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      For all the folks who are still waiting for their “perfect” Valentine's Day,  those who don’t get the ridiculous hype, and for the large majority of readers who would like to see the holiday buried in a thousand pounds of cement and dumped into the deepest part of the ocean, I got ya’ covered…
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        DISCLAIMER:

        The words below are a colorful mix of words and phrases from the culture of the British Isles, including the Irish, Scottish, Welsh and Manx languages. The author has used them to facilitate creative world building and character enrichment, and thus should not be considered a realistic translation guide  or any one specific culture or language.

      

        

      
        Adh beannaith – (aw byan-ee) – a lucky blessing or good fortune

        Aintín - (ayn-teen) – aunt

        Aonghus Óg – (ENG-is ogh) the Celtic god of love; the father of Aengus Mac Óg

        Annwyl – (an-oil) – “Beloved” in the Welsh vernacular

        Asal – (OSS-ul) – a donkey or an ass

        Bairn - (bern) – baby or infant

        Bastaird – (BAHS-tard) – illegitimate offspring

        Buachaill Cupid – (BOO-uh-khil KYOO-pid) “Boy Cupid,” in reference to Aengus Mac Óg, the illegitimate son of the Celtic god of love, Aonghus Óg

        Cac – (kak) – “shit,” considered vulgar

        Claíomh dhá thaobh – (Klee-uv gaw heev) – “a double-edged sword”

        Ceithre Cinn Déag – (kyeh-reh kin jay-og) – fourteen items

        Crann Bethadh - (Krŏn Bĕ-hĕ) - “Tree of Life” - the royal seat of The Morrigan, Queen Maeve, built out of a giant, ancient oak tree and sometimes referred to as “The Raven’s Nest”

        Cu Chulainn - (Koo HULL-un) legendary warrior hero from Celtic Mythology, royal consort to the Queen and “uncle/godfather” to Kevin and Maureen

        Dearthair Deilf  - (drih-hawr del-f) “Brother Dolphin”

        Deirfiúr – (der-fyur) – sister

        Dóiteán Dragain – (DOH-chawn DRAH-gin) – “Dragon’s Fire” – an Otherworld distilled spirit that is both rare and very potent

        Dubnos - (DUV-nos) - the Otherworld version of the Underworld

        Duine – (DIN-uh) – a male person

        Duine mire – (Din-uh MEER-uh) – an unhinged person

        Dúr – (door) – stupid and stubborn: unwilling to learn

        Féileadh  - (fay-luh) kilt

        Formorians – (fó-mor-ee-ans) – an Otherworldly race of violent, monstrous giants who are always at battle with the Fae. (Also known as Fomorii (single) or Formoire (plural)

        Fy Nghariad – (vuh NGRAR-yad) – “my love” in the Welsh vernacular

        Grian – (GREE-on) – the sun, often considered a goddess in Celtic mythology

        Gealach – (gyal-akh) – the moon

        I Idir - (ē ēdar) – translates to “In Between” - the Fae kingdom in the Otherworld ruled byThe Morrigan, Queen Maeve, as its monarch

        Lads dathúil – (ladz dah-hool) – a handsome lad

        Leucosia – (loo-ko-uzhuh) – one of the three Sirens of the Sea sisters: sister to Ligeia, mother of Aengus Mac Óg, and cousin to The Morrigan

        Ligeia- (lai-jee-uh) – One of the three Sirens of the Sea Sisters, sister to Leucosia, Guardian of The Enchanted Lighthouse, maternal aunt to Aengus Mac Óg, and cousin to The Morrigan

        Lugh – (LOO) – a cultural hero and deity in Celtic mythology associated with light and the skilled arts

        Máthair – (maw-hir) mother

        Moi Garinion – (muh gar-uh-neen) – “My Granddaughter”

        Printíseach Óg – (PRIN-teesh-ukh OHG) – “Young Apprentice”

        Picsie – (pixs-say) – a Fae sprite

        Ridre Dubh - (rid-ada dōv) “Black Knight” - the “Hand of Justice in I Idir” and The Morrigan’s right-hand counsel; a position currently held by the 27th Merlin, Theodore Hennington Beckett (Myrdynn)

        Seanmhathiar Onorach – (SHAN-wah-her NOH-rukh) – “Honorable Grandmother”

        Sidhe - (shee) - the term used for the Fae race in Celtic mythology, as well as the forts and mounds they once lived in during ancient times; the Sidhe possess higher levels of magical skill, and thus are considered part of elite Fae society

        Tad – (todd) – “Dad” in the Welsh verbacular

        Tréad – (tray-ad) – a flock or a herd

        Tuatha de Danann - (two-ha de dan-an) “The Shining Ones”- a magical race of ancient, gifted Fae with royal bloodlines. They currently compose I Idir’s ruling council under the Monarchy of The Morrigan, Queen Maeve
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        Burn and Learn

      

        

      
        Fr. Kevin Seamus O’Kenney

        Pastor of Holy Family Church

        Prince of I Idir

      

      

      THE LATE EVENING OF FEBRUARY 4th

      

      All of Swampscott turned out to see the rectory burn. Or maybe it just seemed that way. Guilt has a way of making one’s mistakes appear larger than they are. Still, burning down the rectory is a “big fail” from any vantage point, and though he personally hadn’t been the cause of the fire, Fr. Kevin held himself one hundred percent responsible. Should it turn out that he now was going to lose several toes to frostbite in the sub-zero February weather, then he considered it  justifiable penance.

      Still, he thanked the Lord he wasn't going to suffer those lost toes in a jail cell. The authorities could get funny about the possibility of arson, and since Kevin couldn’t honestly explain how the fire actually had started, he would have had to invent a plausible scenario that placed himself as the sole culprit. No doubt the Diocese would blame him for the expense of rebuilding, and it wasn’t a stretch to think that they’d reassign him somewhere other than Swampscott. The Cardinal typically frowned upon Pastors who burned down their rectories.

      There was no doubt that Fr. Kevin’s proverbial ass was saved by his brother-in-law. When it became obvious that he and Fr. Wally were not going to be able to handle the growing flames on their own, Kevin called Ted first, and then dialed 911. The Sheriff of Essex County arrived before the Swampscott Fire Department and handled the problem in his usual and efficient, if not always legal, way. The real culprit was swiftly whisked away to Ted and Maureen’s panic room and put under the watchful and scowling eyes of the Lord Warrior, Uncail Cuilin, who had made his feelings about the unreliability of adolescent Otherworldly dragons crystal clear from day one. Ted calmly assured the priest that when the Fire Marshall listed the cause of the blaze, dragon fire would not be cited. Fr. Kevin hadn’t asked how the report would be written; he’d learned long ago that when Ted was involved, it was best not to ask too many questions.

      As for Moses, there was no doubt the growing dragon needed to be relocated. The sooner the better. He, (the creature definitely was a “he.” His grandmother had already determined that fact) was now the size of a full-grown St. Bernard, having quadrupled in size since Kevin adopted him from the Enchanted Island just a few days before Christmas. Despite much Otherworldly criticism, Fr. Kevin had named the baby dragon, “Moses,” after the great biblical figure whose name meant “drawn from water.” This made perfect sense to Kevin since the dragon had apparently hatched in the magical waters surrounding the island, then crawled onto its shore, eventually selecting Kevin to be his “Master.” Everyone else had thought it was a silly and inappropriate “White-Christ-style-name” for a fire-breathing Fae creature, but Kevin had held his ground, and Moses became the name to which the dragon answered.

      When Kevin first brought Moses home, it had been fun having a pet in the rectory, even if he needed to be hidden most of the time. Moses was affectionate and playful and took turns sleeping with both Kevin and Fr. Wally. As the weeks passed and the dragon grew larger, Moses soon discovered his wonderful ability to breathe fire. Unfortunately, the adolescent dragon hadn’t, as of yet, mastered the ability to control it. Much too often, Moses became overly excited playing fetch and inadvertently would scorch the rectory walls and its hardwood floors. Sadly, for obvious reasons, Kevin and Wally simply couldn’t take the dragon outside to play around the church grounds and give him the proper exercise he needed, making an excited outburst more likely than not.

      This is exactly how they found themselves in their unfortunate current position. Kevin had been trying to teach Moses a new trick before bed. This particular trick involved tossing a ball to the dragon who would bounce it a few times on his snout and then tap it back to his Master with a flick of his tail. They’d been practicing this game for several days, but Moses had not been able to make the tail swat work. Tonight, however, he’d been able to do it correctly for the very first time. Seeing Kevin and Wally clap for him in appreciation and delight, the dragon let out an exuberant growl. Unfortunately, a whole blast of flames emitted along with the sound, which immediately caught the drapes in the rectory parlor on fire, causing a conflagration that soon raged out of control despite the use of a fire extinguisher and several buckets of water. Unlike regular flames, Dragon Fire is extremely difficult to manage.

      Now, Fr. Kevin and Fr. Wally watched as the firemen worked to save what was left of their home. The fire had ravaged most of the first floor and had also destroyed a good portion of the second and third. It finally looked as though the firemen had gained the upper hand, and if anyone else noticed a whiff of sulfur in the air, no one mentioned it to him. 

      Kevin saw his brother-in-law walking toward him and braced himself for a barrage of intense needling. Crazy events such as this didn’t seem to bother Ted. He took the weird, the awful, and the horrific in stride and was always cool as a cucumber in a crisis. But, Lord help you if you screwed up and Ted knew about it. The Black Knight took teasing to a whole new level and never let you forget your mistake.

      When the Sheriff of Essex County stopped alongside Kevin, he handed him a bag. “Here…I got these for you.”

      “What’s this?” the priest asked.

      “Open it and see.”

      Kevin opened the bag and pulled out a package of marshmallows. “Not funny, Dude.”

      Ted laughed under his breath. “I have to say, Bro, when you decide to fuck up, you do it in a big way.”

      He didn’t take Ted’s words personally. Maureen and Ted were the only two people in his life who treated him like a person and not just a priest. He was their brother first and a Pastor second. Since their adventures together in December, he and Ted had cemented the unique bond between them, and he was now closer to his sister’s husband than to any of his five biological brothers. They ran together most mornings, rain or shine, they both passionately followed the Boston Red Sox and the Bruins, and the two of them had a similar craving for expensive Scotch, which, thankfully, Ted could afford. 

      They stood silently as they watched the first responders finish their work. Kevin tried not to think about his stuff, the mementoes that undoubtedly were gone forever. When it came right down to it, they were…well…just things. He was thankful that no one, firemen included, were injured while battling the blaze. If someone had been hurt, it would have added a whole different dimension to the guilt he already felt.

      Sensing his unhappiness, Ted slapped him on the back. “No worries, Kev. You can rebuild. Whatever you need, I’m your guy. In the meantime, Maureen and I want you and Wally to stay with us until the rectory is finished.”

      “That’s nice of you to offer, Ted, especially since I know you only recently rid the house of all your Christmas guests and were looking forward to having your space to yourselves again. Is Ambrose still staying with you?

      The Sheriff shook his head in the negative. “No. The work on the caretaker’s cottage at the back of our property finished up last week. Ambrose moved his stuff in a few days ago. I think this arrangement will work out best for everyone. He’s on hand if we need him, but now the Merlin has his own ‘space,’ while he feels like he’s hiding from the Powers That Be in plain sight. Plus, living directly over a magical ley line helps boost his healing after those weeks in Hell. With Ambrose gone, there’s plenty of room for you and Wally.” Ted paused, and added, “Listen, Kev. I’m sure you’ve already come to the same conclusion, but that damn dragon has to go to I Idir. I can’t have him at the house. I’m sorry, but I’m not putting my family at risk. Swampscott is no place for a fire-breathing dragon, one that most of the human population doesn’t even believe exists. His presence here in the Mundane World is a huge risk; one that we can ill afford to take. So, understand me when I say this…as both the Sheriff of Essex County and Ridre Dubh of I Idir, I’m going to have to insist that you take him to live in the Otherworld…ASAP. And that, Kevin, is a direct order.”
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        A Dinner Without a Winner

      

        

      
        Maureen O’Kenney Beckett

        Princess of I Idir

      

      

      THE EVENING OF FEBRUARY 7TH

      

      On any given celebration, holiday, or special occasion where an abundance of social niceties were required, Maureen Beckett was considered the “hostess with the most-est.” She took immense pride in treating guests in her home with all of the very best, including top notch food and drinks served up in a warm and welcoming atmosphere, while properly cemented with cheerful conversation. Mrs. Beckett loved parties, and it showed. Unfortunately, this evening’s little soiree held as much charm for her as a full root canal. Despite all of the work she’d put into her menu and “tablescape,” the expensive wine, and the oh so perfect chocolate mousse, all of her guests undoubtedly would leave assuredly pissed at one another. It was the nature of the beast, especially if the invited beasts included both her husband and her great grandmother.

      It wasn’t as if they disliked each other. Quite the opposite. Anyone with half a brain could see that they were cut from the same cloth, more alike in temperament, personality, and morality guidelines than either she or Kevin were to the Queen. The Morrigan appeared genuinely fond of Ambrose’s son, as much as the goddess of war and destruction was capable of such an emotion. She apparently held enough affection to want Theodore Beckett Myrdynn as her granddaughter's husband and the father of her supposedly much-loved great granddaughter. Ted was also her Black Knight: her enforcer and head of security for all of I Idir, often taking on the role as her First Officer. He followed orders, and his loyalty to her and to the people of I Idir was unquestionable. They simply enjoyed pushing one another’s buttons in a race to see who could make the other lose control first. Often their bickering made everyone else present uncomfortable, and since the topic she and Ted had hoped to breach with Ambrose and Maeve tonight already was a prickly one, the last thing she needed was for Ted to be…well…Ted.

      Maureen and her husband had discussed at length what they wanted to verbalize regarding the unsettling formalized betrothal contract that obviously was drawn up when they were not of an age to give their consent. It wasn’t that she and Ted were unhappy with the match. Nothing could be further from the truth. They adored each other, as much in love and attracted to one another as they’d been from the very start. It was simply a niggling concern the two of them had that perhaps the connection they shared was all the result of some strong magic and not personal choice.

      Truthfully, that was her own biggest concern, the possibility that Ted felt the way he did about her because someone had put a big “whammy” on him. Her husband insisted to Maureen that he didn’t feel that way at all. Ted assured her over and over again that he fell in love with her completely on his own. His big sticking point in all of this was the notion that his personal freedoms had been trampled upon. Simply put, Ted didn’t like people making decisions for him, even at age ten.

      As she lit the candles on the table and rearranged the flowers for the third time, she wished that Kevin would be joining them this evening. Her brother was like a calming presence in the midst of any storm. It was his calling to be the eternal peacemaker and she would no doubt miss her brother’s ability to run interference between the potentially warring parties. Despite the continued lack of privacy, she secretly was pleased that Kevin and Wally were staying with them while the rectory was being remodeled after the fire. Neither of the two men were difficult or demanding houseguests, and they seemed to bring a valuable sense of peace and calm to the household. Unfortunately, neither Kevin nor Wally would be present at dinner tonight. Kevin and his dragon had left a few hours earlier for a trip to the Otherworld, the Lord Warrior accompanying them, in order to find a suitable caretaker for Moses. Fr. Wally had decided to take in an evening movie with an old friend rather than have dinner with The Morrigan. He was a loyal part-time resident of I Idir, but the Queen and her magic made the priest in him nervous.

      So, it was to be just the four of them: Maureen, Ted, Ambrose and Herself. Fiona would spend the evening with Mairead and Rowana and would more than likely be found playing cards with the troll guards once the girls were asleep. Maureen had kept the meal in line with her royal grandmother’s tastes, as proper protocol dictated, even magically raising the legs of one chair so the Queen would appear higher than everyone else. She’d done all she could during the preparation phase. The rest of the evening was up to her guests.

      Dinner was delayed by twenty minutes or so while her grandmother fussed over Mairead. Watching The Morrigan with her great granddaughter was always an interesting study in matriarchal love. It was the only time, other than when she was very ill, that Maureen was allowed to see the side of Maeve that appeared to her to be more “human.” She wouldn’t dare suggest that the Morrigan had typical human style emotions, but she did seem to enjoy the baby in the way a human grandmother might.

      The meal itself went smoothly. Everyone appeared to be on their best behavior, although Maureen had no doubt that both Ambrose and the Queen were aware of the reasons behind the invite. There was no fooling either of them. Ever. Still, it was nice to pretend that the two elders didn’t know everything about everything. And as much as she liked her Uncail Cuilin, she was glad he had gone off with Kevin. He and Ted remained at odds over his contentious belief that the Lord Warrior was fully behind Maureen’s unscheduled and unapproved trip to I Idir and that the legend’s use of his wife in the plan to thwart the Solstice coup attempt went beyond his right to intrude on the safety of the Black’s Knight’s family. The Lord Warrior, in return, solidly scolded Ted for stupidly conjuring a “damn, fookin’ djinn” that put the well-being of his whole family at risk. Needless to say, it was best to keep them separated for as long as possible.

      The four dinner guests had just gathered in the parlor with coffee and brandy when Ted launched the first “blame missile” across the room to where The Morrigan and Ambrose had made themselves comfortable on the sofa. Ted leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “So…which one of you wants to explain first why you took two innocent, unaware children and thoroughly exploited them?”

      This was not the way the two of them had decided in advance to open the conversation. Sometimes Ted did what Ted wanted to do, fallout be damned. The Morrigan looked at Ambrose, and Ted’s father looked back at the Queen, then they both faced Ted before Ambrose spoke up. “I suppose you are referring to the bethorthal you found among your mother’s things?”

      “I am,” Ted stated. “Do you have any idea how totally fuc…‘disturbing’ that was to come across?” Ever since Ted’s rescue of Ambrose from the Otherworld Hell, her husband had worked at consciously trying to offer his father the respect the relationship warranted. Maureen wouldn’t go as far as to say that Ted and Ambrose had a normal father and son relationship, but she was proud of the effort her husband was putting forth. Considering the mental demons he carried regarding his difficult childhood, Ted was doing his very best.

      “You have to understand, Theodore, that at the time, we all did what we thought best,” Ambrose explained. “You’re seeing only a tiny part of the story…many years later.”

      “Best for whom?” Ted asked, then he pointed his finger at The Morrigan. “Her? Because, let’s be honest here, we all know Herself gets what she wants. Every time.”

      It was not the way Maureen had hoped the conversation would go. Ted was being his usual annoyingly confrontational self. That never worked with her grandmother. Someone needed to rescue “Theodore” before he got himself into big trouble, or at least to bring the tension down a level or two. “I’m sure there’s a very good reason you ‘married us off’ as children, Your Majesty,” Maureen said to her grandmother. She stepped in front of her husband. “Can I get anyone more dessert? An after-dinner drink, perhaps?”

      The Queen waved her off. “Sit down, girl. You are Banphrionsa of I Idir, not a serving woman.” She sipped her coffee and spoke to the 26th Merlin, “Really, Ambrose, did his mother perhaps drop this boy on his head?”

      Ted pushed his way from behind Maureen. “Don’t you dare bring my mother into this!”

      Maureen put a hand to her forehead. She could feel a “fam-graine” coming on. It was what she called the throbbing pain in her left temple that often appeared when she spent extended time with her Otherworld family. When she looked up, it was snowing. In her living room.

      Everyone in the room turned toward Ambrose, who had a penchant for magical weather games. “I felt it best if cooler heads prevailed,” the Merlin explained. He addressed The Morrigan. “Your Majesty, with the utmost respect, may I politely remind you that this is not how we planned in advance for our children’s questions to be handled. You knew the day would come when they would begin to seek the truth.”

      The Queen of I Idir let out a dramatic sigh. “You are correct, Lord Merlin. I admit to being overly frustrated with my Black Knight. He surely has inherited both your courage and perseverance, but his jackass stubbornness remains a genetic mystery. I do not remember if the Lady Vivienne was prone to such childish emotions such as these.”

      “No, Your Majesty,” the 26th Merlin replied. “His mother was ever in control of her feelings, though her sire, as you know, was quite the tyrant.”

      The Queen took another sip and appeared to be thinking. “Ah, I do remember old man Hennington as being a nasty, little man. His demise was amazingly appropriate for such a bitter mortal. Do you think your boy resembles his maternal grandfather in this way, Ambrose?”

      “I’d like to think not, Your Majesty,” the Merlin answered.

      From Maureen’s perspective, the impromptu snowstorm had not cooled down the “boy” in question. “Stop talking about me like I’m not in the same damn room,” Ted growled. “All you’re both trying to do is change the fucking subject! Smoke and mirrors is always your answer to everything.”

      The Queen looked at Maureen’s husband with eyes like chips of ice. “Sit down, Black Knight, and behave as your mantle requires. I am your Queen and your Commander in Chief, and you have pledged your devoted service to me. You would do well to remember that, Boy Merlin.”

      Maybe it was the look on The Morrigan’s face, or maybe it was Ted’s military background in which an order by one’s superior was an order one always obeyed. Either way, her husband sat himself back in the chair without an additional word.

      Seeing that Ted had acquiesced to her wishes, The Morrigan spoke to him in a more congenial tone. “I do not understand your anger regarding the situation, Black Knight. Are you unhappy with the match that was arranged?” Ted started to open his mouth to answer, but the Queen cut him off. “Because I can easily change things for you, Black Knight. I would be more than happy to take both Princesses off your hands and back to I Idir to live as they deserve among the people they serve.”

      This caused the Black Knight to immediately jump up and grab for a sword he wasn’t wearing. Thank God her husband had the sense not to actually call for Caladbolg. Things would have gotten out of control very quickly. “My wife and daughter leave this house over my dead body!”

      His actions made the Queen giggle. “See how passionate he is about his Ladies, Lord Merlin? Your boy is crazy in love with my granddaughters.” She pointed a finger at him, and Ted flew back into his chair with some unseen force. “You no more want to be dead than I do, Black Knight. You should be grateful for the life the Universe has granted you and stop behaving like a toddler in nappies.” 

      Then her grandmother addressed Maureen. “And you, Banphrionsa…are you dissatisfied with your choice of a mate? I surely can find you another you might find more pleasing? My Black Knight has more than his share of faults.” The words were spoken congenially, but she’d known The Morrigan long enough to hear the veiled threat in them.

      “No, Your Majesty. I love my husband very much. I definitely do not want a different one. We’re very happy together.”

      The Queen of I Idir clapped her hands together. “Good! Then that little problem is happily settled!” She put her coffee cup down on the side table and stood up. “Now, I suggest you go answer your front door, Black Knight. We have an unexpected visitor, and I am most curious to see why she interrupts our family evening together.”
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        This is the End, My Friend

      

        

      
        Fr. Kevin Seamus O’Kenney

        Pastor of Holy Family Church

        Prince of I Idir

      

      

      FEBRUARY 8th

      

      It surely was the right thing to do. Of that, Fr. Kevin had no doubt. But knowing what is right and actually doing it was a very different thing. Denying deep emotional regret was a skill that even he, with years of theological schooling and plenty of time spent in prayer and meditation, had yet to master gracefully. Just because something is logical and correct doesn't mean it wasn’t also terribly painful.

      The Lord Warrior had gone off to take care of other business, giving the priest some time alone with the dragon. Kevin knew that his adopted “Uncail” didn’t understand his paternal affection towards the creature. “He is a proud and mighty creature of the Otherworld, lad, not some common hound or feline of the human realm,” the Lord Warrior had tried to explain. “Soon, Moses’ wings will develop and he will desire to fly. What would you have him do with that need in your human world, Caoimhin?”

      His Uncail Cuilin was correct. A growing dragon did not belong in the Mundane World. The burned-out shell of the rectory stood as testament to that. But sitting here in his pen, with Moses’ head in his lap, scratching the only scaleless spot left behind his ears, logic came second to sadness. Growing up, he’d always loved animals. So had his father and his sister. There had been numerous types of pets in the O’ Kenney household when he was growing up. But the bond he had with Moses, on a Fae level, was different than any of those he’d had before. When his childhood dog, Brownie, had looked at him with his sad, cocoa-colored eyes, Kevin would swear that the pup could understand how he felt. Between him and Moses, there wasn’t any doubt of that at all. The priest could actually feel the creature's thoughts and emotions, and right now, the dragon understood completely what was going on, and was just as sad as Kevin. Plus, he was frightened and unsure of his new surroundings to boot.

      Seeing Roxanne in I Idir also hadn’t helped Kevin’s mood. The whole concept regarding her “new and improved” DNA boost was still very weird to him. It wasn’t that he was ungrateful for the life-altering aid she had provided his Fae grandmother. The Morrigan had never looked better: stronger, more vibrant, and he guessed, exceptionally more magically powerful. He, and all of I Idir, owed Roxanne Spinelli a huge debt of gratitude; this new and improved Queen stood a much better chance of keeping the Otherworld safe from threats by the Mundane dimension. Still, considering his and Rox’s past, the fact that they now were somehow “related” made him undeniably uneasy. He’d thought that the two of them had finally come to terms with their relationship, but this new reality was more than a little uncomfortable for him.

      It also was annoying to see Rox spending time in the Otherworld with Robyn Brannigan. Again. Every time he saw Roxie lately, the doctor was with her. It didn’t take a genius to see that the Fae physician was totally smitten with her. Without a doubt, it shouldn’t bother him. Roxie deserved to be happy, to have the life she wished for with a husband and children. This he knew and accepted. But again, knowing something is right, and being happy about it were two completely different things. 

      The dragon in his lap snorted up at him, and Kevin could feel Moses’ hot breath on his chin. His Otherworldly friend looked at him with sad eyes, and it was too obvious that the creature was sharing the priest’s dismal mood. “I know, boy,” he said, as he ran his hand over the creature's scaly back, “this is one of those days when everything seems a little…darker. It won’t be so bad. I’ll come visit you whenever I can. I’ll still be your Master, I promise. It’s just…well…we can’t live together. It just wouldn’t work out. If anyone saw you in my world, they’d take you away from me and chain you up…or worse. You’re safer here in I Idir. Bingsby is awesome, and he’s gonna’ take real good care of you. I give you my sacred word.”

      As if on cue, Moses’ new caretaker along with the Lord Warrior appeared from around the corner of the dragon’s new shelter. Bingsby carried two large pails of small melons. Letting himself into the gated pen, the young man rolled a melon over toward Moses. Still being young and curious, the dragon left Kevin’s side and went to explore the new plaything. He batted it from side to side, and when it finally cracked open, Moses was delighted to find that it held something yummy inside. Gobbling it up, he pawed the ground with the talons on his front legs, messaging the caretaker that he wanted more. This time, Bingsby threw one up in the air. The dragon bounced the melon on his nose several times until he missed and it dropped to the ground, smashing apart. Moses happily chomped away at the second melon.

      “This would be a good time for you to make your exit, my Lord,” the caretaker suggested. “Our young friend is distracted by the game.”

      Bingsby was right. It was time to go. Kevin crept quietly out of the pen and walked away with Uncail Cuilin at his side. They’d only gone a few feet when the dragon noticed that Kevin was leaving; he ran to the reinforced magical fencing and began to wail.

      Lord Caoihmin stopped dead in his tracks, his little friend’s pitiful crying stabbing him straight in the center of his heart. “Don’t stop, lad, and surely don’t turn around or speak to him,” the Lord Warrior advised. “You only will make it more difficult for him. A clean break is best. You can come visit in a few days when Moses has had time to adjust to his new caretaker. ‘Tis best to keep your eyes straight ahead. As soon as we’re far enough away, we will cross back over to the Mundane side.”   

      In hindsight, Fr. Kevin wished he had taken the old legend’s solid advice and kept his eyes straight ahead. Instead, he let them wander to his right where he could see Roxanne and the doctor sitting on a blanket under a tree. Brannigan was talking animatedly to her, making wild gestures with his hands while he spoke. Roxie was laughing, obviously delighted with the story. Or the company. Or both. In the background, he could hear Moses crying his little dragon heart out. 

      Yup. There was no doubt about it. Doing the “right” thing definitely sucked. Big time.
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        Feels, Seals, and Ridiculous Deals

      

        

      
        Theodore (Ted) Hennington Beckett (Myrdynn)

        Sheriff of Essex County

        Black Knight of I Idir

        The 27th Merlin

      

      

      There had been no warning from security, nor had the cameras at the front door captured any photos of a new arrival. The Ridre Dubh checked his phone a second time. Everything appeared to be quiet both inside the house and out. Unless, perhaps, one counted the debacle that was supposed to have been a “discussion” going on in his parlor. Still, The Morrigan was annoyingly never wrong about these things. Ted gave his Queen a quizzical look. She simply smiled and pointed towards the door. That meant that whoever or whatever was at the door posed no threat, but her crocodile expression was evidence that he sure as hell wasn’t going to like their intrusion.

      He went to the door and peered through its security peephole. His third eye caught what the expensive Mundane security cameras could not. There at his door stood the Sea Siren, Ligeia, in human form, wearing what he thought to be a genuine seal skin coat. This he knew because he could see the eyes of the seals blinking at him while still wrapped around the mermaid’s body in coat form. 

      She wasn’t alone. There was someone standing next to her who was smaller and lighter of build, but also of Fae birth, his or her magical energy a roiling aurora around their physical form. This Sidhe was wearing a hooded jacket that hung down and covered most of his or her face. The Black Knight sensed no hostility from the mermaid, but the Fae standing next to her was a different story. The smaller Sidhe was all emotion, overwhelmed by feelings he or she couldn’t control.

      Since neither The Morrigan nor his father seemed concerned, Ted opened the door. “Ligeia. This is an…unexpected surprise. What the hell are you doing in Swampscott?”

      She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek before he had time to step back. “Young Lord Merlin, it is always a pleasure to see you as well.”  She smiled, revealing the tiny needle-pointed teeth he’d noticed the last time they met. When he didn’t answer, she narrowed her eyes. “Proper protocol requires that you invite me in, Black Knight. I know very well that my cousin, Queen Maeve, is in attendance and fully aware that I am here. You don’t want to insult your Queen’s dearest family, do you?”

      The mermaid was right, of course. He had no choice but to invite her into his home, her unknown guest as well. He pointed to the smaller figure whose face he still could not see. “Who’s your little friend?” At the word “little,” Ligeia’s guest stiffened. Obviously, she or he didn’t care for the description.

      Ligeia frowned and thrust out her hip. “You’re being quite rude, Black Knight. I am Tuatha De Danann, as is my nephew, Aengus Mac Óg. Have you no understanding of proper Fae protocol?”

      Ted could hear his Queen’s words in his head. “Though I do appreciate your attention to security, my Knight, you are being ridiculous. Invite my cousin and her nephew in at once. I can hardly wait to find out why she’s left the sanctity of her beloved island for a visit.”

      With a proper head bow, the Black Knight proffered, “Lady Ligeia and honored guest, won’t you please come in and make yourselves welcome in my home?” 

      The Lady Ligeia patted his cheek, which felt more like a slap to his face by a cold, dead fish, then spoke to his mind. “You are such a charmer, Young Merlin. It’s a pity you chose as you did at the lighthouse. We would have gotten on quite fabulously together.”

      The pair made their way over the threshold, and Ted felt a pop of the magical vacuum set by his wards break apart at their entry. Ligeia paused to examine her surroundings. “’Tis most quaint, Black Knight. Your home has a cozy cottage feel to its mood.” This may have been worded as a compliment, but her tone suggested otherwise. 

      They were met in the parlor by The Morrigan and Maureen, his father remaining his usual enigma type self on the sofa. The Queen gave a nod to the mermaid, “Greetings cousin. Welcome to my home away from home. And to you, young Aegnus.”

      Ligeia gave a nod in return. The two female Sidhe carefully avoided any physical contact, lest one get a reading on the magical energy of the other, though Ted thought it unlikely anyone could compete in that category with The Morrigan. Especially after the “emergency medical treatment” she’d undergone at Christmas. The mermaid added the slightest of curtsies, as protocol required. “It is good to see you as well, Your Majesty. It’s been too long since we’ve spoken.” 

      The Queen turned toward the Siren’s nephew, obviously waiting for him to add his greeting. When none came, the mermaid gave him a jab to the ribs. “Greet your Queen, Aengus, as you’ve been taught.”

      The figure bent awkwardly at the waist. “Greetings, Oh Most Honored Monarch. It is a great honor to meet you.”

      The voice cracked on the word “monarch,” clueing Ted that the Sidhe speaking was an adolescent male. He wished that Ligeia would have instructed him to remove his hood, so the Knight could get a better look at him, but the boy continued to hide his face. Then, Herself introduced his wife. 

      “And this lovely woman is my Great Granddaughter, Dear Heart, Banphrionsa of I Idir,” said The Morrigan.

      The mermaid examined Maureen as if she were a classical painting, stepping to the side to view her from a different angle. “You are very beautiful, Princess. The very image of Her Majesty.” She turned her attention to Ted. “It must be like making love to The Morrigan herself, is it not, Black Knight?”

      This was such an inappropriate, awkward statement, bordering on seriously rude that Ted expected Herself to cut the woman down to tiny pieces. Instead, she just laughed. “I see you haven’t lost your way with words, Ligeia.” The Queen pointed to the sofa, “Come sit so that we can enjoy a proper visit.”

      “Perhaps your Knight could take my coat?” the mermaid asked. “It is unbearably hot in this room.”

      Ted stepped behind her to help her off with her coat, but as he reached for the sleeves, the coat was replaced by two very large bull seals which slid out of his arms and landed on the floor, braying and squealing their displeasure. With a wave of the mermaid’s hand, the seals turned into two teenage males, obviously Selkies. They were completely naked except for metal collars around their necks, pierced nipples, and fishnet thongs barely covering their dicks. The Lady Ligeia was equally strangely dressed, wearing a skin tight, blue leather jumpsuit cut from her tits to her navel and leaving very little to anyone's imagination. The stilettos on her knee-high leather boots were at least four inches high, with points on the toe so sharp as to be able to cause serious bodily harm. It was all fucking weird: totally and erotically bizarre, as if some kind of x-rated club had moved into his parlor. Next to the Queen, Maureen sat pink faced while looking at the ceiling, but Herself was cool as a cucumber, slightly amused if anything at all. The Black Knight, however, was more concerned about the security breach of having a variety of unknown Fae within the confines of his home. He was about to call for troll assistance when The Morrigan silently spoke to him. “The male Selkies offer no harm, Lord Knight. She only seeks to fuss with us. Ignore them.”

      When the mermaid realized her little “show” was not producing the outrage she’d expected, she snapped her fingers and the two male selkies scuttled to the foyer and sat on the floor with their backs pressed against the front door. Being that it was February, the coat boys must have been freezing their nuts off on the tiled floor, but that really wasn’t his problem. He only wished Kevin was here to witness the whole thing. Seeing his brother-in-law's face when the seals turned into kinky men would have been priceless.

      Ted’s father now found his way off the sofa and greeted the water Sidhe warmly by taking her hands in his and kissing both of her cheeks in the continental fashion. “You are looking as radiant as ever, Lady Ligeia. It is as if time has no hold on you.”

      She returned his friendliness. “You are too kind, Ambrose, and still so full of charm. I am so happy to see that you have returned safe and sound to the bosom of your family. I wish I could relay that your boy has the same laissez faire attributes and magical skills as yourself, but alas, that would be an untruth.”

      His father just laughed. “He is young, dear Lady, and wholly untested. But in time I hope to make up for the proper training he’s missed in my absence.”

      It was fucking annoying to have them talking about him like he was a child, but he’d been warned twice by Herself about tip-toeing around the mermaid. It didn’t seem prudent to keep poking at her. Instead, he played the part of polite host and offered her a seat. “Please make yourself comfortable in my home. Is there anything I can get for you?”

      Ligeia sat and signaled for her nephew to do the same. She turned to Maureen and stated sweetly, “It was a harrowing crossover, and I am simply parched. I was hoping perhaps the pretty little princess could favor me with a spot of tea.” 

      Ted saw her request for what it was: an attempt to disrespect his wife, or to insinuate that she wasn’t in the same class of Sidhe as herself. Apparently, Maureen’s royal grandmother saw this as well. The Morrigan smiled, but there wasn’t a speck of jest in her eyes, which currently looked like frozen chunks of black coal. “That isn’t possible, dear cousin, as my great granddaughter is Banphrionsa of I Idir. She does not fetch and carry for guests. But as you are my dear family member, allow me to offer my hospitality.”

      A table and tea tray suddenly appeared in front of where Ligeia was sitting. The Queen leaned back into her chair. “Do be an angel, dear cousin, and pour us both some tea.”

      It was obvious that this turn of events knocked a bit of wind from the mermaid’s exuberance. She looked slightly apprehensive as she tilted the teapot towards a cup. Out poured a thick, tar-like substance, and when the cup was filled, Ted was sure he saw something wiggling around in the dark brew. After the second cup was poured, The Morrigan picked it up and brought it to her lips. “Here’s to a long and healthy life, cousin,” she toasted. Then, she took a long, deep sip.

      There was nothing for the water Sidhe to do but follow suit. If she refused to drink the awful concoction, she would not only lose face, but also break protocol in the Queen’s presence. This was a pissing contest of major proportions. Ligeia swallowed the noxious brew, her face holding still as she gulped and swallowed. The Morrigan put her cup back on the tray, then faced the mermaid, who looked as if she was close to being ill. “Now, dear, dear cousin,” the Queen said, “perhaps you will tell us the truth about why you've come uninvited to disturb my peaceful evening?”
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        The Sea Collects Its Outrageous Fee

      

        
      
        Maureen O’Kenney Beckett

        Princess of I Idir

      

      

      One needn’t be a super spy. Or a wizard. Or even an ever-powerful, ancient Fae goddess to realize that the kinky Otherworld lady who had invaded her home had an ace up her sleeve. An average person, Fae or otherwise, would already have been cowed by the full-frontal attack just made by her grandmother. But from Maureen’s perspective, despite her little show of apprehension regarding the disgusting tea, the strange visitor showed no signs of backing down in the presence of The Morrigan.

      The Fae lady followed the Queen’s lead and returned her saucer and cup to the tea tray, then all traces of it disappeared into thin air. “I do hope I’m not interrupting anything important, dear cousin,” she said dryly. “I have the distinct feeling that Aengus and I have had the misfortune to arrive in the middle of a family disagreement.”

      “You need not concern yourself with the private moments of my own family, Ligeia” The Morrigan replied icily. “Please state your reasons for leaving your realm to intrude on mine.”

      If Maureen had been in this “Ligeia’s” situation, and had heard the specific crackling tone in which Her Royal Great Grandmother spoke, she would have backed out of the room as quietly and politely as she could and then would have turned around and run away as fast as was possible. The fact that this
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