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It is women who fortune or misfortune give.
— Irish proverb, 
(The Colloquy of the Ancients)






Glossary & Pronunciation Guide



We don’t know what dialect the Iron Age people of Ireland spoke. In some cases, I’ve used spellings from the myths and, in others, modern Irish. 
Adamair: A-da-mer. King of Tuath Croghan
Bean Rua: Bawn Roo-ah. Red-haired Woman. The song Conall composes for Sorcha
Bres: bress. means competitor. Bres was an unpopular Fomorian king who became king of the Tuatha de Danann and treated them poorly.  
Capall: caw-pull. Conall’s spirited white stallion
Cernunnos: ker-new-nos. The ancient Celtic fertility god
Conall Ceol: Conall Coo-el. Conall means strong wolf. Ceol means music. 
Criofan: Cry-o-van. The oldest druid at Tuath Croghan
derbfine. der-vi-nah. The kin group composed of the male descendants of a common great-grandfather, they possessed important legal powers relating to its members’ affairs, the control of kin-land, and the election of the head of kin.
Emain Macha: Ow-an Maca. A royal site and prehistoric ritual complex west of Armagh in Northern Ireland, now called Navan Center. It's dedicated to the goddess, Macha. 
Ériú: Err-oo. The ancient way to say Ireland 
Fearghas: feer-goss. Fear means man in Irish and ghas, force, vigor, strength. Our Ox is a man of strength and force, but also intelligence. 
geis: gesh. A complex concept related to the casting of certain prohibitions or taboos. A man who violated his geis often met with a tragic end in the myths. 
giolla rua: gillaroo. Red Fella. A type of brown trout that inhabit freshwater lakes in Ireland. 
Gundestrup Cauldron: a silver cauldron with gold gilding dug from a peat bog near Gundestrop, Denmark in 1891. It's believed to be an offering to the gods from the Early Iron Age (150- 1BCE.) Cernunnos, the Celtic Fertility God is embossed in the silver holding a torc and a horned serpent. The vessel is thought to have been created in Thracia and likely traveled north with the spoils of war. It’s currently housed in the National Museum of Denmark.
Loughnashade Trumpa: lock-na-shed. Lake of the Treasures. Four huge sheet-bronze trumpets were uncovered in 1978 beside the lake. The surviving trumpa is on display at the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin.
maoled: moiled. A native cattle breed, the name derived from the Gaelic maol or dome that stood atop its head.
Máire: Moy-ra. A young Irish girl who captures Dylan's heart
Púca: Pooka. Ruairí's big black horse. The púca is a shapeshifting Irish faerie that can take several forms including that of a big black horse.
ruaim: roo-im. A powder of crushed berries that could be used to highlight lips or cheeks. Ancient Celtic makeup
Ruairí Mac Nia: Rory son of Nia 
Ruairí Cós Fuil: Rory Cus Foo-ill. Blood Foot
sidhe: shee. An Irish term that refers to the earthen mounds which are thought to be home to the faeries or old gods (Tuatha de Danann) who disappeared underground. Today it often refers to the faeries themselves.
Tarbfeis: tar-uh-vesh. The ritual choosing of the king. 
Tuatha de Danann: too-ah day danon. Tribe of the Goddess Danu. Mythologically, they inhabited Ireland prior to the Milesians (the current Irish).  Danu’s children, who were a race of gods, had supernatural powers and were skilled in magic. In legends, they are a faerie people who interact with humans.







Weary-hearted

Autumn Equinox


Estrada rose through the gray veils between night and morning with images of Michael flooding his mind and firing his body. Dozing on his side, he basked in the heat until desire overcame him and he flung back an arm to draw his lover in. The hair on his arms quivered with the cool rush of morning air and then his hand hit a dent in the sheet where Michael should have been. 
Shocked fully conscious by the reality of the moment, he rolled into the empty space, sniffed, and rubbed his eyes. Tears came unexpectedly and at the strangest times. A whiff of espresso could trigger an aching throat. The scent of a cigarette on the wind or the click of a Zippo could send silent tears streaming down his cheeks. He still carried Michael’s silver monogrammed lighter in the pocket of his leather jacket.
Jesus. How long has it been? Long minutes marked off days. Days stretched into weeks. August ninth. That was the night Michael sacrificed himself to save Estrada’s soul.
Bloody hell, Michael! Why did you do that?
They’d cremated him three days later, in secret.
Images flashed through Estrada’s mind. That bloody vampire drilling its beak into Michael’s brain. The knowing look on Nigel’s face when he saw his grandson’s body limp in Estrada’s arms. The billiard table in Nigel’s den, where they’d laid Michael out—his pale perfect face, all shadows and harsh angles, a black scarf tied around his forehead to hide his shattered skull.
Six weeks had passed and Michael wasn’t coming back.
Estrada flexed his bicep and stared at his latest tattoo. Corvus Corax. The raven’s back broke into a flurry of feathers and deranged birds to remind him how he’d split the terror asunder with the force of his right arm. He could still feel the damp steel, the hot blood, the hollow pit of his pulsing gut as he struck. The raven held a bloody rose in its beak, so he’d never forget how close he’d come to losing his baby girl. How he’d lost his best friend and lover.
Ah, fuck it! Enough wallowing.
Rising naked from the bed, he wandered into the kitchen and took a long drink from the tap. His mouth tasted like a tar pit. Grabbing an apple from the bowl on the counter, he bit into it. He remembered smoking a joint last night—it was the only road to sleep now—but there were three fat roaches on a saucer in the sink. He shrugged. What difference did it make how much pot he smoked? What difference did anything make? 
His cell phone was still in the inside pocket of his leather jacket. He retrieved it and turned it on—5:52 a.m. He’d missed a call from his friend, Dylan, back home in Vancouver. There was a message. Probably Dylan wishing him a happy Mabon. The coven would’ve gathered for ritual magic last night at Buntzen Lake, while he’d done nothing to celebrate Autumn Equinox but drink and smoke too much after his Saturday night show at the winery. Damn. This was the first sabbat in seven years he hadn’t been with his Wiccan friends to celebrate the change of season.
A year ago, all he wanted was to be High Priest of Hollystone Coven and now he couldn’t even handle hearing Dylan’s message. He’d cut himself off from them all. They who knew the truth. The vampire had wanted him and had kidnapped his baby girl and killed innocent people in his obsession to claim him. But he hadn’t because of Michael.
Estrada’s throat tightened and he exhaled through pursed lips. He needed to perform a ritual. There was still time. A man who believed in the power of the gods, he couldn’t let this sabbat pass unmarked. If he went out into the hills now, he might, at least, cast a sunrise circle, call in the dawn and invoke the gods and goddesses. Ask for forgiveness. For peace. Because, like Yeats, these days Estrada found peace came dropping too fucking slow.
He took another drink and splashed cold water on his face, then padded out the door naked. The guest flat was simply furnished in expensive California boho; perhaps to offset the fact that it was built over a barn. He paused to take a deep breath and stretch at the top of the stairs. No one had started work in the winery and night still clung to the vines.
This wasn’t exactly Los Angeles, but it was southern California and a place to retreat with his memories of Michael. Southeast of the sprawling city, the Abracadabra Winery was carved into the hills. A billionaire named Lucas Fairchild had built an exotic nightclub here to showcase his magically themed wines. Michael’s grandfather had talked Fairchild into hiring Estrada to perform his magic act. “You need a real magician to promote your brand,” he’d said, and Fairchild had agreed. Nigel knew Estrada couldn’t perform at Pegasus. Not now. Perhaps never again. Since Nigel was a man Estrada respected, he took the gig and drove his Harley south. That was three weeks ago.
Padding barefoot through the grassy paths of the vineyard between masses of plump grapes provoked a strange melancholy. The sun crested the hills in a golden arc, illuminating the long, staked rows as rigid and precise as Fairchild. But the dewy green leaves spun a magic all their own. It was a hot, sultry morning. No breeze, and the grape vines were festooned with tiny spider webs.
“It’s beautiful here, amigo. You should be here. I miss your poetry and our talks and, well, I miss you. All of you.” 
Some men enjoyed time alone. Estrada wasn’t one of them. This was his prison sentence. Self-imposed solitary confinement. If he chose to analyze it, he supposed he was suffering from what they called “survivor guilt.” If I hadn’t left Michael alone so much . . . If Michael had known that I loved him . . . If the vampire had taken me instead . . . He should have taken me.  
Spying a black fleck in the sky, Estrada’s heart flashed back to Don Diego and his nest of bloodsucking vampires—men who could transform into birds. But this was no pterosaur like Diego. No raven like his minions. Only a vulture, long-tailed and long-winged with splayed-feather ends like fingers. Then there were more. He counted six. Wheeling in low circles at the crest of a far hill. They’d sniffed out carrion.
Slick with the surge of adrenalin, Estrada loped toward them. He was in no mood for a body but someone might be hurt. Here, on the outskirts of Los Angeles, anything was possible.
It was a deer. An immense black-tailed deer with a full wrack of antlers. Twelve prongs. It sprawled on the ground, tethered to the earth, its hind leg caught in a snare of bloody rawhide. There was no obvious movement but perhaps it was still alive. 
Estrada waved his arms and jeered at the dark brown vultures who postured like a gang of anxious thieves, their naked blood-red heads and pale beaks uttering silent threats. “Leave him, you fuckers! God damn you.” 
When they backed off, flapping and fretting, he knelt in the wet grass to examine the rawhide. It was embedded so deeply in the animal’s flesh, he couldn’t pry it loose with his fingers. He’d need a knife.
Who would set a snare in the paths of a winery? Fairchild’s entitled son, Guy, and his boys? Perhaps deer came down from the foothills and browsed among the grape vines. Guy craved his father’s favor and killing a marauding stag could win him points.
Moving to the animal’s head, Estrada felt for a heartbeat and found it. Faint and weak, but still pulsing. He exhaled loudly. The ground around the deer was gouged by cloven hooves. It must have fought for days until exhaustion and dehydration finally took it down. Fuck. Grinding his teeth, he punched a fist into the earth. When I find out who did this, I’ll kill him. 
The stag’s tongue was caught between its teeth, a small pink crescent. Estrada took a deep breath to calm himself, then laid his palm along the dark dry muzzle. When the eyes flicked open, he flinched. They were coppery, kohl-edged eyes. Cernunnos eyes.
Touching the bony-tipped antlers, Estrada remembered the Celtic god he’d conjured twice before—first in Scotland and again on Hardwicke Island. The god who’d come to help. The god who loved him. A voice, like wild honey echoed through his mind. Know that I am with you, shaman.
“Are you with me, Cernunnos? Because I could use a hand right now.” Standing, Estrada surveyed the area. The base of the hills hid a dark shadow, the remnants of a pond. Perhaps the run-off from Fairchild’s irrigation system? If he could get the buck down to the water and revive it, there was a chance.
“Don’t die. I’ll get a knife and free you.” No creature should suffer and die like this. Bound and alone. Staring into those deep brown eyes, Estrada’s throat tightened. He couldn’t swallow. Had to conjure saliva to push past the lump. And when he did, the tears surprised him again.
Jesus Christ. Stop fucking crying, man. Go get your knife and do something useful.
His bare feet cut prints in the grass as he sprinted back through the vines. Though an athlete, the sudden exertion left him winded. By the time he hit the steps, he was panting and pissed. At whoever set that inhumane trap. At himself. At the world.
His boots stood at the top of the stairs. He touched the leather side-sheath that housed the knife he’d just bought at a hunting store in Oregon. Empty.
A chill swept through his body. Estrada wasn’t a careless man, especially with weapons. But last night he’d kicked his boots off at the door and left them. Too drunk to care. Too cocky to think anyone would come here. Unless. Did someone pinch it at the bar? No, I’d have felt a hand in my boot, no matter how drunk I was. Wouldn’t I? His knife was gone and the deer was still out there. A deer with the eyes and horns of Cernunnos. A deer he could save. 
Grabbing a butcher knife from the counter, he turned and padded back down the wooden steps and through the trellised hills. 
Halting twenty paces from the buck, he blinked hard. Blood now pooled where the buck’s antlered head had been. Decapitated? How could that happen in the time it took to run to the flat and back? How long was I gone? Twenty, thirty minutes? Are the bastards still here, hiding in the bushes? He glanced around in all directions but didn’t see anything unusual. No flash of color against green. No dark shadows. Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried to sense something. 
Fuck me! Raising his arm above his head, he bent back his forearm and sent his frustration flying through the air like a spell. The blade twirled once and stuck in the ground quivering. 
Then, another thought. Maybe I’m dreaming. Slipped inside some kind of vision. Maybe none of this is real.
He approached the carcass gingerly and knelt on the grass. When he touched the wound through the warm hide, his stomach clenched. The blood was cooling. Thickening. He stared at the sticky red fluid on his hands, brought it to his lips and tasted it. Salt and copper. Real. If this is a vision, it’s the most authentic fucking vision I’ve ever had. 
Slipping to his hip, he sat down beside the body. Blood drizzled from a stab wound in the heart. That was odd. The buck was nearing death when he left. Why bother to stab it in the heart? He could understand a trophy kill—a twelve-prong rack was a prize—but this stabbing was senseless and unnecessary. Overkill.
Placing his palms over the wound, he closed his eyes and conjured a pink cloud. He could, at least, send it on its way with reverence and respect. When the energy began to swirl, he stayed with it until an image appeared in his mind’s eye. It was a memory really. The horned god, all sexy and sheikh, swaggering around the fire on Hardwicke Island just as he’d done that night. Those tense muscles. Those purple lips. That kiss. And again, those words. Know that I am with you, shaman.
Leaning back, Estrada held the image in his mind. Was this some elaborate message from Cernunnos? What could it mean? The horned god loved drama, but why this complex violence? Touching his hand to his own heart, Estrada heard three more words. Loud and distinct. Spoken in the god’s honeyed voice.
“She needs you.”
She? Opening his eyes, Estrada stared down at the deer’s carcass. Who? Who needs me? My daughter? Her mother?
He retrieved the butcher knife and sprinted toward the house. He should never have come out here without his phone. Or his jeans. After what they’d just experienced on the coast, he should have known better. But surely his daughter, Lucy, couldn’t be in peril again?
He’d have to call Sensara, though he didn’t like the idea. He’d left things in a bad way and they hadn’t talked in weeks. They’d exchanged a few terse texts, but that was all. They both needed a break after the events on the coast and his rushed and desperate marriage proposal. He wasn’t surprised she’d said no. Just embarrassed.
Sensara was a wise woman and knew him better than most people. Knew he was grasping and grieving. Knew marriage would never work. Then he’d run to California and just three days ago, her ring had arrived wrapped in tissue in a small white envelope. The note said, “I hope you find peace in your freedom.” How did a man respond to that with anything but tequila?
But Lucy. Lucy might need me.
The rumble of an engine disrupted his thoughts as he neared the barn. Then there was nothing but the song of morning birds. When he turned the corner, he spotted a red ATV parked at the foot of the stairs beside his Harley. The door was wide open.
Guy Fairchild. What the fuck is he doing coming into my flat uninvited at seven a.m.?
Estrada walked in naked and angry and brazen as hell. 
Guy Fairchild was slumped in a corner of the pale gray chaise looking like he hadn’t gone to bed yet. Though his lids were heavy, his pupils loomed the size of garbage can lids. Estrada’s jeans were still draped over the back of the couch where he’d left them the night before and Guy’s hand was on them. The fingers of his other hand moved erratically, as if he were playing a guitar solo—something he did when he was high. The kid wasn’t half-bad and kept a Fender Stratocaster at the bar for opportune moments.
Guy’s gaze ran blatantly down Estrada’s naked body. Then he rolled his eyes and tossed over the jeans. 
Estrada batted them to the ground. He didn’t take anything from the younger Fairchild. Not orders. Not suggestions. “What do you want Guy? Come to beg for a date, again?”
The golden boy had propositioned Estrada twice when they were alone, and twice he’d been rebuffed. Nicely. He was the boss’s son. The rest of the time, Guy made homophobic jokes with his boys—something that infuriated Estrada.
At Pegasus, there’d been lots of guys around. Men who, like Fairchild, wanted their first time to be with someone experienced and in Michael’s case, legendary. Estrada didn’t mind propositions. What he minded was the guile and arrogance and homophobic bullshit. Men died over such talk. Only a year ago, a man he cared about— 
“Like I’d ever beg.” Guy flicked his head to get the blond fringe out of his eyes. “I came to deliver a message.”
“So, do it.”
“Someone was looking for you last night.”
“And?”
“He seemed upset.”
Estrada glanced around suspiciously. He’d spent a few years living in Eastside L.A. when he was a kid and had no friends here.
“Relax, man. He called the bar and I didn’t give him your cell number. I wouldn’t do that.”
No. You’d rather use it as an excuse to come here and harass me. Estrada set the butcher knife down on the counter but left it close enough to snatch. “You couldn’t leave a message at the bar?”
Guy sniffed and rubbed his nose. He looked like he was itching for another line. Lowering his chin, he flashed those clear blue eyes. “He said it was urgent.”
“Urgent. So?” 
When Guy pouted, Estrada felt a sliver of rage ripple through his fingers. He wanted to slap those downturned lips. Instead, he picked up his jeans, climbed into them, and zipped up slowly. “What is it you want, Fairchild?” 
Guy shrugged his left shoulder and glanced down at Estrada’s crotch.
“Fuck, man. I’m no whore, and I’m not going to break you in. There are plenty of guys on the street that’ll sort you out.”
“You can’t stay alone forever,” Guy mumbled.
“What’d you say?” Estrada lurched forward but Guy opened his fist to reveal a buck knife—the buck knife that should have been in his boot. Guy popped it open.
Growling, Estrada picked up the butcher knife. “You think I won’t stab you because of your daddy? You’ve seen me throw a knife. You really want to play that game?” He was an expert marksman and had taken to piercing a bull’s eye of grapes in his new winery routine. 
Fairchild smirked. “You underestimate me.” 
“How did you get my knife?” If someone with Guy Fairchild’s skills had managed to swipe his knife right out of his boot, it was time to up his game. Or stop drinking.
“Like I said, you underestimate me.”
Estrada shook his head. “You’re a sneaky little thief and I was pissed.”
The two men locked eyes and then Guy’s cheek twitched in resignation.
He tossed Estrada’s knife and it clanged against the coffee table. “Dylan McBride is trying to reach you.” He sniffed and waited for Estrada’s reaction.
“Are you fucking kidding?” Estrada picked up his cell phone. There were now two more missed calls from Dylan and a text.
Call me now. Urgent.
“Get out Guy.”
“You sure you don’t want—”
The action was faster than Fairchild could perceive. With one hand Estrada grasped the knife and with the other, he yanked the surfer boy up by his button-down shirt.
Guy gasped when the blade grazed his Adam’s apple.
“I want you to leave. What? You think all guys who have sex with other guys just do it because they can? That’s a stereotype, man.” 
“I just—”
“Look. This”—he pointed between himself and Guy—“is never going to happen.”
Guy’s eyes flashed something akin to unrighteous indignation and then he saw Estrada’s fist and lurched backward. But not fast enough. A dozen weeks of grief and guilt hammered through Estrada’s soul into that fist and right through Fairchild’s jaw.
Guy hit the barn door with a thwack that rattled the cutlery. 
“You know anything about that fucking deer?”
Guy spit blood. “What fucking deer?”




You Cannot Change History


When Estrada returned Dylan’s call the phone rang and rang.  Fuck! No voicemail. Dylan was a great friend but he lived in another century. Why leave a text like that and then not answer your phone?
Estrada tapped his thumbs against the glass. Call me.
His knuckles throbbed from Guy’s jawbone and his hands were still stained with the buck’s blood. He left thumbprints on the screen. After turning up the ringer, he took it into the bathroom with him and sat it on the counter. He wasn’t surprised by the surly face in the mirror. He hadn’t shaved since Michael died. Or slept much. His eyes were shadowed, his dark hair unruly. He wasn’t thinking straight and knew it. 
But the cold water numbed his sore knuckles. He washed off the blood, then splashed water on his face. When he ran a damp hand through his hair, he got a whiff of his armpits. Grimacing, he glanced at the shower. No, there wasn’t time. She, whoever she was, needed him.
Surely, if Lucy were in danger, Sensara would find a way to contact him. They were witches, and Sensara was a professional psychic. And he’d know if something was wrong—except he hadn’t known the last time.
Just make the call, asshole. Sensara has every right to be mad. After saying all you wanted to do was be a family, you left them again.
“You’re always leaving me,” Michael had said, and it was true. Estrada was always leaving someone. He picked up his phone and cleaned the blood off with a towel. He started to punch in Sensara’s number, then saw Dylan’s messages and decided to listen to them first. If something was wrong back home, Dylan would tell him straight. After everything they’d been through, there was no lying, or hiding, or softening the truth.
“Hey, Estrada! Happy Mabon. Everyone here is fine. We met last night. Sensara and Lucy send their love. But, uh, we need to talk. Call me when you get this.”
Okay. Good. Letting loose a deep sigh, Estrada walked back into the kitchen. Both mother and daughter were fine. The other women in Hollystone Coven were fine. As he set down his phone, he noticed his hands were trembling. Coffee. He needed coffee.
But who the hell was she? And why a slaughtered deer with the eyes of Cernunnos?
Dylan knew. That’s why he’d been calling. Estrada skipped anxiously to the last voice message.
“Just leaving Vancouver. Air Canada Flight 232. Arriving LAX 9:30 a.m. I’ll call when we land.” 
Ah. No wonder Dylan’s not answering his phone. He’s in the air. Well, that’s good. If he’s coming here, there’s no danger there. 
Estrada checked directions on his phone. It would take him two-and-a-half hours to reach Los Angeles airport, riding northwest on Highways 15 and 91. It was now 7:45. Rush hour. Dylan would need to clear Customs. He might just make it.
He replied to Dylan’s last text. on my way. wait outside arrivals.
There was a faint knock on the door and Guy’s face pressed up against the screen. 
“What do you want now?” Estrada had calmed down slightly, now that he knew Lucy and Sensara were safe.
Guy huffed. “The ATV won’t start.” 
Estrada bustled around the flat, collecting his things—wallet, leather jacket, sunglasses. He sniffed his pits again. “Call your boys, or the fucking auto club, or your father.”
“You have blood on your . . .” Guy gestured to Estrada’s chest with his chin. 
Glancing down, Estrada saw the remains of a bloody handprint. His bare feet, too, were spattered in blood. Shit. He hadn’t looked down. He really did need a shower. “Sorry, man. No time. I can’t help you.”
He sauntered over and started to close the door in Guy’s face, then noticed the kid’s red, swelling jaw and glanced at his own bruised knuckles. He cleared his throat. “Ice will help that.” He really was sorry about that punch. Guy was an arrogant son-of-a-bitch, but he didn’t deserve that. Estrada closed the door and turned away.
Ten minutes later, he thumped down the stairs, damp but no longer bloody, and dressed all in black—T-shirt, jeans, leather jacket. He found Guy sitting on a log beside his bike looking like a kicked puppy.
“Get on. I’ll take you to the bar.” After pulling down his visor, he geared up his Harley.
Guy’s hands gripped his waist and Estrada felt the sharp edge of his chin resting against his shoulder. Fuck. Michael always did that. Guy reminded him way too much of Michael, with his blond hair and sunken cheeks. His love affair with cocaine. Was that why he reacted so harshly?
But they were different men. Michael didn’t have a tan and surfer tats, and he wasn’t a hustler. Whatever shit he did, he did honestly, while Guy lurked beneath the surface like a shark. He’d probably tinkered with the ATV just so he could get a ride on Estrada’s Harley. It was the first thing he’d wanted when they met just weeks ago. If he wasn’t the boss’s son, and if the boss didn’t pay so well . . . 
Estrada hated this place and the gimmicky performances Lucas Fairchild insisted he do. He wasn’t pulling rabbits from a hat but it was close enough. He was a whore. A god-damned magic whore. A god-damned depressed magic whore. Making reams of cash and sending it home to Sensara. Guilt money for her and Lucy.
He squeezed the throttle. The bike pitched and spit out a dirt storm. Caught the curve at a bad angle. Guy squealed, and Estrada almost lost it. As he took control again, a sign for Abracadabra appeared at the top of the hill. 
Lucas Fairchild had more money than taste. His architects had designed a launchpad for his winery that was part factory, part marketplace, part exclusive club, and all swagger. Abracadabra was built in the shape of an upside-down magician’s top hat. The gleaming vats of production were housed on the first floor and open to the public by guided tour only. Guests could peek inside via large windows set into the exterior walls. The second floor was the glitzy showroom where wines were displayed, tasted, and purchased from sexy salespeople dressed in black evening attire. The floor above housed the theatrical restaurant with stage and bar. Everything was decorated in black, white, and shades of gray, including the employees, except for gold and silver accessories. The restaurant ceiling opened up to allow for the ambiance of sun and stars while accommodating the weather. Still above that, resting on the brim of the magician’s hat, was a circular balcony garden with outdoor patio and a spectacular view of the winery. Twin elevators and staircases allowed customers to traverse both sides of the building. They called it “The Hat.”
Upscale country club wasn’t Estrada’s style, and he missed the dark sexy throb of Pegasus where he’d been performing his edgy gothic magic act for the past several years. Maybe one day he could go back and try again when Michael’s shadow had lifted.
He stopped at the service entrance, and Guy slid off. His yellow Porsche convertible was parked in the back lot with a surfboard sticking out the back.
“I hope things are cool with your friend,” Guy said. 
Estrada didn’t raise his visor, just took off and left the surfer boy coughing in a cloud of dust. Weaving in and out of rush hour traffic, he kept thinking about that buck. Had some hunter killed it and Cernunnos merely taken advantage of the situation or had he staged the whole thing? Like Fairchild, ostentatious was the horned god’s style. But why decapitation? And why stab it in the heart? That wasn’t normal. Not that anything about this was normal.
Dylan was standing on the sidewalk holding a backpack when he pulled up and turned off the bike. Estrada swung his leg over, pulled off his helmet, and ran his fingers through his damp hair. He hadn’t seen Dylan since their ordeal on the yacht. Now the feelings all came rushing back. The fear. The terror. The overwhelming sadness.
He threw an arm around Dylan’s shoulder and the two men embraced and thumped backs. Within it, Estrada felt their bond—a bond forged from fighting monsters—and he bit his lip to hold back the tears. Damn. Not now. I can’t fall apart now. He cleared his throat. “Sorry I’m late. I came as fast as I could.”
“Aye. It’s brilliant, man. I thought I might be catching the Greyhound to Temecula.” 
“Jesus. Don’t ever do that.” Shaking his head, Estrada pulled his light helmet from his saddlebag and handed it to Dylan. He’d taken to wearing fuller face protection lately—was sick of eating bugs in the hills, and the black visor created a barrier between him and the rest of the world. 
Estrada chewed his bottom lip. “Listen, man. I didn’t get through all your messages. It’s been a really fucked up morning. But there are no coincidences so you must know who’s in trouble. Who the fuck is she?”
Dylan cocked his head. “She? Oh, aye. Sorcha.”
“Sorcha?” That was the last name Estrada expected. He hadn’t heard anything about Sorcha since they’d been on Hardwicke Island several weeks ago. He’d conjured Cernunnos to help him find his daughter and the horned god had casually mentioned that she hadn’t returned. He didn’t say from where. At the time, Estrada had been alarmed by that statement but then life had taken over. “Right. Cernunnos took her somewhere at Beltane.”
“Aye, and that was five months ago.” Dylan flushed, simmering beneath his cool exterior. “But I saw her during our ritual the night before last. I was thinking of the stones and . . .” He paused, perhaps remembering his time with Sorcha at Kilmartin Glen. He swallowed and then spit out the news he’d been holding—his reason for hopping a red eye to L.A. “She was bound with branches. Someone’s got her, man. She’s scared and you know Sorcha doesn’t get scared. We have to find her.”
Estrada pulled on his helmet. “Let’s go.”
All the way back to the winery, Estrada was haunted by that deer—a deer with the eyes of Cernunnos. She needs you. Sorcha. It was all connected and the only way to find her was through him. They’d need to conjure the horned god again.
Estrada made coffee as soon as they arrived back at the flat. He handed Dylan a cup and chugged his black. “I saw something myself this morning.”
Dylan put down his cup. “Something to do with Sorcha?”
“No doubt.” Estrada was collecting his ritual tools.
As they walked out into the hills to where he’d left the buck’s body, he told Dylan what had happened. This time there were no vultures and when they hit the top of the rise, the ground was pristine. No carcass remained. Not even a drop of blood. 
“Well, he got your attention,” Dylan said. “Do you think Cernunnos sent me the vision of Sorcha too?”
“Probably. You and Sorcha are connected. He knew he’d get a reaction.” After he was released from prison, Dylan had spent the rest of the summer as Sorcha’s lover. They were both archaeologists and she had a camp at Kilmartin Glen in Scotland. Dylan was in love with her. But Sorcha? Sorcha just loved life—which is how she ended up spending three days cavorting with the horned god at Beltane. “You know Cernunnos can never just ask for what he wants. He has to make a production of it.”
They stopped at the base of the hill beside the pond and Estrada looked around. “Cernunnos likes fire. That night we conjured him on Hardwicke Island, he jumped right out of the ritual fire.” It was hot and dry and static. The trees and shrubs were suffering in the drought. He kicked at the dry branches scattered on the ground. 
“Aye, I remember. He uses it like some kind of portal.”
Dylan busied himself by digging a small hole beside the pond and banking it with dirt to keep the fire contained, while Estrada gathered dry branches and kindling. The last thing they needed was to start the vineyard on fire. Finally, he knelt and lit it with a flick of Michael’s lighter. 
Estrada walked clockwise with a long crystal wand and cast a circle of containment, while Dylan knelt beside the fire with four vials and sprinkled handfuls of dried herbs on the flames. The smoke of sage and cedar, lavender, and dragon’s blood, whirled through the air with his words. It was a spell Sensara had taught him years ago.

“I conjure this circle as sacred space
I conjure containment within this place
Thrice do I conjure the Sacred Divine
Powerful goodness and mystery mine
From the east to the west, 
From the south to the north,
I cast this circle and call magic forth.”

With the circle cast, Estrada knelt across the fire from Dylan and called in the elements of the four directions. As he did, he put a handful of salt in the North along with the skull of a rabbit he’d found on one of his walks. He placed the feather of a hawk in the East to give them safe flight and strong vision and honored the fire element in the South with a chunk of volcanic stone he’d picked up in New Mexico. Then he dipped an oyster shell into the pond and placed it in the West.
Reaching across the small bonfire, he grasped Dylan’s hands and they began to chant. “We invoke Cernunnos. Ancient Horned God, join us in this sacred circle.” Estrada closed his eyes and felt the energy zapping through him as they chanted. Louder. Faster. Stronger. “We invoke Cernunnos. Ancient Horned God, join us in this sacred circle.” His body was riveting when—
“Shaman.” The sound, like the roar of a hurricane, ripped through him, and he opened his eyes to see the horned god rising like a plume from the fire. Releasing their hands, the two witches skittered backwards. Cernunnos leapt from the flames in a flourish of sparks and pranced about on cloven hooves.
Estrada shook his head. Nothing the horned god did could surprise him now. It was evident how the story of a hellish Satan had evolved. In his full manifestation, he was tall, stretching over twelve feet. But as he drew closer to Estrada, he shrunk to half his size, so they were standing eye to eye and heart to heart.
“This is the third time you’ve invoked me, shaman.”
Estrada thought of the deer and those eyes. “You invoked yourself, and perhaps us.” 
“Aye, that sounds about right.” 
When the god heard Dylan’s voice, he swung around and grinned.
Dylan’s face was flushed and there was anger in his voice he didn’t bother to mask. “What have you done with Sorcha. Where is she?”
“Sow-r-ka.” Shaking his head, Cernunnos made a tsking sound with his tongue. “I gave her a gift. The chance to meet the tortured king.”
“What tortured king?” Now Dylan’s voice shook. His ears streaked red, and Estrada wondered how long he’d been suppressing this rage. Estrada didn’t want to upset Cernunnos; at least, until he knew who and what they were dealing with.
“The king whose body was unearthed from a bog. The king she’s longed to know. The king—”
“The bog body,” Estrada said, with sudden understanding. “She told me about him. He was ritually killed and his body parts thrown into a pond below a hill.”
Dylan raised his hands. “Which bog body? They’ve found several in Europe.”
“One she saw at a museum in Dublin when she was a kid. He was wearing some kind of armband with metal decorations. When she touched it, she saw a vision of his face. That’s why she became an archaeologist.” They both knew Sorcha had a gift for psychometry. 
“When did she tell you that?” Now Dylan was indignant. 
“One night when we were telling stories. That’s all. Just telling stories.” Dylan had accused Estrada of sleeping with Sorcha when he was in prison. The bond Estrada had formed with the fiery archaeologist during the time he was incarcerated was obviously still a sore spot.
Cernunnos cleared his throat and they both stared at him. He rolled his eyes as if their trivial human emotions were beneath him. Then he stamped one cloven hoof and sighed. “Sorcha is in Ériú.”
“Err-oo?” Estrada cocked his head. “What’s Err-oo?” He was imagining other planets, galaxies, dimensions.
“It’s the old Irish Gaelic way of saying Ireland.” Dylan stood with his hands planted firmly on his hips. 
“Oh. Well, that’s not so bad. Sorcha’s from Ireland, isn’t she?” Estrada remembered stories of Irish whiskey, peat, and faeries.
“Aye, but not Iron Age Ireland. If she’s gone to meet the owner of a bog body, he’d have died some two thousand years ago.”
“What? You took her back through time?” Estrada was both amazed and amused by this possibility. 
“She pleased me.” The horned god shrugged. 
Estrada nodded once. “Right. Three days and nights at Beltane. I remember.”
“Christ! Why the hell would you do that?” Dylan kicked at the fire with the toe of his sneaker; perhaps embarrassed that the woman he loved had willingly spent a long weekend with the horned god. “Sorcha’s brilliant, but time-travel? Couldn’t you have just bought her flowers?” 
Estrada considered. “I can see why Cernunnos might be so appreciative of Sorcha’s enthusiasm, he might want to give her a unique gift.”
Dylan fumed. “But why would you leave her in Iron Age Ireland with a bunch of Celtic warriors? Do you know what that culture was like?”
Cernunnos scowled and rolled his eyes. Of course he knew. Those warriors worshipped him. “I told her the rules.”
“Rules?” This, from both Estrada and Dylan.
“I warned her she must not change history. And I gave her three days with the man. That was only fair as she had given me three days. But she defied me and refused to leave, so—”
“So, you left her there.” Dylan’s voice shook. “Why didn’t you just make her come back?”
“I cannot interfere with the destiny of humans.”
“Oh, fuck off!” 
Estrada sent Dylan a cautionary stare. It wasn’t a good idea to rile Cernunnos. They needed him. But the god only smirked. He was enjoying this. Estrada was still trying to make sense of Sorcha’s predicament. “So, she’s been in Iron Age Ireland all this time and—”
“Time is nothing.”
“To you, maybe.” This from Dylan. “Do you know Sorcha at all? Leaving that woman alone with Iron Age druids will do more than change history. She can create a dust storm from a pinch of sand.”
“Bring her back. Bring her back now.” Estrada was tired of the god’s drama.
Cernunnos shook his head. “As I said, I cannot interfere in the affairs of men.”
Dylan raised his fists and Estrada thought he might punch Cernunnos—not that it would do him much good. “Ach, come on. That’s a load of crap. You interfered when you took her to Ireland!” 
Estrada jumped between them and grasped the horned god’s bare shoulder. “Listen. If you can’t bring Sorcha back here, take us there.” 
Cernunnos dropped his lower lip in consideration. Is this what he’d wanted all along? A rescue party to clean up his mess?
“Listen. Whatever you want I’ll give you but take us there now.” Estrada remembered a bewitching kiss on Hardwicke Island and something the horned god had said about destiny. 
Cernunnos smiled. “An interesting proposition, shaman. One I accept. But know that the same rules apply to you and your friend.” He glanced over Estrada’s shoulder to where Dylan seethed behind him. 
“Go on.”
“You cannot change history. The king is destined to die, and die he must.”
Sorcha would be upset but they could manage her. “What else?”
“Do not develop bonds with anyone. That is what happened to Sorcha.”
“Bonds? Christ!” Five months in Iron Age Ireland with a Celtic king destined to be ritually murdered. No wonder Sorcha was in trouble. It was a miracle she was still alive.
“How do we get back home?” A practical question from Dylan—one Estrada hadn’t thought to ask. 
“Circle back to the place where you begin and call my name three times.”
Should we click our heels together too? Does he think he’s the fucking Wizard of Oz? “And . . .?” Estrada asked. There must be something else. There was always something else when it came to the horned god and his riddles.
“I cannot come with you or intervene while you are there.” He touched Estrada’s arm. “So, do not die. For then you will have changed history.”
“What happens if we change history?” Estrada couldn’t imagine Sorcha living in a place for five months and not doing something to change history.
Cernunnos interlaced his fingers. “Births and deaths are intimately connected. Change one thing and everything changes like the ripple of a spell. Bonds are forged. Bonds break.” He pulled his fingers apart. “And that is not allowed.” 
“Not allowed by who?” Dylan asked. 
“Don’t worry about it, man. If we’re dead, it won’t fucking matter that we broke the rules.”




The Cattle Raid at Croghan

The Previous Beltane


When the shiver struck Sorcha’s belly, she opened her eyes. Something was off. It seemed she’d awoken inside a Van Gogh painting. Spiraling masses of stars studded an indigo sky. Dawn was breaking, creating a liminal golden glimmer on the horizon. Leaves fluttered, caught by the night breeze, and the sweet scent of apple blossoms perfumed the air. Also, the scent of fresh cow manure. 
With a gasp she sat up, wrinkled her nose, and glanced around to see just how close they were to the patty. Then a branch snapped in the undergrowth and the curious face of a cow appeared.
Its nose and ears were as red as her own ginger hair; its white face flecked and freckled. An Irish Moiled cow. She’d seen them once at the agricultural show in Galway. A native breed, the name derived from the Gaelic maol or dome that stood atop its head. The beast flicked an ear and Sorcha giggled. If she were ever to be reincarnated as a cow, surely this would be the creature.  
She turned to Cernunnos who slept beside her. “What’ve you done, man?” 
Her whisper stirred the horned god, who sat up, gathered his long black hair in his fist and let it fall over his right shoulder. In his human form, the god resembled Estrada, the man from Canada she fancied but had never had, and she suspected this was no accident.
Cernunnos ran his fingers across her cheek and over her lips, then turned her face to his. His black eyes flashed deviously. “I’m not a man. I’m a god, and I’ve given you a gift.”
“A gift?” She caught his hair in her hands and began spinning it into a fishtail. Her mind was spinning much the same. The horned god had come to her camp at Kilmartin Glen in Scotland on the eve of Beltane and offered to take her anywhere in the world, to any culture or time she desired. But an Irish moiled cow? Had they just blown across the sea? In all her years in Ireland she’d never seen it look this verdant, this fecund, this pristine. 
Turning his face to hers, she stared into his eyes. “Tell me what you’ve done.” 
“You’re home, Sow-r-ka.” He said her name the ancient way, drawing out the vowels and trilling the r with a breathy flick of his tongue. 
“Home?” The red-haired archaeologist had traveled the planet uncovering and analyzing ancient civilizations, but no place felt like home except . . . “So, it’s Ireland, is it?”
“Ériú,” he said, pronouncing each syllable.
“Err-oo,” she echoed, and suddenly realized that, although she’d grown up speaking Irish at her school in Galway, they were speaking a dialect she’d never heard before. 
A corner of the god’s lip turned up in a grin as he watched her face. “You wanted to meet your ancestors.”
“Aye?”
“And see the tortured king you envisioned as a lass.”
“The tortured king?” She’d studied cultures throughout time in Ireland, but could it be him? Old Croghan Man? The king who was ritually killed atop Croghan Hill? Whose body was mutilated and sunk in the bog over two thousand years ago? 
The god’s face twisted thoughtfully. “But a glamor is needed. We must appear in the fashion of the day.”
“A glamor?”
Suddenly, a cow crashed through the bushes, its hooves coming within inches of Sorcha’s face. She jumped up and out of its path, but it was followed by another near miss. She’d never seen cows move so fast.
Veering right, she raced into the trees and dashed behind a tall ash. Moiled cattle were everywhere. Careening through the grass, into the trees, and on over the rise of the far hill. Red and white blurs against the emerald green of the land and the gold-streaked morning sky.
Then near-naked riders appeared among them, waving their arms and whooping astride stout horses, their hair flying free or sticking straight up from their scalps in terrifying spikes. 
“Cernunnos!” Where the hell is he? He didn’t leave me here in the middle of a feckin cattle stampede?
She decided to go back to the place she’d last seen him and finding an opening, made a mad dash through the trees and into the glade. That’s when she saw them—two horsemen bearing down on a huge white bull. The top of its skull was crowned in an enormous white maol. Red nose pointed down; it was barreling straight at her.
A voice in her head screamed run! but her feet were stuck to the earth. Then an arm wrapped around her belly and she was hoisted and flung onto the front of a horse veering sideways at a gallop. Her face hit the animal’s sweaty hide and bounced and all she could smell was horse. The rider’s knees pressed against her ribcage and hips as he steered the animal out of the path of the charging bull.
When the horseman stopped at last in a thick grove of trees, he shoved her down to the earth. As her feet touched the ground, Sorcha fell backward and smacked her tailbone. “Feckin hell!” 
“You shouldn’t be here.” His amber eyes flickered as he huffed like an angry bear. “Why are you here?” 
Embarrassed, she stood up, rubbing her sore back. Then, hands on her hips, she glared back at the horseman. “That’s none of your business!”
He nudged his horse with his heels so it pranced about nervously, sides heaving, its jet black hair curly with sweat, and she had to get out of its way. But her retort had unnerved the man and she smirked. Perhaps a woman had never addressed him in such a tone.
“What’re you called? What’s your clan?” he asked, voice raised but composure back intact. This was a man who led. A man who asked questions and got answers.
“My name is Sow-r-ka,” she said, pronouncing it as Cernunnos had, in the old Gaelic way. “And I . . .” Stopping, she backed up a step and blinked. 
She knew his face. Had seen it before in the National Museum in Dublin. In a vision. When she’d touched the copper mounts on the twisted leather armlet he wore above his elbow. The armlet he wore now. She’d seen it countless times in the museum where it still encircled his arm, though his torso was as flattened as a leather jacket. That armlet signified his nobility and had survived over two thousand years in a peat bog.
To see the tortured king you envisioned as a lass, Cernunnos had said. And here he was.
Sorcha’s gaze dropped to his hands—the enormous hands of a man, six-and-a-half feet tall. Hands that had been photographed and published in endless articles.
Old Croghan Man.
His torso had been pulled from the bog in 2003 when she was fourteen years old. Standing before her was the reason she’d become an archaeologist. A rush riveted through her body and she wavered, unable to breathe.
He was staring at her, waiting for her to finish her sentence, and she couldn’t. The sun had risen behind him and backlit this vision who seemed too beautiful to be real. But was. She could smell his body, had felt his hands as he swept her off her feet, had heard him speak in the old Gaelic tongue.
He was clean-shaven, nose long and straight, cheekbones high and shadowed. His glittering amber eyes swept up at the corners, both amused and annoyed. The sides of his head were shaved close around his ears, but his copper hair was gelled up in eight-inch spikes that made him appear over seven feet tall. Mud and sweat were smeared across his chest. He was a huge man, broad, muscular, and naked save for a leather loincloth. 
Sorcha released her breath and swallowed. When at last she found her voice, she asked timidly, “What’s your name?” It was a question that had haunted her for fifteen years.
“Ruairí Mac Nia.”
Rory, she repeated, trilling the consonants in her mind. Rory, son of Nia.
Sliding down from his horse, Ruairí approached her and feeling suddenly threatened, Sorcha backed up.
“You’re safe with me.” His eyes swept over her body and she followed his gaze. Seeing her watching him, his face flushed and he turned away. “Fine. If you’d rather stand with your cloak in cow shit.”
Sorcha glanced down then and took in the glamor Cernunnos had created. He obviously meant for her to be regarded as a woman of rank. This was a stratified society and the Brehon Laws were clear about who could wear what. Only kings and nobles were allowed to wear multiple colors, purples and blues, and slaves wore only brown. 
Her long, woven sapphire cloak was fringed in gold and fastened by a circular gold brooch at the breast. The bottom dragged in the grasses and, aye, dangled in cow shit. Fortunately, the patty was not as fresh as the first one she’d seen. Beneath the cloak she wore a long, narrow saffron jacket as bright as the sun. Underneath, a soft white linen frock fit tightly around her breasts and was drawn in at her waist by a woven leather belt and purse. Soft leather sandals covered her feet. She couldn’t wait to see how they’d been constructed.
Her hand strayed to touch the gold brooch and she choked back a gasp. It was La Tène, a culture that had crossed the sea from the mainland with the Celts. Images of gold hordes and wood-framed skin boats flashed through her mind. Decorated in the triple spiral, it was more beautiful than anything they had in the museum. 
Nervously, Sorcha touched her hair, then realized it was drawn up and plaited elaborately, and held in place with pins. Thin gold bangles jangled at her wrists and sent small sparks up her arms. 
She was nobility, as was he. Ruairí Mac Nia would not harm her. But someone intended to harm him. That was a fact. She’d seen the evidence.
“I’ll come,” she said. As she walked toward him, he leaned down and made a stirrup with his entwined fingers. She placed her foot in his hands and he lifted her gently
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