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				Suddenly, being bitten by a werewolf is the least of Joanne Walker’s problems.

				Her personal life in turmoil, her job as a cop over, she’s been called to Ireland by the magic within her. And though Joanne’s skills have grown by leaps and bounds, Ireland’s magic is old and very powerful….

				In fact, this is a case of unfinished business. Because the woman Joanne has come to Ireland to rescue is the woman who sacrificed everything for Joanne—the woman who died a year ago. Now, through a slip in time, she’s in thrall to a dark power and Joanne must battle darkness, time and the godsthemselves to save her.
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				Chapter
						One

				Sunday, March 19, 9:53 a.m. 

				The werewolf bite on my
						forearm itched.

				 Itching was wrong. It wasn’t old
						enough to itch. It should hurt like the dickens, because I’d obtained it
						maybe six hours earlier. Instead it itched like it was a two-week-old
						injury, well on the way to healing.

				 Only I was quite sure it wasn’t
						healing. For one thing, I kept peeking at it, and it was still a big nasty
						slashy bite that oozed blood when the bandages were loosened. For another
						thing, my stock in trade was healing. Fourteen months, two weeks and three
						days ago—but who was counting?—I had been stabbed through the chest. A
						smart-ass coyote—kinda my spirit guide—had given me a choice between dying
						or becoming a shaman. Even for someone with no use for the esoteric, like
						I’d been, it hadn’t been much of a choice. So now, nearly fifteen months on,
						a bite on my forearm was something I really should be able to deal
						with.

				 And it wasn’t that I hadn’t
						tried healing it, because I had. Magic slid off like oil and water, or
						possibly more like oil and gashed flesh, if oil slid off gashed flesh, which
						I assumed it did but didn’t want to actually find out. Either way, the magic
						wasn’t working. Normally that would be a bad sign, but my talent had taken
						both a beating and a boosting in the past twenty-four hours, and wasn’t
						behaving. It reacted explosively when I tried using it, and I didn’t want to
						explode my arm. So I was getting on a plane with absolutely no notice and
						flying to Ireland, because I’d had a vision of the woman who had turned
						werewolves from slavering beasties 100% of the time into part-time monsters,
						and in my vision, she’d been in Ireland. I figured if anybody could keep me
						human, it had to be the woman who’d bound the wolves to the moon’s
						cycle.

				 That’s what I was telling
						myself, anyway, because it was slightly better than a full-on panic attack
						in the middle of the Seattle-Tacoma Airport. A day earlier I hadn’t believed
						werewolves existed. Now I was petrified that come the next full moon—which
						was tonight, the second of three—I would get all hairy and toothy. It was a
						dire possibility even without adding international air travel to the mix,
						which, who was I kidding, was possibly the worst idea I’d ever had. Turning
						into a werewolf was potentially bad enough. Doing it mid-flight presumably
						meant a plane full of handy victims, although I might get lucky and have an
						air marshal on board so it would just be me who got dead.

				 My life was a mess, if I
						considered that lucky. But I had this rash idea that because I’d be missing
						moonrise all the way around the globe, the magic shouldn’t trigger. And I
						could always lock myself in the bathroom if I thought I was about to get
						bestial. Locking myself in the bathroom wasn’t that bad an idea anyway. I
						was afraid of flying, and bathrooms didn’t have windows. That automatically
						made them less scary than the body of the plane. Either way, it wasn’t just
						the werewolf cure that had me wandering the duty-free shops at SeaTac. The
						other
						vision I’d had, the one of a sneering warrior woman, had made my healing
						magic respond as if a gauntlet had been thrown down. It felt like fishhooks
						in my belly, hauling me east. I was going to Ireland whether I liked it or
						not.

				 My personal opinion leaned
						heavily toward or not. There were places I’d rather be and things I’d
						rather be doing. Specifically, those things were Captain Michael Morrison of
						the Seattle Police Department, who up to about three hours earlier had been
						my boss. I’d quit, he’d kissed me and the more I thought about him, the more
						I wanted to tear out of the airport, jump in a cab and race back into his
						arms. The fishhooks pulling at my gut, though, weren’t about to let that
						happen. Their horrible prickle and tug had become familiar enough over the
						past year that I knew it meant something serious coming down the line, as if
						finding a cure for a werewolf’s bite wasn’t serious enough. Whatever awaited
						me in Ireland, I was not especially looking forward to it. So I was trying
						to distract myself by shopping, which wasn’t my favorite pastime in the best
						of circumstances. Still, I’d wandered the international terminal twice
						already. The shops hadn’t changed displays since my first pass, but the
						second time through I laid eyes on something I neither needed at all, nor
						was I sure I could live without.

				 A not-helpful part of my brain
						whispered that I had a credit card. I mean, I was American. I didn’t think
						I’d be allowed to keep my citizenship if I didn’t have at least one
						rectangle of plastic money. But it was reserved for emergencies, like buying
						a plane ticket to Ireland on no notice.

				 An ankle-length white leather
						coat did not in any way qualify as an emergency.

				 I stood there staring at it
						through the shop window. The shoulders were subtly padded, just enough to
						give the mannequin a really square silhouette. It had a Chinese-style high
						collar and leather-covered white buttons offset from the center straight
						down the length of the entire coat. It nipped in at the waist tightly enough
						to look pinned, but nobody would pin leather of that quality. There had to
						be a discreet belt on the back. Its skirts fell in wide loose folds, and
						looked like they would flare with wonderful drama.

				 No normal person would wear a
						coat like that. A movie star might. A tall movie star. A tall, leggy movie
						star with really good sunglasses and enough confidence to shift the earth
						with her smile alone.

				 I stepped back from the window.
						Light caught just so, letting me see my reflection.

				 Nobody could argue that, at a
						smidge under six feet in height, I wasn’t tall and leggy. I had cool
						sunglasses, although I wasn’t wearing them. And that coat might instill
						enough confidence in the wearer that she could do anything.

				 Five minutes later I was
						eighteen hundred dollars poorer, but so pleased with myself I slept the
						whole flight to Ireland without once worrying about the plane falling out of
						the sky.

				Monday, March 20, 6:28 a.m.

				 I wasn’t a werewolf when I woke
						up. Fuzzy logic said I’d left the States on Sunday morning, flown all day
						and arrived in Ireland early Monday morning, thus having skipped the night
						of the full moon entirely and saving myself from shifting into a monster of
						yore. That was very fuzzy logic, but then, the whole not being a
						werewolf thing supported it. Besides, who was I to say an ancient curse
						wouldn’t
						work that way, when magic by its very definition defied the laws of physics.
						I left the plane grateful to not be furry and, aware of the advantages of
						having been born in Ireland, slipped through customs on the European Union
						passport holders side.

				 The insistent ball of magic
						within me wanted me to head west, but Irish roads were legendarily
						convoluted. I needed a car, a map and a cup of coffee before I struck off
						into the sunset. Never mind that sunrise was in about half an hour, so I
						had many hours to wait before I could strike off into its sister
						darkness.

				 For a woman who’d slept the
						entire ten-hour flight across a continent and an ocean, I was certainly
						running on at the brain. I stopped just outside the arrivals area and
						scrubbed both hands over my face hard, trying to waken some degree of native
						intelligence.

				 “Hey, doll,” said a familiar
						voice. “Can I give you a lift?”

				

 I left my hands
						where they were, covering my face, for a good long minute while I tried to
						understand how that voice—the voice of my best friend, a
						seventy-four-year-old Seattle cab driver—could possibly be addressing me in
						the Dublin International Airport. Last I’d known, Gary Muldoon had been in
						California for the St. Patrick’s Day weekend, partying with old Army buddies
						in a yearly event he refused to give details on. Since it was now the
						twentieth of March and the weekend in question had just ended, my
						information was pretty up-to-date. It was therefore impossible in every way
						for Gary to be here. It had to be somebody else. Satisfied with my
						reasoning, I lowered my fingers enough to peer over them.

				 Gary leaned against a pillar,
						arms folded across his still-broad chest, and gave me a wink and a grin that
						from a man thirty years younger would set my heart aflutter.

				 I rubbed my eyes again and
						squinted. Gary’s grin got wider. He looked like a devilish old movie star in
						a set scene, and like he knew damned good and well his presence was the
						culminating factor. After about thirty seconds’ more silence, I said,
						“Sure,” and wished I’d been suave enough to just say that in the first
						place. And then because I wasn’t suave at all, I squeaked, “What the hell
						are you doing here?!” in disbelieving delight.

				 Gary threw his head back and
						laughed out loud. He had suspiciously good teeth for a man his age who used
						to smoke. I suspected dentures, but had never been rude enough to ask. Then
						he stepped forward and swept me up in a bear hug, which put paid to any
						thoughts of his teeth as I grunted happily and repeated, “No, seriously,
						what the hell?”

				 “Mike called me. Told me to, and
						I quote, get my old ass on the next flight to Dublin and try to catch up to
						Joanne goddamned Walker, who’s gone off again and needs somebody to keep her
						from doing anything stupid, end quote. So I got on the next flight outta
						L.A. Got in ten minutes ago. What’s going on?”

				 I pulled my head back far enough
						to look up at him. “Mike? Mike who? You mean Morrison? Morrison called you?
						Morrison sent you to Ireland after me? Morrison, my boss? That
						Morrison?”

				 “That’s the one.” Gary set me
						back, hands on my shoulders, as his grin faded. “’Cept I hear he ain’t the
						boss anymore.”

				 “Not the boss of me, anyway.” I
						wrinkled my nose. “I’m not six, really.”

				 “What happened, doll?” Real
						concern was in my big friend’s gray eyes. I’d gotten into Gary’s cab over a
						year ago, on the very morning my shamanic powers had been violently
						awakened. He’d been at my side, backing me up, ever since. Gary was the sort
						of person I wanted to grow old to be: vital, fascinated by the world and
						always up for an adventure. At twenty-six, when I’d met him, I’d been none
						of those things. At pushing twenty-eight I was just getting on the
						bandwagon. I couldn’t have a better role model.

				 “It’s okay, I quit. I mean, I
						didn’t get fired. Everything’s cool. I just…” It turned out I had other
						things to not think about besides a werewolf bite. The enormity of what I’d
						done—quit my detective job on the police force with no notice and with no
						prospects for other employment in the future—hit me, a mere twelve hours
						after the fact. Or a full day, counting elapsed travel time. Either way, I
						felt myself go colorless and the insistent pit of magic in my belly turned
						to just a boring old pit of sickness for a moment.

				 Gary put a hand under one of my
						elbows and crooked a smile. “Don’t worry, Joanie. I can always get you a job
						at Tripoli Cabs.”

				 If Gary was calling me Joanie, I
						looked even worse than I suddenly felt. Usually he went with Jo, a nickname
						I’d never liked until he used it. Still, rough laughter bubbled up from
						somewhere beneath the ook in my tummy. “Petite would never forgive me if I
						took to driving another car most of the day.”

				 “You better not tell her ’bout
						your plans to get a winter vehicle, then.”

				 “She’d understand,” I said
						unconvincingly. “Classic Mustangs aren’t meant to weather the winters
						Seattle’s been having lately. She’s got no clearance. I’ll just get her a
						boyfriend. A 1936 Dodge pickup. In red.”

				 “They got no clearance, either,
						darlin’,” Gary said with the confidence of a man who’d been there and done
						that, never mind that he’d been only four years old in 1936. “’Sides, you
						get that sweet young thing an old fella like a ’36 Dodge and you’ll start
						giving me ideas.”

				 Laughter won again, this time
						because half the people I knew were convinced I had a Thing going on with
						Gary. Even Morrison thought so, despite it being fairly clear that I was
						hopelessly, idiotically, madly in love with him. “Petite’s older than I am,”
						I pointed out, like it made a difference.

				 “And I’m older than a ’36 Dodge.
						You all right, Joanie?”

				 “Stop that. It makes me think
						I’m falling apart.”

				 “Are you?”

				 “A w—” I nearly swallowed my
						tongue. I hadn’t even told Morrison a werewolf had bitten me, and there I
						was about to confess all to Gary. It wasn’t that I didn’t feel like sharing.
						Mostly I just figured they couldn’t do anything about it, so there was no
						point in worrying them. I said, “A wee little bit,” instead, in honor of
						being in Ireland, where one adjective was never enough if three would do.
						“It’s been a really long day. Weekend. You missed a lot.”

				 Childish dismay splashed across
						Gary’s face. “One weekend, Jo! I went to California for one weekend, and you
						had to have adventures without me?”

				 “You have no idea. I can
						shapeshift now,” I said almost idly. The weird thing was, learning to
						shapeshift really did come low on the totem pole of what had gone on the
						past three days. No wonder I’d slept so hard on the plane. I was pretty sure
						the last time I’d napped had been in the shower a couple of days
						earlier.

				 Gary’s eyes bugged and he
						pointed imperiously to the door. “We gotta get out of here so you can show
						me.”

				 A tug in my gut wiped away the
						last of my job-related nausea. My boiling-over magic thought getting out of
						there was an excellent idea. We made mad rushes for different car rental
						agencies, eyeing each other to see whose line moved more quickly. I beat
						Gary to a counter by thirty seconds, and he came to loom over me as I filled
						out paperwork. “Second driver?” the woman asked, and Gary muttered, “Don’t
						you dare think I ain’t doin’ some of the driving, Jo.”

				 I obediently put him down as the
						second driver. He snagged the keys out from under my fingertips and in
						retaliation I grabbed his carry-on suitcase as well as my own. He looked
						ever so slightly smug and I suspected I had gotten the raw end of the deal,
						but he flashed me another one of his legendary grins. “Hey, Jo?”

				 I muttered, “What?” about as
						graciously as an angry alligator, and the big lug of an old man earned a
						lifetime’s forgiveness with two words as we headed out the door:

				 “Nice coat.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				The last time I’d been in Ireland—also the first time, overlooking the detail of having been born here, which I didn’t remember—I’d had none of the phenomenal cosmic powers I was now endowed with. Part of me wanted to trigger the Sight and look into the depths of history and magic the island was legendary for.

				 The much smarter part of me didn’t want to, since I’d stolen the keys back and was driving. The Sight had been whiting out and blinding me for the past twenty-four hours. Driving blind seemed like a spectacularly bad idea. So instead of calling up the mystical mojo, I filled Gary in on the weekend’s details while we worked our way through Dublin traffic, which was negligible compared to Seattle. By the time I got to the werewolves, we’d left the capital city behind, and Gary kept saying, “Werewolves,” in audible disappointment. “Werewolves. I’m never around for the good stuff.”

				 “Says the man who left an annual shindig to fly last-minute to Ireland.”

				 “I couldn’t risk missin’ something else, now, could I?” Gary peered out the window. In theory there were green rolling hills out there. In reality, there were concrete walls fifteen feet high that blocked off the countryside. “Where we goin’, anyway?”

				 “The Hill of Tara.” I knew almost as much about Irish history as I’d known about shamanism a year ago, which was to say nothing, but even I’d heard of Tara. I scowled at the road, trying to remember if I’d gotten that far in what I’d told Gary. “It’s in County Meath, which is sort of the wrong way, more north than west, and I keep feeling like I need to go west. But I had a vision last night. Or the night before. Saturday night. Anyway, I saw a hill in the vision, so Tara seems like a good place to start.”

				 “What with bein’ a hill and all,” Gary agreed solemnly.

				 I said, “Exactly,” even though I knew perfectly well I was being mocked. Gary laughed and I gave him a dirty look. “Besides, starting with a known cultural and spiritual center probably isn’t a bad idea, even if it’s the wrong one. Did I tell you about the woman wearing my mother’s necklace?”

				 Gary arched his bushy eyebrows, which I took as a no, and I asked, “You ever get the feeling your life is a string festooned with bells and tied to hundreds of others you don’t know anything about? And that sometimes somebody pulls their string, and your bells ring?”

				 Gary looked at me a long moment before rather gently saying, “Yes and no, darlin’. We all get that feeling from time to time. Difference is, with you, it could be real.”

				 “But Coyote said I was a new soul. Mixed up fresh.” I wasn’t sure I’d ever mentioned that to Gary. Or to anybody else, for that matter. There were, according to my mentor, old souls and new souls. Mostly people were old souls, with all the baggage and all the wisdom from previous incarnations resting somewhere in the hind brain, there to draw on or drown in. I was something of a rarity, mixed up fresh and new by Somebody or Something responsible for those aspects of the universe. The positive side of being a new soul was a lack of baggage and the potential for great power. The negative side was the corresponding lack of accumulated wisdom with which to wield that power. I’d certainly demonstrated that lack time and again the past fifteen months.

				 Either I’d mentioned the whole new-soul thing to Gary, or he thought it didn’t matter, because he snorted. “So what if you are? New soul don’t mean no ties. You still got parents, right? Grandparents? Cousins? And friends or lovers can tug your strings, too. No man’s an island, Jo.”

				 That was not the first time Gary had gone philosophical on me, nor was it the first time I was surprised by it. Properly chastened, I swallowed and continued my original line of thought: “The woman with my mother’s necklace rang my be…” That sentence could not end anywhere happy. Gary guffawed and I grinned despite myself. “You know what I mean.”

				 “I know Mike’s gonna be real disappointed if some woman’s ringing your bells, darlin’.”

				 “When did you start calling him Mike?”

				 “After the zombies,” Gary said with aplomb.

				 I cast a glance heavenward and nearly missed our exit. Gary grabbed his door’s armrest as I yanked us into the right—which was to say, correct, which in on Irish roads meant left—lane, and muttered, “After the zombies. Of course. Normal people don’t say things like that, Gary.”

				 “Normal people don’t fight zombies.”

				 That line of conversation wasn’t going to end anywhere happy, either. I let out an explosive breath and tried again. “The woman in my mother’s necklace had some kind of pull with me. Maybe it was just that she looked all sneery and challenging, but there was some kind of connection. I have to find out who she was.”

				 Gary, cautiously, said, “It wasn’t your mother, was it?”

				 “No. She kind of looked like her, dark hair, pale skin, but no. My mother was sort of restrained and prim. She liked Altoids. This woman was more of a kick ass and take names type.” Only it had turned out my mother was exactly that kind of person, too. I just hadn’t known it until after she died.

				 I hadn’t known much of anything about my mother until after she died, except that she’d flown to America and left me with my father when I was six months old. I hadn’t seen her again until I was twenty-six. That kind of thing leaves a mark. In my case, it was an entirely unjustified mark, as Mother had been trying to protect me from a bad guy bigger and nastier than I ever wanted to deal with. But again, I hadn’t known that until after she died. Nothing like a little “I was trying to save your life” to take the wind out of sails puffed up with childish abandonment issues. I wished I’d had the opportunity to tell her I finally understood.

				 But that was spilt milk, and I was getting better about not crying over it. I turned down the road leading to Tara and Gary frowned as a tour bus taking up two-thirds of the road came the other direction. “You sure this is the right way?”

				 “Yeah. Only in Ireland do they put cultural heritage monuments at the end of one-track roads.” I couldn’t decide if I liked the idea or not. It certainly gave the impression the heritage site had been there forever, which was true. On the other hand, I had to hold my breath as I pulled over to let the bus pass, for fear we’d be broadsided if I didn’t. Gary let his breath out in a rush when the bigger vehicle rambled by, and we grinned sheepishly at each other as I pulled forward again. “Glad it’s not just me. At least we’re not on a mountainside with roads this narrow. The landscape kind of reminds me of North Carolina.”

				 “Never been out there,” Gary said. “I kept getting stuck in St. Louis. Annie and I used to go to the jazz festival.”

				 “Did you play?” Gary’s wife had died before I met him, but he’d mentioned once or twice that he’d been an itinerant sax player for a few years after the Korean War, while Annie, a nurse, had brought home the bacon.

				 “Nah. Left that to the guys who were really good.” Gary leaned into the window as we went up the hill leading to the, er, Hill, and frowned. “Thought there’d be more cars.”

				 “Me, too.” The parking lot—small and graveled and graced at one end by gift shops and at the other by a switchback path—was completely empty of vehicles besides our own. I got out of the car and turned in a slow circle, taking in the view—there was a tower in the distance, soft with misty air—and finally came back to Gary, who stood on the other side of our car with a befuddled expression. “You remember that night at the Seattle Center?”

				 “You mean the night somebody stuffed a broadsword through me? Nah. Why would I?”

				 “Remember how quiet it was?” The parking garage had been empty. There’d been no late-night tourists wandering, nobody from the monorail hurrying one way or the other, no joggers making their way across the closed grounds.

				 Gary, very firmly, said, “Jo, no matter how much I love you, I ain’t gettin’ stuck with another sword.”

				 “Don’t worry. I’ve got mine now.” I patted my hip like I wore a sword there, which of course I didn’t, because I lived in the early twenty-first century, not the early seventeenth. Not that as a woman I’d have been able to carry a sword in the seventeenth century anyway, but that wasn’t the point. The point was I had an honest-to-God magic sword that I’d taken off an ancient Celtic god, and I’d spent a good chunk of the past fifteen months learning how to use it properly. If anybody tried skewering Gary—or me, for that matter—I had defenses.

				 “Your sword’s in Seattle.”

				 I put on my very best mysterious magic user voice: “A detail which is nothing to one such as I.” Gary snorted and I laughed, then waved at the path. “Come on, if we’ve got the place to ourselves we might as well take advantage of it. Busloads of tourists will probably show up any minute.”

				 Gary fell in behind me dubiously. “You really think so?”

				 “No. I think something’s conspiring to keep the place quiet awhile, and that we’ll probably regret finding out why. But I’m trying to keep a positive mind-set.” The path up to Tara was foot-worn but not paved. Nothing suggested “tourist attraction” except for the gift shops, and even they weren’t particularly in-your-face about it. Gary and I kept pace with one another, both stealing glimpses at each other from the corners of our eyes like we expected something to jump out at us but if the other was cool, we weren’t going to show our nerves. After the third or fourth time we caught gazes, Gary actually giggled, which was unnerving in itself. Six-foot-one former linebackers in their seventies weren’t supposed to giggle.

				 A woman said, “There’ll be nothing to worry about,” out of nowhere, and we both shrieked like little girls. I regained my equilibrium first. Gary, after all, had already been giggling, which was bad enough with me as an audience, never mind with a complete stranger looking on. We turned together, though, to find a lovely woman of indeterminate age smiling at us. She wore a white eyelet-lace sundress with gold scarves wrapped around her hips and shoulders, and sandals on her feet. On most people I would call it a hippy-dippy look, but somehow she imbued it with more elegance than that. Her hair was the color of sunrise shot with clouds. She wasn’t young, even if I couldn’t tell how old she was.

				 “You’ll be Siobhán Walkingstick,” she said to me.

				 Hairs stood up on my arms. The bite itched, and I rubbed it surreptitiously, resulting in a wave of oh god, scratching feels so good I may never be able to stop that sometimes happens. I wondered suddenly if that was why dogs would go thumpa-thumpa-thump with a hind leg when a human got a good itchy spot, and then I wondered if, as a werewolf, I would do the same thing.

				 I stopped scratching and muttered, “People don’t normally use that name for me. Who’re you?”

				 “Am I wrong to think until very recently it wouldn’t have been you at all?”

				 Another chill ran over me. I made fists to keep from scratching again. “…you’re not wrong.” The name she’d used, Siobhán Walkingstick, was technically the one I’d been born to. Siobhán Grainne MacNamarra Walkingstick. Dad had taken one look at that mess and nicknamed me Joanne. I’d dropped the Walkingstick myself, taking Walker as my mostly official last name when I graduated high school. Joanne Walker and Siobhán Walkingstick had almost nothing in common, at least not up until the past year. More specifically, up until two nights earlier, when I’d been reborn under a rattlesnake shapeshifter’s guidance. That had a lot to do with why my powers were out-of-control wonky. Joanne had had a handle on her skill set. Siobhán apparently resided in another league. And I was going to have to stop thinking of them as separate or I’d become a headcase in no time flat.

				 “But you’ll prefer Joanne,” the woman said with a nod, then looked to Gary. “And you come with a companion.”

				 Gary, who was rarely gruff, said, “Muldoon. Gary Muldoon,” gruffly, and she inclined her head toward him.

				 “Are you here of your own free will, Mr. Muldoon? Will you be traveling the roads Joanne travels, walking beside her, or will you stand aside and let her pass where she must go alone?”

				 “I’m here, ain’t I?”

				 The woman smiled. “So you are. Now there’re two ways to approach the Hill. You might go the way everyone does, and see what they all see. Perhaps more,” she added, giving me a significant look. “Perhaps not.”

				 I was pretty sure I would See more than most people, assuming the Sight didn’t knock me for another loop. I was equally sure strange women didn’t show up to make portentous comments if they expected me to take the path more traveled by. It hadn’t passed me by that she’d failed to say who she was, but I’d lay long odds she wouldn’t even if I asked her again, so I just said, “What’s the other way?” like a good little stage player.

				 She gestured to the rise of green grass behind her. “Pass through the Hall of Kings, and hear what secrets they might share with you.”

				 “I didn’t even know there was a Hall of Kings. I thought Tara was…” For once I shut up before I made a total fool of myself. Truth was, I hadn’t really thought much at all about what Tara was or wasn’t. I figured it was mystical. Druidic. Stuff like that. I hadn’t considered that ordinary mortals might have passed this way, too, not that kings were exactly ordinary.

				 The woman’s mouth quirked, which was nicer than her outright laughing at me. “Tara is where the ancient kings were crowned, Joanne. Temair na Rí, Hill of the Kings. Here they wedded Méabh to become ard rí, the high kings.”

				 “What, all of them? Liberal sorts, weren’t they?” That time my mouth should have shut up before it did. 

				 The woman gave me a sort of weary look, the kind mothers bestow on precocious but irritating children. “Symbolically, Joanne. Symbolically. Méabh was—”

				 “No, wait, I know this one! She was a high queen, right? Kind of a warrior princess?”

				 There was a certain expression I tended to engender in people more mystically apt than I. It started under the eyes with a slight tensing of fine skin, and went both up and down, making lips thinner and foreheads wrinklier. As a rule, I interpreted it as the pain of one whose cherished childhood dreams have just been spat upon, and it always made me feel guilty. The woman got that expression, suggesting that “warrior princess” was not how she thought of Méabh, but it was too late. I couldn’t take the words back. I put on a pathetic hangdog smile of apology instead, and the look faded into resignation, which was generally how people ended up responding to me. At length she said, “Something like that. Queen of Connacht and of Ulster, descended from or perhaps incarnated of the Morrígan herself, and any man who would be king of Ireland needed the blessing of the trifold goddess.”

				 “I thought that was Brigid,” I said nervously. Brigid was the only deity I knew anything about—well, besides Cernunnos, but I had a close personal relationship with him—and what I knew about her fit in a nutshell. “Trifold goddess” was stamped on the nutshell, in fact, and that was the sum total of my knowledge.

				 A little of the dismay left the woman’s face. Apparently I’d gotten something right. “Brigid would be the Morrígan’s other face, perhaps. The coin turned upward instead of down. Maiden, mother, crone, to the Morrígan’s warrior, witch and death.”

				 I swallowed. “Right. Um. We’re not going to meet her, are we?”

				 The woman stepped aside with another smile, gesturing us up the hill. “There’ll be one way and one way only to find out.”

				 Gary was halfway up the hill before the woman finished speaking. I jolted after him, vaguely ashamed that even now, he was more enthusiastic for my adventures than I was. I caught his shoulder as he reached the low crest and tugged him back. “Hey, hang on a second, wait up.”

				 He glanced at me with elevated bushy eyebrows, and I found myself mimicking the woman’s gesture, waving at the low stretch of land beyond our hill. Annoyed that I’d done so, I glanced back to glower at her, but she was gone. I stared down the deserted pathway a moment, then passed a hand over my eyes and said, “Hang on a sec,” again.

				 “I’m hangin’, doll. What’s up?”

				 “Obviously there’s something down there for us to see. I’m just thinking it might be helpful if you could…See.”

				 “I see just fine,” Gary said in mild offense. “I wear reading glasses, but who doesn’t?”

				 “No, not see. See. With a capital ess. With the Sight. Like I do.”

				 Gary looked down his nose at me. It wasn’t very far down—he was only a couple inches taller than I—but it was far enough. “Last I checked you were the one with the magic mojo, Jo.” A glitter came into his gray eyes and I pointed a warning finger at him.

				 “You are not calling me Mojojo. Ever. I refuse it as a nickname.”

				 The glitter turned into a grin. “Sure…Jo.”

				 I turned my pointy finger from him toward the green below us. “Do you or do you not want a chance to See what we’re facing?”

				 “’Course I do!”

				 “Then no Mojojojo.” I bit my tongue on getting carried away with the jojos, then exhaled. “Okay. I know this works because I’ve done it with Morrison and Billy.” Billy, my police detective partner—former partner, which he didn’t even know yet. He was going to kill me. Anyway, Billy was an adept himself, able to speak with the recently dead, but Morrison had the magical aptitude of a turnip. If I could make the Sight ritual work on him, I had no doubt it would work on Gary. “But I’ve only done it while stationary, which is no help.”

				 Gary’s eyebrows shot up, dancing with mad glee. I threatened to whack his shoulder and he laughed out loud, which made me laugh. “You’re good for me,” I informed him. “I laugh more when you’re around.”

				 “You need some laughter in your life, darlin’. Speakin’ of which, how’s things with Mike now that he ain’t the boss?”

				 “Of all the awkward segues. I’ll let you know. Stop distracting me.”

				 “From what? You don’t look like you’re doing much.”

				 “I’m trying to think!” Which wasn’t my strong point even when I hadn’t flown all night. I walked a few steps away, squinting at Tara. I’d never awakened second Sight in someone when I wasn’t already using it. Quite certain it wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had, I held my breath and triggered the Sight.

				 Time revved up a Roto-Rooter and tunneled through a thousand years of history.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				The landscape changed. Hills reshaped, stone walls rose where none currently stood and in the distance a double row of wooden henges spread out in an unbelievably large circle, containing vastly more area than I expected. I could see modern-day shadows of the new highway cutting through what had once been sacred land, its effect so significant as to mar the world even in retrospect. Mist-softened sunlight caught a hollow between the sets of henges where it had been dug out, and dug deep, to create a true barrier around Tara.

				 I was accustomed to Looking at Seattle, which wasn’t an old city even by the U.S.’s standards. The Native American settlements there had been so thoroughly bulldozed over that they left depressingly little mark on the modern city. I probably could See them if I needed to, but so far I hadn’t had to.

				 Tara, despite the highway, despite its long-ago abandonment as a spiritual center, despite the tourists that tromped through it daily, roared with ancient power. Everything within the henge barrier shone brilliant, healing blue, with spikes of yellow that spoke of a warrior heritage. Where they blended, they became adamant green, a color I’d long since associated with the protective, stolid quality of buildings that knew their business as shelters for those within. My vision shifted and shimmered, trying to accommodate the changes Tara had seen. Changes that were still living within the sacred earth: what had gone on here left its mark, year after year, until years turned into centuries and centuries to millennia.

				 Only one thing remained the same. A white standing stone poked up impudently, barely altered by time. There was life within that stone, more life than the usual shaman-recognized spirit which infested all things. Everything had purpose, but most inanimate objects were rooted and calm and patient.

				 The standing stone screamed with impatience, a hair-raising shriek that echoed under my skin. I was used to the Sight showing me things beyond the ordinary. It had never before given me the ability to listen in on something that I was certain reached out of this world. I wondered if that was part of the upgrade to the shiny new Siobhán Walkingstick package, or if I’d simply never faced an inanimate object old enough to have a voice of its own.

				 “What is that?” I had the impression I was walking, an impression confirmed when Gary’s hand closed around my biceps and stopped me from going any farther.

				 “Hold up, doll. Don’t forget about me.”

				 “Right.” I turned away from the standing stone, though its voice still shrieked against the small bones in my ears.

				 Something uncomfortable happened in Gary’s expression as I faced him. His voice dropped half an octave on one syllable: “Jo?”

				 “Yeah?”

				 “You look…” He circled one hand, and stopped, still discomfited. I waited for further explanation, which was not forthcoming. After a few seconds my eyebrows went up and I shrugged one shoulder. There was hardly any point in being magically adept if I couldn’t use it to figure out what was bugging my friends, so I stepped out of my body to take a look at me.

				 Gary was right. I looked “…” and my noncorporeal self made a hand circle just like he had.

				 I would not have recognized me, eighteen months earlier. Not on the levels that mattered. The height, yes; the spiky short black hair, sure. The slightly too-generous nose with its scattering of freckles: those things remained the same. But my eyes, to hear me tell it, were hazel, while the woman I was looking at had eyes of blaze-gold. A thin scar cut across her right cheekbone, breaking a few of those freckles apart, and she wore cuff earrings—a stylized raven on one ear, a rattlesnake on the other—which I’d never done. Nor did the me of a year and a half ago wear a silver choker necklace or the copper bracelet that barely glinted under the new leather coat, though I would have at least recognized the bracelet. My father had given it to me when I left for college. The necklace had been a gift from my dying mother, barely two weeks before I became a shaman. I didn’t need to see the last of my talismans, a Purple Heart medal given to me by Gary, to know it was there: it lay over my own heart, pinned discreetly inside my shirt. I would probably die of embarrassment if Gary ever found that out.

				 I’d thought earlier I needed great sunglasses to really work that coat. Now I thought I needed them to hide my spooky eyes, which were the most visible change in me. Not everyone would be able to see the silver-blue psychic and physical shields wrapping around me so smoothly they looked like liquid silk, but those who could—people like my mentor, Coyote—would respect their strength. Actually, Coyote would just be astonished I’d finally gotten them so integrated that they were intact even though I wasn’t consciously thinking about them, and annoyed it had taken a werewolf bite to force me into that mental space. That wasn’t the point.

				 The point was, I looked confident. I had presence beyond what my height conferred. That, above all, was the element Joanie Walker, cop shop mechanic, wouldn’t have known what to do with if she’d seen her future self reflected in the mirror. And that, apparently, was what Gary saw, too.

				 I said, “Ah,” rather softly as I stepped back into my body. My Sight was still on full bore, and Gary’s aura was its usual deep solid mercury-silver, reminding me of the old V8 engine I’d initially thought of him as being. His unease glimmered around the edges, lighter shades of silver, but it was turning to something else: a brighter white, like pride was overtaking discomfort.

				 “Lookit you, Joanie,” he breathed. “All growed up.”

				 I grinned, stepping forward to put my hand on top of his head. “Let’s not be hasty. Stand on my feet.” Unlike anybody else I knew, Gary didn’t argue, ask why or prevaricate. He just stepped on my feet with his full weight, evidently unconcerned that he might crush my toes. Fortunately, I was wearing some of my favorite leather stompy boots which had lots of internal structure, and my toes were perfectly safe as I chanted, “This man I hold dear, let him See clear, let that vision hold sway til the end of the day.”

				 A poet I was not. Fortunately, I didn’t have to be Tennyson in order to trigger the power. The other times I’d done this, I’d felt nothing in particular, though Billy and Morrison had both reacted instantly and gratifyingly. This time, though, I was asking a whole lot more of the magic: it wasn’t supposed to become independent. The spell I’d read about only worked if the caster and the castee remained standing the way Gary and I were, which would be no use at all if we had to explore ancient Tara. But shamanism was based on the precept of change: in theory, if I could imagine it, I could do it. I wasn’t about to stop Italy from rotating while the rest of the world continued on, but in theory, I could.

				 Giving Gary the Sight until sundown was, by comparison, small potatoes. He already believed in not only the arcane in general, but specifically in my talent, so there was no resistance as the coil of magic within me built up and spilled out in a distinct, feel-able wave. My brighter silver-blue coated his mercury, then faded inside it, wriggling and adjusting to a different set of eyes. It left behind a sheen of blue on his aura, and only as that faded did Gary let out a long, slow whistle. “God almighty, Jo.”

				 “Just Jo.” I released him slowly, feeling the magic linking us stretch, then settle comfortably. “How’s that?”

				 “Incredible.” His voice softened with awe. “You can see like this and you don’t all the time?”

				 “It’s too much.” I turned back to Tara, cold swimming over me as the stone screamed again. “I’m afraid if I always look at this world, I’ll lose sight of the real one. I’ve been afraid of that since the beginning.”

				 “I think there ain’t much more real than this.”

				 I smiled at him, then did a double take. Gary’s eyes, usually gray, were as solid silver as his aura. I chortled and hugged him, inordinately pleased. He grunted, a sound intended to mask his own pleasure, and made a question with his eyebrows that I answered cheerfully: “Your eyes are silver. You’re the only one who’s ever held his own when I set this spell on him. Everybody else’s have gone gold, like mine.”

				 “Old dog’s got a lot of tricks, darlin’.” Gary did not look old, not one little bit at all. Not to my normal sight, and not to the Sight. Part of it was his totem spirit, a tortoise whose steady ways had gotten us out of major trouble at least once. I could See it now, surrounding him comfortably, always there if its strength needed to be drawn on.

				 But mostly it was his joie de vivre. Nobody who loved life and new experiences that much was ever going to get old, not really. Wiser and eventually dead, maybe, but not old. This time I said what I’d so often thought: “You’re my hero, you know that, Gary? I want to grow up into somebody like you.”

				 Color stained his cheeks, which I hadn’t thought possible. “You’re doin’ just fine, doll. C’mon. We better go see what there is to see.” He offered his hand. I slipped mine into it, and we walked together into the Hall of Kings.

				

 The stone’s cry went mute as the Hall’s ephemeral walls surrounded us. I slowed, straining to hear it, and Gary stuck a finger in his ear. “What was that? I didn’t even hear it until it quit.”

				 “I don’t really kn… Do you hear that?” Whispers rattled around the hall, bouncing off my skin. Drowning out the stone, maybe, except they were whispers and the stone had screamed. There was probably some old adage about a whisper being louder than a scream, but I couldn’t come up with it off the top of my head.

				 Gary swallowed audibly. “What’s weird is I can understand ’em, doll. Pretty sure that ain’t English they’re speaking.”

				 “It’s not.” My mother had spoken in Irish a few times in the months we’d walked side by side without ever getting to know one another. It had sounded more or less like the whispers did, but somewhere in my mind the words twisted from a language I didn’t know into one I did. “It’s like with Cernunnos. Remember how you only understood him when he wanted you to? There’s magic afoot.”

				 The half-spooked expression faded from Gary’s face. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

				 I grinned. “That’s why I said it. All right, let me listen.” Why I thought me listening would do any more good than Gary listening, I didn’t know. Of course, if he was quiet then we could both listen, which was probably twice as good as just me listening. Which I couldn’t do when I was running on at the brain, again. In the past, my brain babbling at such length had meant there was something it either didn’t want to think about—which things numbered in the dozens right now—or it was working out some extreme cleverness that would at any moment leap out and surprise me.

				 Much to my dismay, nothing leapt out. The whispers, though, became clearer: men, all of them men, which in a hall called of Kings probably made sense. Some were bitter, claiming unrighteous loss of kingship; others were pure and joyful with their duties. Hints of decay spread through all of them like a warning that their histories and legends, that those stories were being lost to time.

				 Less lost than some, though. At least Tara remained and was recognized as an important site. There were so many places in the world completely lost, or barely rediscovered, that for a moment, standing in the heart of memory broke my heart.

				 Ice touched the back of my neck and I turned without thinking. A tall and slender man, almond-eyed and pale-skinned, stood behind me. He wore leather and wool and metal, and a crown of silver over fair hair, and there was nothing even remotely human about him.

				 I wasn’t sure how I knew that. He had none of the telltale marks that non-human people in legend had: his ears were round, his eyes, while not Western-European-shaped, were hardly so tilted as to be inhuman, and his build was no more slender than that of a slim mortal man. But he wasn’t human, and with my usual flair, I said, “What are you?” only realizing afterward that that was probably unforgivably rude.

				 “The ard rí,” he said in a tone which suggested I’d been unforgivably rude. “What are you?”

				“Gwyld.” I was a bit startled the word came out of my mouth, but Cernunnos—and a woman who had died hours after I’d met her—had both used the word for me. It was, as best I could tell, an old Irish word for shaman or magic-maker, and it apparently meant something to this high king, because surprise filtered through his gaze.

				 “I thought I knew all the connected at Tara.”

				 Delighted, I chewed on connected as a new term for magic users. I liked it more than adepts, and wondered why it had fallen out of use. Then again, maybe it hadn’t in Ireland. It wasn’t like I’d grilled my mother on the subject.

				 While I chewed, the high king looked me over, his expression growing incrementally more dour. “What,” he finally asked, “are you wearing, gwyld?”

				 I said, “The fashion of my century,” then kicked myself in the ankle for setting up a question that had to be answered.

				 Except instead of looking like he needed answers, his shoulders relaxed and he let out a soft sigh. “And which of us is displaced? The Tara I see before me wavers and trembles in my sight. Have you called me forward, gwyld, or have I called you back?”

				 I scrunched my face. “Joanne. My name’s Joanne, not ‘gwyld.’ And I think I’m the one displaced. Who…when…are you?”

				 “My name is Lugh,” he said, “and today is the day I die.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				“Gosh,” I said brightly, “good thing I didn’t show up tomorrow.” Then I wanted to kick myself, but I’d done that once already during this conversation. I didn’t want Lugh to think I had a nervous twitch.

				 Much better he should think I was an unbelievable idiot with a terrible sense of humor and no manners instead. I puffed my cheeks and stared at the wavering walls a moment before trying for a more human and humane response. “I mean, how awful, are you sure?”

				 Judging from his expression, I had not much improved my original comment. “The dark of winter is upon us, gwyld. My wife and mistress must be assuaged to bring back the light.”

				 “Has anybody suggested marriage counseling?” There was something wrong with me. I was usually mouthy, but not this much of a jackass. I took a moment for introspection and determined the cause of my behavior was probably the unmitigated terror sluicing through my veins. I’d meant to give Gary the Sight, not throw myself back through time. I had no clue how I’d done it or, more important, how to get home again. Lugh was attractive, but not worth staying displaced in time for. Especially since he was going to die soon. I held up a finger, asking for his patience, and knelt to curl myself up in a little ball, forehead against the grass.

				 Grass and stone: once upon a time there’d been a floor in this hall. In my time it was gone, but whenever we were now, it was present, but had modern-day grass growing up through it. That suggested I was still tethered in some fashion to my own era, which was reassuring. Some of the impulse to lash out faded, and I took a deep cleansing breath of green-scented air.

				 My leather coat creaked as I sat back on my heels. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting to step out of time and it’s making me act like a jerk. I’m not usually quite this bad.”

				 “The connected are often unusual.” The way he said the last word implied he really meant “unforgivable assholes,” but he was offering rope to hang myself with.

				 I took it, though I stayed kneeling. One knelt before royalty, after all. Also, equilibrium restoring itself or not, my legs felt shaky and I didn’t want to test them. “Who’s your wife? I thought stories about druids doing human sacrifices were just that. Stories. Also, dark of winter? Really? It’s the spring equinox when I am. Or just past. Close enough, anyway.”

				 He opened his mouth to answer two times while I rambled on, then stood there with a moderately patient glare until I fell silent. “I am wed to the Morrígan, and dark of winter or a balance of light, the quartered sun days are powerful. They do not have to be the same to draw us together. How is it that I, only a king, knows what a gwyld does not?”

				 “My training’s been spotty.” I got to my feet, feeling no need to add that the spottiness was entirely my own doing. “Wait, the Morrígan? The death goddess? That Morrígan?”

				 “The one and same,” Gary said at my elbow.

				 I nearly jumped out of my skin, having sort of forgotten about him. Lugh, though, exhaled unmistakable relief, and nodded to the big guy standing behind me. “I see from your garb you are with the gwyld. Her teacher, perhaps?”

				 Gary said “No” and I said “Yes” at the same time, leaving the high king to look as though he’d rather be having teeth pulled than this conversation. I said, “You are, too,” over my shoulder, and pleasure ran through Gary’s aura.

				 Auras. I looked back at Lugh.

				 His was all wrong. Not like a human aura and not much like the blaze of light and power that was a god, either. He was more connected to the earth than that, his aura reflecting the health of the land around him. That was what had triggered the assumption he wasn’t human. At the moment his aura lay sallow against his skin, dark of winter indeed. I could See the same quietness, even exhaustion, spreading through Tara to the countryside beyond. “Does this happen every year? I mean, no offense, but she must go through a lot of high kings this way.”

				 “She comes and goes as the years call her,” Lugh said patiently. “We kings rule in her name and with her blessing until the land hungers for us, and then she returns to claim us for it. Gwyld, why have you come here?”

				 My mouth, as it all too often did, skipped over consulting with my brain and blurted, “Maybe to save your life.”

				

 Hope flashed across Lugh’s face and died again so quickly that I wasn’t sure I’d seen it. There was certainly no trace of it in his voice as he said, “A generous proposal, but not one I think you can manage. Not unless a high king called Lugh still reigns over Eire in your time, gwyld.”

				 Dismay crashed through me, but Gary stepped in. “Hard to say. Legend says all your kind went underground thousands of years ago. Could be anybody on the throne. Lugh’s part of the mythology here, though. Sun god, I think, so maybe not. What?” he demanded when I gaped at him. “Look, it ain’t native knowledge, doll. I been reading up the past year, just like you have. Guess we’ve been covering different territory. Anyway, aincha ever heard of fairy mounds? ’Swhere the fair folk go to ground. Everybody knows that.”

				 “No, I’ve never heard of fairy mounds! I swear to God, did I miss a college course? Life Lessons 103: How to Recognize Magic?” My hands waved in the air like demented puppets. “And I thought I was doing so much better!”

				 “You are.”

				 That was not reassuring. I stuffed my hands in my coat pockets, shoulders hunched defensively high as I shuffled to face Lugh again.

				 He didn’t look any more reassured than I felt. I sighed and scrubbed my hands through my hair, which needed to be washed. “So this Morrígan. Is she really a goddess? I’ve never met a goddess.”

				 “The Morrígan,” Lugh said, a bit severely. “She was one of us once, long ago. She has left us since, and rides the night sky with her ravens and her bloody blades.”

				 “Ra…” The woman in my vision had been accompanied by ravens. I swallowed and gestured to indicate a height equal to my own. “Is she about yay tall, with hip-length black hair and a death’s head face? Blue robes? Badass tattoos? Necklace like this one?” I stuck my thumb under my necklace, bringing it to Lugh’s attention.

				 He focused on it momentarily. “All but the last, yes.”

				 I tried to focus on the necklace, too—difficult, when it was a choker and didn’t pass my chin when tugged forward—then muttered, “She’s the reason I’m here. I mean, in Ireland. Not here—here, whenever this is. Hey!” I let go of the necklace, suddenly hopeful. “Maybe I really do get to save you! Maybe that’s why she called me!” Of course, the call had felt like more of a gauntlet across the face than a request for a rescue mission, but maybe that didn’t matter.

				 Or maybe it did. Lugh shook his head. “She is not known for her kindness. I think she wouldn’t call you to rewrite my fate.”

				 “Well, I’m here now. I think I’ll give it a shot, if you don’t mind.”

				 Complexity crossed Lugh’s face and he looked to Gary. “You are her teacher. In my time the connected say fate is not to be toyed with. Is it not so in your time?”

				 Gary’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “Forgive me for sayin’ so, your majesty, but what the hell’s the point in being connected if you don’t mess with fate? Rightin’ wrongs, fighting the good fight, setting kids named Arthur on the path to be king? That’s what the connected do.”

				 Now Lugh shot a surreptitious glance at me. “Arthur?”

				 “After your time. Don’t worry about it. What do your adepts do?”

				 He tipped his head curiously, then smiled. “Adepts. A suitable word. They maintain balance. Between justice and injustice, between life and death, between light and dark. What do you do?”

				 “That,” I admitted, “only less portentously. I hope. My version involves getting my ass kicked a lot, and screwing around with fate. I don’t know what else to call getting a kid turned into a sorcerer’s vessel.” There were a whole bunch of other threads I’d tugged in my year as a shaman, but that one continued to upset me.

				 “Your world,” Lugh said after a long, long time, “must be badly out of balance.”

				 “You have no idea.”

				 He drew himself up, suddenly regal. “Then you must see what a world in balance looks like, gwyld. Perhaps that is why you’re here. Come.” He turned and walked away and I made to follow him.

				 Gary hissed, “Jo,” despite my name having not a sibilant in sight. “Jo, hang on.”

				 I hung, letting Lugh stride down the Hall of Kings without us. “What’s wrong?”

				 His eyes popped. “We’re standin’ in the middle of a million-year-old hall that’s just a bunch of green hills in our time, talkin’ to an elf king, and you gotta ask what’s wrong? What’d you do to us, Jo? This ain’t what the Sight’s like, is it?”

				 “Oh. No. Not normally. I mean, no—wait. What do you see?”

				 “I see Tara, Jo. Tara the way it musta been a million years ago. It’s…” Gary, who was never at a loss for words, trailed off as he gazed around. “There’s swords on the walls. Lot of ’em don’t look like they’ve ever been used. They’ve got carvings below them, faces. Except they don’t look like carvings, more like they just lifted right out of the stone itself. All the kings, I guess. Makes you feel like you’re walkin’ through history.” He paused, then said in a more normal tone, “You know what I mean.”

				 I grinned. “Yeah. I don’t see that, not as clearly. I’ve got overlap going from our time. I don’t see the faces.”

				 “Too bad. They’re somethin’, Jo.” He refocused on me. “So what the hell’d you do? You said your rhyme, then disappeared for a minute, and then everything changed to this and the elf king.”

				 I stared at him. “How’d you know he wasn’t human?”

				 Gary did his plate tectonics shrug. “Pretty sure the human high kings of Ireland married Maeve, not the Morrígan. That and the mythology said Lugh was one of the sí. It stood to reason.”

				 My hands started doing the Muppet thing again. “What the hell’s a shee? No, never mind, forget it, just tell me how it stood to reason that some random guy in the annals of history wasn’t human? How it stood to reason that—”

				 Gary gave me a level look. “Sweetheart, in the fifteen months I’ve known you, I been stabbed by a demigod, ridden with the Wild Hunt, fought a wendigo, been witched into a heart attack an’ killed a couple zombies. What part of that would make a guy think there weren’t any elves prancin’ about somewhere in the world?”

				 I stared at him again. Pushed my glasses up. Stared some more. Then, in my very best academic tone, I said, “Oh. Well, when you put it like that, yeah, okay. I don’t know how we got here, Gary. And what do you mean, I disappeared?”

				 “Poof,” he said with a demonstrative puff of his fingers. “Gone. Had me worried for a minute, but then I got sucked back through time, too.”

				 “I can still See our time,” I said nervously. “I don’t like that I went poof. That can’t be a good sign.”

				 He whacked my shoulder in a way that could, if I was liberal with my definition, be construed as a pat. “Roll with it, doll.”

				 “Right. Because I don’t know how to get us home, so what choice do I have.”

				 Gary beamed and patted my shoulder again. This time I didn’t stagger from it. “That’s my girl. You’re getting the hang of this carpe diem stuff.”

				 “I have a good teacher. I think I also have an impatient elf king up there.” Indeed, Lugh stood framed by the hall’s far doorway, looking for all the world like a graceful marble statue. A graceful, impatient marble statue, though I’d never encountered a statue which exuded impatience. It made me wonder if there was a Museum of Statues of Unusual Expression somewhere in the world. There should be, if there wasn’t.

				 Lugh’s statuesque pose relaxed as we caught up to him. Gary caught his breath—his own breath, not Lugh’s—and even I, who still saw my era overlying ancient Tara, said, “Wow.”

				 The screaming white stone stood a few hundred yards away in a straight shot from the hall’s exit. I could See another version of it about a hundred yards off to the right; it had been moved in comparatively modern times, but the sheer solidity of its long-term presence beyond the hall made its modern-day location a mere shadow. Beyond it, the henges rose up with banners snapping, making the barrier around Tara that much more impressive.

				 Everything within the henges was focused on the screaming stone, which shone with gathered energy. It was capped with rich green magic at the moment, power waiting to be released. I wanted to yank the cap off to see if the energy shot upward like a spotlight directed at the sky. I kind of thought it would. That it would shoot up, crash into the cloud layer and rain back down over the entirety of Ireland in an island-size distribution of goodwill, serenity and balance.

				 Except Ireland didn’t exactly have a history of goodwill, serenity and balance. I frowned at the screaming stone like that was its fault, but Lugh brushed the thought away with a dramatic sweep of his hand. “Here lies the heart of our civilization. The collected spirit of the aos sí, where at midsummer those who would rule pass through the hall and come to the Lia Fáil, the Stone of Destiny. The stone cries out for all of Ireland to hear when a worthy man lays hand on it. The Morrígan comes to wed him, and we kneel before our new king.”

				 “You get a lot of people eager for that job when they know the wedding bed ends up with a sacrificial knife through it?” My analogy sucked, but Lugh got the point. So to speak.

				 “It is an honor and a duty to be tested,” he said stiffly, and just to teach me a lesson, struck off across the hills while he spoke. I chased after as he replaced stiffness with haughtiness that I was sure covered uncertainty. “All creatures must die. What better reason than for your people?”

				 Wrongness twitched up my spine again, just like it had when I’d contemplated Ireland’s emotional balance. “See, now, I get you’re elves or whatever, but if I’ve learned one thing being a shaman it’s that blood sacrifice is just not cool. It leads to all kinds of bad moj—” I broke off and glared over my shoulder at Gary, who had no problem keeping pace as we approached the Lia Fáil. He widened his eyes and mimed zipping his lips: no MojoJo from him. Satisfied, I finished, “Bad mojo. I can’t see that undergoing a 180-degree reversal, even over the course of a jillion years. Also,” I said, glancing around, “if there’s going to be a sacrifice here, shouldn’t there be a bloodthirsty crowd gathering?”

				 “It is a private affair,” Lugh said, still uptight and arrogant about it.

				 I snorted, then gaped as the penny dropped. “Oh, shit. You mean you didn’t know this would happen when you signed on, don’t you. Oh, crap. This cannot be good. This can’t be good at all. Sacrifices are bad enough. Secret sacrifices, that, no, just no. I put my foot down. That’s enough of this bullshit. Where is she? I’m going to have a word with this chick.”

				 Lugh, wordlessly, pointed skyward. I whipped around, arms akimbo.

				 The woman who stalked out of the sky was my mother.
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