My only thought is to stop the voices, stop the chanting. If I can stop the chanting, this won't happen. The gate won't open.
Another shudder reverberates through the cavern, and more stones tumble from the wall, near the seam.
"Aislinn!" Kieran yells. "Get the stone!"
At the same moment Malcolm paints a swath of Ériu's blood down the length of the demon's leg bone. There's a ripping, cracking sound, and a black line about three feet long runs from the cave floor up the pale seam of rock. The gate is beginning to open.
I'm at the altar in a second, gripping the stone—Malcolm has hold of it too, from the other side, trying to wrench it free from my hands.
"Láidreacht," I say, but my magic is spent. I have no strength left, not human or Fae. My fingers slip from the bloody stone, and I crumple beside the altar.
From the doorway in the half-wall behind me comes a great roar, and the stone floor shudders as huge hooves strike rock. Over my head leaps the form of a gigantic black goat with curving horns, and it knocks Malcolm down, away from the altar. Shaking, I manage to pull myself up and heave the Heart of the Earth off Ériu's chest. It falls to the floor with a crash and splits in half.
But the crack in the Gate is lengthening, creeping higher up the seam in the wall.
"It's not stopping!" I call to Kieran. He finishes choking out another druid—the rest of them are breaking their circle, running for the gap in the barrier.
Ross's huge goat form is still on top of Malcolm. Neither of them are moving—strange, because if that crack opens further, they're going to be the first ones eaten.
Kieran comes to the altar, and I see tears shining wet on his cheeks. He picks up the demon-bone and speaks the Dragon-Fire spell, burning it to ash. His face goes white from the effort—he's as spent as I am.
And still the crack runs upward; it's several feet long now.
I look into Kieran's eyes, and I see despair in them. He knows we have lost.
I can't bear to see his beautiful face with that hopeless look. Not when I've seen him happy, vibrant, full of life—like the day we visited Ainmire and the other kelpies at their lake on the mountaintop. The day we first heard the prophecy of Samhain.
The old is becoming new. The hidden will leap from their holes, and the hunted will seek for prey. A door will be opened, and can only be shut by blood.
By blood.
"Kieran, the blood, remember? We can shut the door with the blood of the sacrifice."
Understanding dawns on his face, and he shakes his head. He can't do what I'm asking him to do.
It takes every ounce of strength, every iota of energy I have left. I rip off my shirt, and I soak it in Ériu's blood, pooled around her on the altar. Running to the crack, I paint across it with the blood. Back and forth, back and forth.
"Deireadh," I say, the word to end a spell. "Deireadh."
Going back, I sop up more blood. Spread it over the seam, from the floor as high up as I can reach.
Finally Kieran comes to help me, smearing Ériu's blood high above my head, up to the top of the crack. When his blood-stained fingers touch the tip of it, the rock wall shudders again, and with a loud snap, the split in the seam closes. It's whole again, smooth under the shining blood. Not a crack to be seen.
And all is still.
I stand there, my hands red, blood staining my chest and my stomach. Kieran faces me, eyes wild and weary, the blood of the woman he loved like a sister dripping from his fingers.
He's going to hate me now. He's going to blame me for her death.
I was the one who kept him from going to her. Kept him from protecting her, insisted that we focus on battle plans. And now she's gone.
I turn away from him, from those ancient silver eyes brimming with yet another grief. I can't bear the knowledge that this one is my fault.
And when I turn, I see death again.
Ross is still on top of Malcolm. One of his goat's hooves crushed Malcolm's ribcage to a pulp; and Malcolm's sacrificial knife is deeply embedded in Ross's heart.
I will not cry. Not now. Not when Arden is moaning, heartbroken, from her place on the floor; and when Zane lies frozen in madness or terror just steps away.
With my knife, I cut Arden's ropes. She doesn't even get up; she lies there, sobbing, her tears running over her bruised cheeks and darkly wetting the gray stone floor.
When I reach Zane, I kneel and cup his handsome face in my hands. My fingers leave trails of blood down his cheeks.
"Zane. Wake up, please."
He's staring at me, breathing but sightless, petrified, his body rigid. I don't know how to break him out of whatever spell he's under.
"There's nothing you can do for him," says Kieran from behind me. "The curse of the Amadán Dubh is permanent. It's paralysis, and madness."
"But you—you didn't warn me about the Amadán Dubh."
"I didn't know. They shouldn't exist anymore."
"No. No, it can't be permanent. He still has a life to live, things to do. He's going be a cop, and get married, and have cute little kids..."
Behind me, I hear movement, a moan. I turn and it's Laurel, coming out of whatever spell the druids threw at her. And past her, through the gap, I see some of our allies trickling into the room—pixies, a merrow or two. A few of the Lianhan Sídhe.
Wailing, the Lianhan Sídhe rush upon Ross's body, stroking his fur, running their fingers along the curves of his horns. I recognize them from the club, and from his rooms. Their grief is loud, dramatic. Mine feels hollow and dry. I'm too empty to cry for Zane, too tired to wail for him. I sit by his side, my empty hands useless.
Laurel kneels beside me. "What do we do for him?"
"Nothing," I say. "Kieran says there's nothing we can do."
"Screw that," she says. "There's always something. Whip out a spell, or grab one of the druids and make them fix him."
"Laurel, it's not going to work," says Kieran gently.
She stands and whirls to face him in one fluid motion. "So what, you're not even gonna try?"
"I've seen this before," he says. "It can't be undone."
She slaps him, right across the cheek, hard. "Screw you!"
"Laurel!" I jump up and stand in front of him. Why are the tears coming now? My jaw shakes so I can hardly speak. "It's not his fault."
She faces us, breathing hard for a minute, and then she sinks to the floor beside Zane, and I join her, and we cry together.
As I'm crying, I begin to be aware of the tortured mass of pain formerly known as my body. I've been cut, burned, bruised, stabbed, and completely exhausted. I'm going to fade soon, pass out completely while my magical energy recharges. Already I can see spots of black floating in front of my eyes.
Sitting beside me, Kieran doesn't look so great himself. His shirt is in ribbons, and there's a big slash across his chest—it looks shallow, but it has bled all over his ribs and stomach. He has a cut across his cheekbone, and another at his neck, and part of his jeans have been burned away, baring a huge, raw, red-and-black burn on his leg. No Ériu to heal him this time. I wonder if the wounds will scar.
Suddenly I feel a change in the air, a faint prickling over my skin.
Magic.
"Well met, Aislinn. Far Darrig." It's Badb's rich voice.
Kieran pulls himself up with difficulty; I can tell it hurts him to stand, but he manages that and a bow of respect.
I can't. I just can't.
Kieran reaches his hand to me, a red glove of Ériu's blood coating it. I glance up at him, expecting to see displeasure, anger, reproach for her death. But he's looking at me with nothing but sympathy and love.
I put my left hand in his. The claddagh ring I wear is stained with blood, too, but I remember what it means, and I stand as close to him as I can, against his side, with his arm around me.
The  Morrígna pause at the altar. They are dressed in gowns the color of blood, with crows' feathers arranged like crowns in their hair. Around the edges of the room, the rest of our allies gather, and all of the survivors are battered, singed, and wounded like us. A few druids are hauled in, gagged and bound. Their eyes tell me they have no will to fight anymore.
"I am Nemain of the Morrígna, Venom of Armies and Crier of Death," says the oldest of the Fates, her voice echoing through the room, to the furthest reaches of the crowd."I am Badb, the Raven, Queen of Banshees and Harbinger of War."
"I am Macha, Bane of Men and the Sovereign of Sickness."
"On this day you have won a great victory," says Badb. "The Second Gate is shut. We will seal it ourselves, and our world will be safe from the Aos Sí. Aislinn Soul-Stealer, and Far Darrig, Curse-Maker, you are released from your debt of souls."
A tingle on the back of my hand makes me look down. The blue swirl is fading, disappearing. I look at Kieran and I want to smile, but I can't. Not yet.
"Thank you," I say, stepping forward. "But please, is there anything you can do—for Ériu, or for Zane."
"Ériu's line is already cut," says Nemain, watching me from under her sagging eyelids. "You would have us stitch on another's life to lengthen hers?"
"She could have some of mine," I say. "Please. And Zane, he's—the Amadán Dubh paralyzed him. See?" I move so they have a clear view of his body.
"Ah, the Seer," says Macha. "A beautiful human, so strong of heart. It is a pity." She glances at her sisters, and the look is like a question. Badb nods once.
"One boon will we grant," says Nemain reluctantly. "To do more would be to interfere beyond our roles. You may have the soul of either Ériu or this Seer child."
I can't look at Kieran. I can't ask him to do this, to give up his friend and sister of centuries, for my human ex-boyfriend, the guy he wanted dead just a few months ago.
But he's already speaking, his voice hollow. "Ériu had millennia. This boy has had less than two decades. She would want it to be him."
"And so it is," says Nemain. She walks over to Zane, her red gown swishing across the bloodstained floor and brushing aside the ashes of the demon bone. When she reaches him, she crouches and lays one wrinkled hand on his forehead and another on his heart.
"Seer," she says. "Awake."
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BREAKING
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Zane
Blood. Bones.
Bits of my brain unraveling, spiraling through the air in front of me.
A vein, pulsing by itself in the dark.
Something following me, no don't follow me, I've already been cut apart, please leave me alone
Screaming
Roaring a roaring a roaring in my head
Heart ripped out pulsing in front of me, it's mine, put it back in, please put it back
Black, shot with red.
A flash of white. Eye? Bone? Laughter in my brain.
This is hell, and it goes on and on and on my friends and it never ends, it never never ends
And then
Silence.
The pieces of my mind are far, very far away from each other.
Slowly they are coming back. Something draws them, a voice maybe, or a magnet. I laugh inside because a huge magnet drawing back together the pieces of my mind—it's funny.
And then, they all snap back into place, and I'm me again.
Whole. Here.
I can think. I can hear and see.
And the first thing I see is anxious green eyes in a dirty, blood-smeared face. Red hair, coming out of its braid and sticking to a pale forehead and neck.
"Zane?"
I recognize it as my name. But I can't find hers yet. The pathways are still reforming in my head.
A darker face next to hers. Black braids, full lips. I try hard, and I find the name for this one. Laurel. Her name, her face, they're familiar, with years of friendship behind them.
"Laurel," I say, and it feels like coming home. I realize that I have a hand, attached to my body, and I reach for her with it. She lunges for me, gathering my head and shoulders in her arms, her lips meeting mine.
When she kisses me, I come back to myself, all the way. I remember Aislinn, I remember why we're here in this cavern, and I know I was gone, lost somewhere in a void, until someone put me back together.
Behind Laurel and Aislinn stand three women—it's not hard to guess that they're the Fates—and Kieran.
"Your boon is granted," says one of the Fates to him. "The Seer's mind has been returned."
Kieran nods and says "Thank you" in a broken voice. Near him, Arden lies on the floor, sobbing.
"What happened?" I ask.
"We stopped the gate from opening," says Aislinn. "But Ériu is dead, and so are many of the others."
Ériu. Dead. The goddess, the healer. Now I know why Arden is so broken-hearted. And Kieran—he and Ériu were close.
"I'm sorry, man," I tell him.
He nods once and walks away, toward a big stone altar. Blood runs down the side of it in thin rivulets, red against the gray stone.
"I'm going to—I can't help it—" says Aislinn suddenly, and she passes out right there on the floor in front of me. Laurel looks terrified.
"She's got to recharge her magic," I say. "She'll be okay." But I'm not sure that any of us will. We've all got serious wounds, like hospital-worthy damage.
A handful of the pixies have real jobs as paramedics or nurses or doctors. Kieran gave them instructions to stay back till the end of the battle and then come in to help, and they arrive a few minutes later with their gear. We were counting on saving Ériu and having her there to help with healing, but that's not gonna happen now, so we have to make do with what we've got.
I'm bruised, and I have a headache like a jackhammer pounding in my head, but I'm one of the more able-bodied ones, so I help with the corpses that litter the cavern. All but a few of the surviving druids and their allies have slunk away, so it's just us, and our dead, and their dead.
Kieran questions the remaining druids about how to strip a Korrigan's Life-Stream. "If you want to live," he says, smiling in that scary way he has, "you'll tell me what I need to know."
I'm busy carrying bodies outside, so I don't watch the whole thing—but there are a few screams, and cracking bones, before they give in and talk. When he's satisfied, they stagger out of the cavern as fast as they can go, clutching their broken fingers.
The druids can't be trusted to guard the gate any longer, so Badb assigns a couple of banshees to prowl the area and scare off anyone who might come by. She and the other Fates perform the ritual to seal the gate permanently, but they don't help out with any of the cleanup. Once the ritual is complete, they wander from grave to grave outside the cave, to honor the dead Fae.
Kieran refuses to let us bury the dead druids and their Fae friends. Instead, he gets some of the pooka to help him pile those bodies right in front of the white seam in the wall, blocking the blood-painted crack. "A deterrent," he says, "for the next time the stars line up and some idiot wants to try to open the gate."
I think it's damn creepy, but I don't argue with him. He looks like he might crack any second and do something crazy—or crazier than usual.
Burying the dead takes hours, thanks to the dark, and the cold, and the rocky soil of the forest. It's not like in the movies, where we can burn the bodies and be done with it. Can't do that out in the woods, especially not in a protected zone where there are supposedly endangered bats. I haven't seen a single bat. Probably just a story made up by the druids guarding the place.
When it comes time to bury Ériu, Kieran handles the body himself. He won't let anyone else touch her, or shovel the dirt into the hole; and he lays a stone over the spot, writing on it in Gaelic with his own blood.
Little by little, the surviving Fae leave the mountain and hike back to the road, to their cars. Most of our allies made it through the battle. They'll have scars, but they're alive.
Finally Laurel comes up to me. She's so tired she's actually trembling. "Hey, Z. Think we could head out now?"
I nod. "How's Aislinn?"
"Good. One of the pixies bandaged her up. She's still sleeping."
"Awesome." I take a second look at Laurel. In spite of the blood and sweat, man, she looks amazing. Super strong, and super hot. Like some kind of slayer chick, right out of a movie. "You kicked ass last night, huh?"
She touches the long knife at her belt. "I kinda did. Felt good, and horrible at the same time."
"I know what you mean."
She hesitates. "Z, I—"
I grab her and pull her to me, and I kiss her. She kisses me back, and we're holding on to each other like it's life or death, locked together, and I never want to let go. But I touch the wrong spot on her back, and she lets out a cry of pain.
"Sorry," I say. "Hey, did you get any medical help?"
"No. I was busy."
"Let me see." She turns, and I see a bloody slit in her shirt where a blade sliced her back. "Come on, there's some supplies over here. I'll patch you up."
I can't do much for her beyond a basic bandage. When I'm nearly done, Kieran walks over to us, kind of unsteady.
"You two heading out?" he asks.
"In a sec."
"Zane, do you think—" He looks frustrated. "Do you think you could manage to carry Aislinn for me? I don't think I have the strength."
He must be about to fall over if he's asking me to carry his girlfriend. "Sure, man, I got it. You might have to help Arden, though."
He nods. "I wish Ainmire had made it through."
"I know, man. I'm sorry."
"I don't look forward to telling his mate. She's likely to take off my head, literally."
"So don't tell her. She'll figure it out when he doesn't come back."
"I'll tell her in person, and then have Aislinn transport me far, far away," he says, with the ghost of a smile.
"You were fighting outside the whole time?" Laurel asks him.
"Yes. The fenodyree and the dullahan were the strongest, and the toughest to beat. I used spells I haven't worked in centuries. It was—carnage."
When I was outside, digging graves, I saw the blood. Everywhere. Magical scorch marks. Chunks of Fae, chopped up by dullahan axes. Crushed bodies under boulders thrown by the fenodyree. Some of those pinned corpses we couldn't even get out; we just had to leave them there. Carnage is a good word for it.
"Why did they have banshees on their side?" Laurel asks. "I thought Aislinn said the banshees were connected to Badb. They should have been on our team."
"The banshees each had a choice to make, like all the Fae," says Kieran. "Their connection to Badb only serves to warn of upcoming deaths; it doesn't bind them to her will."
"Listen, we gotta go," I say. "Laurel and I got healing to do, and classes to sit through tomorrow."
We're a sad bunch of beat-up, slow-moving post-battle warriors, stumbling through the forest on our way back to the cars. Two of the pixies, Eric and Tom, guide us back. Tom is missing three fingers, and Eric's back has a massive burn from a pooka. I carry Aislinn, and Kieran and Laurel take turns helping Arden. The Korrigan is a hollow, burned-out version of herself, a shadow with empty eyes.
Near us walks another pixie, a blond woman maybe in her forties. She's dragging her leg, which looks mangled. Hopefully she's headed for a hospital; she's going to need major medical help if she's going to walk normally again, let alone dance. She has the same vacant, agonized expression as Arden, like she lost a piece of herself and she's going to be looking for it till the day she dies.
When we get to the cars, I help Kieran settle Arden and Aislinn into the back of the Audi.
"You okay to drive?" I ask Kieran. He reaches into the glove compartment and pulls out two energy drinks, tossing one to me. "A magic potion of the modern world. Cheers."
"Thanks, man. See you back at the apartment."
Even with the drink, I have trouble staying alert on the way back. Laurel takes a shift driving, though, so we make it. Good thing, because it would be dumb to die in a car wreck after surviving a Fae-druid battle like we did.
I drop Laurel off first and then head to the girls' apartment. Kieran will need my help getting them settled.
When Wynnie opens the door for the four of us, a look of pure joy and relief floods over her face. She must have been terrified, waiting here alone. "You're all alive!"
"Not all," I say. "Ériu didn't make it."
The light drains from her face. She and Ériu were friends, especially after the whole tongue-healing thing. "Oh, no. Oh, Arden—Kieran—I'm so sorry."
She takes Arden's arm across her shoulders and helps her into the bedroom.
Following Kieran into Aislinn's room, I lay her on the bed. He collapses beside her, taking her limp hand in his and closing his eyes. They have matching rings now, Celtic-looking bands on their left-hand ring fingers. Like wedding bands or something.
There's a faint twinge in my heart, when I see the two of them lying there. Mostly I'm just glad they're both okay. They're together, and it feels right.
I close the door and walk back to the living room, just as Wynnie comes from the opposite end of the apartment, closing Arden's door.
"She resting?" I ask.
"Yes."
"Can I clean up here before I head back to school? I don't want my roommate asking too many questions about the blood."
"Yes. But we don't have any clothes here for you to change into."
"It's okay, I got a change of clothes in my car. Figured I might need it. I'll go get 'em." I move past her, toward the door, and she touches my arm.
"Zane, I'm glad you're all right."
I look down at her. "Thanks. Must have been hard for you, waiting."
"I wish I could have helped. I'm just not ready."
"You been through enough," I say. "Trust me, we all wanted you here, safe."
She hesitates, looking kinda grateful and kinda upset. Then she stands on tiptoe and kisses me lightly on the lips, and then runs back into Arden's room and shuts the door.
What the hell?
I need to go into battle and almost die more often. Apparently it's a turn-on for girls.
Suddenly it registers in my brain that they're both into me.
Laurel, and Wynnie.
Oh crap.
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"Get the rope around its neck!" I scream at Kieran. I'm holding Arden's beast against the dungeon floor with all my fenodyree strength; Kieran's binding spell didn't slow it down much, and it's about to break free.
Quickly, Kieran and Zane loop the thick length of rope around the demon's throat twice, and they start pulling with all their strength in opposite directions, choking it. But I can feel it bucking, trying to rise; it's smaller than Wynnie's beast, but feisty, all lean muscles and quick-moving legs, like a six-limbed panther with the beak of an octopus and a single, bulging eye. It tries to bite the rope Kieran's holding with its horrible beak, but Zane pulls harder in the opposite direction. A rasping sound emerges from its throat as its airway constricts.
"Laurel!" I call, and she comes down the ladder into the Korrigan dungeon, holding her long knife in one hand.
"Do you want me to do it?" I ask, but she shakes her head and starts hacking at the creature's throat. Blood spurts everywhere. Good thing we all wore old clothes for this.
"Wynnie!" I shout from my perch on its back. "The sword!"
She climbs down the ladder too, nervously holding the katana. It's a beautiful piece, sharp and well-crafted, a birthday gift to her from me and Arden a few weeks ago, not long after Samhain. And now she's going to use it to set Arden free.
Wynnie and Laurel take turns striking at the beast's throat, cutting deeper and deeper until it sinks down to the concrete floor, dead.
I slide off the beast's back and flip it over. "Kieran, the spell. Remember, not too much, don't drain yourself."
This demon isn't as large as Wynnie's, so it doesn't require as much of his strength to crack the belly open a bit; and then Laurel and Wynnie carefully work to widen the opening without damaging what's inside. Finally, I step forward and pull the beast apart, splitting its stomach into halves. And there's Arden, bound in strips of dark Otherworld matter, trapped in the center of the demon's guts. Kieran and Zane drag her out, and Wynnie scrapes the goo off her before Laurel wraps her in a blanket.
We haul her up the ladder and take turns cleaning ourselves up. The beast can stay in the dungeon and rot. We won't be needing that prison ever again.
When I come downstairs from washing up, Kieran is standing in the entry hall near the steps, looking through the doorway into the great room. Wynnie sits out there on the couch next to Arden, stroking her hair and waiting for her to wake.
"Where are Zane and Laurel?" I ask.
"Outside, on the porch. Talking. Maybe kissing."
I stand next to him, watching Wynnie and Arden.
"Lucky there were some druids left who knew how to strip Arden's Life-Stream," I say. "Otherwise we'd have had to wait a few more centuries to do this for her."
"The fun part was convincing them to help us out," says Kieran. "I think I have a future in torture. Too bad you killed Chuck a few months ago—he could have mentored me in the art of pain."
"Shut up." I nudge him, and he laughs, a sound so beautiful and genuine and free that I want to hear it again, a thousand times.
"Will they age now?" I say in a low voice, so Wynnie won't hear. 
He shakes his head. "There's no way to tell; but the curse is broken, so I'm guessing yes. They can live as other people do. Have human companions, children, careers—a normal life." He glances down at me. "Are you sure you don't want the cure?"
"Who wants a normal life? Normal is overrated. What I want is years, centuries, lots of them—with you."
"Good," he says. "You're finally over that incomprehensible desire to be normal." He places his hands on my hips and pulls me closer.
"So I'm not 'human and useless,' as you once told me?"
"Not at all. Though I would see value in you even without your power. Your soul is what I want." He drops his voice to a whisper. "That, and this beautiful body."
He ducks his head to kiss my neck, and I gasp, but not from passion. Right behind him in the entry hall is Badb of the Morrígna, her wide, curvy form cloaked in shining black hair. She smiles.
"Kieran," I say.
"Hm?"
"Stop kissing me. We have company."
He turns. "Badb, Queen of Banshees and Harbinger of War. To what do we owe this interruption—" I elbow him— "I mean, this great honor?"
"I've come to give you a final gift from the Morrígna," she says. "A token of our gratitude, especially for you, Midir."
At the use of his old name, Kieran's eyebrows lift. The Fates have only ever called him the Far Darrig before now.
"You are one of the last of your race. Maybe not for long," she says, with a significant glance at me. "And we are not interested in seeing the Tuatha Dé Danann fade completely from this world. Ériu had her role to play, as a healer and counselor to other Fae. I give you her power of healing, so you may keep yourself whole, and bless the Fae who come to you for help."
Before he can speak, she touches his forehead, and a bluish glow passes from her fingers to his skin.
"I don't deserve this gift," he says.
Badb smiles. "She wanted you to have it."
My eyes widen, and Kieran is speechless.
"As for Ériu's role of counselor, that place may be better filled by your consort. She has love and understanding in her heart, and you would do well to live by the light of it."
Consort. She means me.
Kieran's fingers tighten around mine. "I will."
"Did you help us?" I ask. "Did you direct me to the druid circle that night?"
She nods.
"But when you washed Kieran's car, you said we would fail. You said it was an omen of death."
"Omens carry the power you allow them to have," she says. "Your choices and actions are your own." She's turning away.
"Wait, please!" I say.
I have plenty of Life-Stream from all the druids I drained back in mid-summer, not to mention what I took during the battle. But I need to know exactly how much time I have, for my sanity and for the safety of others.
"Badb, is there a way you can check how much Life-Stream I have?" I ask. "I don't want to run out someday when I'm not expecting it, and hurt someone."
For a second, she considers my request. "We don't normally divulge a person's lifespan, but yours is a special case. And I respect your desire to spare humans from your demon's wrath." She reaches out and lays a plump, ringed hand on my chest. I feel a pulling sensation, a buzz of magic. "Your Life-Stream will run out on May 23, eight hundred and thirty-two years from now," she says.
"Awesome! I mean, thank you."
"That doesn't mean you cannot die. It means that your Life-Stream will keep you human for that long, and your Korrigan curse will keep you young."
"I understand."
As she's turning away, I ask impulsively, "And what about Kieran? How long will he live?"
She looks at him. "Do you want to know?"
"Not the exact date," he says. "I only want to know if I'll be alive with her, for a long time."
Badb looks over her shoulder, even though none of the other Morrígna are in sight. "Come here," she says, and Kieran steps forward. She lays her hand over his heart, and when she does, his chest glows with that familiar golden light. A smile curves her lips. "Yes," she says. "You will have a very long time together."
She takes her hand away, and the glow fades.
And then she is gone.
Kieran and I stare at each other, grinning like crazy fools. Then he picks me up and swings me in circles, kissing me the whole time. When he sets me down, we're both dizzy and we stumble against each other, laughing.
"Where shall we go first?" he says.
"Remember your promise?"
"Ah, yes! Paris, right? Then a tour of Europe. And then maybe college, and we have to do a cross-country trip here in the States—you must see California. And you wanted to go to Japan, yes? I've never been."
"Calm down," I say. "We have time. Let's do Paris first. Like a—like a honeymoon." I blush when I say it.
His eyes light up, warm, intense. "I can definitely agree to that."
"But don't call me your wife, okay? Like you told me—that sounds too easy, too normal, for what we are."
"And I'm guessing you won't call me 'husband,' either. So what am I then?"
"Cuisle mo chroidhe,"
I whisper. "The pulse of my heart."
THE END
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A blank, glistening white face stares at me from across the empty cavern.
No features except a pair of wet black eyes. The creature cocks its head, pattering toward me on two feet, human-shaped, but absurdly tiny for its tall, thin body. Its arms are crooked at the elbows, pale hands curled like the claws of a bird. Its bony fingers flex and twitch, sharp nails clicking.
Closer it comes, head tilting first to one side, then the other.
I can't scream. Can't form the words for a spell. Can't transport away, or run.
My eyes are locked with the creature's, and I can already feel the insanity beginning. Of all the magical beings I've met, this Unseelie Fae has the worst power. It is the Amadán Dubh, and those who meet its eyes disappear into madness. I've seen it work its foul magic on my friends.
I struggle to move, to think. My soul contorts inside me, fiercely fighting, and all my pent-up fear breaks free in a throat-searing scream.
"Aislinn!" A voice echoes from somewhere far away, beyond the dark cavern. I know that voice, and it means safety and hope. "Aislinn!"
I struggle toward the voice, and the nightmare shatters.
"Aislinn." Kieran is half-sitting on his side of the bed, leaning over me, concern in every line of his handsome face. Sweating and shaking from the dream, I stare into his dark-lashed, silver-gray eyes, and gradually my breathing slows.
"I was dreaming about the Amadán Dubh," I whisper.
He nods, caressing my cheek. Once, he was responsible for the worst of my nightmares. As the Far Darrig, he can open the doors in the mind, doors that lead to horrific visions. And sometimes he can clear the way for other dreams as well—delightful, sensual ones. Not that we need those dreams now. The reality is so much better.
He leans forward, his tousled dark hair tumbling over his forehead, and his mouth meets mine, a soft assurance that he is here, and will always be here. I thread my fingers through that unruly hair of his.
"Do you want me to help you sleep?" he asks.
"A spell?"
"If you like."
"No," I say, curling against his chest. "Just hold me."
Lying back, he pulls me even closer, tight into his body, and sighs with satisfaction. "This," he says, "is heaven."
"Of course it is," I say. "We're in Paris, after all."
Paris was supposed to be a short vacation, but it has turned into a much longer stay than we planned. It's February now, and cold; but we plan to stay through April or May, so we can see the city in the springtime. Kieran promises it's worth the wait. And it's not like we have to be anywhere. We have hundreds of years ahead of us.
I close my eyes, and when I open them again, pale winter sunshine is streaming through the thin white curtains at the windows. Ribbons of it flow across the bed, and I luxuriate in its warmth. Just a year ago, I was still under the Korrigan curse. I had to creep into a dungeon before dawn every day, waiting for the terrible transformation from girl to monster. I didn't feel sun on my skin till I was seventeen.
But now I have Life-Stream—centuries of it—and powers that I've taken from other Fae. Thanks to a leprechaun, I can transport myself to any place I've seen, within a thirty-mile radius. From a fenodyree, I got magical strength that lasts for several minutes at a time; and because of my pixie powers, I can find any person or object that isn't magically concealed. And I can charm people into dancing with me for hours—a talent I've used a few times since we arrived in Paris.
Kieran comes out of the bathroom, his hair damp, wearing a towel and nothing else. Those arms, that expanse of muscled chest, those abs—they're all mine now; not to mention what's below the waist. I shift a little in the bed, feeling the familiar hunger for him. He's like a drug to me, and I take him whenever I can.
While he's rummaging in drawers for his clothes, I dart into the bathroom to take care of my own business and brush my teeth. When I come back, he glances at me, smiling as he shakes the creases out of a dark blue pullover shirt. Instead of the cold, mocking look he used to wear as the Far Darrig, there's a new, warm light in his eyes—and I'm the reason for it.
"Don't put that on yet," I tell him, sinking back onto the bed.
He pauses. "Why not?"
"You'll just have to take it off again."
A devilish grin spreads over his face. "Is that so?"
I nod, curling my finger at him. Sitting beside me, he traces my profile with his fingertip. "How did you sleep after the dream?"
"Fine. No more nightmares." I reach for him. "Come here."
He moves over me in a second, soft lips meeting mine, our tongues sliding, hands moving; and for a while the world is warm golden sunlight, and smooth sheets, and skin against skin.
Finally we're both so hungry that we have to leave the bed. Once I'm dressed, with a little makeup on, I stand at the window for a minute, braiding my long red hair and admiring the view.
We can't see the Eiffel Tower from our rooms, but I think it's overrated anyway. For me, the best views are the bustling streets crammed with tiny shops, and the old buildings with their unique architectural touches and wrought-iron railings.
Our bedroom window opens onto a sliver of balcony barely large enough for one person. A few stories below, past the fanciful curls of the railing, lies the street, rumbling with morning traffic.
The past few days, the pavement has been rain-slicked—damp gray in the dismal daytime, black and sparkling wet under the lamps at night. Today it's a dry beige, speckled with gum and cigarette stubs. The cold seeps around the edges of the window, warning me to dress warmly.
"Are you ready?" Kieran's voice is right by my ear, but when I turn he's at the bedroom door, smirking. I make a face at him. I can do voice mimicry like him, but I still can't throw my voice.
"Is it magic, or skill, or a Tuatha dé Danann ability?" I ask as we leave our rooms.
"I'm honestly not sure. I've always been able to do it, ever since I was a boy."
"What was it like, your home?"
"Ireland, in ancient times?" He sighs. "I don't remember it as well as I used to. Memories tend to fade when you've got so many centuries to cram into your head. But I know it was beautiful, and green. The houses back then were round, with peaked roofs. Most people could only build a one-room house, but my father was the Dagda, chief of the Tuatha dé Danann, and our home had several rooms. And I remember that my sister Brigid had a little garden right near the house. Whenever I stepped outside I could smell the herbs."
As he says it, we step out of our building into the street, which smells of fresh rain, stale smoke, and baking bread. The little cafe a few buildings down, where we usually eat breakfast, is busier today. Out front, the owner's assistant is pushing back the heavy plastic they use to curtain the outdoor tables on rainy days.
"Bonjour!" The assistant, Marcel, greets us with a smile and a nod. "Does this table work for you?" He gestures to a tiny table adjacent to the one we usually occupy.
"Bien sûr," says Kieran.
"I'm paying this time," I say, once we're seated. "I hate it when you pay for everything."
"Trust me, I know. You can get this, but I get dinner tonight." He grins, his eyes creasing at the corners.
I've grown used to our Paris routine—to lazy mornings and pastry for breakfast, and shopping, and walking and sightseeing. We attend plays and concerts sometimes, and other times we hunt down the craziest little arcades and art studios and dive bars, just for fun. We never have to worry about getting lost, because my pixie sense is unerring, and I can always find our way back to the rooms, or transport us there.
Today we walk aimlessly for hours, and Kieran tells me of his early visits to France.
"They called me Reynard here—the clever red fox," he says, grinning. "And my leprechauns were lutin. There are probably still a handful of them running around the French countryside somewhere."
"I thought you killed them all."
"I didn't command the entire race of leprechauns," he says. "Some crossed the Channel to Europe before I was born. So yes, love, you'll probably encounter more of your favorite Fae at some point during your long lifetime."
"Great." Leprechauns are horrible, baby-stealing, murderous imps, and mean as hell. "If we do meet more, can you end them like you did the others?"
"If you like."
He tells me more of his exploits as Reynard, and of his feud with a local lord, Ysengrim. No matter how many stories he shares with me, he never speaks of Etain, his wife, the girl my grandmother executed in front of him when he was young. Before he became the Far Darrig.
I pull my coat closer around me and lean my arms on the balustrade, looking down at the Seine rippling below us. And I ask him a question that's been haunting me for weeks, one that I never had the courage to ask before.
"Does it ever bother you, that I'm the granddaughter of the woman who killed your wife?"
His low laugh salves my fears immediately. "Don't you think if it bothered me, I would have told you by now?"
"I guess."
"I've thought about the connection, of course. It's ironic, really, that the love of my life came from Maeve's line."
The love of his life?
The words sink into my soul like glowing embers, warming me, lighting me on fire. I've tried not to compare myself to Etain, or wonder how his love for me ranks beside his love for her. After all, she died a couple thousand years ago. She was Tuatha Dé Danann, one of the Irish god-race like him, beautiful and gifted with natural magic.
But I'm the love of his life.
I inch closer, pressing my shoulder to his, and he wraps his arm around me.
"I won't lie, it helps that you killed Maeve on my behalf," he says. "I would have loved to do it myself, but—circumstances."
I swallow, pushing away the memory of my grandmother's blood spouting and surging from her neck. What I did was self-defense as well as justice. I had no regrets at the time; as far as I knew, I had just watched my soul-mate die on her orders. Now, I wonder if I could have found a way for us to coexist.
Kieran is watching me, his gray eyes liquid as the river and just as deep. "Don't think of it, love, if it distresses you."
"Is that what you do? Just—not think about the things you regret?"
His face darkens. "Yes."
"Does it always work?"
"No."
Another couple appears beside us, laughing loudly and talking in thick Southern accents. "Would you mind takin' our picture?" says one of the women to me.
"Sure." Why does her accent tug at my heart?
"Where are you from?" I ask after taking the photos.
"Georgia," she says.
"I'm from South Carolina."
"Oh yeah? Whaddya know? Small world!" And she laughs as if it's the funniest thing ever, because she's happy, and she's in Paris.
She and her companion wander away, arm in arm. I roll her words around in my head—the slow rhythm, the broad syllables, the country twang of her voice. Her wide, easy grin was so unlike the prim, polite smiles or haughty expressions of the Paris residents.
I arrange a smile on my own face and turn back to Kieran. He's leaning both elbows on the balustrade, his back to the river and his lithe body relaxed. His answering smile is cocky and caressing at the same time.
Damn, he's beautiful. I can't believe he's mine.
Kieran has work to do that afternoon, emails and spreadsheets related to the properties he owns back in the States. I have work of my own, too—a couple of college courses that I'm taking online. But I finish before he's done, so I decide go out on the town by myself.
As much as Kieran and I love each other, we've both spent much of our lives alone. Sometimes, we need space, and silence.
I transport to the columned area under the topmost dome of the Sacré-Cœur Basilica. It's the peak of Paris, one of my favorite haunts when I'm out on my own.
Viewed from this angle, at this height, Paris looks very much like any other big city. Less attractive than my hometown in upstate South Carolina, actually. In my city, the downtown area consists of a small cluster of skyscrapers and some shorter buildings, remodeled to vintage prettiness. A river cuts right through it all, surging over rocks in a stunning waterfall display that brings tourists from all over the country. From almost any high point in the town, you can see the faint curves of the Blue Ridge Mountains in the western distance.
Paris has its charms, or we wouldn't have stayed this long. But it's a cluttered gray-and-tan sprawl—neighborhood squeezed behind neighborhood, buildings upon buildings crammed together, marching on in crooked rows to the edge of sight. Not enough forest, not enough green open space.
The wind whips my hair from its braid and stings my eyes, but I stay, clutching a pillar and waiting for my favorite time of day in Paris—sunset.
Shredded blankets of gray cloud float across the ice-blue sky, and as the sun sinks in a burst of orange flame, those clouds turn cotton-candy pink, with edges of molten gold. The world is lavender and salmon, gray and amber—even the plain buildings below me glow faintly pink.
When the sun disappears and the sky reverts to smoky blue-gray, the golden lights of Paris blink to life. Through these evening hours weaves the true magic of the city.
The cold is searing my lungs and nipping the inside of my nose, so I transport back to the apartment. When I appear, Kieran pushes his laptop aside and stretches.
"We're meeting Céline and Serge tonight, aren't we?" he says.
"If you're up for it."
"Friends are important," he says, as if he's reminding himself of a bothersome truth.
"We could stay in, just the two of us."
"No!" He leaps up. "We've done enough of that the past few days. You're young, Aislinn; you need to be out having fun."
"You're fun." I tilt my head, biting my lower lip a little. I'm rewarded by a flare of heat in his gaze, and he comes forward a step as if he plans to devour me where I stand.
Then he shakes his head. "No, we're going out."
We're meeting Serge and Céline at Farfadet, in La Butte aux Cailles. The club is a popular Fae haunt, one that we've visited several times since our arrival in Paris. For the most part, we've been well-received in the city. News of what we did on Samhain has spread through the Fae blogs and social media networks, and to many of the Fae, we're heroes.
But not to everyone.
After leaving the Metro and walking hand-in-hand the rest of the way to Farfadet, we come face to face with a group of dark Fae exiting the club.
Two pooka, their jaunty hats hiding the stubs of filed horns. A fenodyree, covered in hair, with sandy tufts of it escaping from the collar and cuffs of his wool coat. A banshee, gaunt and bone-white, dressed in black skinny jeans and a baggy Noir Désir T-shirt under a patched jacket.
They're laughing and shoving each other, until they catch sight of us, and the smiles fall from their faces.
"Allons-y," mutters one of the pooka, trying to hustle the others down the street.
"Attendez un moment," replies the other pooka, shaking off his friend's hand. His words are slurred, and he takes an unsteady step closer to us. A momentary flash of alarm in my stomach subsides as I remember who I am, who we are. What we've faced together. This drunken creature can't hurt us.
"Fear Dearg," he says, his French accent curving heavily around the Old Irish syllables. "You still here, hein? Go back where you came from, and take your power-stealing woman with you. This is our city. You're not welcome here."
Kieran smiles, showing all his teeth. "Vraiment? Your city? I'm so terribly sorry; we didn't know. We'll be on our way as soon as possible."
"You will?" The drunk pooka looks confused; but the other Fae behind him are backing away, eyes wide.
"Oh yes," says Kieran, pacing around the man. Quick as thought, he hisses a spell through his teeth. The pooka freezes, immobilized.
"Kieran," I say softly. He's only going to make things worse by teaching this one a lesson. He probably knows it, and doesn't care.
"Am I embarrassing you, love?" he says, a challenge in his eyes.
I step forward, wrapping my arms around the frozen pooka, and I transport him to a bench at the end of the street. "Don't antagonize the Far Darrig," I say. "It won't end well for you, or for your friends." I transport back to Kieran's side, flashing him a defiant look. "Go, catch up with your pal and take him somewhere warm. He'll be mobile in a few hours," I tell the other Fae, and they hurry away.
Kieran sighs. "Why must you spoil my fun?"
"Why do you have to make an example of everyone who disrespects you?"
"I have a reputation to maintain."
"A reputation as an evil trickster."
"As an evil, charming, incredibly handsome trickster, yes. That's my brand, and I'm proud of it."
"But Ériu wanted you to have a new brand—or an old one, I guess—your original identity as
Tuatha Dé Danann. That's why she left you her healing power."
His face darkens at the mention of Ériu, but he doesn't speak.
"She didn't give you the power so you could hide it away," I tell him, covering his hands with mine. "She wanted you to use it. To help other Fae, and maybe even humans."
"I never asked for her gift. I didn't want that burden. And if you quote some human drivel about power and responsibility, I swear I'll—"
"You'll what?" I narrow my eyes at him, standing as tall as I can. "What will you do, Far Darrig?"
He stares me down. "I would do a binding spell, but you made me promise never to use one on you again. Of course there's always a silencing spell."
"And I could break it. What else you got?"
He laughs, his face softening. "Nothing I'd want to use against you."
"Good. So let's forget those morons and have some fun." I take his hand and dance him through the door.
Serge and Céline have claimed a table near the back, close to the stage. Serge is part selkie, one of the seal-folk; his family has lived on the banks of the Loire for generations. His girlfriend Céline is a pixie and a former Olympic gymnast. I suspect she used her pixie powers to enhance her floor routines a bit; but who am I to judge?
Céline leaps up to greet me with a kiss on each cheek. "Come down here, you," she says to Kieran, and he bends, laughing, so she can do the same to him.
Serge is darkly handsome, with soft swarthy features and an open shirt showing a swirl of chest hair under a loose necktie. He's a painter. The first night we met, he strode up to me and begged to paint my portrait.
"You have a look incroyable," he told me, lifting my red curls. "Such beautiful hair, and the profile so delicate. You must let me paint you."
Kieran watched him, silver eyes narrowed, but he didn't protest—just waited for me to answer.
"You don't have to pose nude," said Serge. "No, no—although I would prefer it—but no. Is that why you hesitate?"
That, and the fact that he was a complete stranger. But then Céline pranced up to us, with her blond pixie cut and her immense blue eyes and her smile, and she set me at ease immediately. I had my portrait painted over the next few nights, and then Serge insisted on painting Kieran as well. In the course of those days, we exchanged stories, and our acquaintance turned into friendship. We've been on a few day trips with them since then, exploring towns beyond the edges of Paris.
Tonight, Serge lounges on the bench, smiling indulgently at his girlfriend's enthusiasm. "You are well?" he says to Kieran.
Kieran seats himself, crossing long legs under the table. "We had a moment with some other Fae outside. Seems we're not as welcome in Paris as we thought."
"Mais non! The Far Darrig is most welcome wherever he goes, surely." Serge's teeth gleam white against his brown skin. "Come, mon ami, you cannot leave us! I have not yet taught you to paint!"
Kieran guffaws. "You could as soon teach a kelpie to live on grass alone."
"He thinks he's not creative," I say.
"Ah, the old lie. Mon ami, everyone is creative in his own way."
"I suppose." Kieran speaks a spell, and a collection of tiny sparkling orbs descend from the ceiling, floating around our table like miniature stars. I touch one, and it floats gently away, like a glowing bit of dandelion fluff. "Even that spell isn't original with me. I learned it from my sister."
"Magnifique," says Serge. "You inspire me, Kieran. I have painted so much more in these past weeks. You and the lovely Aislinn must stay."
"Ignore the haters," says Céline, sipping her drink. "What do they know? Nothing."
A pixie waitress bustles over with our order, her mouth opening wide at the floating lights around our table. I laugh at her expression and the admiring glance she throws Kieran.
"You have at least one new fan," I say after she leaves.
The minute after the words leave my mouth, three girls approach our table. They look a few years older than me—a little more sophisticated, a little more worldly-wise. Although they appear human, they must have Fae blood in them somewhere. Selkie, maybe, or pixie, or merrow. They purse their glossy lips and flutter their eyelashes at Kieran.
"We were wondering if you're singing tonight," one of them says to him in an elegant British accent. "We heard you last week at the Jardin, and you're simply wonderful."
"Thank you." He bows his head to her. "But I'll be an audience member tonight, not a performer."
"Can we buy you a drink sometime?" she says, lowering her lashes, still looking only at him. In her eyes shines the promise of whatever he wants—things I have never done, experience I don't have.
"I'm curious," says Kieran, "why you're asking me that, when I'm obviously here with someone."
"You—you're the Far Darrig."
"And what do you think that means?"
Her eyes shift uncomfortably, and her friends retreat a step. I almost feel bad for her. Almost.
"It means you enjoy a good time," she says. "Variety. Excitement."
"I do enjoy those things. And trust me, the Soul-Stealer provides me with all the variety and excitement I can handle, and more."
Céline sniggers, and the girl casts her a foul look. "Very well then," she says. "But if you ever get bored, let me know."
Kieran's laugh carries a sinister edge, a hint of something powerful and frightening, and he lets it echo after the girls as they hurry away, glancing nervously over their shoulders.
"You could have been a little nicer," I say. "It took guts for her to approach you."
"Oh, you want me to be nicer?" He raises his eyebrows. "I can call her back."
"No," I snap, poking his ribs.
"Talk about unwanted advances," says Céline. "Serge, tell them about the man from Fontainebleu! This is the best story."
The rest of the evening passes in a swirl of laughter and food and music and dancing. Céline and I refrain from using our pixie magic on the guests—it's considered impolite to force others to dance, unless they willingly participate. One of the nightclubs, Bellemagique, is entirely devoted to pixie magic, and people go there to dance because they love the out-of-body experience and the sheer thrill of it.
Céline and Serge leave first, because Serge is inspired and his fingers are itching for his brushes.
After a few more dances, Kieran and I leave as well. We could transport back, but walking in Paris at night is so much prettier. The buildings are deep blue and dark gray, illuminated by golden streetlamps and by floods of light from shop windows. A light rain has begun, and the streets and sidewalks glimmer darkly wet, a watercolor reflection of the world.
It's glacial outside. I take my hand from Kieran's so I can tuck it into my pocket.
"We can always transport," he says.
"Walking is good exercise," I tell him. "If I transport everywhere and eat all this rich French food, I'm going to get fat. I've already gained a few pounds in the months we've been here."
"So?" He shrugs. "You're enjoying yourself. That's what's important."
"But I want to stay strong. I'm getting soft again. We need to take more capoeira classes from Tom and Eric when we get home."
"If you like. Although I have to admit that Brazilian dance-fighting is more your style than mine."
"I know. I'm so much better at it than you."
"Pixie powers," he grumbles. "Unfair advantage."
"You gave me the pixie powers."
"I did, didn't I? How short-sighted of me."
"It was," I say. "What did you think I would become, your docile puppet?"
"I certainly didn't expect a fiery, spell-working, dance-fighting wielder of super-strength, with a will more powerful than mine."
I pause, and he stops, facing me. I look him up and down. "Yes, I think I could take you."
"Take me?" He steps nearer, his gaze turning mischievous and hungry all at once.
"In a fight," I clarify, as my heart rate speeds up.
"You could not."
"We'll have to try it sometime," I say.
"Darling, you don't know half of my tricks. Give me another century to teach you, and then we can face off."
We keep walking, and I start to shiver. "I wonder what temperature it is in South Carolina right now."
"Probably not much warmer than this."
"Maybe not."
After a moment's silence, he says, "You should video chat with Laurel."
I give him a confused look. "I just talked to her, like, two days ago."
"So? You need to keep in touch."
"She has a life, Kieran."
"I don't want anyone thinking that I've dragged you away from everyone you know so I can keep you all to myself." His jaw tenses.
"None of them think that. Wait, is that why you keep texting Zane, and insisting that I text him, too?"
He avoids my eyes. "Maybe."
"Most men wouldn't want their girl staying in touch with an ex-boyfriend."
"I'm not most men. And I was so possessive and jealous when we first met—I want our friends to know I'm not purposely holding you here, away from them."
"Yes, I'm suffering so much here, in Paris, with you catering to my every whim." I roll my eyes.
"You're mocking me." He raises his eyebrows. "I, the Far Darrig, am being mocked."
"Just a little."
"Aislinn, I haven't been in a real relationship for centuries." He ruffles his dark hair, which is growing damp from the misty rain. "I want to be sure that you're happy with me as your husb—person."
I can't let that pass without a little teasing. "Did you almost call yourself my husband?"
"No." He's flushing, which is rare for him, and also adorable.
"Because we agreed not to use the human terms." I glance at my left hand, where the third finger carries a claddagh ring to match his. For both of us, the heart is turned inward, a symbol of lifelong commitment.
"What term would you like to use? Lover? Spouse? Mate?"
"Ew, 'mate?' No. Sounds like animals. Primal, and anti-feminist, and gross."
"Okay, okay." He laughs. "No 'mate,' then."
"I like 'partner.' For now. Until we think of something better."
"You know, in French, the word for 'wife' and 'woman' are the same—femme."
"Cool. Wonder why they didn't take the time to invent an extra word."
He's about to respond, but he stiffens suddenly, looking back along the street. Since all the shops are closed, there's less light here, and no other pedestrians—except for four dark figures several yards behind us.
"Trouble?" I say.
"Maybe." His pace slows to an exaggerated swagger. "Gods, I hope so."
From an alley ahead, another group appears, heading toward us. We're being surrounded.
If they're Fae and they know who we are, they're incredibly stupid to think they can entrap us. If they're human—well, they're about to get a nasty surprise.
"We can't use our powers yet, not until we're sure that they're Fae," I warn Kieran.
"I know, darling. First rule of Fae club—don't show and tell with the humans."
The group ahead of us is nearer now, and soon I recognize the banshee, the two pooka, and the fenodyree from the club, the ones who told us to get out of town. They have a dullahan with them this time; the streetlight glints off the gold band around her neck.
"Oh, I hoped it was them," Kieran says, grinning. "Mind if I vanish? I do love a good surprise entrance."
"Totally fine. I was thinking of transporting behind them, after a quick chat."
"Good idea. See you shortly."
He disappears, and I saunter toward the oncoming Fae, smiling. "Can I help you?"
"Where did the Far Darrig go?" exclaims the pooka Kieran immobilized earlier. He's wearing about five different wards around his neck now, to protect him from our magic; and he looks less drunk. "Did he run off, like a coward?"
"He comes and goes as he pleases," I tell them airily. Glancing over my shoulder, I notice that I've been hemmed in by two more dullahan, a pooka, and something else—a man-shaped figure with a horrifically creased face, heavy brows, and pointed teeth. He leers at me, stripping off heavy gloves to reveal clawed paws instead of hands. A spiked tail whips the air behind him.
"What the heck are you?" I ask.
"Gargouille," he says, his red cloven tongue flicking out.
A gargoyle, huh? "How do you manage to live in Paris without people noticing your—uniqueness?"
"No time for talk," snarls the first pooka, and I spin around to face him. "We want the Far Darrig out of our city. And if he won't face us, we'll have to send the message through you."
I transport behind him before he can finish the sentence. My arm locks around his throat, cutting off his breath and the fire he's trying to choke out. "You can try."
Before he can jab me with his elbow or twist out of the lock, I leap away, whirl, and kick his legs from under him.
And then, one after another, the Fae thugs wheeze and grunt as an invisible force strikes them. One doubles over, gasping; another chokes and grabs his throat; and a third topples to the ground, screaming about his ankles.
Maniacal laughter echoes all around us, doubled and redoubled, bouncing off the buildings till it rings in my ears. I catch my breath. It's hard to believe that this terrifying sound comes from the tender, beautiful man who comforted me after a nightmare.
Kieran reappears—he can't stay invisible for long—and he whirls into the group, smashing and striking with a glee that's practically devilish. He throws his voice back and forth, whispering at their ears and behind their backs so they're disconcerted. Catlike, he dodges a blast of blue fire from one of the pooka.
Meanwhile I transport through the knot of confused Fae, slicing off their warded amulets with my knife. Ever since Samhain, I never go anywhere without one of my blades.
Once our attackers are stripped of their wards, we immobilize and mute them, one by one, with Kieran's two favorite spells. Soon all nine are frozen in place—some curled on the ground, others caught mid-lunge in an attempt to punch or burn one of us. Their eyes flick back and forth from me to Kieran.
"That's a job well done," he says, brushing off his hands. "Look, Aislinn, one of them singed my coat."
"Too bad," I croon, smoothing his cheek. "You love that coat."
Kieran turns to our attackers. "I'm disappointed, I really am. You've heard of us, yes? So why, oh why, did you think you could take us on? You know she could have drained your lives to the dregs right on the spot." He snaps his fingers. "One spell, done."
"I wouldn't do that, though," I interject. "That's not who we are. We don't want to fight you, or upset you. We're here to enjoy this beautiful city, and nothing more. So please, can we forget all this nastiness? Let's be tolerant of each other. Live and let live."
"Or else," says Kieran, because he can't help himself.
I shake my head at him and move toward the lead pooka, the mouthy one. "You don't really want to make enemies of us, do you?" I ask. "Whatever gang you have going, whatever you usually do—we're not here to interfere, or to rival you in any way. You seem to understand English well enough, but if you need a translation, I'm sure Kieran can provide one."
Instantly Kieran launches into a flood of French that sounds much longer and harsher than anything I just said. The eyes of the pooka before me grow wider and wider—with terror.
I turn to Kieran, furious. "What are you saying?"
His smile is pure sin. "Nothing."
"Let's go," I say, stalking to his side. "Release them."
"No."
"Darn it, Kieran, let them go!"
"A chill period is required, I think. A time-out, as human parents say."
"And what if a human passes by and sees them like this?"
He shrugs. "Not our city, not our problem. They started it."
I don't know how to undo the spell. And he's watching me with a saucy, infuriating smile.
I swear at him, wrap my arms around his waist, and transport us both to a dark corner near the Pont Morland, the bridge over Canal Saint-Martin. When we passed by the crevice the other day, I thought it would be a lovely make-out spot. Now it seems like the perfect place to have a little talk with my partner.
The instant we appear, I shove him away from me, against the brick wall. "What is wrong with you?"
"I could ask you the same question." His eyes spark with anger. "You seem to think I'm a dog on a leash, one that you can command and control."
"I do not! But I expect you to be reasonable and listen to me, especially when you're going all dark side on a bunch of strange Fae."
"Stupid Fae. Obnoxious Fae who needed to be taught a lesson."
"And you did teach them a lesson. You seemed to enjoy beating them up."
"Didn't you?"
"That's—that's not the point." My face flames as he grins. "You gave them even more reason to be angry and to want us gone. I was trying to smooth over the situation, but you wouldn't play along."
"Play along?" He comes closer, till the front of his coat brushes mine. "Do you know what I would have done to them in the old days? A century, even a decade ago?"
"I can imagine."
"You really can't." He bares his teeth, silver eyes glowing. 
I return his stare with a fierce one of my own. "Don't underestimate me."
"I never do."
Energy pulses between us, powerful as the raging sea.
In one swift move he pushes me against the opposite wall of the nook, my back pressed to the cold bricks, his lips crushing against mine. Heat surges through my body as I grip his shoulders, my fingers digging through the heavy fabric of his coat.
"You drive me crazy sometimes," I gasp.
"Yes. Yes." His kisses start at the corner of my jaw and burn along my neck, down to my collar.
"But you don't scare me." I pull his face up and I look deep into those silver eyes, the eyes of a soul so much older than mine. Sometimes the age of him astounds me— it's like a vast, immeasurable well of dark days, in which my little drop of seventeen years could drown in a moment. But I am strong. I am Soul-Stealer, Korrigan, wielder of power that rivals his. And if age could be marked in mental anguish, I think my years of possession by an Otherworld devil should count for at least a century.
His age doesn't matter. Mine doesn't matter. In the alchemy of the soul, we are made of a similar element.
He looks back at me, his eyes brimming with magic and admiration and bright need. "Muirnīn," he breathes. My darling. And then he buries his face in my hair and whispers other things, delightfully wicked things, in my ear, till I turn and kiss him fiercely in response.
And then I transport us back to our rooms, away from the icy air blowing off the Canal, back to warmth and light and comfort. A space that is just for the two of us, alone.
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Later, as he lies behind me with his lips against my shoulder, he says, "Do you remember what Badb told me?"
"Badb said a lot of things. It's her job as a Fate to spout deep thoughts at odd moments," I say. "Which piece of random wisdom do you mean?"
"The last time we saw her, when she delivered Ériu's power to me, she said, 'Your consort has love and understanding in her heart, and you would do well to live by the light of it.' "
"Oh. That."
"I should have listened to you tonight." His fingers trace a line from my hip along my side, up to my shoulder.
"It's all right. I can't imagine how hard it must be to un-learn the habits of centuries."
"You have to understand—my reaction to challenge isn't only about pride. It's about survival. How do you think I managed to avoid death all these years? My legend frightened away those who would have hunted me. Anyone who dared to attack me served as a colorful warning to others who might have wanted my power or my secrets."
I knew that, but my understanding deepens as he speaks. "I get it, I do. And I need to realize that if we want a peaceful life, we may have to scare a few people along the way."
"So you forgive me?"
"Always." I turn over to face him. "Do you forgive me?"
"There is nothing to forgive. Any wrong you could ever do me would be well-deserved."
"Not true."
He kisses my nose. "You see me through eyes of love."
"Yes, but love isn't blind, as people say. Not real love." I touch his temple, the hollow of his cheek. "Real love sees everything, all the flaws and the faults and the problems, and keeps loving anyway."
His eyes gleam. "You amaze me," he breathes. "I don't think I'll ever be able to show you how much I love you."
The intensity of the moment is overwhelming me. I'm going to cry in a minute if he keeps looking at me in that adoring way. So I sit up and pull the sheet over my legs, propping my chin on my knees. "Valentine's Day is coming up in a few days," I say, forcing a lighter tone. "You can show me how much you love me then."
"You expect a present?"
"Chocolate, flowers, a heartfelt card written by someone else and signed by you. The usual."
"I had another kind of gift in mind."
"Oooh." I can't help the excitement. The man is good with gifts—I learned that much at Christmas. "What are you getting me?"
"What you want most," he says.
"That's you, and I already have you," I say, faking a pout.
"No, it isn't me. You'll never guess, so don't try."
He rises from the bed, pulling on his pants and striding out to the narrow living room where the TV is. I follow, wrapping myself in a thick robe. "It's late. You're not going to sleep?"
He picks up his weights from the corner of the room. It's a small set, not like the full set he uses at his loft back home. "I've got too much energy. I thought I'd work out for a while."
"You seem extra energized lately."
"Loving you, being with you—it makes me stronger, more powerful. I need an outlet, Aislinn, somewhere to put the power, something to attack. Fighting those Fae tonight didn't even take the edge off." He pumps the weights and I watch, because he's gorgeous, and I can.
"Maybe if you used some of the power from Ériu, you'd feel better."
"I don't want to use it." His voice is strained.
I sit down on the couch. "I know you miss her, and it hurts to think about her. But she'd want you to use it for good."
He lowers the weights. "Darling, we've already had one fight tonight, and as delightful as its conclusion was, I don't think I have it in me to go through another. Can we talk about this tomorrow?"
"All right." I pause to kiss him on my way back to the bedroom. He tastes warm and sweet, like mint leaves in the sunshine. "Don't stay up too late."
I don't fall asleep for another hour, because my brain is churning with thoughts and ideas. Schemes, really. Eventually I close my eyes, satisfied with my plan.
The next day I take Kieran on a mystery excursion. We've done this several times since we arrived—each of us finding quaint, out-of-the-way places or activities to surprise the other. So he doesn't suspect a thing until we walk up to the grand archway of the American Hospital of Paris.
The central section of the hospital looks like a fancy hotel or the wing of a magnificent palace, rather than a place for the sick and the dying. Less beautiful but equally functional, the other buildings curl around the original structure. I lead Kieran up the walk to the entrance.
"Why are we here?" he asks, his face tense.
I hold up a bouquet that I snagged from a vendor on the way. "To deliver these."
"To whom?"
"Someone. Anyone."
He stops. "Aislinn, you're dragging me in there to see the sick mortals, hoping that I'll have pity and heal some of them. I told you, I've survived this long by not caring. If you care, you drown in centuries of human pain."
"You only pretend that you don't care. I know better."
"I care about you, and a few others. That's it."
"But you have all that power surging inside you," I say, smoothing my hand over his chest. "Wouldn't it feel good to let some of it out?"
"I'd rather find something to fight," he says. "What I need is a gigantic Oilliphéist, one of the serpent-dragons that used to live in the Irish forests. Now that would help me burn through some magic."
"Aren't they all extinct?" I push the glass door open and pull him inside.
"Yes."
"Don't look so disappointed. This could be fun."
He sighs, but he trails behind me along the hallways and up the elevator, to one of the wings where they house burn patients and accident victims.
"Have you thought this through?" he whispers as we walk the carpeted hallway. "Healing takes a while, and it's rather obvious, with the blue light and all."
"We have to choose someone who's unconscious, or sedated," I say. "Someone with surface injuries, nothing too deep  or complex this first time." I smile at a passing nurse and then peek into one of the rooms.
A young man lies motionless on the bed, bandages covering his arm and part of his face. The skin I can see is corpse-white, almost translucent. He's clearly sedated, with liquid pumping into him from a hanging bag nearby.
"Aislinn, you're going to get us in trouble," says Kieran, sauntering into the room after me, hands in his pockets.
"Since when do you care about getting into trouble with humans?" I touch the gold wedding band on the man's finger. "Look, he's married. Maybe he even has kids."
"So?"
"You like kids, I know you do. That story you told me, about the woman with the two little girls, when you played Santa Claus? That was precious."
He scoffs. "Human children are by no means a rare resource. They mean little to me. You know I allowed my leprechauns to steal and drain human babies."
"You didn't have a choice, and you tried to restrain them. You made sure that anytime they became changelings, they didn't hurt the kids whose forms they took." I frown at him. "Why are you being so difficult?"
"Why are you pushing so hard for this?"
I'm about to reply when voices approach the room. Kieran pulls me into the corner and turns both of us invisible.
A nurse enters, followed by a young woman with a bulging belly. She's nearly as pale as the man on the bed, her dark eyes smudged by sleeplessness.
"Comment est-il aujourd-hui?" she asks the nurse. I don't understand what the nurse says, but it can't be good, because the pregnant woman's eyes sparkle with tears.
A wounded man with a pregnant wife? It's too perfect. Kieran won't be able to resist helping them.
The nurse checks the IV bag and leaves. Slowly, heavily, the wife lowers herself into a chair by the bedside.
Kieran's invisibility will wear off soon. We need to get out of here.
I'm about to transport us away when the nurse calls from outside the room, saying something in French.
"J'arrive," replies the pregnant woman, hoisting herself up again. She disappears into the hallway.
Kieran drops the invisibility and moves toward the patient. "She won't be gone long. We'll have to hurry."
"Did you trick her into leaving? With the voice thing?"
"Yes." Gently he lifts the bandages from the man's face, revealing a raw, seeping wound and chunks of missing flesh. "This is going to take longer than I thought. I'll do a little of it now, and then we'll come back tonight."
I squeeze his arm. "It's a date."
He shakes his head at me. "I could still refuse to do it, you know."
"It's your choice."
Sighing, he holds his hand just above the wound, concentrating. A blue glow suffuses his fingers, flowing over the ravaged tissues of the man's face. He barely has five minutes to work before the wife shuffles back in; I hear her footsteps approaching just in time to transport us back to our apartment.
We return that night, and again the next night—and by the end of the third session the man's face is almost flawless, and his arm is nearly healed. He wakes as Kieran is working on his arm, and we vanish the next second, leaving him blinking and confused.
"That should do for him. His body will take care of the rest." Kieran sinks onto the sofa, pulling me with him. "We'll have to be more careful next time."
Next time. I can't help grinning. "How do you feel?"
"Tired, but good," he says. "It's oddly satisfying. But you realize I can't do this for everyone, right?"
"Of course. Helping one person, once in a while, is better than doing nothing."
"Debatable." But he's smiling, and his eyes are soft silver. "Come here."
His kiss is reverent, tender. I'm dissolving at his touch, melting back into the soft cushions of the sofa.
"Valentine's Day is tomorrow," he whispers. "Are you excited?"
"Yes." My excitement right now has nothing to do with Valentine's Day. "Everyone will be wearing red, or pink."
"Not me. I've worn too much red over the centuries," he says. "I'm sick of it."
"And my hair color doesn't play well with red, or pink. It has to be a specific shade of red, and I wouldn't dare try to find the right one without Laurel's help." Laurel, one of my best friends, is definitely my fashion guru. It feels like ages since we went shopping together. I turn my face aside, fighting the faint twinge in my heart.
Suddenly Kieran leaps off the couch. "It's almost midnight. Let's exchange gifts now."
"What? Why?"
"For fun."
"You can't wait?" I sit up, smirking at him.
"No. Come on, love, you show me yours, and then I'll show you mine."
I stifle a giggle and slip past him to the bedroom. His gift is hidden under the antique dresser; I slide the shiny box out and carry it to the living room.
It's a simple present—a Japanese coin necklace that I ordered through Ikumi, the owner of the Fae bookshop we visited in Charleston. "It's a charm, supposed to offer protection to the wearer," I say. "I have no idea if it's legit."
"It looks ancient." He presses it between his fingers, sending out a pulse of golden light—and the coin responds, the kanji on its surface glowing green. Kieran looks up, excited. "This is extremely rare, Aislinn. How much did you pay for it?"
I shrug. "Enough that I'm glad it seems genuine. Oh, and there's one more thing."
A candle that smells like an Irish garden, herbs and flowers and rain. I picked it up in a shop two days ago, after we talked about his childhood.
Kieran takes a deep breath of the fragrance, and for a moment he's silent, staring down at the candle, his dark lashes lowered. "That's it," he says. "That's exactly it. Damn."
When he looks up at me, his face is unreadable. "You're giving the fearsome Far Darrig a candle?"
"No," I say. "I'm giving Midir a memory."
"In the shape of a candle."
"I could get you an 'Ungrateful Evil Bastard' scented candle if you like. I'm pretty sure they have those."
He laughs, and with a quick spell engulfs the candle wick in blue flame. Setting the candle down, he slips the coin medallion over his head, tucking it under his shirt.
"Your turn." He hands me an envelope from the table. "Happy Valentine's Day."
Inside the envelope is a folded paper. I smooth it out and read it once. Twice.
An airline travel itinerary for two people, three days from now, ending at an airport in upstate South Carolina.
Home. We're going home.
I can't speak.
He sinks to his knees before me, taking my hands. My eyes are filling; I can't keep back the tears. I lean toward him, and he wraps me in his arms while I cry into his shoulder.
When I can form words, I want to be sure he understands. "It's been beautiful here. Amazing. Paris at Christmas—the memories we made—I'm going to cherish them forever, literally."
"I know."
"I wish I wanted to stay longer. I would have stayed through spring, for you."
" Muirnīn, I know. We can come back another time."
"How did you know I was homesick?" I whisper.
"I had a feeling."
"You had a feeling?" I shake my head. "How—what—"
"We're part of each other," he says simply. "I could tell."
"I'm sorry," I breathe through my tears.
"Why?"
"Because you love traveling, and exotic destinations, and I love them, too, but I—"
"You need roots right now," he says. "You've been through so much in the past year. Trust me, Aislinn, I understand. We'll go back, and we'll put down roots until we have to move on. We can take vacations when I get the urge to travel, but I won't ever ask you to stay anywhere longer than you want to."
I take his face in my hands, his beautiful, precious face. "Thank you."
We're going home. To see Laurel and Wynnie and Arden, Zane and his family, Julio and Carmen, and maybe even Frank. Eric and Tom, the capoeira instructors who were such a huge part of our victory at Samhain. Lydia, the pixie woman who has always welcomed me like family. All the Fae and humans I know and love.
"The gang here in Paris are going to think they scared you off," I say.
"When we come back, I'll set them straight."
"I won't forget this," I tell him. "Not for centuries."
The next morning, I'm up and dressed for the day before he has even opened his eyes. I bounce onto the bed and kiss him until he groans and sits up, muttering, "What in Danu's name has you so excited?"
"We only have two more days in Paris!" I say, pulling him out of the sheets. "Let's make the most of them."
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The baby's cry is like the scraping of sharp nails across metal.
I've heard it so many times in the past months that I hate the sound.
My first child, Ellie, was round and rosy and bubbly. She bounced into the world with a lusty shout and barely cried after that.
This one, the new one, about five months old—she's fretful. Always making some sound—whine, whimper, cry, scream. It takes a toll.
Maybe the difference between them is the absence of Tom. The first time, with our oldest, he was here to help me. He loved his sleep too much to get up when she woke at night, but he would care for her during the day so I could take a nap or a bath.
But Tom has been dead for a little over a year. He came home on leave and knocked me up. And then he went back to the war and immediately got shot through the throat by some Nazi scum. At least I hope it was a Nazi. I suspect that the cases of friendly fire are more frequent than we're led to believe.
So now Tom is a ghost, and I am a raw nerve, a raveling thread, a carcass gnawed to the bone. I give and give and give to the girls, until there is nothing left of me, or for me.
When I have to go to work, I leave both girls with a grouchy, oversized woman who watches ten children in the confines of her dingy living space. I stand in a clothing store all day, smiling and speaking softly to women who buy beautiful things that I will never be able to afford. I smile while my feet are throbbing in my shoes, and my head is aching from lack of sleep.
I pay the grouchy woman, and I count up the little money that's left, and I worry about when it will run out. I have nothing but tired eyes and worn smiles left for my daughters.
If I could only save up a little money, I would take a week off to be with my girls, and to search for a better job. If I could only get ahead, just a little, I could buy a better car, one that would let me commute further to work. I would have more options. More money. More time, more choices.
Maybe my baby is fretful because she's never had a relaxed, loving, peaceful mother. Maybe it's all my fault that she's unhappy most days, and most nights.
Sometimes, when Mary shrieks in the wee hours, I cry into my pillow because I am so tired and the thought of getting up again is torture. But I always find that last scrap of strength, the bit of willpower I need to go to her. To keep her alive.
She's crying more loudly now. I set down the dish I was scrubbing and dry my hands. Mary took a long nap this afternoon, which will mean a later night for her, and for me. But I couldn't bear to wake her, not when I could use the spare time to wash a few dishes and make a hot meal instead of throwing together a few sandwiches.
Before I tend to the baby's cries, I go to the back door and call for Ellie. "Ellie! It's dark now. Enough play—you need to come inside."
She doesn't answer right away. I scan the snow-covered yard, searching the golden strips of light from the windows, the blue shadows where the snow drifts, and the deeper shadows where our yard blends with the forest.
She's nowhere to be seen, and my heart jerks in my chest. Rubbing my rosary beads with my fingers, I step outside, ready to start a frantic search.
But then she comes out of the trees, walking slowly and deliberately toward me. Her blue eyes meet mine, her brown hair falling in perfect ringlets over the shoulders of her faded blue coat. She's outgrowing the coat, but she loves it, and I have no money to buy her another.
"Why were you in the woods? You know you're not supposed to go back there. You have to stay where I can see you from the kitchen."
She doesn't answer, only smiles. It's an odd smile, and something about her eyes doesn't seem quite right. But the baby's screams are louder and more frantic now, so I hustle Ellie inside and I dash to the bedroom.
"Shh, hush now." I turn on the lamp, pluck Mary out of her crib, and sway her back and forth. She hunts around my breast with her mouth, so I sit in the narrow rocker and feed her. She's a fussy eater, too, never satisfied with her latch, pulling away again and again to cry.
Someday this will be over, I tell myself. Someday I will be healthy again. Someday I will be happy again.
When Mary has more or less finished her meal, I lay her in the crib with a couple of toys. "Ellie!" I call. "Come in here and watch your sister for me, for a minute."
She comes, walking in that slow, careful way again, still not speaking. Normally her four-year-old tongue is never silent.
"You're very quiet tonight," I say. "Are you all right?"
She nods— and again that strange, toothy smile.
Everything is fine. You're imagining things.
I leave the bedroom and head for the kitchen. I still have to clean a few pots—better to do it now, while they're both awake and content.
In my mind, I see Ellie's odd smile again. Too wide, too full of teeth. And it's quiet in the bedroom, too quiet.
Instead of walking to the kitchen, I turn, and I walk back into the bedroom.
Just in time to see my daughter Ellie change her shape.
One second she's Ellie, blue eyes, dark curls, blue coat. The next second, she's a strange, lumpy creature with green skin, a blobby nose, and pointed ears. The creature leans over the side of the crib, jagged nails and green claws reaching for my baby.
A scream rips from my throat.
The creature whirls, snarling between sharp yellow teeth. "She is here? She is supposed to be in the kitchen!" it hisses at me.
I grab Ellie's wooden rocking horse and I throw it at the creature. The horse smashes against the crib, knocking the creature to the floor, where it squirms and squeals and then vanishes.
It's just me, and Mary, and the silent bedroom, and the dark wood of the rocking horse gleaming in the lamplight.
Where is Ellie?
That creature had her shape. It fooled me, so it could get in and take the baby. But where is Ellie, the real Ellie?
Snatching Mary out of the crib, I run outside. The cold strikes me, snaking between the buttons of my dress, piercing my skin as if I'm wearing nothing at all.
"Ellie!" A broken cry, muffled by snow and silent trees.
No one lives within a ten-minute walk of our house. I'm alone.
Barefoot, I run through the freezing snow to the center of the yard and call again. "Ellie!"
Mary whimpers against me, and I realize that I'm gripping her much too tightly. I relax my fingers a little.
"Ellie," I whisper.
A twig snaps in the forest. And another.
A flash of red among the trees, dark at first, then brighter as the figure comes out from the shadows.
Across the snowy yard strides a man, dark-haired, dressed in a long red coat. He's carrying Ellie in his arms.
I run forward, wanting to take her from him, but I have the baby. "Mother Mary above! Where was she?" I ask, almost crying with relief.
"I found her in the woods. She's cold, but she'll be fine." The low melody of his voice catches my attention, and I look up at him. He's tall, well over six feet, and his face—handsome isn't the word. Beautiful, maybe. Angelic.
Maybe he's an angel. Of course he is! A guardian angel, sent to watch over us. Maybe sent by Tom.
I shake my head to clear my thoughts. "Please, bring her inside, if you would."
"Of course."
Ellie's face is smooth, relaxed in sleep, but once he lays her on the couch, I can see that her lips look faintly blue. Her fingers are ice-cold to the touch.
"I—I need to get blankets, to warm her," I stammer. I lay Mary in the bassinet in the living room, and I run to the bedroom for the blankets.
When I rush back in, the dark-haired man is just removing his hand from Ellie's forehead. I would swear by the saints that a faint golden glow lingers on her skin and shimmers at his fingertips. But the next second it's gone; and when I touch her hand this time, she's warm.
While he's watching her, I look at him—at his smooth forehead, the way the dark hair tumbles over it in waves; at his straight black brows. Under thick, dark lashes gleam gray eyes, so pale they're almost luminescent. Over his bold cheekbones and straight nose there's a sprinkling of light freckles, like brown sugar. And those lips—thin, with a sexy twist to them.
He turns to me, his gray eyes meeting mine. "What's your name?" he asks. "You remind me of someone I knew a very long time ago."
As I'm about to answer, Ellie's eyes open.
"Mama," she says, sitting up. "What happened?"
I have no idea. I'm beginning to think I hallucinated the creature in the girls' room. Or perhaps it was a demon, driven off by the presence of this angelic-looking man kneeling beside my couch, his shoulder just a few inches from mine as we both lean over Ellie.
"I'm not sure what happened, darling," I say. "Something strange. But I think we're all right now. How do you feel?"
"Dizzy, but okay."
"I'll get you some warm milk," I say.
"Your name is Ellie?" says the man, as I step away to heat the milk.
"How did you know?" she asks, her blue eyes wide.
"I heard your mother calling for you. You know, she loves you very much."
"I know."
"There are millions and millions of little girls out there in the world, so many that it shouldn't matter whether one comes or another goes. But it seems that you and your sister have suddenly become special tonight."
I'm eyeing him through the kitchen doorway, not sure what to think of his words, or his manner. He's talking to Ellie, but he glances at me more than once.
Angel. Surely he must be. No normal man talks the way he does.
I set the pan with the milk on the stove and turn up the heat. "Just a few minutes, Ellie, and I'll have that drink ready."
"She takes good care of you, yes?" says the man, smiling at Ellie.
"Yes," she answers, running her fingers along the sleeve of his red coat. She cocks her head, staring up at him. "Are you Saint Nicholas?"
He throws back his head and laughs, and the sound is bigger than I expected, and it echoes more than it should. I feel a faint chill up my spine.
"No, love," he tells Ellie. "Not Saint Nicholas. Tell me, though—would you like a trick, or a treat?" His white teeth gleam as he smiles.
"That's not a Christmas thing to say," she protests.
"No? Why not?"
"It's for Halloween."
"You're very smart. Well then, how about a gift instead?" He reaches into the spacious pocket of his red coat and pulls out a striped paper bag. "Show that to your mother."
Ellie runs to me, eyes shining. Inside the bag is an assortment of sweets and candies. They all look perfectly normal and harmless to me.
"That's very kind of you," I say. "But Ellie will have to wait till tomorrow to try the treats. I don't want her having sugar so close to bedtime."
"But Mama—he's Saint Nicholas! He is!" Her voice drops to a whisper. "He has candy in his pockets." As if that proves it beyond a doubt.
The dark-haired angel grins at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners—and my heart flutters to life.
I thought it was dead.
"Listen to your mother, darling," the stranger says to Ellie. "All wise little girls should be going to bed early this time of year. You do want Saint Nicholas to bring you lovely gifts, yes?"
"Oh, yes," she says. "I really want the big doll with the golden hair I saw at the store."
I shake my head. "She hasn't stopped talking about it."
Ellie gulps the milk from the mug that I hand her. "I love that doll, Mama! She's already mine. She's just waiting for me to bring her home."
I bite my lip to keep the frustrated words from spewing out of my mouth. I've told her, explained to her that Saint Nicholas can't bring her the doll this year. Maybe next year. Although with the pitiful amount of money I make at the clothing store, I doubt we'll be any better off next Christmas.
"Ellie," says the man. "Do you believe in magic?"
"Magic?"
I frown. "We believe in God here, sir."
"Who is God without His power?" he says. "Maybe that's simply another kind of magic."
And when he looks at me with that glowing smile, I can't think clearly, or refute what he said.
"I do love this time of year, despite its warped traditions," he continues, with a glance at our pitiful spindly Christmas tree in the corner. "There's magic in all the world, Ellie, and people are never more likely to believe in it than right now. So don't give up on your doll, love. She may be yours yet."
"To bed, Ellie," I say; but at that very moment, Mary stops sucking on her fingers, screws up her face, and squalls.
"Oh, no." Once again, I'm torn between the children and their needs. Two of them, one of me.
But the handsome stranger steps to Mary's bassinet. "May I?"
I hesitate.
I have no idea who he is. He hasn't even given me a name. And I don't really want to know his name, because if it's Peter or Barry or Bob, something inside me will shrivel up and never bloom again. I need to be able to pretend that his name is glorious, angelic, like Michael or Gabriel.
For the moment, I just need time to put my oldest daughter to bed.
"Go ahead and try holding her," I say, nodding to him. "She likes being walked around and bounced."
He scoops her up, looking into her face and smiling, and she stops crying. She stares at him and coos.
"See? We're fine here." He beams at me.
"Come on, Ellie. Let's brush your teeth," I say.
The whole time I'm brushing her teeth, putting her pajamas on, and answering her incessant questions about Saint Nicholas and magic, I'm thinking about him. About those eyes of liquid silver, and the dark lashes, and the smile that woke up my heart.
I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror then, and I clutch the edge of the counter, willing myself not to burst into tears.
I'm so pale— not a pure white alabaster pale, but the dull pallor of old, trampled snow. My eyes are still large and dark, my features still delicate, but I'm too thin— gaunt, really, like a shadow of myself. My hair is thinner since Mary's birth, and it doesn't have the healthy nut-brown sheen that it used to.
The only good feature I have left, besides my eyes, is my mouth. Full and beautifully shaped, faintly pink.
"Use the toilet, Ellie," I order her, and she obediently sits while I pull my makeup kit from a drawer. I can't remember the last time I used it. Quickly I apply a little powder, a little blush, some mascara. Not too much, or he'll think I'm trying too hard.
"You look pretty, Mama," says Ellie.
Minutes later she's in bed, and I'm finishing a short storybook when the dark-haired angel's frame fills the bedroom doorway. He holds Mary, her chubby hand gripping his finger, her cheeks rosy, her breathing soft and steady in sleep.
My jaw drops. How did he get her to sleep?
Magic.
The word pops into my mind, but I push it away.
He raises his eyebrows and jerks his head toward the crib, questioning. I nod, and he lays Mary gently on the sheet.
"Good night, Ellie," I whisper. After kissing her and turning on the little lamp by her bed, I turn off the big lamp. The room suffuses with a cozy pink glow, and Ellie nestles contentedly into her blankets. Slipping out after the stranger, I close the door behind us.
When we reach the living room, I stand awkwardly, not sure what to do with my hands. "Thank you."
"You're more than welcome." He's watching me, but I can't bring myself to look directly at him.
"Would you like—some tea?" I ask.
He smiles. "I would love some tea. Why don't you sit down, and I'll make it?"
"But—I know where everything is, and it won't be any trouble at all. I'll do it."
"Nonsense. Sit."
For some reason, I obey him.
He opens a cupboard, then another, and picks out two cups, spinning them expertly by their handles and setting them on the table with a flourish. I watch him, feeling oddly useless. As he's filling the kettle, he says, "No one has done anything for you in a long time."
It's not a question. He knows.
"My husband died overseas," I say. "Over a year ago now."
"The war?"
"Yes." I narrow my eyes. He looks young, maybe mid-twenties. "You didn't fight?"
"It's not my place to fight human wars." He gives me a calculating half-smile, as if he's wondering how I'll react to that comment.
Because you're an angel.
When I don't reply, he continues. "I'm sorry about your husband. You've done well, though, with those two." He nods in the direction of the bedroom and sets the kettle on the stove.
You've done well.
The words pierce my heart, shattering the carefully constructed walls around it.
You've done well.
It's all I've wanted to hear for weeks, months. Years. Not my mother's veiled criticisms, or my father's silence during their rare visits from two states away. Not the pious advice of the women at church. Not the long homilies of the priest, or the cheerful greetings of neighbors. Just those words, with real meaning behind them.
You've done well.
I realize that I'm crying.
And then he's right in front of me, cupping my face in his hands, his thumbs wiping away the tears running down my cheeks. "What's your name?" he whispers.
I'm looking deep, deep into his eyes. I snatch Tom's name before it slips out of my consciousness, and I hold it in my mind like a shield against those silver eyes, against the magic and magnetism shining from him. But he's melting away Tom's name and memory.
It's been more than a year. It's been months of struggle. Surely I deserve a moment of madness.
"My name is Gloria," I say, and it feels like I'm giving him more than just a name.
"Gloria," he whispers, and he kisses me.
I forgot what it feels like, being kissed.
Softness and warmth, and sweetness and fire. The kiss starts a thrilling stream of light that runs from my mouth down my neck and chest, into the deepest parts of my body.
I am alive again.
I could cry for joy.
He deepens the kiss, mouth moving against mine, lips opening. I part my lips, too, and he touches my tongue, my teeth, with his own. My heart erupts into a shower of incandescent, fluttering creatures. Not butterflies. Fairies. Because this kiss is pure magic. 
He pulls back a little, smiling, his fingers stroking my cheek. "You're lovely."
A harsh laugh bursts out of me. "No, I'm not."
"Liar." He's about to lean in again, but then the kettle whistles, and he turns away to make the tea. "Sugar or milk? Or both?"
"A scoop of sugar, splash of milk," I say, touching my lips. I feel warm and flushed all over.
"Exactly the way I take it," he says.
We sit on the couch, with the teacups cooling on the low table.
"You haven't asked my name," he says, angling his body toward me and laying an arm along the top of the couch.
"I don't want to know it."
He raises an eyebrow. "No?"
"It will break the—the magic."
He laughs, low and musical. "If you don't want to know about me, tell me about yourself then."
"About myself?" Why would anyone want to know about me?
"Yes, you. Who are you, Gloria?"
The question startles me. "I don't think I know anymore."
"Since?"
"Since Tom died. Since Mary was born. Since—everything."
"Who were you, then? Before all of that?" He reaches out, running his fingers over each one of mine.
"I used to draw. Not painting, but sketches. People, mostly. They weren't very good, but it made me happy."
"What else?" The movement of his fingers tracing mine is mesmerizing.
"Tom and I used to go dancing sometimes. Before Ellie was born. He couldn't dance well, but he went because I liked it."
The angel smiles. "True love."
"I suppose so." Suddenly I'm saying the things that have been in my head, that I couldn't say to anyone I knew. "He could be selfish, too, though. In little ways. Thoughtless of me, and of Ellie. Ignoring what I said, what I thought. My opinions meant less to him because I'm a woman."
"A foolish perspective, unfortunately common in this era," he says.
"True. I'm surprised you can see it, being a man yourself."
Chuckling, he brings my hand to his lips. "I've crossed enough strong women to know that you're all to be revered and feared."
The smile spreads over my face before I can stop it. It feels strange—too wide, too happy.
"There you are," he says softly, smiling back. "I knew you were in there somewhere, Gloria."
My face heats.
"Tell me more," he says. "You have family?"
"Parents, no siblings. And my parents live too far away to visit us often."
"Why not move to where they are?"
"This is the house Tom bought for us," I say stubbornly. "And I can't live too near my mother."
He nods. "You have friends here?"
"I do. I did." Somehow, in the months since Mary's birth, I've lost track of most of them. One or two still call occasionally; but I'm so busy always, with work and the children. I have no time for them, and they've drifted away from me.
He must see the shadow on my face, because he says, "It's the way of things. People move into your life, and out again. It hurts, every time. Until you learn not to care."
"That's a sad way to live."
"Maybe. Some would call it survival."
"Well, I don't want to survive by not caring. I want to care—I just don't have the energy for it most of the time. Or for life in general."
"I'll tell you a secret," he says, leaning closer. "When you feel that way, do something new, something you've never done before. It could be anything. Pick a new thing, and do it, and you'll find you have more zest for life than you thought. You can go on for centuries that way."
My breath and my heart rate speed up in unison as he smiles. Something about him feels unnatural, not quite right. He's gorgeous, sure, but he makes me uncomfortable. Those silver eyes, and those brilliant white teeth, and the golden glow I saw earlier, at his fingertips.
I narrow my eyes at him, shaking my head. "You're not human. You're something else."
Something dark leaps into his gaze, something cautious and predatory. "Why do you say that?"
"You just appeared, to save Ellie, to bring her back. You stayed around to help. You act as if you have nowhere else to go."
He glances away.
"I mean, surely you have things to do. A family."
"Of a sort. They're none too pleased with me right now. I have interfered in their business, and their pleasure." He says the words low, as if he's talking mostly to himself.
"Are you an angel?" I blurt out the words before I lose my courage.
His eyes snap to mine, startled. "An angel?"
"Yes, an angel. Servant of God, guardian of man, holy messenger?"
His eyes crinkle at the corners again. "Would an angel have kissed you like I did?"
"I—I don't know."
"Let's put it this way, love," he says, leaning toward me and smirking. "I'm perpetually, eternally on the naughty list."
Something about the devilish gleam in his eyes makes me reach for my rosary beads. He follows the movement to the string of them, and to the crucifix around my neck.
"You're Catholic?" he asks.
"Irish Catholic. It's in my blood."
"Hmm." He stands suddenly, shrugs out of his coat, and tosses it over a chair. My eyes widen at the lean beauty of him, crisp lines of a muscular body under a red pullover shirt and dark pants.
"So you have a priest then?"
"Yes."
"And do you confess everything to this priest?"
"Lately I haven't done much that needed confessing."
Seating himself again, he grins. "What a shame." Somehow, when he sat down, he ended up closer to me. I can almost feel the heat of him, that magnetic pull that seems to reach right down inside my body.
Suddenly I can't think of anything except being closer to him, touching him, kissing him again. Feeling alive again.
He's watching me with burning silver eyes. "Loneliness—it's a deathly thing. Especially this time of the year."
An understanding snaps into place between us.
This is not love. It isn't affection or a bond of any kind. It's pure need, and weariness, and hunger, and loneliness. A mutual mourning of what is gone, and a taking of what is real.
I'll have to say a lot of prayers to atone for what I'm about to do. But right now, I don't give a damn.
Carefully, slowly, I pick up the teacups and take them to the kitchen table, unbuttoning a few buttons of my dress while my back is turned. When I return, I seat myself astride him, and I push his wavy hair away from his forehead with my fingers.
"I don't stick around," he says softly. "I don't get attached."
"I know," I say.
I don't need him in my world, with his strange ways and his dangerous eyes and his talk of magic. I just need him right now.
I need him to bring me to life.
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When I wake up, I can still feel the warmth of the space where his body was, next to mine under the blankets on the floor.
I have the distinct impression that I just heard the back door close. And his red coat is gone.
Quickly I run to the kitchen window. He's striding across the snow-covered yard, red coat billowing behind him. In a minute, he disappears into the dark trees.
He's up to something, and I'm going to find out what.
I'm wearing nothing but my skin, so I pull on underwear and a long black coat of my own, and I shove my feet into boots. Quickly I lock the back door, pocketing the key, and then I'm running into the woods, following his tracks. After a while I slow my pace, taking care to step where he stepped so I won't crunch a snow-covered branch and alert him. Moonlight gleams on white up ahead; I'm approaching a snowy clearing.
Still hidden behind dark trunks and branches, I pause near the edge of the clearing.
Against the black web of the forest trees, my dark-haired angel stands in the pale, shimmering snow, his footprints deep and shadowed behind him. His long coat trails red, like a bloodstain against the white ground.
My heart nearly stops, because all around him cluster demonic creatures, with knobby knees and crooked claws, pointed teeth and gnarled, hideous faces. They're growling and grumbling in a strange language, and he answers them in soothing tones.
And suddenly I remember one of the old pagan stories my Irish great-grandmother used to tell me, about a man dressed in red from top to toe—a trickster, a Fae being, a dark creature of myth— master of leprechauns and changelings.
The Far Darrig.
Fear Dearg, the Red One, in the Old Tongue.
I curse myself for my foolishness. For thinking that he could have been an angel.
He isn't. He's a pagan monster, a demon of the Old World—and those baby-stealing freaks are his servants.
I'm so angry I can't keep still, though I know I should.
"Liar." The word leaves my lips, the harsh sound of it softened by the blanket of snow on the forest floor.
But he hears. And he turns, eyes widening at the sight of me.
"Making plans to roast us all for Christmas dinner, Far Darrig?" I ask.
He flinches at the name, but the next second he rallies and grins at me. "You know me, then?"
"Yes."
"I told you I was no angel. Though apparently I make love like one." He winks at me.
"Shut your unholy mouth," I say, grasping my crucifix. "You stay away from me and mine. Go dine on someone else's children. Or better yet, crawl back into hell, where you belong."
He steps toward me, his smile gone. "Gloria, this isn't what you think. I came out here to warn the leprechauns to stay away from you. I was telling them that you and your family are off limits." He gestures to the seething, cackling crew of leprechauns shifting behind him in the snow. "You have nothing to fear from us."
"Liar!" I spit again. "They would have left Ellie to freeze, and taken Mary!"
"Yes, they would," he says gently. "But I brought your daughter back to you. And you saved Mary yourself. It's complicated—please let me explain."
But I don't listen to devils with beautiful faces. "No! I don't want to understand. I don't want an explanation. I don't want to know anything about your creatures, or about you. Come near my house again, and I'll get Tom's old gun and I'll put a bullet through your face."
A flash of pain and anger shines in his eyes, gone so quickly I might have imagined it.
"Very well," he says, his voice as cold as the frosty air between us.
He says something in that strange language to his leprechauns, and they gather around him.
"I was wrong," he says, his face beautiful and hard. "You're nothing like the one you reminded me of. In fact, you're just like all humans. Too weak to listen to anything but your fears."
I blink, and they're gone. All of them—the leprechauns, and the Far Darrig as well.
Ellie asks about the stranger the next day, calling him "Saint Nicholas" and begging to eat the candy he brought. But I already took it out to the woods and threw it as far away as I could. Let the forest animals feast on the Fae sweets.
We go to Christmas Eve mass that night, and by some miracle, Mary sleeps through it and Ellie sits quietly. They both fall asleep as soon as we return to the house, and I sit on the couch, trying to drown my guilt in a glass of red wine.
I'm not sure if I feel more guilty for the sexual sin, or for being so stupid as to let a stranger into my house, into my body. Both are definitely unlike me.
And then there's another guilt, one that I try to ignore. The nudge of guilt when I refused to listen, when the pain flashed in his eyes. I know that pain—I've seen it in the mirror. It's the pain of not being seen, or heard, or loved, by anyone. The pain of being invisible.
Whatever he is—he saw me. He listened to me.
He probably only listened because he wanted to sleep with me.
Still. For a few hours, I was visible. I was heard.
My eyelids are growing heavy, and I set the wine glass on the end table. I'm too tired to get up and find a blanket, or to go to my bed. I need to sleep.
When I wake up, I'm so toasty warm that I don't want to move. Golden morning light pours into the living room, shining on the thick, soft blanket that covers me.
A blanket I didn't put there.
I leap up, my heart hammering in my chest.
On the floor around the Christmas tree are several wrapped packages. And there's a creamy envelope, with "Gloria" written in flowing script on the outside.
My fingers shake so badly I can hardly open the letter.
Gloria,
These gifts do not cheapen what we shared the other night. They are not payment, but penitence. I let myself want something I cannot ever have again. Blame it on this wretched holiday, and forgive me.
By the time you find this letter, I will be gone, and I won't ever return. So you can breathe easy, knowing that me and mine are far from you and yours.
If you remember anything of me, let it be this warning—do not live in the darkness of what is gone. Find something new. Let yourself hope for the future.
He didn't sign it. He didn't have to.
There's money in the envelope. Much more cash than I've seen in my lifetime.
I should be offended. I should scatter the bills to the wind and curse his name. But we need this, my children and I. And I know, staring at the money with rising excitement, that this will change everything.
He didn't do this to shame me. He did it because somewhere deep in his Fae trickster's soul, there is something good. Pity, and generosity, and kindness. The spirit of the season.
And he gave me something more than money. Because now I want to put on makeup and my best clothes, and go dancing. I want to have friends over for tea and gossip. I want to take Ellie skating. I want to make cookies and tell the girls stories, and get out my drawing supplies again and sketch an angel's face. And I want to feel a human man's hands on me again, his lips on mine.
I want life.
"Mama?" Ellie's voice behind me. I turn, wiping tears from my cheeks. "Mama, is that money?" she asks.
"Yes," I say, nodding. "It's a lot of money."
"Are you happy-crying because of the money?"
I laugh and pull her close. "Yes, darling, I am."
She squirms in my arms. "Presents! I have presents! Big ones!"
When I release her, she flies to them, ripping aside the paper.
In one of the packages is a little red coat, just her size. In another, the golden-haired doll from the toy shop in town. She's speechless, worshipful, touching the doll's curls and its fingers and its frilly dress.
"Mama," she says, blinking those blue eyes at me. "Did Saint Nicholas bring these presents?"
"No, darling," I say, staring out the window at the bright Christmas Day. "I think it was someone even better."
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The People of Danu were gone.
A good thing, some said. The immortal god-race had lorded it over the humans of the Green Isle long enough.
Well, not immortal, after all. They burned easily enough, once they had been drugged and knotted with druid charms to bind their magic.
A year ago, Mairead had witnessed a burning—a gigantic wicker figure, stuffed with the bodies of the Tuatha dé Danann and their allies. Long graceful limbs draped from the effigy's eyeholes and armpits. Beautiful faces, dark and pale alike, showed between the bundles of sticks—faces smooth in drugged sleep, some with faint frowns as they slowly woke to their condition. Too late, too late, for the fire was already gobbling up the legs of the effigy, clambering higher, faster, cackling and crunching. Catching on skin, drying it up into crispy flakes, melting the flesh and sizzling the blood, eating down, down to the bone.
Druids stood in a carefully spaced ring around the effigy, chanting a sonorous song. The villagers around Mairead cheered now and then—soft at first, then louder, emboldened by each other's voices.
"It's about time," said one man.
"Truth," said another. "I'd rather be serf to a lord who shares our race, and our mortal years. Not these unnatural devils with their Otherworldly powers. The druids, now—they have magic, but it's honest magic, of earth and blood and bone. They're human, like us."
"Drive out the People, and the other Fae will leave as well," a third interjected. "I've had enough of those pooka shapeshifters, and the selkies clogging up our rivers, and the pixies wandering about the woods. Aimless they are, shiftless no-good fell creatures. We'd best be rid of them all."
Mairead felt vaguely unsettled. Before Da died, he'd told her to respect the People. "They keep us safe," he'd said. "They move the winds and water for us, keep the earth fertile, hold back the Unseelie—the amadan dubh, bringer of madness, and the alp-luachra, belly-eater. Honor the Tuatha dé Danann, Mairead my love, and they will protect you."
Mairead had been eighteen when he died. A year later, the People were burning—burning, or sailing across the Western Sea to escape the mobs that hunted them. One more year beyond that, and Mairead was a woman of twenty, standing in the center of a bedraggled field, nigh to weeping over the sickly stalks of grain, wondering if perhaps Da had been right. Life seemed no better under the rule of the druids and their harsh queen. In fact, Mairead was willing to bet her Da's dying farm that life was worse than ever.
The sun crushed her with a fierce, unrelenting heat. Her head thrummed with dull pain, and her heart jittered uncertainly beneath her ribs. She had been working the fields for too long without water and without rest.
She let the hoe fall from her hand and staggered toward a towering oak tree. Its leaves were a dull brown from the sun's glare and the lack of rain, but they still provided some shade. Mairead collapsed on the grass beneath the tree, her stomach twisting at the brittle crunch of the grass. Everything was dry. Everything was dying.
Harvest should be a joyful time—gardens surging with bounty, fields rippling with grain. Not this skeletal field, these papery stalks.
She lay on her back, staring up at the withering tree. With her left arm she reached out, until her palm contacted the trunk. Coarse as the wood of her father's coffin. Dusty as the bones within.
Tears pooled in Mairead's eyes.
"I am sorry," she whispered. Maybe she was speaking to the tree, or to the fields. Maybe she was praying to the People, proud and powerful. Gods destroyed by human hate.
She leaned on one elbow long enough to sip water from the flask at her belt. Then she collapsed again, her spine seamed to the earth. She would rest here for a little while, and then go back to work. If she could not make the farm support her, she must marry. She was not beautiful—raw-boned from hunger, lacking the plumpness of prosperity. Her eyes were dark and luminous, but sunken. Her hair was no glory, either, plaited into a long thin braid at her back. She was an assembly of bones and desperation, her smile too sharp and earnest. And her land was no great acquisition, either.
Choices circled round and round in her head—precious few of them, and none she liked. Slowly the circles merged into dark, clouded dreams.
She startled awake, into a dusk of dull red light and gray shadow. Her throat felt sore and scratchy—she must have been sleeping with her mouth open. Quickly she swigged a little more water. It helped, but did not sate the roaring hunger in her stomach.
Cursing herself for her slothfulness in sleeping away the day, she trudged back across the fields, to the tiny cottage she and Da had shared. Ma had been there too, until Mairead was ten.
Saoirse, the midwife who lived two farms over, had given Mairead some advice after Da passed. "Welcome the memories into your heart," she had said. "Treat them as old friends, and they will be kind to you. Remember the good times, and it will soften the loss."
Mairead had tried to embrace the memories as old friends—but they were friends with sharp nails that slit the coating of her heart and pierced deep into the pounding muscle. Sometimes she embraced them so tightly she could hardly breathe.
In a way she was lucky to have this undesirable parcel of land, and to be plain as she was. It meant that no one tried to take her or her property by force. The nearby farms were owned by good families who looked out for each other—families who had brought her soup and bread after Da passed. Families who stood arm in arm while the wicker figures burned, while the beautiful gods dissolved into smoke and ash.
Mairead stumbled into the cottage, exhausted despite her hours of sleep. Her hands trembled so harshly with hunger that she could barely light a candle. She wolfed down a hunk of bread and stared desperately at the rest of the loaf. She should save it, but she was so hollow inside. So very hungry.
At last she tore away another piece. She offered a bit of it to the cat, Gadaí, but the animal only sniffed it and stalked primly past her. Gadaí was a good mouser and rat-catcher, and probably had a full belly—something Mairead could only dream of these days.
Caught in a ravenous compulsion, Mairead ripped into the rest of the loaf. Each bite was like a balm, a blessed relief. She swallowed down the last morsel and sighed. The ache inside her was finally gone, her belly sated.
She crept into bed and clawed the thin blankets over her. Gadaí settled over her feet, a pleasant weight of fur and warmth.
In the night Mairead jerked awake, gasping, clutching her stomach. A cavern of gut-wrenching hunger had opened up inside her. She lunged from the bed, lurching over to the cupboard and tearing out its contents—her sole remaining loaf, a piece of hard cheese she'd been saving for a treat, and some skeletal carrots.
Mairead gnawed a carrot, her panic rising as she stared at her tiny store of food. Hungry, so hungry. But she must not eat it all. She must not. If she gobbled it all now, she would starve later.
Just this one carrot.
And then another.
One more, and the cheese as well. Half the bread. The whole loaf. And the rind of the cheese.
That was all she had, and it was enough. The roar of her hunger had quieted.
She slipped under the blankets again, a frown tightening her forehead. She had been hungry before, many times, but never like this. Never this all-consuming, mind-gnawing, stomach-churning need. Perhaps she was ill. She had no time to be ill, not with all the work to be done. Not when her cupboard was bare of everything—when she'd devoured it all—
She rolled over, burying her face in the thin pillow, and sobbed herself to sleep.
Mairead woke again at her usual rising time, in the dim quiet just before dawn. She swung her legs out of the bed, wavered, and nearly toppled headlong to the floor. Her head swam. Every muscle of her body felt loose and limp. Hunger clawed her insides again.
Her stomach growled, louder than she had ever heard it growl before. And then it—flipped. Twisted. She felt the slosh of liquid, the lurch of a movement that she had not initiated.
Mairead clapped a hand over her middle. Her throat constricted, barely enough space for air to squeeze through.
She had imagined it of course. Bellies did not move in that way on their own—unless—
Unless perhaps she was with child. She had seen pregnant women's bellies sway and stretch as their infant moved inside them.
Not possible. Her bleeding had been less than a week ago, not enough time for a child to grow—and she had been with no man, ever. Unless someone had come to her when she was asleep, and done the deed quietly—but no. That did not seem likely, or possible. She was a light sleeper, and would have woken to an intruder. Her door had a solid latch, as did her shutters, and the cat lay always upon Mairead's feet at night. Gadaí would have squalled like a banshee had anyone tried to disturb her resting place.
Besides, Mairead's hunger resided in the center of her torso, right under her ribs, and she thought that a woman's birthing area was lower down, though she had never seen a sketch of the internal organs.
One person might know—the midwife, Saoirse, who served as counselor and physician to everyone in the area, as well as a caregiver to women with child.
Still shaking, Mairead managed to wash up and straighten her clothes. She did not bother replaiting her messy braid.
Panic drove her from the cottage. Her ankles wobbled, twisting occasionally as she hurried up the deeply rutted road. The air was chill, but not as damp as it should be on an autumn morning. Drought, the terror of farmers and all living things, had stolen the dew itself.
The hair on Mairead's arms lifted against the hiss of the cold air. She had forgotten to bring a shawl.
Her way was haunted by lichen-laced trees, crooked fences, and the broken lines of the hedgerows. Only the low, winding walls of chiseled stone offered her any comfort. They were sturdy and solid, an ever-present surety in this part of the world.
She climbed a stile and crossed a field to shorten her journey to Saoirse's house. The hunger inside her had transformed into a gnarled pit of pain, so fierce she actually considered gathering a handful of grass and gnawing it while she walked. But she resisted, because she could not show up at the door chewing a mouthful of grass. They would think her mad.
Again a lurch in her gut. Something—moving—inside her. Mairead whimpered and ran, as if the frantic thump of her feet on the turf could settle the skittering pace of her heart. As if she could outrun the thing, the Thing that was inside her.
She crashed against Saoirse's door, sobbing and pleading, thumping with fists weak from hunger. The door opened almost at once, and Saoirse's husband, who was used to occasional visits by frantic women, gripped her upper arm and drew her inside.
"Hush, now," he said. "The little ones be sleepin' still. You'll be here to see Saoirse, eh? She's out in the privy, be right with ye. Sit ye down, love. It'll all be right, ye'll see."
Mairead collapsed onto the bench he indicated. "Do you—do you have anything to eat?" She scarcely managed the words through the thickness of her pride. But the hunger was so savage, so all-consuming—she thought her body might begin to devour its own organs if she did not eat something soon.
"Sure, sure." Saoirse's husband glanced around, rubbing the back of his neck with a meaty hand. "I can get ye a bit o' bread."
"Please. Anything."
"All right then, all right." He shuffled to a wooden bin and took out a loaf, cutting a generous slice for Mairead. She couldn't eat it fast enough.
"Starvin', are ye?"
"Something like that," whispered Mairead.
Saoirse bustled in then, tying on her apron. Her eyebrows lifted at the sight of Mairead. "Up early, are we, my dear? Need something?"
"She's in a bad way, love," said her husband. "I got to tend to the beasts. Give her some care, eh?"
"I'll do that." Saoirse approached, inspecting Mairead. "What is it then, dearie? Got yourself in a tangle?"
Between half-sobs, Mairead described her condition. Saoirse's frown deepened the longer she talked.
"Lie down on the bench," said the midwife. "I want a look at your stomach."
Mairead lay back. At the movement, something tugged at her insides, a sickening sensation.
Saoirse lifted Mairead's skirts, bunching them all the way up to her rib cage. "Hold these a moment." Her practiced fingers pressed along Mairead's abdomen and sides, then traveled over her stomach, under her ribcage.
The thing inside Mairead's body quivered.
Saoirse's fingers froze. Then she poked a little deeper in that spot.
Mairead's belly surged and twisted. She looked down, between her breasts, over the bunched skirts, and saw her own skin undulating with the movement of something that was Not Her.
She screamed.
Saoirse clapped a hand over Mairead's mouth. "Hush, now, hush. Stop, Mairead. Stop it. I know what it is. I can help you, do you hear me? I can help you."
Mairead quieted, tears streaming across her temples. She nodded, and Saoirse removed her hand. "It's not a baby," she said. "But you have a creature inside you, dear, and it's not pleasant. I've seen a case like this once, when my mother was teaching me the midwife's trade. A man, with his belly distended, rippling as something moved within him. He was starving, eating everything in sight, but he stayed skin and bones while his belly grew. It was the beastie inside, you see, that was eating every bit of food in his stomach. His body couldn't get much of it. It was all going to the monster."
Mairead whimpered. "Please, please—"
"At that time it was an easy thing to cure," said Saoirse. "My mother took him to one of the People, and they used magic to suck the thing out of him. They walked the land afterward, too, to root out any more of the horrible creatures."
"What is it?" whispered Mairead.
"Alp-luachra," replied Saoirse. "Belly-eater, gut-splitter. It crawls down a human's throat while they're sleeping, curls up in the belly. The bile doesn't bother them—they got skin as can handle it. They eat most of what goes down your gullet, and they always want more. They grow and grow, until they get so big the human's skin stretches and then they burst out, fully mature, with a brood of little monsters ready to be birthed. You're lucky, dear. Yours is a small one so far, barely large enough to make a lump." She patted Mairead's belly, and the alp-luachra twitched in response.
Mairead thought perhaps she might begin to scream, and once she started she might shriek horribly, on and on, forever. She would not be able to stuff the panic back in again. She scarcely dared open her lips to speak. "You said you could help me."
"As I said, when the Tuatha dé Danann lived throughout this region, it would have been easy. They could have cured you with magic."
Mairead choked on the memory of delicate features vanishing in a cloud of smoke, of skin seared and bubbling.
Their magic.
They could have cured you.
"There is one other thing we can try," said the midwife. "An old remedy, and not a sure thing."
"My other choice is death," said Mairead. "I will try anything."
"You're going to need a lot of salty food—salt beef, or salt fish," said Saoirse. "Cashel up in the grove has a store of it—he's had good luck fishing and hunting even when others haven't. Go to him, and barter for a supply of salted food. Take the food to the river and eat it—all of it. Do not—and this is very important—do not drink even one drop of water. The alp-luachra thrive in moisture. They need water to live. You keep eating the salty food until you think you will be sick, and then lie down beside the water with your mouth open. You will crave water—you may nearly die of thirst. Do not drink. When the alp-luachra is desperate enough, it will crawl out of you and go to the water."
Mairead stared. "That is the cure? The only way?"
"Yes."
"Can I not vomit it out?"
"It must leave of its own accord. If you try to expunge it another way, it will sink its spines into your stomach and hold fast, and you will die all the sooner. You must try the salt purge, Mairead."
"But will it work?"
Saoirse shrugged. "Who knows? I hope for your sake that it does. You should hurry to Cashel's place. Tell no one what has infected you, or you may find yourself burning alive on a druid pyre. And here—take this." She handed over the remainder of the loaf from the bin. "May Eriu smile upon you."
It was a Fae blessing, one spoken only by the allies of the Tuatha dé Danann. Saoirse was putting her very life into Mairead's hands by speaking it.
The midwife gave her a sympathetic grimace and ushered her out the door of the house. "Go, quickly, my dear! And be sure to tell me if it works!"
A dark horror gripped Mairead's mind as she staggered along the lane toward the forest. It was a long walk to the grove near the river where Cashel lived. She had been there twice with Da, to trade vegetables for fish, so she knew the way; but she could not imagine walking that path while carrying a monster in her belly. Not when all she wanted to do was to curl in on herself and hide in a hollow just big enough for her body, and submerge her consciousness in the aching blackness of terror.
Had it not been enough? The loss of Ma, and Da—the massacres of the Tuatha dé Danann, the drought, the agonized spasms of a land transitioning from its former magic to—nothing.
Had she not endured enough?
She remembered seeing the Tuatha dé Danann from time to time when she was younger, before the tide turned against them and they became more secretive and scarce. She recalled their height and grace, their crisp beauty. Some were stern and rigid, barely acknowledging her and Da—others smiled and nodded, accepting the respectful bows that she and Da offered. Mairead remembered one in particular—a lean dark-haired man with silver eyes, walking arm-in-arm with a laughing girl who looked exactly like him.
"Midir and Brigid," Da had whispered. "Son and daughter to the Dagda, the King of the Tuatha dé Danann."
Brigid had paused before Mairead and whispered a few words. When Mairead looked up, a constellation of tiny, transparent orbs floated around her. The orbs caught beams of sunlight, shattered them into rainbows, and then popped with a soft tinkle of music when Mairead touched them with a fingertip.
Mairead had looked up into the smiling faces of the Fae prince and princess. Their joy had suffused her own heart and carried her through her chores for weeks afterward.
But when Da died, Mairead's love for the Tuatha dé Danann turned sour. She knew that only a few of them possessed healing powers; she understood that they could not heal everyone. But she hated that they were so invulnerable, rarely affected by sickness at all. She hated that their lives stretched into century after century, when Da had but fifty-two years. He was the best soul she had ever known, and he died, while the Tuatha dé Danann glided through time untouched.
A sour piece of her soul had rejoiced when she saw they could burn and die like any other.
But now, crushed and bowed over in the center of the road, barely able to stay on her feet, Mairead realized what they had done for the land and its people—what they had provided, and the evil they had held back.
She dared not pray to them. They were gone. It was a wrong she had not done herself, but she had not tried to stop it, either. If she had tried to interfere, she might have burned with them.
But perhaps then her soul would have been clean.
She could not pray to the dead, but perhaps an older divinity would accept her petition.
"Danu, Goddess Intangible," she whispered. "Forgive me. And help me, though I do not deserve it."
Her fingers pierced the hard crust of the loaf she held, delving into the soft center.
She waited. Expecting a sign, or some influx of strength.
And also expecting nothing at all. Because why should Danu care? Why should anyone care if one lonely Mairead burst into bloody fragments, her soul drifting away on the wind?
I care.
The voice was quiet, inveterate, bitter and sweet, like the taste of blood or metal.
She cared. Mairead cared to exist. Beyond hope, beyond reason, beyond any certainty of a better future—she would exist because doing so was her power. Survival in this dread world was a glory in itself.
Her foot lifted, heavy as stone. Shifted forward, and planted itself again.
One step. And another. And she was walking.
A spasm of raw hunger wrenched through her gut, and she chewed desperately at the bread while she walked.
The loaf was long gone when she staggered through the tangle of the forest into the clearing where Cashel's hut stood. His hovel was an untidy jumble of boards and logs and stones, heaped over with packed dirt and coated with moss. It resembled a beaver's lodge more than a house.
Mairead's stomach gurgled and surged, and she choked with horror, pressing her fingers to her mouth. She wanted nothing more than to vomit, to heave the creature from her body. But if what Saoirse said was true, that would only hasten her end.
Her muscles were weak and liquid now, deprived of sustenance as the alp-luachra consumed everything. With hands that trembled like frail autumn leaves, Mairead reached for the door of the hut—she could not even knock, she could only scrape at the wood as she slid down, crumpling to the earth. She tilted her head against the door and closed her eyes.
The door popped open, and Mairead tumbled across the threshold. She blinked up into the broad face of Cashel O'Carney.
Cashel was known for several things, but the foremost was his long dark hair, which reached well past his waist and remained perpetually glossy and smooth. Several strands of it drifted across Mairead's cheeks as he leaned over her.
"Well met, Mairead," he said gruffly. "If you're unwell, you'd best see Saoirse. I've naught of herbs and potions here."
"We both know that's not true," she murmured. "Saoirse obtains ingredients from you. River weed, and water plants.
"That's between me and the midwife." Cashel rubbed his jaw with a massive hand. "I was sorry to hear about your Da. He was a good man."
Mairead closed her eyes again. "Aye. He was."
"May I help you up? You look as if you could use a drink, lass."
"Lass." She snorted, but accepted his outstretched hand. "I'm no lass, O'Carney. I'm a woman grown."
"So I see. But I'm eight years your elder, and I remember you coming here with your Da when you were a wee slip of a thing. You'll always be that lass to me. Come and sit down."
Mairead collapsed into one of two rough-hewn chairs in the hovel, breathing in the scent of onions and fish, salt and pine. A strong combination, but not unpleasant. The aroma cleared her mind.
"I don't have much time." She laid a hand on her expanding belly. "I need your help."
Cashel's brown eyes widened. "Ah, I see. You're needing a protector, someone to give your wee spawn a name. It's a big thing to ask of me, Mairead. Sure, and I was a friend of your father's, but I don't know about taking on his daughter and her babe—"
"I'm not asking you to marry me!" she snapped. "I need as much salted fish as you can give me. No questions."
"Salted fish?"
"Yes. You have stores of it?"
"I do, but—"
"I'll take it all. You can have a piece of my land in exchange."
Cashel frowned. "A piece of your land? What would I do with a piece of your land? I'll not give up my winter's supply for a bit of cracked dirt."
Mairead's stomach twisted, the warning of an oncoming bout of hunger. "You can have all the land, as long as I get to stay in the cottage."
"No." Cashel folded his arms. "I'm no farmer. I get by with what I glean from the woods and rivers. I've no need of plows and furrows and fences."
"Please, Cashel. I need the fish. All of it, or as much as it takes—"
"And what are you planning to do with it? Eat it all yourself? Sell it?"
"I can't tell you. Please. Is there anything I can offer—the house, with all that's in it—it's not much, but perhaps—" An idea gripped Mairead's mind, terrible and compelling. "You can—you can take me, as payment. For the fish."
"Take you? Haven't I said I don't want to be saddled with a wife and babe?"
"No." She rose unsteadily, gripping the back of the chair for support. Cashel was not a tall man, and she could look him in the eye. "You don't have to marry me. You can—have me. After it's done—I mean, I'll return later today. Tonight."
Cashel stared, his mouth slightly open.
"I know I'm not much to look at. God knows I've worked myself to the bone. But I'm not hideous, am I?" Mairead's hands writhed into her skirts, clutching them convulsively.
"Far from it," said Cashel gently. "What happened to you, lass? Why are you so desperate for food? You can share my noon meal, if you like, but I'll not take your body as payment."
Mairead ground her lip between her teeth until the blood came. Her stomach was cramping again, spasming and twisting. A groan leaked from her throat in spite of her efforts to hold it back.
"Mairead?" Cashel caught her arm as she pitched forward.
"Saoirse told me not to tell anyone," she whispered. "But I am going to die anyway, so I might as well confess. I have an alp-luachra in my belly. It crawled into my mouth while I slept in the field, and it is growing. I have one chance to get it out, and that is to drive it mad with thirst. I need all the salt fish you can spare, to feed it, so it will leave me and make for the river."
Cashel's face turned stark white under the sleek mane of his hair. He swallowed, his gaze darted down to Mairead's shifting belly. "Danu preserve us," he breathed.
"So now you see." Tears slid from Mairead's eyes.
He nodded. "I'll get the fish. And you'll need someone on hand to kill the creature when it comes out."
Moments later they trudged toward the river together. Mairead chewed and swallowed salt fish as fast as she could, while Cashel carried a bag of fish in one hand and an axe in the other.
The fish tasted delicious at first. Mairead had not eaten such plump, well-preserved, flavorful fish in years. "Where do you catch these?"
Cashel shrugged. "You have to know where to look."
"But I saw no fishing tackle, no rods or nets, in your home. How do you snare them?"
He stared ahead, his eyes fixed on the glittering ribbon of the river, visible through the trees ahead. "That is a conversation for another time."
Upon reaching the river, they found a large rock whose surface sloped down toward the water. On another day, the rock might have been sun-warm, a delightful spot to rest and watch the play of the sparkling water. But today, the sky was dull, strewn with thin gray clouds that dimmed the light but yielded no rain. The river itself was little more than a stream now, sunken low in its bed. Mairead felt similarly low and sluggish, but she forced herself to continue to eat. She took bite after bite of the dried fish, chewing and swallowing, trying not to gag. Her gums felt fuzzy, and the insides of her cheeks had gone dry. Her throat ached for cool water.
Cashel handed her another piece of fish.
"I'm sorry," she managed, despite her thirst-thickened tongue. "It must be hard to watch all your hard work disappearing down my gullet."
"I'll survive," he said. "It's those who buy from me that I'm worried for."
Mairead stopped mid-chew. She hadn't thought of those who came to Cashel for fish. She had thought only of herself, as usual.
"Others may starve because of me." She shoved the piece of fish at him. "You may as well kill me now then, for I won't allow more lives to end while I stand idly by."
"Slow death by starvation, or having your insides ripped open while a monster and its newborns slither out? I'd not call that 'standing idly by,' lass."
Mairead couldn't see his expression through her tears. "Enough people have died, don't you think? It's wrong, all of it. The human deaths happening now, through drought and starvation and disease—they are but the penalty for our sins against the Fae."
Cashel's eyes heated. "Speak like that, and you'll find yourself lashed to a pyre or bundled into one of the druids' wicker men."
"I don't care. I'm dead anyway."
"You're not." He pressed the piece of fish back into her hand. "Eat. It may mean nights of hard, dangerous work, but I'll find a way to replenish my stores of fish, never fear. None will starve if I can help it. But today, the life that matters is yours."
The force of his tone salved Mairead's guilt a little. He sounded so confident, so determined to work as hard as need be. She admired that kind of grit in a man.
She sank her teeth into the skin and flesh of the fish, plucking aside a stray bone. Maybe she could survive this. Maybe she could work with Cashel and help him catch more fish from whatever secret watering hole he knew.
The fish had been tasty at first, but now the heaviness of the salt was cloying. It burned on her lips until the delicate skin cracked, and each chunk seared the inside of her mouth. Slowly, bite by painful bite, she managed to work her way through two more pieces of fish, but by the third, she could hardly think. She could not focus on anything but the ripple of the river, so close. So limpid and refreshing. If she could only dip her fingers into that glistening flow and dribble a few drops of cool water over her salt-scorched tongue.
She collapsed onto her swollen belly, crawling down the rock toward the water.
"Mairead." Cashel rumbled a warning. "Do not drink."
"Just a little," she wheezed.
"No." He seized her shoulders, turning her onto her back. "Lie still here, and wait. And while you wait, have a little more fish."
"No." She twisted her head aside. "I have had enough."
He sighed and turned away for a moment. She thought he had given up, but he pulled a small bag from the pouch at his waist. "Here." And he gripped her jaw, forcing it open, and dribbled pure salt into her mouth.
Mairead screeched as the grains burned on her sensitive tongue and tumbled down her dry throat. She bucked against Cashel's grip, trying to fling herself into the water, but he held on until she quieted.
The creature in her belly did not settle, though. It squirmed and writhed, slithering under and over itself, restless with craving. Mairead looked up, between the long locks of Cashel's hair, into his eyes. "Almost," she whispered. "So close now. Thank you, but you should step aside. I need to do this part alone."
He nodded, scooting back on the rock and curling his fingers around the handle of the axe.
Mairead lay still, drinking the power of the rock beneath her. Steady, immoveable. She would become like the rock—stone everlasting, stoic and strong, and able to do what must be done.
She stretched her jaws apart as far as they would go, and waited. No luscious stream of water an arm's length away could move her. Much as she might yearn to plunge her face and her body into that blessed flow, she would not. She would lie here until thirst drained the dregs of her life and she shriveled into a formless husk; but she would never give in to the alp-luachra. She would suffer through the burning in her mouth and the pain in her stomach—the burning and the pain that was her rightful penance, a fraction of what she owed for the burning and pain of the Tuatha dé Danann.
Her belly lurched and swayed. And then a sickening fullness began, starting just below her lungs and oozing upward. She could feel the channel from her stomach to her mouth widening, stretching, straining under the slow progress of the creature.
Perhaps she would burst apart inside, blood and acid flooding the cavity of her chest. Perhaps the creature would linger too long in her throat and she would suffocate. The salt of her tears scorched the corners of her eyes as the alp-luachra crawled further up, under her ribs.
Mairead sucked in a huge, desperate breath before the body of the monster cut off her air passage. It probed the back of her throat, tickling the entrance to her sinus cavity before sluggishly dragging itself over her tongue and teeth. Mairead couldn't see it, couldn't do anything but exist, and pray for air, and endure the sensation of the massive, sludgy monster oozing from her bowels, under her ribs, and out between her lips. A final heave, and a nauseating splash of bile, and it was gone.
With a cry, Cashel leaped forward, stamping his boot on one end of the creature.
Mairead flipped over and retched. Her stomach, chest, and throat were burning, acid licking like flames where the monster had passed. Cashel's axe descended in a whistling arc, its edge ringing against stone as it bit through the monster. The alp-luachra's body burst, spewing half-digested bits of fish across the rock. It was slug-shaped, with jelly-like legs and feelers and a sharp-toothed maw at one end. Where Cashel's boot pressed it, spines sprang out of its bulbous carcass, and when he lifted his foot, the spines retracted. At the creature's center, in a slick bulging sack, the half-formed young were gestating.
Mairead could not speak to ask if the Unseelie monster was dead. But she dragged herself up, blood flecking the saliva that blew from her lips with every harsh breath; and she took the axe from Cashel. She chopped, and chopped, and chopped, until there was nothing left of the alp-luachra or its foul spawn, except smears of goo and gore along the rock.
When she was done, Mairead threw aside the axe and plunged into the river. Shallow as it was, it posed no danger, though she was not a great swimmer.
She drank only a mouthful of the water, for the river sometimes carried sickness. She would wait and drink her fill later. For now, it was enough that she was alone in her own body, that she was immersed and clean and free.
Clearing the surface again, she shook the drops from her eyes and moved feebly toward the shore again. As her moment of triumph faded, her body's clamor returned. She was sick with hunger and exhaustion, ravaged inside from the passage of the creature. She would need to eat thin soup, and rest, and heal. But there was no one to make any soup for her, or to care for the farm while she rested.
She clawed her way to a bare patch of rock where there were no alp-luachra entrails. Cashel sat nearby, his knees drawn up and his dark hair flowing over his shoulders and body like a cape.
"I did not know you were in such dire straits," he said. "Perhaps I should have known. But I took no time to think on it."
"I am not your responsibility." Mairead's voice was a thin rasp, and Cashel winced.
"Don't speak," he said. "Not now, not until you are better. If you would stay with me, and allow me to care for your health a while, I would be grateful."
Mairead's aching body twitched with apprehension. Would he now claim a reward of her?
"I want nothing from you," he said. "Consider it the balance of a debt I owe your father—one that I should have been more ready to repay when you first asked for my help."
"What debt?" She shaped the words with her lips only, letting her aching throat rest.
"Your father kept my secret," said Cashel. "And if you and I are to be friends, I must trust you with it as well. You asked how I obtain the fattest fish, the best river plants?" He rose to his full height, stripping off his leather pouch, his tunic, his boots, and his trousers. Mairead watched, numb with weariness and shock, barely alert enough to admire the solid shape of his body.
And then his long dark hair swirled around him, sucking to his skin while his form shrank and shifted. His face grew smaller, darker, and whiskery.
She blinked, and where Cashel had been sat a sleek river otter, larger than any she had ever seen, its upper body propped on its webbed front paws. Sharp claws arched from those paws—claws that were perfect for catching fish.
A selkie.
Cashel O'Carney—a selkie.
Mairead's heart swelled with pain and purpose. She wanted to say, You are safe with me. I will keep your secret as my father did.
But her throat was too wounded. Her voice and her body would take time to heal. Instead, she reached out and ran her fingertips along the creature's thick pelt—a wordless promise.
The selkie nosed her palm, then slithered down the rock and leaped into the water, flinging up a rainbow of sparkling drops. He swam effortlessly, like rain flowing over leaves.
And Mairead laughed inside, in the echoing emptiness of herself, a hollow space that she could fill with anything and everything now.
The People of Danu were gone. But the Fae were not.
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Thank you for purchasing this Collector's Edition of my series! If you can't get enough of Kieran/Far Darrig, you can check out my Patreon, where I offer a serial story based on his adventures in medieval France! It's called THE SEVEN SINS OF REYNARD THE FOX, and it's full of romance, myths, and monsters!
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