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This book is dedicated to all the talented musicians in my family. May you enjoy my fair share of your gifts. You could have at least left me a bucket with which to carry a tune.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


The two MacDonald brothers stood shoulder-to-shoulder and leaned over Laird Somerled’s bed to hear their dying da’s words. Wet with blood, Somerled’s last gasping orders and words of advice were hoarse whispers. “Ranald is my heir. Find Arthur. Bring him home. Donna turn yer back on that bastard. Marry a sorceress to help ye regain control of all the isles.”

The old warrior slipped his signet ring off a trembling finger and pressed it into Ranald’s hand. “Do me proud, son.” With one last cough from his crushed chest, the great Lord of the Isles died. His departure was punctuated with murmuring among his liegemen at the transfer of ring and the stench of death.

Ranald looked out of guilt-ridden eyes to his middle brother Dugald. It was Beltane, the onset of summer and time to drive the herds to summer pastures. All of Somerled’s chieftains on Islay Island had gathered to celebrate the departure of cold bleak weather.

Somerled had called for a hunt to occupy the warriors’ time while the evening feast was prepared. While roaming the craggy hills of Islay, Ranald was the one who had first spotted the hart. Knowing his da’s propensity to constantly prove himself better than his sons, Ranald had put a spur to his horse and galloped ahead of his da, goading the old man to take chances to catch up. Not to be outdone, Somerled had jumped a rock barrier with uneven footing on the other side. Both he and his steed fell. The horse upon his knees, Somerled upon on his chest atop a rocky outcropping.

“Which bastard?” asked Dugald, interrupting Ranald’s thoughts on events that occurred mere hours ago.

Ranald knew, there were an ample number of bastards about: King Broden of Scotland, King Havrid of Norway, and their Uncle Olafsson. He softly replied, “Does it matter?” The afternoon’s chain of events had put a heavy onus upon his shoulders. It was a burden that was going to require him to possibly kill his uncle and perhaps a few vassals in order to retain control of the isles off Scotland’s west coast.

He looked down at the once powerful man. Half-Norse, half-Celtic, Somerled and his brother-in-law had wrested control of the isles away from Havrid and retained possession against frequent raiding and invasion. He’d always instructed his three sons, “Getting a kingdom is easy. Keeping it is the hard part.”

Despite wearing warm wool and leather, Ranald shivered as he recollected all the men his da and uncle had killed, then all he and Dugald had killed to retain control over their island kingdom. They’d warded off Norsemen, the Welsh, Broden’s ambitious earls, and the occasional Barbary pirate fleet.

He bitterly rued, had there been magic in the isles, they could have summoned a Crystal sorceress to save the old war lord from the unexpected fall from his horse. But there was no sorcery on Islay Island. There was little in the rest of the isles or on the mainland. Most of it was in the form of wise women that used their knowledge to heal the sick and make potions for the lovelorn.

Dugald, identical in features to his, yet smaller in size, with more clever wit, poked him with a forefinger. “Do ye think ye’ll find a sorceress in New Camelot? They’re mighty hard to come by. It took Conall MacKenzie months to find Rori and he got her out of a brothel.”

Ranald couldn’t sneer at the new MacKenzie laird for bringing home a whore, especially one with the ability to control men’s minds and ride sea serpents. He scratched his short-cropped russet beard. “Aye. Not many lassies want to come to these windswept lands set in a frigid ocean.”

Their mountainous islands grew sheep, hops and grains. Because of the lack of arable land, vegetables and fruits were scarce as were minerals. What they lacked, they acquired through trading wool, seafood and alcoholic beverages to the New Camelot and Drakkor merchant fleets.

There was a sheen of tears in his eyes when he jested, “A’fore we go to worrying aboot a bride hunt, let’s do a proper funeral pyre and send the old coot on his way.”

Dugald bent over and drew the linen sheet up over their da’s lined face to hide his own sorrow. “Do ye think he’ll go to Odin’s Valhalla or to Danu’s eternal gardens?”

Ranald shrugged his broad shoulders. “It’s beyond my ken. Donn’s cold netherworld is my best guess.”

“Are ye going to notify Olafsson? He’ll want to be Lord of the Isles, ye ken.”

Ranald’s eyes canvassed the men in the room and then looked down to the signet ring he clutched. It would be a day, two at most before Olafsson heard of his brother-in-law’s death. He had at best a day and a half to prepare for an invasion. “Might as weel send a message. He’ll find out soon enough.”

“What aboot Arthur? Shouldna we send word to him?”

He and Dugald stepped aside for weeping women to come in and prepare their laird for burial. Knowing their da’s appetites, Somerled had probably bedded most if not all of them.

Waving his hand, he motioned for the men that were now his liegemen to follow him out of the chamber. Snagging a drudge he ordered, “Ale in the great hall. And send for the captain of the guard. Now.” The nondescript creature scurried away to do his bidding.

Dugald was on his heels as he maneuvered down the narrow circular stone staircase from the bedchamber to the great hall. His younger brother was like a fly harassing a horse. “What aboot Arthur? Are ye gonna to send men to New Camelot to find him?”

It had been this way their whole life. Arthur and Dugald asking incessant questions, inciting trouble, riling up the keep with their antics. And Ranald as the eldest had come up with the answers and eased ruffled feathers before their da got wind of the trouble his siblings had caused.

“Arthur isna commin’ back. Once he got sight of the beauty of New Camelot, he cut his ties with Da, his kinfolk and Finlaggan Keep.”

“By beauty, do ye mean the land or the lady?”

Ranald closed his eyes at the remembrance of having to deliver the scroll that severed Arthur’s ties to his clan. When he opened them, he saw Dugald looking at him with conjecture on his face. Ranald’s sable brows narrowed into a vee to ward off more penetrating questions. He replied, “Both.”

Dugald smirked. “Aye, she was a lovely lass.” He grabbed a flagon of ale from a passing drudge and sat down at the long trestle table set up for the night’s feasting. After a hefty draft he reminisced, “Arthur was never one to engage in swordplay if he didnae have to. Wonder what ever became of him?”

* * * * *

Jolene MacDonald glared back at the tavern owner. She proclaimed in a determined voice, “I can too sing for your patrons. Why, it was me who wrote the lyrics and the music for Arthur’s tunes.”

Black Kenny returned a wry smile at her and said in the thick lilt of the New Camelot masses, “And a joy your songs brought to the heart, lassie. However, I canna have you in my tavern unchaperoned. Your presence would raise the blood in my patrons and cause me no end of trouble and expense to myself and my wife.”

Black Kenny’s frog-eyed wife nodded her kirtled head in agreement. She bolstered her husband by saying, “With your face and figure, there’d be fighting in no time a’tall. Why, they’d tear the place down to have a go at your favors.”

Black Kenny scratched the thick growth on his face from whence he got his namesake and shook his bald head. His dark eyes filled with speculation under bushy brows then glittered with avarice. “Yer rent runs out in two more days. Would ye consider earning your keep on yer back?” In Jolene’s stunned silence he waved his hand around the dark interior of the low-beamed tavern. “This place could use a good whore. It would increase business.”

Byrne shuffled her large girth forward while wiping her hands on a stained rag. “All the better taverns have ‘em. We’d split yer earnings, fifty-fifty. Ye’d have more than enough to support yourself and your whelp.”

Jolene’s nostrils flared at the insulting offer. She dropped a protective hand on Kelsey’s curly blond head. With sarcasm dripping from her tongue, she snarled, “While your proposal is most generous, I think I’ll seek employment elsewhere.”

Black Kenney seemed unphased at her rejection. “Suit yourself, lassie. In two days ye owe me another month’s rent or yer out on yer arse with the wee one.”

Jolene took Kelsey’s hand in one hand and secured Arthur’s lute with the other. She sniffed, “You’re not the only tavern in New Camelot. I’ll find a position before then.”

Black Kenny’s deep guffaw and Byrne’s cackle followed her out into the sunny cobbled streets of New Camelot’s capital. She set off towards the wharves where a certain notorious gaming house could be found. Kelsey hugged her rag doll to her chest and her little legs hurried to keep up with her ma’s incensed pace.

Jolene muttered, “Damn, damn, damn Morrigan and her lot.” For it was an insanely jealous Morrigan that had conspired with a megalomaniacal knight and an unscrupulous Druid to seize control of Camelot from her sister Morgan Le Fey. The resulting war among fey and humans destroyed Camelot and all but one Crystal sorceress. Morgan in her sorrow, abandoned that world and created a new world, a New Camelot. With Danu’s help, she froze her new creation in the thirteenth century where mechanical weapons of war were forbidden, where society was frozen in a caste system, where women were articles of property belonging to a family member. Unless, of course, they were independently wealthy or a sorceress.

Sixteen years ago, the sole surviving Crystal sorceress’s progeny appeared from the Old World. Bethany Regina came through the time and space continuum to eventually marry Prince Darren Asarlaís. It was her healing sorcery that regenerated the currents of magic that had lain dormant for over 800 years. Now magic was everywhere in New Camelot, if you knew where to look. Water Nymphs occupied secluded ponds. Flower Fairies took up in gardens, orchards, flower beds, and sweet-smelling kitchens. Sea Nymphs occupied coves. Dragons sailed the sky looking for opportunities to snatch meat—animal or human. And sea serpents patrolled the oceans.

The little girl looked up and interrupted Jolene’s internal tirade on the unfairness of Danu’s social architecture of New Camelot. “What does it mean to earn yer keep on yer back?”

“Your back.” Jolene automatically corrected the girl’s soft Scottish burr as she guided their direction among the flowing and erratic traffic towards the Black Swan. After asking at every reputable tavern in town and being rejected, she was down to soliciting gambling establishments for employment. The proprietor of this establishment kept a clean facility and tight control over boisterous patrons.

As she evaded pedestrians, carts and animals on the tiered roads atop a mountain she mused, Being the wife of a traveling bard had its ups and downs. Her experiences had proven that it was mostly downs when it came to financial security.

When she’d run away from her abusive da and married Arthur, the handsome bard promised her the world. Like the naïve young fool that she was, she believed him. Time passed and he didn’t deliver on his promises and then Kelsey came.

Those years with Arthur had been bearable, more so than the neglect of her freelancing da. Even though their accommodations had been poor and the meals mediocre, he’d made her laugh and she’d forgotten her worries. Now after six years of following him from town to town, tavern to tavern, keep to keep; all she had to show for their earnings was a lame horse, a few camping items, and two days left on her rent at the Glandore Tavern. And she had Kelsey. She tightened her grip on her daughter. She had to protect Kelsey.

Her inquisitive daughter prodded Jolene’s morose thoughts. “Well, what does it mean?”

“Do you remember Sally and Aslynn and Tamberlin at the Squealing Pig?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well, they earned their keep on their backs.”

Kelsey smiled in fond remembrance of their time there. The proprietors had taken a fancy to Kelsey and made their stay more comfortable than they had to. Bless Danu that children lived in the moment and were unconcerned with what the future was to bring. Her daughter panted, “They were nice to me and to the men that came to drink and eat.”

“Yes, they were. They were nice people at the Squealing Pig.” Nice or not, Jolene was determined not to become a member of Sally and her sisters’ occupation.

She stopped at the threshold of an establishment boasting a sign depicting a painted Black Swan. The building was located on a corner lot with doors on both street fronts. The north street led up a many-tiered mountain to the capital’s castle. The south street took a person and his wares to the docks and warehouses. East and west led to large open-air markets where festivals and fairs were held. It was a location that had many footsteps passing it and quite a few of them entering the building to test Danu’s favor on a game of chance.

Leaning over, she spoke in serious tones to Kelsey. “I’m going to get a job here singing for Master Durrow’s clients. I want you to be very still and very quiet. Can you do that?”

Kelsey bobbed her pointed chin. “Like a mouse.”

Jolene kissed her daughter’s cheek. “Yes. Like a mouse.”

Squaring her shoulders, Jolene stepped atop the threshold to enter the dark chambers of the notorious Black Swan Gambling Establishment only to be bowled over by a tangle of arms and legs.

She, Kelsey and the hapless man all ended in a sprawl in the city streets, liberally splotched with animal manure and dirt. While Jolene got her bearings and disengaged herself from a bundle of rags that reeked of piss and spirits, Kelsey released a screech that would make a Banshee cringe.
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Eamon Durrow scratched his short black beard and looked down upon the catastrophe he had caused when he threw one of his extended relatives out the door for attempting to lift a money sac from one of his clients. Lambasting Kirby with vitriol and threatening him with his life would have to wait. The little girl seemed to be in considerable distress. Kirby took his hesitation as a Danu sent reprieve and leapt to his feet then scrambled down the crowded cobblestones to safety.

The owner of the Black Swan and other miscellaneous businesses knelt down and lifted the screaming Banshee out of the streets. When her mother rolled to her feet, he could see that she was liberally plastered in street debris.

Eamon turned his silver-laced dark head to her and gave a curt nod. “My apologies, madam.” He knelt again and retrieved the child’s rag doll. Already frayed, its few seconds in the street had turned it into an item to be discarded. Nevertheless, the sobbing child snatched the doll from his hand and held it to her chest. Crooning with wet platitudes, the little girl murmured “There. There. Radya. It’ll be a’right. I’ll sing you a song.”

The woman looked from him, to her daughter secure in his arms, and down to her soiled clothing, then back to him. He watched as previous concern lines between her pinched brows were replaced by sparks of anger in her eyes. Hoping to diffuse a fishmonger’s tirade, he asked, “Is there something you wanted at the Black Swan?”

She held her rigid arms out. “My daughter.”

He willingly relinquished the soiled child while thinking he needed to go home and change clothes and mayhap get a little afternoon solace from his wife. His thoughts snapped away from carnal pleasures to business when the woman said with barely concealed rancor, “And employment.”

“Employment?” The beautiful package straitening her wimple before him would certainly bring in the customers. Hair the color of gold pieces, columbine blue eyes, and a figure to entice a man’s lust and his coin; she would be an acceptable member in his stable of whores.

He readily accepted her solicitation. “Just so happens I have a room available. I rent it for a set fee. You charge your customers whatever you want. Just make sure the rent is ready at the first of the month.”

Her nostrils flared and her bosom inflated with ire under a drab tunic and kirtle set that had seen a lot of wear. Clearly, he had misunderstood her request.

She snarled, “I want to sing in your establishment.”

Confused at her request his brows furrowed and he asked, “Like a bard? You’re not a whore?”

“I am not a whore. I write my own lyrics and tunes. I’m told I have more than a fair voice.”

The child in her arms turned her mother’s blue eyes on him and said, “Ma doesn’t want to work on her back to earn her keep.”

The matron hissed down to the child as she set her on the pavers, “Mouse.”

Eamon shook his head in disbelief. An unaccompanied woman singing in a gaming establishment would only create chaos. “No. I’ve had males entertain on occasion. In fact, just last month, the Scotsman Arthur MacDonald entertained my customers.”

Holding the girl secure with one hand, she slapped at a clinging dirt clot on her kirtle skirt with the other. “Well, Arthur is dead. Fever took him last week. I’m his widow. I wrote all his material and now I need an income to support us.”

Eamon looked from bedraggled mother to equally bedraggled child. The hair on his nape lifted. The widow and orphan were trouble looking for a place to land. He shuddered. Not on my doorstep. His eyes caught the sight of a ruined musical instrument under the crushing hooves of a meandering ox cart. Relief flooded through him. He was now justified in saying, “I’m sorry. I’m not hiring bards with broken lutes today.”

He took a step back to escape while the woman spun around and wailed, “No! No! No! No!”

Simultaneously, the child let out a squeal of delight. “Kitty! Ma, look at the big kitty inside of that lady!”

While the woman collected up the splinters of the lute, Eamon’s eyes followed the child’s finger. His gut clenched when he saw his pregnant wife strolling down the lane with her maid beside her carrying a shopping basket on her arm. He fingered the talisman around his neck that helped him control the lioness within his Brigid. Too late, he silently bemoaned. Trouble had arrived in the form of a child that could see gods within a human person’s body.

Brigid stopped before him. Her beaming smile took on a cloudy cast as she looked at mother and child. Eamon released his most charming smile and said, “Based on the number of parcel’s in Lacey’s basket, I can assume shopping was good?”

Not taking her eyes off the soiled couple, Brigid stretched up and gave him a fleeting kiss. “We’ve had so much fun, Eamon. Who are your friends?”

The child blurted out, “There is a cat inside of you. Does it hurt?”

Nonplussed, Brigid knelt to her level. “Yes there is a cat inside of me. There is a big one and a little one. Which one do you see?”

“The big one. Wait. There’s a little black one too. She’s rubbing up against your skin. The big one is sleeping.”

Brigid cast a concerned look to him. Then she smiled at the girl. “Right you are. My name is Brigid. The little cat is called Bastet.”

Brigid gave him a look that carried a hundred questions.

Heaving a sigh of resignation, Eamon said, “Remember the Scottish bard that played here last week? This is Arthur MacDonald’s widow and child. She’s here for a job as a bard.”

Eamon thought it was a testimate to the times that Brigid didn’t show surprise at the child’s ability to “see” the magical creatures within her, yet she was startled at the woman’s desire to sing in the Black Swan. Being resilient, she quickly recovered and gently said, “You and the child had better come in. We’ll talk.” After another assessing look to mother and child his wife added, “And have refreshments.”

Having no other recourse, Eamon stood aside as his wife motioned trouble in the form of two suspected sorceresses into his establishment.

* * * * *

Jolene’s feet rooted to the street while the ramifications of losing her sole means of making a living under an ox cart sank into her battered wits. Meanwhile she looked from the silver-templed husband to a much younger wife, glowing with child. Eamon Durrow, head of a criminal clan, was once reputed to be the best knife man in New Camelot. Now he was alleged to be an honest businessman—if there was such a mythical creature. Word on the street was that he was reforming his innumerous relatives into virtuous citizens. Word also said it was Eamon’s way or a shallow grave. Consequently, there were a lot of Durrow small businesses operating in New Camelot backed with the fortune Eamon collected from the Black Swan’s misfortunate visitors.

And speaking of mythical creatures, Eamon’s wife Brigid indeed carried two kitties within her as Kelsey claimed. Her daughter got her magical talent from her mother. They could both “see.” Auras, spells, and hexes were as clear to them as the frown on Eamon Durrow’s face.

Jolene didn’t know what Brigid was and decided that retreat was called for. She gauged her chances of outrunning the gem-studded knife at Eamon’s waist or the claws of an outed lioness. Before she could flee, Brigid encouraged her to stay with a gentle hand on her sleeve.

With a soft, “Come. No one is going to harm you,” the pregnant woman led them to a small chamber used as an office while Eamon summoned a drudge and whispered orders in his ear. The mistress’s maid separated from the group and followed the drudge to parts unknown. Brigid patted Jolene’s back. “Don’t worry. The lioness only comes out when I’m upset.” She turned a smiling face up to her husband. “Eamon has made me very happy.”

After washing the street filth from their hands in tepid water, Jolene took a seat and settled Kelsey at her feet. The young maid Lacey appeared with a salver containing refreshments and placed it on a table beside her mistress. Lacey’s green eyes sparkled while pouring a small flagon of cider for Kelsey. She said, “The big cat, Sekhmet, has gotten loose only once in this millennium and Eamon got her under control with his love for Brigid.”

Jolene felt faint. A real live lion-goddess was inside Eamon’s amber-eyed wife and everyone was acting as if it were an everyday occurrence. When the fairies had returned to New Camelot after an 800-year sleep, most folk didn’t fret. When other magical creatures appeared due to the regeneration of magic from the fey queen’s healing magic, the populace became divided. Some were ecstatic with the return of magic and fey creatures and sought out their presence. Others, not so much. Those of the old guard, survivors of the Troll Wars, were skeptical and suspicious of all things magical.

Jolene was in the first category. Knowing she was sitting beside a demi-goddess caused her clasped hands to tighten in a white knuckle grip and got a splinter in her palm from the broken lute neck. There were days when she really hated her talents. Today was not one of them. Perhaps with this little secret she now had the leverage to force Eamon into allowing her to sing in his establishment. That is, if he didn’t decide to make her and Kelsey vanish.

Brigid leaned forward oozing sympathy. “I’m sorry for your loss. Was your husband’s death sudden? An accident?”

Jolene replied, “The fever. After Arthur started coughing, he was dead in thirty-six hours.”

Kelsey, her face stained with a blueberry tart, interjected, “My pa has gone to Danu’s eternal gardens. He’s going to sing for her until we join him.”

Jolene released a faint huff. So much for being a quiet mouse. To regain control of the conversation Jolene explained, “He was the voice. I was the words and tunes. We made a good team and a...comfortable...living.” Comfortable being defined as hand-to-mouth.

Brigid arched an eyebrow. “I understand. Traveling can be wearing on a person. So, your plan is to take his place and sing as well as compose?”

“Music is the only thing I know how to do.”

Eamon spoke from the window he was looking out of. “Have you any family you can go to?”

“We were both disowned when we married. Since then, my da has died and his assets taken by a distant relative.” May Donn welcome both of them with open arms into his cold underworld.

Brigid’s soothing voice asked, “And Arthur’s family? Was he of noble birth also?”

“He was a younger son to the laird of the Clan MacDonald. He was from Scotland and visiting New Camelot as part of King Broden’s retinue when we met on the street outside a bakery.”

Brigid clasped her hands together in a wistful repose. “Love at first sight?”

Jolene smiled at remembering that heady moment when she first met Kelsey’s father. “Yes. He had my love when he bought me a fresh tart.”

“Ah!” Eamon spun from the window and said with a faint smile of relief on his lips, “Help is here.”

There was a flurry of activity outside the door and a moment later a brown-eyed giant with a full golden beard entered. His deep voice demanded, “This better be good, Eamon.”

Jolene barely recognized Sir Finbar O’Brian, past tournament hero, under the flowing mane and beard he’d grown. Rumor had it, he was the new Dagda; the judge, jury and executor for the criminal and destitute classes of New Camelot. Once a favorite on the tournament circuit, he’d retired and wed and taken up the responsibilities of his predecessor. As the Dagda, he held court and listened to the disenfranchised of New Camelot—those poor souls that would never get an audience before the king and were rightfully leery of the sheriff’s men.

In a great hall upon a throne chair, he heard both sides of a case from witnesses his young warriors rounded up. After hearing all the testimony, he then passed judgement. His decree was final and irrevocable. Not only was he a mighty warrior-sorcerer, he had magic that allowed him to detect the lie in a person’s voice. He was both feared and revered among the lower castes.

Finbar looked from Eamon and his wife to Jolene and Kelsey. The little lass squealed, “Ma, he has fairies in his beard! This is the best day ever!”

Jolene stood and sidled before her daughter in a protective maneuver. Finbar snorted as if the defensive move was unnecessary and of no use.

Annoyance was in his voice when he demanded, “Well, Eamon? I’m guessing the cause of the urgent summons is these two lovely ladies?”

Jolene knew she was in a sad state from her roll in the street. She blushed and swiped at an engrained stain on her over tunic. Kelsey was unperturbed with the soil on her clothing and practically quivered with excitement. “Can I hold one?”

Sir Finbar dropped to one knee. He peered around Jolene’s hips. “One what, little miss?”

“Fairy. You have fairies. Two of them.”

“You can see them?”

“Oh yes. One’s yellow and one’s black and they’re hiding in your beard.”

“Ah. Now I understand what your problem is, Eamon. You have a young sorceress on your hands.” Finbar turned his shaggy head to Jolene. “Or is it two sorceresses?”

A frown fleeted across his face when she nodded in affirmative. He tossed an angry glare at Eamon. Apparently, there was bad blood between them.

Finbar said to Eamon, “King Wolfrick is going to go roaring through the turret if he finds out there’s an unmarried sorceress traipsing about his capital.”

Eamon stiffened. “Don’t you think I know that?”

Jolene remembered the oft sung tales of the trouble other free-roaming sorceresses caused and Wolfrick’s determination to get them wed and under control. She grasped her daughter’s hand and had a fleeting thought of summoning her power and escaping.

Sensing her intention to bolt, Finbar opened his palm in a staying motion. “Everyone, calm down. Crocus and Malice, show yourselves.”

In a burst of light and pollen, thumb-sized fairies appeared and hovered before him, their wings wafting the loose tendrils of his beard.

Jolene exclaimed, “Why, one of them is black! What kind are they?”

Finbar held out his hand for the wee women to land upon. “They’re Flower Fairies.”

“But—"

“Yes, they’re both supposed to be dressed in vibrant hues.” He extended his arm towards the little girl. “They did a bad thing a long time ago and were punished for it. But, they’re making up for it by doing good deeds. With every good deed, they get closer to their original colors. Crocus here in yellow has redeemed herself and got her yellow color back.”

Crocus, dressed in a gossamer yellow tunic that left little to the imagination, twirled around on his palm. “I was called Spite, but I did a good deed and Danu forgave me.”

The other fairy in a spectral shroud trimmed in iridescent black feathers at the neck and hem said, “I’m Malice. I’m still working on getting my colors back.”

The fey women lifted and floated in front of her child’s smudged face. “What kind of sorceress are you?” asked Crocus.

Malice lips lifted in a sneer and answered, “A filthy one.”

Crocus elbowed her sister. “See, that is why you haven’t gotten your colors back. Be nice.”

Malice rolled her eyes. “Fine. What happened to you? You’re all dirty.”

Kelsey pointed an accusing finger at Eamon. “He threw a man at us and knocked us into the street. He hurt Radya.” She shoved her soiled rag doll forward. “See what he did.”

The two fairies looked at each other. Their eyes flashed silver and they drew closer to Kelsey. Malice held her hand out and touched the little girl’s cheek. “La, what do we have here?”

Jolene quickly said, “She can see auras.”

Crocus caressed one of Kelsey’s golden curls. “That’s not all she can do, is it?”

Finbar raised an eyebrow at Eamon. “Why did you throw a man at these two ladies, Eamon?”

Eamon shrugged. “I caught my cousin Kirby trying to steal. I was angry and didn’t look before I tossed him out on his arse into the street.”

Finbar tugged on his beard and asked Eamon, “Do you want to press charges against him?”

“No. Rats like Kirby don’t last long in the sewers. His time in the streets is limited. Donn is waiting on him.”

Finbar stood from his kneeling position and turned to Jolene. “What are your names?”

“I’m Jolene MacDonald.” Her hand caressed a mop of spun gold. “This is Kelsey.”

Kelsey beamed up at him then slipped away to the table bearing refreshments. The child watched in awe as the fairies broke up the tarts and ate them. Crocus levitated one down to her while Malice plunged her arms into another to extract a succulent berry.

Finbar turned away from
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