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      Hello and thank you for being here! Should you enjoy the words on these pages (and I hope you do!), I encourage you to join my Book Club and visit me at:

      
        
        www.tammysalyer.com
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      I occasionally send newsletters to my Book Club with new releases, special offers, and other bits of news. As a special thanks to new members, please enjoy a handful of novellas and short stories from my many and sundry universes FOR FREE.
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      The smoky air of the battle between the fae witches, Brother Havóq the lich, the ghost town’s resurrected dead, and the Otherworld’s elemental werewolves lay stagnant across the churchyard like a mute witness to all that had occurred here. In opposition to the stillness, I was feeling rather spritely—particularly for someone who’d just returned from the limbo of death myself. Knowing now what I did about the puzzlingly impermanent afterlife, limbo seemed far more apropos than death.

      Stepping out of the church alongside Hattie, with Lugh’s golden spear clutched in one hand, I felt like an ancient conqueror, perhaps a Celtic warrior facing down the Romans with magic and might in equal measure and a bit of bloodlust to top it off. It might have been some kind of transference of the spear’s innate nature. Then again, it might have just been the me I really was, deep down, who had decided not to be held back by the world’s expectations any longer.

      “Oh, this is lovely, I see you have already assembled a group to serve us,” the spear said. It had a voice that set my teeth on edge. Simultaneously airy and screechy, the way a screaming butterfly might sound, wholly irritating to… not so much my ears, because I wasn’t hearing it aloud, but to my mind itself.

      “They’re not servants, spear,” I said openly. Hattie looked askance at me, and I turned to her. “This shouldn’t surprise you, I would guess, but the spear speaks. I’m assuming you don’t hear that?” I lifted my voice in hope with the question.

      “All I hear is you sayin’ someone’s not your servant. And I’m pretty sure you’re not crazy enough to be talkin’ to yourself—not that I’d blame you after today—so it has to be you talkin’ to that pig sticker.” She leaned close and peered in my eyes, her nearly black irises not three inches from my own green ones. Her breath was warm against my lips, and I wondered at how loose-limbed it made me feel. “No, not crazy. Might be headstrong, but sane enough.” She glanced at the churchyard. “Given the circumstances.”

      “Headstrong?” I asked, but she gave me a lopsided grin, teasing me. I grinned back. “I prefer determined.”

      “I’m sure you do.” She reached up to adjust her hat farther back on her head and winced.

      “How about you?” I asked, suddenly rethinking all she’d been through. First, possessed by the Feathered Serpent, then shot in the heart, then struck in the back of the head with a rock. “Your chest, your head?” Your spirit, I wondered, too, but didn’t ask.

      She reached delicately for the back of her head. Her eyes narrowed when her hand brushed the bump she had there. “I’ll live, I guess.”

      My eyes fell on something then that I didn’t expect but brought me unaccountable relief. “Your neck,” I said.

      “What about it?”

      Instead of saying anything, I reached for her hand and guided her fingers to where I could see her pulse, once more beating as normal, on either side of her throat.

      Her eyes widened. “Well now, isn’t that fine as cream gravy. I’m back to bein’ a livin’, breathin’, heart a’beatin’ woman again.”

      “Truly a marvel,” I agreed.

      “And you?” she said, gesturing to my own neck. “You’re back to… I can’t say normal is the right word, but livin’ and breathin’ with no permanent damage?”

      I toyed with the end of the kerchief presently hiding the gash from Quetzalcoatl that had turned my throat into a waterfall and sent me into a Purgatory I felt confident no preacher had ever envisioned. I’d been what most would term dead, same as Hattie, yet here we both were, sitting and having a regular, in relative terms, conversation. Truly a wonder. “As far as I can tell,” I confirmed.

      “So that’s what this was all fer,” Toxicore butted in. “A shiny club with a pretty rock stuck in it.”

      “Tell the miniature troll not to speak of me thus, descendent of Lugh. Those who dare disdain my power and might in such insulting words often find them to be their last,” said my newly acquired artifact.

      I winced a bit, the spear’s voice not only scratchy against my sensitive brain but also too loud. “Can you tone it down a bit, spear? I can hear you, you know. It’s not as if there are noises to distract me from the sounds coming from within my own brain.”

      “My, rather sensitive, aren’t you?” it responded. “I suppose this is what happens when the mighty Lugh failed to rear his descendant in the art of battle and crushing enemies.”

      “I really don’t need to be condescended to by a golden stick… sorry, weapon.”

      “And I don’t need to be wielded by a mere child of my master, but here we are.”

      “Why do you keep saying that? I’m a descendant of Lugh? I—” My attention was suddenly captured by the eyes of my friends. Everyone, from Leannan to Paddy, along with the other fae witches, Orville, and Tox, was staring at me with mixed expressions of concern and surprise. “Ah,” I said to them. “The spear appears to be verbal and has its own, er, unique personality. And also, it keeps telling me I’m descended from Lugh, which must be some absurd jest, I’m sure. Odd for a weapon to have a sense of humor, I admit, but then…” I shrugged.

      When I trailed off, Orville and Leannan exchanged a measured glance.

      The Sídhe looked back to me. “It’s as I thought. A Danannín.”

      I smiled haplessly, waiting for her to explain her statement. The term Danannín didn’t automatically lend itself to any internal glossary or catalogue in my mind.

      “So, the wards weren’t forgotten. She was able to break through them on her own,” Mathilda marveled.

      My smile drooped as I inquired, “She? … Do you mean me?” I frowned. “No, no, I’m not… I don’t… my father is Bran, a simple fae, as I understand it.”

      But when I looked back to Orville, his face was serious. “Doctor, I think it’s probably time someone told you the truth.”

      Coming from him, a man who seemed on only very loose terms with the truth on the best of days, this was ironic, a joke even. Blinking in the smoke-laden air, I could only buttress myself for a punch line.
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      It was no joke.

      “Bran is Lugh, you say?” I asked Orville through cold lips. “Lugh of the Tuatha Dé Danann, Lugh of the Long Arm, god of justice and craftsmanship.” I’d done some homework. “The warrior who fought the Fomorians and killed King Balor. My dad is Lugh?”

      Tox had taken a seat on the hardpacked earth next to Paddy and was rummaging through a pack he must have taken from someone. Orville was seated on the steps of the church beside me, Hattie on my other side. Leannan and the rest of the fae witches were wandering the yard, taking up trophies or other odds and ends from the dead, or so it seemed. I was too distracted to pay attention.

      “Now that I t’ink on it, makes perfect sense,” Tox said. “Lula, as in the child of Lugh—couldn’t’ve been any plainer if she’d told me herself. Did you know, Stowe?”

      “I swear upon every tree in the sacred groves of Wicklow that I had no idea at all.” He scratched behind one ear. “Though, now that I hear it said aloud, I don’t know how I missed it.”

      The two laid their eyes back on me, a sheen of wonder in them.

      I found the entire idea wondrous also. But the sheen in my own eyes was not of awe. It was anger.

      “You—” A sudden lump in my throat forced me to swallow. “You knew!” I accused Orville. “All this time you knew and you didn’t tell me!”

      Orville blinked and flinched a bit. “Now, Lula, I⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare Lula me, Downs, and don’t you dare begin your damn obfuscations and evasions. You tell me the truth right this instant or so help me… Look at me when I’m losing my decorum at you!”

      His eyes had fallen to the steps, to my hand specifically, which was still wrapped around the spear lying next to me.

      “Now calm down, please. I’m doing my best to come clean here, but it’s going to be difficult if you impale me with that thing.”

      I looked down and saw the most unusual thing. The slight fae-ish aura enveloping the spear was now a fulminous orange, like firelight glancing off a clear lake, and spreading. “My, that is unique,” I muttered.

      The spear’s shrill voice oozed through my mind. “Shall I slide through his guts, my lady, or into an eye socket perhaps? Cook his brain while I stir things around?”

      “No! No, thank you. I’m sure Orville and I can handle this like adults.” Thinking on the many adults who had recently battled in this churchyard and committed multiple murders, I added, “Without the bloodshed.”

      The spear’s light dimmed a little. “Mmm, well, I shall thank you to remember that I serve a purpose, a very specific and definitive purpose.”

      “Somehow I don’t think I’ll be able to forget it.” I returned my attention to Orville, who was staring at me wide-eyed.

      “It’s speaking to you, is it?” he asked, concerned.

      “It’s offering to do as you suggested. I’ve asked it to wait, for now.” The flush of hot anger in my cheeks was not yet cooled. It would take a miracle for that to happen. “You were saying why you’ve lied to me about my father all this time.”

      “Now, lied isn’t exactly the correct⁠—”

      “Orville,” I warned.

      He cleared his throat. “Yes, all right. I’m a druid. Our job is to practice and apply wisdom.”

      “You call withholding the truth ‘wisdom’?”

      He had the temerity to look chagrined. “As I’ve already stated, I’ve never been a very good druid. I did what I thought was least likely to result in danger—to you. I didn’t know the spear could be so… forthcoming with information.”

      I had to agree. A talking spear was unusual.

      “First off, I didn’t tell you, for your own protection.” I scowled, and he raised a hand to quiet the unladylike things I was close to shouting. “You see, Lugh has many, many enemies, and there are more than a few fae who can read the thoughts you think are your own. If you knew who your father was, you’d have been even more of a target than you are now.

      “Second, as you can see,” he continued, “there are quite a few, ehm, advantages to being the child of a god, a Danannín, as the fae call it. Not the least of which is immense power, along with access to a great many enchanted and mystical items that few others can wield. Weapons, for example.” He glanced to the spear and subtly shifted further aside. “There’s an innate and some might say an incalculable danger to having the strength of giants, the power of gods, and the skills first introduced to us mere mortals by ancient spirits—and not know how to use them. You see, in the timeless erudition of the fae, there is one law that supersedes all others: there is no stronger magic than the magic of belief.”

      “You’re equivocating, and I’m losing patience.”

      “Am I? Trust me, I’m explaining everything in full, it just takes a moment.”

      “It shouldn’t take long to explain why you lied,” I countered. “How complicated can it be?” I was being headstrong, as Hattie had accused me, but I was angry.

      Paddy spoke up. “Lula, my dear, I can see you’re vexed, but this is the time to learn, not the time for lost tempers.”

      I nearly snapped at my uncle too, but the spear cut in first.

      “We could speed this along if I were to tickle his toes a bit,” it seethed. “I am well past due for a good stabbing.”

      I gripped it tighter and did not respond. I was impressed at its ability to be euphemistic, though. Fae weapons have some truly surprising properties. “Go on,” I capitulated grudgingly.

      Orville stroked his mustache, looking far away, as if the thing he was attempting to explain required some contemplation. “Belief in magic, you see, is easy if you’re born with it and raised among others who wield it. But for those who come to it late in life, and especially come to it from a life of rejecting it as folly”—his glance into my eyes when he said this was filled with knowing, as though he could plainly see my twenty-seven years of strict adherence to rational explanation as a form of armor against anything that might be considered supernatural—“discovery has a certain level of inherent volatility.”

      “You’re tryin’ to tell the doc she might go off like a powder keg that someone threw a match into, aren’t you, Downs?” Hattie said. I noted the impatience in her tone with a touch of justification.

      “To put it bluntly,” he agreed.

      “Why put it otherwise?” she countered.

      “Indeed. But what might be even worse is a false sense of security in your own abilities.”

      “I do not lack for confidence, Orville,” I said.

      “No, I can see that, but you haven’t faced anything yet that was stronger or wiser than you.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as your fae kin, the Morrígan.”

      Tox chimed in. “Aye, she’s a wily one, and mean as bad beans in a bubbly belly. But I’m not sure why ye’re implyin’ Lula is even a wee bit wise.”

      “In conclusion, Lula,” Orville went on, ignoring Tox with the same facility I’d developed, “much as I feel it’s not my place, I do have to say that you may have been better off not knowing this truth about yourself before you were ready to master your strength.”

      I pondered this a moment, but concluded: “What wasn’t your place was withholding the truth, even if you don’t like what it might lead to. When will you learn that you’re not a gatekeeper to others’ lives?”

      He eyed me, careful to keep his face neutral, though I could see I’d gotten under his skin. “As you say, Doctor. But there’s one final reason I played this hand close to my vest.”

      “Which is?”

      “If your own mother chose to keep you in the dark, who was I to reveal your lineage?”

      My jaw grew slack.

      “He’s sayin’ yer mum lied to you, Looloo,” Tox unhelpfully noted.

      “Yes, I realize that,” I snapped. I didn’t know what else to say. Why had she hidden this fact from me? Was it because of what Orville was telling me, that I might become too much of a loose cannon now that I knew who my father truly was and what I may truly be capable of?

      I stood and stepped onto the hardpan. “If you all would be so kind, I need a moment to myself,” I said over my shoulder.

      Hattie stood too. “You all right, Doc?”

      “I’ll be fine. I just… it’s a lot to take in. I’ll meet you all back at the boarding house.”

      As I began to walk toward Carter’s horse, stepping around the dead bounty hunter’s stiffening body, Paddy called to me, “Are you sure ’tis safe, Lula? The werewolves⁠—”

      “I’ll be fine,” I repeated, with more force. “I am well-armed, after all.”

      Looking to the spear shining like the glittering rays of the sun in my hand, I thought no words could be any truer.
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      I was halfway back to Denver before I realized I didn’t know the way. Fortunately, the path was well-worn from the volume of travel of late, and my borrowed horse seemed to know his directions with or without guidance. If Havóq had believed himself well hidden, he was delusional. Then, anyone who chose to wear four-hundred-year-old armor over their equally aged dead body was an easy fit for the word.

      Much as I wanted to be alone with my thoughts, one quality of my newfound artifact quickly became apparent. It was chatty. Annoyingly so.

      “And where shall we find the nearest gateway to Tír Na nÓg, my lady?” the spear gabbed as we ambled across the hills. “I can see clearly that we’re not on the right plane. Dirt everywhere. You’ll note I’m made of gold. You have noted this, yes? Dirt is such a base element. It belongs nowhere near m⁠—”

      “I wonder,” I cut in abruptly. “Is it possible for you to contain your thoughts, if that’s the correct word, for a bit? I have quite a bit on my mind.”

      “Contain my thoughts? You ask this of me, when I’ve been asleep for so many seasons? Seasons upon seasons, I sense. I’ll have you know that I have an agenda, and until I’ve seen it fulfilled, I wish to not be inhibited from speaking my mind and pursuing my goals.”

      “… Your mind…” I shook my head. Wasn’t it just dandy that I’d found the most important key, the literal key, to freeing my father, and it thought itself to be some kind of living creature, with personal rights and independence? With a mind? With a self-pitying sigh, I said, “I suppose if you’re, well, someone instead of something, I should at least name you. That is, if you don’t have one already.”

      “Names are the trappings of flesh-and-blood creatures. I transcend these base components.”

      “Right. Well, I’m not just going to call you ‘spear.’ How about… Sleg? I could call you Assal, but that sounds too much like something else.”

      “I have no opinion on the matter,” it griped. Why it was griping could only be guessed at.

      “That’s settled then. This agenda. Since you’re planning to be”—overbearingly irritating—“persistent about it, would you mind telling me what it is?”

      Sleg was silent a moment, and though it was the outcome I’d wished for, I sensed a condescending impatience in the pause. “I’ve told you, my lady. The Morrígan must be held to account for what she’s done to me.”

      “She’s the one who put you into this long sleep?”

      “The very one. And caged the master.”

      “I’m under the impression that greater fae goddesses like her are unkillable.” I startled a bit in my saddle, suddenly realizing this may apply to me too. I was half-goddess, or godling, apparently. But what did that mean? What was the full complement of magical endowments thrust onto me? When I’d been trapped in the phylactery, was I really dead? Did that word even have any meaning in relation to anything in my life anymore?

      “Oh, they like to make people think so. But that doesn’t preclude one from trying, does it?”

      “Sounds to be more of a vendetta than an agenda,” I commented, only half-interested in the rambling weapon’s personal problems.

      “A word quibbler, hmm? Aren’t you the cheeky one? You must get that from your mother. So again, now that I’ve repeated the urgency of returning to Tír Na nÓg to deliver rightful justice, I repeat also the question: Where is the nearest gateway?”

      “I honestly have no idea.” Maybe Motherlode Mankiller’s storage room was in the Otherworld, but I wasn’t going to ask her if my family heirloom and I could pass through it. The troll turned my blood cold.

      “No idea? Then where are we going?”

      “I…” I fell silent. That was an easy question to answer in the short-term, but plans needed to be made. Now that I had the spear, I had all I needed to free Bran… Lugh. Sleg, I realized, had the right idea.

      I gave my horse a pat on the withers. “Let’s pick it up a bit, boy, if you can. There are things I must see to soon.” I could feel sorry for myself and my unconventional family matters later. The goal remained the same for now. And odd as it seemed, Sleg’s and my goals were partially aligned.
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      By suppertime, we’d reached the track that would widen into Wynkoop Street and lead me to downtown Denver, upon which time I realized something I’d overlooked. Carrying a six-foot-long golden spear with an apple-sized orange gem at its tip would be an excellent way of getting myself robbed. Frankly, that wasn’t what worried me, though. I’d been through enough battles by this point to know it would take more than a gruff threat to disarm me and take my belongings. Sleg was said to have the power to kill on command, too. The weapon had made it clear it would not hesitate to do so if I asked, or if it felt threatened. But the last thing I needed was too much attention. Brigid’s werewolves were likely wondering the streets, waiting for me.

      It was time for an experiment. I had gradually become aware that having Sleg in hand felt a bit like gripping the throttle of a steam engine. It thrummed with a low vibration, and I sensed a great deal of energy pent up within the magical weapon. What kind of energy, I couldn’t guess. But I wondered if it could be siphoned the same way I had to siphon a bit of the spirit energy of others to sustain my glamour. Without seeking Sleg’s consent, I tested the theory, wetted my neckerchief with the canteen attached to the horse’s pommel, and donned my glamour, disguising myself as a middle-aged man. A quick glance over my hands and clothing showed me it worked splendidly, and Sleg did not complain, if it even noticed. Well, that was one less worry, I supposed.

      Sleg, upon being asked, told me it could not hide its true nature in such a way. After a bit of consideration, I dismounted and unsaddled my borrowed mustang and pulled off the saddle blanket to wrap the spear and keep it hidden. Riding bareback on the pegasi had given me the practice I needed to confidently complete the journey to one of Denver’s liveries without the saddle. I could hide it in the brush and come back for it later.

      “Now, just a moment!” Sleg complained before I’d barely begun wrapping it up. “That cloth is covered in hair and animal sweat. I can no more abide having that near me than I can abide being tossed in a mudhole!”

      “What do you care? You’re made of metal and rock.”

      “Would you like it if someone covered you with animal excretions?”

      “Of course I’d mind, but that’s different.” I was having a hard time believing it was necessary to argue with an inanimate object about taking precautions for its own safety, but here I was.

      “Oh, explain how. I’ll wait.”

      “… Explain how? I-I’m a human being. You’re a tool!” This was an obvious argument to me, but Sleg differed. Because of course it did.

      “I am not a tool. I am a weapon. The finest in Tír Na nÓg. The greatest ever made by the Tuatha Dé Danann. The Long Arm of Lugh himself! Neither a tool nor a glorified tree branch, like that thing hanging from your belt.”

      “My shillelagh? It’s easily as magical as you.”

      It scoffed. “Is it now? Can it do this?”

      I had no time to suggest the weapon calm itself before it jerked from my hand and blazed to light so bright and so sudden that I had to fling a hand over my eyes to shield them. When I was confident I hadn’t just been set ablaze, I lowered my hand and peeked through narrowed lids.

      Before me, Sleg hovered a foot off the ground, suspended in the air all on its own. But it was no longer the spear I knew. It had transformed into a radiant galvanic streak of what could only be called lightning, but lightning that was contained in a six-foot span. The white-yellow streams of light comprising it were interwoven with a deep orange, the color of its embedded crystal orb.

      My temper and patience were by this point in the day critically shortened. I was tired, hungry, sore, annoyed, and vexed about my future and all the unknowns it contained. I didn’t want to be quarreling with a fae spear about getting a bit dirty, and was more frustrated with it than I might have been because I was filthy myself. The clothes I wore beneath my glamour were torn and stained with dirt and blood, not even fit for a rag bin at this point. I needed to bathe, have a cup of tea—or something stronger—and take a precious moment or two to think and could see that none of those things was coming soon enough.

      After catching my breath at the surprising display, I said, “Fine, your point is made. My shillelagh can’t do that. But it also doesn’t complain. If you insist on showing off, and clearly don’t need me to carry you, you may as well find your own way to my lodgings. It would be ideal if you refrained from murdering anyone on your way there.”

      Sleg’s next words were delivered with an unexpected note of circumspection. “Are you releasing me from your service, my lady?”

      I said nothing for several seconds. I hadn’t known it was in my service, and I didn’t know exactly what that meant. I had to be careful how I answered. “Not at this time, no, but I am asking you, politely, to consider how much easier it would be on us both if you would follow my lead and let us get this horse stabled so we can get somewhere safe.”

      “As you said, I can get there myself, and I shall. You lead, I shall follow.”

      This wasn’t getting me anywhere. The thing was behaving worse than an untrained dog. At least a dog would appreciate you if you showed it kindness; I suspected that would not be the case with this lump of metal. The only thing that would be more prone to drawing unwanted attention than a golden spear was a golden spear that also floated through the air on its own like a will-o’-the-wisp made of lightning.

      “I can be very covert if needs be,” Sleg continued and then dimmed to a fluttery white-gold translucence before my eyes, like a heat shimmer on a dune.

      Tired of fighting the thing, and just plain tired, I gave in. “Fine, do what you can not to be seen.” I glanced toward the saddle I’d already concealed behind a dense cluster of creosote bushes, sighing. “I’ll come back for that later. Come on.”

      I threw the saddle blanket back on the mustang and pulled myself atop him. He gave me a sympathetic nicker, and I ran my hands along his neck affectionately. “Thanks, boy. I’m glad to have one companion who isn’t a giant ass.”
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      The livery owner, a doughy, gap-toothed Scottish gent, recognized the mustang when I brought it in.

      “Where’s Carter?” he asked.

      “Oh, well, she’s been called to”—I cast about for a name of a city that could support a reasonable lie, still dreadful at making up stories on the spot—“Boston. Took this morning’s train. She’s asked me to bring her horse back to your establishment.”

      He scratched deep within one of his thick red muttonchops, excavation style. “That may be, but she’s only paid up till Friday, now. When will she be back?”

      “Friday,” I blurted. “And if she’s delayed, I’ll be back to collect him myself.” I patted the horse on the neck to show my earnestness.

      The livery owner’s eyes narrowed a bit, proving I was still as shoddy a liar as ever. “You know if you don’t, it’s my right to sell the beast and keep the cash as payment.”

      I pushed the reins into his hand and began to make my escape. “Of course, of course, as is only right. But I assure you! Either Miss Carter or I will return by Friday. Don’t worry, sir, you’ll not be taken advantage of.” My back hit the livery door and I scooted out into the rapidly darkening twilight without letting him say another word.

      With a deep breath to clear my head, I turned up the street and paced toward the alley I’d told Sleg to hide in until I got back. The street had its share of drinking establishments, and music and loud voices filled the air. It was barely seven in the evening, but frivolity knew no timetable.

      I turned into the alley alongside the livery, aware of the darkness the way one is aware of cold rain on exposed skin. The odor of horse manure permeated the air, and a wheelbarrow and pitchfork leaned against the building midway along one side. I gazed into the dimness but could not see my family heirloom.

      “Sleg,” I whispered. “Spear, where are you?” I took a few steps into the dark alley. “Hello? Where did you go?”

      Something behind me hooked my attention and I spun around, afraid of who or what might be sneaking up on me. Not Quetzalcoatl, surely? He was trapped in a green crystalline Purgatory.

      In my sudden apprehension, the shadow I made out at the mouth of the alley looked like a low-set demon. But when it spoke, I nearly withered in relief.

      “Lula-lee? ’Tis only me.”

      “Uncle, don’t sneak up on me like that!” I rushed toward him and knelt to wrap my arms around his doggy shoulders. “How did you find me?”

      He licked my cheek, again evoking the sensation of hot sandpaper against my tender skin. “I know you preferred some personal time, but I was worried, so I’ve been following you. I’m still your uncle, and I can’t help looking after you, my dear.”

      I wasn’t mad, even if I held my scowl for a moment to pretend so. “I’m glad you’re here, honestly. I was feeling a little, I don’t know, on edge.”

      “Aye. Don’t feel bad about that. Fighting monsters all day tends to make one so.”

      “You’re probably right. But now, where did that thing go?” I turned and scanned the darkness, still looking for the troublesome weapon, describing it to Paddy as I searched. “The spear has a couple of remarkable capacities. One being the ability to move on its own. Another being that it’s fastidious enough that I’m starting to wonder if it refused to hide in this alley because of the horse dung.”

      As I spoke, I stepped down the alley farther, peering into the dark. Hopefully, Uncle Paddy had better night vision than me.

      “Oi.”

      The voice came from the mouth of the alley. Paddy and I both turned quickly and faced the speaker to discover that he was actually three. There was something off about them that I couldn’t make out in the gloom, but it was their fae glow that held my attention. They all appeared human, or at least wore human glamours. Two were as squat and round as beer barrels, and the third was taller and unnaturally thin, gaunt even. There was enough light coming from gaslamps along the street for me to see that much.

      “Yes?” I said cautiously. Paddy was alert beside me, ready for anything. I took comfort in knowing he was there.

      “You the half-blood?” one of the squatter ones said, the same who’d called out initially. “The one what rubs elbows with that t’ievin’ hobgoblin?”

      “Wha—?” I looked at Paddy. How could they know who I was? I looked nothing like myself. “Why would you think that?” I equivocated.

      The thin one spoke in a nasally voice just edging into a feminine vocal range. “Know many other fae wandering around Denver with a dragon hiding in a dog’s coat, do you?” She took a step toward me, and the streetlamp flashed off her eyes. They were the color of a lizard’s, brilliant yellow flecked with green. These were not the kind of eyes you’d find in a normal human, and I wondered who she was trying to fool with a glamour that failed to cover such an unlikely feature.

      Paddy growled protectively, and the sound sent a shiver up even my spine. I have nothing to fear, I told myself. Not with my uncle with me.

      “Now now, Dorkus, no need to menace the mädchen.”

      I knew that voice. Trolls are distinct in every way.

      To confirm my suspicions, a bulky figure stepped into the alleyway. Taller than me by two feet, hunchbacked as Quasimodo, and wide as a barn—Motherlode Mankiller.

      “Madam Mankiller, how unexpected to see you here,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. I thanked fate that she was at least in human guise, sparing us from the sight of her pocked flesh and wicked tusks. “Have you been looking for me?”

      “Not you, but you vill do. That verdammt hob, Toxicore Darkheart, is who I seek. He is sehr sehr much in my debt now that he has taken vat vas not his to take. Und I prefer to have this debt paid in blood. You vill take this message to him for me, ja? He has till tomorrow to return mein schneekügel to me, along vis his apologies and one hand, and I vill decide to call it even.”

      She loomed, there’s no other way to describe it. She didn’t step closer or change her posture in any way, but suddenly the darkness limning her deepened and grew, like a sponge soaking up black water, making me feel as small as a mouse before a lion. “If he does not, mein freunden vill find him and I vill take more than a hand. You understand, mädchen?”

      Now seemed like an inopportune time to tell her the snow globe had been destroyed. “Perhaps I can offer terms that many would find more reasonable. Toxicore may have taken the globe”—no use in denying it—“but he is very sorry, I assure you.” He was definitely not. “He should pay for his mistake, but losing an entire hand just seems a bit more severe than necessary.”

      “You think to question vat I deem necessary? You, a tiny half-blood vis no more pixie dust to sell, hmm? If mein schneekügel is gone, what vill Darkheart offer to repay me for vat he has stolen? You know better than me vat its value is?”

      “No, madam, not at all. I’m simply saying that I understand you’re upset, and rightly so. It’s just that a hand, you know, it’s extreme.”

      “Now, yer backtalkin’ Mankiller, half-blood, and we’re not goin’ to stand fer it.” This was the other short figure. His voice, like his shape, nearly indistinguishable from his twin in the shadows. “You keep it up and I’ll paint yer knickers yellow.”

      “You’ll what? I’m sorry, I don’t⁠—”

      “Don’t go actin’ like you don’t know when ye’re bein’ threatened!”

      “That was a threat?” I whispered to Paddy. “It sounded like a poorly worded offer by a witless clothier.”

      “I think the witless part is accurate,” he responded via mental conveyance.

      “Be silent, Knob,” Motherlode commanded. “One day, that is all the time I vill allow Darkheart. Should he take longer to return vat is mein, I vill…”

      Motherlode’s eyes sparked in the lamplight as they shifted to something over my shoulder. I glanced back and was instantly relieved. Floating stealthily toward me was the missing spear, returned to its former solid-gold self. I heard Motherlode suck in a breath in surprise.

      “Is it…” she began but faded out before completing her question.

      I reached out to grasp the hovering spear, as if having an archaic weapon of war levitating at one’s side was normal. That little shock that went through my palm and up my arm every time I took hold of it zipped into me.

      “Is there some killing that needs to be done, my lady?” Sleg asked with so much hope that I almost felt bad for having to disappoint it.

      Motherlode stared on, her mouth agape. I didn’t like the gleam in her eye, one of either fear or greed, it was hard to tell. Neither boded well. A frightened troll was something I didn’t need experience to tell me would be unpredictable. And greed has a long and storied history of making dangerous people out of those it affects.

      “No, I don’t think so,” I told Sleg. “Not yet at least.”

      “Not yet? Then there is hope!”

      “Vat vould you take for that weapon, mädchen?” Motherlode inquired.

      “This? Oh, sorry, it isn’t for sale. Family heirloom. Sentimental value, you know.”

      “For it, I vill forgive Darkheart’s theft, ja? No hard feelings, as they say.”

      She drove a tempting bargain, but there was nothing in this world that could persuade me to part with the spear willingly. I didn’t want to tell her that, though, to avoid introducing her to the temptation to find something to change my mind. “Toxicore will make amends, Madam Mankiller. But unfortunately, this spear can’t be part of them.” I kept my voice firm, hoping to quell any further mention of it.

      “Family heirloom, hmm? Fine. You vill tell Darkheart vat’s expected of him, ja? I vill see him tomorrow then.”

      With that, she spun about and paced into the evening’s gloom, trailed by her three hobgoblin—I suspected—companions. I’d learned a valuable lesson tonight. As far as hobs went, Toxicore was not the worst I could be companions with. And here I’d thought I had already found the bottom of that barrel.
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      The encounter, though unexpected, did not leave me much shaken. By the time I made it back to Madam Sídhe’s boarding house, I’d come up with no solution for Toxicore, but greater subjects occupied my thoughts more. The rest of the group who’d been to Havóq’s church were seated for dinner, awaiting me.

      The women who’d been left behind out of the fight were eager and relieved listeners to the tale of the encounter with the lich. Leannan sent the iron box containing the phylactery to be stored in her chambers, and we all sat at the formal dining table and discussed the event while eating.

      When it came to containing the Serpent, Leannan made one thing indubitably clear: we had a problem.

      The Sídhe had placed her keys on the table and absentmindedly ran her fingertips along their metal bodies as she spoke. “The snake god will not be held by the wards of my pishogue box for long. In due time, he’ll interpret the runes and subvert them, and then everyone within his sphere of influence will be subject to his will. We’ve seen what a mere man with access to the phylactery can accomplish. Though we don’t know what the Serpent’s plans for it are, given his past actions we can only assume the worst.”

      “Might I propose,” said the silver-haired Fiona, the most elfin of the coven, “we leave the gem in the hands of our Danannín. She should be capable of withstanding the Serpent’s will—long enough to get him far from us, at least.”

      Across from me, I saw Orville wince at the idea, but I didn’t need him to object. “No!” I blurted. “I mean, I am not sure I’m the right woman for such an important responsibility.”

      Tox, who sat beside me and whom I had not yet had a moment to speak to about his awaited fate, nodded and gave his opinion. “Till today, she didn’t even know she could break a wee paralysis spell with her own power. Not the sharpest godling what e’er lived.”

      “Thank you for your support,” I said flatly.

      “Don’t have to t’ank me for sayin’ the obvious.”

      Leannan gave me a long look. “I agree, Lula is like the first bud of a new rosebush. Delicate and easily harmed, even though she is capable of greatness.” I delighted in what I thought was a compliment, until she finished her statement. “She has yet to blossom, and the Serpent would have little trouble corrupting her.”

      Wanting to be credited with a bit more competence, I suggested, “Perhaps I know somewhere it would be safe. My mother’s realm. It’s well-hidden and even better defended.” That should do it, I thought.

      “Do you really want a dragon with the strength of a god, who breathes fires that would make the hanged god’s nemesis Lucifer cower in his very own lake of fire, coming under the sway of the Serpent?” Leannan asked in her calmly disgusted way.

      “… I see your point.”

      “Your mother is not of the Tuatha Dé Danann, daughter of Lugh. She’s not even fae. You may as well give the phylactery to an angry child.”

      “I said, I get it,” I grumbled and took an aggressive sip of my tea, holding Leannan’s critical eyes with my narrowed ones.

      “Good. It was your missteps that brought us to this point, so I do hope for some productive ideas from you eventually.”

      I became aware of the silence that had fallen over the rest of the room, all eyes pinging back and forth between the greater fae witch and I. The pigheaded, temperamental woman in me had several retorts bubbling at the back of my tongue. In particular, Madam, you are aware that you’re speaking to a demigod, aren’t you? The only thing stopping me was the warning Orville had given me. A god who didn’t know their strength could use it poorly.

      The thought evaporated when Hattie spoke up. “This pretty rock being so valuable leads me to think it might be worth somethin’ to the one person we need somethin’ from.”

      For a split second, I wondered if she was speaking of Motherlode—except she hadn’t heard about my exchange with the troll yet.

      “The Morrígan, I mean. Could we exchange it for Lula’s pa?” She looked at me with raised eyebrows.

      “Absolutely not!” said Leannan at the same moment Orville blurted, “Don’t even speak of it!”

      “Miss Dumas,” the Sídhe continued in a softer tone, a tone, I had noted on several occasions, she only used with Hattie and Orville. Was I jealous, you might ask. I prefer not to say. “You see, if Lady Morrígan were to use the phylactery to pass through the gateways to this plane, she would be even more of a threat. Not just to Lula, but to all humans.”

      “Not if we capture her and use those last two mesmerism charms you collected from Havóq’s dead bounty hunters to do away with her like we did him,” Hattie urged.

      This brought a hush to the room. Among the dead in the churchyard had been two more unidentified humans. Not ones who’d recently been pulled from their graves by Quetzalcoatl, but ruffians of the likes of Pygmy Bell and Sophia Carter. They’d presumably been part of Havóq’s cabal of hired guns, as they’d worn charms like the monks and other bounty hunters had. The witches took them, and they were now kept with the phylactery.

      Mathilda was the first to speak. “But we’d need five charms. The spell only works with five.”

      “You’re the witches, and you’re the ones with that old book on the craft. I’m sure you can figure something out,” Hattie said. At this point, we’d shared each other’s company long enough that I could hear her barely concealed impatience and… was she being smug? I had to hide a grin behind my teacup.

      Leannan gave Hattie a scowl that could freeze water. I couldn’t put a finger on what had made her angry, though.

      “Lady Leannan, Miss Dumas, if I may,” Fiona said placatingly. She looked to Hattie with a serenity I found nearly beatific. “Your idea has a great many merits. And all here understand why you would want to rid Lula of one of her greatest enemies. But we fae do take some exception to the idea of murdering members of our own kind. Enemy or not, the Tuatha Dé Danann are the greatest of the fae, and inviolable.”

      “They tell you this when they’re tryin’ to kill you, do they?” Hattie said.

      I reached out and put my hand on hers, squeezing ever so slightly. Hattie was playing with a spark here that could easily become a bonfire.

      To my surprise and admiration, Fiona’s serenity was unmarred. “We cannot expect you to understand, not being our kind.”

      “No, I guess I don’t.” Hattie frowned, frustrated, but she settled.

      I cleared my throat. “Leannan, if you don’t mind me asking, how long do you think we have until Quetzalcoatl breaks the wards?”

      “Weeks, maybe. Or days. His spirit is unfamiliar to me. I cannot judge how adept in Tuatha magic he might be. He has shown he is cunning, but cunning isn’t wisdom.”

      “This phylactery,” chimed in Sleg, who leaned against the wall next to the dining room doorway, “it reminds me of the divinity orb I carry.”

      “The what?” I asked aloud, and everyone looked at me. “Sorry,” I said, blushing a bit. “Sleg, I mean, the spear is telling me something.”

      “Well don’t sit there and carry on your one-sided conversation,” Leannan chided. “Tell us what it’s saying.”

      I couldn’t very well refuse and be rude to my host (even if I felt like it). “It said something about the phylactery being like”—I turned around and looked at Sleg, self-conscious about talking to a piece of metal—“a what again?”

      “My divinity orb.” The gleaming orange sphere mounted inside the quad-bladed speartip glowed for a moment.

      I repeated the message before asking, “What exactly is this divinity orb?”

      “The divine quintessence of the master, of course.”

      I echoed Sleg while my brain tried to make sense of it. “Do you mean that this orb is a manifestation of that which makes my father Tuatha Dé Danann?”

      “Thusly so.”

      Leannan rubbed a finger over her plump bottom lip. “It explains much,” she commented. “This stripping of Lugh’s divine power is what made him weak enough for the Morrígan to cage, and what made him capable of moving through the gateways. As merely a greater fae, he would not be confined to one plane or another.”

      Her tone was contemplative, but I was troubled by the mere concept. “How could anyone… divide themself in such a way? And why?”

      “The why is a simple and ignominious matter,” Sleg said. “He fell in love. His lady love was human. So he debased himself in order to join her as husband and wife.”

      “That isn’t a very kind thing to say,” I huffed without repeating his words to the others.

      “I’m a weapon of war, my lady. I’m not created to be kind.”

      Through thinned lips, I told the others, “He says Bran, or Lugh I guess, separated his divine nature from his fae nature in order to be with my mother.”

      “Man’s love is a man’s life a part,” Orville said philosophically, quoting Lord Byron. I was pleased, at least, that he stopped there without adding the next line: “’Tis a woman’s whole existence.” I was sure my mother would have her own thoughts on that, as did I.

      “Crafty indeed,” Leannan crooned, smiling to herself. She seemed overly impressed with my father’s skills, and Orville’s jealous glance showed he liked it as little as I did. “But”—she lowered her gaze at me—“that leads to an interesting question. Did Lord Lugh help to conceive you before or after he was so sundered?”

      The room focused on me—as if I should know. “I… I haven’t the faintest,” I stammered.

      “She was able to slip through
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