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  O day and night, O night of time 
(the weft upon the warp of rhyme)
I backward step to the abyss
Where the Form ends and Nothing is—
Where Nothing ends and the All-Thing is.
-Nuinn







  
  Part I - A Re-Told Tale
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  1. Wee Willie Winker
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At least it isn’t a minotaur or a dragon , I thought as the fairy danced through the bushes, giggling its way across Forest Park. 
It wasn’t the first fairy I’d tried to catch—but so far it had proven the most elusive. Three unicorns. Six sprites. Four fairies. Two tree nymphs and one water nymph. All successfully caught and returned to Annwn through the wellspring. Yes, I was keeping count. Some appeared in Forest Park—where the two trees transplanted from Annwn flourished—and others showed up closer to home, around the streams that poured out from the overflow of the gateway wellspring beneath the Shire. So far, there was only one creature—she appeared as a woman in gold riding a white horse—that I couldn’t catch. She appeared every day in the hills around the Shire as the sun was setting. She might have been an illusion, perhaps a ghost, because no matter how hard I tried to catch up to her, it seemed she got farther away. Still, she seemed mostly harmless—so far. 
These fairies, though, were real boogers. Not that they did much harm, but they weren’t particularly concerned about keeping their own existence a secret, usually pulling pranks of various sorts on people in the park. I’d snagged one the week before just as he was about to give an old lady a wedgie. She thought I was trying to grab her butt and smacked me with her purse—the prank had been on me all the while. 
The sprites and the nymphs weren’t much of a worry. They tended to hide away, sheepishly, to avoid detection. But these fairies—when one showed up, I knew I had to get it quickly. Can you imagine the uproar and intrigue if people started claiming to see fairies in the middle of St. Louis? Every cryptozoologist on the continent would come trying to trap one for themselves and, since fairies are magical creatures, there’s no telling what might happen if one fell into the wrong hands. 
My foot slipped a little in the mud as I tried to make a quick pivot to grab the fairy—which, of course, dodged the butterfly net as I swung it in the fairy’s direction. 
“Crap!” I exclaimed as my knee fell into a puddle, soiling my brand-new pair of jeans. The fairy’s giggles echoed in the distance as it disappeared in the trees. I wasn’t altogether out of shape, but this little guy was wearing me out. Usually I had more stamina than this. Maybe it was due to a lack of sleep. It seemed every time I’d start to fall asleep over the last few days, Tyler’s phone would ring with an alert—he’d detect a magical signature somewhere and it was up to me to track it down. If I was lucky, it would be just outside the Shire. This evening I wasn’t lucky.  The flight up here in eagle form was tiring enough. No wonder I was out of steam. 
Nothing a little magic couldn’t help. I leaned against the Tree of Life, placing my hand to its trunk, and asked if it might loan me some of its vigor. The tree obliged. I felt new energy flow into my body; it tickled a little, but it was a mostly pleasant sensation. But still, my eyes were getting heavier. What the… 
I sat beside the tree, leaning my head against the trunk. I was nodding off… trying to stay awake, but I couldn’t. 
Something giggled in my ear. 
I slapped my hand at the sound and caught the fairy by his wings. 
“Just sleep!” the fairy exclaimed. 
“You’re the one making me tired?” I asked, still struggling to keep my eyes open. 
“It’s what I do!” the fairy said. 
“Who are you? The sandman?” 
“Don’t be silly, human. The sandman is a fairy tale.”
I smirked—hearing a fairy use the phrase “fairy tale” to describe something that didn’t exist was humorously ironic. “Then who are you? What’s your name?” 
“I’m Wee Willie Winker,” the fairy said. “But my friends just call me Willie.” 
“Nice to meet you, Willie. Did you know you came to Earth?” I asked. 
“What is Earth?”
“Abred,” I said, correcting myself. To the creatures of Annwn, our world was known as Abred, not “Earth.”  
“Of course!” Willie said. “Why wouldn’t I know?” 
I shrugged. “The other fairies I’ve caught here seemed to pass through the veil by accident.” 
“I’m on vacation,” Willie said. “Now let me go!”
I shook my head. “Sorry Willie, can’t do it.”
“It’s Wee Willie Winker to you. I said only my friends call me Willie.” I almost lost my grip on him as he struggled to escape. 
“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “I just want to help you go home.” 
“Who died and made you the policeman of Abred?” Willie asked. 
I bit my lip—Lily died, that’s who. The gatekeeper, my sister. But I knew he wasn’t being literal, and the last thing I was going to do was lament my sister’s loss to a fairy. “So why are you here, really?”
Willie raised his hand and extended his middle finger. 
I laughed, which only seemed to piss him off. “I know you aren’t here on vacation. People don’t go to St. Louis on vacation. Florida, maybe. California would make sense. But you aren’t here on vacation.”
“I’m not a people!” Willie said, seemingly offended that I’d likened him to a human. 
“My apologies,” I said. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“Then let… me…go!” 
“Not going to happen,” I said. “You might not think I’m friend, but I am. If someone else caught you…”
“No one can catch Wee Willie Winker!” 
“I did,” I said, smiling wide. 
“Only because you’re a Druid. Usually my dust puts a person to sleep in a split second. You have magic… no one has caught me in a thousand years.” 
The little fairy didn’t look a day over fifteen, in truth. He had a slender build, as most fairies did. His hair was green and straight, spiked atop his head. His skin was dark, a reddish-brown color. 
“I don’t think anyone from around here has even seen a fairy in more than a thousand years,” I said.
Willie narrowed his eyes. “I find that hard to believe.” 
“So you don’t want to go back to Annwn?” I asked. “Why not go back to your people?” 
“I am not welcome there,” Willie said somberly, shaking his head. 
“But you said you have friends.”
“Not my friends anymore.” 
I suddenly felt bad for the little guy. He was a fairy outcast. I wasn’t about to probe him on what he’d done. After all, he’d made it clear that he didn’t think of me as a friend. “I know the feeling,” I said. 
“You don’t have friends, either?” Willie asked.
“I have friends,” I said. “But I don’t have family. Not anymore. I know what it’s like to feel alone.”  
Willie’s countenance softened. “I wish I had friends.”
“I’ll be your friend,” I said. 
“But you want to send me away,” Willie said. “A foolish thing! Don’t you realize that Annwn and Abred were never meant to be divorced? I am here in Abred, but I never left Annwn. Why have you?” 
I sighed, unsure what to make of his question. “I’ll make you a deal. I won’t send you back, but you have to stick with me.” 
Willie smiled, showing off his jagged teeth. “If we’re going to be friends, you can call me Willie.”
“Hi, Willie,” I said, smiling back at him. 
“Now if you’d just let me go, maybe I can help you with something. Care to take a nap?” 
I laughed. “I’d love a nap. But not here, not in the park. There is something else you might be able to help me with, though.”  
“Willie loves to help his friends!” 
“Good,” I said. “There’s one creature I haven’t been able to catch. She shows up every evening. Maybe you could help with that?” 
“Wee Willie Winker at your service, Druid!” 
I smiled. “Good. But first thing’s first. How would you like to meet a couple other friends?”
“Three new friends in one day! Never has Willie so much as found a four-leaf clover to grant such luck!”  






  
  2. Little Flirt
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I half expected Willie to take off again into the trees when I let go of his wings. Instead, he perched himself on my shoulder.  
“You might not want to sit there,” I said as I unbuckled my jeans, preparing to shift into eagle form. 
“We’re just friends!” Willie protested. “You humans are so strange. Do you strip for all your friends?” 
“Only the ones closest to me,” I said through a chuckle. “I have to take off my clothes before I do this…” Drawing on Awen—the magic that coursed through my frame—I easily shifted into eagle form. I used to require my staff to pull this off, but I’d done this particular shift so many times it had become second nature. 
I’m not sure what I expected, but Willie was not at all taken aback by my transformation. I suppose being native to Annwn, he was accustomed to what, from an Earthly perspective, were fantastical things. 
He fluttered his wings and straddled the back of my neck, clinging to my feathers. “Giddy up!” Willie shouted. 
I would have smiled if my beak allowed it. 
With a flap of my wings we took flight, my clothes held tightly in my talons. We soared together over St. Louis and across the hills to the southwest—a path I was well accustomed to taking back to the Shire in the Ozark Mountains.
“Wowzers!” Willie shouted, clearly enjoying the ride. 
I couldn’t talk back to him in this form, but I released a high-pitched giggle. In spite of what most people think, eagles like myself don’t produce the most impressive of screams. I spotted a field mouse in the hills below and by instinct, I almost dove after it. I’d learned, though, that eating mice didn’t sit too well on my stomach after shifting back to my natural human form. 
Gliding through the trees, we landed at the steps of the Shire. 
“What a rush!” Willie exclaimed.
Resuming human form, I smiled widely. “You like that?”
“Can we go again?” Willie asked.
“In good time,” I said as I quickly re-dressed and pressed open the heavy Shire door. 
Tyler and Emilie were staying with me. Emilie had the option to return to school the next semester, and Tyler, it seemed, had as much leave from his job working with tech giant Eron Chikovsky as he wanted, so long as he submitted regular reports on his latest discoveries and developments. Apparently when you were the only person in the universe who had his unique skillset—the ability to combine magic with technology—you could get away with dictating your own terms of employment. For now, they were busy helping me figure out how to handle the various challenges that the thinned veil between our world and Annwn presented. 
“Make yourself at home,” I told Willie. 
“Who’s the pipsqueak?” Tyler asked, his toothbrush hanging from his mouth and toothpaste suds dripping from his chin. 
“Meet Wee Willie Winker,” I said.
“Just Willie is fine, because you are my new friends!” 
Emilie set down her violin on the stone table in the middle room—not her Bardic violin, but her regular one, which she’d apparently been playing before we arrived. “Awe, he’s cute!” 
“I know you are, but what am I?” Willie said with a wink. 
“And a flirt, too!” Emilie said, giggling through her words.
“I told Willie he could stay with us,” I said. “Apparently he could use some new friends.” 
“The more the merrier,” Tyler said. “What is he, anyway?”
“I’m a fairy, of course,” Willie said, seemingly put off that Tyler even had to ask. 
“Of course you are,” Tyler said. 
“Willie is going to help me try and catch the lady on horseback,” I said. “He has some interesting abilities.”
“I make people fall asleep,” Willie said. “It’s my life’s passion!” 
“I could use some of that,” Tyler said. “The vine hammock I’ve been trying to sleep on here isn’t the most comfortable thing in the world.”
“You’ve got it!” Willie said, flying from my shoulder and blowing a cloud of silver dust into Tyler’s face. 
Tyler immediately collapsed on the floor, stuck his thumb in his mouth, and started snoring.
I laughed. “I don’t think he meant at this very instant, Willie.”  
Emilie grinned. “Now that’s really something!”  
“Would you like to take a nap, too?” 
“No thank you, Willie. But maybe later, okay?”  
“Anything for the prettiest girl in the land!” 
“I like him,” Emilie said. “He’s sweet.”  
“Like sugar,” Willie said. “Want a taste?”
Emilie laughed. “Not right now. But I appreciate the offer. But I don’t usually eat fairy.”
“And I don’t usually fashion myself for a meal, but for you I might make an exception.” 
“Okay,” I said. “This is getting weird.” 
“What?” Willie asked. “Did I say something wrong?” 
“Not at all,” Emilie interjected. “But it’s about that time, isn’t it, when the lady will appear?” 
“It is,” I said. “The sun is already beginning to set.” 
“Then let’s go fetch for you a lady!” Willie said, perching himself again on my shoulder.    






  
  3. The Chase
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I tucked my wings behind me and elongated my neck. Willie mounted me as before, clinging to my feathers. In eagle form I had better vision than usual. I surveyed the hills around the Shire. There was no telling where she’d show up, but like clockwork she was sure to appear somewhere. A bit of sunlight caught something in the distance, reflecting off her golden clothes. I spotted the woman in gold on her majestic white steed, galloping in the distance.  
Ever since the balance in Annwn was restored and the Morrigan and my mother, Grainne, were reborn in the other’s tree, there was more than enough goodness and insidiousness to go around, no matter which “side” of Annwn you came from. Just because this woman in gold appeared benevolent didn’t mean she was. 
Bottom line—in spite of appearances, it was my responsibility to check out anyone, or anything, that came through from Annwn. The one thing I knew about the Morrigan was that she was clever and crafty—who was to say she couldn’t disguise herself as a peaceful nymph?  
With another hard flap of the wings, I nose-dove toward her position. 
What the…
This was the third time this had happened. This woman on her horse didn’t seem to be moving too fast. The horse wasn’t even in a full gallop. But it was like the faster I pursued her, the farther away she got. I’d seen some funky magic, all kinds of interesting stuff from the otherworld that I never knew existed, but I’d never seen anything that messed with physics quite like this. 
“I don’t think that’s going to work,” Willie said.
I nodded. I knew it wouldn’t work, but I had to try—and maybe if Willie saw what we were dealing with…
One more try—eagle form was the only chance I had. Pursuing anything through the Ozark hills in human form was a major pain. This form allowed me to glide through the hills and valleys effortlessly. And aside from dragon form, which I dared never use, it was the only form I’d mastered. I flapped my wings hard. The lady in gold was now heading over a hill. That might give me a chance to catch up before she got much farther. I took another dive toward her position. 
Seemingly unaware of my pursuit, she just kept leisurely moving forward—still moving farther and farther away the harder I pursued her. 
“Still not going to work,” Willie said, stating the obvious. 
Exhausted, I perched myself on a tree branch. I resumed human form so I could speak. “Any ideas?”
“If you get me close, I can put her to sleep.”
“Well that’s the problem,” I said, perturbed. “We can’t get close to her. Do you have any idea what she is?” 
“She’s human,” Willie said. “But not from Abred.”
“There are humans in Annwn?” 
“Of course, why wouldn’t there be?” 
“I just never saw anyone there before,” I said. “Not anyone I hadn’t brought with me.” 
“She wants to be found,” Willie said.
“Then why won’t she let me catch her?”
“Maybe you aren’t the one she wants to be found by? But her dress, there’s only one reason a woman would dress like that.” 
“And what is that reason?” I asked.
“She’s seeking a suitor, of course. She hopes to catch his eye.” 
I shook my head. “Well the only other possible suitor here is now asleep on the Shire floor.” 
“Willie can fix that!” the fairy exclaimed. “Let’s go get our friend.”  
I shrugged. “Worth a shot, I suppose.”
I resumed eagle form, glided back to the Shire doors, became human again, and quickly pulled on my pants. 
My hair disheveled and my head hung a little low after being “defeated” by the lady in gold for the third time in as many days, I strolled into the Shire, the smell of bacon cooking and coffee brewing immediately perking my senses. 
Emilie wasn’t the cook Claire or Joni had been, but she was good enough. Better than either Tyler or myself, so we weren’t going to fuss if the bacon was a bit too crispy or the egg yolks were overcooked. Complaining would probably put us back in the domain of Pop Tarts and cereal for all foreseeable breakfasts. Not that it was breakfast time—but again, no complaints. Breakfast for dinner isn’t the worst thing in the world.   
“Catch her this time?” Emilie asked.
I shook my head. “Same damn thing. I don’t know if it’s illusion magic or what. Willie thinks Tyler should give it a go.”
Before I could respond, Willie flew over toward Tyler, placed his hand over Tyler’s nose, and pulled a cloud of dust from his sinuses. 
“Look, man,” I said, “I tried it in eagle form, but Willie thinks you might have more luck.” 
Tyler shrugged and darted for the door, Willie flying behind him. “Emilie, keep my food warm. I have an idea.” 
Tyler still hadn’t figured out that when it came to the world of magic, “science” didn’t have all the answers. 
“Think he’s spinning some kind of equation in his head?” I asked as Emilie flipped a strip of bacon in the pan.
Emilie shrugged. “I think he’s just eager to prove his worth. I mean, when it comes to magical abilities, compared to us I think he has an inferiority complex.”
I shook my head. “Tyler has an inferiority complex about everything.”
“True, but this time…”
“What are you saying, Ems?”
“Just maybe you should bring him along with you on your little hunts. He’s going stir-crazy here.” 
“He’s being annoying, isn’t he?” I asked. I knew Tyler well enough—I’d spent most of my teenage years living with him—to know that when he got restless he was obnoxious.
“No, he isn’t… I mean. Not really. Okay. Yes. He’s annoying as hell!”
I laughed. “What is he doing?” 
“What isn’t he doing? If he isn’t going on and on about his technologies and how he’s going to figure out how to harness magic in a portable device, he’s hassling me about if I had any cute friends in New York, and if it isn’t that, he’s picking his nose and sticking his boogies on the Shire wall.”
“He’s sticking his boogers on the Shire?” I scrunched my nose.
Emilie looked at me blankly and nodded. 
“He doesn’t have to stay,” I said. “I’m not making either of you stay. If you want to go on with your lives… I already told you that you should go back and finish college. These little visitations from otherworldly creatures aren’t nearly as insidious as the incursions we faced before.” 
“We’re not leaving you, Bear. Not again. Especially not since...”
“Since my sister died?” I asked, interrupting her.
“I was going to say since there aren’t gatekeepers anymore to send the creatures back. How long is this sustainable, really? We don’t even know how they’re getting here. What happens when something too big, like a dragon, shows up and you can’t get it to go back to Annwn through the wellspring? You shouldn’t have to handle this by yourself.”
I sighed. Truth was, I did miss my sister. I’d spent six-plus years thinking she’d died, and had only found out a few months before she actually did die that she’d been alive all that time. We had some good times together—even if they were a bit taxing. Still, a part of me longed for the days when Lily and I used to tag-team minotaurs in the city streets. 
“I don’t know, Ems. I mean, I appreciate the support. But as a Bard, you’re great when there’s some story or some knowledge about the past we need to solve a riddle. But when’s the last time we needed one of your tales to solve these problems? Most of the guests we find from Annwn these days got here by accident and just need to be shown the way home.” 
Emilie forked a few pieces of bacon onto a plate, set it down on the table, and sat next to me. “If I learned anything last year in New York, it’s that I can’t run from this life. This life with you.” Emilie leaned in a little. 
I pulled back. “Emilie, it’s still too soon… I’m not over her yet.”
“I’m not going to kiss you, Bear.” Emilie rolled her eyes. “I was going to lean my head on your shoulder. You know, like we used to do?” 
I blushed a little out of embarrassment. Truth was, I’d always had a crush on Emilie. She’d told me she reciprocated those feelings, too. But the timing was never right with us. Besides, the last I knew it was the girls, not the boys, who’d garnished most of her attentions lately. Still, with our complicated past, we didn’t discuss it. It was probably the only thing we didn’t share. There were too many wounds there on both sides, and it wasn’t worth picking at the scabs. 
I crunched on a piece of bacon just as the Shire door swung open and banged into the wall. I really needed to get a door stop for that thing. “Tyler, how many times…”
My sentence was interrupted by a female in gold standing beside him. Her hair was long and red. She seemed to emanate a subtle glow. Nothing too intense, just bright enough that you could tell there was something unique about her. 
“Tyler, how did you…”
“He asked her,” Willie said as he flew to my shoulder. 
I stared at Tyler, incredulously.
“It’s true,” Tyler said. “I just shouted, ‘Hey, for the sake of the man you love the most, wait for me!’”  
“You’ve got to be kidding me… you used a corny pickup line?” 
“He got the line from me,” Willie said, beaming with pride. 
Emilie had her face in her palms, trying to hold back a laugh. “You know, Bear, sometimes using your magic isn’t the easiest way to solve a problem.”
“And tell him what you said back,” Tyler said, turning to the girl.
“I told him,” she said in a soft and airy voice, “I will gladly wait. It would have been better for the horse if that other boy had asked the same a while ago!” 
Tyler slapped his leg, mocking me with his gesture. “She’s funny, this one!” 
“And your name?” I asked, ignoring Tyler and standing to greet the girl. 
“I am Rhiannon, daughter of Hyfaidd Henn, the ailing king of Annwn. My father has arranged a husband for me, but I love him not. I come to your realm seeking one I might marry in his stead. It was foretold that the one who calls out to me from Abred, from this realm, who bids me wait while he approaches, is the one destined to be my husband and the future king of Annwn.”
I scrunched my brow. Tyler was standing there wide-eyed, a shit-eating grin splitting his face. His mismatched plaids—a staple in his usual choice of wardrobe—stood in stark contrast to the girl whose long golden robes flowed elegantly across her body. Rhiannon was shockingly beautiful. She had a style about her not like anything I was accustomed to, but you could tell she prided herself on her appearance. Tyler was awkward and lanky, didn’t give a rat’s tail about style, and was at least a month past-due for a haircut. Not that I was
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