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Dark Isle

			The only way of finding the limits of the possible is by going beyond them into the impossible.

			Arthur C. Clarke

			


			

1 

			I had never felt such a yawning chasm of despair as the one that opened within me while sitting in that helicopter as it flew us away from Ashling. My sister, the one person I loved better than any other, had just been left behind. The only thing I had to combat the depression that threatened to roll me under its tide of pain, was anger. Anger at myself, Luke, my mother; all of us were, in some way, responsible for not getting Ashling out. My heart gripped that anger for all it was worth and held on; I let the fury burn away the pain in my soul.

			“You know, perhaps I could come with you to Ireland. I mean, after all, this whole debacle has interrupted my vacation there,” Mom said. As she spoke, I knew I’d never call her that again; from then on, she’d be Darcy to me.

			Luke answered her; I didn’t even hear the words. A low thrum of anger rippled through me, and I did everything I could to not lash out and to keep my hands still in my lap. Cora’s coils tightened across my shoulders and she let out a low hiss of irritation. 

			Ignore the fool, Quinn. She does not understand the great gift that both of you girls are. Cora’s voice inside my mind did little to soothe the raging anger. If Darcy had been honest with us, if she had told us of our heritage, we wouldn’t be here now. Ashling would not have been captured by the Fomorii and I would not . . . no, I would still have to face the prophecy, but at least I could have been prepared for it. Trained for it. 

			The last few days had been a whirlwind. From the moment our grandfather, Blake, had Quickened my blood, nothing had been even close to normal. Spinning the events through my mind, I tried to see where I could have changed things. Could I have stopped the Fomorii from kidnapping Ashling? Or could I have done more to rescue her? Then there was the emotional tug of war as Bres pulled my heart in one direction and Luke another. I glanced at Luke, taking in his perfect golden features and blue eyes. He seemed so arrogant and sure that he was the other person the prophecy spoke of; that he was the man I was supposed to fall in love with. Bres was the son of Balor, my enemy, but he’d helped me survive the Labyrinth, and had been the only reason I’d even gotten close to rescuing Ashling. In the end I’d still come away without her. I scrubbed my hands over my face, my mother’s words finally reaching my ears.

			“Quinn, you and I should go to the spa when we get to Ireland; I know this great little . . .”

			Wrenching my seatbelt off, I stood shaking above her my voice low and controlled, yet still icy with intensity. “Shut up. Right now, before I throw you from this helicopter.”

			Darcy’s green eyes, so like Ashling’s, widened, and her hand fluttered to the base of her throat. “You’re threatening me?” she whispered.

			“No threats. I’ve had enough. As far as I’m concerned, you are not my mother. No mother would sacrifice her children for her own safety,” I said, the certainty of the words filtering through me slowly. I could still see her face as she offered up Ashling for her own escape; the image wouldn’t leave me. Her eyes filled with tears and I felt . . . nothing. “That won’t work on me anymore, Darcy. You and I are done.” I thought of the one moment that she’d attacked Balor and given Ashling a chance to get to me, and my heart softened a little. Of course, she’d never been in any true danger; Balor hadn’t wanted her. My heart closed over, the old wounds sealed off for good this time.

			Darcy let out a little sob and buried her face in her hands. Even if the tears were real this time it was too late for remorse. She’d lost her chance to be anything but the woman who gave birth to me, certainly not someone I would ever call mom again.

			That was harsh Quinn, Cora said. The pain in her voice nearly undid me, but I steeled myself against the emotions that were swirling. Grief, foremost, but a keen sense of being alone in this world overrode even that. A pang around my heart took me back to the days when I’d still dreamed of having a father. Someone who loved me unconditionally; unlike Darcy.

			“I don’t care if it was harsh,” I said aloud, spreading my legs for better balance as the helicopter dipped in an air current. Fists at my side, I stared down at Darcy, a cold well of anger keeping any tears I would have shed at bay. She sniffled, her small shoulders shaking as she cried, and still I could feel nothing but the pain she had inflicted on me and Ashling. The years of neglect had finally burst through the damn of control I’d kept such a tight rein on. A part of me was relieved. No longer did I have to try to make her love me.

			Luke stood up and his hip brushed mine as he bent to speak into my ear. “Ease up, we’ll drop her off, and you can be done with her then. No need to rub salt in the wound, Quinn.”

			Glaring, I shoved him away from me. “Did either of your parents betray you to the enemy? If it was a choice of their child’s life, you, and themselves, would they have handed you over?”

			He didn’t answer; he didn’t have to. We all knew what he would say. No parent who truly loved his or her children would do as Darcy had, and we all knew it. He reached for my hand, his eyes soft.

			My anger took a new direction. “Don’t touch me. It’s your fault we left her behind.” Luke’s jaw tightened. 

			“Balor would have killed you,” he said.

			I blew out a sharp puff of air. “You don’t know that.”

			Luke threw his hands above his head. “I DO know that. Damn it, why can’t you listen? Balor is your enemy. You are destined to kill him, which means it is in his best interest to end your life.”

			“Then why didn’t he when he had the chance?” I yelled.

			All the fight seemed to go out of Luke; his shoulders slumped and he shook his head. “I don’t know.”

			I turned my back on him. That was just it; nobody really knew what was going on, not Luke, not Cora, and seemingly not even Balor. Luke wasn’t the only one confused about Balor’s actions towards me.

			The helicopter dropped without warning and my feet hovered above the floor for a split second before gravity yanked me back down. I tumbled to one knee as the pilot’s voice came over the speaker. “Hang on; we’re getting a bit of turbulence.” 

			Stumbling to the window, I peeked out to see the east coast of Vancouver Island speeding towards us. Except for a few spots where there were buildings right on the coast, a thick line of forest met the ocean and even this high up I could see the spray from the waves. I squinted and looked closer. The waves shouldn’t have been so visible; they usually didn’t get very big within the Strait of Georgia.

			I realized another earthquake was occurring. They hadn’t let up and now they were causing miniature tsunamis that raced into the shore.

			My thoughts turned back to Ashling. I didn’t really want to leave; this was where Ashling was, and I felt in my heart that if I was to have any chance at finding her, it wouldn’t be by trekking half way across the world for training. I needed to stay here, close to where she was. 

			“You should buckle up Quinn,” Luke said as he put his hand on my elbow. As if I was an invalid. I jerked my arm away from him as the helicopter dipped yet again and we were both thrown back a few steps.

			“No, I don’t want to see anything!” Darcy shouted, startling me. I spun around to see her gripping her head in her hands, her face twisted up as if she were in pain.

			Cora slipped from my shoulders and slid over to Darcy. “What is it? What do you see?”

			The wind buffeted the helicopter, yanking us around as if we were marionettes; our limbs jumped and jerked in seeming spasms. For a moment it stole the attention from Darcy and whatever it was she was experiencing.

			The pilot’s voice crackled over the radio. “Hang on folks. It’s too rough to land. We’re going to have to ride this out.”

			Luke grunted he gripped a handle above his head, and we were tossed about inside the cabin. Darcy did nothing to stop her body from being thrown around. She just continued to hold her head, her lips moving silently. Cora had wrapped herself around Darcy’s neck. Quinn, come take your mother’s hand.

			My fingers found a handle on the edge of one of the seats and I held tight. “Kinda busy at the moment!” I shouted back as yet another gust of wind hit us hard, spinning the helicopter about like a top.

			Now, Quinn! Cora’s command compelled me to loosen my fingers and inch my way across the floor to where Darcy remained strapped in her seat. I thought it was just so I could give her comfort.

			I was wrong.

			As our fingers touched, Darcy’s mind seemed to slam into mine and I saw what she was seeing. Below us, on the edge of the coast and partially hidden by the thick forest, were two figures. One, I recognized. Tall, imposing, pitch-black hair and violet eyes marked Balor as easily as if he had a sign above his head. The other, though, was no one I knew. Shrouded in a cowl, the other figure hovered above the ground.

			“I thought you had mastery over the winds, Banshee Queen,” Balor said, his voice dripping with disdain.

			The Banshee Queen raised her arms and let out a long, low hiss. “Question me not, Fomorii. They will die.”

			Outside of what I was seeing I could feel the helicopter shaking and shuddering as the winds continued to increase.

			Balor nodded. “I doubt that, but you will slow them down; it is all I require of you little queen.”

			The Banshee Queen snapped her fingers. “You are close, that close to Chaos? Why do you not just let them fly away, far from us?”

			He answered her as he turned, and walked into the forest. “I made a promise.”

			Another hiss from the Banshee Queen, and then I was back in the helicopter, the metal struts screeching around us.

			“She’s breaking apart!” The pilot yelled over the radio.

			The helicopter jerked forward, and the air around us went silent as the rotors whined to a stop. One last shudder and the only thing between us the ground below gave up the ghost. 

			We were spinning as we fell, the wind ripping at the metal sheeting that covered the helicopter. The pilot screamed, and I caught a glimpse of him being sucked through the open door, his body spinning out like a rag doll. 

			We have a problem. A very, big problem. Cora said, anxiety filling her words even though they were only in my mind. I couldn’t stop the scream that burst out of me. What was left of the helicopter flipped upside down, and I found myself staring at what lay below us: rocky, hard ground. 

			We were going to miss the water by a mere three or four feet. The tide was out and the jagged, rock-strewn coastline rushed towards us in spits and starts. Apparently the Banshee queen wasn’t in a hurry to let us drop; the wind continued to spin and toss us about, like a child with a ball.

			I let out a groan, wishing the water was closer. But I had learned long ago you couldn’t bank on wishes. My heart, already hammering, seemed to stutter. Or could wishing save us?

			Reaching for that part of me that held my powers, I put everything I had into bringing the water closer. I had nothing to lose; no one would even know I’d tried if I failed. 

			The waves didn’t seem to move at first; then the water began to rush forward, the tide coming in with a speed that just might keep us from being smashed on the rocks below.

			What are you doing? 

			The wind slammed us, shooting us towards the rocks. It was too late; we were too close to the ground. I pulled on everything I had, commanding the water to meet us. A geyser burst upwards and the ocean met and encompassed us while we were still thirty feet up. The wind buffeted uselessly against the helicopter as it bobbed on the surface.

			For a split moment everything froze; and then the water rushed in the broken windows, and open door spilling into the cab.

			The water quickly filled the interior of the helicopter. I pinched my eyes shut as it rose above my head. I felt cradled by the ocean, the water still warm from the shallows and tide pools. Opening my eyes, I saw the interior of the helicopter was outlined in stark relief. Luke had Darcy by the arm and was swimming towards the surface, out through a smashed window. Cora swam towards me and curled around my right arm. 

			Lower the water, Quinn.

			With a few strokes I exited the sinking helicopter and reached the surface, slowly releasing the power as I swam. Blinking, I tread water, as I searched for my companions. The water was still, as if contained by walls, though I could see by the horizon that it was receding, lowering us to the ground.

			“Luke?” I called out, unable to see him.

			He waved, his head bobbing above the water at the far edge of my sight, Darcy cradled in his arms.

			“We’re here. What the hell just happened?”

			Cora loosened her grip on me. “That’s what I’d like to know.” Her black eyes were staring straight at me, but there was nothing really for me to say.

			I loosened my connection with the water further and it picked up speed, flowing quickly back into the ocean until our feet touched the sand and the tide was once more where nature intended. 

			“Quinn, what did you do?” Cora asked. 

			Before I answered her, I looked up and down the shoreline, stumbling forward. Was the Banshee queen still here, or had that all been in my mind?

			A glance over at Darcy was all I needed to confirm that what I’d seen had been real. She wouldn’t meet my eyes and she still had one hand covering an ear. “Is she gone?” I asked.

			Darcy nodded and then caught herself, her eyes flicking up to mine for one horrified second.

			Luke and Cora said nothing, only watched the exchange. Again Cora questioned me. “What did you do?”

			I cleared my throat. “It was like when I called for Ashling in the mirror, I just . . . wished for it. I wanted it bad enough that I made it happen.”

			Luke limped towards me; blood trickled down his leg. “Here’s the thing, Quinn. Calling on Ashling, that is something all Tuatha can learn to do, it’s one of our abilities.”

			I nodded, wiping my face. The saltwater was drying fast in the summer heat and already my skin felt sticky and my clothes stiff. “Okay. What has that got to do with this?”

			“Controlling water isn’t. It’s something that, other than the Fomorii, only the old gods can do; and even then, there is only one of the old gods I know of that could have managed something of that magnitude.” He waved his hand towards the water.

			My knees started to weaken and I slumped to the wet sand. “What are you saying?”

			Luke crouched beside me and took my hands in his. “I don’t know for sure, but I don’t think your father is dead. I think your father is very much alive and well. Because the only person you could have gotten that ability from—to control water like that—is Lir.”

			I frowned, “Who?”

			Luke helped me to my feet.

			“Lir is one of the old gods; not truly a Tuatha, but something more. He could control all the waters, and he was very well known for his taste in women. He particularly liked women with green eyes.”

			We all turned to look at Darcy, who stood, her face bright red from the tips of her ears to the base of her collarbone. 

			Luke snorted, “Isn’t that right, Darcy?”
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			“My father is alive?” I asked the question, my voice cracking with surprise. I shouldn’t have been taken off guard by the fact that my mother had lied to me. Not after everything else she’d done. 

			I wiped my hands on my jeans in an attempt to get the sand off my skin. “Never mind, it’s not like it matters now.” I turned my back on Darcy, and faced Luke. “Come on, we’d better go.”

			We had been lucky, I guess, to fall where there weren’t a lot of people to notice our “miraculous” survival. Or the sight of a helicopter being tossed about in the sky. Then the distant sound of sirens reached my ears. On second thought, maybe someone had noticed. I picked up my pace; after my last encounter with the police, when Ashling first went missing, the last thing I wanted was to deal with them now that I’d been in a helicopter crash that I’d survived without a scratch.

			Feet slipping in the wet sand, and then in the loose gravel closer to the road, I kept up a quick pace. 

			“What about me?” Darcy yelled after us. 

			Turning to face her I lifted both eyebrows. “What about you?”

			“Are you just going to leave me here?”

			I nodded once. “Yup.” With my back once more to her I headed towards the road. 

			“Are you really just going to leave her there?” Luke said, catching up with me. 

			Again I nodded. “She’ll be fine, she always is. She’s never needed me or Ashling.” At one point in my life, speaking that truth would have hurt; it would have made all the old wounds open back up. But not now. Whatever relationship we’d had was over and done with.

			Darcy followed at a distance, backing off a little whenever I turned to glare at her. It was a bit like shooing away a stray animal that thought you had something for it to eat. More than anything else now, it was just irritating. Then again, I did want to know what the hell had happened on the helicopter; why Darcy had seen Balor and the Banshee Queen, and how she had shown me.

			We slogged through the rocks and rough pampas grass, then we finally scrambled up on to the road. Staring up and down the road, I stopped as I tried to place where we were. It seemed familiar, but there are a lot of backwater roads on the east coast of Vancouver Island. “I think we’re close to a gas station. There’s one up the road if I’m remembering right.” I glanced over my shoulder, catching Darcy’s eye. “Try to keep up,” I said.

			Within a few moments of walking, we could indeed see a gas station in the distance. The red and yellow sign shimmered in the heat waves that rose off the blacktop, the angle of the hill so steep it looked as though the sign was only a few feet off the ground. It was probably a half hour walk, all uphill.

			My clothes were starting to seriously itch as the salt water dried on my skin, but that wasn’t really what was bothering me. I paused in our walk, waiting for Darcy to catch up to us.“You showed me something, in the helicopter; how did you do that?”

			Her eyes darted sideways. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			My eyebrows lifted of their own accord. “Really? So the whole rocking about, holding your head, crying that you didn’t want to see anything. . . . that was nothing?”

			Lips tightening, she continued to look away from me. I poked her in the arm. “Darcy, stop lying to me. How did you show me Balor and the Banshee Queen?”

			Cora and Luke gasped in unison, giving me a nice stereo affect. Luke recovered first. “Wait, what?”

			“Yes, I’d like to know exactly what’s going on, Darcy,” Cora said, her tongue flicking out towards my mom.

			Darcy squared her shoulders, but her voice shook and her body quivered. “I didn’t see anything, I don’t know what you are talking about. Now leave me the hell alone.” She spun on her heel and strode back down the hill, her hand out, thumb extended to the vehicles passing by.

			Luke called out after her, tried to get her to come back, he even tried to Charm her. The effect of it, though, was lost on her retreating figure. I watched her go. It was no surprise to me that she left as soon as I questioned her. Just like always, she ran the minute things got hard, when she might have to do the difficult thing. Like be honest with her daughter. As we watched, an older BMW pulled over and she jumped in, gone once more from my life. 

			Anger blossomed through me; I clenched my hands, but managed to keep the emotion out of my voice. “Well, can’t say that was a shock.” We stood on the side of the road, heat waves baking the salt into our skin. An apple tree, thick with the start of little fruits, was just off the side of the road up against a rusted old barbed wire fence. The shade would be worth a few scratches. I made my way through the long grass and plunked myself down, a breeze off the ocean cooling the sweat on my face. The sirens had stopped, leaving the air free of any noise except the birds.

			Cora tightened around my shoulders, a comforting presence. Some of the anger drained away. “Tell us what you saw, Quinn. Your mother . . . there is no excuse for her behaviour. Even when someone has a good family, they can still turn out bad.”

			I tipped my head back so I could look her in the face. Her dark eyes were unblinking, but it was the regret I heard in her voice that caught my attention. “Did you know my family?”

			One bob of her head is all I got. I guess even Cora didn’t want to admit to know the people I’d grown up with. I couldn’t blame her. I plucked at the long grass and ran it through my fingers. I just needed to sit a minute; the adrenaline had disappeared and without it my body was fatigued beyond belief.

			Luke followed us into the shade, shaking his head; his blond hair standing up as if he’d spiked it on purpose. “Did you really see Balor and the Banshee Queen?”

			“Yes. She was the one controlling the wind,” I said, twisting the grass in my hands into a braid.

			Then he asked the question I’d been wondering myself. “Why didn’t they just kill us?”

			I took a deep breath and blew out slowly. “Balor said he made a promise. That was why he didn’t let us just fly away or kill us.” I paused and thought about that conversation. “It doesn’t make a lot of sense, but it was like he was sad.” Neither one of them had anything to say to that, though my own thoughts continued to swirl around the brief conversation between Balor and the Banshee Queen. I finished the braid and began to loop it into a noose. “Who is Chaos?”

			Cora sucked in a sharp hiss, and I lifted my eyes to hers. Luke looked confused, but not freaked out, which by the way Cora tightened up on my shoulders, she was. 

			Luke does not know about Chaos, few outside the old gods do.

			I thought on that a minute. Why can’t Luke know?

			Luke was watching us, his eyes narrowing. “It’s rude to speak mind to mind when there are others around.”

			Lifting herself off my shoulders into a cobra stance, Cora bared her fangs at Luke, shocking me and sending Luke back a step. 

			“Cora,” I said, keeping my voice low. “It can’t be all that bad, can it?”

			She whipped around, her fangs now in my face. What the hell was this all about? I kept very still, and she lowered her head, snapping her mouth shut. “It is not something I ever thought I’d face again, I do not want to believe that Balor would be so stupid as to seek Chaos out.”

			Again her tail flicked and she began to bare her teeth, though I didn’t think her actions were directed at me or Luke. She was afraid.

			“In the old days, long before the Fomorii, long before the Tuatha, the old gods ruled. We were, for the most part, good—but arrogant. We believed that we could rule all; rule forever. We were worshipped by all peoples, everywhere, and were known by different names. But we were the same gods. But humans, they were arrogant too, and they wanted the power of the gods. So those who sought to replace us made a deal with a demon from the furthest reaches: Chaos. They summoned her with blood and fire, thinking they could control her. All they did was unleash her on the world.” Cora paused, I nodded for her to go on.

			“A few of us saw how truly dangerous her powers were to everyone, human and gods alike, so we decided to trap her and lock her away. Her pride and ego made it easy to trick her. We thought her prison, once hidden, would hold her for all time. But it was not to be. It was found by a particularly cunning human. He seduced Morgana, the only one who knew where the prison lay, and gained the knowledge he needed to once more free Chaos.” Cora’s tongue flicked out; a soft sigh escaped her. 

			“Morgana? Like as in Morgan Le Fay?” Even I knew the stories that revolved around that one. Sorceress, enchantress, possible half sister to the famed King Arthur. I opened my mouth to ask for the whole story, but Cora stalled me.

			“There is, of course, more to that story, but now’s not the right time to tell it. Right now, we need to focus on Chaos,” she paused. I nodded and she went on. “We were only able to fool her the one time. Once she was freed for the second time, no line of deceit could convince her to step into one of our traps.” Cora took a breath, her scales catching the sunlight, then continued. “Chaos was so strong, and so cunning. She would make you believe that what you did in the name of her destruction was right, that she would help you succeed. She would befriend those who were afraid, those who let their strong emotions rule them. She would give them what they wanted in return for favors. Little easy things, things no one would ever know about. Then she would take over their hearts. If she gained control of someone particularly powerful, she could even control the elements. The Mt. Vesuvius eruption was caused by her.”

			Her words stirred a strange mixture of horror and recognition within me. Maybe I was wrong, but I had to ask.

			“You mean THE Mt. Vesuvius?” 

			She nodded. “That is only one of the disasters she caused.” Cora flicked her tail in obvious irritation. “The sinking of Atlantis was the final catastrophe before we, all the old gods, banded together to lock her up again. It took all of us. There was a battle that left many of us dead, or so injured they hid themselves away. But it was Arthur who dealt the final blow to her. Excalibur was the only physical weapon that could cause Chaos injury. We caged her for a second time, and since then she’s remained locked away, and the world has been safe from her destruction… It was a dark day, even though we did what we had to do to protect the world.”

			“Shit.” Chaos sounded worse than Balor; it was the difference between a calculating bad guy and a psychotic demon. Calculating, you could talk to, maybe even convince them that they were wrong. But the psychotic one, not so much. 

			Luke snorted and we both turned to him. “That is not in any of the histories, Cora. Your brain has been addled by the heat I think.”

			I frowned at him, irritated by his arrogance. How could he not see the truth of Cora’s words? “Then why were Balor and the Banshee Queen discussing Chaos?” 

			He shrugged. “Maybe because they knew you were watching? Balor would say anything to throw you off. You said it yourself, he has no reason to let us live, which makes me think the helicopter crash was due to a freak storm, not Balor and the Banshee Queen. I think the vision was to mislead us.”

			“You must decide what you believe, Quinn,” Cora said. 

			Luke frowned at her. “Even if she believes you, Cora, she can’t do anything about it. I have to get her to the Council, and have her trained.” 

			But it was the truth of Cora’s words that settled into my bones, my heart thumping with the whisper of fear as it brushed along my spine. “I don’t have time to be trained, do I?” I asked, deliberately not looking at Luke.

			Cora shook her head. “No, you don’t. If Balor is searching out Chaos, we have very little time indeed.”

			Chills swept through me. So many stories, and they were all starting to spin together. “Where is Chaos hidden?” I asked. Luke snorted again, got up and walked away muttering under his breath. 

			Cora shook her head. “Only one person knew where the box we trapped her in was hidden. In order to keep the secret safe.

			“Who?” I asked.

			The tip of her tail wrapped around my arm, tightening her grip. “Your father, Lir.”
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			We were halfway up the small hill, passing a bed and breakfast, when Luke stopped us. “Look, we need to stop, get our bearings, and figure out what we are going to do. We can’t just assume that Cora has the facts straight; it wouldn’t be the first time she’d messed up.” I glared at him, my hands tensing at my sides. He lifted his palms up to me. “I won’t dismiss her either, but we need to stop and think. And you need some sleep.”

			I let him lead us to the house. My gut was telling me to move, but I was exhausted. Luke was right about that. And there was no point in rushing about without a plan. 

			Luke used a hefty dose of his undeniable Charm to get us a free room for the night, seeing as none of us had any money. The couple was older, but lively, and excited to have company. They tried to engage us in small talk as they showed us to the room, but Luke managed to brush them off claiming fatigue from something or other, and shut the door on them. I barely listened. 

			Luke scrubbed his hands through his hair. “I’ve got to reach the Council. I’m going to go up to the gas station to use the pay phone.”

			“Can’t you reach them with your mind or something?” I asked between yawns.

			“Only those who are bound by blood or love can speak mind to mind,” Luke said, his voice softening as he looked at me. I yawned again, and used the movement to break eye contact. It was too awkward knowing that he had feelings for me when I had feelings for someone else.

			He slipped back out of the bedroom, the door clicking behind him. I listened to his footsteps recede down the hallway before I took in the room.

			It was small; I believe “quaint” would be the accurate term. Cora slithered down my body to the floor. You need to sleep. Pulling that much power through you in order to control the water is a huge task for one so young and untrained, Cora said, her words echoing through my mind. 

			Yawning I mumbled, “Thanks, I never would have guessed that on my own.”

			She snickered as she slid onto the homemade quilt that covered the twin bed. “If you think being sassy with me will work, I’ll tell you now it won’t.”

			“Fine. Whatever.” I half grunted. Irritation flickered through me.

			She shook her head; her tongue flicked in and out. For a snake, she was actually very beautiful. Her scarlet head blended into a deep neon blue body that shimmered as she moved. My eyelids grew heavy as I watched her settle on a pillow. Stripping out of my wet clothes, I rinsed them then hung them to dry in the bathroom before slipping on a white robe that was hanging on the door. 

			Almost stumbling, I made it back to the bed, exhaustion dragging me down under its spell. My last thoughts were not of Ashling, nor my mother, or even Luke, but of Bres.

			So it should have come as no surprise that I opened my eyes to find Bres standing in front of me; his violet eyes half narrowed. 

			“You be dreaming,” He said. “And you pulled me into ta dream. What do you want, Quinn?” I smiled and reached for him, my heart pounding so hard I didn’t notice the ice in his voice.

			“Bres, please, just hold me a minute,” I whispered to him. He knocked away my hands; frowned at me. 

			“You brought me here. What do you want?” He repeated, and this time I felt the cold of his words settle over me. It had been less than twenty-four hours since I’d last seen him; what had happened?

			“What’s wrong?” I wanted to feel his skin against mine, even if just for a moment, to feel the reassuring beat of his heart against my ear. 

			“You really don’t get it, do you?” He almost growled the words at me. Taking a step towards me, his power pulsed out over my skin, the weight of it just as heavy and dark as his father’s. 

			It took everything I had to hold my ground, to remind myself that this was just a dream, and that even if wasn’t, Bres would never hurt me. Would he? Uncertainty flickered through me for the first time.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about Bres. I thought you cared for me,” I said, confused by this change in him.

			He snorted. “Do you know what you are destined for? Do you understand what you’re asking of me?”

			I shook my head totally confused. “I thought you didn’t believe in destiny.”

			Hands clenched at his sides, the fine muscles in his arms quivered with suppressed emotion. What had happened?

			“You ask me to protect Ashling, which I would have done anyway. But you want me in your life too? You can’t have both, Quinn. Because I can’t give you both. If I protect Ashling, it will be protecting her against you too. If I let myself love you, I can’t protect her, because it will mean that I would have to fight you.” The pain in his eyes rocked me. Opening his hands he held them up to me. “I’ve seen . . .” he snapped his mouth shut; his lips thinned and his jaw twitched. He visibly gathered himself before he went on. “I’ve seen what you would do, how you would kill Ashling. There is no denying what I saw. You will kill her if I step aside. As long as I am with her, you won’t be able to kill her. That is the way of it.”

			With my arms wrapped around my body; I tried to stop the shaking. “You have to believe me that I would never hurt her.” My voice caught on the words, cracking at the end.

			Bres took a step towards me with his hands outstretched and froze. “I can’t be with you, Quinn. I can’t. You are meant for Luke; he knows it too. As much as it hurts me to admit it, I see it now, more clearly than ever. We can’t be anything but on opposite sides of the war that is coming. It is the only way to keep her safe, it’s the only way she might survive.”

			My throat closed on me, filling with the pain of holding back sobs that were welling up in my chest. Why couldn’t he believe me? Why didn’t he understand that there wasn’t anything in this world that would make me hurt my baby sister?

			“Bres,” I whispered. “Are you saying that you would face me in battle?” The very thought that I would face him, not as friends or lovers but as enemies, was almost as bad as knowing that he thought I would kill Ashling.

			“Yes,” he said. Though there was no malice in his voice that single word cut straight through me. “We are done, this is done. It has to be this way.” His eyes pleaded with me while his words sliced into my heart. “Don’t call on me again, Qui . . .Tuatha.”

			He turned his back to me; faded from sight as I crumpled to the ground. A low keening sound filled my ears, and though I knew it was me making the noise, I couldn’t stop it.

			Wake up, Quinn, you are dreaming. Cora’s voice roused me a split second before Luke’s.

			“Quinn?” His voice came to me across the dark room. In the dim light from outside I could see that he’d slept on the couch to give me privacy. 

			“Nothing,” I said, my voice soft. “Just a bad dream.”

			“Do you want to talk about it?” He asked. 

			“No.” I paused, wiped my eyes. “Just go back to sleep.”

			The shuffle of blankets told me he’d settled back down, taking my words at face value. I lay there, the pale light from the moon filtering in past the lacy curtains, my heart aching. Sleep eluded me, and the rest of the night dragged as I tried to find a way to deny what Bres had said. But I had to believe that if we met again, he would face me as any Fomorii would, and fight to the death. My whole body revolted at the idea and I slipped from my bed, stumbling to the bathroom. 

			Sitting next to the tub on the cold linoleum floor, my mind wouldn’t let go of Bres’ words. What had Balor shown him that had turned him against me? He said that he’d witnessed me killing Ashling, that he believed it would come true. Lies, everything around me was lies and deception, and that pissed me off.

			Anger fuelled me and I stood. Gripping the edge of the sink, I knew that the fire inside me would help me through; that it would help me survive.

			The face I stared at in the mirror was my own, but there was an edge to it. I was no longer the soft twenty six year old that I’d been just a few short days ago. 

			“Okay Bres, you’ve got it,” I said softly. “We are done. But don’t think for one instant that you’re going to keep me away from my sister.”

			The air around me crackled, the hairs rising on the back of my neck. There was no one behind me, no one in the mirror. But I heard his words as clearly as if he stood with his mouth pressed against my ear.

			“Don’t be pushing this, Quinn. We both know who would survive an encounter between ta two of us.”

			My eyes narrowed; I flipped off the light and went back to my bed. The sheets had cooled, and Cora lifted her head in a silent query.

			“I’m fine,” I whispered, though my heart pounded with anger, drumming hard enough to keep my eyes wide open, sleep so far away I knew there was no chance of rest. Bres thought the outcome between the two of us was a sure thing, that I would have no chance. 

			Maybe he was right, I knew I couldn’t stand against him in a physical battle, but that didn’t mean I was going down without a fight. I thought about the blue flame Bres had shown me how to create, and my heart gave one final twinge of loss. I’d thought then that maybe the prophecy was wrong . . . but now I could see how very right it was. A single tear tracked down my cheek, trailing down my neck. 

			The truth of his words, my understanding of what was to be, settled over me; it ended whatever dreams I might have had.

			Bres and I were done.
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			The next morning dawned bright, the sky cloudless, the blue so brilliant it stung my sleep-deprived eyes.

			“Did you not sleep last night, Quinn? You look as though you’ve been pulled through a knot hole backwards,” Luke said. 

			I grunted at him, dressed and then made my way outside. Summer wind whipped past me, the scent and taste of salt on the air. Looking out over the ocean, the whitecaps were abundant, the sea lions dark spots on the waves; their distant barks a perfect companion to the whole scene. Picturesque. That was the word for it. Too bad I knew what lay under the waves.

			Luke followed me, Cora looped over his arms. “Sorry Cora,” I said. “I didn’t mean to leave you behind.”

			She gave a sniff. “Dreaming hot and heavy last night were we? Once you fell asleep you kicked and moaned, leaving me no space on the bed.” 

			I swayed as if the wind had picked up speed. Luke grabbed my arm, his eyes full of concern. “Quinn, are you okay?”

			“I’m just tired, I . . .Cora’s right, I didn’t sleep well last night.”

			Hoping they would drop the subject, I made my feet move in the direction of the gas station. Luke didn’t seem ready to let the subject go just yet. “Maybe we should stay here another day then, so you can rest.”

			Letting out a groan, I shook my head. No, I didn’t want to stay here; but I didn’t really know where I wanted to go either. Somewhere I could forget all the pain that my heart held. Again, anger covered the hurt and I spun towards Luke. 

			“Am I just a piece of the prophecy to you? Just a piece of ass that you get because some crazy oracle said so?” 

			His eyes widened, and Cora’s mouth dropped open, in what I could only assume was shock.

			“What the hell happened last night?” Luke asked. “Quinn. Tell me what happened.”

			Cora and Luke stared me down until I wilted under their combined gazes. Finally I said, “I can’t, because the last thing I need is for you to agree with him.”

			“Agree with who?” Luke asked. His hands were now holding either side of me. 

			“Bres. He, I dreamed about him last night, but it wasn’t a real dream,” I said, not knowing if I was making any sense. My sleep-deprived mind wasn’t at its best for explaining something I barely understood myself.

			“It’s like the Calling mirror, Quinn. Some of us can Call others when we sleep; it’s a form of communication that is difficult for most,” Cora said. That didn’t make me feel any better. 

			Luke tried to pull me into an embrace and I resisted him. “No, I can’t. I don’t want to talk about this.”

			“Show me then, what he said.”

			I blinked up at Luke. “What do you mean?” 

			“I can see what he said if you open yourself up to me. If you trust me enough,” he explained. “Just picture him speaking to you, and I will be able to see it.”

			How could I tell Luke what Bres had said, least of all show him? Cora bobbed her head in agreement with Luke. I would get no sympathy from that quarter.

			Then again, what did it matter? Bres and I were enemies; I had nothing to hide from Luke. I wasn’t ashamed of what I’d felt for Bres. Shoulders squaring up, I nodded. “Okay.”

			Luke took my face in his hands and lowered his lips to mine. “Just breathe,” he whispered, our mouths brushing lightly. 

			I thought about the dream, skipping the first part where I reached for Bres. The rest of it unfolded in my mind, except it was like watching a movie with Luke at my side. The ugliness of Bres’ words, my fall to the ground. The tears and the keening. I turned my face away, and then blessedly it was done and we were back standing on the highway, the wind whipping around us. 

			Luke still held my arms, and this time when he pulled me into them I didn’t resist. “I didn’t know he’d Charmed you, Quinn. I’m sorry. I wish I had I could have blocked it.” He spoke into my hair. I felt Cora make her way onto my shoulders. Charmed? What I’d felt for Bres was Charm? My stomach turned and I thought I was going to be sick. It made a perfect kind of sense.  

			“You aren’t angry with me?” I asked, suddenly feeling very shy in Luke’s arms.

			He shook his head. “No, not for that. I wish you’d trust me, Quinn. I’m on your side, remember?”

			Be easy, Quinn. I do not believe you will hurt Ashling.

			Cora’s belief gave me the first sense of relief. 

			Kissing me on the forehead, surprising me, Luke said, “You can’t help it that Bres Charmed you.” He took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Let’s get moving; I’ll tell you what Nuadha had to say when I spoke with him.”

			“Who’s Nuadha? What’s going on now?”

			We started back up the hill and Luke filled me in on what he’d been doing while I was asleep. It turned out that Nuadha was the leader of the Tuatha de Daanan in Ireland, the head of the Council I was supposed to go see. Nuadha had informed Luke that he was to bring me for training immediately. 

			“Well we can’t go to Nuadha, there isn’t time. Not if Balor’s trying to free Chaos.” I was breathing heavily now; the hill was steeper than it looked.

			Luke shook his head, his eyes flashing with frustration. “You don’t get it! I can’t train you; Cora can’t train you; and you need that if you are going to face Balor. Nuadha is the only one who can train you properly.” He paused and lowered his voice. “If, and I really mean this, if Balor is seeking out this Chaos. . .”

			I lifted my hand, stalling him. “He is.” The scene of Balor and the Banshee Queen hadn’t left me. 

			He nodded, his jaw tight. “Fine, you believe it. If that’s the truth, he’s going to be more powerful than anyone else. You will need every advantage, and that includes training.”

			Before I could shoot back my argument, the ground heaved under our feet. Pavement cracked down the middle of the road as the earth groaned. Stumbling, I fell to my knees, Luke dropping down beside me. Ten seconds and the earthquake passed, only the distant rumble of an aftershock, and the damage to the road showing the power of what had just happened.

			We stood, my legs wobbling, but not from the earthquake.

			“I don’t suppose you asked Nuadha about Lir, did you?” An idea was forming, one that I hoped was wrong. Please let it be wrong.

			Luke flushed, “I did. He’s missing.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “You’ve thought of something, haven’t you?”

			Nodding, I tried to gather my thoughts, tried to put them in order. “Cora, you said that Chaos was hidden away by Lir, right?”

			She nodded; I went on. “And Balor is trying to free Chaos.”

			Another nod. “Then is it possible that Lir is helping Balor?” I didn’t want that to be the truth, but it made too much sense not to be a possibility. 

			Cora tipped her head first one way then the other. “I suppose; but they don’t like each other. Part of it’s that they each had a taste of your mother. But mostly it’s because both of them have great control over water; the creatures in it and the water itself. They’re rivals. Lir is the more powerful of the two, so he would be a strong ally if Balor could convince him. But I don’t think that would happen. It’s more likely that Balor has eliminated Lir somehow, moved him from the playing field, so to speak.”

			Cora mentioning water creatures made me think of my last diving experience. I’d been attacked by a shark; a black tipped reef shark. A species not exactly known for their ferocity. Three other divers had tried to help me, but it wasn’t until I used my dagger that the shark had released me. And then it swam away as if it hadn’t been interested in me in the first place.

			“Can Balor control sharks?” I asked.

			They both tried to answer at the same time. Cora won out. “No, that particular beast has always been Lir’s to control. Something of a pet you might say.”

			Already Luke was disagreeing. “That’s not entirely true. Card can control them too.”

			“Card?” I asked.

			“Lir’s son, heir to the kingdom, and all that.” Luke paused and looked over at me. “I guess that would make him your half brother.”

			Well that was a bit of a shock; a half brother? The last thing I needed now were more siblings to worry about. Shaking it off, I asked what I hoped would be the final question. “So are you coming with me, Luke, to stop Balor from getting Chaos, or are you going to do what Nuadha wants?” 

			Luke slowed. “You’d make me choose?” 

			I put my hands on my hips. “If I’m going to be this Chosen one, destined to meet Balor on the field of battle, I’m going to do it my way. You aren’t going to drag me around anymore. I lead, you follow.”

			He stared at me, his eyes and body not giving away even a hint of his thoughts. Suddenly, he held out his hand to me. I took it, lacing our fingers. “I’m with you, Quinn. All the way.”

			I smiled up at him. “See, that wasn’t so hard.” 

			He gave short bark of a laugh. “Actually, I was already coming to that conclusion on my own. Nuadha made it very clear that he was to be the one to meet Balor on the field of battle.”

			Frowning, I pulled my hand away, the day’s warmth making our skin sticky with sweat. “I thought I was supposed to do that. Not that I’m complaining, just confused.” 

			“You are,” Cora said, but Luke wouldn’t meet my eyes.

			“What?” I asked him.

			“Nuadha does not believe you are the one the prophecy speaks of and he has convinced the rest of the Tuatha that the prophecy itself is nothing more than the ramblings of a dotty old oracle.”

			Faster than I thought she could move, Cora struck out at Luke, her fangs extended. “I didn’t say I agreed with him!” Luke yelped, his hands in the air. Cora subsided.

			“So where to, leader of mine?” Luke asked, bowing to me from the waist. Though he was teasing, he was right. I had to decide where we were going to go.

			“You ever watch TV?” I asked them. Luke answered in the affirmative, Cora just snorted.

			Again we started up the hill. “You know when there’s a crime, or a mystery, the cops always go back to the beginning, where it all started.”

			Luke nodded. “Back to the west coast makes sense. There are Fomorii there, maybe we can capture one, question him.”

			We reached the gas station and I put a hand on Luke’s arm. “You go inside and see if you can Charm us a vehicle, I’ll . . . well, I guess I’ll just wait.” 

			“Keep an eye out for Fomorii. We need to keep moving. We can’t stay in any one spot for too long because Bres and Ashling will be able to pin point us. It won’t help that you had a chat with Bres last night.”

			“You mean they could track us here because I Called him?” My hand instinctively went to the dagger at my waist. It wasn’t much, but it had proven a good deterrent against the Fomorii so far. 

			Luke tipped his head toward the gas station’s front door. “I’ll go see what I can do.” He disappeared into the small store, the bell clinking as he entered. I waited outside, and turned my face to the sun. 

			A loud throat-clearing cough opened my eyes. The gas station only had one pump, and surprisingly, it was occupied. I half jumped, my hand going to Cora’s five foot length hanging off my shoulders, forgetting for a brief second that anyone who didn’t have Tuatha blood in their veins couldn’t see her. 

			An older man, grey haired, with overalls and mud covered rubber boots, stood pumping fuel into his beaten up blue Ford pickup. The stitching on the breast of his overalls stated his name was Don. He spat a gob of tobacco and asked “Did I hear right? You two looking for a ride into town?”

			“Um, maybe. Which town are you headed to?” I asked. 

			“Well, heading to Qualicum, then off to Port Alberni.” He said, spitting again. Port Alberni, that was on the route back to the West Coast. Perfect, this was absolutely perfect!

			 “Yes, we’re going to Port,” I said. 

			He grinned. “Good, I hate making that drive around the lake alone. Something about the area has been making my skin crawl lately.”

			Luke came out of the small store with a grimace. I grinned at him, waved him over and we made introductions. 

			It turned out that Don was a bit of a travelling salesman. Except his wares weren’t the usual type. As we piled into his truck, me squeezed into the middle, he told us all about his job. 

			“Inseminating cows. You need schooling for that you know.” 

			Luke grinned over at him. Don’s relaxed, jovial demeanor setting us at ease. He talked as he drove, gossiping about his clients, their cows, which ones had good bloodlines and so on, until my head was lolling on Luke’s shoulder. 

			“Your girl, she seems plain tuckered out,” Don said, his words wafting to me along with a faint trace of tobacco, which tickled my nose.

			Luke’s hand slipped up and caressed my cheek. “Yeah, she’s had a rough go of it lately.” 

			I let out a little sigh and Cora settled her head along my neck. It’s funny to think that the feel of a snake, the weight of it, could be comforting; yet it was.

			Slipping in and out of a fitful doze, I only caught bits and pieces of the conversation, until Cora all but screeched in my ear. 

			“Turn it up!”

			“What?” I yelped, sitting bolt upright, startling poor Don into hitting the brakes. We all jerked forward against our seatbelts.

			“The radio, turn it up.” Cora snapped, and I did as she asked, though Don was stuttering about crazy women as he hit the gas and slid back into traffic. 

			The radio had some static but the announcer’s voice came through loud and clear. 

			“Cathedral Grove has long been a tourist destination, but the giant trees have become almost a cult hit of late. Several visitors have claimed they felt ‘drawn’ to the grove and to have ‘seen’ dancing white lights and ‘felt’ the presence of otherworldliness. Some residents are pointing to the growing number of missing hitchhikers and are requesting an investigation. But as far as RCMP is concerned, there’s been no suspicious activity at the site.” 

			The announcer switched to a traffic report, and Cora whispered for me to turn it down.

			Something about that report was bothering me. Fairy lights, missing people; it seemed too coincidental with what was going on already.

			Cora, do you think that what’s happening in Cathedral grove could have anything to do with Balor and Chaos?

			A bob of her head, and her coils tightening around me was all the response I got. I had to make a decision. If we passed this by we might be missing something important and my gut was telling me not to pass the grove by without at least a cursory check.

			We were rounding the last curve of Cameron Lake and Cathedral Grove rose in the distance. “Don, could you drop us off here?” I asked. We could always hitch another ride to the west coast if my suspicions turned out wrong.

			“After what that announcer said? Miss, I would sure hate to see something bad happen to you kids.” His face was crinkled with concern. I patted his arm. “We’ll be okay. If the police aren’t concerned then we don’t need to be; I haven’t been to see the grove before. I think I’ve been missing out.” I gave him a wink and he slowed down, pulling to the side of the road. 

			“Alright then. You two take care of each other.” Luke stepped out first, and as I slid across the seat to follow him, Don touched my hand. I paused and looked back.

			“That boy, he looks at you like I used to look at my Mary, God rest her soul. Love, it’s precious; don’t let it slip past you cause you are looking for something perfect.” He gave my hand a squeeze then let me go. I shut the door with a lump in my throat, and waved to him as he merged with traffic. 

			“For a two lane highway, this place is awfully busy,” Luke said. 

			Cora let out a low hiss and a thrill of alarm went through me, freezing me to the spot. “What is it?”

			“This forest, it feels strange. Luke, is it just me, or do you sense it too?” she asked.

			He opened his mouth, but was interrupted by a long low rumble and the ground heaving under our feet. “Damn it!” I snapped as I grabbed at a cement barrier separating the highway from Cameron Lake.

			The earthquake passed, a low aftershock chasing it deep into the mountain range behind us. Luke held a hand out to me. I took it, our fingers intertwining. “Tell me about this area, Quinn. I think I know what Cora’s getting at, but I am hoping we’re wrong.”

			He sat down on the cement barrier beside me. 

			I frowned as I thought about what I knew of the region. “Well, Cathedral Grove has some of the oldest trees on the Island, first growth. So it’s a protected park. The range it butts up against is Beaufort, I think.” I put my fingers to my forehead. “Um, there have been a lot of accidents on Cameron Lake, and it’s really deep. I don’t think anyone’s gotten to the bottom.”

			Luke nodded, “Anything else?” 

			“Well, some people believe there’s a lake monster.” I thought they would laugh, but really I should have known better.

			“Crap,” was all that Luke said; Cora muttered a curse that made my eyes widen.

			“You don’t think the monster is real do you?” I asked. Luke stood, and helped me to my feet. 

			Cora shifted across my shoulders and said, “Wait. We should leave the side of the road I think. I feel like something is headed our way.”

			Her eyes stared out across the lake, and I followed her gaze. I had to scrub my eyes, not trusting what I was seeing. A large humped back was undulating towards us. Fast.

			Before I could take two steps, tentacles burst out of the water and streaked towards us. 

			“Run!” Luke shouted. He didn’t have to tell me twice. I bolted for the safety of the trees a few yards away. 

			A tentacle wrapped around my left ankle midstride and yanked me off my feet. Cora was thrown from my shoulders; I wrenched my dagger out. I slashed at the black, leathery tentacle that was dragging me back towards the water, but the hide was too thick. 

			I heard Luke yell to my right and a tentacle that was flying towards my face was sliced open, spraying me with blue blood, thick like oil. The creature let out a gurgling cry, its parrot-like beak breaking the water for a split second. Determined not to draw Luke and Cora into more danger, I drew my power forward, preparing to hit the water beast with a blaze of fire. 

			“Quinn, no!” Luke shouted as I released the flame, but nothing happened. A small streak of light and then a puff of smoke. The creature blinked a single eye at me, and smiled. 

			I felt my power suddenly sucked out, as if the monster had a tentacle deep inside me. My body weakened fast; I dropped my dagger in the dirt as my hand went limp. My eyes rolled; I could feel the darkness reaching for me when I was suddenly jerked free of the creature’s grasp, its suction cups releasing me with an audible “pop.” 

			Someone lifted me over their shoulder and ran. The world bounced crazily; the trees, sky and water blurred together in a kaleidoscope of blues and greens.

			“Put me down, I’m gonna puke.” I gasped out, feeling the bile rise in the back of my throat.

			Hands gently lowered me to a moss-covered mound where I promptly heaved until my stomach was empty. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I coughed and turned around. 

			“Thanks Luke,” I said, then blinked and stared. It wasn’t Luke who’d rescued me; in fact, I wasn’t entirely sure that I had been rescued at all.
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			The girl looked to be no more than twelve or thirteen years old, and had long brown hair that trailed to the ground. But it was her eyes that held my attention. The pupils were shaped like a cat’s, and they were two different colours, the left one blue, the right a vibrant spring green. She smiled at me, showing pointed teeth like a Fomorii, though to be fair they were much smaller and more dainty in appearance. I scrambled backwards, and Called my knife. In a split second the bone handle warmed under my fingers. We were deep into the grove; I had no idea where Luke and Cora were.

			She lifted her hands. “Shhh. No harm. None. No hurt.”

			Her voice was downright hypnotic and I fought the urge to lay my head down and let her croon to me. I lifted my knife. “What are you? Fomorii?”

			She let out a trilling laugh that set the birds off in the trees around us. “No.” She put her hand to her chest, “Bean sidhe.”

			I blinked and shook my head. “I don’t know what that is.”

			Smiling, her teeth glinting in the light, she crouched down. It didn’t make me feel any safer so I scooted back. 

			“Bean sidhe, Banshee. But there is a name too. Would you like to know it?”

			Banshee. Like the Queen who’d helped down our helicopter. But she was young. I cleared my throat. “Okay, what’s your name?”

			She curtsied, her knee-length skirt brushing the moss. “Aednat is happy to meet you.” She pronounced it slowly for me but even so, I had her repeat it for me until I got it. 

			“A-nit.” I frowned, drawing out the sounds. “Is that right?”

			There was a crackling of bushes and the girl lifted her head; she sniffed the air. “Tuatha boy is coming; hurry Tuatha don’t like bean sidhe.” She held her hand out to me. 

			“I’m Tuatha,” I said, and again she trilled, her laughter dancing along the edge of my skin. 

			“Only very little. Mostly not.” She beckoned to me. “Come, hurry, Tuatha won’t help. You will help.”

			“Help what?” I was beyond confused, yet again.

			Luke burst through a small bush, his sword levelled at the girl’s chest. “Step away from her Banshee!” He roared. Cora streaked into the small glen, her mouth open wide, fangs bared. 

			I jumped up; put myself between them. “Luke, Cora, stop! She’s just a little girl.” 

			“She’s a bloody banshee! Now we know why people are going missing: they must be colonizing this area or something, turning it into a new Enchanted forest.” He growled, his sword not wavering an inch. 

			“Stop it!” I yelled. “She just saved me. I think.” 

			Luke slowly lowered his sword. “I’m not sure she didn’t call the beast just to make it look like she was saving you. They are master manipulators, Quinn. And now, with evidence that there are banshees here, it all makes sense.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked, not following his line of reasoning.

			“Well, with the way you describe the area, and what they were saying on the radio, Cathedral Grove sounds a lot like the Enchanted Forest, and with her,” he pointed at Aednat. “She pretty much clinches it,” he said, his shoulders sagging. I lifted my eyebrows and Luke quickly explained.

			“The Enchanted Forest is a part of Ireland where the Banshees ruled. They would draw their strength from it. It’s old, very, very old, just like Cathedral Grove.” he waved his arm as if to encompass everything around us. “Travelling in the forest in Ireland was supposed to bring you great powers, but only if you made it out again.”

			“And what about the missing people?” Cora asked. “What do you think is happening to them?” She asked it like she already knew the answer. His fingers tightened on mine.

			Luke opened his mouth to reply, but Aednat interrupted him. “Please, too much time here in one place.”

			Her small hand slipped into mine. “Hurry, we must go, the Queen will know that we are here; it isn’t safe.”

			The frown on Luke’s face slipped, leaving only a pasty white visage. “The Queen?” I wanted to smirk at him. 

			Aednat nodded. “She try to kill Aednat. Now she try to kill you. We must go. Aednat helps you, you help Aednat. We friends.”

			She tightened her grip on my fingers and past the strange eyes and hypnotic voice I could see something all too familiar. 

			Fear. 

			The decision I made was an easy one. “She’s coming with us,” I said. 

			“What?” Luke croaked out, his sword tip dropping to the green moss. 

			“We can’t leave her here. You know how powerful the Queen is,” I told him, not letting go of Aednat’s hand.

			“Quinn, be reasonable; maybe she’s young, but she’s still on the wrong side. She is our enemy, all Banshees are,” he said, as if that was the end of the conversation.

			“Tuatha not like Banshees,” Aednat whispered, tucking her head into my side. I stroked her hair. “I’m not leaving her, Luke. And you agreed that I would lead.”

			That did it. “Ah crap, why the hell not?” he muttered. 

			“Aednat will lead us out. Aednat knows the way.” She tugged on my hand. I glanced back to see that Luke had scooped up Cora and they too were following. A howl filled the air, not like a wolf or a dog, but like a rabbit’s death scream. High pitched and chilling.

			“Hurry, we must hurry. Bad Queen, mean and nasty. She comes.”

			Driven by the sound of what was apparently a Banshee, we started to jog. Aednat led the way taking twists and turns I couldn’t keep track of, which was not comforting in the least. What if Luke had been right, and Aednat was just leading us into a trap? Tension filled me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d made the right choice, or if I’d yet again screwed up. A second howl echoed out behind us, driving my concerns from my mind.

			Fifteen minutes rolled by, each one like a weight on my chest. We were deep into the grove; the air was thick and muggy with the scent of living things, both fresh and old. I let out a sneeze. We kept jogging, jumping over downed logs, ducking under low hanging tree branches, following a path only Aednat seemed to be able to see. I was growing more and more sure Luke had been right. 

			“Aednat, how long?” I whispered.

			“Soon. You see.” 

			We came upon the junction of two trails, paths that were clearly worn down to the hard pan. 

			Luke came up behind me and spoke softly into my ear. “This doesn’t look good, be ready to fight.”

			Aednat gave a tug on my hand and I followed obediently. She brought us to an arbutus tree, its glossy red and smooth bark twisted and gnarled into a perfect arch across the path. 

			“Step through,” she said, doing just that, her body disappearing into thin air. I paused, my senses tingling. The decision was taken from me. A flash of movement to the right followed by a hair-raising screech forced me into action. I stumbled forward, the bright light making me blink, my eyes watering with the intensity of it. 

			Luke and Cora followed, Luke spinning to face the pathway with his sword bared. Aednat pushed past him and touched the bark of the tree. The whole thing shivered, then the bark began to peel and lose its bright red colour. 

			“There, they can’t follow us now,” she said, smiling up at me.

			“Where are we?” I asked as my eyes adjusted. We were still surrounded by trees, but there was the very familiar sound of water rushing over sand. 

			Aednat smiled up at me. “Other side of Island. Safe here from Banshee Queen.”

			She’d brought us back to where our journey had started. We were on the west coast.
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			Making our way through the canopied forest, we quickly found a spot where we could see out onto the sand. It was covered in sleeping Fomorii sunbathing like sea lions. Every once and a while one would groan and roll over, scratching at its armoured hide.

			Aednat stared at the Fomorii, her eyes unreadable. “Bad Fomorii, they are friends with Queen.”

			Luke leaned forward. “What do you mean, ‘friends?’” Even now he doubted what I’d seen through Darcy’s eyes.

			Aednat snarled. “Balor, he come to nice Queen, tell her of beautiful place far away from Ireland. Place that she can have for her own, no Tuatha to fight her. She only have to help guard new place. But before good queen can settle in, bad banshee takes crown through nasty trick. Now, Bad Queen is cruel to people, she beat Aednat, killed her friends. Then she starts stealing humans.”

			We crept back into the forest. Luke’s face was thoughtful and I wondered if he’d finally come to the conclusion that Cora and I were right all along. The Banshee Queen was not our friend any more than Balor was.

			Cora remained quiet as we walked, her tongue tasting the air but otherwise she barely twitched up on Luke’s shoulders. 

			Cora, I can almost see you thinking. What do you think is going on? I sent to her, grateful for the ability to speak without everyone hearing.

			I think that Balor still wants a kingdom on land, and if can’t have the Emerald Isle, he’ll make his own.

			Her words literally stopped me in my tracks. I met her eyes and she gave a slow nod. It made a horrible, twisted sort of sense. 

			“The earthquakes?”

			“I would lay odds that he is tunneling to bring his people over. But he can’t do it on his own, he must have found someone to help him,” Cora said.

			“What are you two talking about?” Luke asked.

			But it was Aednat that answered. “They speak of Balor making new Emerald Isle, a Dark Isle. That is what he told the good Queen. New place, just like old, but better, no Tuatha.”

			Luke snapped his fingers. “It all makes sense. Without the Tuatha here to balance him, he’ll have complete power, and with him giving the Banshees what they want, their own forest, they will back him up in any fight.”

			“Not to mention if he unearths . . .” At the looks both Cora and Luke gave me, I closed my mouth. 

			Do not tell Aednat about Chaos. She is a child, she doesn’t need to know.

			I gave a slight nod, embarrassed by my near slip up.

			Aednat skipped over to me, and took both my hands. “Aednat knows you. She dreamed of you once.”

			My eyebrows lifted of their own accord. “You did? What did you see?”

			Aednat began to recite the prophecy in her sing-song voice, the words chilling me all over again.

			“The line of the snake will bring forth a saving light at the darkest hour. Binding all the realms as one—her sword will strike down the evil that haunts the land and she shall lead the Fae to victory. Filled with power, her heart will remain pure. Through a union, peace shall reign and the world will know the Fae for all that they are and her sword will forever be at her side.”

			“Wait, that isn’t the prophecy,” I said, relief flowing through me. She hadn’t really seen me in a dream; she’d probably read the prophecy somewhere and just gotten it wrong.

			Aednat nodded. “Yes it is. I was there when it was spoken, I forget nothing.” Cora gave her a strange look, tipping her head sideways, tasting the air with her tongue. 

			I do not remember seeing Aednat there when the prophecy was spoken, but then . . . my mind isn’t what it used to be.

			Aednat’s voice grew cold. “Aednat is not a child.”

			Luke shook his head. “No, it says her heart was filled with compassion, not power. And she is destined to be with the Shining one.”

			Our Banshee guide let out a burst of her trilling laughter that we did our best to shush. “No, that isn’t the prophecy. You Tuatha changed it to suit yourselves. You should know that.” Her eyes flicked up to Cora. “Especially you, old goddess.”

			There was an uncomfortable silence, one that Aednat finally broke.

			“So, you think that Balor is evil that you will strike down?” She asked, her left eyebrow raised high. I shrugged, “That’s what everyone is saying.”

			“Be sure before you kill. Death is final. That mistake cannot be undone.”

			Cora slid forward, down Luke’s arm. “Be careful little banshee. Your words are slippery, they could land you in a nest of snakes.” Her tongue flicked out and Aednat paled.

			“Wise words, old one,” she whispered, inclining her head a fraction of an inch. As fascinating as it was to watch the interplay between the two of them, there was an itch at the back of my shoulders. 

			“I think we’d better keep moving,” I said.

			The crack of a branch behind us was all that gave them away. Luke and I spun to face two Fomorii

			“Please run Tuatha, we love to chase.” Despite their words the two Fomorii didn’t wait to see what we’d do; they propelled themselves across the ground at high speed with their heavily muscled arms. A single bulbous eye protruded from each of their foreheads, the whites of them dripping a milky substance down the edge of their faces. 

			Aednat let out a scream as the first Fomorii jumped over our heads and slashed at her tiny body. 

			“No!” I shouted. I leapt toward the closest Fomorii, his eye looking as if it was going to pop out of his head, then a wide grin split his face, his triangular teeth glistening. He dropped Aednat and made a grab for me, but he was too slow. Calling my knife, I slashed upwards, his hulking body towering over me, gravity working in my favour as he bent to meet me, unable to stop his headlong rush into my dagger. The blade bit deep into his throat and only a low gurgle escaped him as I yanked the knife out of the tough gray-green hide. 

			A quick glance showed me that Luke had easily dispatched the other Fomorii. 

			“That was easy,” I said, wiping off my dagger on my pants.

			“They were young, cocky and untrained,” Luke said. “And we were very lucky there weren’t more of them. Now they’ll know we’re here, as soon as they find the bodies.”

			Crap, I hadn’t thought of that minor detail. 

			“Aednat can help.” She started to sing, her voice a soft whisper that grew with each bar, and the world around us felt hypnotized, frozen with her song. The very trees and grass leaned into her words, the birds sang soft harmonies that blended through the music. 

			“Look,” Cora said, the tip of her tail flicking towards the fallen Fomorii. The moss crept over their bodies, grasses springing out of their hides. Even a small sapling burst forward off the chest of the one Luke had killed. 

			In moments, they were covered, and all that was left were two rolling mounds spotted with a smattering of wildflowers, grass, moss and a single tree. 

			“You saved Aednat. Now we are sisters.” She reached out, her eyes serious. I took her small hand with a nod and again she led us forward. The deeper we got into the coastal forest, the more the sounds of the birds overtook the rushing of the ocean across the sand, and even our footsteps were muffled by the heavy growth underfoot.

			Grumbling behind me, Luke finally spoke up. “How much further?”

			Our guide skipped ahead and twirled in a circle, her dress spinning out around her. “We are here now.” She clapped her hands as she twirled and laughed, and what I can only call her energy rose up around us, creating a protective shell about ten metres wide. It was as if everything was caught in a gauzy curtain. 

			Aednat led us to a recess against a rock wall, where a spring flowed into a small pool surrounded by wildflowers. It was all very pretty, but none of it fit with the forest here; that bothered me.

			“Banshee tricks.” Luke whispered, his words only reaching me and Cora, who bobbed her head in agreement.

			Aednat motioned for us to sit around the pool’s edge.

			Keep your wits about you, Quinn. The banshee may have helped us, but she will have a reason. We just don’t know it yet. 

			Cora’s tail flickered against my upper arm, her nervousness apparent. If she was nervous, I should have been downright scared. Crossing my legs under me, I sat at the pool’s edge. “Alright Aednat, what do you want from us? No lies now between . . . sisters.”

			With a thump Luke sat beside me. “Great subtlety.”

			Pursing my lips I sat up straighter, stretching through my back. “Aednat.” Was all I said. She flounced across from us and all but flung herself to the ground. 

			“You don’t know all of the prophecy. I will tell you it. I will help you fight in big battle. If you help Aednat first,” she said, her eyes glittering with a feral awareness that matched her tiny dagger-like teeth. 

			“Maybe,” I said. “Tell us something first, something so that we know it’s worth it.” 

			Aednat pursed her lips mimicking me, and her eyes narrowed. “Card has taken his father’s seat.”

			A long low hiss erupted out of Cora, startling all of us. “The little bastard! I should have known when Lir went missing it wasn’t of his own volition.”

			The little Banshee smiled, her teeth glinting. “Aednat knows where to find Lir; also knows what Card is doing. Maybe how to stop it. Aednat knows where to find missing people. All of prophecy you need, Aednat knows.”

			I wondered how she could know so much. I shared a look with Luke, wishing this time that he and I could converse telepathically. Motioning for Luke to stand, I excused us and we stepped outside the bower that Aednat had made. She watched us go, but didn’t move from her seat, her eyes tracking our steps.

			“How do we handle this?” I asked in a low voice. Even though we were a good distance away, I didn’t want to take the chance Aednat might hear us. 

			Cora stretched her head out between Luke and I. “We hear her out. But if she can truly help us with these things, then almost anything she wants will be worth it.”

			Luke snorted. “Hardly. She could be lying Cora, how do we know?”

			An idea had begun to form as I listened to Aednat. “What if I Called Lir? I could talk to him, find out if what she is saying is true, at least on that account.”

			They shared a look, one that clearly stated they didn’t think it was a good idea. Cora slid her head back to my shoulder. “You may not be able to truly Call him. He is stronger than you, so you may be drawn to where ever he is. That could be dangerous.” She shook her head. “But I do not think there is another way. You will try to contact Lir. Then we will proceed.”

			Stepping back into Aednat’s bower, I explained to her what I was going to do.

			“You will sleep now?” Her expression was quizzical, her brows lowered in consternation. Then her eyes lit up, and she snapped her fingers. “Of course, Call Lir. Ask him questions. He tell you Aednat is speaking truth.” 

			I laid down on the moss, my exhaustion finally working in my favour. Cora coiled up on my chest and began to hum a soft tune, the rhythm of it vibrating through my body. My eyelids slid shut, the scent of the forest filled my nose, and a hand began to brush along the edge of my face. 

			Lir, Lir. My mind whispered, focusing on his name. I didn’t know what he looked like; not even whether he was tall or short. I hoped that calling his name; that the blood we shared  would be enough. Lir, Lir.

			The bower began to fade; my body slumped and muscles relaxed. The feel of Luke stroking my brow soothed my fears, uncertainty floating away with his touch. Maybe the prophecy didn’t speak of Luke and I, or maybe it did. But he cared for me, that much was obvious.

			What Don had said was true. I could feel that more now than ever. “I think he was right,” I mumbled.

			“Who was right?” Luke asked, his touch never wavering. 

			“Doesn’t matter,” I said as I drifted off to sleep.

			The first thing that hit me was that my skin was cold and tingling. Stretching above my head, I wiggled my fingers and toes and took a deep breath. Then I opened my eyes—only to find that I was unable to see anything. 

			I sat up, twisting first one way, and then the other. Running my hands over my face, I wondered where it was that I’d ended up. There was cold stone below me, and the air was a sharp bite on my lungs, frosted so heavily that breathing the air hurt my throat. 

			Footsteps echoed around me, though they sounded as if they were fading into the distance.”Hello?” I called.

			The steps stopped; then they started back toward me, a small orange glow of light flickered before them. “Hello, please, could you say something?” I asked, my hands fluttering to my waist where my dagger rested. I didn’t like this; it wasn’t anything like when Bres had come to me, or even Ashling. Always before when I’d Called someone, they’d come to me. It seemed Cora had been right; I’d been drawn to where Lir was. Where ever that was.

			“Are you Quinn?” His voice reminded me of the sound of waves crashing through rough surf, strange as that may seem. There was no doubt in my mind that I was speaking to Lir. 

			“Yes. Please, I need to ask you some questions,” I said, twisting my hands in front of me.

			The light bobbed closer until I could tell it was a lantern on a pole; it hung between us and I got my first glimpse at the man who might be my father. 

			He was a little taller than me, with a build similar to Luke’s. Lean, taunt muscles made for swimming corded his arms. The light hovered at eye-level, effectively keeping me from seeing his face.

			“How is it that you Called me?” he asked. There was no anger in his voice, only curiosity.

			I didn’t expect that question. Time to dive into the deep end. “You can Call on people that you love or who are family. That’s what I’ve been told.” I swallowed hard. “Lir, you are my father, aren’t you?”

			His arm flexed and I watched as his muscles bunched. The metal handle creaked under the pressure he was exerting on it. Was he angry? Then his hand slowly relaxed. “Yes, I am your father, even if only by blood.” He stepped more fully into the light and I blinked up at him. His face was the same shape as mine, even his eyes—though they were a blue—were shot through with large flecks of gold.

			“I remember your mother. She is . . .”

			Lifting my hands I nodded, “I know, she’s an awful person and she probably tricked you. But what I actually came here to find out is if you’re truly trapped. Or is that a lie?” I asked, hoping to keep things moving. My breath puffed out, visible as I spoke in the frost-kissed air.

			Silence fell heavy around us. I swallowed hard. “Please. I need to know.”

			“My oldest son, Card, lured me here. I thought… well, that does not matter now. I am an old, sentimental fool. But yes, I am trapped here.” He lifted a hand to my face, a fingertip tracing the bottom of my jaw. “You look like her; you have her beauty, but your heart is not after hers. That pleases me.”

			Emotion swelled in my heart. “Thank you. That means more to me than you could possibly know.”

			Again the silence fell around us, the light unwavering in its glow. “Why did Card trap you here? Just to take over?” I asked.

			Lir shook his head. “No, he has made a deal with Balor. In exchange for helping the old Fomorii, he will get a prize any man would fight for.” He tipped his head. “Though Card is hardly someone for you to worry about, now that you are coming into your powers.”

			“What’s he doing for Balor?”

			Fingers flexing on the handle, he tapped the glass top of the light. “He is the cause of the earthquakes. Card was always better with earth than water; his mother’s blood runs true. He digs deep for the prize I hid so long ago; that I was a fool to tell him about. You know of what I speak, do you not?”

			“Chaos.” I whispered the word, but I might as well have shouted it by the way Lir flinched.

			“Yes. Card wanted me to trust him, and to prove it I told him where to find her. I thought he would prove to me he could be trusted,” he said, the pain in his voice obvious.

			“He sent that shark after me, didn’t he?” I asked. 

			Lir nodded, his face grim. “I knew, as did Card, that your powers would rival his. He sought to end your life. It was good you were not swimming in warmer waters,” he said.

			The thought of the size of shark Card could have commanded if indeed I’d been in warmer waters chilled me almost as much as breathing the cold air did.

			“How do I get you out?” I asked.

			“Do not attempt to rescue me, Quinn.” His eyes softened. “I can see your heart wants to have your family whole. I see it in you as clear as any picture. But sometimes we cannot have what our heart wants.”

			I clenched my hands into fists. “Then, what? I just let Balor and Card and the Banshee Queen win?”

			Lir’s eyes widened. “The Banshee Queen? I would have thought Aednat would strike out on her own before taking up with Balor.”

			His words rattled through me. The cold seemed to be stealing what thought process I had left. “Aednat was the Queen?”

			Reaching out he touched my face again. “It is too much for you here, daughter mine, you must leave, now. I will block you from Calling on me again; it is best, I think.” He cupped my chin and gave it a gentle squeeze. The light began to fade.

			“Wait! Do you know why Balor is doing this? Its madness what he’s attempting, to make a Dark Isle, to seek out Chaos.” I hoped he would tell me we were wrong, that Luke hadn’t guessed at Balor’s intentions.

			Lir’s voice reached me, like distant waves crashing over the shoreline. “Let your instincts guide you, Quinn.”
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			I woke up with a start, my body shaking with cold. Luke wrapped his arms around me, and pulled me into his lap. 

			“We didn’t dare move you,” he said. Cora lay sanguine on a rock, being heated by the sun.

			Her tongue flicked out tasting the air. “You’re body was too cold for me to stay with you.”

			“Did you speak to Lir?” Aednat asked. Her eyes sought mine, the blue one darkening with intensity while the green one seemed to lighten in colour. 

			“Why didn’t you tell us you were the Queen?” I asked. Luke stiffened behind me, his hands stilling on my arms. 

			She shrugged her tiny shoulders. “Might not help Aednat if you knew she had been Queen. Bested by an upstart.” Sniffing she sat, and, then scooted towards us. 

			“You know now that Aednat was speaking truth?” Her face was hopeful, but her body was tensed.

			“Yeah. But, let me guess. In order for you to help us, and tell us all the things we need to know, you want us to help you get your crown back,” I said, weariness dragging me. It sure didn’t feel like I’d napped. It felt as though I’d run a double marathon with a side order of the flu, my body ached so badly.

			Aednat squealed with joy and relaxed. “You smart one, Quinn. Aednat likes you. Yes, you help Aednat get back crown. Aednat help you stop Balor.”

			“But why? You came here to escape, to start your own world with Balor,” Luke said, asking the very question I wanted the answer to.

			She threw her hands into the air, her long tresses floating for a moment on a sudden breeze. “Because, you Tuatha, always controlling, killing bean sidhe. Aednat wants her people to be safe. Like a good Queen. So if Quinn promises safety, Aednat believes. She is honest. Aednat sees her heart. She is prophecy spoken come to life.”

			Cora slid off the rock and over to my side. “We don’t have much choice. We need help if we are to find a way to topple Balor and Card before they reach what they are seeking.”

			The ousted Banshee Queen smiled at us, teeth sparkling. She opened her mouth to speak and then her jaw clicked shut. Leaping to her feet, she stared around us.

			“We are not alone. Bad Queen has sent hunters after us,” she said, her voice softening almost to a whisper.

			Flipping myself to my knees, I pushed to my feet as the first Banshee hunter came into view. Sharp beauty filled my vision. Her body glimmered with light; everything about her had an opalescent sheen from her skin and hair down to the clothes she wore. 

			The only things that stood out were her weapons. They were a dull black that seemed to throb with a life of their own. As I stared, two more hunters ghosted into view. They didn’t even seem to be touching the ground with their feet. Just like the queen when she’d downed our helicopter.

			“Hunters, you are not needed here,” Aednat said. Calm seemed to flow along with her words, the soothing helped even my nerves. 

			They spoke in tandem, their voices rising and falling as they wove a hypnotic tune. “We do not bow to you anymore little bean sidhe. We follow the true Queen’s orders.” They pointed to us. “Stand down, we have no quarrel with you.” 

			They began to advance on Aednat who screamed and ran behind me. “Please help Aednat, she no longer has strength to fight them alone.”

			That did not sound good. I pulled my dagger out and felt my power rise as I reached for it, welling inside me so much so that I thought my skin might stretch with the volume of it. 

			I glanced over at Luke who nodded. “We need her,” I said.

			“I know,” was his reply. Then, “Steady, Quinn. Let them come to us.” 

			“Pick me up, Quinn,” Cora commanded.

			Scooping her up, she settled on my shoulders. 

			The three hunters moved towards us, some unspoken signal telling them it was time to attack. 

			“We each take one, settle back into a half moon,” Aednat said, cracking her knuckles. The sight startled me, seeming so out of character for the petite Banshee. 

			“Half moon?” I asked.

			Pointing with his sword, Luke indicated to his right. “We spread out and try to keep them apart. We’ll have a better chance.”

			The first hunter engaged Aednat with a wicked twirling whip that cracked through the air, snapping close to Aednat’s eyes. Aednat danced to the left, dodging the blows; then she launched an attack of her own, her movement drawing my attention. She slammed the points of her fingers deep into the throat of her attacker. The larger Banshee choked and gagged, her glamour falling away for a split second, showing the skull of a half-rotted corpse underneath. 

			Instinctively, I stumbled back from the gruesome sight. “Watch your feet, Quinn,” Cora warned. “I mean it, watch your—!”

			Too late, I tried to check my progress, but I fell backwards over a downed tree. One of the hunters was on me immediately, her sharp fingernails inches from my face. 

			“Queen wants to talk to you, Chosen one,” the Banshee said as she leaned over the log. A face like a rat’s protruded from the cowl around her head. The teeth jutting forward were yellow and stained and her eyes were a faded pink that glittered with intent. 

			That is very, very bad, Quinn. As if Cora needed to explain that to me.

			Before I could do or say anything, Cora struck, her body shooting forward and her fangs burying deep into the Banshee’s cheek. 

			“Get up, Quinn. Run!” Cora shouted to me, her words shaking me. With a mad scramble, I made it to my feet and turned my back. The Banshee behind me was howling. I glanced over my shoulder to see furry brown claws grip Cora’s writhing, striking body and fling her at a tree, her coils hitting hard and sliding to the ground with a dull thud. Horror, then rage, whipped through me.

			“Oh, hell no,” I said, spinning lightly on my right heel to face the Banshee. “Come on then bitch, let’s see what you’ve really got.”

			The Banshee rushed me, tackling me to the ground. I got an arm between our bodies, but her gnashing yellow teeth were only millimetres from my face and her dirty, crusted claws scrabbled for purchase in my sides. With a scream I snapped my dagger up with my free hand, driving it under her arm. The Banshee let out a wail, her breath fetid and hot as she cried out. In that moment I thought I had her; I let my guard down.

			She took advantage of the moment; raised her head up with alarming speed, and snapped it towards my face. I managed to jerk my head out of her way, but her blunt incisors bit hard into my shoulder, my collarbone creaking under the pressure she exerted. For a moment, the pain brought me to the edge of consciousness, her teeth grinding over my bones, blood seeping down into my shirt and the mossy ground.

			The Banshee sat up, her body a heavy weight on my chest, my blood trickling down her chin and into the furry brown pelt. 

			“You taste good—like honey,” she said, the tip of her black tongue snaked out gathering up the drops of my blood on her face.

			Concentrating on my good arm, I envisioned the fire that Bres had taught me to hold. Blue flames flickered at my fingertips and then shot forward, catching the Banshee in the chest. She rolled away from me, slamming her body into the ground in an attempt to put the fire out.

			Shaking, I stood up, my right arm hanging limply at my side. The Banshee curled up at my feet, whimpering, her fur charred and gone, the skin blackened and oozing with blisters. 

			“Please, no more,” she whispered, lifting one hand up, the tips of her claws still stained with mine and Cora’s blood. 

			The thought of the damage she’d done to Cora threatened to make me into a person I didn’t want to be. The hand that held my dagger quivered with the desire to bury it into her chest.

			“Tell your Queen, that if she attacks us again, we will finish what she has started,” I said, pointing my dagger at her. The Banshee curled away from me. 

			“Yes. I will tell her.”

			A nod and I turned away, heading to where Cora lay so still at the base of the tree. My heart was hammering. What if she was more than hurt? What if . . . ? I couldn’t even finish the thought. 

			“Quinn!” Luke cried out and I spun to see the rat-faced Banshee rushing me.

			There was no time to think, only act. 

			I threw my dagger, propelling it with a bolt of fire from my hands. A streak of blue and silver shot from me, like an arrow, and ripped straight through the Banshee’s heart. 

			With a bare widening of her pink-tinged eyes, the Banshee slid to the ground, her teeth clicking, as her body went into its death throes.

			“Well done, Quinn,” Aednat said, her hand touching my bad arm. I flinched, and swallowed hard against the nausea that was rising fast. 

			Luke ran to my side, his eyes catching mine. I gave him a small nod. “I’ll be okay, but what about Cora?”

			The two of them shared a glance that I didn’t like, not one bit. As fast as my battered frame could move, I made my way over to the tree Cora had been slammed into. 

			Crumpled at the bottom was her twisted, still body, the neon blue and scarlet red already seemed to have faded.

			“No,” I whispered, falling to my knees and reaching out to touch her. “No, this wasn’t supposed to happen.”
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			My fingers brushed the middle of her body as the tears that wanted to fall pooled in my eyes, my whole body quivering in disbelief. “I thought we were harder to kill,” I said. 

			Not Cora, she wasn’t supposed to sacrifice herself for me. A part of me wanted to believe I could change this; I forced my body to stillness, seeking out the power that resided in me. My hands rested on her coils. I gathered myself, already knowing the outcome. I wasn’t a healer, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try. 

			Pulse after pulse, I tried to bring her back, I truly did. Her body shivered under my hands as I pushed my power through her, but it was far too late, she was broken beyond repair. I lowered my forehead to the ground beside her to hide the tears. I didn’t want to share this moment with anyone, not even Luke, who had known Cora far longer than I had.

			Luke crouched beside me, tears tracking down his face. He took my good hand and held it against his heart. “She was very, very old, Quinn. It’s why . . .”

			“…You didn’t want her to come here,” I said, completing his sentence. The reality that I was the cause of her death settled heavily on me, weighing me down as nothing else could have. 

			He nodded, then put my hand to his lips. “She did this because she cared for you, Quinn. She believed in you. Don’t let her death sidetrack you, don’t let it derail you from doing what you must.”

			Anger bloomed and I opened my mouth to speak, but instead let out a cough, and spit a gob of black blood. 

			“Oh shit,” Luke whispered, as he caught me around the waist. “Aednat!” he yelled.

			I blinked up at him, the world around me going fuzzy. I could barely make out Aednat as she came to stand in front of me.

			“No! Has she been bitten? We cannot let her die, Aednat needs her!” Then she cursed, and I would have giggled if I hadn’t been in so much pain. “We must stop it or she will go to the other side. It’s too dangerous,” Aednat said, her voice seeming very far away though she stood right in front of me.

			She crouched next to me, but I couldn’t see what she was doing and there was someone tugging on my arm.

			I turned and the pain in my shoulder was gone. A woman stood where Cora’s body had lain. Brilliant red hair and deep, soulful eyes were set in a strong, yet very feminine face. She was clothed in a long blue dress that almost looked as if it were layered with scales.

			“Hello, Quinn.” Her voice was Cora’s, but how? Then again, what did it matter except that she was here with me.

			I threw my arms around her. “I knew you couldn’t be gone, not really.”

			“You are dying, Quinn. But it is not yet your time,” she said, her hands smoothing down over my hair, and then cupping my face. “It is not yet your time. You must fight to live.”

			What was she talking about? I wasn’t dying, I was standing right there, with her. She turned my head with her hands, and I saw my body. Luke was holding me tight, his blue eyes swamped with fear; blood trickled from my shoulder and a streak of black sludge dripped from my mouth.

			Aednat crouched beside my body, her mouth against my wound. Luke kept shaking his head; he seemed disgusted. After a moment he let me go and grabbed Aednat by the throat and pulled her away. She spat black liquid, and I realized she was trying to draw the poison.  

			“Let her go!” I said. But they ignored me, as if I wasn’t there.

			Cora turned me away from them. “They cannot hear you. And soon I will leave you too. The voices of your ancestors will come for you. But you must fight them, Quinn. You are our only hope against the evil in this world.” She kissed me lightly on the forehead.

			“Please Cora, I still need you,” I said, my voice cracking with emotion. “Don’t you understand, you were more to me than just a friend.”

			She shushed me. “You have strength in you yet that is untapped. Trust your heart, Quinn.”

			A sharp wind blew between us and she was gone. 

			I only had a moment to wonder what would happen. Between one blink and the next I no longer stood in the forest, but on a wide plain, the ground trampled flat by a multitude of feet and hooves. A scent of cook fires and burnt meat reached me along with the distant clang of metal.

			We are your past, Quinn. Will you come with us? A chorus of voices asked suddenly. I sensed a deep and abiding love within them, for me. The kind of love I’d always wanted from my mother. A pleasant ache began in the middle of my chest and spread outwards to my limbs. You will be safe here, with us. I felt as though someone had told me I should stay, but who and why escaped me. A warm light enveloped me, stealing away the resistance I had to staying. Here there was no pain, no anger, no heartache. Already the life that I’d lived up until that moment began to unravel, all the hurts and regrets disappearing. I stumbled towards the warmth, hands outstretched. “I don’t want to hurt anymore,” I whispered. 

			You won’t, not anymore child. Come with us.

			One by one I watched my most recent memories be pulled away from me. Bres, Luke and Cora and all that I’d experienced to bring me to this point.

			Then, just the bare flicker of a memory showed me Ashling, clinging to me as a nightmare devoured her night’s sleep. “Tell me you won’t leave me,” she whispered. Green eyes spilled over with tears as her fingers dug into my arms. Little sobs hiccupped out of her as I soothed the night terror away.

			As if I’d been doused with ice water, my feet stopped and I shook my head.“No, I can’t stay with you.” I told the voices. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. I can’t leave her.”

			You would follow your destiny? It will mean your death in the end. A far worse death than the one you’re facing right now.

			Taking a long slow breath, I let it out and lifted my chin. “I don’t know if they truly need me or not, but I am going to fight for them.”

			Them?

			“The ones who love me.” A myriad of chuckles whirled around me. 

			You must stay while your body fights to live. Then, perhaps you will not have a choice. The poison is strong; it may be that you will stay with us no matter your desire. But let us show you some of the past. If you survive, you will need to know this. 

			I nodded and the world shifted slightly. 

			My eyes took in the new scene below me. A battle raged and from my vantage on a hill overlooking the carnage I could see that it was going to be a close draw. The numbers were fairly even, and the lines didn’t move much. Across from me, the ocean roared over massive rocks, the waves slamming into the backs of the people fighting there.

			“What is this?”

			The last major battle between the Tuatha and the Fomorii. 

			Squinting, I lifted my hand to shade my eyes. “I can’t see what’s happening.” That was a mistake.

			My body was shoved forward and I was instantaneously in the middle of the carnage. Battle cries and the crash of swords overwhelmed me; I ducked and dodged, doing my best to avoid getting hit.

			You cannot be hurt.

			“I’m not taking any chances!” I yelled, running towards an overturned wagon. Hand over hand I pulled myself up on the partially busted side. With great care I stood on the top of the wagon and stared out around me. But I didn’t understand what I was seeing.

			Tuatha were fighting Tuatha. There were no one-eyed, one-legged Fomorii in the fray. As if reading my mind, the voices answered my unspoken confusion.

			Just wait, you will see what happens.

			A large number of men suddenly swelled in from the hills above us, driving the now smaller army back to the water’s edge. At the front of the retreating, smaller, army stood a figure I knew well. 

			Balor’s violet eyes were full of the fire of battle. He even gave a small smile, as he traded blows with a larger opponent.

			A man from the larger army stepped forward; I wondered how I’d missed him before. All I could see of him from behind was his shining white braid and a sword that glowed in his hands. 

			Leaping down, I ran to the edge of the sand where I could see both him and Balor. The glowing Tuatha engaged Balor and they fought for a few moments. I was mesmerized by the sword; it seemed that Balor was too. He faltered, and the glowing Tuatha knocked his sword aside. Balor lifted his hand. “Well, Nuadha, you have us at your mercy. What will you do?” Balor asked. He picked up his sword and leaned on it, as he smiled at Nuadha.

			Nuadha lifted his sword and a hush fell over the huge crowd. “As punishment for your attempt on the life of our oracle, I curse you, and your Fomorii, Balor.”

			The warriors standing with Balor began to writhe as he watched in open-mouthed horror. Their bodies contorted and twisted, and I realized I hadn’t been watching Tuatha fight Tuatha. In no time at all, the Fomorii had transformed into the monsters I knew, blinking single bulbous eyes and leaning heavily on their over long arms.

			“Let all know you for the monsters you are; for the battle hungry, death seekers that you have taught your people to be,” Nuadha said. He lifted his sword. “Balor, you and yours will be spared the curse, and thus be the reminder to your people of how you once were, and by whose hand they fell from grace.”

			The world stilled for a breath and then Balor rushed Nuadha with a war cry. Nuadha lifted his shining sword to meet his opponent.  

			There is another place we must take you, the voices said and everything started to go fuzzy.

			“Wait! I want to see!” But we had already left.

			Sand shifted under my toes, hot sand that had baked in the sun for too long. I hopped on one foot and then the other. A flash of creamy white to the left of me caught my eyes. 

			Lir stood in the waves wearing a cream-coloured shirt that gave glimpses  of a his chest covered in white scars; a small eddy of water swirled around him. In this full light his face looked even more like my own. I ran into the water, never taking my eyes from him. Even if he couldn’t hear me, or see me, I wanted to be close to him. A geyser of water shot into the sky off to the side of us. Then Balor, his arms folded over his chest, stood across from Lir, 

			“What do you want, Lir?” Balor growled. “You already made it quite clear you weren’t interested in helping me.”

			My father nodded. “That holds true, but I would offer you another alternative. One I think might be of interest to you. You know of the prophecy?”

			Balor nodded. “Of course. Evils of the land wiped away, and all that ridiculousness of a Chosen one.” His sarcasm was not lost on me or Lir.

			“You know that the Tuatha are now changing it?”Lir asked, his blue and gold eyes reflected in the water around him.

			Balor’s mouth dropped. “What? How can that be? The prophecy was for both Tuatha and Fomorii!”

			“Of course. But things change and people rise to power who should not. That a child of the serpent will rule, they won’t deny. It is too important to them. But the other aspects…”

			The Fomorii leader began to pace in the water, one hand to his chin, the other swirling the ocean’s currents. “What do you propose?”

			“My daughter is a child of the serpent. The stars have been read; she is the one we have waited for . . .”

			“Then why do you need me?” snarled Balor.

			“Because if the Tuatha have their way, they will convince her to destroy the Fomorii, which is not as it should be. We need her to have a reason not to.”

			Balor lifted his eyebrows. “A reason?” His fingers drummed on his arms. “Like a lover?”

			Lir shook his head. “No, something more powerful than that.”

			The waters around us gurgled and I held my breath, hoping to hear the rest of the conversation. I was in luck.

			Violet eyes flashed. “You mean someone who means more to her than anyone else.”

			“Her mother is . . .” Letting out a deep sigh, Lir went on. “Less than motherly. I chose poorly. However, it has presented us with the perfect solution. If Darcy were to have a second child, then my daughter will not be alone, and she will have a reason to protect your people.”

			Very slowly, Balor nodded. “Yes, I can see that; a child of mine, a sibling to her. I have no qualms with that.”

			I closed my eyes, pinching them shut tight. “Ashling.” 

			They continued to speak and finally I understood the promise Balor had spoken of to the Banshee Queen.

			Lir stepped closer to his rival. “Nuadha wants my daughter dead; he believes that he is the answer to the prophecy. Promise me that not only will you stay your own hand from harming her, but that you will stay Nuadha’s from harming her too.”

			Balor grunted. “Why don’t you protect her?”

			Shaking his head, Lir took a deep breath, the water around him swirling. “The oracle forbade me from contacting her. You know that even I cannot cross that barrier.”

			“So be it. I will protect her as best I can from Nuadha, and I’ll not harm her myself. You have my word.”

			The waves receded and I was shifted again. Everything was dark; I couldn’t feel anything; then a sharp pain suddenly struck me and my limbs stiffened. Letting out a low moan my eyes fluttered, and for a moment I could see Luke sitting beside me, his hands working a cloth over my face and shoulders. 

			Then I was outside myself again. I looked down to see festering pus seeping out of the bite wound, and I watched the black sludge that slipped past my lips with grim horror as my body shook with a violent spasm. Luke’s mouth formed words that I still couldn’t hear, but it was easy to see what he was saying. 

			“She’s slipping, we’re losing her!”

			Aednat spat out a mouthful of venom and bent to take another. But when she saw the trickle leaking from my mouth she stopped and stared at me, her face unreadable. Fear whispered through me. Finally she sat back on her heels and punched the ground. 

			The world went fuzzy around me again; I blinked and when I opened my eyes I saw I’d been brought to a house, one I recognized. The white rough stucco covered the outside walls and a somewhat dilapidated porch was covered by an even more dilapidated roof. But it was a place where I’d spent much of my childhood, while my mother had partied with her friends. 

			“This is my grandfather’s home,” I said.

			Yes.

			The doorknob rattled as I turned it and a wash of warm air circulated out and around me, beckoning me in. The familiar feel of cold hard tile on my bare feet took me back to when I was a little girl. Looking down at myself, I realized I was wearing a grown-up version of my favorite sundress from childhood. Eyelet lace edged the bottom and blended into the cotton skirt, which was covered in cherries. I couldn’t help the smile that crept across my lips. 

			I peeked into the doorway on the left, Grandpa’s bedroom. It was empty. Stepping through the doorway I let my fingers trail along the edge of his hard wood dresser. The picture frames held shots of Ashling, mostly, but also one of me. 

			You were always so serious. I froze. That hadn’t been the multitude of voices, but a single male voice. “Grandfather?” I whispered.

			Yes, Quinn. I be here now. I be grateful for ta rest. My mind has been gone far longer, ta fear of ta Fomorii ate at me ‘til I was a shell of me former self.

			“Why am I here? What is it that I need to see?” I asked.

			Go to ta far side, ta night stand has a picture of your grandmother in it. Excitement filled me. I’d never known my grandmother; she’d died long before my time and there were no pictures of her that I’d ever seen.

			I jumped across the bed, the faux fur blanket just as I remembered it brushing across my bare legs. Almost there, I stopped and grabbed a jar that rested on the shelf cut into the headboard. I cracked the jar open and took a deep breath of the camphor oil, the scent filling the room. The rush of memories rocked through me, and then a tear did slip out past my defences. 

			“I remember when I fell off my bike. You rubbed my leg with this and said it was magic,” I whispered. “You said . . .”

			That the smell would frighten away the monsters.

			I hiccupped a laugh; put the jar back and slid the rest of the way across the bed. The nightstand had a lock on it, just as it had growing up. “How do I get in?”

			Just put your hand on it, t’will open for you now, Quinn.

			I put my hand out and he kept on speaking while I waited for something to happen. 

			Your grandmother, she was a spitfire, all piss and vinegar. We loved hard and fast, fought ta same way, and when I last saw her, gah. He paused and I waited. We fought; I didn’t want her to let Darcy go to Balor. Your grandmother she thought it was best. So I put a curse on her. And I never saw her again. It is ta only regret I have. Go on now, open it up.

			My interest peeked beyond reason; I wrenched the drawer open and pulled out a leather bound photo album. It was tied shut with two strings of black lace. 

			“Does she look like me?” I asked. 

			Open it and see.

			The leather creaked as I flipped the book open. The first picture was of my grandfather with a woman on his arm; she was holding a child. I stared at the small bundle, wondering if they’d known their daughter would grow up to be so self centered. Then I turned my attention to the woman who must be my grandmother. My smile vanished. I held the book out at a distance. The photo was a black and white, so I couldn’t be sure. The woman looked up at me from the page, a soft smile on her lips. Her eyes were dark, and her long wavy hair was pulled over to one side of her neck. I knew her face, though we’d only just met.

			“What colour is her hair?” I asked, my voice breathless, catching on the words like a rough hand against silk.

			Red, like ta cherries on your dress. Shaking I put the book down, unable to see anymore. Tears streamed down my face as I whispered her name.

			“Cora.”

			I thought that after seeing that photo I’d be thrown back into my body, that I’d start to wake up, but that wasn’t the case.

			“Why am I still here?” I asked, wiping the tears off my cheeks with one hand, clutching the edge of my sundress in the other. 

			The voices spoke in unison again, my grandfather’s voice blending into the chorus. 

			This was so you would know your past, to help you know who you are. Now we will show you the future—one last thing. The hardest thing. A piece of the prophecy; what is to come.

			“I don’t really have a choice, do I?” I stood up and stared around the familiar room, breathed in the scent of the old farmhouse. A very large part of me wanted to hide away here, pretend that I was a little girl; the monsters weren’t real, and my sister was safe. That of course couldn’t be, not if I wanted to prove Bres wrong, not if I wanted a chance at getting Ashling back. 

			“Okay. Let’s see this thing you have to show me.” How could it be any worse than realizing your grandmother had been transformed into a snake by your grandfather, and you’d just let her die defending you? No, it couldn’t be worse. 

			Right? 

			Wrong.

			Once more we stood at the edge of the water where I’d seen Lir and Balor speaking, but this time there was a battle lined up. Fomorii surged in the waves, their green and black bodies undulating through the water. At the edge of the beach stood a shining mass of people, covered in armour and brandishing swords and other weapons.

			My jaw dropped as I stared at the person in the front. It was me, and I had a sword in one hand that shone as if it was on fire, just like the one Nuadha had held as he’d cursed the Fomorii. 

			“What is that?” I whispered my question. At that moment, I truly understood the saying about quiet and pins dropping. It had nothing to do with silence, but the feeling of anticipation, the pause before the lightning’s strike. 

			That is Excalibur—the one weapon that can end the evil that will soon stalk the land and water, if Balor has his way.

			“Wait, I thought it was Balor that I was supposed to fight,” I asked, a sudden feeling in the pit of my stomach warning me that this was going to be bad. Like, really, really bad. There was a flash of light; I blinked, and in that moment the battle began. In the middle of it were Ashling and I, locked in combat. 

			She held a sword as black as Excalibur was bright and the blades hissed as they met over and over. We seemed to dance across the sand, our bodies in tune with our weapons. My mouth was dry; I knew what was coming, this was what Luke had warned me about, this was what Bres had seen. 

			“I don’t want to see this,” I said, whimpering, not caring how cowardly I sounded. 

			There was a second flash of light and I found myself almost within reaching distance of Ashling. Her face was contorted with a rage I’d never seen before. She didn’t look like my Ashling. I watched mutely as, with a thrust of my sword, Ash was gutted, her hands grasping the edge, slicing her fingers. I screamed and fell to the wet sand, burying my fingers into it as the air rushed out of me. “No, I don’t want to see this!” My voice rang out even louder than the battle that ranged around us.

			Excalibur whistled as it was swung towards Ashling’s neck. I closed my eyes. There was a terrible “thwack” as the sword severed flesh, bone and muscle. I didn’t have to see it to know what was happening. The battle slowed around us; the steady thrum of weapons rattling against one another faded as Ashling’s body slumped to the wet sand. 

			None of the combatants cheered. 

			Water rushed around me, but didn’t soak the sundress; it washed over my hands, but didn’t get them wet. The slosh of the ocean was icy cold—I could feel that at least—and the scent of salt mingled with the coppery tang of blood as the waves claimed Ashling’s body; her hair brushed against me before she slid into the depths. I couldn’t make myself open my eyes, couldn’t bear to see her body, what was left of her.

			“That won’t happen. I won’t let it happen,” I said through gritted teeth. Bile rose up the back of my throat, coating my tongue. “Never! I won’t, no one can make me.” 

			And if it’s your destiny? If you must do it to save the rest of the world? What then? An old evil rises, Quinn. Older than any other. You must be ready to do whatever it takes to destroy it.

			I jumped to my feet and ran with my eyes closed. As the sand turned to pebbles, I opened my eyes and found myself staring out at a mix of forest and ocean, the line between them a thin strip of beach. “I won’t kill her. I can’t; I’d rather die myself.”

			“You will see, Quinn. It will be the only way. Balor has made the mistake, but Ashling will pay the ultimate price.”

			Pain lanced through me, striking through my shoulder and down into my stomach. Clenching my hands, my nails dug deep into the flesh of my palms.
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			“No.” 

			Denial was all I had. Another shot of pain ran the length of my body, forcing my muscles tighter and tighter. Agony now held me in its sway. Flash after flash of searing, invisible daggers ripped through me, but I welcomed it. It was far better than the wrenching of my heart. 

			I let out a groan, my eyelids sticky as I opened them. 

			Trees swayed above me, the leaves heavy with moisture that I could see even at this distance. A few birds sung in the branches and the ground below me was soft, but none of it was a comfort. Not now, not after what I’d seen.

			Bile rose up once more. The taste of rotting flesh and thick dark mud from the deepest swamps filled my mouth. Turning my head to the side, I puked up black sludge till I was dry heaving. Hands held my head and wiped my face. 

			Shaking, unable to do anything but blink and adjust my head, I tried to mumble a question. 

			Luke came into view, his face haggard, his eyes ringed with purple as if he’d lost a boxing match. “You’re through the worst of it, believe it or not.” He stroked my forehead with a damp cloth then dribbled something into my mouth. The sweet taste of lavender and honey erased the last of the sludge. Fairy Honey coursed through my veins and I gave Luke a smile. He put his finger to my lips. “No, just listen, don’t talk.”

			“Aednat has been guarding us, and she helped draw out the worst of the poison from the bite in your shoulder. There has been no contact from Nuadha, though I suppose that’s a good thing.” He frowned, the crease between his brows deeper than I would have thought possible.

			“Ashling,” I whispered, surprising myself with the hoarse quality of my voice.

			“Nothing new. But I’m sure she’s fine; Balor wants to make her happy.” 

			I wanted to sit up. The urgency filling me had nothing to do with the Banshees. The voices had said that there was an evil coming, an old evil. They must have meant Chaos. But was it going to use Balor? Or would Balor try to use it? 

			Struggling, I forced myself into a sitting position, and, though Luke grumbled about me doing more damage, he helped me.

			“Where’s Aednat?” I whispered, resigning myself to the fact that at least for now, my voice was not up to snuff.

			“She’ll be back in a bit.” As he spoke, his hands never left me. When they weren’t tucking a strand of wayward hair back behind one of my ears they were rubbing my good shoulder or just touching one of my hands. I’d judged him harshly, thought he was arrogant and unkind, when maybe he’d been just as freaked out about the prophecy as I was. 

			The pain in my shoulder was easing, thanks to the Fairy Honey. But it didn’t ease the heavy ache in my heart. 

			We sat there, not talking while we waited for Aednat to come back. Luke didn’t seem all that upset by the fact that I wasn’t speaking. But the silence bothered me.

			“Cora was my grandmother,” I blurted, wincing at the pain that the sudden outburst cost me.

			Luke blinked slowly, as if the words I’d spoken were in another language. “What? How would you . . . that can’t be possible.” 

			“When I was out of it, the voice of my grandfather showed me things, in the past. And I saw Cora as I passed through.” I chose my words carefully. 

			“You’re the line of the snake, but you can’t be her granddaughter,” Luke said. “That would make Darcy her daughter. But they didn’t act like mother and daughter.”

			I frowned up at him. “Darcy and I don’t really act like mother and daughter either, so why would it be so strange for the two of them to act weird?”

			He shook his head and opened his mouth to speak, stopping when the bushes in front of us rustled.

			Aednat tentatively stepped into view, a woven basket full to the brim with berries in her arms. 

			“Aednat hears your words, Quinn. You walked on the other side, where death waits, didn’t you? What did you see?”

			Luke snorted. “I don’t think that’s true. Or I’d have heard about it.” And there was that arrogance again.

			Aednat’s blue and green eyes met mine and she gave a slow nod. “Look at her Shining boy. She is different. She has seen the other side and returned.” Luke met my eyes, then shrugged.

			“No, I don’t see anything different. I’m happy she’s alive, that’s enough for me.” His fingers stroked along the tops of my hands. “No more talk of dying and souls, she’s had enough for one day.” He glowered at Aednat over my head.

			With a move so swift I wasn’t sure if what I was seeing even happened, Aednat pushed a small mushroom into Luke’s face and crushed it in her fingers. A puff of spores exploded out of the plant; Luke took one breath and slumped to the side, his breathing settling into a deep sleep in less than a second. 

			“Now, Shining boy sleeps, and we talk about the other side. You and Aednat,” she said, as she slid down into a cross-legged sitting position. She offered me the basket and I picked a handful of berries, mostly salmon berries that squished pleasantly in my mouth. 

			“Okay,” I mumbled around a large berry. “We’ve already agreed to be allies, right?”

			She nodded, but that wasn’t enough for me. I needed her sworn oath, something I knew she wouldn’t break. But what?

			Ask her to swear on the souls of those she met on the other side. Banshees have a reverence for the dead that you and I cannot begin to grasp. Cora’s voice echoed through me and I gasped, choking on the berry I’d been eating. My mind raced; how, how was that possible?

			Aednat started to laugh. “Aednat sees your face, someone speaks to you, yes? The other side always sends a guide back for a time. You earn it if you strong enough to fight off the peace of death.”

			She’s correct, Quinn. As you fought to live, I fought to be your guide.

			I covered my face with my hands; struggled not to break into great heaving sobs of relief. Finally, keeping my words soft I said, “I’m happy you wanted to be my guide, though surprised after . . .”

			Bah, I was old and stupid. I should have known better than to take on that bloody rat Banshee. Now, get her to swear on her ancestors, we’ve got things to do. I felt like saluting Cora, but restrained myself. Almost giddy, I did as she suggested.

			“I want you to swear on the souls of those you met on the other side that we are allies, and you won’t lie to me, nor turn on me,” I said.

			She sat up straighter; clenching her hands in her lap. “Aednat swears on those souls she met on the other side that you and she are now allies, and that she will not lie to you.”

			That will do nicely. Cora seemed to fade into the background of my mind.

			“I saw things from the past and something from the prophecy,” I said, my heart pounding. Aednat looked excited. She watched me intently, her hands clenching and unclenching. “The souls I spoke with, they told me that an old evil arises. Any ideas?” I already knew it was Chaos that they spoke of, but I couldn’t tell Aednat without breaking my trust with Luke.

			Aednat visibly paled, her eyes widening. “There is only one that they could speak of.” She made a strange figure eight motion with her left hand, something I could only assume was to ward off evil. 

			“Tell me. My ancestors seem to think that we can stop it,” I said.

			Aednat again made the figure eight sign with her left hand. “Aednat will tell you, but it is a hard story. A bad story, one that even the Tuatha and Fomorii no longer believe. Only the old gods and those who’ve walked the other side know of this. This evil will destroy the world if given chance to. Destroy, devour, cause chaos.” She shivered, and looked very much like the little girl her glamour showed me she was.

			And with that warning ringing in my ears, Aednat opened her mouth to tell me what she knew of Chaos.

			“Chaos is the one you speak of,” Aednat said, her voice so slow I had to bend close to hear her. “It is the one that Balor seeks. Chaos will give him great power, more than anyone else. It is too dangerous in his hands.” She held a finger up. “But Aednat knows where they seek Chaos out, Aednat knows where to find that power.”

			She leaned forward, her voice lowering. “Deep in ocean, so deep, hidden below water and rocks. Aednat’s ancestor’s souls tell her this, show Aednat where the box is hidden, they tell her one day she needs to tell you, so that you can help Aednat find Chaos.” She pointed first to me and then to the ground she was sitting on. Surely she didn’t mean what I thought she did. The earthquakes and Card—Lir’s son and my half brother—suddenly took on new meaning. What was left of the spit in my mouth dried up. 

			“That’s what they are doing, that’s what they’re digging for,” I said, certain I was right. “That’s what’s causing the earthquakes.”

			A quick nod. “If they let it loose, it must take form. It wants someone to be its body. But who would do that? Who would do that?” She tipped her head. “It is female, this evil. It will want a body like the one it first had. Young, pretty. Like Aednat.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder, the strands floating in an errant breeze. A chill swept through me and I stared at her, seeing a glimmer of something I didn’t like in her eyes; she was more dangerous than she seemed. Seconds passed and the glimmer was gone, as if it had never been. I shook off the chill, chalking it up to a lingering effect of the poison. 

			My brain was stuck though on what she’d said; Balor wanted this box for a reason. Luke thought Balor was after power and control, but that didn’t fit. I didn’t think that was the case. He’d only seemed worried about one thing: Ashling. Worried, but unable to take out the one threat to her—me—because of a promise he’d made to my father. But if he could get something else to kill me, something that had no ties to him, would that free him of his vow to Lir?

			“Luke, wake up.” I patted him on the cheek. I had to ask him about Excalibur, it was the final piece to this story.

			It was destroyed, long ago. Too much power, for a single person, Cora said. Its power corrupted those that carried it.

			Aednat let out a laugh. “Oh no, he sleep all night. Girls only tonight.”

			I slumped in my seat, wincing as the muscles in my shoulder protested. Tracing the wound with my hand, I could tell the ridges of skin were already pulling together, healing faster than I could have ever thought possible. 

			Rubbing the side of my neck I leaned back. “What about Excalibur? Do you know about that?”

			“Broken. Long ago the three Smiths broke it,” she said, flopping her body down beside mine. Her small form radiated heat, and in the cool shade of the trees it was a pleasant surprise. “They are still sad. They loved Excalibur.”

			“Too bad we couldn’t get them to forge another one.” I said, “I think we’re going to need it.”

			She yawned and stretched her body, joints creaking like an old lady. It made me wonder just how old she truly was. “You could ask, if we could get past the bad Queen; of course, you also need a soul gem. None of those to be found now.”

			That didn’t make sense. “They came here? With you? I thought the Tuatha hated Banshees?” 

			Braiding her hair into multiple tiny lengths, Aednat shrugged. “The forest takes you to places. There are doorways like the one that brought us here. The doorway to the three Smiths lies deep in the forest. Too dangerous right now.”

			A thrum started at the base of my spine and worked its way up through my guts. Dangerous, but I had no doubt that this was happening for a reason. “I think we’ll have to risk it,” I said. 

			“What about Shining Boy?” A slim hand pointed to the passed-out form of Luke at our feet. His breath came in slow steady rises of his chest, his messy blond hair sticking up every which way. 

			A smile snuck its way onto my lips as I stared at him. Blind, I’d been blind to the fact that he loved me enough to defy those who he was supposed to be following. Loved me enough to fight for me. Bres, though his name still struck a chord of heartache through me, didn’t even trust me enough to believe that I would never hurt Ashling. Luke believed me. I reached down and ran my fingers through his hair, the strands silken against my skin. 

			“He’ll come around,” I said.

			Aednat snorted. “You lead him on golden chain. That’s good.”

			“Golden chain?” I lifted my eyes to hers. She nodded. 

			“Yes, golden chain is love; it makes men foolish.” 

			“How do you think we might get past the Queen?” I asked, settling back into my mossy bed. Aednat curled against me, yawning again. “We sleep now, talk in morning with Shining Boy.”

			Within moments, she was asleep, her breathing as slow and even as Luke’s. But the rest I needed evaded me. The Fairy Honey started to wear off and the deep throbbing pain in my shoulder and neck returned full force. 

			“Cora?” I whispered.

			I’m here. I suppose you want to know why I didn’t tell you I am your grandmother.

			“That would be nice.”

			Blake didn’t understand why I would encourage Darcy have children by two men, one of which was Balor of all people. We could have stopped her you see, but at the time, we—Lir and I—saw that you would need a reason to save the Fomorii.

			“Only maybe that isn’t what the prophecy means. I don’t think Balor is the threat,” I said, keeping my voice low.

			Well, perhaps you are right. I only know that we were doing our best with the knowledge we had. Blake didn’t agree and so, voila, I was cursed to be a snake for the rest of my days.

			“I thought you said that you liked being a snake,” I said.

			I could almost hear her snort. When there is no choice, you learn to like what you’ve been given. 

			“This all seems so impossible. I mean, look at me.” I spread my one arm out, as if she could see me. “One battle with a single Banshee and I get the floor wiped with my ass. This is not a good sign; I don’t think I’m strong enough, Cora.”

			Luke must train you as much as it is possible to in this short time. It is the only way. You must convince him. He won’t want to, but he must. There is no one else who can teach you.

			The trees creaked around us, swaying in the breeze, a distant tang of salty ocean air zipped past my nose. 

			So many people were depending on me. 

			Luke.

			Aednat. 

			The world.

			And more important than all of them, Ashling.

			The worst part of knowing how many people needed me was that I had a terrible feeling I was going to let at least one, if not all of them, down.

			Darkness slowly faded into early morning light, and with it the last effects of the Fairy Honey left me.

			“Aednat, please, get off my arm,” I said, no longer whispering. “Aednat!” She jumped up, her eyes wide and her hair a total mess of mossy bits and pieces of grass.

			In a matter of minutes both Aednat and Luke were awake and I’d downed a dose of Fairy Honey. The glare that Luke sent Aednat’s way was amusing with that much of the intoxicating drink in me, and I couldn’t stop giggling. Finally, Luke gave up and sat beside me. 

			“Did you learn anything from her?” he asked, pointing at the Banshee as she dangled her toes in the pool of water. 

			“Yes, but I can’t remember right now.” I hiccupped and snickered, the Fairy Honey working its magic on my senses.

			A rumble in the ground swayed the trees around us. Luke braced himself as if we were under attack—which I guess in a way we were, he just didn’t know it yet. The thought sobered me, despite the Fairy Honey singing in my veins. 

			“We need to talk about the next step,” I said as I sat up, my body stiff from the hard ground. 

			The trees shivered from the earthquake, though it had passed. I’d thought about this all night and now that my head was clearer, I knew what had to be done. “Luke, we have to find Lir, he’s the only one who knows where Chaos is hidden. We need him if we are to stop Card—and that is more important than anything.” I knew finding the three Smiths and having them forge a new Excalibur was important too, but if we could prevent Chaos’s release, it might not even be necessary if we were lucky. 

			He glanced over at Aednat and frowned. “Nice of you to fill her in.”

			“She already knew,” I said.

			Luke took my hand and steadied me as I stood. “I thought Lir said that he didn’t want you to come for him.”

			“That was before we knew what Card was really doing,” I said, my legs wobbling. “Aednat and I, we figured it out last night.”

			“Oh really?” Luke’s tone left no doubt to his thoughts on Aednat. “Was this before or after she attacked me?”

			A burst of laughter erupted out of me. “Attacked you? She knocked you out with a mushroom; I’d hardly call that an attack.”

			He took his hand back, and knocked a clump of moss off his pants, his movements sharp and choppy, his eyes not meeting mine. “Whatever.”

			Really, I had to deal with this now? “Look, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, but I don’t think you would have let the conversation go where it did. I understand why she knocked you out.”

			Now his eyes did meet mine. “And where did the conversation go, exactly?”

			Aednat skipped up to my side and slipped her hand into mine, speaking low enough that only I could hear her. “Do not tell Shining boy. He not believe, he try to stop us.”

			She’s right about that. Remember Luke’s first reaction? Disbelief. I’ve no doubt that Nuadha will ignore all the signs that Chaos is coming too, Cora said. 

			“We discussed Chaos. Not that you want to believe that’s what’s happening,” I said, enduring the glare from Aednat. I wasn’t going to keep things from Luke; he was trying to help me, trying to keep me alive—even if he was irritating the hell out of me with his arrogance.

			Luke held up his hands in mock surrender. “Fine, okay, I believe you!” He looked from me to Aednat and back again. I could see he was just playing along.

			Jaw clenched, I struggled not to yell at him. “My ancestors confirmed it too, Luke, before Aednat and I spoke last night. That’s three warnings that Chaos is about to be unleashed if we don’t stop Balor. How many more do you need? Card is digging it out of the ocean for Balor, that’s what’s causing the earthquakes.”

			Even as the words left my mouth, another quake rumbled through the Island. Luke steadied me as I held tight to Aednat. Her eyes were wide with worry. “We must hurry if we are to stop him.”

			“You don’t want our help now to restore you to your throne?” Luke asked, his surprise obvious.

			Without a pause, Aednat nodded. “It is the way of a true leader; sometimes we must give up what we want most to do the right thing. Maybe Aednat must give up throne in order to manage Chaos, maybe not. Only time will tell.”

			Words so wise coming out of such a young-looking girl were more than a little unnerving, but she spoke truly. 

			“Besides,” she continued. “Aednat knows where Lir is; if we free him, he will stop Card. He is the only one that can. Besides Quinn, that is.” She gave me a wink of her blue eye.

			I closed my eyes and the light flickered across my eyelids. “Let me guess, Lir is being held captive by the Banshee Queen.”

			“No, that is not true,” Aednat said. She smiled up at me. “Easier than getting past the bad Queen. Lir is being held deep in the lake, the monster guards his cell.”

			“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Luke asked, lifting his hands to the air once more. “If I’d known we only had to get past the lake monster, with only the three of us, me with a single sword, Quinn with a dagger and you with . . . do you have some weapon we haven’t yet seen?” Aednat shook her head and he continued. “Well then, of course, that will be easier than getting wet in the rain.”

			His sarcasm was completely lost on her. She nodded, smiling from ear to ear. “Good, we go get Lir. For when the earthquakes stop, then we are too late.”

			For the first time, I sent up a prayer to whatever God or gods would hear me that the earthquakes would continue, and that we would make it in time to stop Balor from releasing Chaos.

			


			

10 

			Despite the fact that I wanted to hurry, my body wasn’t quite ready for a full out run through the forest. Not even with the Fairy Honey helping me along. My feet kept tripping on unseen roots, and rocks seemed to throw themselves into my path, smashing my shins. Since Aednat had closed the gateway closest to us in order to block the other Banshees, we had to trek through the coastal forest to get to the next possible gateway.

			“Damn it!” I yelped for what seemed like the hundredth time, falling again to my hands and knees. The only thing that saved me was the fact that we were still primarily on mossy ground. 

			Luke helped me to my feet. “Will you let me carry you now?” It wasn’t the first time he’d asked. Panting, I nodded. My legs were wobbling, I could only just get my feet high enough to take a step, but not high enough to avoid tripping. My lungs burned, as though I’d been running, not taking a walk through the cool coastal forest. It was time to admit defeat, at least on this.

			“Are you going to . . .?” I didn’t get a chance to ask which way he was going to pack me. With an ease that shouldn’t have surprised me, but did, Luke scooped me up, his right arm under my legs and his left supporting me. At least he didn’t stick me on his back like some little kid going for a piggy ride with her dad. 

			Skipping through the ferns and shrubs ahead of us, Aednat called over her shoulder. “Sleep, Quinn. Let your body heal.”

			Even with the jostling of Luke’s footsteps, the moment my eyes closed I was asleep. Deep and dreamless, when I woke sometime later, I could feel my body already healing. Slowly, but at least it was healing. Lifting a hand to touch Luke’s arm, I got his attention.

			“I think that you need to train me, Luke. I mean, if you are willing to. That was one of the last things Cora told me,” I said. 

			Luke glanced down at me, his blue eyes and soft lips so close, so tantalizing. Heat rushed through me, so much so that there was no way he couldn’t feel it with our bodies pressed against each other. He didn’t say anything, just stared at me, the air seeming to thicken between us. His feet stopped, his arms tightened around me, and he leaned his head down to mine, his lips brushing against my cheek then across to my mouth. 

			“I will teach you anything you’d like to learn.” His voice tingled across my skin. Feeling bold, I reached up and ran my fingers through his hair and tugged him closer. “Anything?”

			If I thought the heat rushing through me was bad before, it was nothing to the blaze that lit inside as he let my legs down so that I stood in front of him. 

			Cupping my face, he surprised me; he bit down on my lower lip and pulled me closer. I let out a yelp, he chuckled and then we were kissing. 

			Like our first kiss that seemed so long ago, it was if I was drinking in the sunshine, the heat of his mouth, the taste of his lips on mine sweeping through me, whispered to me all the things that my mother told me good girls didn’t do—especially not with someone that they had only known a few days. 

			I wrapped my arms around him, revelling in the fact that his muscles trembled under my hands. He broke the kiss off, his eyes full of a hunger I knew I’d caused. I smiled up at him, unable to stop the goofy grin I could feel spread across my face. 

			He grinned back, and then a clod of dirt hit him in the side of his head, roots and mud marring the moment. We both spun to see Aednat standing with her hands on her hips, a glower on her face. 

			“You two, no kissy kissy. We have a job,” she said, her tone that of a rebuking mother. 

			Embarrassed, I nodded, “You’re right.”

			Luke still hadn’t said anything. Instead, he’d lifted the edge of his shirt to wipe off his face. I couldn’t resist reaching out to touch the skin along his ribs. It was bare, no tattoos like Bres had.

			Bres. 

			His name caused a pang somewhere in the region of my heart, but I pushed it away. No, Bres had made it very clear what he thought of me. It was time to completely let him go; we were not friends, there was nothing that could ever be between us.

			I reached out and took Luke’s hand. “We’d better go.” With a glare at Aednat, and a far softer look for me, he laced his fingers with mine. 

			“I suppose you’re going to want me to teach you other things now?” he asked, his eyes sparkling with good humour. I stepped over a log and he gave me a lift to help me keep my feet from tangling up. 

			“Well, how about magic things? Or maybe fighting? Everything I’m doing, I’m just lucky I haven’t cut off my own hand, or exploded,” I said. Reality was, I was more than lucky; it was as if someone was looking out for me. 

			For the next hour we walked and Luke taught me as best he could. We worked on the fireballs that I’d started to learn in the Labyrinth with . . . someone else. Then he showed me something that I took to like a fish to water. 

			“Here, hold your hand out, now, don’t think of Fire, just think of your power being a single bolt,” Luke said. I lifted my hand, took aim at a small boulder on the side of the path and called up my power. It was so easy, far easier than using Fire. Pure energy shot out of my hand. It was invisible to the naked eye and it hit the rock hard. I mean, explode-it-into-dust-that-floated-on-the-air-and-made-it-difficult-to-see, hard. 

			“Holy shit!” I yelped, “Did you see that?” The pain in my body was forgotten in the brief moment of exultation. That had been almost too easy and I could see in Luke’s eyes that he was as shocked as I was. 

			“Okay, well, you’ve got that down. Let’s move on.” He stared at the mini crater in the earth where the rock had been as we passed by. Damn, that was an awesome tool.

			Then we worked on raising Barriers, particularly the ones that I could put up around myself and other people if need be to keep the bad guys out.

			“Don’t hold it. The Barrier draws too strongly on the life force of the one who calls it forth,” Luke said. 

			I let the Barrier drop. “Or from someone else, like Balor does. How do you do that?” 

			He shook his head, blond hair catching the light. “It’s not taught by the Tuatha. It is considered an abomination to steal another’s life force for your own uses. But it is possible to use another’s life force to power any of your abilities.”

			Chewing on a fiddlehead I’d snatched from the last fern bush we’d passed, I considered his words. “So do you mean that you can’t do it, or you won’t teach me?”

			His lips tightened and I could see he was considering my question. A slow rumble filled the ground and the earth shook with a tremor. Good sign. The fear between earthquakes was heightening, but we couldn’t go much faster thanks to my injuries. It would have been nice if Luke had the ability to heal like Ashling could, but of course if that was the case he’d have healed me right off the bat.

			“I don’t know that it’s something you should attempt. It’s difficult, draining. You have to make a connection with someone and they have to be willing to let you draw on them. Then you take that life force and build the Barrier as you would normally,” he said, releasing my hand to rub at the back of his neck. “I don’t like teaching you these things; I’m not a mentor, I’m not good at explaining them. If you do draw on someone, but do it wrong, then they can turn the power back on you and take your life force. It’s dangerous.”

			“You did good with the power bolt,” I said, touching his hand. He let out a snort. 

			“I think you just have a knack for the high voltage moves.” 

			I started to ask a question but Aednat jumped out at us from behind a tree, scaring me into a girly shriek. “Good reflexes,” she said, laughing. My knife was gripped, my fingers holding the bone handle for all I was worth. I hadn’t even realized that I’d Called it. 

			“Don’t do that, Aednat,” I said, putting the knife back into its sheath. “Stop acting like a little kid.”

			Her lips twisted up in a snarl. “Aednat is not a child.”

			“Then don’t do things that make me think of you that way. If you want to be treated like an adult, act like one.” I’d had that conversation more than once with Ashling through her teenage years; the words flowed naturally when it came to Aednat. 

			Bright spots of colour lit up her cheeks, her anger made her eyes glitter like two brilliant gemstones, emerald and sapphire. “I AM NOT A CHILD!” Her shout stilled the birds around us, but it didn’t faze me. Her anger seemed to make her forget to speak in third person, at least for that moment.

			“Could have fooled me,” I said, and pushed past her. I wouldn’t tolerate Ashling’s bad behaviour growing up, and I sure wasn’t going to tolerate Aednat’s—especially if she was very old and just showing us a childlike body. That was even more reason for her to act like an adult.

			Silence reined for sometime after that, none of us speaking, though Luke gave me a wink and a smile. I squeezed his hand and let go of him so I could focus on making small flames over and over again above my fingertips. I worked at it until I was sweating.

			Slipping up beside me, Aednat put her hand in mine.“Aednat is sorry. You are right; Aednat needs to be more grown up. Friends?”

			I smiled down at her. “Of course, that never changed.” With a squeal that made me think she had no idea what it meant to be an adult, her grip tightened on mine.

			With a jerk, she pulled me forward to a curved arbutus tree, the bright red trunk twisted over in an almost perfect arch, just like the one that had brought us here. “This is the right archway,” she said. “This gateway takes us back to Enchanted forest, close to water’s edge.” She was tugging hard on my fingers; I dug my heels into the dirt. 

			“Wait, we need a plan, we can’t just go charging in there again.” The remembered feel of the water beast’s tentacles on my legs sent shivers through me. There was no way I wanted to face that creature again if I didn’t have to. I could too easily recall the feeling of my power being sucked through me, and into the beast.

			Luke nodded. “Aednat, can you sing to the lake monster, be-spell it for a time?”

			She shook her head. “No.”

			Luke though seemed determined. “Come on Aednat, you were the queen, surely you have some powers left?”

			Though I thought perhaps I should step between them, I was curious to see how this played out. Something about Aednat’s lack of power seemed strange, even if she had been usurped.

			The banshee glared at Luke. “Aednat knows how to lure beast. Large chunks of Tuatha.” She spat at him. 

			“Hey!” I said, “We are all on the same side.” 

			I crouched down so that I could look Aednat in the face. “We need your help. Please, can you lull the beast?”

			Luke’s hand brushed along the back of my neck, sending a not unpleasant shiver down my back. “Thank you,” he murmured, quiet enough that only I could hear him.

			Snorting, Aednat shook her head at me, then after a moment nodded. “I sing to baby beast, you and Shining boy dive for Lir.” She snapped her fingers. “Like that, we get him out. He can tame baby beast for real.

			“That’s a baby?” I squeaked out. 

			“It doesn’t matter if it’s a baby or not, Quinn. You aren’t going,” Luke said, loosening his sword, checking the blade over.

			My eyebrows climbed.“What did you just say?” 

			He didn’t make eye contact with me; instead he focused on his sword. “You aren’t going. You’re hurt; it’s too dangerous. I’ll go, you stay here.” 

			“I’m not staying behind, Luke. You can’t make me.” God, that made me sound like such a child, but it was the truth.

			Luke frowned. “I don’t think you understand. We are going to have to run hard, which you haven’t been able to do since you’ve been bitten, then swim hard and maybe have to fight off the creature. I know you could do it under other circumstances, but you’re too weak right now; you’re injured.”

			 “You are not leaving me behind.” I held my ground. 

			Be careful you don’t overestimate yourself, Quinn, Cora said.

			I put a hand on the archway and looked over my shoulder at him.“I’m going; are you coming with or staying here?”

			His jaw twitched and I could see the struggle in him. 

			“You said I would lead and you would follow. Are you backing out of that now?” It was a dirty shot, but I refused to be left behind.

			He gave me a sharp nod, his eyes almost sparking with anger. “Fine. We’ll do it your way.” He handed me the flask of Fairy Honey, the cap already unscrewed.

			“Here, take some more of this; it will help you make the sprint and swim,” he said. I took it from him, the flask cool against my skin, the scent of lavender and honey swirling around me, then took a deep gulp of the drink.

			“Why isn’t this affecting me worse?” I asked, immediately regretting the fact that I spoke out loud.

			Luke tipped his head to the side. “Your body must be adjusting to it. But you’ve only had it once or twice, right?”

			Face going red under the memories that surfaced, I tried my best not to think of Bres’ half-naked body, muscled and glistening in the firelight. I’d been hurt and he’d given me a dose of Fairy Honey to help me through the pain. Only it’d been much stronger, and it had acted more like liquor than medicine.

			“Umm… yeah.” No need to share that memory with him, though he could probably guess. Which, by the way his face darkened and eyes narrowed, he was doing at that very moment.

			He gave a small grunt, reached for my hand, and started towards the archway where Aednat stood waiting. 

			Following her through, we stepped from one forest into another, though there were subtle differences. Where we’d come from there’d been birds singing, a breeze blowing, the sounds of life on the edge of my senses—though I didn’t realize it until they were gone. 

			What had once been Cathedral grove, and was now an Enchanted forest, was silent like an old house the night the power goes out. The stillness was so unnatural that I couldn’t help the adrenaline that spiked through me. I let go of Luke’s hand, feeling the need to be ready for anything. 

			Aednat crouched behind a mid-sized cedar tree and beckoned us closer. She lifted her hand and pointed. I followed her direction with my eyes. There, only fifty or so feet away, was the shoreline of Cameron Lake and floating in the middle was the “baby” beast. Laying sanguine in the water, it sunned itself at the surface, tentacles floating and flipping randomly. 

			“Aednat will start to sing then you run and swim,” Aednat whispered. “You will have enough time to swim to Lir; then Aednat must go. Bad Queen will know Aednat is here.”

			Crap, so we had to make it to Lir or we were toast. A small fission of excitement thrilled through me along with the fear. I was going to meet my father, face to face, a man I’d long thought dead. 

			Luke touched his fingers to my chin and placed a kiss on my lips, his words only for me. “Whatever happens, swim hard; no matter what happens you dive fast and deep. Don’t worry about anything except getting to Lir.”

			I nodded and gave him a hug, holding him tight for a brief second. 

			Aednat took a big, exaggerated breath and began to sing, her voice gathering strength as the beast lay in the water, his body stilling even more. 

			“Now!” Luke said, half yanking me to my feet. We sprinted the short distance across the beach and dove into the water, the ice cold chill of the lake slamming into me, making my muscles contract. A twinge from my shoulder slowed me down as I forced myself to swim deeper, knowing that holding my breath wasn’t an issue. Of course, we’d found that out the hard way, Ashling and I; all Tuatha and Fomorii could hold their breath under water indefinitely.  Aednat’s voice reached us even under the water, her tones weaving words I didn’t understand with a tune I’d never heard. Yet there was a part of me that recognized both the melody and words as a long ago lullaby.

			Luke motioned for me to set the pace, so I took the lead. We swam right under the tentacled beast, its body blocking out the sunlight making the depths even darker. There were no fish to be seen, no life except for the creature above us, which was not exactly reassuring. My shoulder began to ache with each stroke, the bite from the Banshee awakening with the exertion. 

			The pressure of the water intensified, the light from above faded, and then the worst thing that could have happened, did.

			Aednat stopped singing.
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			With the burst of fear whipping through me, I forced myself to swim faster, not really knowing how close we were to the prison that held Lir. 

			Call your Fire forth, Quinn. And calm yourself; the beast likely doesn’t even know you’re here, Cora said, her words calming me, if only a little. I didn’t slow my pace though. With an effort, I called up a ball of blue flames, an orb that I pushed ahead of me, lighting my way. Of course, that made me visible from above, but there was nothing I could do about it. 

			The water began to swirl around me, as if something far larger was making ripples in the water. Not good, not good at all. A heavy weight brushed against my left leg and I made the mistake of looking back over my shoulder. The “baby” was right behind me; Luke was nowhere to be seen.

			I didn’t wait for the creature to figure out that I could be its next meal. Putting the last of my reserves into overdrive, I swam hard for the bottom of the lake, though even as I thought that, I remembered that Cameron lake was supposedly bottomless. Shit.

			There was no way to communicate with Luke, even if I still had him in my sights, no way to explain that I’d made a mistake; but then, Aednat had assured us that Lir was down here. The creature’s tentacle bumped against me, then recoiled. It seemed as uncertain as I was. Maybe it was still dopey from Aednat’s singing. I kicked harder, the water beyond icy cold, the temperature seemed to have dropped into arctic climes.

			Quinn, you must hurry now. I think it knows what you are. Cora paused then said, Food.

			If one can scramble in water, I did. Limbs all but flailing, I fought for every inch that I swam away from the creature, but it wasn’t enough. A thick tentacle whipped around my middle, squeezing down on my ribs until I heard them creak under the pressure. I couldn’t use my power on it. What the hell was I going to do?

			My dagger, I still had that. Gritting my teeth, I focused on my dagger, propelling it as I’d done with the Banshee. The blade looked like a blue burning arrow shooting through the murky depths, straight into the beast’s eye. 

			With a burst of flame and a roar that reverberated through the water, my dagger hit home, the fire cauterizing the wound even as it burst open. The creature let go of me, writhing above me in pain. 

			Where had Luke gone? Had the creature grabbed him too? 

			There was no time to consider anything more than that. I turned back towards the dark water again, lighting an orb in front of me. I did my best not to think of the fate that waited behind me nor what had happened to Luke. My only chance lay in reaching Lir. 

			My orb stopped moving; at first I worried that there was another creature. But as I drew closer to the light, I realized it was illuminating a rock sitting on the bottom of the lake, covered in algae with the distinct line of a door carved into the old stone. 

			You can’t wait for Luke, Quinn. You must go, Cora said, her voice heavy with a sorrow I didn’t want to hear from her. 

			I paused and again she urged me forward. How long has it been since you last felt a quake? You must hurry.

			Damn it, she was right. I laid my hand on the stone, wondering how exactly I was to get in, but I needn’t have worried. My hands moved of their own volition, tracing a pattern that lay under the algae, a perfect figure eight with a notch in the middle, the same sign Aednat had used to ward off evil. As I depressed the notch, the doorway slid open, leaving a shimmering veil between me and the inside. I pushed my orb through first and it hung suspended on the other side, seemingly unimpeded. Of course, it didn’t occur to me that there wasn’t water on the other side of the barrier. I swam through, my body falling hard onto a stone floor that was as dry as I was wet. I let out a groan and rolled to my side, then to my hands and knees.

			“That was uncalled for,” I muttered.

			Shaking, I stood up and looked back, putting my hand through the shimmering veil to feel the water on the other side. In the darkness I could see the creature swimming about, but no Luke. Fear clutched at me. What had happened to him? Why wasn’t he here with me?

			Biting down on the bile that rose at the thought of losing Luke so soon after realizing the feelings that were between us, I forced myself away from the shimmering veil and deeper into the dusty old cavern. Cora was right, it had been a long time between earthquakes; I didn’t like it.

			With a slow breath out, I lifted my hand and the orb grew brighter, pushing the shadows away. Determined to find Lir and then Luke, I jogged down the dusty tunnel, surprised that it was so dry. Even in the Labyrinth the water had been dripping and leaking through every crevice. Here, there was nothing. 

			If there was even the smallest amount of water, Lir could use it to escape, Cora said, answering my question without me having to ask.

			My feet kicked up dust bunnies the size of my foot, but there weren’t even any critters. Empty; the whole place was completely empty. My footsteps echoed between the walls and the sound of my breathing was loud in my ears—so loud, that I didn’t hear him till he reached out and touched my hand. 

			“Quinn?” 

			I spun on the spot and found myself staring, for real this time, into Lir’s face. My father’s face. I had a sudden and overwhelming urge to cry, throw myself into his arms and demand that he fix everything, make this mess better. But I knew that was a fantasy, before it even finished forming. 

			“Hi,” I said.

			“What are you doing here, I told you not to . . . how did you get past Morty?” he asked, his eyes widening. 

			“Aednat sung to it—”I said. “Morty is the water monster?” Lir nodded. I shook that off, focused on what I needed to focus on. “Luke was in the water with me, you’ve got help me find him. And then we’ve got to stop Card. You know where he is, don’t you? We have to stop him.”

			Lir’s jaw clenched. “Card has gone too far. But how is it you found me?”

			“First Luke,” I said taking his hand and tugging him back towards the entrance. “Then we’ll deal with Card and . . .Chaos.”

			“We will?” Lir asked, his hand cool in mine. He squeezed my fingers. “Let us go get your Luke.”

			We jogged back down the way I’d come. “You might know him as Lugh,” I said.

			Lir hauled me to a sudden stop. “No, you don’t mean to tell me that you believe all the prophecy, the one the Tuatha have twisted?”

			“Can we discuss this some other time? Like when I don’t think someone I care about is hurt or dying?” I snapped, unable to stop the anger flowing out of me. “It’s the least you could do after leaving me with Darcy. I know you knew I was your daughter before this past year.” A bloom of hurt and anger welled up. Why was it that I got the short end of the stick when it came to both parents?

			Lir nodded, his lips tight. I didn’t want to be a bitch, but he had to understand how important this was. A life could be hanging in the balance. The worst part was that this time, I was right.
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			There was no issue with “Morty” as we swam to the surface of the lake. Lir made a small motion with his hand and the beast floated backwards, humble to the core, though it did give me the hairy eyeball with its remaining eye and a snap of its parrot beak. 

			“Yeah, well, I ain’t too fond of you either, Morty,” I said to it, giving it the one-fingered salute. 

			“Don’t tease the wildlife, daughter,” Lir said, giving me his hand and helping me out the last few feet of the lake. Cars slowed down along the edge of the highway, people staring at our bedraggled forms. But their stares were the least of my problems. Luke was nowhere to be found.

			“Are you sure Luke isn’t in the lake?” 

			Lir nodded. “I would have sensed him. I would hazard a guess that the new Banshee Queen has him.” He looked at me with compassion. “We don’t have time to find him, you know. We need to stop Chaos.”

			I hesitated, hating myself, knowing that I was about to do something very stupid. “I have to find him, I can’t leave him. But you can still stop Card?”

			My father, the man I hoped I’d get a chance to know at some point, stared down at me. Then he gave me a smile. “Be brave, Quinn. You are making hard choices, but good ones. I will contact you to let you know if I am successful in stopping your brother.”

			He turned and dove back into the water, his words ringing in my ears. My brother, father. They were foreign to me, in so many ways. I shook those thoughts off, no time for them now. Right now it was about finding Luke.

			The ground felt squishy under my wobbling legs though I could see it was firm. The fatigue from the swim had exhausted me. 

			A shout ripped the silence apart, quickly shifting into a blood-curdling scream. The adrenaline I’d thought I’d run out of flipped back on and I was running towards the source of the scream with very little thought. 

			Quinn, it’s a trap; you can’t fight in this condition! Cora said, her voice bringing me to a stop. She was right, damn it.

			Another scream, from an all-too-familiar voice. Luke!

			“I can’t leave him there,” I said, my voice cracking under the strain of standing still. All around me the trees seemed to crowd in. “They’re killing him.” I gulped out, my throat tight, my body trembling and on the verge of collapse.

			Aednat’s voice behind me caught me by surprise. She stood still, her hands lifted in supplication. “They won’t kill him. Torture yes, but kill, no.”

			I had spun upon hearing her voice, falling to my knees with the speed of my movement. 

			“That’s not really a comfort, Aednat,” I said, glaring at her. “Why’d you stop singing?”

			“Shining boy came out of water to protect me from Banshees, but they overwhelmed him. Aednat sang as long as she could,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. “He’s a good Tuatha, only one Aednat knows who would protect a Banshee with his own life. They take him deep into forest, no hear him now.”

			“You have to help me save him,” I said, grabbing her arm, my fingers tightening over her tiny bones.

			She shook her head. “There are too many. First we must take the bad Queen’s power; if we don’t do that, we can’t save him. It will be impossible. But if we take away her power, then we can stop them from hurting the Shining boy. That is most important of all.”

			“Are you sure? Is there no other way?”

			A sharp shake of her head. “It is only chance to save your Shining boy. There is no other way.”

			Another task; it was like I was living in some twisted tale of ‘how much can Quinn handle without dying, or losing her mind?’ At least she was right about one thing—I couldn’t hear him anymore. It was a small blessing, one I felt guilty about even as I thought it. I was worried about listening to him scream, while he dealt with being tortured. Nice, real nice, Quinn.

			“Lir is on his way to try and stop Card,” I said, getting to my feet, though each time a muscle flexed, my body quivered with the pain. 

			Maybe it was already too late, maybe we just couldn’t swing this, or maybe I was too tired to deal any more. “I wish Ashling were here,” I said.

			Aednat cocked her head to one side. “That your sister?”

			Nodding, I looked around us. “If she were here, she could heal me; I’d be able to keep going. Right now, I can barely stand.” As if to prove my point, my legs collapsed underneath me; I hit the ground hard.

			“Yes. You really are too weak to fight.” She considered me for a moment and then reached into the small leather bag she wore. She pulled out a silvered mirror, about the size of a laptop screen. 

			 “Now, you Call little sister, and she heals you. Then we can go.” 

			“I don’t know, can she really heal me through a mirror?” I asked. Mind you, the Fomorii had been able to reach through the mirror, so why not Ashling? Or better yet, why couldn’t I reach through? Surely the two of us were stronger than a Fomorii guard.

			I sat up, my heart pounding. “What if she’s afraid of me?”

			“Little sisters always love big sisters, no matter what. No matter what big sister does,” Aednat said, her eyes thoughtful. I had a feeling she was not talking about me and Ashling. 

			Propping myself up on a log, I leaned back and took the mirror from Aednat. If nothing else, it was worth a try. “Where’d you get the mirror?” I asked, stalling for a moment, needing to gather myself. 

			Aednat winked at me. “Stole it from my big sister.” 

			I couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped my lips, though my muscles contracted painfully. Tightening my hands on the gilt edge, I stared into the mirror. “Come on Ash, I need you. Please, please answer this.”

			With my eyes closed, I imagined her in front of me. Green eyes, blond curls like my own, smiling, happy to see me. That’s how I saw her. But, when I opened my eyes, I saw that for one thing, she wasn’t happy; for another, she wasn’t alone.
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			“Quinn!” she shouted and ran to the mirror, her eyes full of unshed tears. Bres was hot on her heels. 

			“No, Ashling, don’t!” he shouted, the anger with me—and fear for her—obvious in his voice. He glared at me. “I warned you to stay away from her!”

			“Wait, please. I . . .need her help,” I said. 

			“You’re sick, I can see it,” Ashling whispered, putting her hands on the mirror. I nodded as Bres snarled. 

			His violet eyes glittered dangerously. “That’s impossible, Tuatha don’t get sick. She’s just doing it to get close to you.”

			Ashling pushed him back. “You don’t know Quinn. You may have swapped spit with her, but that doesn’t mean you know her. She would never hurt me, why can’t you believe me?”

			This was interesting. Maybe I still had a chance to get Ash out of there. Before I could say anything, Bres tried to pull the mirror off on the other side. Shit, if he broke it I was royally screwed. 

			Ashling fought him. “No, she needs me, let me go!” Her shouts galvanized me like nothing else could. 

			“Bres, don’t you hurt her!” I shouted through the mirror, wishing I understood the how of reaching through. Then again, no time like the present to give it a try. I did my best not to think of how the Fomorii had attacked me through the mirror. That had ended with an arm on one side and a body on the other. Not really what I was aiming for this time around. 

			Holding the mirror with my left hand, I took a breath and placed my right hand on the surface of the small mirror. Pushing, I thought about the entrance to Lir’s prison and how I’d slid through it to the other side. 

			With a pop, my hand shot through. With the last bit of my strength, I threw a bolt of power at Bres, knocking him backwards. Ashling ran forward and grabbed my hand, tears streaming down her face. “Quinn, I know you won’t hurt me. They don’t understand.”

			I felt the pressure well up behind my eyes. “I know that too Ash. But right now, I need your help; I need you to heal me or this toxin will be the end of me. Luke’s in trouble, we’re trying to stop the earthquakes and Balor . . .” I didn’t know how to tell her that her father was digging up an ancient evil that would be bent on destroying the world. Chaos.

			She shook her head. “You leave these boys to me; go save Luke, he’s too cute to die.” Her lips gave me a tremulous smile, shaking at the edges. So brave, so much braver than I’d ever been. 

			“You should have been the one of the prophecy,” I whispered. “You’re better at this than I am.”

			Ashling gripped my hand, the flow of her Healing abilities washing through me. “No, Quinn, you were always the strong one, you just didn’t see it.” She glanced over her shoulder as Bres stirred. “He’s going to have a headache.”

			“You can wipe it away for him,” I said, my body already back to one hundred percent; I didn’t let go of her hand though.

			“Nah, he deserved that. I thought you were overbearing,” she gave me a wink. “But dang, this older brother business is ridiculous!” 

			I let out a half-choked laugh, knowing that she was trying to make it easier on me. “Are you okay?”

			Nodding, she gave my hand a squeeze and let go. “I love you, Quinn. You know that? I know that I didn’t tell you often enough, before all this. But I do. You’re my best friend, sister and mom, all rolled into one.” 

			Now I couldn’t stop the tears that tracked down my face. “I love you too Ash. Just hang on, stay close to Bres and we’ll get you back. I won’t stop fighting.”

			She smiled, her face lighting up. “I know; I’ve always known that.”

			I pulled my hand out of the mirror and let go of the connection. The mirror faded from the image of Ashling and Bres until it showed only my own face staring back at me. There was no flush of fever and holding the mirror at an angle I could see that the bite in my shoulder was completely healed. 

			Handing the mirror back to Aednat, I stood and brushed off my clothes. Ashling’s belief in me was what I’d needed, almost more than the healing. 

			“Okay, so how far in do you think we can get without being seen?” I asked, eyeing the thick forest around us. 

			“We go the round-about way. Make a big distraction that draws Banshees away from their bower, then we dive in and steal Shining boy back,” she said, drawing a quick map in the dirt at our feet.

			The bower looked to be in the middle of the forest and the distraction she pointed at was on the far side, closest to the mountain. 

			“Aednat, do we really have time for this?”

			She looked at me, her eyes hard. “You want to save Shining Boy? Then yes, we must.”

			“All right. How are we going to distract them?”

			Aednat stood and took my hand. “The people the Queen is keeping, they are on the far side, up the big hill. Aednat thinks she is drawing her power from them. If we free them, that is big distraction.”

			Motioning for me to lower my voice and body, we began to creep forward, Aednat once more in the lead. “The people, they have high blood in them, not lots but enough to draw from.” 

			My mind whirled; high blood, surely she didn’t mean . . . All those people who’d been drawn to the forest, all the ones who’d gone missing. The puzzle pieces were beginning to fit together.“You mean like Tuatha, but not enough blood to actually manifest the powers?”

			Her nod confirmed it. “The more people a Queen can draw from, the stronger she is. Their lives fill her with power.”

			 A very small, very careful spark of hope lit in me. I knew I wasn’t up to fighting someone who could take down a helicopter. This would give us a chance to save Luke, a good chance, if we hurried. 
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			Creeping through a forest is not all that it’s cracked up to be. Three times we dodged Banshee patrols; the third time I thought for sure we’d been spotted, but again they passed us by. My heart was pounding so loud it was like a teenager on a new set of drums. 

			When the forest ended at the foothills of the Beaufort Range, I touched Aednat on the shoulder. “How much further?”

			“Not far, not far at all,” she said, though her voice was strained. It seemed too easy. That should have been my first clue that something was wrong. 

			Jogging along the edge of the forest, we paralleled the range, keeping in sight the lake, trees and mountain looming above us. The path was well worn, beaten down by the multitudes of feet that had been seduced into coming here. 

			We crested a rise and I yanked Aednat to the ground. She let out a squeak and glared at me. “I can see farther than you,” I whispered. “One of the perks to being adult-sized.”

			She sniffed but stayed low, “What you see?” I motioned to her and we army-crawled forward, so that we could both see over the edge.

			Without us realizing it, the ground had been gently sloping upwards and we were now on the top of a rock bluff that looked down over a clearing about the size of a parking lot. It was picturesque, except for the hundreds of people milling about, some singing softly to themselves, others sprawled out sleeping on the ground, while still others stood silent like sentinels. The worst, though, was the pile of bodies stacked on the far side like firewood. Even from a distance I could see they were dried up husks of the people they’d once been, their lives drained away to give the Queen more power.

			“Where are the Banshee guards?” I whispered. 

			Aednat frowned. “Should be around.”

			A wicked chill slipped over me and goose bumps rose over my body. I rolled, trusting my instincts, tumbling halfway down the cliff towards the milling people. I was able to stop my free fall only by grabbing a four-inch-thick tree root that stuck out between the rocks—a perfect handhold. I stared back up the way I’d come, holding on to the root for all I was worth. Aednat was close behind. Two large Banshees stood where we’d just been. 

			One held a scythe, her hands manicured right down to a French-tip finish. Her face was stunning, a blend of beauty and anger that didn’t fade even when I concentrated. 

			The other held a long whip, which seemed to be braided with bloody sinews and tendons, but again, she was a true beauty, midnight dark hair floating around her face, black eyes pinning me to the ground. 

			“No, Quinn!” Aednat pushed me, forcing me to break eye contact. I shook myself. 

			“Thanks,” I said, letting go of the root and continuing to climb down the cliff as fast as I could, digging my fingers into small crevices and using anything I could for balance—boulders that jutted out, more roots and even tufts of grass. 

			“Where you going?” Aednat screeched.

			I flung my hand back towards the Banshees and with the movement sent a burst of blue flame from my fingertips. The guards danced away, dodging the fire with ease. “Away from them!” I shouted over my shoulder. From the falling rocks around me, I’d guessed that Aednat saw the sense in what I was attempting. We couldn’t fight the guards on the bluffs; it would be too easy for them to maneuver us into a fall. 

			A glancing blow made me lose my grip with my right hand and swung me out from the rock face. My fingers were able to hold on just long enough to see that it was the Banshee with the scythe. A sharp, searing pain erupted on the right side of my back, the scythe making a perfect crescent moon slash on the top layers of skin. A few inches more and she would have sliced me in half.

			“You think to free the humans?” She was floating in the air a few feet out from the bluff; I clearly had no clue what I was dealing with. She let out a long laugh, exposing her bare white neck. Using the same power bolt I’d levelled Bres with, I flung it at her, aiming for the hollow of her throat.[bookmark: here]

			It snapped her head back, quite literally. The power bolt broke her neck, leaving her head dangling backwards as her body floated midair for a split second, before tumbling down, bouncing off the bluff face several times and landing on the rocks below. 

			One Banshee guard down; one to go. 

			Before I had time to see where she was, the second Banshee’s whip curled around my wrist and yanked me off the bluffs, flipping me out into midair. 

			I couldn’t stop the screech that escaped me. “Aednat!” 

			Her small body hurtled through the air and grabbed me around the waist. “Hang on!”

			She slowed our fall, though I had no doubt it was still going to hurt like hell. Lucky for us, we landed on the body of the fallen Banshee and not on the rocks beside her. 

			The lone Banshee above us let out a wail that made my skin want to jump off my body. Spinning in a mini vortex, she disappeared in a whirl of her hair and whip. 

			Aednat stood and stared up at where the Banshee had been. “She’s gone for re-enforcements. Hurry.”

			I scrambled to my feet. “You can fly too?”

			She nodded as we ran to the edge of the clearing. It seemed that whenever I thought I knew what was going on, something new would jump out at me. Like the Barrier that we ran smack into, our bodies bouncing off with dual thuds. 

			“Ouch,” Aednat grumbled, rubbing her nose. “Stupid bad Queen.”

			Yes, I should have known we couldn’t just walk in and take the hostages away. I slid my hands over the surface. It was similar to the Barriers I could make, but it hummed with a low frequency that set my teeth on edge. I tried to pull my hands away and they stuck, a tacky glue like substance covered the surface of the strange Barrier.

			 I made eye contact with a man about twenty feet away, but he looked right through me, as if I didn’t exist. “If we can get them out, how do we break the spell?” I wiped my hands on my pants.

			Sidling closer to me, Aednat grit her sharp teeth for a moment before answering me. “We have to get them all the way out of the forest boundaries.”

			In other words, we had to get them to hike for at least an hour through heavy bush in a zombie-ish state of being. Of course, that was if we could get them out at all.

			I wracked my brain for a solution. “The last Barrier I dealt with, only Fomorii could cross it. So with this one, is it only humans that can cross it? How does it work with Banshee-made Barriers?” Blinking, I stared at the group of milling people. 

			Aednat paced the edge of the Barrier, chewing on her fingernails. “They sing to them, like pied piper from stories and the humans follow. They have just enough fae blood to let them hear the Banshee’s song, not enough to let them see the truth of the Banshee.”

			 “Would they follow you, if you sang to them?” I asked, my heart pounding with hope. This had to work; it had to give us the chance we needed to save Luke.

			Her eyes widened. “Yes, Aednat sings, humans follow. But only once they are out.” 

			Frustration filled me. “Aednat, how do we get them out?”

			“Banshee has to lead them, a Banshee has to create an opening,” she said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

			She leaned in and touched the Barrier, her hand sliding through as if there were no obstacle. “But too many are here for Aednat to lead them out.” Around her hand and body was a small opening.

			I glanced over at the fallen body of the Banshee guard. “What if we used her body, propped it in the way?”

			Aednat nodded. “Might work.”

			With no time to waste, I ran over and dragged the lifeless body back to where Aednat stood. I laid the Banshee out along the bottom edge of the Barrier and an opening about five feet high and two feet wide appeared. Perfect to squeeze some people through.

			Aednat started to sing, her whole body getting in on the act. Hands lifted above her head, they twirled in the air as she danced around the edge of the Barrier. At first it didn’t look as though they could hear her.

			Then, slowly, they lifted their heads as a unit, a giant shambling horde of zombie-like humans that shuffled their way to the edge of the Barrier. I crossed my fingers as they drew close. 

			“Come on, work, work,” I said. It had to work, it just had to; otherwise, we were beyond screwed.

			With a speed that bordered on painful, the trapped humans made their way through the opening, stumbling over the downed Banshee, their feet shuffling along as they drew close to Aednat. A small sigh of relief escaped me and Aednat at the same time. She gave me a smile, her face lighting up. “Aednat has them.”

			I gave her a little shove. “Go on, get them out of here. Go southwest, I think that will be better.” That would bring them out by the lake, close to the highway.

			With a nod, she trotted to the head of the column, her voice rising and falling. As the song began to pick up speed, so did the human’s movements. Singing, trilling out words that made my heart want to leap and my feet follow her commands, Aednat sang loudly, the intention clear. In the space of a few heartbeats, the humans were trotting behind her, the entire group disappearing into the trees. 

			Are you going to wait here for the Banshees to show up? Or do you have a plan? Cora’s sarcasm was not lost on me. Of course I didn’t have a plan. She knew it and so did I. 

			“I’m going to stall them, give Aednat a chance to get the humans out.” It surprised me how fast I came to identify with the Tuatha, placing “humans” in a completely different category than myself. 

			“What if I made my own Barrier?” I said.

			It would slow them, but you couldn’t fight and you’d be trapped. You need to be able to fight and run. 

			I stared down at the body of the Banshee I’d killed. Her limbs were like a mangled pretzel, blood pooled around her head. I’d done that, with a single bolt of power. Coughing, I turned my head and took a slow breath in an attempt to push the nausea away. Her broken body was etched in my mind though, and I couldn’t make it disappear.

			Focus Quinn, grieve later. Cora was right; I did not have time to be squeamish.

			An idea forming, I bent and retrieved the scythe. I’d never learned how to use Glamour, but it was there in my blood, like all the other abilities that I’d been learning. Forcing myself, I stared at her face, tried to memorize the lines and curves of her jaw, shape of her eyes, colour of her hair. 

			Holding the scythe up, I stared into the reflective surface and thought about the Banshee’s face. Finally, I gave up, closed my eyes and willed it to happen. I needed this Glamour to work, as much as anything I’d tried so far; it was a desperate need. My skin began to tingle around my eyes, lips and nose, intensifying until it was like I was touching an electric fence. Power rushed through me, then began to fade. I let go of it with a gasp, dropped the scythe and put my hands on my knees. Opening my eyes, I angled my head so I could see in the scythe’s surface. I’d done a pretty good job and the Banshee stared back at me. 

			A moaning wail floated towards me from the tops of the bluffs. Crap, they were almost on me!

			Using the same technique, I put my hands on the Banshee’s face and placed a Glamour on it, turning it into my own. The skin jumped and leaped, twisting until I was staring down into my own stilled and broken face. Again the nausea rose and I turned away from the body.

			As the first Banshee came into view from the top of the bluffs I shouted up at her. “They went that way!” I pointed northwest. “They are pushing hard to reach the other side of the forest.” 

			The Banshee screeched and lifted her serrated sword high in the air. My gut clenched. She knew I wasn’t one of them! What made me think I could fool them? With a burst of speed she flew down the cliff towards me. 

			Hold, Quinn! Just wait.

			Never had it been so hard to keep my body still. I did as Cora said, and held my ground, not lifting the scythe or my dagger. Brushing past me, close enough that she ruffled my hair, the Banshee circled to the right. 

			“Hurry sister, we can catch them if we hurry!” She sang to me, her voice pulling me along a few steps. I shook my head.

			“I will wait, I want to speak to . . . another sister. It is of importance.” I tried my best to mimic Aednat’s way of speaking, as sweat trickled down my spine. Everything around us seemed to narrow to that moment. She lifted her shoulders in a shrug and streaked off the way I’d pointed. 

			As she flew away, a group of a dozen Banshees flew overhead, their wailing and singing climbing up and down my spine like a kid bashing on a piano. Again I pointed to the northwest and they followed my directions. It was too good to be true.

			You were very lucky, Quinn. 

			“Don’t have to tell me twice,” I said, letting go of the Glamour, dropping the scythe and bolting off in the direction that Aednat had led the humans.
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			They were moving at a good clip when I found them, only about ten minutes away from the border of the forest. “Aednat!” I shouted. “I sent them the wrong way.”

			She barely nodded in reply and it was then that I could see the huge strain this was on her, commanding a small army of humans to follow her every wish. Knowing that I couldn’t sing to them like Aednat, there was a simple thing I could do to help ease that strain.

			“Here, I can help.” I scooped her up onto my back and kept jogging. She bounced along, her song right in my ear. Five minutes passed and I could see the shimmer of the lake ahead. 

			“We’re going to make it!” I said. But no, life wouldn’t be quite that fair. 

			The Banshee guard who’d survived the bluffs, and called out the reinforcements stepped into our path; I skidded to a halt. Aednat slid from my back and I gave her a gentle push. “Go, I’ve got this.”

			Aednat streaked around the Banshee, and the humans followed. When the guard tried to intercept them, I sent a blast of fire that caught the edge of her long red dress. 

			“Damn you Tuatha!” The Banshee shrieked at me. Her whip whistled through the air while she attempted to put out the flame with her other hand. I ducked and rolled, avoiding the lash. Leaping to my feet, I ran at her, tackling her to the ground. Her eyes widened as we scrambled for dominance, her weapon of choice nullified by our proximity, the flames put out by our struggle.

			Grabbing her around the waist, I tossed her over my hip. She landed on her head and shoulders and then crumpled up. She let out a groan, eyes closed, mouth open and panting, a stain spreading over the middle of her dress. The scent of urine was strong and for a brief moment I felt bad for hurting her. But then I remembered Luke; the pity disappeared.

			With a quick twist, I flipped her onto her back, using her own whip to tie her hands and feet together. I had no doubt that the other Banshees would be hot on our tails, which meant that I had to get out of here; there was no way I could take on a pack of them. And that wasn’t the point anyway; we had to get to Luke.

			Sprinting, I caught up to the stragglers of the human horde just as they stepped over the forest’s edge and onto the paved road. All of them were stumbling, blinking, rubbing their faces. The disbelief in their eyes, and in their stances was obvious. I jumped up on a downed log to get a view over their heads. There in the center of them was Aednat, her hands fluttering like two hummingbirds sparring. 

			“We gotta go!” I shouted, waving to get her attention. A curt nod, one final wave of her hands, and she ran to my side. 

			She raised her left hand, a high-pitched note erupting out of her mouth, one that made my skin crawl with the intensity of it. It went on and on, climbing higher; I clapped my hands over my ears, afraid that Aednat might do some lasting damage. The mass of people froze, their bodies seizing up as a unit and then, as the note finally began to fade, they relaxed shaking off whatever spell she’d laid on them.

			“I make it so that…they can’t be spelled again.” She paused. “Now we take care of bad Queen. Now, you see what Aednat can do.”

			The determined set of her jaw would have been cute if she was truly a little girl. Knowing her for what she was, it was more than a little unnerving. 

			This time, I led the way back into the forest. Luke, we were going to get Luke out of here. A shiver ran through me, the fear that I was too late filling me up. Too late for Luke, too late to stop Card, too late to be everything everyone wanted me to be.

			Easy. Right now you need to worry only about your own ass in the frying pan. Once that’s taken care of, you can pull others out of the fire. I let out a long slow breath. Cora was right. I reached up to touch her, forgetting for a moment that she was no longer around my shoulders.

			We’d reached a grove of trees that looked to be the oldest of the forest, if their girth was any indication. A ring of holly circled around the trees, creating a gazebo. Above the holly was a thick band of ivy and above all of that was honeysuckle in full bloom. The whole effect was breathtaking, a cathedral of nature. 

			Aednat touched my arm. “This is where we will find the bad Queen.”

			“Crap, I don’t want to find her, I want to find Luke!” I said, my eyes widening.

			“We have to get past Queen first,” Aednat answered, calm and relaxed. Like we were going out for tea with the Queen.

			The rustling of bushes as the variety of plants parted drew my eyes to the far side. A slew of Banshees flowed into the clearing, their eyes trained on us, weapons bared. I forced myself to slow my breathing, to push the sudden lurch of fear down. It wouldn’t help me to pass out now. Apparently not all the Banshees took off after the humans. Damn it all to hell.

			What could only be the Banshee Queen stepped through the opening last, her glittering gown catching each ray of sunlight and sending rainbows of color arching across the clearing. She was taller than me, well over six feet in height, willowy and pale. She held a staff loose in her hand, a twisted piece of arbutus tree that was studded with quartz and abalone. Pure white hair fell to the ground in a waterfall of waves, though her face was unlined with age. Her eyes were far from the cruel flints of hard steel I’d imagined, but instead were a gentle brown, like that of a wide-eyed deer. 

			“Welcome, Quinn, daughter of Lir. Aednat, little sister of mine, you should not have returned.” The Queen’s voice made Aednat’s hypnotic tones pale in comparison. 

			Aednat shrugged. “Aednat warned you she would be back, you not listen, you think you right, and strong.”

			The Queen shook her head slowly, sadness emanating from her in an almost touchable wave. “You have never understood, Aednat. Now it will be ended between us and for that I am truly sorry.” Her eyes turned to me, the full force of her will behind them. It was like I was being wrapped in a blanket, dark warmth made me surrender my will. The Queen, I was only there to serve the Queen, to do her bidding. My mind screeched at me in an attempt to free me from the snare she’d set, and I’d walked into.

			A slap snapped me out of my reverie, stinging my cheek and making my eyes water with pain. “She tries to spell you.”

			The slap worked and a low moan caught my attention. Luke was dragged out into the open by a pair of rat-faced Banshees. Head hanging low, his blond hair was matted with blood and leaves. 

			The Queen lifted her hand and the guards dropped him, his body hitting the ground hard; there wasn’t any effort made to catch himself. 

			Again Aednat touched my arm. “Let me go first.” It was only then that I realized I’d Called my knife and held it in my right hand, ready to throw it. 

			Aednat strolled—yes strolled—forward, as if she were visiting a friend’s garden. She stopped halfway across, picked a single daisy and then tucked it behind her ear. What the hell was going on now, a way to show some bravado?

			“You are done,” Aednat said, her voice ringing clear and loud, the trees trembling under the power of her voice. It shocked me and took everything I had to keep standing. Most of the Banshees weren’t so lucky; their knees buckled and weapons fell to the ground. 

			The Queen snarled, her face contorting, but her beauty remained. Leaping forward at the same moment, the rivals, sisters, clashed in the middle of the clearing, their shrieks lifting every single hair on my body. Taking advantage of the distraction, I bolted across to Luke, dropping to his side. For a moment, my hands hovered over him; I didn’t want to cause him any more pain. “Luke?” I said, finally laying one hand on a bare patch of skin that seemed to be clear of any injury. Even so, he let out a long groan. 

			With as much care as I could, I rolled him over, holding his upper body in my arms, his head leaning against my chest. “How bad is it?” I asked, my eyes tallying up the wounds that I could see. They were bad—huge gashes in his chest that were open down to the white of his ribs, a puncture to the right of his navel that was leaking a thick, almost black substance. It looked like the pus that had come out of my Banshee bite, but so much worse.

			“Did they bite you?” If he was full of toxin, we were in far worse trouble than I’d first thought. 

			“Don’t trust her,” he whispered, his lips cracked and swollen. I wanted to soothe him, but I had nothing, not even some small amount of Fairy Honey. Damn it, why couldn’t I heal others like Ashling could?

			I lifted my eyes to see the battle between Aednat and the Queen in full swing, and it looked like Aednat was winning. Or at least, I hoped she was. It was hard to tell, they moved so fast it was a blur of bodies, fist and bolts of light. 

			“Don’t trust the Queen, yeah, I got that,” I said, smiling down at him. Another groan escaped his lips. 

			“No, don’t trust Aednat.”
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			“What?” I asked, shock making me cold. Not trust her? She’d gotten us here, helped me free the humans from the Barrier. She was fighting for us even now. Luke must be delirious.

			“Lying to us. That’s why she knew so much,” he said, one eyelid opening. Swallowing hard he continued, though I could see it pained him. “She was the one working with Balor, Fianna stopped her.”

			“But they attacked you!” I said, feeling the panic of making a mistake beyond anything I could ever imagine fill me. I started to shake, seeing in my mind’s eye all the things Aednat had said, everything she’d known, and “helped” us with. 

			“Aednat did this to me. When she stopped singing I swam back to guard her, to help her stave off the others and give you a better chance at reaching Lir. But there was no one there.” He coughed, a bright gob of blood flying out of his mouth. I wiped his lips with the edge of my shirt. “She attacked me; I was caught off guard. Fianna took me in but they couldn’t heal me.”

			“Bait, they were using him for bait.” Aednat’s voice rang across the clearing. “It’s what I would have done.”

			No longer did her eyes seem in any way soft or sweet. She smiled and her pointy teeth glinted out at me. “So easy to deceive you, Quinn. You want to believe in best of people, it makes you weak.”

			The Banshees around us were cowering; fear was heavy on the air, as if a storm was rising. I’d done this. Fianna, the “bad” Queen lay on the ground under Aednat’s one foot, panting. With great care, I eased Luke off my lap. There was a chance I could still make this right. 

			“No, she’s too strong,” Luke groaned out, clutching his side.

			I didn’t answer him. “You lied to me Aednat, about everything. What about your vow?” 

			Shrugging, she pulled another daisy from the ground and popped it’s head off. “Vows mean nothing to Aednat. She is above vows.”

			Then she laughed, her voice echoing through the trees, the birds stilling. “Aednat needed to make an ally strong enough to help her, one that would fall for a sad story. You are too stupid; you are no Chosen one. You think Aednat lets those people go? She linked to them so she could steal their power for herself.”

			My mouth dropped open. Of course, why would she release a potential power source? I’d been so blind!

			Aednat went on. “Chaos will reward Aednat for ending your life, now that Aednat needs you no longer. Aednat could not have fought off all those Banshees alone, could not have stolen the power away from the Queen without your help. Thank you for helping her take back her throne.” She gave me a mocking bow. I remembered that last note that she’d trilled at the mob of humans, how it had crawled down my spine. Nausea rose, my gorge choking on the truth.

			“You were the one who downed our helicopter,” I said, clarity coming far too late.

			She nodded. “Of course.”

			I half turned to Fianna, “Why did you keep those people?”

			She lifted her head a fraction. “Aednat had spelled them; as long as they were within my Barrier, she could not use their power.”

			I felt like throwing up. How stupid could I have been?

			Picking up the arbutus staff, Aednat levelled it at me. “If you dare,” she taunted, laughing between words. “Chosen one.” 

			“Quinn, don’t,” Luke rasped out.

			He’s right; you aren’t strong enough—you don’t know enough to stop her. It’s not like the guards that you can tackle in the dirt and over power. Her strength has had centuries to develop and she has hundreds of humans fuelling her.

			No; this was wrong and I’d let it happen, helped it happen. I had to stop her.

			I took a step and froze as the scene around me flickered. Dark tunnels surrounded us; water dripped, and the scent of death filled the air. The clash of metal on metal drew me. I blinked, my eyes watering. Aednat stood in front of me, super imposed on the dark tunnels. What was happening?

			“Cora?” I asked, confusion making me falter.

			“Are you afraid, Chosen one?” Aednat sneered, advancing on me. 

			Ignoring the vision of the dark tunnels, I focused on Aednat, rushing her. Spinning at the last instant to one side, I tried to land a solid blow but she moved with me, blocking my attempt to slash her with my knife. 

			From the corner of my eye, Lir stumbled into view, his figure ghostly. A second man, one who looked too much like Lir to be anyone but Card, leapt out from the darkness. They clashed, keeping my attention from my own battle. It almost cost me my life.

			A sharp jab to my lower back dropped me to my knees; I rolled to the right, narrowly dodging Aednat’s follow up, the staff burying several inches into the ground. From my knees I stared at her as she came screaming towards me, the staff whirling above her head like a helicopter blade.

			Lashing out with my leg, I kicked Aednat in the left knee; she dropped to the forest floor in a startled heap. Putting everything I had into it, I slammed a Barrier around her, holding her low to the ground. She snarled up at me, unable to move, the Barrier was so tight against her skin.

			“It won’t hold her,” a silvery voice whispered from my left. I turned to look into the eyes of Fianna, shame filling me for the grief I’d caused, the deaths I’d caused. Bile rose in my throat.

			“It will hold her,” I said. It had to. Movement in the dark tunnels only I seemed to be able to see again drew my gaze.

			I stared at the battle, my hands clenched at my sides. Lir was being backed up, slowly, step by step. Card’s face was twisted into a grimace as he pressed our father with no hesitation. The blades flashed and then a burst of light erupted from behind them both, throwing their bodies forward into a heap where they lay still.

			Fist against my mouth, I struggled not to cry out. There had to be something I could do to help Lir. “Cora, will this image I’m seeing, will it work like the mirror?” I asked.

			Will what work like the mirror?

			She wasn’t seeing what I was seeing. 

			Horror filled me. I was going to watch my father be killed in front of me if I didn’t do something. I had no doubt that Card would finish him off.

			“I’ll be right back,” I said, unsure if what I was going to try to do would work. Before anyone could call out, I ran and dove towards the dark tunnels, feeling the world stretch around me. 

			“Quinn, no!” Lir shouted. But it was too late; I’d pushed my way through.

			I hit the ground with a thud, rolling to take the edge of the fall. With a grunt I got to my feet. “Lir!” I ran to his side, helping him stand. Card was still unconscious, and lay in a crumpled heap at our feet. 

			Lir grabbed both my arms. “You can’t be here, it isn’t safe!” His eyes were wide, his skin flushed. “You have to go. I will deal with Card.” 

			I shook my head. “No, you weren’t dealing with him. He was beating you; you need my help!”

			He pulled me into a fierce hug then pushed me away. “Daughter, you must go.”

			“What about Chaos?”

			He opened his mouth but Card shifted, and then was suddenly on his feet, as if he’d never been knocked out.

			“So, this is my little sister is it? Hmm. Seems to me that you’ve placed your bets on the wrong kid, pops,” he said, lifting his blade up so that it caught the light. 

			Lir shoved me behind him, the trembling in his arms telling me just how weak he was. “Go, Quinn, you must go now.”

			I glanced over my shoulder and indeed, the Banshees’ bower was still visible, though it was fading. There had to be a way I could help Lir.

			Luke had said one could draw on powers from another, if they were willing.

			I didn’t question my course of action. “Lir, take some of my power. I don’t need it, my fight is over.” Another glance confirmed that Aednat was still under the Barrier.

			I reached out, and put my hand to Lir’s arm. A wave of fatigue hit me as he drew my power into him. 

			With a scream of rage, Card rushed us both. Lir flung him backwards with a single blow. Half stumbling, I ran as fast as I could back through to the bower, again feeling that strange sensation of the air stretching around me.

			The Banshees gasped as I re-appeared. “I had . . .” Fianna lifted a hand, stopping me. “You do not have to explain, there are many battles today.”

			Fianna tipped her head to one side, not unlike Aednat when she was thinking. Close up, I could see the resemblance between the two sisters. “Why do you help me now?”

			A glance over my shoulder showed nothing but trees, no more dark tunnels. I could only hope that I’d done enough for Lir to stop Card; please, I thought, let it be enough.

			I stared down at Aednat who squirmed under the tight Barrier. “I made a mistake in trusting her. I needed to make that right.”

			“Then kill her,” Fianna said. “That will make it right and I will give you your man back.”

			Aednat snarled up at me. “Aednat will break this Barrier, Quinn, and the first person she kills will not be you, but your precious little sister.”

			Mistake number one was surely mine, but mistake number two was Aednat’s. A gasp rippled through the gathered Banshees as I removed the Barrier. Even Aednat blinked in surprise. 

			A bolt of power left my fingers before she had a chance to get out of the way, lifting her into the air and throwing her fifteen feet away. “No one threatens Ashling, bitch.” 

			Aednat lay on the ground for only a split second before she pulled herself to her feet. “Then this will end now, with one of us dead.”

			Regret, pain and guilt flashed through me, but they were overridden by my desire to protect Ashling, to help Luke, and to end this mess that I’d created. 

			The staff flew towards me, straight as an arrow. I dropped to the ground but the wooden weapon followed me, curling around my upper body, pinning my arms to my sides.

			“You think you beat Aednat?” She stalked towards me, her eyes narrowed. “You are too young, too weak. You do not have the power that Aednat has. So, now, Aednat just kills you.”

			The staff tightened around me, like a boa constrictor with its prey. The lower half of it pressed against one of my hands and I took the opening. Calling up my Fire, I unleashed it on the staff, knowing that the flame wouldn’t touch me. 

			Aednat screamed as the fire whooshed along the weapon, the shells and quartz dropping as the flame ate the arbutus wood. Like paper in a blaze, the wood crinkled, blackened and turned to ash around me. 

			That shouldn’t have happened, Cora said, her voice disbelieving. That is a weapon as old as Excalibur and as powerful.

			“Not a good time for discussing the impossible,” I said, dodging a wicked slash from Aednat. Her fingernails had turned into razor sharp claws. 

			I had to find a way to end this, and fast. Giving up my power to Lir was necessary, but then, I’d thought that Aednat was done. The longer this fight stretched out, the better chance I had at getting killed. Backing off, I put some space between the two of us. “I wondered why Balor didn’t help you keep your throne, but I guess we all know why now.”

			She cocked her head, her hands stilling. “You don’t know.”

			I nodded. “It makes sense. Balor wants an ally who is strong enough, smart enough to work with him. When you lost your throne to Fianna, no doubt he saw the benefit to him in potentially wooing a new ally, one who was strong enough to retain her throne.” I shrugged. “Of course, it could be that he thought you were a stupid little girl, and just couldn’t be bothered to babysit you anymore. God knows, I am so tired of it.”

			Her mouth dropped open; her hands lowered. I took my chance, using up every last reserve I had. Firing a bolt of power at her, I hit her square in the gut. The bolt slammed her against one of the massive trees, the trunk shuddering, the leaves dancing down around her. But I didn’t release the bolt, I held the Power that rushed through me, breathed it in and out, shoved it at her as hard as I could. I wouldn’t let her hurt anyone, not Ashling, not Luke and not me. She screamed, her voice ripping into me as she begged for mercy. I didn’t stop. Hot tears slid down my face. Though I did this to protect us all, I didn’t want to end her life. I didn’t want to be a killer.

			Fianna stepped up beside me; I could just see her out the corner of my eye. “She is dead. Release your power now, Quinn.” Indeed, Aednat was finally silent.

			I dropped my hand and with it my strength left me. Knees shaking, lungs heaving for air, I turned to see the Banshees around us, bending their heads towards their Queen. 

			“No, they honour you for freeing them from her. Something that, even, I could not completely do. She was very powerful, very old. Though I am the older sister, she always outmatched me. She had the instinct for it, like you,” Fianna said. She beckoned me forward and I followed, my skin going cold with her words. I didn’t want to be like Aednat.

			The queen took a deep breath. “She wanted to be the carrier of Chaos. Do you understand how incredibly powerful Chaos would have been if Aednat had gotten her wish?”

			I thought to the way Aednat had spoken of Chaos, what seemed like forever ago, yet was only yesterday. How Chaos would look for a young, pretty girl, just like Aednat.

			“I was so blind,” I whispered.

			A hand brushed against my cheek and I looked up into Fianna’s eyes. “She was right only about one thing. You are young; you will learn who to trust, and who not to trust.”

			Not wanting to be be-spelled, even by accident, I dropped my gaze. “I have to go, I have to get Luke out of here, to get him help,” I said. 

			The Queen was shaking her head. “I’m afraid I cannot let you do that.”

			Ah crap, was this never going to end?

			“Please, I know that I made a mistake. I believed Aednat, trusted her, but Luke doesn’t deserve to die because of my mistake. You said you’d let him go!” I pleaded with her, hoping she would show some mercy; there was no way I could fight all of them.

			She lifted her hand to silence me. “He will die if you move him, and you have tasks yet ahead of you that no one else can do. Tasks that you must do.”

			I ran to Luke’s side, crouched down beside him. “Luke, please, I can’t do this on my own. I don’t know enough, I don’t have enough training. Cora’s gone—”

			I’m right here.

			I ignored her. “I can’t lose you too.”

			He blindly lifted a hand, and I took it, pressing his fingers against my cheek. He loved me, more than I deserved, and this is what his love had given him. A death sentence.

			“Leave me here. I won’t go anywhere, I promise,” he whispered, his fingers curling around the edge of my jaw.

			I looked up, my eyes meeting Fianna’s. “Will you care for him, until I can get back?”

			Quinn, the earthquakes have stopped. I’ve not felt one for far too long.

			“We will care for him, until the end,” Fianna said. Her words were not exactly what I was hoping to hear, but they would have to do.

			Standing, I looked around the clearing; the other Banshees were gone, melted into the forest. Aednat’s body was gone too, nothing but a pile of ash in which a single, glittering gem stone lay. 

			“Take it,” Fianna said, motioning to the gem. “You earned it.”

			The stone was warm in my hand, one side the exact shade of Aednat’s blue eye, the other the shade of her green. Tears welled up; I had begun to think of her as a little sister, someone I would protect, not unlike Ashling. A cold wind seemed to tear through my heart. If I could kill Aednat, maybe the prophecy was right. What if something happened that forced my hand against Ashling? Would I do it? Would we end up like Aednat and Fianna, enemies willing to kill one another?

			My hand clenched around the stone so hard the edges bit into my skin and then I dropped it to the ground. I didn’t want it, no matter what its value. “I don’t know what to do, where to go,” I said, slowly turning around. 

			The clearing was empty. 

			I was alone.
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			Without a direction in mind, I started to walk. Cora was right; the earthquakes had stopped. Either we were too late or Lir had made it in time and had stopped Card. But which was it? 

			It wasn’t long before I found myself at the edge of Cameron Lake, looking out over the clear surface. Like a giant mirror, I could see the mountain on the far side in the water, a perfect reflection.

			The water began to ripple in the middle of the lake and I tensed, expecting Morty to emerge, enraged and hungry. For once, my luck showed up, instead of a monster.

			Lir swam towards me but I didn’t wait for him to reach the shore. I ran into the shallows, not even registering the icy cold water. “Lir!” This was it, he was going to tell me he’d made it in time; he’d stopped Card. From behind him came a second ripple of water and a dark head emerged. I skidded to a stop, the rocks under my feet suddenly unsteady. 

			“What the hell are you doing here?” I snapped, emotions swirling through me. Bres lifted his head, then ducked it low, unable to meet my eyes. My heart sunk to the bottom of the lake with a dark premonition. Nothing good could come of this meeting. 

			Lir reached me first, but neither answered my question. “Tell me what’s going on. What happened?” I asked, panic beginning to ride up my spine.

			My father caught my hands with his own, covering them up and holding them tight. “I didn’t make it in time to stop your brother, even with your help. He’d already reached the box that contained Chaos,” he took a deep breath, one that seemed laboured, and it was then that I saw the wound in his chest, blood trickling out in a steady stream. 

			“You’re hurt!” I yelped, attempting to pull my hands out of his. Lir only shook his head. 

			“I’ll be fine, the wound is healing already.” Pausing, he lifted his hands to my shoulders, squeezing them as if to hold me in place. “There is more news, Quinn.” He half turned to Bres, who’d come up behind him, his eyes not lifting, his chin touching his chest. It was like before, when we were in the Labyrinth. I could feel his emotions, almost as if they were my own.

			Grief.

			Loss.

			Shame.

			“What happened?” I asked again, though now the words were loud enough that they echoed across the lake. “Why are you here, and not protecting Ashling?”

			Bres started to shake and I realized that he was crying, as if his very soul was being wrenched from his body. 

			“My pa, he thought he was protecting her. That’s why he went after ta box. And Chaos, she was the one who showed me Ashling’s death. Though I didn’t know it was her at ta time.” With an almost painful slowness, he lifted his eyes to mine. “Chaos showed my pa ta end too. Where you killed Ashling. He did this to protect her. Ta evil, it knew his love for her and used it against him. Chaos used it against us both.”

			I jerked out of Lir’s hands and sloshed my way to Bres, the water creeping up past my thighs. “WHAT HAPPENED?” I screamed into his face, panic, and fear jostling for the front of my heart. 

			“I let her down,” he whispered. “I didn’t protect her.”

			The water was suddenly to my neck; I didn’t remember sinking, only that both men were lifting me out of the lake. Ashling was dead, that’s what he was telling me. I could see her, playing at my side as a little girl, pigtails bouncing; I could almost feel her hand on mine as we ran in the yard with the old swing set. Dead, gone, light extinguished. The wail that left my mouth would have made any Banshee proud. Though Lir tried to hush me, holding me in his arms, rocking me gently, it was little comfort. Minutes stretched as the grief consumed my mind, made it almost impossible to think.

			“How did she die?” I mumbled, my lips numb with shock. They’d set me on the edge of the lake, a park bench with a placard to the dead etched into it. Fitting, how very fitting.

			Bres’ hands cupped my face. “She isn’t dead, Quinn.”

			My mind spun, “What?”

			“She isn’t dead,” Lir said, repeating Bres’ words. “Though, perhaps that would have been better.”

			I jerked out of his arms, reminded of the first time I’d met Luke. He’d said much the same thing, as Ashling had been dragged under the waves by the Fomorii. That it was better that way, that she died then rather than face what was to come. 

			“How can you say that? If she’s alive then we have a chance to help her!” Nothing made sense though. What did Bres mean by saying that he had failed her, that he hadn’t protected her if she was still alive?

			With Bres on one side, and Lir on the other, Bres finally spoke. They were right, perhaps it would have been better if Ashling had been killed.

			“Ta evil that Card and Balor brought forward needed a body to live. To use. Balor thought that by setting Chaos free, that she would reward him, and keep Ashling safe. They convinced me that was the case, that you would kill her no matter what happened because it was fate, prophesy. I believed them. It was easier than fighting them. I thought I could keep Ash safe—keep her away from you. But . . .” he swallowed hard. “When Card found ta box, and Balor opened it, Chaos took Ashling’s body for her own. It don’t be Ashling inside anymore. Chaos rules her body and mind now.”

			His rambling stunned me; he’d always been so composed. I turned to take in Lir’s expression. “Is it true?”[bookmark: _GoBack]

			Bres stiffened behind me, but I didn’t care. He’d turned on me, when I’d thought that at the least he’d been my friend, if not something more. Now the tables had flipped, and I no longer trusted him.

			Lir’s expression didn’t change but I could see that he didn’t dispute what Bres had said. Oh, how I wanted him to. I wanted the denials to come flying out of his lips, to tell me that Bres was a liar, that Ashling would be fine, and this was just another game that Balor was playing. But it was not to be. Instead, Lir said what I already knew in my heart. 

			“Ashling is, in a sense, no more. Your sister is gone, this time for good.”
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