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There are many perks to living for twenty-one centuries, and foremost among them is bearing witness to your own peace of mind. It happens less often than you think, especially if you were a fugitive for twenty of those centuries. Every waking moment as a fugitive is tinted with paranoia, like a dyspeptic sepia filter laid over your vacation photos. And your dreams are often nightmares about being found when all you want is to remain lost.

So it’s not until you spend a year of waking up, tiptoeing through the morning, and slowly realizing that no one is after you anymore that you begin to unclench and enjoy yourself. Food tastes different—I mean: better. Because you can savor it. Everything is better—even my gratitude for being alive. It is no longer gratitude for being alive despite being hunted; it’s simple gratitude. And my love no longer feels like a desperate, get-it-while-you-can special, a Black Friday Doorbuster to be seized before it’s gone; it’s merely love.

I have a couple of great dogs, a woman who loves me, and a job healing and protecting the earth. The vibes, as they say, are extremely good. Or at least they were, until Al MacBharrais knocked on my door.

He was a sigil agent based in Glasgow and normally Tasmania wouldn’t be in his territory, but he’d come to Australia to find and free another sigil agent, an adventure on which I’d accompanied him and discovered that I liked him. He’d more recently demonstrated that I had a vulnerability to ancient Sumerian magic, which made me like him for different reasons, and I’d invited him to call upon me socially after that if he wished.

I did not expect him to take me up on it, but there he was, the complete package, standing there with his impeccably groomed white mustache and fine Scottish tailoring, carrying a gift bottle of Irish whiskey out of consideration for my tastes rather than his. I looked like a scrub by comparison, the kind that TLC wanted none of back in the eighties.

“Al! Such a pleasant surprise. Please come in.”

Oberon and Starbuck were incredibly excited to see him because on his last visit he had brought a sampling of sausages from Glasgow, and they remembered that very well. This time he’d brought an entire bag of their favorite: whiskey bacon cheese. It is safe to say they held him in the highest regard. We spent some time in small talk while we went to the backyard and I fired up the grill, placing the sausages on there as the dogs spun and panted in their excitement. I fetched Al a glass of water and grabbed a couple of rocks glasses for later, placing them on a tray. Once he was settled at the outdoor dining table, looking not only out of place but out of time with his formal dress, I asked him if he had any reason to visit besides mere friendship.

“I wanted tae tell ye this before, but I was under an oath. Now that I’m free of it, I wanted tae share it and apologize for no being able tae tell ye sooner.”

“I understand oaths, believe me. No worries. What is it?”

“On our adventure outside of Sydney, do ye remember that emergency worker who joined us, Thea Prendergast?”

“Yes.”

“That wasnae her. Thea Prendergast died from massive chest trauma and blood loss. But at the moment of her death, when her spirit exited her body, another swept in tae occupy it and heal her wounds. It was that entity, or personage, who swore me tae silence on pain of death no tae reveal her true identity to ye.”

“Oh no.”

<Atticus, flip the sausage! You’re burning it!> Oberon said in my mind.

I quickly flipped them and winced because he was right: There was a bit more char there than was ideal.

“Who is Thea Prendergast, then?”

“She’s the Morrigan.”

“The Morrigan?” Al nodded and waited for me to accept it, but I couldn’t do that. I shook my head. “When I looked at Thea Prendergast in the magical spectrum, her aura was human. And besides, if she were back, I’d know. I’d hear about it. Coriander would have said something at the very least. And I’ve been through Tír na nÓg plenty of times in recent weeks. The Fae would be buzzing about it.”

“That’s the thing—she hasnae returned tae Ireland or any of the Fae planes. Nor has she taken up any of her duties as the Morrigan. She’s in Scotland now, passing as human most of the time.”

“Most of the time?”

“She still takes the form of the crow on occasion—a talent independent of her Druidry. Because this new body is no bound tae Gaia in any way. She has none of the tattoos. Her powers are the old ones, and she’s gaining some new ones.”

“What new ones? And how?”

“She is now known as Red Roxanne, a minor deity accruing her own base of worship and power. But she is also absorbing all the power owed to the Morrigan without performing any of the Morrigan’s duties. It puts me in a bit of a pickle as a sigil agent. She’s supposed tae be under contract and limited in what she can do tae humans. But of course, as the Morrigan, she never signed anything. If she were still the Morrigan, that would be the end of it and no really my problem. Except she’s now this new entity as well, and frankly causing a bit of havoc.”

“How so?”

“Red Roxanne is a patron goddess of sex workers. She accosts men who have been abusive and threatens them: Turn yourself in or die.”

“I see. A certain percentage are dying.”

“One must assume. They’re disappearing.”

“Yeah, she knows how to take care of a body.”

<Atticus, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I hope she isn’t turning them into sausage. Speaking of which, are they done yet?>

Almost, I replied, and turned them again on the grill as Al continued.

“Recently she’s accosted some sex traffickers and it hasnae gone well for them. But there’s so much money involved that the backers, whoever they are, are now pouring muscle intae Glasgow in an attempt tae eliminate the problem. And apparently she’s threatened a billionaire, who is also likely tae respond with hired violence before he disappears.”

“What would you like me to do?”

“I’m no sure ye can do anything. My primary goal was simply tae inform ye and see these good dugs again.” He gave Oberon a scratch behind the ears and he leaned into it. “But since she specifically asked me no tae inform ye right away that she was back, I’m assuming there must be some reason for that. Maybe ye have some sway over her and she didnae want tae be stopped or obstructed on her way tae Glasgow. I don’t know. But if ye do have any influence over her, I’d ask ye tae consider using it tae get her to sign a contract.”

“She won’t.”

“Aye. I merely asked ye so I could say to ma self that I’ve done everything I can.”

The sausages were ready, so I plated them and cut a couple of them up into bite-sized chunks for the dogs, using the side of a fork. They tended to inhale their meats and I didn’t want them to choke.

Cracking open the bottle of whiskey with my teeth to break the seal, I poured a finger for each of us and said “Slainte” before tasting its caramel smoothness with just a low-key burn from the alcohol. Then we dug into our food.

“Two questions,” I said around a mouthful of sausage. “Do you know where I can find the Morrigan now? And do you know a good barber in Glasgow?”

“Aye tae both,” Al replied after dabbing his mustache with a napkin. “She has a proper identity and flat under the name Roxanne Morrigan. And I can recommend ma own barber.”

“Send me the addresses, then, and I’ll visit Glasgow when it opens for business today. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll ask her to tone things down and sign a contract.”

We moved onto pleasantries after that, discussing highlights of living in Glasgow and Launceston, agreeing that most of the world’s problems could be traced back to billionaires, and agreeing further that good dugs helped you forget the world’s problems for a while. He took his leave soon enough, the dogs passed out in a food coma, and I was left to ponder why the Morrigan came back and never told me.

If we discounted our conversations when I didn’t know who she was, the last time we’d spoken was mind to mind, immediately prior to her death at the hands of Artemis and Diana. She’d confessed—or at least, it had seemed that way—that she loved me. And before I could muster a response, she was gone. Perhaps she had purposely let her guard down. Perhaps admitting something that was so fundamentally opposed to her nature sapped her strength or speed somehow and she paid the price. It didn’t matter: She had gone into that fight with the ability to choose the slain and had not chosen Artemis or Diana. That was the end of it.

Except I guess it wasn’t. When she emerged from the bush in Australia, I thought she was odd but merely human. There had been plenty of time for her to reveal her true identity. Instead, she’d pretended to be someone else and swore Al and maybe others to secrecy.

That warranted a conversation, I figured.

When Rose came home from work, I listened to what she’d had to deal with as a detective inspector for the Launceston police service while I cooked her dinner: Korean short rib tacos with elote and guacamole. I’d been marinating the short ribs since the day before. She made appreciative noises and claimed, not for the first time, that I could win one of those cooking shows and start a restaurant.

“Cooking for you is a joy. A restaurant would be work. And doing all the prep work with only one arm slows me down.”

Her expression clouded as she saw something on my face. “What’s up with you? Something happen today?”

“Al MacBharrais stopped by. Remember him?”

“The Scottish guy who came here with that hobgoblin.”

<And sausage!> the dogs reminded me.

“Yeah. He left him at home this time, thankfully. But he’s alerted me to a potential problem in Glasgow and I need to go there to investigate.”

And then I told her everything about my history with the Morrigan without holding back, because that was the promise I’d made her.

“Okay, just to recap,” she said. “You’re telling me you want to go see a goddess you’ve had sex with a few times and who has a seductive side and who told you she loves you?”

“Yes. But look, the sex was terrifying and I don’t want to experience that again. Plus I have never felt any love for her. I mean, I used to worship her, but not in that way.”

“But if you say no to her, she can just kill you.”

“Yes, but that’s true for most deities.”

“But she’s a Chooser of the Slain. She can just say I choose you and blam, you’re dead.”

“Only in battle. She’s known as the Battle Crow for that reason.”

“Okay. But now she’s killing men who aren’t in battle.”

“Maybe, yeah.”

“You know, Connor, we could rewatch The Wire or something. Give you that taste of danger without throwing you to a death goddess.”

“Heh. Yeah. But I want to know what happened. Why she left, why she came back, why she didn’t say anything to me.”

“She let you go, babe. She had the chance to say something and didn’t take it. So maybe you should let her go too.”

“I want to. That is actually my goal here. But in order to do that, I need to satisfy my curiosity. Plus, I need to pick up my new weapon from Creidhne.”

Rose blinked and tilted her head. “Your new weapon?”

“It’s a magical one.”

“I thought you already had one.”

“What I have is a regular hatchet with some sigils on it, and those have to be renewed on a regular basis. Creidhne has been working on the kind of weapon that gets its own name, with permanent Druidic bindings that can do things sigils can’t.”

Rose pointed a finger at me. “You make no deals. Exchange no favors.”

“I won’t. That way lies madness.”

The tension in her shoulders relaxed. “Okay. But seriously, want to rewatch The Wire with me?” She shuddered with the peculiar delight one takes in being thrilled by horror. “I think American police dramas have more guns in them than we have in all of Tasmania.”

We watched a couple of episodes and I kept my eye on the clock because I’d need to leave soon. Al had come to see me when it was the dead of night in Glasgow, but it would soon be business hours there and I wished to arrive then.

I made my apologies, both to Rose and the hounds, because I wouldn’t be taking them on this trip, and dressed warmly because it was winter in Glasgow. Then I jogged to the Old Way that the Fae had constructed about a twenty-minute walk from Rose’s house which would allow me to travel the planes again. It wasn’t as fast as using bound trees the way I used to, but it was still much faster than flying and having to deal with customs.

In Tír na nÓg I found Creidhne with little trouble at the Fae Court, and we quickly left because the Fae still weren’t comfortable around the Iron Druid. Creidhne’s workshop smelled of hot iron, tanned leather, and aged pine. I thought the olfactory fusion would make a great musk or scented soap, or else it could be the personal scent of a romantic lead in a steamy novel.

My new hatchet rested atop a wooden workbench. It was a bit nonstandard because it had the axe blade on one side and a spike on the other, the sort of thing that might be called a “tactical tomahawk” online. But this weapon could never be found for sale on a website.

“Behold Buainteoir,” Creidhne said, gesturing grandly at his work.

“The Reaper?”

“Exactly. Both the blade and the spike will cut through old-style or modern armor the same way Fragarach does, per your request. Self-sharpening, a cold fire binding to dispatch demons, unbreakable handle for blocking, and that recall binding which took a good while to work out.”

“How does it work?”

Creidhne chucked his chin at the weapon. “It’s set to bond to the next person who picks it up. Once that bond is forged, ye can call it back by saying tar ar ais.”

I picked it up and it grew warm in my palm for a moment. It was light—perhaps only two pounds—and well balanced.

“I’d like to test it.”

“In a moment. I made ye a holster for it too.” He pointed at the workbench. “See the belt?”

“Aye, but those are difficult to manage with only one arm.”

“I know that, lad. It’s why I made it fancy. Self-tightens and buckles itself. But it’s the same situation: It has to bond to you first.”

I put down Buainteoir and picked up the belt. It was brown leather with a golden buckle, and once it grew warm in my hand, Creidhne nodded in approval.

“Now hold the buckle where ye want it to sit and the belt will do the rest.”

“What if I’m not wearing pants?”

“Kinky, but I won’t judge. It works either way. It searches for belt loops but if it doesn’t find any, it simply wraps around you.”

That was the case since I had on sweats with an elastic waistband—such clothing makes life easier for amputees. But once I placed the belt buckle below my belly button, the belt snaked around my waist and buckled itself.

“Nice.”

“Isn’t it though? Now, ye see on the left side there’s a loop for the handle and a custom sheath for the blade. Drop it in there and you’re ready to gad about in safety and comfort. Not sure about style, though.”

“I’ll get better clothes soon.”

“Cracking good idea.”

“And to unbuckle?”

“Tap the center thrice and then hold on so the whole kit doesn’t fall to the floor.”

“Perfect. Your craftsmanship, as ever, is legendary. I will sing your praises far and wide.”

“See that you do.”

I slipped Buainteoir into its holster and bid Creidhne farewell, exiting to take the Old Way to Glasgow, which was cold and rainy when I arrived. I went to the barber’s first to tame my unruly mane and get a proper shave. A visit to a menswear shop was next, where the on-duty tailor was outstanding and helped me look fit, tricking me out in some casual wear that didn’t involve a lot of buttons. He also folded and pinned up the right sleeves of the layers plus the overcoat I bought, which concealed Buainteoir on my left hip admirably. I wouldn’t be able to wear such clothing when I returned to Tasmania without melting, but it was perfect for Glasgow’s winter.

I hadn’t felt so classy in quite some time. Since it was Glasgow, I was in danger of being called a posh twat for daring to appear outside like this. It may have happened on my walk to the Morrigan’s building, but if so, I didn’t hear it.

Getting to her floor was a simple matter of slipping into an elevator with someone, waiting for them to activate the floors with their resident’s card, and then pressing the penthouse button.

Exiting on her floor without announcing myself was, in retrospect, a poor decision. The short hallway leading from the elevator to her front door seemed unusually dark, and when a chunk of shadow detached itself from the rest of the gloom, it moved too fast for me to clock precisely what it was until cold fingers wrapped around my throat, nails like knife blades ready to dig in and tear out my jugular, and a sharp-planed face with burning red eyes loomed before me, couched in an arched collar of black feathers and crowned with wild starting hair the color of a sunless void. It was the Morrigan, an instant away from ending my long life.

“Siodhachan?” Her death-metal rasp sounded surprised. She held up a finger before I could answer. “Wait! Quiet. Say nothing. Just listen. I know you did not come all this way to visit Thea Prendergast, so Al MacBharrais must have told you what happened to her. But you must not call me by the name you used of old. And I will not speak to you in this voice again. I am Roxanne now. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“And what name shall I use for you from now on?”

“Connor Molloy, the one that I told you in Australia.”

“Very well.” Her entire demeanor—indeed, her posture, appearance, and voice—changed in an instant. The sharpness of her features softened, the red eyes cooled to brown, and the black hair tamed itself to soft glossy waves that fell to her shoulders. Her robe of midnight and feathers became a tight ensemble of tweed, a red tartan skirt over black leggings, and polished Doc Martens.

Gods below, she looked…perky. And her voice was like Thea’s but had an Irish accent instead of Australian.

“If you addressed me by my former name, being a person who worshipped me for so long, it might pull me toward that personage, taking on that mantle that I’ve worked so hard to throw off. So remember to address me as Roxanne. Please.”

The added please was an afterthought, but significant. She was trying to remember modern manners.

“I will of course abide by your wishes.”

“May I invite you in for a cup of tea, or a dram, perhaps? We can speak privately inside.”

I allowed that would be lovely and we entered her penthouse. I got to have a look around while she put on a kettle in the kitchen and was surprised. The décor was goth, as one might expect, but in a kitschy, pop-culture, Comic-Con sort of way. Art posters of old movie monsters like the Creature from the Black Lagoon and Nosferatu adorned the walls, and there was a lighted niche featuring a sculpture of Cthulhu. Sleek black leather furniture circled a large flatscreen television that she probably did not know how to operate.

“Did you decorate this?” I asked.

“Not even a little bit,” she replied. “Al’s manager, Nadia, did all of this. Said it would make me look edgy but not creepy.”

“Yes. Considering that your old place had a wall full of empty helmets from men you’d decapitated, this looks much safer.”

“She made me watch the original movies featuring all the monsters on display here. I am supposed to be a monster movie fan. And I suppose I have become one. They are instructive.”

“How so?”

“They taught me how much humans fear something with teeth coming at them from the darkness. Or simply figures draped in shadow.”

“Surely you knew that before?”

“On an instinctive level, perhaps. I thought I was the thing they feared, and to a large extent, that was true. But the movies drove home the point that darkness multiplies it. So I work exclusively at night now.”

“Working at what?”

“Defending—or more often avenging—sex workers.”

“Al was telling me about that. What’s happening to the men who disappear?”

“I feed them to the local ghouls. A trick I learned from you, actually.”

It was an excellent trick. Ghouls ate everything, bones and all, so she wouldn’t need to worry about evidence showing up later. The kettle screamed briefly before she poured boiling water into a pot with loose leaf tea inside. She set that and a couple of cups with saucers on a tray and brought it over to the living room area, where she realized I was still standing.

“Oh! I should have taken your coat and invited you to sit, shouldn’t I? These little customs are so natural to you, and I never learned them. Please, relax. Is that the phrase?”

“Make yourself at home is a common one.”

“Yes! Do that. Let me take your coat. Ohh, is that a hatchet?”

I showed her Buainteoir and we marveled at Creidhne’s work for a bit before hanging both coat and belt on a rack near the door and then sitting on the couch. The tea was ready, and she poured me a cup and stirred some honey into it at my request. Afternoon sun lit up the place from the south-facing floor-to-ceiling windows.

“Roxanne, may I ask…why you’re doing this? I mean, if you wished to come back, why not simply remanifest?”

“Because I didn’t want to be the person I’d manifest as.”

“Ah‚ so this—this is something else.”

“As long as I don’t take on the name or the duties, I’m technically not that goddess. I’m a ghost piloting a flesh wagon, just like you—albeit with a few extra abilities, also like you.”

“So that’s why I didn’t spot the divinity in your aura. This is a neat little workaround.”

“And it’s working as intended so far.”

“And what is the intention, exactly?  I suppose I’m unclear on your goal.”

“I want to fall in love, Connor. The relationship you have with Rose—the many loving relationships you’ve had over millennia—I’ve never experienced that even once. It was impossible for me in my previous incarnation.”

“But you did…feel something. For someone.”

Her face fell. “Yes. It was not requited.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, no, I understand why. Difficult to love someone who bullied you and scared the shit out of you for centuries. And I simply didn’t have the emotional range to fully realize how stunted I was.”

“You feel you have it now?”

“Yes. The potential is there.”

“So you’re having feelings for men you’ve met?”

“Affection, certainly. But even that is a revelation for me. I feel like I am finally growing and learning, and honestly, it is a wonder. I cannot distinguish it from magic.”

I smiled. “I know what you mean. I feel like I have found
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