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Chapter One

 

Shade stood on the rocky shore and stared out across Loch Ness. The shadow flows curled in knots as the wind whipped the water into choppy waves. The roiling power beckoned him. The last rays of the setting sun turned the ribbon of clouds overhead crimson and sent licks of mist writhing across the dark water. His heart twisted with each surge of the shadow flows. The wind bit his cheeks, carrying the scent of fall leaves and something else he could not recognize, something stagnant and ancient, like sleeping moss or . . . a bit of home.

He shook his head to clear it. He had no memories of life before Sunblade found him.

A twig snapped and His Majesty Athol of the Greenhall leaped from the bank down to the rocky strand. "Well, what do you think?"

Carla held onto a black willow branch as she eased down behind her father. She'd changed from the impractical but beautiful green dress, which had once belonged to Athol's first wife, and now she wore jeans and a sweater. The way the knit fabric clung to her torso made Shade look away, his cheeks burning.

He cleared his throat and reached a hand out to the shadow flows. At the merest hint of a call from him, they rushed up around him in a swirling fountain of power, stealing his breath. He closed his hand to a fist and released the power. It tumbled away from him like fall leaves in a windstorm. "There is a lot of power." He shook his hand out and rubbed the cold sweat from his face. "But if there is an entrance to the Midnight Court here, I don't see it. Wouldn't know how to recognize it."

"Don't be too impatient," Athol said. "It may take a while to find. But I'm pretty sure there is an entrance around here somewhere."

"His Highness Oisin Springsong said you were friends with the Shadow Si," Carla said to Athol. She wrapped her warm fingers around Shade's hand. He squeezed them, thankful for her reassurance. She could not know how frightened he was about Athol's suggestion that he seek out and recruit the aid of the Midnight Court.

A gleam stoked by ancient friendships came into Athol's eyes. "I have met His Majesty Chernobog and his queen, Lussian. Long ago when the world was still young. Before the humans came and the Midnight Court went underground. No, not Under the Hill like we did. They are still a part of this world, last I heard, but they're reclusive and prefer to remain hidden. Of course, they've always been like that." He shrugged. "I have known Shadow Si who became my close friends in some of my darkest times. The Shadow Si are hard to move to action, but once moved, they are unstoppable. They are difficult to befriend, but once befriended they are loyal to the end. The trick is, you have to accept their help on their terms. It does no good to try to force them to do anything."

"Do you suppose any of your old friends are still alive?" Carla asked just before Shade could say the same thing.

The gleam vanished from Athol's eyes. "No. I lost them in battle against the Romans."

Shade shuddered. The mist thickened on the water, and the sunset faded away, leaving black on black. Night sky. Water. Power. The power flows tugged him toward the waves that slapped against the rocks. He stepped forward, but Carla clung to his hand, holding him back.

"I don't like this," she said, her voice trembling. "It's so . . . so dark out there."

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. "You can't come with me. His Majesty needs you to go to France with him."

Tears brimmed at the edge of her eyes. "I know, but . . . what if you don't come back."

"Of course, I'll come back. I have to." He glanced over at Athol whose jaw was set in firm resolve. "We can't stop His Highness Corcoran and Sunblade without the aid of the Shadow Si. Your father and I have gone over this many times. There is no other way to save your mother."

"Come, Carla." Athol pried her fingers away from Shade's hand. "I don't think there is any chance he'll find the entrance while we're with him. We're too bright, and it's too well hidden. We have to leave him alone with the dark powers."

No. Don't leave me, Shade wanted to whisper, but he pressed his lips together instead. He would not tell them how he feared being alone. It was a fear from the deepest part of his soul, going back to St. Louis where his parents had abandoned him as a small child.

"Shadowheart." Athol gripped his shoulders and forced him to look up into his face. "I would not ask you to do this if it weren't so important. Here." He pressed something smooth and round into Shade's hand. Shade looked down and found he held Athol's signet ring with the white horse etched into an emerald.

"Majesty?" He said in alarm. "I can't take this."

Athol laughed, took the ring, and slid it onto Shade's finger. "And yet you would have my daughter who is dearer to me than any mere piece of jewelry. Ha. Little Shadow. Keep the ring until you return to me. With it, you know my heart goes with you. You can't be alone while you have that."

Athol picked Carla up by the waist and lifted her onto the bank. "We will meet again soon, Shadowheart. Enjoy the safety of the dark while you can, because when you return, we will go to battle."

Shade looked up at Carla on the bank. He'd meant to kiss her goodbye. Had hoped they'd get a moment of privacy just the two of them, but Athol had, through various and seemingly unplanned ways, managed to never let Shade and Carla alone unattended. He'd given his permission for Shade to date her, but . . .

"Shade?" Carla reached back down toward him.

Shade took her hand and kissed it. "I love you, Carla. Be careful."

"I think you'll be in more danger than I will." Carla's lips curled in a soft smile.

Shade shook his head. "You're dealing with matters of politics and power. The balance of Aos Si power has shifted in the world, and everyone will be scrambling to come out ahead. Don't expect everyone to willingly bow the knee to your father. And of those who do swear fealty, don't expect all of them to mean it. If I could go with you, I could help you discern where the Aos Si really stand, but—" Shade glanced over his shoulder at the teaming power flows on the black loch.

"Shade." Carla flung herself off the bank into his arms and kissed him. With shaking lips, Shade returned her favor until he heard Athol's sword slide free from its sheath on his back.

Shade gasped and stepped away from Carla, afraid he'd gone too far and angered the king, but Athol's eyes gazed out into the mist on the loch.

"There's something out there." Athol gripped the Power Scythe ready to fight.

Water splashed, and a black shape surfaced for a moment and then plunged back beneath the waves.

Carla laughed, cold and clear. "So there really is a Loch Ness Monster."

"Felt more like a gatekeeper to me. A guardian. Old and powerful," Athol said.

Shade gazed into the shadow flows. They thickened and intensified. For a flash moment he saw the outline of a man and woman standing on the water in the center of the loch, then it scattered away into the flows. "The gate's open. I have to go."

He kissed Carla on the cheek and ran toward the center of the loch. Where his foot should have first hit the water, it did not. The shadow flows held him above the surface. If he hadn't already committed himself to a run, he would have jerked back. But his momentum carried him into the seething flows and propelled him across Loch Ness. With every step, the power thickened and built around him, holding him up until he reached the center of the loch.

Then the power vanished, and he plunged into the icy waves.

Cold wet flashed over him as he dropped into the water. The force of his fall and the sudden freeze expelled the air from his lungs.

The water closed above his head.

He clawed his way back toward the surface, but before his face could breach the water, a slimy coil wrapped around his ankle and jerked him down.

He doubled over and tore at the coil that held him bound.

He could see nothing in the murky water.

His lungs screamed for air.

He pulled the hunting knife that Juniper had given him from his belt and sliced it through the water toward the creature.

A bigger coil looped up and wrapped itself around his torso, trapping his arm and the knife. Then the monster dove, taking him with it, down into the depths. The water pressure increased. He tried to pull the shadow flows around himself so he could Walk to safety. But the pain of the descent knocked him unconscious.

He woke to dark power wrapped around him like a heavy blanket and found himself breathing. Soaked. Laid out on some rough shore like driftwood cast aside after a hurricane. The knife still clutched in his hand.

It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the deep darkness. The kind of dark he'd known in the farthest reaches of the tunnels under Denver Airport. The air was stagnant, as if he were the first to stir it in years. The earthy smell of moss and fungus accented the smell of the freezing water that lapped at his feet.

Shivering, he forced himself to his knees and took in the cramped cavern around him.

The walls that ringed the chamber were natural stone, hewn here and there by the head of some pick or chisel. Ancient moss and lichen clung in patches to the stone. Rough sand and pebbles covered the ground in a crescent around the edge. The dark waters of the Ness slapped the sand, rising from an opening below.

In the rock wall at the back of the beach, a thin cleft had been chiseled to widen it enough a person could squeeze inside if he weren't too fat. This had to be the entrance to the Midnight Court, but where was the gatekeeper?

"Hello," Shade called out. "Is anyone here?"

His voice folded back to him in a tight echo that took several moments to die out. He'd seen people in the flows on the lake, but no one answered his call.

His Majesty Athol of the Greenhall had felt that the monster was the gatekeeper. Shade checked his ankle and chest where the creature had grabbed him. A bruise was already forming in both places. The creature had taken him. It had not killed him but brought him here instead.

"So is this a prison for those not allowed in the Court, or is this the entrance?" Shade muttered. Even this softer exclamation reverberated around him.

Still no one answered.

Shade pressed his free hand against Athol's signet ring on his finger. Imbued with Aos Si magic, it had adjusted itself to fit him at Athol's unspoken command. At Shade's touch, the emerald glowed a pale green, casting a silhouette of the running horse on the wall.

Shade? Athol's consciousness floated into his mind.

Here, My Lord, Shade answered.

Are you hurt?

Wet, cold, and bruised, but all right. I'm in a chamber somewhere at the edge of the loch, I think. It may be the entrance, but there is no one here to guard it. Looks more like the monster has unceremoniously dumped me at the exit.

Athol chuckled in his mind. Only one way to find out then.

Yes, My Lord. Tell Carla I'm okay. Take care of her in France and wherever else you go.

Of course I will. Be well, Little Shadow, until we meet again. Athol's mind drifted away, leaving Shade alone once more. He gripped the hunting knife and edged into the narrow opening.


Chapter Two

 

"Is he alive? I thought I heard him splash into the water." Carla had watched in alarm as Shade vanished into the shadow flows not far from shore. A few minutes later, she had heard a sharp cry and a splash. Stupid Shade trying to walk on water like a god or something.

Her father stared out across the loch without answering for a moment. Then he expelled a rough breath and slid the Power Scythe back into its sheath. "I think the gatekeeper recognized him as a Shadow Si and took him to the entrance."

"Are you sure?" Carla meant to put her hands on her hips and sound defiant and sassy, but the chilly mist and the roiling shadow flows made her shiver and wrap her arms tight around herself instead.

"I just spoke with him. He's fine." Athol lifted Carla back onto the bank.

"But it's so dark out there. Dark and terrifying."

Athol snorted. "It's his natural habitat, Carla. What we find frightening he'll find comforting. You should worry less about him fearing the dark and more about him embracing it and never wanting to live in the light again. You two are an unlikely couple, and I don't see how you could make things work between you."

"Dad!" This time Carla did manage to sound sharp and sassy. "He's spent his whole life with the Aos Si. He's happy in the light."

Athol shook his head, took Carla's hand, and led her back along the trail to the bus stop. The night had grown too dark to Walk the Light back to the New Greenhall. "Shade has lived like an injured bird in a cage. We just healed him and released him into the wild. He will not willingly be caged again, even if it is a gilded cage in your company."

Carla jerked to a stop and tore her hand away from her father. "You never did intend to let him date me, did you? You sent him to the Midnight Court just to get rid of him. Just to keep us apart." Carla flushed with such sharp anger her eyes watered. "He believed in you. He trusted you. He risked his life for you. How could you do this to him?" Carla spun and marched back the way they'd come.

Athol followed, speaking in a strained voice. "Yes. He has done us all a great service. How could I not set him free? The shadows call to him, Carla. He would chafe in whatever cage we might place him in to keep him with us. You have to let him go, lass. He has hurt too much for too long. Give him his freedom, Carla. If you love him. Let him go." Athol grabbed her shoulder with his steely hand.

Carla tried to pry him off of her, but he was so much bigger, older, stronger. "Let me go!" she yelled. "If he needs to go down there, then I'll go with him."

"Then you will hurt every bit as much as he did in the light Under the Hill. At least there you could cast him a shadow. How would he make light for you in the Midnight Court? He can't. Now come with me, or I'll pick you up and carry you over my shoulder, like the spoiled youngster you're behaving as."

Carla hesitated, torn between whether she should bolt again for the shadow flows on the water or obey her father. She remembered seeing Shade whipped and bleeding, shot in the stomach, lying face down in the muddy root cellar on her mother's farm. Hunted by his former master and those he'd run to for help, dying, Shade had crawled into the darkest hole he could find. She realized now if there had been no light seeping into the darkness from the open cellar door, she would not have been able to heal him. She remembered the shudder of revolt she'd felt stepping down into the darkness with the dangling roots, mud, and cobwebs. If she had not been so focused on helping Shade, she would never have gone into that hole. Yet, she would do the same for him now, if she had to. She would travel to the Midnight Court itself if she must to save his life.

But he was no longer hurt, lost, or confused. He'd grown strong and courageous during his time with her. He no longer needed her to heal him. Perhaps that was what worried her most. She feared her father was right. Shade would return to his own people and find peace, happiness, and love in the arms of some beautiful Shadow Si. Shade no longer needed Carla, but she very much still needed him.

Her world was torn and threatened. Her mother held a prisoner, tortured and tormented by Sunblade. Her farmhouse destroyed. Everything she had known taken away from her. She'd been plucked from the human world and set down in the High Court with their strict code of behavior and their fancy clothes. Most of them treated her like a preschooler, and it made her so angry she wanted to tear her hair out. Only Peachblossom treated her like the young woman she really was.

The truth was, she did not want to go to France, to the Spring Court which had ruled over Europe and the East in Oisin's absence. And go from there to Greece, to the Mediterranean Summer Court, the original Greenhall, her father's domain. At the Mediterranean Summer Court, things would be even worse than in the New Greenhall or in France. There, she would have to face her siblings, powerful and old. But she would not be fully one of them; she'd always be half human. And they would surely hate her and despise her mother for stealing Athol's heart away from his wife, Aine. What were the odds they would believe that Aine had planned the affair, that Aine had wanted Athol to have a half-human child to free everyone trapped in the Realm Under the Hill? No, they would not believe the truth, nor would they accept her. Carla was better off in the darkness with Shade.

"Dark thoughts, daughter," Athol murmured. "Though they may have some truth to them. But what would you have me do for you? You would not survive in the Midnight Court, even if you could get in, which you can't. You are unhappy in the New Greenhall. You do not wish to travel with me. Shall I leave you at the hostel with Fennel?"

"No." Carla shuddered. "Please no." She stalked back toward the bus stop. The bus would take them to Ft. William and from there to the Glen Nevis youth hostel run by her brother, Fennel. Her father planned to go back to the New Greenhall up by the falls in the morning and prepare for their journey to France.

"You don't get along with Fennel?" Athol said. The bus was already loading the last of the evening's passengers.

"I don't get along with anyone. They all hate me." Carla climbed onboard and squished into a seat in the back, leaving room for her muscular father and the big sword on his back to sit down beside her. Of course, he'd used his powers to hide the sword and his armor from the human's view. He could do that now that he wasn't trying to hide his aura as well.

"Actually, they adore you. You are our savior, Carla. You freed us from a living death."

"Yeah, sure they're happy now. But the glamour of that will wear off as soon as they confront the world I've brought them back into. I've already seen it in some of their faces. Those who have Walked the Light to what once were there homes and found the old dwellings replaced with human urbanization. Houses, apartments, condos, sky scrapers, streets, cars, airplanes. I've seen the shock in their eyes when the stumble back into the Greenhall. How will they survive in this new world? When they realize they can't, they will never forgive me for bringing them here."

Athol snorted. "So melodramatic. Ha, we will grow and adapt. Even I figured out how to use a computer. It's not really that intimidating if we just accept science as human magic."

"I don't see why we can't just go after Mom now. You're the most powerful Aos Si in the world. Sunblade doesn't stand a chance against you. Let's go get her tonight. You kill Sunblade so he can't hatch whatever scheme he has to take over the world. Then Mom and I can settle down in the human world. In Denver, at my old school, with my human friends. You can stay in the New Greenhall with Aine. Mom and I will be fine without you." Carla's chest tightened. She was desperate, grasping at strings, trying to find some grounding in the shreds of her old life.

Richard's face flashed into her mind: short brown hair, kind eyes. Richard's strong hands at her waist while she pirouetted in their partnering class at the ballet studio. Richard's last words to her before she left for Scotland. You will always be my girl, no matter what happens in Scotland.

"You have a human boyfriend?" Athol said in surprise.

Carla groaned and sunk down in her seat. She'd never get used to the way the Aos Si could read each other's minds unless they consciously put up a shield for privacy. "I'm sixteen. I have friends. I date. Humans do that. Date. You know. Hang out with the opposite sex without adult interference. I'm old enough I don't need a chaperone twenty-four seven."

Athol's tanned face turned ruddy and he clenched his fists. His jaw muscles tightened and he stared at the humans on the bus around them with a stony look in his eyes.

Carla scooted as far away from him as she could get against the side of the bus. "Okay, so just accept it. I date who I want, when I want, and I don't need your permission. But that's not the point. I don't understand why we aren't rushing to save Mom right now. Every moment she stays with Sunblade, we risk losing her permanently. Didn't Shade tell you that? Didn't he tell you about Sunblade's gift, his ability to lie and make people believe him?"

Athol's face turned an even deeper shade of red, and he caught his breath. "He told me. He also told me that Sunblade is no fool. And even if he were, Corcoran is with him now, and Corcoran is not. They both know your mother is the key to my downfall. They will keep her in darkness where I can't Walk. They'll set traps to kill me and anyone else who joins in the attack. They have a stronghold rife with human security and Aos Si power. I dare say I have never faced more dangerous and well-prepared foes. To rush in now would be suicide. I would lose your mother, my life, and any chance of protecting the humans in this world."

Carla turned her back and stared out the window at the twisted trees flashing past in the darkness. She and her mother had fought often enough, but they'd only ever had each other. Carla had forced herself to believe that all she needed to do was bring Athol out from Under the Hill and he'd take care of everything. Easy as that. She'd break her father out. He'd save her mother. Life would go back to usual.

"Carla." Athol's voice was deep and ragged. "I will save your mother."

Carla crossed her arms, sat back, and remained silent until she and her father stepped down from the bus at the hostel.

Fennel met them halfway to the front door. "I have prepared my own chambers for you, Majesty, and a private room for Carla." He spoke in the High Aos Si language in deference to Athol. "Dinner too, if you're hungry. You should know there is a group of humans here this evening. A hostel is rather a relaxed, informal place. The kitchen, dining room, sitting room, and rest rooms are all communal areas. The group will be climbing to the falls in the morning. Is the New Greenhall hidden?"

"Yes," Athol said. His voice was dark and he still looked angry.

Carla shrank away from him, shielded her thoughts, and considered how she might break away from him and get back to Denver. Just because he wanted to sit around and plan, she didn't have to wait. She could go stay with her friend Meg and think up her own plan to rescue her mother.

"This way, Your Majesty," Fennel motioned them inside and headed for the stairs to his own residence.

The sounds of happy chatter and clank of pots drifted from the kitchen. A newscaster's voice from the TV in the sitting room filled in the short pauses in conversations of the group staying at the hostel. People, Carla thought. Real people. She slipped away from Fennel and her father and stepped into the bright kitchen.

"Hi," a woman said. She looked like a college professor out on fall break as she dumped spaghetti noodles into a boiling pan of water. She had her brown hair pulled up into a knot on top of her head and a swarm of friends around her helping prepare the meal. "You traveling alone, honey?"

Carla shook her head. "My brother owns the hostel. I'm just here for a visit."

"Oh, our mysterious dark Highlander," one of the other women said. Several others chuckled. "Then you must know all about him."

"Ignore them," the first woman said, offering a hand to Carla. "My name's Tianna. We're currently studying Gaelic legends and have come to see the spot where the mythical Allen o' the Green dances. Lillian here has got it into her head that Fennel is really Allen o' the Green, and he's been putting people on about being one of the Fair Folk, keeping the legend alive, so to speak."

Carla burst out laughing and laughed so hard she doubled over and tears seeped from her eyes. She wondering what these women would think if they knew the real Allen o' the Green was at this very moment upstairs with Fennel.

"So, you don't think your brother fits the bill then?" Tianna said. "His face and bone structure seem to match the description. That and the supposed ethereal quality the Fair Folk have of staying young-looking but seeming endlessly old."

Carla choked and shook her head.

"Well, I have a plan to prove if he is or not." Lillian reached into a bag on the counter and pulled out a rowan stick. She waved it in the air, scattering the natural power flows in the kitchen. "According to legend, all I have to do is rub this against his skin—"

"No." Carla jumped to her feet and backed away. For some reason the rowan plant disrupted the Aos Si power, even from a distance. She'd seen one used before, and they frightened her.

The five women in the kitchen stopped their dinner preparation and stared at her. Lillian smiled and shrugged. "It's just a legend. Of course it's not real. Is it? Your brother isn't really one of the Fair Folk, is he? He's not Allen o' the Green himself?"

Fennel strode into the kitchen. "O' course nae," Fennel said in English with his heavy Scottish accent. He grabbed the rowan branch from Lillian, opened the window, and tossed it outside. "Ye should nae frigh'en me li'l sis wi' such nonsense."

"Well I guess he's not," Tianna said. "Or he wouldn't have been able to touch the stick. So much for myths and legends. Let's have dinner."

Fennel grinned at them, but when he turned away toward Carla his face twisted into a grimace. He kept his right hand balled into a fist. "Yer father is won'ring why ye di' nae come upstairs wi' us," he said to Carla.

Carla composed herself as the power flows in the kitchen went back to normal. She folded her arms across her chest. "Please tell my father, His Majesty of the Greenhall, that I prefer to dine with the mortals this evening. I tire of Fair Folk company."

Fennel burst out laughing, deep and loud. Fool, he hissed into Carla's mind. Stupid fool. You can't play with things like this.

Carla lifted her chin. Why not? Why don't we tell the humans the truth about us? If we have to share the world with them, why not let them know we exist?

This is why not. Fennel opened his hand so only Carla could see. Where he'd touched the rowan stick, his palm was swollen red and covered with blisters. Carla reached out to take his hand and heal it, but Fennel balled it back into a fist and strode out of the kitchen. I'll tell your father you crave human company. You keep your mouth shut.

 Tianna and her party were still laughing as they carried their food into the dining room and invited Carla to join them for dinner. Carla went gladly, not caring to hear the lecture Fennel and her father were bound to throw at her the moment she went upstairs.

Carla took a mouthful of the spaghetti. The tang of the tomato sauce made her mouth water. "Mmm," she said. "This tastes better than all the food in the Fairy Realm."

Tianna laughed.

Lillian tapped her fork against her plate pensively. "You do realize how dangerous it is to eat with the Fair Folk. Their food is enchanted. Strange things happen to those who eat it. Some legends say once you've tasted it, you never want to eat human food again."

Actually, the food Under Hill had been almost flavorless, unless Carla concentrated hard, imagining how it should taste. She took another bite of the spaghetti and smiled while she chewed. "You guys have really studied all about the Fair Folk, haven't you?"

"Sure," Tianna said. "That's why we're here. Over a dozen texts from ancient to modern place the entrance of the Realm Under the Hill in the vicinity of Steall Falls."

"Of course just as many texts place it elsewhere, and the highest number of references point out the Newgrange Mound in Ireland," Lillian said. "And you should know, Athol of the Greenhall is said to be one of the eight High Princes and should be referred to as His Highness, not His Majesty. The king of the High Court is Tuatha Danann."

"Oh right. Of course," Carla said. Her heart twisted with the knowledge that Tuatha Danann had died holding up the passage so his people could leave the Realm Under the Hill. That made his oldest son, her father, the High King now, but she couldn't tell these women that. Fennel had ordered her to be silent about the Aos Si. "But I heard that Allen o' the Green only dances with mortal women around the time of the summer solstice. He is the Summer Prince, right? How come you guys are here now instead of visiting back in the summer?" Carla accepted a piece of warm garlic bread that was being passed around. It was nice to eat real human food and not food conjured by Aos Si magic.

All five women fell silent and made a show of eating their food.

After a long silence, Lillian slammed her fork to the table. "We're not witches, all right?"

"What?" Carla's mind didn't quite make the leap.

"Technically we are," Tianna said delicately.

"No. We're not," Lillian said.

"I don't think we should discuss this right now," one of the other women spoke up. "Fennel already warned us not to frighten his sister with talk of mystic things."

"Why do you suppose?" Lillian looked slantwise at Carla. "Can it be he senses the waves of power rolling off her?"

Carla jumped to her feet.

"Summer green, if I'm reading it right," Lillian continued.

 Tianna shook her head. "The green is just the resonance from Fennel, and possibly Allen o' the Green himself. I think her underlying aura is gold."

"Wait a minute." Carla lifted a finger admonishingly. "Wait just a minute. You can see my aura?" The five women were human. Very human. No auras unless they'd learned to hide them like her father did.

"No," Lillian said. "Auras aren't something that can be seen. They have to be . . . felt. For instance, Tianna there has a fiery red aura most often, except for when she's with her husband. Then it mellows into a kind of goldish-orange. Safra's aura is sea-green, cool and soft. And mine is brown, usually."

"But you're human," Carla blurted out. "Human's don't have auras. They just don't. They can't see them, don't sense them, and definitely do not have any kind of power of their own."

"Told you we were witches," Tianna said. "Those of us that people stupidly refer to as witches are just regular people who are more in tune with the spiritual world around them. You can't sense our auras, because . . . well, most people just can't. It takes years of meditation and practice to begin to feel the things beyond human sight."

Carla stared hard at the human women, but could still see no aura. She remembered vaguely Shade theorizing back in The Valley that perhaps the humans had some kind of power, it was just on a wavelength Aos Si could not see or feel.

"Honey. Sit down please and forget it," Tianna said. "This is just academic talk. We're here on a study trip. That's all. Forget this silly mention of witches and magic. Honestly, we're just pulling your leg."

"No, you're not." Carla remained on her feet. If these ladies could sense auras, the New Greenhall would shine like a beacon for them the moment they reached the meadow below the falls despite her father's concealments. "Tell me why you're here. It's not Samhain yet or Beltane, summer solstice or winter solstice. There is no reason for academics or witches to be poking around a place of power this time of year."

"Me thinks our shiny friend here knows more than she has let on," Lillian murmured.

Carla forced herself back into her seat, but couldn't bring herself to continue eating.

"Perhaps an exchange of information would be helpful," Tianna said in a low voice, filling her plate with the Italian salad.

Carla grimaced. Fennel had told her to keep her mouth shut. "Tell me why you're here, and I'll give you what I can. I'll tell you in advance right now. Stay off the mountain. If you have any reasonable fear of the Fair Folk, you'll leave Glen Nevis in the morning and not come back."

"That is a pretty firm warning," Lillian said. The other women were silent.

 Tianna glanced up from her plate and locked eyes with Carla. "We came because last night a power was unleashed into the world with the spiritual impact of an atomic bomb. The blast originated at Steall Ban, and we feared something might have happened to Allen o' the Green. The balance of power in the world has shifted, and fall is in the air. Not just the normal bite of cold this time of year, something deeper. Something deadly. Safra had a vision—" Tianna nodded toward a raven-haired lady at the end of the table who had kept her eyes on her plate through most of the conversation. "She saw the black hand of death reach out across the whole world. Civilization withered and died likes leaves in autumn."

Carla hunched her shoulders and thickened the power flows around herself to cut her mind off from her father and Fennel. She swallowed hard before speaking in a whisper. "What you felt was the death of Tuatha Danann. He perished while holding open the passage for the High Court to return to this world."

 Tianna's eyes went wide, and Lillian nearly tipped over backward on her chair. Safra flinched, and the other women shook their heads in denial.

"Tuatha Danann is dead? The others are here in this world, all of them?" Tianna said.

Carla nodded and pointed to the floor above them. "His Majesty of the Greenhall is upstairs, and he is the new king, but His Highness Corcoran contests Greenhall's claim to the throne. The Fall Prince has a plan to subjugate the world and make himself supreme ruler of Fair Folk and humans. Safra's vision will be reality if Corcoran wins."

"And you are?" Lillian said in a strained whisper.

"Carla Greenhall, His Majesty's half-human daughter who broke the curse that kept the High Court trapped as if dead in the Realm Under the Hill."

"Half human," Lillian said, a glimmer coming into her eyes. "A prince of the Fair Folk would never, would he?"

Carla clenched her napkin and glared at Lillian. "It was the only way. Allen o' the Green, His Highness Athol Greenhall, did not dance with mortal women on a whim. He did not fall in love with one out of unfaithfulness to his wife. Aine lay dead-and-not-dead Under the Hill, her spirit trapped in the power flows, her body unable to die where no time passes to cause such a death. Time: birth, aging, death, are tied to the human world. Humans and time are intertwined. Humans live more fully in their short lifetime than the Aos Si do over millennia. Do you understand what I'm saying? Only a half-human could break the curse. Only a child of the Greenhall would have enough healing power to call the dead back to their bodies. Despise me if you like, there are certainly enough Aos Si that feel the same. But I do not regret what I am."

"Nor do I." Athol strode into the room, followed by Fennel. Her father had not shrouded himself with any illusion and stood before the five witches in full tartan and armor.

"What? How?" Carla double-checked her shields to see how her father could have read her thoughts this time.

Athol gripped the dirk at his waist. "Did you think I wouldn't come, after Fennel showed me his hand, told me what you were with, and you blocked me out so completely. Dearest child. Some humans can be very dangerous."

As one, the five women rose and went down on one knee in obeisance to her father. Tianna shielded her eyes with her hand as if half-blinded by Athol's power. Safra whimpered and squeezed her eyes closed.

Carla looked from the women on their knees to her father. "You may want to mute your aura just a bit. Or maybe like a lot. I think you may be hurting them."

Athol frowned, and his aura grew even brighter.

Safra crumpled to the ground and buried her face in her arms. The other women turned their faces to the side.

"Stop it! What are you doing?" Carla shouted at her father.

"Do you think the Romans were my only enemies, Carla? Do you not suppose there was a reason we went Under the Hill? I know a coven of druidesses when I see one. I know their powers. I have fought them often enough."

 Tianna rose to her feet and lifted her chin in defiance. "We are not your enemies. From what Carla says, your own brother is the enemy of us all."

Athol drew his sword.

Carla stepped in front of Tianna and spread her arms, calling as much power to herself as she could to form a protective shield around the women. "Put that sword away for goodness sake. Do you want to end up in jail for murdering innocent women? This is the 21st Century, Dad, not 200 BC. You can't go around slaughtering people just because they look at you wrong or their ancient ancestors fought a war with you, for crying out loud."

Athol scowled and tightened his fist on the sword.

Fennel cleared his throat. "Actually, Carla is righ', Your Majesty. I hae known these ladies for a number o' years. They come here of'en. They are nae warriors. They're scholars. Gifted wi' druidic powers, aye, but scholars. They hae made a life-long study o' the Fair Folk. There are few humans in the world now tha' believe the Fair Folk do or ever did exis'. The Fair Folk hae become legens tha' no one believes in, save for those gifted by their ancestors wi' druidic sight. If ye were tae seek any allies among the humans, i' would be these." Fennel paused and looked over at Lillian. "Though, hones'ly, did ye hae tae bring the rowan branch?"

"I told you I would if you refused to dance with me this past summer." Her lips curled into a smile and her eyes twinkled.

Fennel's face turned bright red.

Athol's aura snapped down to almost nothing, and he slammed the sword back into its sheath. He pointed from Fennel to Lillian. "You . . . her?"

The red in Fennel's face seeped down his neck, and goose bumps broke out on his arms. His aura fluctuated through several shades of green.

Carla laughed.

Lillian climbed to her feet. "Fennel, dear, let me see your hand."

He swallowed, and his hand curled into a fist. "I's fine."

Lillian skirted Carla and Athol, glided over to Fennel, and took his fist in her hands. "Did it hurt you really? I just wanted to know for sure." She kissed his clenched fist. "Open up now."

Carla eyed her father, worried he might do something rash.

Fennel uncurled his fingers. The blisters and burn were gone, but a white scar cut across the palm of his hand.

Lillian sucked in a sharp breath. "You are . . . you are truly one of the
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