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One
Recollection
 

I was dreaming of Meghan when the harsh wave of dark magic tore me from my much-needed sleep. The moment the shock of waking up to such unpleasantness wore off, my anger grew hot and fierce. My dreams were never reminiscent of pleasant memories from the past, for most memories I dared to recall were anything but pleasant. But this one had been joyful and whatever unnatural faelah awaited me outside in the courtyard had ruined it.
Often when I slept I didn't dream at all, or the dreams would reflect the darkness I spent my time shying away from. Simple charcoal on paper landscapes that held no light or joy. Lately, however, my dreams had stretched and contorted themselves into nightmares, horrific scenes of my mother's monsters tearing people to pieces. No, not people, only one person: Meghan Elam.
Groaning, I scrubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands and tried to shake the horrors away. How many days had passed since I last saw Meghan? Oh right, just the one. I had left her to heal from the wounds my mother had inflicted upon her. I grimaced. My mother . . . Even thinking of the Morrigan in those terms turned my stomach. She was no more a mother to me than an oak tree was to one of its acorns. As soon as I was born, she cast me aside to fend for myself. That is, until she realized I could be of some use to her. I had, after all, inherited my father's gift of battle fury, something that the Morrigan could use to her advantage. So, she had returned for me in the end. And if it wasn't for my sister, I never would have succumbed to her wishes . . .
Enough Cade. Those thoughts do you no good, I reminded myself as I rolled over, throwing my legs over the side of the bed in order to sit up.
"Fergus?" I called out, my throat dry enough to make me choke. Once the coughing fit was over, I remembered that Fergus wasn't with me. He was in the mortal world guarding Meghan.
Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and drew upon my magic. It hadn't completely returned to me after undergoing my riastrad, but enough of it was there to accomplish my next task.
Fergus, I sent, the effort of reaching out to my spirit guide across the boundary between our worlds demanding my utmost attention.
Yes, he responded. Meghan is well. Her injuries are healing and she will rest a few days more before returning to school. Only a small number of faelah linger on this side, and I have been vigilant in my night hunts. None shall harm her.
Thank you my friend, I sent back, breathing a sigh of relief and letting my magic return to where it resided next to my heart.
Before I could take much comfort in Fergus's news, however, a wave of cold, evil glamour trickled over my skin. I clenched my teeth as the intrusive feeling left, hissing as the circular tattoo just above my heart burned like a poisonous brand. Almost involuntarily, my arm snaked out and I pressed my palm to my chest, trying to rub the ache away. It was no use. The tattoo had been placed with the Morrigan's magic. All of those she had enslaved bore the same mark. It was her way of keeping track of us as well as keeping us under control. If the tattoo started to hurt, then she was getting impatient. I squinted through the darkness of my room and peered out the far window. Sunrise was probably an hour or two away, judging by the deep, inky blue of the sky. Guess I wasn't sleeping in this morning. Once I set my mind to answering the Morrigan's call, the pain abruptly vanished. I was tempted to lie back down just to see if her magic would do anything to me, but I didn't really feel like playing games with my mother, not this soon after expending my battle fury.
It took me longer than usual to get dressed. Perhaps it had something to do with my weakened state, but I think it had mostly to do with the fact that despite my misgivings, a part of me was always willing to irritate the Morrigan. Bracing myself, I took a deep breath and looked into the mirror hanging over my bathroom sink, the flicker of candle light banishing some of the early morning darkness. The mirrors of the Otherworld were clearer, somehow more revealing than those in the mortal world, and this one was no exception. It had been a gift from my sister, one of the few fine things I kept in this ruined castle I called home. That little detail would be changing soon, however. Someday, I was going to bring Luathara back to its former glory, but right now I had the consequences of a broken geis to deal with.
Sighing, I glanced once again at the figure staring back at me and winced. Oh yes, warping into one's battle fury sure did a number on one's appearance. The first thing I noticed were my eyes, their normal changeable green now a dull pond-scum hue underlined by dark circles. My skin was pale and my face thin and drawn taught. I looked centuries older than I truly was. Not that age ever really showed on the Faelorehn, but then not all of us had the gift of transforming into a berserker warrior bent on using every last physical resource to do the most damage possible. Turning away, I shook those thoughts from my mind. I never considered myself a vain person, but there was a difference between vanity and being horrified at what a fierce fight could do to my appearance.
Grabbing my heavy cloak, I blew out the candles and strode across the room. I didn't bother making my bed or closing the door behind me. No one ever came here, except for me, and if I delayed the war goddess any longer, she might drive that painful magic deeper than the surface of my skin.
The morning greeted me with thick fog, wisps of it shredding away from the treetops and raining down in streamers of damp gray. I guess it had taken me longer than I thought to get ready, because I could tell from the dim light that the sun had begun to rise somewhere in the east. Bracing myself, I descended the stone steps and headed toward the opposite end of the courtyard. About halfway to my destination a low, demanding cackle split the air, forcing my heart up into my throat. I spun around, my eyes darting around the crumbling courtyard walls. I expected to find a large black raven watching me from somewhere, so when my gaze fell upon a huge white bird, a slight prick of surprise stabbed at me.
The bird tilted its head and regarded me with one eye, the eye that hadn't been damaged in some battle long ago. It gave another one of those blood-chilling caws and then ruffled its feathers and shook, waiting for my next move.
"Tell your mistress I'm on my way," I growled as my hands balled into fists.
The white raven gave another croak before flapping its wings and disappearing into the mist. As it headed east, I could have sworn it was laughing at me.
Speirling was waiting for me in the field, his dark ears pricked forward as he sensed my approach. Letting out a deep whinny, he tossed his head and dug at the damp earth. My misgivings melted away as my mouth curved into a smile. My fingers found Speirling's velvet nose, and I was further comforted by his positive thoughts.
"You're always looking on the bright side, aren't you?" I murmured, pressing my forehead to his.
I didn't bother saddling him, since I was running late already and since I didn't really need a saddle. A swift pace and five dolmarehn crossings later, Speirling and I found ourselves at the foot of the eastern mountains and on the threshold of the Morrigan's underground fortress. Taking a deep breath that coated my lungs with ice, I slid from Speirling's back and ordered him to take refuge where he could. No horse should ever have to cross into the Morrigan's territory, let alone follow me down the haunted crevasse that waited several yards ahead. Wrapping my wool-lined cloak tightly around me, I took the first step down a path that would surely lead to pain. Every instinct I possessed, and believe me I possessed more than the average Faelorehn, bit and clawed and chewed at me to turn around and flee. I could have, in fact I would
have been smart to turn and forget the Morrigan and her evil demands. My geis was broken and she had decided not to kill me, not yet at least. But if I disobeyed her now, the first thing she'd do wouldn't involve coming after me. No, she'd aim straight for Meghan and kill her, or worse.
Calling on my glamour to help fight my anxiety, I trudged on, kicking aside broken skulls and fighting the shivering chill that coursed through me. Forever, it seemed, I walked. The walls grew steeper, the skeletons and mummified flesh of long dead animals became more frequent. Fortunately, the air was so cold it kept most of the stench at bay, but every so often a small breeze would stir up the scent of death and rot and I'd have to pause and swallow several times in order to keep from getting sick.
Finally, after what felt like hours, I reached the end of the narrow valley. A great stone doorway complete with a skull-studded border, loomed before me. On the branches of two dead, bleached oak trees perched three or four dozen ravens, all hunkered down against the cold, their stark blackness contrasting greatly against their bleak white and pale gray surroundings. Not one of them uttered a sound or ruffled a feather. Then, just as I reached up to touch the ogham letters adorning the stone doorway, one of the ravens let out a grumbling caw, setting all the others off. I shot a glance upward, narrowing my gaze at the raven I hadn't seen before. He was so pale that he'd blended in with the ashy rock behind him.
"Alahníl," I said, remembering the name of my mother's spirit guide.
Just then, a deep rumbling sound rolled up from the earth and the door cracked open, exhaling a frozen breath of fear and death. I got my panic and the overwhelming urge to shiver under control before I looked back up at the white raven.
"I take it you told the Morrigan of my arrival," I stated more than asked.
All I got in return was a self-satisfied grumble. Forgetting the birds, I turned and faced the yawning darkness before me. I had no idea how long the tunnel was, or if there was a tunnel at all. Like many of the caves found in Eile, this one was a dolmarehn. But instead of leading to another part of Eile or even to the mortal world or some other realm beyond our own, this one led directly into the Morrigan's cavern. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and stepped into the darkness, asking myself if I was making the right choice and wondering what horrible, unconscionable thing my mother would have me do for her next.
 


Two
Penance
 

The dolmarehn didn't take me all the way to the foot of the Morrigan's throne. I was dropped at a crossroads of sorts, deep in the heart of the mountain, or so I assumed. Having taken this path more times than I'd like to remember, I knew where each of the tunnels led, and not one of them led somewhere pleasant. Grinding my teeth together, I rearranged my cloak once again and stepped forward, the torchlight making the sconces that held them look like retracting claws pushing out to impale me. The sound of my boot heels cracking upon the stone echoed against the vasiform passage, and the incessant dripping and distant cries of some wretched soul didn't help ease my trepidation. By the time I reached the great chamber that was my mother's throne room, my nerves were wrung tight and the barest flicker of firelight had me jumping out of my skin. After all the years of making this same walk and entering this same chamber, you would think I could handle this.
For several moments I merely stood there, my hands on my thighs, my head hanging loose from my shoulders and just breathed. I would have preferred the crisp air of Eile over the stench of the Morrigan's domain, but I wasn't about to be picky at this point. As soon as I got my panic under control, I lifted my head and stared across the massive chamber. Perhaps a hundred feet wide and nearly twice as tall, I could see why the Morrigan would choose this as her castle. It had all the features that a morbid goddess could ask for: glistening stalactites and stalagmites that resembled teeth in a closing maw, a small stream of dark water and the creaking voices of Otherworldly bats and other nightmare-inspiring faelah calling out from every nook and crevice. Despite the morbidity of my current setting, at least my mother had the decency to make the place somewhat welcoming. Rich dark red and gold fabric hung from various ledges and an enormous indention carved right into the back wall served as a fireplace. More gold and black candelabra and even an intricate chandelier brightened up the cave.
"So, you've made it at last, and with the morning only halfway gone."
Adopting an expression of distaste, I turned to face the great throne located near the far end of the room. The Morrigan sat there, as relaxed as a lioness after a large meal, but looking as if she had room for more. Shoving that dreadful thought away, I straightened my posture as best as I could. No reason to appear weak before my tormentor.
"Might I remind you that I reside on the opposite end of Eile, and dolmarehn or no dolmarehn, it takes time to travel this far."
"Then you should have left the night before," she sniffed as she stood up, her movements as graceful and deadly as a viper's.
I clenched my jaw and fought against the stirring of my magic. Oh yes, my riastrad always begged me to let it break free when in the presence of this particular goddess, but considering I was still recovering from the last episode, staying in my current form would be most wise.
"Never mind all that," the Morrigan said, flapping her hand around as she approached me, her dark skirts billowing out around her and making the candles and fire flicker in protest. "You are here to make up for that broken geis of yours, and like I told you before, don't get any dreamy ideas about dying. I couldn't possibly spare you now."
"What do you want?" I snapped, a question I was growing weary of asking.
Apparently the growl in my voice was a bit too aggressive because my mother's hellhounds, her Cumorrig, who had been reclining in front of the fireplace, jerked to attention and bared their carrion-stained teeth.
Abruptly, the room darkened and the Morrigan's magic flared. The hellhounds yelped and whined. The flames on the walls danced and sputtered, and the cavern trembled, disturbing ancient dust and debris from far up the walls.
"Only for you to do your duty to your mother!" she hissed.
My own glamour, instead of quailing like most, rose up to challenge hers. No, we will not win this fight! I reminded it. Gradually, it settled down but my temper remained singed.
"You are not my mother. You may have given birth to me, but I am not your son."
She snorted, then laughed. Her voice reverberated through the heart of the mountain, making my skin break out in goose bumps.
"Oh Caedehn! But that's all that matters! You are flesh of my flesh, and blood of my blood. Geis-bound to me the moment you were born! I decided early on that if I was to be burdened with your parasitic presence those long months, and then to suffer the inconvenience of bringing you into this world, then you might as well be of some use to me someday!"
I batted the stinging words away. Deep down, in the furthest reaches of my soul, it still hurt to know that my mother, the person who should love me above all others, had hated me from the moment she knew of my existence. But, it would do no good to show any weakness now.
"Then why get rid of me in the first place?" I countered, my throat hoarse from the emotional turmoil and anger that boiled just beneath the surface of my skin.
The Morrigan sighed again and rolled her eyes toward the tall ceiling of the cave. "Really Caedehn, I would think you were smarter than that." She leveled her crimson gaze on me, her lips drawn in a jagged line, just short of a grimace. "Why take the time to raise you when I could get someone else to do it for me?"
My muscles relaxed a fraction and an image of my sister flashed through my mind. The Morrigan had abandoned me, but she had made sure Enorah found me. Of course, that had all been part of her plan as well.
No, I hadn't been the only one to suffer as a result of my mother's greed and malice. Although this meeting was about me, the conversation had led to another sore subject. Against my own better judgment I heard myself whisper, "You should have never brought Enorah into this."
"Oh, but she proved so useful in the end, didn't she now?"
"You used her love for me against her," I spat, my eyes burning with anger as I turned my heated gaze once again on my mother, "you destroyed part of her soul, turned her into a murderer!"
"Yes," the Morrigan sighed as she tapped one slender finger against her chin, as if mourning the loss of a favorite pet. "Enorah was my best assassin, second in Eile only to Donn's whelp. And it is because of you she became that way."
The rage of my battle fury rose once again, and with it something else, something even more profound and more destabilizing than my glamour: sorrow. Soul-deep sorrow, the kind of anguish that turned my bones to liquid and blinded me to all that surrounded me, roaring through my head as it tore my heart asunder.
"Hmmm," the Morrigan continued as if I hadn't just been crushed by the guilt I tried so hard to keep buried deep inside of me, "she was so gifted, so obedient. Never once failed to follow through with a mission, until that final one."
I managed to find my voice, despite the roar of self-hatred in my head. "You sent her to kill children!" I rasped. "Of course she refused! And the only reason she ever allowed herself to be molded to your will was because of me!"
A glint of pure malice flared red in the Morrigan's violet eyes. "That's right, Caedehn dearest. All those lives, all those Faelorehn men and women snuffed out, dead because of you. And no number of years spent wiping the noses of those filthy little Wildren will ever wash away the horror of what she has done."
For a split second, I almost lost control again. "She was trying to protect me," I hissed, my shoulders beginning to shake as my knees threatened to buckle.
"And I never would have caught her if it hadn't been for you, either. Tsk, tsk. What a typical, selfish little brother you were. Sneaking away from your foster-father."
She laughed then, as if realizing something for the first time. "You know something odd? When I captured your sister, I still had no idea how you might be useful to me. You were so small and helpless, but I knew Enorah was also the spawn of Cuchulainn and I had already caught fleeting glimpses of her potential. To think, I might have had you both and we could have avoided all this unnecessary, emotional tug-of-war between the two of you. Really," she sighed heavily and dropped her hands to her hips, "first, Enorah suffering to protect you and now you, suffering to protect her. How exhausting!"
Finally, I managed to regain some modicum of control. Time to change the subject.
"But we're not here about Enorah, are we," I murmured. It was a statement, not a question, and it was meant to encourage her to get on with this torture session, so that I might get on with my day. That is, if I had the capacity to walk, or even crawl, once we were through.
The Morrigan slowly turned and glared at me, the light of the fire casting ghostly shadows across the crimson and black walls of her cavern.
"Oh no, my dear boy, we are here for some other woman you insist on suffering for. And since you are so eager to move on to that subject, why don't we start with you telling me more about this fae strayling of yours."
"No," I growled, my fingers curling into fists, my fingernails cutting into my palms.
A searing, invisible whip of magic lashed across my nerves, the pain and suddenness of the attack catching me off guard. I wanted to scream, but all I did was suck in a harsh breath.
My mother crossed the space between us in all her horrific glory and came to stand mere inches away from me. I was taller than her, but when present before the goddess of war, even the great giants of myth stood cowering. But I wouldn't give her the satisfaction.
"You have violated your geis by defying and disobeying me," she hissed, the little shred of patience she'd had before gone. "You will answer."
No. I wouldn't. I owed a debt because of that accursed geis, but I would tell her nothing more about Meghan. She could fry me to death with her magic if she wanted to, but I would not yield.
The Morrigan snarled and brought her arms up once again, invoking her strong glamour before throwing it out in another lash of agony. I had already been driven to my knees, but now I had to plant my hands on the rough stone floor to withstand the pain. This particular brand of glamour didn't burn up a lot of energy, but it did pack a punch. My mother could raise painful welts on my skin with her punishment without even touching me. Not even my cloak and shirt could protect me from her wrath.
"The pain will end Caedehn, just tell me what makes this girl so special. What are her weaknesses? Her strengths?"
I didn't answer. I had nothing else to say to her and my jaw was clamped too tightly against the burning onslaught of her magic.
How long the Morrigan punished me, I cannot say for sure. At some point, I managed to block out the pain and torment of her words. When it finally occurred to me that the ordeal was over, I found myself curled up on the damp, icy floor of her cavern, one side of my face pressed against the stone. I blinked several times to get rid of the blurriness before the shaking set in.
"Very well," a cold voice whispered next to my ear.
I flinched and curled up even tighter, the shame of my weakness taunting my own glamour. The only reason I can think that my riastrad hadn't reared its ugly head is because of how drained I was. Normally, my glamour took control when my body thought it was dying, but in this case my instinct stayed put.
"I can see you are not going to yield, so a compromise must be in order."
I turned my head just enough to look at my mother. Her expression was sour and filled with disgust. Whether that emotion was aimed at me, or at the fact that she would be forced to negotiate, was up for debate.
The Morrigan stood and with a huff, marched back to her throne. Had I imagined it, or did she stumble a little while climbing up to her dais? My lips tugged up in a smile, but an aftershock of pain, my nerves still reeling from their ordeal, changed my grin to a grimace of shock. Looks like I wasn't going to be sitting up for a while . . .
"I want you to take down the barriers you've built against me," she proclaimed, raising her voice so that it filled the entire room.
What color had returned to my face now drained completely and the shivering that had taken over my body intensified.
No.
I hadn't realized I'd spoken the word aloud until the Morrigan said, "Yes, you will because if you don't, I will kill one member of that girl's mortal family each day until you do. I promised to leave her be if you continued to be my servant, but I said nothing about her family. Besides," she added as an afterthought, "you've used up all of your glamour trying to resist me, so I'm afraid it won't take much to shatter that bothersome barrier you put in place to keep me out."
What little moisture left in my mouth evaporated and I felt myself choking again. She was right. Years ago, I had acquired a spell to keep my mother out of my head, the type of charm that could only be used once against someone with her degree of power, and it required a constant supply of my own glamour to remain in place. But now that I was nearly drained of that glamour, all she had to do was prod it just a little and then . . .
The goddess lifted her arms once more, her chant slowly filling the cavern like a foul smell. I didn't have time to let the panic consume me, so instead I gathered what little glamour I had left and concentrated on another spell. The Morrigan was determined to bring down my resistance, and she would succeed. I was also pretty sure I knew what information she would be after the most: anything pertaining to Meghan.
Very well, I thought, gritting my teeth against the lingering pain her magic had caused, force your way into my thoughts if you must, but you won't get anything about Meghan. Instead of using my magic to continue the fight, I turned it toward another cause; another spell Enorah had taught me long ago.
Taking a deep breath, I dredged up the words my sister had given me. As the Morrigan wormed her way into my consciousness, I muttered the spell under my breath, my heart pounding against my ribcage as the time dragged on. Only when I saw the little spider taking up residence in the dark recess of my mind did I take a breath and allow myself to collapse back against the floor.
The first wave of dark magic slammed into my mind, forcing a hairline fracture to zigzag its way across the shield that had been in place for so many long years. My eyes rolled back and I sucked in a deep breath against the pain, but I didn't let those words of magic leave my mind. Another wave hit me, then another, as my mother continued her relentless and cruel onslaught. Despite the fact that I could feel the black world of unconsciousness rolling over me, I sucked in another breath and muttered the words of the ancient spell over and over again.
"What's this? Are you sniveling like a child? Too late Caedehn, and no amount of pleading will save you from my intent!"
I ignored her; let her cruel words pour right over me. She couldn't do any more damage than she'd already done and besides, I could already see in my mind that little spider frantically spinning a web and gathering up all my thoughts pertaining to Meghan. I felt my lips curve up in a small smile and only when the web was complete and the spider solid and fully formed did I breathe a sigh of relief and finish my spell. At the same time the Morrigan let out a crow of victory as the magical shield that had kept her out of my head for so many years shattered.
"And now, I shall know what you refuse to tell me," my mother cried, the magic of her spell still swirling around us like a polluted whirlwind.
All I could do was lay there on the cold stone floor of the cavern, too weak and in too much pain to fight back. But it didn't matter. Even as I felt the tendrils of her mind reaching into mine and prodding around, I wasn't worried.
Such a keen mind you have my boy, but even you are not clever enough to hide all of that strayling's secrets from me . . .
With the reference to Meghan, and me being in such a weakened state, an image of her face immediately splayed across my conscious like a movie scene from the mortal world. The Morrigan squealed in delight, reaching toward the memory like an eager child reaching for a toy. Just as her conscious was about to latch on to all my thoughts regarding Meghan, that small magical spider stretched out its legs and snatched those memories up. The Morrigan shrieked in anger when she realized what had happened. She closed the distance between us and kicked me in the ribs.
"How do you know that spell!?" she screamed.
I grunted and rolled away from her before answering. "My sister and I are very close," I wheezed. "She was well aware of the cruelty you were capable of before I could learn of it, and she made sure to teach me everything she could, so that I might protect myself."
The Morrigan's eyes blazed red and she just barely seemed to have a grasp of her fury. The cavern began to rumble as if it were the throat of a dragon preparing to spew fire. A stalactite or two broke loose from the ceiling, crashing down to the floor and splintering into a thousand pieces, causing her Cumorrig to yelp and leap from their place beside the fire. Fortunately, none of the shards hit me. Just as I was sure the Morrigan was going to release the brunt of her power, the rumbling stopped and the fire receded from her eyes. I didn't know what was worse, the wild rage that had caused such turmoil, or the icy silence that followed.
With a great sigh and an exaggerated brush of her skirts, my mother stepped over me and moved to stand beside the entrance to her underground chamber.
"Very well, Caedehn. You can keep your little Meghan's secrets safe, but that won't keep me out of your head."
Eventually you'll break my dear boy, and I shall relish the process, she whispered into my mind.
My teeth clenched in response to the icy, uncomfortable feeling of her shil-sciar words.
"You are free to go, so please get your pathetic self out of my sight."
With that, she turned and strode back to her stone throne. Not wanting to tempt her into abusing me further, I began to drag myself across the cold, rough floor. Yes, the aftermath of her magical lashing seared my skin anew with every movement I made, and yes, I was the pathetic heap of flesh she implied, but I did not want to linger. Eventually, I made it to the archway and slowly crept up the stairs, wincing and sweating against the effort. Somehow, I managed to get to my feet after that and a century or so later, I was standing in the open air, my sweat-stained face aimed toward the sky. I kept my eyes closed because the weak sunlight filtering through the thick clouds only made my head pound worse. I had never been so grateful to feel the frosty air of the Morrigan's realm before.
Getting through the narrow canyon proved detrimental to my already flagging health, but I overcame that obstacle as well. Speirling waited for me beside a clump of half dead bushes, his eyes wide, his ears pricked forward and his stance wary. Once he realized that the beaten creature limping toward him was his master, he eased up and greeted me with a familiar but light whicker. I murmured a few words of thanks to him in the language of my ancestors and pulled myself up onto his back.
Speirling carried me across the rocky earth, his footsteps as swift as the treacherous terrain would allow him to go. We were only a few dozen yards from the dolmarehn when a vivid image of Meghan, her face bruised and bloody, slammed into my conscious. In my mind, she cried out in pain, begging for my help as the Morrigan gave her the same treatment she had given me. I gasped and nearly fell off of Speirling. Lucky for me, he registered my sudden shift and made up for it by slowing down. The black stallion whinnied with concern as I gritted my teeth against the vision.
In the back of my mind, I could hear the Morrigan snickering. Oh Caedehn my boy, this is only the beginning . . . just the beginning.
We passed through the dolmarehn, the Morrigan's shil-sciar voice mocking me the entire way. Fortunately, the magic that carried us away from her domain broke the link and the horrible picture of Meghan suffering was thrown from my mind.
It's only a matter of time before she does that again, my conscience told me.
Sadly, I knew that internal voice was right, and not only that, I was certain whatever thoughts and images the Morrigan sent would only get worse.
 


Three
Sanctuary
 

Speirling carried me all the way to Luathara and into the courtyard where I fell from his back in an ungraceful heap. He whickered lightly, as if to remind me that a great warrior such as myself should have a little more dignity. I grunted and embraced the smooth cobblestones just outside my somewhat ruined castle, relishing their cool, familiar comfort. He was right, of course, but at the moment, I didn't have the energy to care. I lay there for the gods know how long, drifting in and out of consciousness. Only when Fergus's internal voice invaded my mind did I stir.
Caedehn, are you unwell?
Ah, the polite concern of my spirit guide, another welcome balm to my soul.
I just returned from my visit with the Morrigan. It didn't go very well.
I see. Do I need to return?
That awful image of Meghan flashed through my mind once again, this time without the aid of the Morrigan. I grimaced and pushed myself up into a sitting position. Time to stop being pathetic.
No, stay and watch over Meghan. How is she?
Very well, though I think she misses you. She often glances off into the swamp when she doesn't think I'm around and gets that same look on her face that you get when you are thinking about her.
A small fire blossomed in my heart and spread throughout my whole body. I smiled, though it hurt, and allowed myself to believe Meghan cared for me the way I cared for her. My moment of bliss only lasted for a split second before another attack of my mother's punishment hit me like a clap of thunder.
What must you be thinking about to make your thoughts so warm my dear Caedehn? Could it have something to do with that little strayling I'm going to destroy? It would be in your best interest to forget about her now because you will never have her.
I shook my head to get my mother's voice out of it, but it didn't help much. I could still hear her muttering in the darkest recesses of my mind. So this is what it feels like to go crazy, I thought bitterly. How I will hold onto my sanity from this point on, I have no idea.
Caedehn? Fergus prompted.
Sorry, I sent back to him, my mind straining to reach him in the mortal world. The Morrigan has decided to reinstate shil-sciar with me. It is her way of tormenting me for breaking my geis.
Fergus's mental growl didn't do anything to help my headache. He could remember when, long ago, the Morrigan had been able to whisper her words and thoughts into my head and the toll it had taken on me.
I shall return to be by your side, he insisted.
No, you must stay with Meghan. I cannot risk leaving her unguarded with the Morrigan ready to harm her at a moment's notice. Please Fergus, I promise I'll be well enough on my own.
Fine, my spirit guide said, but do not stay at Luathara alone. Go seek refuge in the Weald. At least until you are healed. I can sense your injuries are extensive.
I sighed and leaned back against the stone steps leading into my castle. Fergus was right. It would do me good to visit my sister and allow the deep magic of the Weald to heal me. When I was well again, I could visit Meghan.
Thank you Fergus, I sent. I'll leave first thing in the morning. Please take good care of Meghan and let me know if there is any threat from the Otherworld.
Yes, he responded, and then the connection was gone.
Somehow, I managed to make it into Luathara, take a shower, and crawl into my bed. It wasn't yet dark outside, but considering the state I was in, I could sleep a week and still not feel fully rested. Gradually, I drifted off to sleep, hoping my mother wouldn't send me visions of death and suffering throughout the night.
* * *
I woke early the next morning having not dreamt at all, which was a small blessing, but the act of getting out of bed and putting on my clothes proved to be a nearly impossible challenge. The welts on my back from the Morrigan's abuse burned as if they were on fire and every bone and joint in my body ached. When I bothered to look at my reflection in the large mirror in my bathroom, I shuddered. It was far worse than it had been the morning before. Bruises and scrapes covered my face and torso, some of the cuts deep enough to leave scars. As much as I longed to have Meghan at my side, I was glad she couldn't see me now.
Enorah is not going to like this, I mused as I limped my way down the stairs and out into the foggy morning surrounding Luathara. My sister would lecture me to no end when I arrived in her village in the Weald, but there was no helping that. I needed to heal, and I needed someone to make sure I didn't do anything stupid. Like run off to the mortal world to guard a young woman who had somehow worked her way into my heart . . .
No more of that kind of thinking, my inner voice chastised. You need to regain your full strength and rebuild your glamour reserves. Then, you can go back to Meghan.
I made it through the front gate without breaking a sweat, which I considered progress, and whistled for Speirling. The stallion came galloping over one of Luathara's many rises, his ears pricked forward and his gait casual. He stopped a few feet in front of me and tossed his head, his long black mane cascading down his back in a dark silken ribbon. I smiled, even though it hurt my face to do so, and rubbed his forehead.
"I'll be staying with Enorah in the Weald for the next several weeks," I murmured. "Do you think you can manage on your own?"
Speirling only whickered softly while he lipped at my shirt sleeve. I knew that if he grew lonely or had trouble finding food, he would return to Epona and her herd of wild horses until I returned. I hoped that he did. The queen of the horses would keep him safe, and he would be terribly lonely without me or Fergus to keep him company.
With one last scratch behind the ears, I left Speirling and headed back to the castle. Climbing the stairs proved just as cumbersome as before, but it took me less time to reach the third floor than it had the previous night.
At the end of the long hallway, I stepped through the broken stone and out onto the terrace behind the castle. The waterfall cascading down the steep hillside overwhelmed me with its mist, but I brushed aside its icy chill and headed for the second staircase that led into the caverns. Using touch alone, I located the dolmarehn that would take me to the foot of the Weald and stepped through. As the magic overcame me, I thought about Meghan, telling myself she was safe under Fergus's care and that soon I would see her familiar face once again.
* * *
Walking, in my opinion, was the best exercise to undergo while thinking, and as I entered the wild realm of the Weald, I let my mind wander into the place I'd been storing all those thoughts I'd been so careful to hide. Now that I had the ancient spell my sister had taught me, I didn't need to worry about the Morrigan catching any information regarding Meghan. Putting one foot in front of the other, I blocked out the residual pain of my latest ordeal with my mother and instead thought of the Faelorehn girl who lived in the mortal world. In all the thousands of years of my immortal life, never had I ever met anyone quiet like Meghan Elam. In all truthfulness, most of it had to do with the fact that she'd been raised entirely outside of our world, but the romantic in me liked to think there was more to it than that. After all, when your heart has been rejected time and time again by those you were willing to share it with, you either lost all hope or convinced yourself there was only one person meant for you. The real trick was finding her. Well, I had found her. The only problem was there were too many outside forces keeping us apart . . .
Enough with the melancholic pining Cade, my conscience told me. Of course you'll never get a chance with Meghan if you keep that train of thought up.
I huffed in frustration and stepped over a log, clenching my jaw as the movement rubbed the fabric of my shirt over one of the many welts on my back. At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to strip down and douse myself in the closest stream. The snow was still melting from the mountaintops to the northeast of the forest, and the water would be just the right temperature to ease my pain. Unfortunately, Enorah trained her scouts well and they wouldn't hesitate to shoot me if I started traipsing through the woods naked. Unless they mistook me for Cernunnos on one of his jaunts, but with my luck of late, I wasn't about to take any chances.
A cool breeze rustled through the treetops above, reminding me that I shouldn't let my mind wander too far from its current surroundings. As well as I knew the Weald, and as experienced as I was in fighting faelah, there could still be danger around the next corner. I took a deep breath, breathing in the green scent of summer. The broad leaves of the beech trees above shaded the trail ahead of me, and the bright pinks, blues and yellows of the wild woodland flowers cheered my dismal mood, if only for the time being. As the miles slipped away, so did the pain of my wounds. By the time I reached the edge of the Wildren's village and caught sight of my big sister, I almost felt like myself again. That is, until Enorah's smile faltered and diminished completely.
"Caedehn? Gods and goddesses of Eile, what happened to you?"
I dropped my pack just in time for Enorah to wrap her arms around me. Too bad I didn't think to suppress my hiss of discomfort because she immediately pulled away.
"What happened? How bad is it?"
Her eyes darted over my face and then over the rest of me, searching for signs of impending death. All around us the wild children of the Weald had gathered, the youngest ones staring wide-eyed, the rest whispering quietly to one another.
I glanced back at my sister. A line of worry marred her forehead and her eyes took on that ancient look they often did when she was deeply concerned about something. In this case, me, her mischievous little brother.
"I'll gladly tell you, dear sister, but can we perhaps talk in a more private location?"
It wasn't as if I suspected any of her wards of being spies, but there were some things I wanted to keep to myself, if only to save my pride a little.
Enorah nodded once, then took my arm and led me toward the cabin I often stayed in while visiting the Weald. Once inside, she closed the door behind us and insisted that I sit on the bed.
"You should probably lie down," she grumbled, sweeping imaginary dust off the coverlet with her hand.
"I'm fine," I insisted as I rearranged the pillows so I could rest my back against the wall. My legs stretched across the width of the bed and my feet felt like deadweights against the floor.
Enorah pulled up a wooden chair and placed it in front of me before sitting down. She leaned over, resting her elbows on her thighs, and gazed at me. One strand of her curly hair fell loose and I couldn't help but smile at her, my eyelids already drooping with fatigue. It annoyed me that I was so tired so early, but then again, the situation could be worse. At least the Morrigan hadn't blasted me with nasty thoughts all day.
"Cade?"
"What? Oh, that's right. You want to know why your brother looks like he got into a tavern fight with a bull. Very well." I sighed and ran my hands over my face and through my hair.
Apparently, I didn't go into detail fast enough for her because in the next heartbeat Enorah blurted, "This was the Morrigan's doing, wasn't it?"
I winced but nodded. No point in holding back the truth.
Enorah cursed, then stood up and kicked her chair, then cursed some more before sitting back down again.
"I hate that woman," she snarled.
"I brought it upon myself, Enorah," I murmured. The last thing I wanted my sister thinking was that this was in any way her fault. Of course, old habits were hard to break.
"And how did you do that Cade?"
Wonderful. I guess my brain cells had suffered more damage than I'd previous thought. I should have just remained silent. Now, I had to explain myself. To Enorah. Dodging her questions was about as easy as avoiding the ground once you've already jumped off a cliff.
Feeling the best course of action was to lance the wound and get it over with, I took a deep breath and said, "I broke my geis."
Enorah choked, then started coughing.
"What?!" she managed as she caught her breath.
"I deliberately disobeyed the Morrigan." Funny, admitting it didn't seem so bad anymore. In fact, it felt strangely liberating, as if I was finally free from something and not tied up in another tangled plot of my mother's.
Enorah got up and paced the room for all of five seconds. Finally, she stopped behind her chair, planted her hands on the back of it, and demanded, "Tell me everything."
She may have been my older sister, and she may have had the power to intimidate me into doing as she said, but there was no way I was mentioning Meghan. I wasn't ready to tell my sister about her, so I would have to just skim the surface and hope that was enough.
I shrugged, clenching my teeth as the action irritated the welts on my back once again. Later I would have to dig around in my pack for the ointment I'd grabbed before leaving Luathara.
"She wanted information on someone, someone she planned on using to build up her glamour. I refused to give in to her."
There, that about summed it up. Yes, all of the details were left out, but details were only the extra adornments one could live without.
Enorah crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow at me. "That can't be all there is to it."
"No, it isn't, but if you think you are going to get me to speak of it now, it won't happen Enorah. You are my sister, and I love you and I know you love me, but you don't have to know absolutely everything that happens in my life."
Perhaps my words were sharper than I'd meant them to be, because she actually stepped back and dropped that aggressive stance of hers. Hurt filtered into her grey-green eyes, tilting their color more toward brown.
I closed my eyes and lifted my hand. "I'm sorry Enorah, I'm not angry at you for asking, it's just that I need some more time to go over the past few weeks before I'm ready to share everything."
Enorah relaxed a little and nodded once. "I understand," she murmured.
She turned and walked toward the door, yanking it open with less grace than she had used closing it earlier. Before stepping out into the forest, she turned her head and said, "I'll let you rest now, you obviously need it, but in the morning I hope you're more willing to tell me what happened. Maybe I can help you if I knew more."
"Trust me, being here and seeing you is help enough."
My smile was weak, but she tilted her head and gave a small nod. I was very much aware that my sister was still upset with me, though I think not as much as she had been a few minutes ago. I stretched out flat on the bed and fell asleep almost immediately. I don't even remember hearing the door snap shut as Enorah left me to my rest.
 


Four
Recovery
 

I woke up several hours later, my heart racing in my chest and my body covered in a cold sweat. The dreams from the night before were still dancing around my head as I sat up in bed, shaking in both fear and fury. My mother's evil laughter echoed between my ears and I was sorely tempted to pound my head against the wall to make it stop. The only problem was, I didn't think it would help and would only make my headache worse.
Grumbling and hissing at all the injuries acquired in the Morrigan's hall, I pulled on the shirt I wore yesterday. I couldn't remember taking it off, but I must have at some point in time. Grabbing my pack, I dug around for a fresh set of clothing, as well as the jar of ointment for the welts on my back. It was infused with the herbs from Luathara's tiny garden as well as some wild plant known to contain its own healing magic. Lavrin was a weed found around the edges of wooded areas, and although the entire plant could be used medicinally, its autumn blooming flowers contained the most healing power. Its smell could bring tears to your eyes, but it worked miracles when applied to a wound inflicted using glamour.
Once I had all the supplies I'd need, I exited quietly from my cabin and headed for the creek near the edge of the village. To my great delight, the outside world was quiet and devoid of movement. A thick fog clung to the treetops and the deep, dark grey of early morning soothed my senses. It didn't take long to reach the stream and once there I stripped off the old shirt from yesterday. The chilly air lifted goose pimples on my skin and only made the injuries on my back warm and throb in protest. Puffing in a few breaths to get up my nerve, I crouched down and scooped up the ice cold water, splashing my face and wetting my hair. I was tempted to shout from the shock of the cold, but I didn't want to wake anybody, especially Enorah. If she saw the welts on my back . . .
Shaking the droplets from my hair, I continued with my make-shift bath. Once I was convinced my back and torso were cleaner than they had been the day before, I unscrewed the lid of the ointment jar. The pungent scent of lavrin, infused with a sharp blend of lavender and bay, filled the air and made my eyes sting. I coughed once and then covered my mouth, hoping I hadn't made enough noise to stir the sleeping village.
Administering the ointment was a little trickier, but fortunately, I was able to reach all of the lash marks. The process was slow and touching the wounds sent the magic flaring again, but it had to be done if I wanted them to heal. In order to distract myself from the pain, I let my mind wander into thoughts about Meghan. I wondered how she was doing in the mortal world. Was her leg healing well? Had the Morrigan sent more faelah after her? Did Fergus's presence ease her worries? Did she think about me as much as I thought about her?
I paused for a moment and let my arms drop to my sides. I closed my eyes and turned my head toward the broken canopy of leaves and mist-clogged sky above and allowed myself to dream a little. I pictured Meghan beside me, dressed in that long shirt she'd worn the first night I ever spoke with her. The corner of my mouth curved up in a small smile, but I continued to relax as the imaginary Meghan took the jar of ointment from my hand and moved to kneel behind me. With soft, gentle hands she scooped up a glob of the lavrin and smoothed it over my back, caressing the wounds and murmuring soft concerns into my ear. A small rumble escaped my chest as I pictured her finishing the task and then scooting in closer, wrapping her arms over my shoulders and pressing her face into my neck, kissing away the bruises she found there . . .
"Caedehn?"
I nearly fell over into the creek as Enorah's voice shattered my fantasy.
Somewhat flustered, I regained my balance and turned to face my sister. She stood some feet away from me, further up the bank of the creek, with a baffled look on her face.
"What are you doing up this early? The sun hasn't even risen yet."
Before I could answer her, she continued on, climbing down the slight slope. "I was making a perimeter check when I heard what I assumed were groans of pain." She eyed my half-naked form and grinned. "Now, I'm wondering if I should have just kept walking."
A scowl worked its way onto my face. What a way to start the morning. At least it was too dark for Enorah to see my expression.
I cleared my throat. "I had to apply ointment to my wounds. It can be painful, but it's necessary."
"Ah," was all she said before moving in to get a better look.
Enorah's gasp informed me that she was close enough to see the welts.
"Oh Cade," she breathed, reaching out a hand. "Do you want me to tend to these?"
Her fingers brushed one of the lash marks and I hissed, jerking away.
"No," I barked, thinking about the daydream I'd had where someone else's hands had smoothed the ointment over my skin.
Enorah recoiled, pulling her hand back as if she'd been burned. Immediately I regretted my reaction.
"Sorry, Enorah," I mumbled as I reached for the clean shirt I'd brought along. "They still hurt pretty badly and I've already managed to apply the medicine myself."
I pulled the shirt over my head, then turned and gave her a small smile. She looked wary, but eventually her uncertainty melted away.
"So," she said with a sigh, "are you going to tell me what this is all about then? And why isn't Fergus with you?"
With one hand, she gestured to my whole body. Meaning she wanted the full explanation.
I sighed and stood up, an act that took far too much effort.
"The Morrigan gave me a direct order and I refused to follow it. Like I said yesterday afternoon, she was looking for someone to drain them of their power and possibly enslave them, so I helped this person keep clear of the goddess's talons. Fergus is watching after them until the smoke clears."
"Cade, you've helped people before and haven't broken your geis. You've defied the Morrigan and she has let it go. What makes this situation any different?"
The young woman the Morrigan wants has a great wealth of powerful glamour that hasn't been released yet. And I've grown very attached to her.
Of course, I didn't say any of that out loud. I was barely able to admit it to myself, let alone tell my sister.
"I deliberately stepped in and stopped the Morrigan from ripping the magic from the victim. And I might have destroyed half of the faelah she had with her at the time."
Enorah cursed, then crossed her arms and shook her head. After a few moments, she took a deep breath and looked up at me. "I can't say I'm angry with you. I might have done the same thing."
I nodded, grateful Enorah seemed satisfied with my answer.
"So, was this horrible beating the only punishment you suffered?"
I opened my mouth to answer her, but at that moment my mother decided to send a barrage of horrific images my way. A searing pain pierced my conscience and a slideshow of nightmares played across my mind: Meghan tied up in the Morrigan's chamber, her Cumorrig tearing off pieces of flesh . . . Speirling and Fergus lying dead on an abandoned battlefield, their bodies fodder for ravens . . . Meghan hanging limply from a noose in the gateway of Luathara . . . an image of myself, under the Morrigan's power, cutting Meghan's throat . . .
At some point, I must have roared out loud, because through the clamor of fear and anger battling for supremacy in my head, Enorah's voice broke through.
"Cade! Cade, what's wrong?!"
Strong, familiar arms wrapped around me and through my anguish I could smell wood smoke and honeysuckle. Enorah's scent.
Ahhhh, how sweet! Big sister is here to comfort her baby brother. Too bad she can't keep me out of your mind.
The Morrigan's evil snicker bounced around in my head, mixing with the awful images. My fury grew until my glamour could no longer take it, a slow-burning anger slowly replacing the cold dread. I can't say how long I endured it, but the entire time Enorah held me, keeping me in one piece, as the white-hot rage threatened to break free. Now would not be a good time to give myself over to the riastrad.
Like a tornado running out of strength, the images tapered off and the Morrigan's voice left my mind. When everything was finally quiet, I slumped against Enorah, exhausted and grateful it was over. I lifted one hand and wiped the sweat from my forehead. I hated that my mother had brought me this low, but at least Enorah had been the only one to see it.
Gently, my sister lifted my face with both her hands.
"Caedehn, tell me what else the Morrigan has done to you," she insisted, her eyes bright with determination and pity.
I ran my hands over my face again, dislodging hers. I didn't want to give her any more information, but I was trapped. Once I had regained my composure, I looked up at my sister. She looked so worried, but I knew she would wait as patiently as possible until she got what she wanted.
Taking a deep breath I said, "As part of the penance for my geis violation, the Morrigan has reinstated a shil-sciar connection with me."
Enorah hissed. "But you worked for years to build up a shield against her! How did she break it?"
I turned my head to the side, unwilling to meet my sister's eyes. "It was a temporary charm, Enorah. Eventually something would have caused it to fail. In the end, I simply gave in."
"Oh Cade! Why?"
"Because she had weakened me," I hissed, "and because I needed that last bit of my glamour to weave another spell, one that would protect the information she was after."
"Information?"
"I can't tell you now Enorah, please, just trust that I made the right decision."
Enorah nodded, her lips pursed in irritation. I imagined it was aimed mostly at my mother and not me.
"What spell did you use to keep your information safe?"
This time my smile was genuine. "Remember that little charm you taught me so long ago? The one for hiding secrets?"
Enorah gaped at me. "You remember that? After all these years?"
I nodded, glad to have distracted Enorah a little from my ordeal.
"You know," she said, letting her shoulders droop a little, "it was the Morrigan who taught me that spell."
Now that shocked me. My face must have shown it because Enorah shook her head and gave me a sad smile.
"She had certain secrets that we needed to know, but couldn't risk others finding out."
I didn't want to get into this discussion with Enorah. It would be like tearing open a long-healed scar to examine the wound, but then again, she had mentioned it and I was curious. I decided not to delve too deeply, though.
"Wasn't she worried you would simply tell her secrets out of spite?"
Enorah shook her head and her eyes grew dark. For a few moments, I felt the cold of the early morning. My sister hadn't had that look in her eyes since . . . Well, it had been a very long time since she'd let the ghosts that haunted her out for others to see.
"She had her ways of keeping us loyal," Enorah finally murmured, her focus now aimed at something next to my pack, her whole presence seeming to have shifted somewhere else.
The silence of the forest pressing down on us grated at me. I was weary of discussing dark memories, so I struggled to stand up, my sister lending me a hand.
"Although I obviously didn't enjoy the situation that brought me here, I'm glad I came." I gave Enorah my best smile and draped an arm over her shoulder.
She sniffed. "It would do us both good for you to visit more often. It's not like you live very far away. Well, by dolmarehn travel that is."
By the time we reached the village square, many of the other Wildren had risen and were going about their morning chores. Someone had started a fire in the circle of stones in the town's center, and a few others were filling a great cauldron with water and dry oats.
"Ah, oatmeal! A common commodity around these parts," Enorah chirped.
After breakfast was ready, we all sat down to our meal, finding whatever fallen log or patch of soft earth that best suited our tastes. Of course, I was prevailed upon to tell my tale. Whenever I visited Enorah in the Weald, the many children she and the older Faelorehn looked after insisted on a story. Sometimes I wondered if Enorah grossly exaggerated the deeds of her brother while I was away. That morning, I gave them an even more abridged version of my dealings with the Morrigan, saying only that I had crossed her in some way and she was angry with me.
"And that, children, is why we stay close to the village until the full potential of our glamour is met," Enorah said sharply as she rose and started gathering dirty bowls.
Several small eyes widened.
"So," one small child, a boy no older than six, said, "what'd you do to make the goddess so angry?"
I looked at him, then glanced at Enorah. She had straightened up from her task, her eyes empty of any joy, her stance wary but relaxed. I took a deep breath and then turned back to the child. He had a smudge of dirt on his chin and his pale brown eyes darkened to mahogany as he awaited my answer. I felt my lips curve in a small smile.
"She wanted me to hurt someone, and I refused."
The boy blinked and chewed on his lip as his brow furrowed. I could almost hear his brain working away. Eventually, he looked up again and pointed at one of the fading bruises on my face.
"But she hurt you," he exclaimed.
I nodded. One couldn't argue with the truth.
"Yes, she did, but it would have hurt me even more here," I placed a closed fist over my heart, "if I had obeyed her."
This time the boy didn't have to think about his response. He simply nodded, then picked up a stick to poke at the earth. "I know what you mean," he said quietly.
My heart clenched and I shot my eyes toward Enorah. She only returned my question unanswered; she didn't know what had happened to this boy before he came to live with them in the Weald. I lifted my hand and placed it gently on the boy's shoulder. He tensed and came very close to flinching, but when he looked back up at me he relaxed a little. Poor youngling. So many of the Wildren had come from neglect and abuse. I wondered what this child's story was.
"Alright, enough story telling!" Enorah shouted. "Let's get the rest of breakfast cleaned up, so the younger children can play and the rest of us can get to work on our lessons."
The smallest of the Wildren surrounding us cheered while the older ones groaned. Those who had grown past childhood, maybe fifteen or twenty adults, moved between the children, reminding them that they had a reading lesson to finish or could use a few more hours of archery practice. I listened as the reluctant students shuffled around, scraping bowls and putting out the fire, grumbling about being cooped up in a cabin with a history book when the younger children got to chase imaginary faelah through the stream. I had to work hard to keep from laughing. I remembered the time when I was in their place.
The fog was finally giving way to sunshine once we had all the dishes cleaned and packed away. A few of the older children lingered, passing homemade balls back and forth with their younger companions, while their teachers continued to scold them. The cauldron hung drying over the doused coals and a great tendril of smoke curled up from where the fire used to be.
I was about to find Enorah and see if she wanted me to help with any of the training for the older Wildren when something on the edge of the forest caught my eye. A white stag, silent as the spirits of old, stepped gracefully from behind a large beech tree and headed toward the village square. As the children noticed it, they gave up their chase games, their shouts and cheers of delight ceasing. It was as if a wave of silence and stillness followed the buck, overcoming the Wildren and forcing them to bend to its will.
Getting over the initial shock of seeing the creature, I blinked a few times and sought out Enorah. She was several feet away from me on the other side of the fire pit, and it was clear she was under the same spell as the children.
Once he reached the center of village, the stag stopped his progress. His nostrils flared and he shook his head, his many-spindled antlers piercing the air. That's when I noticed the color of his ears.
"He's a spirit guide, Enorah," I said as loudly as I dared.
The stag turned and gazed at me with deep, dark brown eyes. He inclined his head toward Enorah, exposing the side of his neck to me. A pale leather pouch with silver buckles was fastened there.
"Enorah." I waved her over and pointed out the pouch.
My sister swallowed back her unease and nodded. It was never a good idea to approach a wild stag, but it was obvious this one had a message to deliver. I was only hoping that he didn't gore my sister with those antlers.
Carefully, Enorah undid the buckle keeping the bag shut and drew out a piece of parchment. She refastened the latch just as carefully and took several steps back before bothering to read what she had found. Her eyes moved swiftly across the paper, and I was itching to know what it said. Finally, she dropped the parchment and turned her head toward the spirit guide.
"Thank you," she murmured. "Tell your master we will take a few days to consider his request. We will meet him in front of the Tree of Life with our response at noon three days from now."
The white stag bowed his head ever so slightly, his rusty colored ears twitching, then turned and bound out of the village. The children gaped in awe as he disappeared into the forest and I turned to Enorah, my arms crossed and my face full of inquiry. She gave me one of her looks and gestured for me to follow her. The other questions sent her way by the Wildren were ignored.
"Go back to your studies and your play," she called over her shoulder, "this business doesn't concern you."
As the curious onlookers shuffled off in disappointment, Enorah strode briskly to a stone cabin tucked away in a small alcove on the other side of the stream. Hemmed in by a rocky wall on one side and a sparse thicket of aspen trees on the other, my sister's personal place of refuge resembled the image of a cozy fairy retreat often found on greeting cards in the mortal world. Yanking the door open with more force than necessary, Enorah stepped back and waited for me to enter. The scent of forest herbs and something unique only to my sister greeted me as I entered the tidy room. A small kitchen and fireplace rested against one curved wall while a staircase on the opposite side led up to what I assumed was Enorah's room. The three windows on the first floor were remarkably clean, and from the one perched over the sink I could see the creek and the rest of the village beyond.
The sound of the door closing behind me drew my attention back to Enorah. She strode over to a square wooden table and pulled out one of the chairs.
"Sit," she instructed.
Too curious to learn what the parchment said to be annoyed at her demanding tone, I complied, the chair's legs creaking under my weight.
Enorah pulled out the chair opposite me and threw herself down as if the weight of the world was placed upon her shoulders.
"That bad, huh?"
She glared at me, but soon her annoyance was replaced with concern.
I simply leaned back and crossed my arms, lifting one eyebrow in question.
"The message is from Cernunnos," she said, flicking the paper across the table so that it landed in front of me. "The sovereign of the Weald needs a favor."
Immediately, I abandoned my casual stance. I leaned in, snatched the message up in my hand and started to read:
Enorah of the Weald,
I am in need of yours and your brother's assistance in a matter much disturbing to me and the denizens of the Weald. It seems as if a bothersome creature has slipped into Eile from another realm and is causing the fair women of Amsihr trouble even they cannot handle. I need a group of warriors to travel to the Amsihr Mountains and purge the region of this monstrosity. The Amsihria hold a special place in my heart, so I am eager to find a solution to their woes. Should you accept this challenge and come out victorious, a favor will be granted to you.
-Cernunnos, Lord of the Wild
I finished reading the message and glanced up at Enorah. "The weather-tamers? What could possibly be causing them so much trouble that they can't take care of it themselves?"
Enorah rolled her eyes at me. "They placate thunderstorms Caedehn. Not all of us have the gift of riastrad."
"I wouldn't necessarily call my battle fury a gift," I muttered.
I glanced back at the letter. The Amsihria hold a special place in my heart. I sneered and said dryly, "Of course he has a special place in his heart for the Amsihria. All those impressionable young women living up in that mountain cave, alone?"
"Caedehn," Enorah sighed, rubbing her hands over her face, "their work effects all of us, you know that. If they didn't sit up on that mountaintop and ease Eile's fury, then she would destroy all of us with one of her storms."
"A monstrosity from another realm," I mused, moving the conversation in another direction. "So, not one of the Morrigan's creations."
"Apparently not," Enorah grumbled.
She glanced back up at me, her pale eyes threatening to go dark again. "We can tell him our answer is no."
I shook my head, ready to respond when my sister kept going. "You have just suffered gods know what at the hands of the Morrigan. If you'd just swallow your pride and tell me exactly what happened, then maybe we could formulate a more suitable decision."
I snapped my teeth together and glared at her. "What happens between me and my mother is no one else's business Enorah, not even yours."
Enorah actually jerked back in her chair, surprise replacing the worry on her face.
Instantly, I regretted my short temper. It had little to do with her and much more to do with the lingering pain in my back and the worry for Meghan that loitered in the dark recesses of my mind. Oh, and the fear that the Morrigan would attack me with her foul thoughts at any moment in the day.
"I'm sorry, Enorah, but you must trust me in that I know what I can handle."
She nodded and relaxed, though she didn't look wholly convinced.
"In a few days I'll be much better, I promise."
And that was the truth. The only ache I still felt from the Morrigan's punishment remained in the welts on my back, and even that was fading.
Enorah leaned forward on her elbows and laced her fingers together. "It could be anything, Cade."
"I know," I said, "but he is willing to grant us a favor. How often does the god of the Wild give out favors?"
"This is the first time I've heard of it," she admitted.
"Besides, I need something to distract me from my thoughts right now."
Enorah grew very still. "Has the Morrigan tormented you since this morning?"
I shook my head. "No, but it is only a matter of time before she invades my thoughts again." I tapped the parchment with two fingers. "I think a task of this merit will be good for me."
Enorah pressed her hands against her thighs and stood up. "Very well. The least we can do is meet with him and get a little more information before we make our final decision."
My sister shivered as she opened the door.
"What's the matter?"
"Oh, nothing. It's just the thought of meeting Cernunnos in person . . . I mean, I've seen him before, but he's never invited me to speak with him."
My sister smiled softly and her eyelids drooped.
"Oh no," I growled, "you will not let Cernunnos charm you. You deserve better than that."
Enorah cast me a poisonous look and chortled. "Cade, really. Do you honestly take me for the weak, swooning type? Trust me, I won't let him 'charm' me, as you call it."
She stepped through the door, not even bothering to wait for me to follow.
"No, dear sister," I muttered after her, "it's the lecherous god that I don't trust, not you."
 


Five
Cernunnos
 

The next few days passed by swiftly. My bruises had faded almost completely, the welts on my back no longer burned and I could feel the full force of my glamour pulsing through my blood.
On the day Enorah and I were to meet Cernunnos, she introduced me to two young men and a young woman she planned on taking with us should we accept Cernunnos's challenge.
"We'll need more help if we are to face a creature the Amsihria cannot vanquish on their own. I mean, your battle fury is very impressive Cade, but five fighters are better than two."
I huffed a laugh. "You don't have to tell me Enorah. I know from personal experience the advantage of numbers in battle."
We met in the center of town and Enorah introduced us all.
"Cade, this is Fenrah, Rhyne and Devlin."
She gestured toward a young woman with black hair and dark eyes, and two young blond men. The younger man, Rhyne, had grey eyes while the one who looked a few years older had blue eyes.
"Everyone, this is Cade."
I gave a slight nod of my head as the three other members of our party did the same.
"Fenrah is our best archer and has the eyes of an eagle."
The small woman ducked her head and gave a shy smile.
"Rhyne and Devlin have only been with us for a few years, but Rhyne is fearless in battle and can use his glamour to aid in healing the wounds of others. He also has a knack for foraging up something edible when no other food can be found and is famous for his savory stew."
"Enorah, I asked you not to share that information with others around. I don't want it to detract from my reputation as a skilled warrior."
Rhyne stood straight and crossed his arms over his chest with a sniff. Enorah rolled her eyes and Fenrah considered him the way one considers an insect they are planning to flick off their arm.
I fought to hide my grin. Oh, I could remember being that young and prideful . . .
"Rhyne, the only reason you are such a great chef is because mother couldn't catch me and force me to help her with the cooking while we were growing up."
Rhyne's confident demeanor lost a bit of its haughtiness at his brother's claim.
Unlike me, Fenrah made no effort to hide her laughter.
Devlin turned to look in my direction. His hair was nearly shoulder length and he was shorter than me by only an inch or two.
"As Enorah said, I'm Devlin O'Brolaigh and as you most assuredly guessed, Rhyne is my little brother. Don't mind his boastfulness," he aimed toward the women. "He considers himself amusing and still hasn't quite grasped the concept of manners yet."
"Oh, his self-proclaimed prowess doesn't bother me," Fenrah said. With lightning speed she whipped out a small dagger and proceeded to flip it in her hand, her gaze on Rhyne the entire time. "I've practiced with you before, don't you remember? No need to worry about your wounded pride in this company. Besides, your culinary capabilities far outshine your martial ones, so I wouldn't be too quick to disregard Enorah's compliment."
Rhyne pressed a hand to his heart. "Lady Fenrah, I am hurt by such an insult and I can only assume that you have drawn your dagger because you wish to help me prepare dinner later."
That made us all laugh and Fenrah returned her knife to its sheath. So, young Rhyne wasn't so arrogant after all. That would prove beneficial to all of us. There was nothing worse than going on a long campaign with a hot-headed young man who was out to prove something.
Enorah smiled and nodded at Devlin. "Devlin is our best tracker. He can hunt down a flea after a heavy rainstorm."
I arched a brow at him. That indeed was a rare talent.
Devlin merely shrugged, his handsome face losing a bit of the dominance it portrayed while dealing with his brother. "It's all about detecting glamour. Rain and time can wash away scent and footprints, but if you know what the glamour of your quarry looks like, then that's all you need to search for."
I considered that for a moment. It made sense to me. After all, that is how I initially found Meghan. She had left a very obvious trail of pale blue glamour for me to follow. But a flea?
I voiced my concerns aloud.
"It's hard to believe, but I've seen him chase after animals I was certain no one could catch," Enorah continued, "and he's always brought them back if any of us asked him to."
"Amazing," I admitted. I'd have to ask him for some tips later.
"He's not a bad fighter either," Rhyne piped up. "He's only come close to beating me twice during any of our sparring competitions."
"Rhyne," Devlin said, "we've only ever had two sparring competitions and both times my arm was broken. And we were five and nine at the time, barely capable of punching each other properly, let alone knowing how to fight like well-trained soldiers."
I stood back and watched the brotherly banter, enjoying it immensely. I wondered what it would have been like having a brother growing up, but then I glanced over at Enorah. She was giving the two men the same look she often gave me when I was being stubborn. I could feel the smile spread on my face. I wouldn't trade Enorah for a dozen brothers.
"Alright, we're wasting time," Enorah exclaimed in exasperation. "If you two can't control your sibling rivalry, I'll leave you behind."
Immediately Devlin and Rhyne stopped their arguing.
"Yes ma'am!" Rhyne crowed, saluting her with a hand to the forehead.
She walked over and grabbed the back of his neck, pulling him close so she could hiss, "And don't call me ma'am."
"That hurt!" Rhyne pouted, rubbing his neck after my sister let him go.
"Good. Now, let's head off. It's getting late and we have a ways to walk."
The young archer was the first to follow after my sister, her long dark hair trailing behind her like a banner. Rhyne was next, his eagerness to get moving apparent. Devlin followed his brother, but he cast me an inquiring look. I nodded, happy to take up the rear and wondering if I'd be left to my own thoughts for the next hour or so. When Devlin slowed and allowed me to catch up, I realized I wouldn't be left in silence after all.
"Enorah has told us much about you," he said as he walked halfway off the trail to match my stride.
I let that statement roll around in my head for a few moments. I could only imagine what my sister had said to him and anyone else who would bother to listen. Enorah had a tendency to build me up when I wasn't around to contradict her. I only hoped she hadn't brainwashed the O'Brolaigh brothers into thinking I was some sort of hero. My molars ground against each other just from the mere thought. I was not, and never would be, the perfect image she often painted of me. Unfortunately, it seemed natural for older sisters to take pride in their younger brothers, no matter the magnitude of their faults.
Getting back to Devlin, I gave him a quick glance before returning my attention to the trail and people ahead of us. "Oh?"
"She has told my brother and me that you have faced off many foes and defeated the Morrigan's monsters."
I shrugged. That much, at least, was true.
Devlin was silent for a long while as we moved closer and closer to our destination. Fortunately for me I could handle awkward silences. I wondered if Devlin was able to do the same. Every now and again I'd check on him out of the corner of my eye. He seemed contented enough striding along with only the occasional rustle from the forest's undergrowth to disturb the relative quiet. Good to know. A few times I tried to guess his age, but with Faelorehn men and women that can be difficult. His eyes had given the impression that he was very young, maybe around twenty years of age, maybe older, and he had silver hoops in both his ears. That reminded me of my early, rebellious adulthood. Though I never got any piercings, many of my tattoos were acquired just as I'd come out of my teenage years. Some of them I'd acquired by choice, others . . . had been given to me without my consent.
Eventually we caught up to Enorah, Fenrah and Rhyne, all three of them standing in the middle of the trail and staring reverently at the giant, twisted tree looming before them. The branches and roots intertwined to form a natural woven pattern all around the trunk, and a shallow pool surrounded the entire scene. The Tree of Life, in all its resplendent glory.
Enorah's eyes had paled to silver and Fenrah's were now a light coffee hue. I could feel mine change as well, probably a shade closer to emerald. Being in the Tree's presence often did that to us. I glanced at Rhyne and then Devlin. Oddly, their eyes looked exactly the same as they had when we'd started out on this little hike. They must have stronger constitutions than I'd given them credit for.
Before I could consider it further, the white stag from three days ago appeared around the other side of the pool. Behind him strode the god of the Wild himself: Cernunnos.
Immediately I was on guard, and I sensed Devlin growing fully alert beside me. Even Rhyne, who had proven to be so easy-going and genial during our hike, stepped in front of Fenrah. If he'd had hackles, they'd be standing on end. I exhaled sharply and ground my teeth. Cernunnos had that effect on men. He exuded territorial dominance and it was taking every ounce of my self-control not to bolt forward and stand in front of Enorah. For one thing, I would look like a fool if I did it. For another, Enorah might kill me, or at least stab me. She was a big girl and could take care of herself. Or so she would tell me.
The forest god must have sensed the tension surrounding our small group, for he stopped several feet away, his head angled ever so slightly forward so that the points of his massive antlers aimed toward us. I got the message loud and clear: this was his territory and he would do as he so pleased. Fortunately, he needed our help or else this little meeting might end with several puncture wounds and a missing eye or two.
"I am glad you have at least decided to consider my request," he said, his rich voice cutting through the relative quiet of the forest.
"Of course, my lord," Enorah answered, bowing ever so slightly to the antlered god.
"And you are Enorah, the one who looks after the Wildren."
Cernunnos's smile was a little too familiar for me. Against my better judgment, I stepped forward, but only to stand next to my sister. The look on her face was enough to warn me off.
"And I am Caedehn MacRoich. You asked for me specifically," I pronounced.
"Ah yes, the bastard son of Cuchulainn and the Morrigan."
From the sound Enorah made, she was more insulted than I. He spoke the truth, of course, but he could have left the 'bastard' part out of it. I let him know I didn't appreciate his attitude.
"You must have been rather desperate to call on me. If you know that much about my parentage, then you most definitely know about the gift I inherited from my father."
Cernunnos merely arched an eyebrow and shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
With my lip curled in a sneer, I continued, "If you have nothing but insults to offer, then I'm sorry to say we can't help you."
I turned with every intention of leaving, but apparently the meeting wasn't over.
"Wait," Cernunnos called out. "Forgive me. It is only the frustration in dealing with the Cruimolc that has forced my manners to retreat."
"Cade?" Enorah whispered to me. "Let's just hear him out, okay?"
Grinding down my pride, I turned back around.
"What manner of Cruimolc are we talking about?" Rhyne asked.
Cernunnos released a heavy breath and placed his hands on his hips. "I've only seen it once, and the lighting was very poor. This one is large, bigger than one of Donn's bulls, and it likes dark holes in the ground. Preferably caves. It has been causing the women of Amsihr some trouble of late and has also begun taking deer from the edge of the Weald in the north."
As he spoke, my mind spun in circles, trying to come up with a name for this particular creature. Cruimolc was the general, Faelorehn term for the unpleasant, harmful beasts that came from other worlds. Not the mortal world, of course, but from the other places some of the dolmarehn could take us. The lands of Fomor and Firiehn came to mind, and my instincts told me that this particular monster had come from Firiehn, the land of the Fir Bolg; the fire people. And the variety of monster that inhabited Firiehn tended to be the fire-breathing, scaly type.
"A draghan?" I rasped, afraid to hear Cernunnos's answer.
Cernunnos pinned me with his earth-brown eyes and nodded once.
A shiver rippled through me as the others reacted. Fenrah cursed, Devlin flinched, Rhyne drew in a sharp breath and Enorah grew instantly still.
"You do realize that draghans are nearly impossible to kill, don't you?"
Cernunnos narrowed his eyes at the elder O'Brolaigh brother.
"Why do you think I called upon the notorious Caedehn MacRoich, then?"
The antlered god swung an arm in my direction, obviously annoyed that he had to ask our help to begin with. Devlin didn't seem dissuaded. In fact, the light smirk on his face suggested he was aware of the fact that the Lord of the Wild needed help from the lowly Faelorehn, and he wasn't afraid to bring that out in the open. I also recognized that look because it reminded me of myself, eager for a new challenge. My respect for him climbed a notch or two. It took gall to speak to the Tuatha De of their weaknesses and to welcome a fight with a draghan.
"I'd like to know more about the favor you will owe us, should we succeed. Does that mean a favor for each of us, or one for the whole group?" Devlin asked.
"If you complete the task to my satisfaction you mean? Then a favor will be granted to each of you," Cernunnos answered, forgetting his ire.
"It will have to be a pretty big favor. The last draghan known to invade Eile stayed for a century. It took the combined efforts of the Dagda, Lugh and Nuadu to slay it. I will not barter my life on this venture if it doesn't end with something worth the risk."
I turned and gave Fenrah a surprised look. That was the most I'd heard out of her the entire morning.
"This draghan is very young, and I already managed to wound it."
"What about the Du-brea?" Enorah stepped forward, away from my side. "The great bears that guard the mountains. Are they not still loyal to the Amsihria? Can they not band together and defeat this Cruimolc?"
Cernunnos's face darkened. "They tried, with my guidance. That is how the beast became injured in the first place, but many of the Du-brea were lost in that battle and now the draghan stays close to the caverns the Amsihria call home. This is why I need your help."
Enorah recoiled and for a moment I thought she was going to tuck herself against my side. She managed to hold off and keep her ground. As horrifying as it was to imagine something taking down one, if not several, of the huge, feral bears that roamed the Amsihr Mountains, Enorah, like me, had her pride to keep.
"So," Cernunnos continued, "you can clearly see why someone with the ability to shift into riastrad might prove useful."
I nodded my head once. The longer I stood here and listened to Cernunnos, the more I became convinced that I needed to lend aid.
"It won't be long before the draghan grows bored with the game in the Weald, and it will eventually heal from its wounds as well. If it is left alone much longer, it will become too large to handle. It needs to be dealt with right away."
He cast his eyes around the whole group. "I do not wish to lay this burden on all of you. Caedehn should be able to handle this on his own."
"No," Enorah barked right away. "I'll go with him."
"And he'll need someone to track the monster down," Devlin added, stepping forward.
"And someone to distract it with arrows," Fenrah said.
There was silence from Rhyne, that is until Fenrah jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. The young man doubled over and acted like her actions had wounded him severely. Devlin only rolled his eyes skyward. When Rhyne righted himself, he threw his arms up in the air in defeat. "Alright! I'll come along too. Someone will have to cook for you, after all, and my brother couldn't boil water if his life depended on it."
Devlin shook his head, but he couldn't stop a grin from forming on his face. Fenrah cast Rhyne a smile that reached her eyes. Huh, maybe there was hope for the boy yet.
 


Six
Journey
 

After returning to the village, Enorah left to hunt down those who would act in her place while she was gone. Fenrah, Rhyne, Devlin and I were given the task of gathering what supplies we would need for our journey. During the walk back, we had discussed our plan of action: It would take us a week to travel to the edge of the Weald in the north, and another day or two to reach the base of the Amsihr Mountains. Then, we had to find the dwelling place of the Amsihria, a massive cave about halfway up one of the mountains. I only hoped it was one of the mountains closest to the great forest. As I repacked my bag from the three days I'd been in the Weald, I thought about this newest, dangerous mission. A draghan was one of the most formidable creatures found in our world and those beyond our dolmarehn. If it had been a full-grown draghan, then I would not have accepted. But a young, wounded one? We might just have a chance, and then I could ask a favor of Cernunnos. I hadn't any idea what I might request of the antlered god, but I had a few weeks to think about it.
My pack ready to go, I emerged from my cabin intent on helping the O'Brolaigh brothers or Fenrah sort through our food options. The village was alive with easy activity. Small children chased each other around, doing their best to avoid the older adults trying to capture them and force them into preparing the evening meal. Someone had started gathering wood for the fire, and in the distance I could hear others singing and playing hand-crafted instruments. The spirits of the wild wood seemed to appreciate such activities, because the broad leaves of the massive beech trees swayed in tune with it all.
I spotted Devlin and Rhyne at the edge of the village, arguing with an older woman who stood guard in front of the smoke house. Heading in their direction, I let my mind wander again. I wondered if the draghan had purposely sought out the realm of the Amsihria or if it was just a coincidence. I quietly went over what I knew about the beasts. Draghans of all types had a natural affinity for earthly wonders. Gems, precious metals and jewels, to name a few of the things the scaly creatures coveted, and ground draghans were especially notorious. Some people gathered their eggs and used the hatchlings to sniff out valuable ore, then killed them as they grew too large and unruly to handle. I frowned at the barbaric practice. In my opinion, such wild creatures should be left where they belong. Unfortunately, every now and again, they wormed their way into places where they didn't belong, and that was when someone like me usually had to step in.
Giving my head a shake, I turned my thoughts onto the Amsihria. I knew a little about them, that they were all women and lived together, cloistered up in the mountains. From what I'd heard they were like a religious cult, content on shunning the outside world so they could do their great work. I didn't know very much about their magic, but unlike the magic of the rest of the Faelorehn, it was very subtle and was more internal than the rest of ours. All except for the Taeriehl, the lightning tamers. Wild stories had been told about the women with this rare gift. Instead of pulling in Eile's fury whenever a tempest or storm raged upon the land, the lightning tamers directed the powerful bolts of electricity, using their own electric current to drive the charge into the ground or into the sea. I'd also heard stories of these women capturing the raw power of Eile's lightening and then producing their own bolts of electricity even when a storm was nowhere to be seen. If such tales were true, I would not want to end up on a Taeriehl's bad side.
"What do you mean we can't take anything from the inventory?"
Devlin's deep voice pulled me from my thoughts and I realized I had reached the smokehouse. The pungent, tantalizing smell of smoked venison tickled my nose and my mouth began to water. I could contemplate the mysteries of the Amsihria later. Right now, I had to help my companions gather our rations.
"I've not got clearance from Enorah, so you can just wait right there and make up a list of what you'll be wanting until she gets here, you young pup!"
I stopped a few feet away to watch the encounter, ready for a few moments of amusement.
The woman was older than anyone else in the village and I wondered if she might be Lorehnin, of mortal descent. Pure-blooded Faelorehn grew to maturity, then stopped aging after that. The Lorehnin aged depending on the level of glamour in their Faelorehn parent. Some lived for hundreds of years, others for thousands.
"Oh come on!" Rhyne complained. "Let's just push her into the stream. By the time she manages to crawl back up here, we'll have gotten what we needed."
The old woman shrieked and tried to hit Rhyne with a branch she had been pointing at them like a sword, but he side-stepped her.
"You're not helping, Rhyne," his brother growled, casting him a disapproving look.
Letting out a soft chortle, I stepped forward. "Maybe I can help," I announced.
"Who are you?" the old woman demanded while eyeing me suspiciously.
"Caedehn MacRoich, Enorah's brother. She has given us permission to take provisions from the smokehouse."
Giving Rhyne and Devlin a short nod, I moved to step past the woman, only to feel the sharp bite of her stick cracking against my hand. Grunting in pain, I pulled away and shot her a glance of pure ire.
"You hooligans stay away from the food supply!" she bellowed.
I was about to snarl a response when something slammed into me. At first I thought the old woman had completely lost her mind and rushed me, until I realized what had knocked me to the ground wasn't anything physical.
Caaaeeedehn, the Morrigan's voice crooned into the deepest recesses of my mind. I know that little strayling is in there somewhere, and although you may be able to hide her secrets from me for now, I'll strike out at you until you are nothing more than a sniveling, mindless lump of flesh.
This time, she showed me a picture of Meghan's cold, still body, white from death, floating in the creek that surrounded Luathara. Standing over her, I could see my own image, gleefully cleaning her blood from my sword.
"No!" I gasped.
Through the barrage of nightmarish visions and the harsh sound of my mother's taunting tone, I could hear Rhyne's and Devlin's panicked voices calling for my sister. Despite my pain, I managed to think what a ridiculous sight I must present, curled up in a ball on the muddy ground, growling as an invisible enemy wreaked havoc inside my head.
The attack lasted several seconds more and as it tapered off I became aware of someone, no, several people, carrying me back to my cabin. Instinct took over and I lashed out in anger, but fortunately whoever was carrying me managed to avoid being struck.
"Cade?" Enorah called softly. I felt someone brush the hair from my forehead and almost melted in relief when I saw my sister's face.
"Not . . . that . . . bad," I panted. "Morrigan . . . gone."
"That may be so, but you are going to lie down and rest until the morning. If you still insist upon going with us at daybreak, which I fear you will, then you'll need all the rest you can get."
"Definitely . . . going," I murmured as my head lolled to the side.
For some reason, this latest attack left me feeling weaker than the last one. Vaguely, I heard my conscience telling me it was foolish to go chasing after a draghan when the Morrigan was attacking me like this, but I ignored it.
The people who had been so kind to help me to my cabin set me on top of the bed and took off the top layer of my muddy clothes. I didn't even have the energy to thank them.
"Sleep Caedehn. You can eat in the morning," Enorah whispered as she leaned in to kiss my forehead.
I mumbled something, but it was too difficult to speak at the moment.
Enorah's boots sounded against the wooden floor as she left and the soft click of a door latch told me I was alone. Despite the wall that separated us, I could hear her talking to the people outside.
"What happened to him?"
That was Rhyne's voice.
"He's had a run-in with the Morrigan. She's been punishing him by invading his mind," Enorah answered.
Silence, and then, "Will it ever stop?"
"I don't know Devlin." Enorah released a huge sigh and then continued, "Best to let him rest for the night and then we can approach the subject in the morning."
"He's not still thinking about going with us?" Rhyne said in surprise. "Not when the Morrigan is angry with him. Shouldn't he try to appease her first?"
Enorah laughed, a bitter huff of sound that pretty much summed up the pathetic, turmoil that was my life. "Oh Rhyne, this is nothing new. The Morrigan is always angry with him and there is nothing he could ever do to redeem himself in her eyes. It is something he has always lived with."
And with that lovely little bit of naked truth laid out for all the world to see, I drifted off into an uneasy sleep.
* * *
An intense pounding in my head greeted me in the morning. When the sound didn't stop, and when I heard Enorah's quiet voice calling my name, I realized the pounding had been her knocking on the door. Grumbling and stumbling around like an ox with a hangover, I managed to make it across the room without stubbing my toes too many times. The fog was heavy again on the other side of the door and my sister's mood seemed to match it.
"I came to see how you were doing," she said. "Cade, if you're not up to this-"
"No. I'm going with you," I growled, gritting my teeth against the continued ache in my head.
I needed action. If I sat around in the Weald all day long with nothing but the children's antics to keep me company while awaiting another attack by my harpy of a mother, then I would go mad. It was a risk, taking on a draghan when the Morrigan could incapacitate me at any moment, but I was willing to take that risk. Besides, if left with all that free time, I might start to think about Meghan again, and that could be dangerous. As much as I ached to see her, to make sure she was happy and healed and safe from my mother's minions, I knew it was still too soon.
Enorah's dramatic sigh brought me back to the present. "Fine. But I don't want to get stuck dragging your mentally disturbed carcass all across the Weald."
She must not have slept very well last night because at the moment she was crankier than I felt. "You can leave me if the Morrigan attacks me again. I can always catch up."
Enorah moved in close and put a hand against the door jamb, leaning in so that we were nearly eye to eye.
"Not if you are lying in a heap, drooling all over the forest floor." She stepped back and crossed her arms. "You'd likely become some magical beast's meal."
I grumbled and rolled my eyes as I clambered back inside to find my shirt.
"I'm not talking about the Morrigan's faelah, Cade!" my sister shouted at my back. "The things that live deep within the Weald have been soaking up Eile's magic for who knows how long. We don't know what might be lying in wait. All five of us will need our full physical and mental capabilities for this journey."
I had just pulled on my first boot when Enorah finished her tirade.
"I can handle it, Enorah," I insisted as I fished for my other shoe. "Believe me, it will be worse for me if I sit around here all day with nothing but my thoughts to occupy my time."
I looked up at her, my gaze sharp and stern. She returned it with full measure.
Finally, her shoulders lost a little bit of their tension. "I see we are at an impasse."
I nodded. "That we are."
Enorah released a breath I didn't know she was holding and stepped away from the doorway. "Very well, Caedehn. We're meeting up at the fire pit in fifteen minutes."
"I'll be there."
She turned and began to stride toward the center of the village. As my sister's form disappeared into the fog, she called out over her shoulder.
"And you will tell me more about this disagreement with the Morrigan. We have two weeks and more in front of us for this quest, and don't think I won't get more details out of you."
I clenched my jaw as I double-checked my pack for everything I would need for the journey. I didn't doubt Enorah's words. By the end of our expedition, whether we returned triumphant or as failures, she would know about Meghan. The funny thing was, the thought of my sister knowing about this new, other woman in my life didn't terrify me as much as it had before.
* * *
By the time the rest of the Wildren were up and enjoying their communal breakfast, Enorah, Fenrah, Rhyne, Devlin and I were well on our way toward the northeastern edge of the Weald. The path we took was wide enough for all of us to walk side by side, but we chose to stay in a single file line. Although I didn't expect anything to attack us this close to the village and at such a late hour of the morning, I didn't want to take any chances. To my immense relief, everyone else seemed to be of the same mindset. As the miles wore on and the sun rose above the jade canopy of leaves, chasing the mist away, I breathed in the deep, rich fragrance of the wild. So many scents bombarded me: the pungent green of young leaves unfurling, rich earth newly churned by small burrowing animals, wild stream water washing over stones and roots and loam, and . . . magic. Magic as old as the Otherworld itself. The glamour of Eile was all around us and it had its own unique scent, a scent I couldn't describe. Birds sang from the treetops as a gentle breeze ran its fingers through the branches, and the chatter and complaints of small animals charging ahead of us kept us company for most of the morning.
At mid-day, we stopped to eat a light lunch from our packs. We had just begun skirting the edge of the Weald's heart, the place where legend held that the trees grew as tall as mountains and the magic was so wild no one could tame it, not even Cernunnos. After a half an hour, we took up our trek once again, moving away from the heart of the forest but never quite leaving it behind us. We walked for six hours, climbing over dead, fallen trees and traipsing through the myriad of streams and creeks that decorated the forest floor like a network of veins. When we reached a large shallow pool where several of these small rivers had accumulated, Enorah called for a halt.
"We'll camp here tonight." She indicated a flat patch of earth fenced in by a collection of giant boulders.
"Looks like a popular place to overnight," I mused as I nudged some charred wood out of a stone pit.
Rhyne peered over and grunted his agreement.
As everyone removed their packs and began placing their bedrolls for the night, I sat down onto a soft patch of moss and leaned against one of the stones, letting my eyelids flutter shut. Reaching into the deep recesses of my mind, I conjured up my glamour and used it to send one word outward: Fergus?
I didn't expect my spirit guide to hear me on the first try, so I called for him again. On the fourth attempt I got an answer.
I hear you.
How is Meghan?
She is well, though she still misses you.
I felt the corner of my mouth curve upward and my heart twinge in that all too familiar pang of longing. I truly hoped she missed me. That meant she would welcome me when I returned.
Have the faelah been causing you any trouble? I asked.
Not much and nothing I can't handle.
Good.
Where are you? Fergus asked.
I sighed. I didn't want to tell him I was off on a dangerous quest with Enorah. He would worry and might even insist upon returning so that he could join us. However, I didn't want to lie to him either.
Taking a mental breath and hoping he would understand, I sent, I'm in the Weald with Enorah and some of her friends. We have been asked by Cernunnos to deal with a draghan in the Amsihr Mountains.
Fergus's response was a shocked one. A draghan? Where did it come from?
I suspect Firiehn.
You will need my help.
No, I said firmly. Fergus, you must protect Meghan. She is vulnerable now that her geis is broken, you know that. And I don't trust my mother to keep her word about leaving her alone. I have Enorah and a few other Faelorehn with me, and I am much healed from my fight with the Morrigan.
I didn't tell him about my further punishment; about the ordeal in my mother's cavern. If I did, he would disobey me and return right away.
You are not telling me the entire truth.
No, I wasn't. But Meghan needed him more than I did.
Fergus, I will be fine. Trust me. I need you to stay with Meghan, or I will worry about her and end up getting myself injured.
I thought I heard my spirit guide growl into my mind, but I couldn't say for certain.
Very well, he finally conceded. But we must find a better way to protect her.
I know, I admitted. Just let me get done with this task and then I'll give it some more thought, I added.
Until you return, I will guard her as if she were my own spirit ward.
Thank you, Fergus.
I broke the long distance connection with Fergus and opened my eyes. The campsite was deserted except for Enorah, who sat on one of the smaller boulders watching me.
"Is the Morrigan giving you trouble again?"
"No." I groaned and leaned forward, rubbing my face with my hands. I felt suddenly weary, as if I'd run the last several miles instead of walking them. "Communicating with Fergus."
"Ah yes. He is guarding this person the Morrigan wants to murder."
I only nodded. My sister was about to pry and I didn't feel like getting cracked open just then.
"So, are you ever going to give me the details? Now would be a good time."
Fortunately for me, the rest of our group decided to step back into the stone circle at that moment.
"Tell her, Devlin! Tell her about those faelah I took down last month. There were thirty-five of them, at least."
Rhyne seemed to be trying to make an impression again, or maybe he was just trying to impress Fenrah. It was hard to say, but the dark haired girl was ignoring him.
"Rhyne, no one is ever going to believe that story because no one was with you when it supposedly happened," Devlin growled.
"Supposedly happened? It did happen! Where do you think I got all of those bruises?"
"The gods only know," his brother muttered.
Enorah gave me a perturbed look, then rolled her eyes and stood up.
"Fenrah and I are going to do a little exploring," she announced, casting her gaze on the other woman.
Even I recognized Enorah's rescue attempt. Fortunately, Fenrah did as well. In fact, I think Rhyne was the only one oblivious to it.
"I don't think that's a good idea," he blurted, suddenly forgetting the argument with his brother.
"Oh, and why's that?" Fenrah asked, crossing her arms and giving him a look I had seen on Enorah's face more times than I'd like to admit.
Rhyne wasn't intimidated. He matched Fenrah's stance and said, "I don't think it's safe for you ladies to go wandering around alone this close the heart of the Weald."
Devlin, who had been taking a drink from his water pouch, coughed and spit half the water out. I merely sat there, waiting to see how this played out. I almost felt sorry for Rhyne. How could someone who'd lived in the Wildren's village for a few years be so oblivious to the fighting skills of its women? The more I got to know the youngest O'Brolaigh brother, the more I decided he was like a young puppy, eager to please his master. In this case, he'd latched onto Fenrah, and on some level, my sister as well.
Fenrah huffed and snatched up her bow and quiver. "Oh, is that so? Would you like me to demonstrate my ability to protect myself whilst in the wild? How about you go stand against that old tree stump while I make an outline of your body with my arrows."
Rhyne went pale and Devlin slapped him on the back.
"Go ahead, brother!" Devlin laughed, his bright blue eyes shining as he continued to shove his sibling. "You did take on three dozen of the Morrigan's faelah, after all."
Rhyne ignored him and instead turned to me. "Well, aren't you worried about your sister going out there?" he asked, indicating the trees on the other side of the pool.
I shrugged. "No. In fact, I'd be more worried if you wanted to go exploring. Enorah knows this forest better than anyone, save for Cernunnos, and as fearless as you may be young O'Brolaigh, fearlessness will not keep you safe from ancient magic."
Rhyne opened his mouth to make a retort, but his brother elbowed him and gave a slight shake of the head.
"You've lost this argument, Rhyne," his brother said in a stern voice. "Besides, I don't think there is anything you could say or do to keep Enorah or Fenrah from doing what they want."
Obviously flustered, the younger O'Brolaigh brother allowed his shoulders to sag in defeat.
I stood up and stretched out my sore muscles. Enorah and Fenrah were already heading out to explore, having given up on the conversation a while ago.
"You needn't worry about them," I repeated cheerily, nodding after my sister and her companion. "Enorah is one of the best fighters I know, and if she trusts Fenrah, then I can safely say the same about her."
"Oh, don't mind my little brother," Devlin said, "he's just disappointed he doesn't get to tag along."
Rhyne bristled and shot his brother a heated look.
"It would have been the perfect opportunity to show Enorah how much I've improved with my practice lately."
He sounded so much like a little boy, crestfallen because he'd been left behind by an older sister he adored. Boy did I know that feeling. I smiled at his enthusiasm and opened my mouth to say something more, but lost my train of thought in the next second. An image of Meghan spontaneously appeared in my mind, her dark brown hair falling onto her shoulders and her changeable hazel eyes gazing at me with affection. I almost let myself get lost in the wonderful moment, but then Meghan's face changed. Her hair began to fall out in clumps and tears, no, blood, pooled at the corner of her eyes and streaked down her cheeks.
I gasped in horror. The Morrigan was on the attack again.
"Cade?" Devlin asked, his brow creased in worry.
"Quick!" I rasped, pressing a hand against one of the stones to keep my furious glamour from bursting free, "give me a task. Anything to pull my mind away from her hold!"
Devlin darted his eyes to his brother, but Rhyne looked just as helpless his older sibling.
"A fire!" Devlin shouted. "Cade, we need to start a fire for dinner."
Nodding and then regretting the movement for the sudden dizziness it caused, I followed after them, half-stumbling along as the image of Meghan continued to deteriorate into something horrific. Fortunately, the task seemed to be helping. The O'Brolaigh brothers and I kept busy gathering fallen branches and when they assigned me the job of creating a spark with my flint while they sang old bawdy tavern songs, the horrible vision vanished.
"Really, if you are trying to impress us with your prowess and intelligence, you are going about it all the wrong way."
Rhyne blanched as Fenrah's voice carried around the closest boulder.
"Perhaps there is no hope for either of them," Enorah added as they stepped into the small clearing. Both women had mischievous smiles on their faces.
"Don't be too hard on them," I said, "Rhyne and Devlin were trying to help me chase away one of the Morrigan's visions."
Suddenly, Enorah's mirth evaporated and she was standing by my side, her hand resting on my shoulder. "What happened, Cade?"
I brushed her hand aside and stood up from the fresh campfire.
"It wasn't too bad, and Devlin and Rhyne helped drive it away."
Enorah nodded toward the two young men and said, "My thanks."
A short, awkward silence followed only to be broken by Fenrah clearing her throat.
"Anyone hungry?" she asked, holding up three pheasants.
"Starved," I proclaimed, grateful to turn the conversation away from me. I appreciated everyone's concern, but their pity wouldn't bring an end to the Morrigan's wrath.
By the time we finished plucking, roasting and eating the birds, darkness had fallen and Devlin stood up to take the first watch.
"Rhyne can follow after me, then Enorah or Fenrah."
"I'll take the third watch," Enorah offered. "Cade and Fenrah can rest this first night."
My pride urged me to protest, but they were right. I was already exhausted from the night before and today's long walk. Getting several hours of sleep would benefit us all. Devlin climbed atop the tallest rock and the rest of us found our bedrolls. Enorah dragged hers closer to mine and I gave her an agitated look.
"I'm not a helpless child, you know."
"Oh I know," she said merrily, "but you're still my little brother."
I didn't bother to mention that I outweighed her by a hundred pounds and that I transformed into a fearsome beast when provoked. There was worry in my sister's eyes, though she tried to hide it with manufactured optimism, so I let her coddle me a little more than usual. Besides, I was too weary to argue. Within ten minutes of lying down, I was fast asleep.
 


Seven
Nightmare
 

I was dreaming. I had to be because when I woke up I was no longer lying on the hard ground with a meager blanket wrapped around me to stave off the chill. No, I was reclining on something soft and warm and the early morning light filtered in through tall, diamond paned windows. Blinking in surprise, it took me a few moments to cast aside my confusion. When I realized where I was, I sucked in a breath of shock. I was in my castle at Luathara, in the master suite, the room I had made my own when the ruined fortress became mine. The only difference was that this room happened to be fully restored. The walls were covered in beautiful tapestries and the windows had been repaired. The bed I had been sleeping in was larger than the one I was used to and the sheets were as smooth as satin. And how could I tell how smooth they were . . ? I glanced down at my bare chest and realized the only thing keeping me decent were the sheets.
A brush of movement pulled my attention away from my perusal and I glanced up toward the bench window. What I saw nearly stopped my heart. Meghan sat there wearing a pale green gown almost sheer enough to be classified as transparent. She smiled warmly and stood gracefully, slowly making her way toward the bed. My throat suddenly went dry and I didn't dare blink in case that action made her disappear. She came to stand beside the bed and placed one hand on my chest, just over my heart, while the other she ran gently through my hair.
"Meghan?" I said, my voice hitched.
"Shhh," she whispered as she sat down on the bed next to me.
Every last nerve in my body was on edge as Meghan's essence and scent flooded my awareness. How often had I dreamt of this?
As my heart thumped uncontrollably inside my ribcage, Meghan moved in closer and stretched herself out beside me, bringing her head to rest just below mine, her cheek pressed against my heart. She released a deep, heavy sigh and closed her eyes. I closed mine as well, but it was more in an attempt to fight my wild glamour, my battle fury, as it begged to break free. I hated that my emotions had such an effect on it. I was certain that in this case it had no desire to kill. No, it was an entirely different activity it keened for, but there was no way I was going to give over control in that quarter.
"I just want to be close to you, Cade. Please, just let me rest with you."
Oh, I wasn't about to argue. I only hoped I'd be able to keep control of my instincts.
Shaking my head to clear it of those thoughts, I began to stroke Meghan's hair. She needed me to comfort her right now. I didn't know why, but at the moment I also didn't care. Instead, I allowed myself to bask in this utter bliss.
Moments or even hours passed, I couldn't tell which, before Meghan spoke again.
"You know," she murmured, shifting so that she pressed even closer to me, "I was thinking . . ."
She shifted her head and I sucked in a breath when I felt her lips press to my bare skin.
"I'm always so worried about you when you leave to go to Eile. I worry that the Morrigan is going to hurt you."
Meghan was saying something about being concerned, but it was getting really hard to concentrate, what with her kissing her way up my torso.
"Well, I had a sort of idea." She paused at my neck, her breath tickling the hair at my temple.
"What if," she murmured into my ear, "we talk to the Morrigan together, see what she wants. Maybe we can compromise with her, and then we can be together."
My perfect paradise shattered with the mention of my mother's name. My over-heated skin instantly turned cold and I felt myself pulling away, despite my craving for Meghan's touch.
Meghan reached out for me, cupping the back of my head with one hand and pulling me in for a kiss. I opened my mouth to protest, but I forgot why I was trying to put distance between us when her mouth pressed against mine. I lost all control then, giving in to the one thing I had been yearning to do for so long. That light peck I had given her the night the Cumorrig nearly killed her paled in comparison. No, this is what I desired: Meghan, sitting on her knees and straddling my lap, taking full control of our kiss. I forgot my earlier concern and readily participated, wrapping my arms around her slim waist and pulling her in closer as my glamour danced just below the surface of my skin.
At some point, I broke away from the kiss and my muddled thoughts began to grow clearer. What had Meghan said before she kissed me? Something about dealing with the Morrigan? The memory hit me like an avalanche. Meghan leaned in to continue what she had started, but I held her back.
"Meghan," I managed, my voice raw with emotion, "as much as I'm enjoying this, we need to talk, to think this through. We cannot reason with the Morrigan. It simply cannot be done."
I glanced up at her and nearly choked. Feral, blood-thirsty eyes stared back at me and when Meghan pulled back her lips into a malicious smile, I saw jagged, shark-like teeth. I gasped in horror, trying to get away from her. She became suddenly, impossibly strong, one hand clamping down on my wrist like a vice. She grinned that nightmarish grin and blood trickled from her lips.
"Oh Caedehn," a ruined voice taunted, "do you not want me to be happy?"
I shook my head, trying to understand what was going on. What was happening to her?
Then her teeth began to grown longer, sharper. Her eyes turned black and her skin stretched over her delicate bones. She screeched and lunged at me, clamping down on my shoulder with her teeth, sinking them in deep.
I snarled from the shock and the pain, but I didn't try and throw her off. Instead, I shouted her name, desperately trying to reach the Meghan I knew. She had been cursed and just like me when I was in the midst of my riastrad, it would take more than words to reach her.
"Meghan! Meghan!"
I began thrashing because she wouldn't let go.
"Meghan!"
Before I could pull the monster that had been Meghan from my shoulder, something yanked me from the horrible scene and pulled me back to the world of the living.
Panting and coughing, I flailed my arms as someone murmured my name.
"Cade! Cade calm down, it's me, Enorah!"
My left hand swept up to my shoulder where the Meghan-monster had bitten me, but I felt no wound, only warm flesh. The strange echo of a satisfied laugh rung in my ears. The Morrigan. This was her doing. I shuddered in utter disgust.
"You were having a nightmare," Enorah continued speaking, her voice low but insistent. "You just need to let the shock pass. I've got you."
Her hand was pressed against my forehead and gradually, I allowed myself to calm down. After a few moments, Enorah moved her hands away and I draped one arm across my eyes as I waited for my heart rate to return to normal and for my glamour to settle.
Silence descended between us, and only when I thought it was safe to speak, I said in a rough voice, "I'm sorry, Enorah."
When she didn't answer me, and when I was sure the sickening dizziness that engulfed me had passed, I turned my head and cracked open an eye. The campfire still burned low, the coals glowing like the throat of the draghan we would face in a week's time. Sighing, I sat up and let my head hang low like a prisoner awaiting the gallows. I almost choked. In a way, that's where my life seemed to be headed. It would be hard to think of Meghan now without also picturing that monster.
As if she could read my thoughts, Enorah chose that moment to finally speak. "Who's Meghan?"
Ah. So I had screamed her name out loud and not just in my dream. Not too surprising. Apparently, it was time for the two of us to have that conversation I'd been avoiding.
"Not here," I growled, "in case the others wake up."
Enorah nodded, a motion I could barely make out in the weak moonlight.
"Come on," she murmured as she stood up. "Technically, I'm still on watch. You can join me for the last part of it."
From the position of the moon, I could tell there was still an hour or so left before dawn. Crawling out of my bedroll, I stood and stretched, shivering a little because of the slight chill in the air and happily accepting my sister's support. We moved toward the boulder that was located furthest away, the one right on the edge of the wide, ever-moving pool of water. With a little more effort than usual, I managed to climb atop the stone and sit down, Enorah only inches away from me.
"So," she said quietly into the still night, her words slightly drowned out by the rush of the tributaries surrounding us, "are you ready to tell me who this Meghan person is? I take it she's the one you've been protecting from the Morrigan."
She turned and looked at me and even though I couldn't see her eyes very well, I could feel the intensity of her stare. Enorah wanted to know if this girl was worth the punishment I was putting myself through.
I sighed. Normally, I would have tensed up and done everything I could to avoid this conversation, but I felt it was finally time to tell my sister about Meghan, even as that horrific, shark-toothed perversion threatened to rear its ugly head once again.
I bent my head and let my chin rest against my chest before taking another deep breath. When I released it, I said, "You are correct. Meghan is the name of the young woman I've been protecting, and she lives in the mortal world."
Enorah choked back a sound of surprise. She reached out a hand and placed it on my forearm. "A mortal woman? Oh Cade, tell me!"
I gave a light laugh and turned to face her, my mouth forming a smile. I didn't think she could see it, but I'm sure she heard it in my words. "She is not mortal. She is Faelorehn, sent to the mortal world when she was very young."
I angled my head back and gazed up into the sky, at least the parts of the sky I could see through the trees.
"And she isn't just any Faelorehn, Enorah," I murmured. "She is the daughter of someone very powerful, I can tell by her glamour."
"Wait, how can you know all this, Cade? You had better start from the beginning."
And so I did. I told her of how I'd stumbled upon the trail of glamour that first led me to Meghan, how I felt compelled to learn more about her, and how the Dagda later told me she must be the offspring of someone very strong to have such potent glamour, especially after begin in the mortal world for so long. I recalled how Meghan and I had first met down in the swamp, and about the fight with the Cumorrig. I even mentioned the day Meghan accepted my help from her tormentors at school and how I explained she was from Eile. And I told her about the Morrigan's attempt on Meghan's life and how I had broken my geis to save her.
"My poor brother," Enorah said softly when I finally paused to take a breath.
She scooted closer to me and wrapped her arms around my waist, leaning her head against my shoulder. It was something I often did those many years ago when I was little and she was my source of comfort. The gesture warmed me more than I could have expected. At the moment, however, I wasn't sure who was comforting whom.
"She must be rather special for you to have gone to all this trouble."
I felt my entire body go still, as if it were preparing for an assault. I swallowed.
"She is," I said, my voice low and wary.
Enorah kept speaking, as if she hadn't heard me, her voice vibrating against my arm, "To risk the Morrigan's wrath, and then to break your geis . . ."
I sucked in a breath to speak, to deny what she was implying, but I couldn't utter a word. Instead, I clenched my jaw, wishing that the sky would stay dark as the approach of daybreak leant us some light. In the end, I didn't have to say a thing. Perhaps it was the fact that I had tensed up to argue, only to remain quiet, or maybe it was some unspoken magic that allowed people to understand what lurked just beneath the surface of half truths that seemed far too common in the world. Either way, something in my silence, in my demeanor, in the glamour I was giving off at that moment tipped my sister off to the truth, a truth I sometimes had a hard time admitting to myself.
Enorah lifted a hand to her mouth and her eyes grew wide, their color shifting until they settled on a concerned, heart-felt brown.
"Oh, Caedehn," she murmured, shifting out of the way in order to give me some space. "You've fallen in love with her, haven't you?"
Once again, I had nothing to say. I only nodded ever so slightly. When Enorah's strong arms wrapped around me I leaned into her embrace. And that's what was strange about this whole thing; why Enorah was showing me sympathy. Because she knew the same thing I did. It didn't matter how I felt about Meghan, because if and when she ever found out about what I really was, who I had come from, then any fantasy I had manufactured about us ever being together would dissolve. The Morrigan, the goddess who had tried to kill her, was my mother. And Meghan was pure and innocent, uncorrupted by the evils of our world. She had not grown up exposed to the horrors and unkindness of the Otherworld. And me, well, I was a monster, a killer. Someone who had been used for years upon years by a goddess who enjoyed death and carnage. Meghan and I were from opposite worlds, despite the fact we were both of Eile, and I could not imagine a situation in which I could be with her, despite the endless times I had fantasized otherwise. And Enorah knew all that. She knew I would only end up with a broken heart. Again. Unfortunately, my heart was far too stubborn to have learned its lesson in the past.
 


Eight
Trouble
 

We were moving again within the hour, our bedrolls packed away and a quick breakfast settling in our stomachs. Enorah and I didn't speak of Meghan again, and I couldn't say if it was because of what we had already discussed or because soon after our conversation came to an end, the rest of our traveling companions had started stirring. Either way, I was grateful. One could only handle so much time of pouring one's soul out.
Fenrah jogged in front of us, offering to keep an eye on what the trail ahead offered by way of danger or delight. Rhyne, not surprisingly, trailed after her like her shadow, eager to take on whatever adversaries lie ahead.
"Did you rest well last night?"
Devlin's now familiar voice broke into my self-reflection. I shook my own selfish thoughts from my mind and turned my head in his direction, nodding. It wasn't a complete lie; I had slept well until just before dawn.
"So, tell me about you and your brother. I don't know much," I said by way of a conversation starter.
Devlin shrugged as he picked his way around some stones littering the path. He pulled on the straps of his pack, adjusting it on his back and said, "What would you like to know?"
"What brought you to the Weald to begin with?"
"Our mother's death."
I slowed my pace until I had stopped walking. Devlin, who hadn't noticed at first, paused and turned to look at me over his shoulder.
"I'm sorry," I said.
Devlin shrugged again. "She died when Rhyne was still a boy and I was on the brink of adulthood. We tried to make it on our own for a few years but . . ." He trailed off and shook his head.
I started walking again. That explained why Rhyne was so eager to impress Fenrah and my sister. Perhaps he missed the praise only a loving mother could spare. I took a breath, wondering what that might feel like, then prompted, "But?"
"But it was harder than I thought it would be. Eventually, we made our way to the Weald and Enorah took us in. That was three years ago."
"Then, you aren't that old at all." My way of asking his age.
Devlin laughed, "No. I am only twenty-one. Rhyne is seventeen."
So my earlier guess was spot on. "How about your father? Could you not have gone to live with him?"
This time it was Devlin who stopped walking. I sincerely hoped, what with all our breaks, Enorah, Rhyne and Fenrah didn't leave us behind.
"My father does not live in Eile," he said quietly. "He is mortal."
Devlin didn't bother to wait for my reaction. He simply continued up the trail, now moving steadily up a hilly patch of the forest.
For several moments, I stood where he had left me. So. Devlin and Rhyne were Lorehnin, like the old woman guarding the smokehouse. Half mortal, half Faelorehn. And that would explain their unchangeable eyes. And why they chose to come to the Weald to live. Devlin hadn't mentioned just how close to adulthood he'd been when his mother died, but even if he was closer to fifteen or sixteen, it would have been difficult feeding himself and a sibling. And living in Eile as Lorehnin, with only a portion of the magic most Faelorehn possessed? That would have been much harder.
I watched Devlin's retreating form and really took note of how tense his stature was. He did not have the carefree stride of a well-honed warrior, unworried about the dangers that might lurk just around the bend. No, he had the weathered look of someone who had been forced to grow up far too quickly and to make choices someone his age should never have to make. And I completely understood that.
I drew in a deep breath, hiked my pack more securely onto my shoulders, and glanced up the trail that had disappeared over a small ridge. Before I could take that first step, however, a scream of terror rent the beautiful summer day. My long sword was instantly in my hand as I bound up the incline, reaching the top in less than thirty seconds. As I crested the ridge, I darted my eyes around, panting from the effort. The trail continued down the hill but flattened out onto a small meadow a few dozen yards away. Instinctually, I looked for my sister first and spotted her sitting on the ground, one leg bent, with her left arm draped across her knee. She looked as if she had just been in an intense fight and I thought I saw blood staining the sleeve of her tunic. Beside her stood Fenrah, her bow drawn with an arrow trained on something toward the ground. Devlin, who seemed to have just arrived on the scene, traded a few heated words with Fenrah before casting his short sword and dagger aside.
"We decided to stop and wait for you and Devlin. I noticed a patch of sugar blues and mentioned that they were my favorite and I hadn't seen them in the Weald in years, so Rhyne went to go pick some for me," Fenrah said, her voice a bit shaky. She drew a breath and cursed, her aim still held on the hole in the ground. "Stupid fool! I tried to warn him. He didn't see the slight indentation in the ground, but I did."
"What happened?" I demanded, my sword still ready in my hands.
"It took him. He stepped on the trap door and, something, latched onto his leg and yanked him underground. Enorah tried to grab him, but . . ."
Fenrah's voice was shaking, but her hands were steady on her bow and arrow.
I looked up at Enorah, my blood growing cold. The fearful look in her eyes and the slight shake of her head confirmed my suspicions.
"A tolgrah," I breathed.
Devlin stood up, his hands and forearms covered in mud from his attempt to dig his brother out. "A what?"
His face was pale and his blue eyes held fear. I didn't want to elaborate, but there was no other choice.
I took a deep breath. "A tolgrah is an insect-like monstrosity that lives in tunnels underground. They hunt their prey by building a trap door. Once something puts weight on it, the tolgrah attacks."
A prickle of icy disgust broke over my skin. I couldn't imagine anything more horrible than being taken prisoner by a tolgrah. About the size of a small bull, tolgrah were a clammy white color and their six legs resembled long, spindly arms with hooks on the ends. They used these arms to wrap around their prey, sometimes piercing the skin. If Rhyne was still alive, I hoped he hadn't been stabbed with one of these claws. Rumor claimed that the poison in them would stop a Faelorehn man's heart in less than a minute.
"How do we get him back?"
I had been so absorbed in my own thoughts that Devlin's sudden outburst caught me off guard.
"Sometimes tolgrah take their prey back to their dens before," Enorah paused, reluctant to continue. She didn't need to.
"Then let's go," Devlin said, turning to face the hole once again. He bent one knee and placed his hand on the mess of earth left behind from the tolgrah's attack. Closing his eyes and taking slow, deep breaths, Devlin became utterly still. A soft, yellow glow emanated from his fingertips and burrowed into the soil like a pack of hungry earth worms. I watched in fascination as Fenrah lowered her bow and Enorah climbed to her feet and moved to stand beside me. So this must be Devlin's gift, the bit of glamour he inherited from his mother.
That golden magic resurfaced and spread out over his hand, its hue a slightly different shade than before. Once it had absorbed back into his skin, Devlin was on his feet and moving. "This way," he barked, leaning down to grab his short sword and dagger as he jogged northward.
Fenrah and Enorah chased after him and I re-sheathed my sword before following.
Devlin led us over the uneven terrain like a hound on the scent, pausing every now and then only to dart off in a slightly different direction. Massive ferns, their leaves unfurling like emerald feathers, brushed at our faces, and more than once, we startled some wild creature from its hiding place. No matter the distraction, we kept moving through the enchanted forest, eager to find our missing companion. Fifteen minutes later, Devlin tore around an ancient beech tree and disappeared.
"Devlin!" Enorah shouted, sprinting to catch up.
The land had abruptly dropped into a tiny, secluded canyon on the other side, and at the end of the canyon I could just make out a cave. Devlin had stopped just outside the cavern entrance, his chest moving with his heavy breaths. We were all winded and sweating from the run.
Devlin moved to take a step and I grabbed his arm. He jerked it away from me, intent on saving his brother. I couldn't really blame him. I would have done the same if Enorah were in trouble. Not taking his actions personally, I reached out and grabbed the other arm, this time managing a better grip.
"Wait, we can't just go charging in there. Tolgrah are notorious for setting their victims in the corner of their lairs, then perching at the entrance. This way, if any predators get curious, they can easily capture a second meal."
I almost felt Enorah wince next to me and Fenrah let out a soft cry of distress. Yes, we needed to wait a moment to regain our bearings, but we couldn't wait too long.
"Let me go in first," I offered.
"No," Fenrah murmured, her voice deeper than usual. "It's my fault he got captured to begin with."
"Fenrah, he wanted to get those flowers for you," Enorah said. "It's not like you dared him or teased him into doing it."
Fenrah turned and looked at my sister, unshed tears in her eyes. "I know," she whispered, drawing a fresh arrow and placing it in her bow before she turned away. "But I still feel responsible. If not for me, he never would have stepped into that clearing."
I wanted to argue, and so did Enorah, but we both knew what Fenrah was feeling. We had both been in the same situation before.
"No," Devlin said, his voice flat. "I'll go first, and you can cover my back."
Fenrah hesitated, but then gave him a short nod. Fenrah may have felt guilty, but she understood the bond between siblings.
"It will most likely be hanging from the ceiling, so be prepared for an attack from above," Enorah said as she drew an arrow for her own bow.
Devlin nodded, lifting his short sword and dagger in a defensive guard.
The canyon was narrow and cramped, forcing us into a single file line. There was no way the four of us could fit into the small gap in the earth, but I imagined Devlin and Fenrah could. Enorah and I were just there for back up. In the best case scenario, Devlin would coax the tolgrah out into the open and we could finish it off from there.
We drew closer to the small cave and once Devlin was only a few feet from the entrance, he froze. A soft moan of pain reached my ears and I almost sagged in relief. Rhyne was still alive. Unfortunately, the sound was too much for Devlin's nerves.
"Rhyne!" he shouted, darting forward into the cave.
"No!" Enorah and I cried together as we shoved our way forward, pushing Fenrah aside and become tangled up in the tight space in front of us.
A blood-curdling shriek sliced through the air as Devlin disappeared into the dark crevice ahead of us. I cursed, the fury of my glamour rising up with my anger. Somehow, I managed to keep my riastrad at bay as Enorah and I fought to find some space to move. In the next breath, Fenrah, who had been shoved forward by our struggle, crashed into us as Devlin was thrown back. After that, all pandemonium broke loose. I lost my footing and fell, Enorah collapsing on top of me. Fenrah managed to keep her feet, but her bow and arrow were knocked from her hands when Devlin slammed into her.
A small area was cleared as the tolgrah, in all its horrific glory, burst from the cave, its multiple jaws snapping and its clawed legs striking out like meat hooks. I felt myself pale. This one was full-grown, bigger than most I had seen before. Devlin shouted in horror as Fenrah screamed. I couldn't blame them. If I had never encountered a tolgrah before, I would have reacted in the same way.
"Move back!" I shouted as I scrambled to my feet, making sure to keep a good grip on my sword.
Grabbing Enorah's arm, I tugged her out of the way and stepped over Fenrah. Fortunately, Devlin had regained his wits and was standing with his sword and dagger ready to do damage.
"The underbelly is vulnerable," I gritted out, moving in beside him. The narrow space gave us limited mobility, but if we could just get the tolgrah to expose its abdomen . . .
Devlin must have been thinking along the same lines as me. With a harsh battle cry, he flipped his dagger in his hand so that he held the blade, then launched it at the monster. The knife did little damage to the tough, leathery hide of the beast, but it was enough to distract it. Screaming its rage, the tolgrah lifted up onto its back legs, whirling four of them at us like some grotesque horse trying to drive us away.
"Now!" I shouted, charging forward with my head lowered.
Devlin mimicked me and together we drove our swords into the monster's stomach.
The tolgrah bellowed in pain as a yellow, puss-like liquid streamed out of the gash, covering our hands and arms. It continued to thrash its legs, nearly scraping us with the long claws at their tips as we withdrew our swords and stabbed it again. As the tolgrah continued to kick, the life quickly flowing out of it, Devlin rushed forward and into the cavern. Moments later he emerged, carrying his half-conscious brother in his arms.
"There is a stream just on the other side of this canyon," Enorah said, her voice shaking.
She helped a battle-shocked Fenrah up and the four of us limped to the nearest water source. I couldn't wait to wash the tolgrah's blood from my skin, clothes and hair. It smelled of rancid meat and felt even worse.
I trampled into the water, ignoring the slick stones beneath my feet and the sharp bite of its chill. Devlin followed once he had placed Rhyne in a bed of soft moss and checked that he was breathing. As the two of us removed the gore from the fight, Fenrah and Enorah attended to Rhyne. Before we were finished, the women joined us, cleaning the grime from their arms and faces.
"He's stable," Enorah told Devlin. "I didn't notice any puncture wounds, but his lower leg looks like it might be fractured."
Devlin nodded, the water dripping out of his blond hair and into his eyes. "He's never been able to use his own glamour on any of his wounds, but maybe because his wound is internal it will be different." He wiped his face with a towel from his pack then returned to his brother's side. Tearing off a strip of cloth from his ruined shirt, he rung out the extra moisture and began caring for his sibling.
That night, we camped beside the small river. Rhyne woke a few times from his stupor, but it was only to cry out and grip his brother's arm. Enorah took a closer look at his leg and came to the conclusion that it was, indeed, fractured, but not so severely that he couldn't continue on with us.
"But, this will slow us up a bit and we'll have to construct a crutch for him," she said as she cleaned the leg and secured a splint against it.
My dreams were fitful that night, the ordeal with the tolgrah and the Morrigan's special brand of night terrors fighting for room in my head. Instead of finding Rhyne unconscious in the monster's cave, it was Meghan. The tolgrah gnawing at her flesh with its hideous jaws. I woke in the morning, my heart racing and my head pounding. Enorah gave me a piteous look, but we did not exchange words. There really was no need.
Fortunately, we avoided the worst the Weald had to offer for the next several days, and a week and two days after leaving the village, we emerged on the northeast end of the great forest. For several miles the trees remained, only instead of being dominated by oak and beech, we traveled under the pale green whisper of aspen and birch. Gradually the forest thinned out and we found ourselves looking down onto a wide green valley. And just on the other side of that valley stood an endless chain of mountains, their deep violet, snowcapped peaks piercing the clouds far above.
"The Amsihr Mountains," Enorah murmured, her voice holding admiration.
"It will take us a few days to cross the valley," Devlin said, giving his brother a concerned look.
Rhyne merely adjusted his weight on the crutch Fenrah had fashioned for him, his head turning away. He had been uncharacteristically silent the last several days as he pushed himself to keep up with us. We offered several times to rest and allow him to catch his breath, but he was stubborn as any full-blooded Faelorehn, insisting that we keep going. Fenrah, I noticed, had been less short with him as well.
We managed to get halfway through the valley that first day, choosing a wide, flat area beside the great river running through the land as our campsite. That night, we roasted skinned rabbits over an open bonfire and traded stories as the stars shone bright above us. Every now and then our general joy was tested as some wild creature of the night let out a mournful howl or predatory cry, but soon we relaxed and continued on with our revelry.
"So," Fenrah said, taking a swig of mead from the pouch she had brought along, "who can tell us more about the Amsihria, these weather-tamers? If we are to save their hides from a draghan, then I'd like to know more about them."
Devlin and Rhyne nodded in agreement and all three of them turned to look at me and Enorah. Naturally, most people depended on us for information, and it only made sense since we were the oldest and most traveled.
"They are Faelorehn, but they show their true age more than most of us do. Some claim that the reason for this is because long ago, some of their ancestors intermarried with the mortal races," Enorah began, accepting Fenrah's offer of mead. She took a drink from the pouch before continuing, "Other than that, the only difference is that they are all women, and they are born with glamour that is very discriminating. With most Faelorehn, our glamour is pretty versatile, unless of course, you are Lorehnin."
She gave Devlin and Rhyne a quick glance, but they didn't seem to be bothered by her acknowledgment.
"The Amsihria's glamour is so specialized," Enorah continued, "that it seems to be more powerful than the glamour of other Faelorehn. But it isn't more powerful, just more effective. And their magic is used to tame the weather, as you pointed out, Fenrah."
"How?" Rhyne asked, picking up a log and tossing it into the fire. The sparks that escaped lit the dark sky for a moment before twinkling into oblivion.
Enorah shrugged. "No one but the Amsihria know the answer to that. The Maithar, their leader, makes it her duty to keep their secrets well-hidden."
"So, we should expect to be welcomed with caution," Devlin commented, crossing his arms and ankles as he leaned back against a stone.
Enorah gave him a sidelong glance. "I would imagine so."
 


Nine
Amsihria
 

The next morning we woke to a sky cloaked in fog, the peaks of the Amsihr Mountains hidden from our view. Enorah and I set a brisk pace, but not so strenuous Rhyne couldn't keep up. By mid-day we started the gradual incline that would bring us to the base of the range. The climb was difficult and as the fog burned off, the sun beat down on us. Fortunately, a thick forest of conifers spread down the mountainside like a green veil and once we were properly gaining elevation, we had plenty of shade to fight off the heat.
Around sundown we stopped for the night. The spot I chose was a bare patch of earth tucked away from the trail.
"I'll look for game," I offered.
"I'll help you track it," Devlin added as he removed his pack and set it on the trunk of a fallen tree.
We left, heading slightly up the path as Enorah, Fenrah and Rhyne got a campfire burning.
Devlin and I moved silently, keeping our senses sharp as we hunted for prey. For the first time since ordering Fergus to guard Meghan in the mortal world, I missed him. He had been with me for a very long time and his absence now, especially as I tried to seek out a rabbit or some quail for dinner, felt particularly tedious. I would have to try and contact him once we returned to camp.
"Hold on," Devlin said, jolting me to a halt and pulling me away from my thoughts.
"What is it?" I cast over my shoulder. I was standing several feet above him on the trail. Beyond the jagged pillars of stone that kept us from falling down the mountainside, I could see the entire valley we had crossed the day before, and spread out like a deep green sea in the far distance was the Weald. The light had grown dimmer, but a nearly full moon rose over the valley to the east, spilling its silvery light on the silent scene.
Devlin lifted his hand and gently brushed the trunk of the nearest pine. I took a few steps and moved closer, narrowing my eyes against the encroaching darkness. Four deep gouge marks had ripped the thick layer of bark away. The marks were too deep and wide to belong to any bear.
"Draghan," I breathed, apprehension prickling down my spine.
Devlin nodded. "A few days old. Its magic lingers, but barely. We don't need to worry for tonight, but who can say when it will be back through?"
Despite Devlin's assurance that we were safe for the time being, the two of us quickened our pace. A few minutes later the older O'Brolaigh brother picked up the trail of some mountain birds and before full dark had set in, we were traipsing back to the campsite with plenty to eat for everyone.
"What took you two so long?" Rhyne asked once we arrived.
His brother shot him an accusing look. "We found evidence of the draghan."
Enorah and Fenrah, who had been cleaning their weapons, froze and trained their eyes on us. The only thing that moved for several seconds was the fire, its flames dancing as if to tease us into speaking.
My sister, always the practical thinker, spoke first, "What evidence?"
"Claw marks on a tree trunk, and some trampled brush," I said.
"And a two-day old trail of magic," Devlin added.
"Should we move camp?" Fenrah asked, reaching for her bow.
"No. The draghan has moved on. We should be safe for tonight."
Despite my reassurance, all five of us ate a little more quietly that evening and went to bed early, not bothering with trading tales. We also kept watch in pairs, just in case the draghan, or any other dangerous mountain beast, should find our party particularly interesting. Enorah and I were the first to volunteer, so we fixed ourselves mugs of strong tea and took up a post just outside the boundary of our camp. As the hours passed, we sat talking quietly and catching up. I never knew when I'd have an opportunity to visit my sister again, so I would take advantage of the time we had.
"So, tell me more about our companions."
Enorah took a slow breath and considered the mug of tea in her hand. It had long since gone cold, so she gathered a little pebble of her glamour and reheated it. I followed suit, watching the steam from both her cup and mine dance in the moonlit air.
"Well, Fenrah has lived with us since she was young. Like many of our people, she was left on the outskirts of the Weald. When she reached adulthood she was offered the choice to remain or leave to seek her own life. She decided to stay, something I'm immensely grateful for. She has proven her worth on many occasions and also helps train the younger ones."
I had gathered as much from what I'd already observed of the Faelorehn woman.
"How about the O'Brolaigh brothers?"
"What would you like to know?"
"I already know they are Lorehnin."
Enorah considered me with shrewd eyes. "Noticed that, did you? Was it the fact that their eyes don't change like ours?"
I shook my head and smiled. "Yes, and no. I did notice that their eyes didn't seem to shift, but it was after Devlin's admission that it made sense."
My sister had been taking a sip of her tea but spit it out after hearing my explanation. "He told you?"
I wanted to laugh at the look on her face, instead I rolled one shoulder and answered, "I don't think he wanted to. It just came up in conversation."
Enorah didn't seem to believe me, so I elaborated. "I was asking him about how he came to live in the Weald and when he explained that his mother was dead, I inquired after his father. He told me he lived in the mortal world."
Enorah looked away and stared across the mountain trail and out into the wide open space above the valley. She reached up and rubbed the back of her neck.
"They were a mess when they came stumbling into the village. Both of them skin and bones, their clothes filthy and threadbare."
She looked up at me with sad eyes. "Rhyne was unconscious with a dangerously high fever, and his brother was exhausted from carrying him for so long."
I could imagine Enorah's reaction to seeing them. She would have taken them right in, no questions asked, and more likely than not would have stayed by Rhyne's bed as he recovered. The life my sister had lived before taking up her position as caregiver of the Wildren of the Weald would have driven her to bleed for anyone in need . . .
I turned to Enorah, hoping to change the subject, but before I could introduce a new topic, she murmured, "The Morrigan killed their mother."
A sliver of ice formed at the base of my throat and slid into my stomach. There was usually only one reason the Morrigan killed another Faelorehn: to draw their glamour from them.
I cleared my throat. "She must have been very powerful then."
Enorah nodded. "From what Devlin and Rhyne have told me, she was incredibly rich in glamour. But not enough to stop the Morrigan."
I sneered, taking a swig of my tea and tasting only its bitterness. "Few are."
"So," I said, ready to move on to more pleasant things before we had time to think too much about the sadistic goddess who, on some level, controlled both our lives, "Devlin seems like a nice, upstanding fellow."
Enorah arched an eyebrow and gave me an incredulous look. "A nice upstanding fellow? What are you getting at, dear brother?"
"Oh, I don't know, now that I've found my inappropriate female companion, I thought you might be on the lookout for your own. Are you sure you didn't bring him along so that you might find a chance to sneak off into the woods together? He seems like he might be your type."
Enorah shoved me and I almost fell off of the rock I'd been perched on. Unfortunately, in order to keep my balance, I had to throw my arm wide and I ended up spilling lukewarm tea all down the front of my cloak.
"Don't be ridiculous, Cade," my sister said in mock-outrage. She crossed her arms and lifted her chin. "You know very well I prefer the troubled, dark, mysterious types."
She smiled, but it was a sad smile. Then she added, almost to herself, "The truth is, I don't think I have a type."
Suddenly, my light mood darkened. So much for not dwelling on the past. Enorah retreated into herself again, old memories rising like a black cloud and threatening to block out any joy. She didn't have to tell me this, I could see it in her eyes, despite the dark shadows cast by the trees around us.
I opened my mouth to say something, anything to break her out of this spell, but she beat me to it.
"Why do you think your Meghan is an inappropriate companion?"
The question caught me by surprise, so it took me a while to come up with an answer.
"Because," I sighed, "I am the son of the goddess who is trying to kill her. And I turn into a monster when my anger gets the better of me."
"Is that all?" Enorah asked, crossing her arms once again and sitting up straight.
I hated having this particular conversation with her, but at least some of that darkness and self-loathing had left her eyes. I almost laughed when I thought about it. Look at the two of us, I wanted to say. Two pathetic souls who wished they could erase their past, and the memories of it, trying to comfort and convince the other that they were too hard on themselves. What a mess the pair of us were.
"No," I finally admitted. "I am not convinced of her feelings yet, and there is the issue of her parentage."
I planned on visiting the Dagda in the near future, to see if he had found out any more information since the last time I had asked him about Meghan. I feared that if she was the daughter of someone prominent, like a member of a Tuatha De's court, then more likely than not, she would be kept away from me. Everyone knew who I was in Eile, and most of them, save for the Dagda and Lugh, kept me at a distance. Yes, they respected me because of my father and because I often aided them when not on an errand for the Morrigan, but would they ever allow me to court the daughter of one of their loyal vassals? Absolutely not.
"Cade, I'm sure she isn't the daughter of some important noble. There are plenty of common Faelorehn out there with very powerful glamour. Besides, you yourself are the offspring of one of the Tuatha De."
I opened my mouth to remind her that I was the son of the most loathsome of the Tuatha De, but she lifted her hand and cut me off. "You could be considered noble blood yourself, so I don't think bloodlines should be of any concern."
I took a deep breath, hoping she was right.
"And as for the other issue," she eyed me up and down and gestured toward me with her hand, "how could any girl resist this?"
I gave my sister a poisonous glare and she merely laughed. After that, once the icy film of our dark memories was shattered, we recalled stories and tales that focused only on subjects that lightened our heavy hearts. When Fenrah and Devlin woke to relieve us of our duty, they found the two of us in stitches, Enorah giggling and me holding back my own laughter. The two of them shared wary looks, but that only made my sister and I chuckle even harder. Fortunately, all of the good humor had worn me out and I fell fast asleep once I settled within my bedroll, my mood so light even the Morrigan couldn't invade my thoughts with her hatred.
* * *
The morning broke clear and beautiful, with the golden light of the sun painting the mountains a pale lavender grey. Rhyne fixed us a warm breakfast, something he insisted on doing now that his injured leg made him more of a hindrance than a help, according to him. Once we had doused the fire and cleared our camp, we were climbing up the trail once more. The Amsihr Mountains seemed to continue on forever eastward, but Enorah was certain that we would come upon the dwelling place of the Amsihria soon, and she was proven correct a few hours past mid-day.
After climbing uphill through patches of evergreen trees, short, shrubby brush and piles of large, broken rocks, we finally came upon a flat ledge that was bordered by a sheer cliff on one side and a grove of high mountain aspen on the other. The path continued on up through the white-barked trees and a narrow ribbon of water tumbled down the incline, cutting under the path where someone had built a bridge.
The five of us came to a complete stop as our eyes traveled up the facade of what could only be the domain of the Amsihria. A sturdy wall of stone, painstakingly constructed by something other than nature, curved out toward us. A circular seal of sorts, one consisting of several symbols, took up most of the space on the front of the wall, while a set of stairs led from both its ends. The mouth of a large cavern perched behind the crenellation decorating the wall and long streamers of sheer fabric in greys, violets and blues hung from the roof of the cave's opening, flowing in the wind like languid banners. They reminded me of the gown Meghan had worn in my dream and I had to shake my head to dislodge the image. As much as I had appreciated that part of my vision, the last thing I wanted was to conjure up the horror it had turned into.
A dark haired woman dressed in a long, flowing robe of pale grey emerged from the cavern entrance and came to stand at the edge of the wall. She looked older than most Faelorehn and I recalled what Enorah had said about the Amsihria having mortal blood in their ancestral lines.
My travel companions and I stood still as she scrutinized us, one at a time, her gaze seeming to linger longest on me. I ground my molars together and fought the urge to shift my weight. I often received this sort of perusal, I had a reputation after all, but something about this woman's inspection unnerved me. Eventually, her eyes moved back to my sister.
"Enorah of the Weald," she said in a strong, carrying voice. "The Maithar has been expecting you and your party."
Those pale eyes returned to mine. I tightened my jaw and returned the shrewd gaze. Unnerving or not, I would not break under the pressure. I had survived so many of the Morrigan's similar expressions of power, after all.
A tiny smile, nearly indiscernible, touched the woman's lips.
Ah little Caedehn, looks like this one and her kin will be giving you some trouble. Excellent.
The sudden intrusion of my mother's shil-sciar voice threw me off balance, but only for a moment.
Nothing I can't handle, I growled back.
I wondered why now of all times she decided to speak with me instead of sending perverse images. As her disturbing laughter echoed in my mind, I shook my head and instead focused on the Amsihria woman above us.
"On behalf of the Maithar and all the Amsihria, I, Darah Caleana, the Maithar's second in command, welcome you to our realm. Please, do enter our sacred cavern."
Caleana gestured toward the staircase to her left. Enorah nodded and moved in that direction. I followed the others, always checking the Maithar's Darah. She still watched me, her eyes roving as if she were examining a horse she hoped to purchase. Or considering a dangerous predator she suspected of violence. A low fire began in the pit of my stomach, anger and irritation combining into one. So, she expected to see my battle fury, did she? She was welcome to. As soon as we found the accursed draghan.
Once we'd stepped through the entrance, I heard many of my companions gasp. I couldn't blame them. Before us stretched a vast stone hall, easily a hundred yards long and ten yards high, composed of a beautiful violet and pink quartz. Two lines of women, all ranging in age and height but all with dark hair, lined both sides of the hall. Their robes were similar to Caleana's, the only difference being that they were a much darker grey than the Darah's. The Maithar's second in command led us to the end of the long, spacious hall where a throne of sorts had been crafted out of the quartz. Tall, narrow windows had been carved out along the entire left side of the hallway and the day's light poured in like warm spring water. This place was so much different than my mother's dark, death-inspiring palace.
The woman standing on the dais before the great stone chair must be the Maithar. She, too, had long dark hair, but a narrow streak of pale grey fell to one side. Her robe was even lighter than Caleana's and two slashes of fabric, both a pale, shimmery violet blue fell from her shoulders and trailed to the ground. She was the tallest of all the women present, but only the height of the dais put her head above mine. Standing on flat ground I was certain she would only reach my shoulder. Her eyes, as pale as everyone else's, considered us as we made our way forward. Ice prickled at the base of my neck and I took a slow, deep breath. Her scrutiny was even more intense than the Darah's.
Darah Caleana held up a hand for us to stop walking as she moved forward and climbed the dais. I resisted the urge to look to my right and catch Enorah's eye. I had a feeling that Fenrah and the O'Brolaigh brothers were doing the same. As we waited, Caleana leaned forward and whispered something into the Maithar's ear. I watched as the woman's clear grey eyes narrowed and fell onto me. Again, that prickling feeling started at the base of my neck.
I wonder what they see in you, dear Caedehn, the Morrigan murmured into my mind, to gaze at you so intensely.
Her intention was to make me uncomfortable. I refused to comply.
I have come to dispatch the draghan. Surely, they are wondering about my skill as a warrior and are recalling my ability to utilize riastrad.
The Morrigan's chuckle ricocheted inside my head like a stone in an empty well, but apparently she was finished tormenting me for the moment because she fell silent after that.
Caleana stopped speaking with the Maithar and stepped aside, facing us alongside her superior.
"So," the Maithar spoke, her voice even more commanding than Caleana's, "this is the band of warriors Cernunnos has sent to save us from the dreaded draghan."
She smiled and for a second the iciness left her face.
"I am Enorah of the Weald," my sister said, taking a step forward. "This is Fenrah of the Weald and Rhyne and Devlin O'Brolaigh."
She gestured toward those she named off and each gave the Maithar a short bow. During these introductions, the young women lining the hall had remained silent. I wondered how long it would be before they started fidgeting. Then again, their discipline must be rock solid. I couldn't imagine much nonsense, if any, was permitted in these halls.
"And this is Caedehn MacRoich, my brother."
Snapping out of my curiosity, I turned my eyes toward the Maithar and gave her a quick bow. She returned it, a look of amused interest gleaming in her eyes.
"Pleased to meet you all. I am Jarda, Grand Maithar of the Amsihria. Welcome to our home."
Her greeting was echoed by the hundred or more women lining the hallway. The power of their combined voices reverberating throughout the vast chamber.
"Come. Let us get you settled into your rooms, and then it will be time for the evening meal."
The Maithar clapped her hands and called out, "Anda, Rania, can you please show our guests to their quarters?"
Two young girls, looking no older than fifteen, stepped away from the line of women and gave a quick curtsey before turning abruptly to head down a hallway veering off to the right. Enorah turned and arched her eyebrow at us before following after the acolytes. Without so much as a word, the rest of us followed suit.
"Someone will come fetch you when the meal is ready, so feel free to relax until then," the Maithar called after us.
The hallway we traveled down was much narrower and had a lower ceiling than the entrance hall. As we walked, our footsteps filled the otherwise empty chamber and to pass the time I began counting the wooden doors we passed. Above and between each door an oculus of light glowed like the eye of some magic-enveloped beast. I could only imagine that these openings were the ends of more tunnels carved into the stone to bring in the light from the outside.
When I reached a count of twenty-eight doors, the two girls stopped.
"These will be your chambers for the duration of your stay," the taller of the two said. "There is a bell in each room, in case you need anything, and a privy every ten rooms." She indicated the doors on the opposite side of the hallway.
"Thank you," Enorah said as the girls began opening the five doors belonging to the rooms that would be ours.
I peeked into the first room and then the next two. They appeared to be identical: a roundish chamber with a single bed, a large storage chest and a washstand. Choosing the third opened door, I stepped in and looked around. A sizeable window was carved out of the wall, letting in plenty of natural light, and that rare quartz gave the space a warm, nearly feminine feel. If not for the simple furnishings, I would have called it too feminine. I glanced up and noticed several holes in the ceiling and realized they had been cut into the tunnel to bring light into the hallway. I smiled to myself. The Amsihria's obsession with natural light created a wonderful effect and helped do away with the feeling of living in a cave, but it might just have weakened the internal structure of the mountain. I sure hoped the walls didn't come crashing down on us at night.
"Cade?" I heard Enorah's voice from the hallway.
"Here," I answered, shrugging off my pack and setting it down atop the chest.
I moved to gaze out the window and almost let out a sigh of appreciation. Below I could see the trail we had taken, disappearing beneath the green canopy of the aspen trees. Beyond that lay the Amsihr Mountains, piled high atop one another like children crowding around a table full of sweets. A gentle breeze rustled the treetops and the joyful sound of their secret chatter rose to meet me. For a few moments I closed my eyes and breathed in the clean scent of the mountains, letting the song of the forest fill my ears.
I felt Enorah's presence beside me before she spoke.
"This place is more agreeable than I expected, don't you think?"
Nodding, I turned and looked at her. "Much more," I admitted, trying not to let the memory of the Maithar's inspection ruin this moment of peace.
Enorah took a deep breath and let it out. "Almost makes me want to put off hunting the draghan," she murmured.
I grunted my agreement. It would be nice to rest here for a week and not think about the world outside, but unfortunately, we had a job to do.
"We'll just have to see how it goes. Perhaps the draghan will stay out of everyone's way for the next several days."
"Maybe," Enorah answered with a grin.
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The draghan, it turned out, decided to meet us halfway. For the next three days Enorah, Rhyne, Devlin, Fenrah and I enjoyed the hospitality of the Amsihria. The Maithar and Darah Caleana joined us that first night in a massive dining hall on a level below the rooms. Once again, the huge chamber was infused with the light of the world outside through the many tunnels and carved windows I had come to recognize in this strange and enchanting place. By the time we were seated and enjoying our meal, the sun had begun to set, so the youngest among the women, novices that Jarda and Caleana called leina, took up the task of lighting candles and lanterns. We spoke a little amongst ourselves, trading our tales and learning more about the Amsihria. They lived a more restrictive lifestyle than what I was used to and although I didn't find myself envious of their rituals and practices, I did find them interesting. The novices and older initiates were required to rise early and pay homage to Eile.
"If the spirit of our great world is not given her due respect, then she may take her rage out in the form of a powerful tempest or unyielding thunderstorm," Caleana asserted, stabbing at a small red tomato with her knife.
"Are you implying Eile takes her wrath out on us?" Rhyne asked.
Caleana set down the knife, tomato still impaled, and lifted an incredulous eyebrow in his direction.
The younger O'Brolaigh brother squirmed under her scrutiny.
Jarda lifted her goblet and took a sip of spiced mead. "What the Darah is trying to say," she said as she placed the delicate vessel back down on the table, "is that Eile's spirit becomes overwhelmed and troubled by the evil deeds that take place in this world."
She gave me a quick, jolting glance and I set my fork down in front of me, my dinner momentarily forgotten.
The Maithar looked away and addressed Rhyne again, her smooth features hiding her age. "She does not wish any of us harm, but sometimes the anguish of the suffering is too much to bear, and this is expressed through the severe storms we often experience. The job of the Amsihria is to help ease her during these moments, and thus, take some of the unrest upon ourselves. That way the good people of Eile suffer less for it."
Rhyne still looked a bit confused, so he glanced at his brother. Devlin only shrugged. He didn't fully understand either.
"You act as a shoulder to cry on," Fenrah spoke up.
The Maithar narrowed her eyes and smiled again, and for a moment I was reminded of my own mother. Shaking off the tremor that ran through me, I got back to work on finishing my meal.
"I would say, my dear Fenrah, that your assessment is a very good one. Our actions are very similar and produce a comparable result. Although we cannot stop the storm completely, we ease its passing on both the people of the Otherworld and the spirit of Eile herself."
We descended into companionable silence, only talking to the person just beside us. By the time my comrades and I made it back to our suites it was dark.
For the next few days we were permitted to explore our surroundings, though only the chambers, hallways and tunnels our guides led us down. Every morning we were greeted by a pair of leina, always different from the day before. I couldn't tell if this was done for our benefit or theirs, but I had a sneaking suspicion that Maithar Jarda did this so the girls got a chance to take a good look at their guests. They seemed to keep their distance from me, eyeing me warily and sticking close to Enorah and Fenrah. At first, I figured this was because they weren't used to the company of men, but when I later noticed them laughing and talking with Devlin and Rhyne, I realized I'd been wrong.
Unwanted, the Morrigan whispered into my mind right at that moment, Ehriad . . .
This whole reading my thoughts business was getting old. I brushed her voice aside and growled back, The O'Brolaigh brothers are much more personable than me. And closer in age to the girls. Besides, I'm sure Caleana and her superior have told them all about my riastrad. I can't hold their aloofness toward me against them.
Besides, my conscience continued before I could stop it, I have no interest in them.
An image of Meghan rose in my mind and I couldn't tell if it was from my own conjuring or the Morrigan's. I ached to keep that image with me, to close my eyes and gaze upon Meghan's face, but I feared what it might turn into if I did.
The Morrigan cackled with glee in her shil-sciar voice and I felt suddenly sick.
She is not for you, Caedehn. You know that. Why suffer? Why torment yourself? Look at you, the bastard son of a forgotten renegade warrior and a mother who never wanted you.
I should not have let her words hurt me, but they did. Despite the fact that the Morrigan was evil and never once acted as a mother should, a child never stops hoping for his mother's love.
I could have let the soul-deep ache spread and poison me, but I didn't. Taking a sharp breath I sent, Be gone, hag, and know that you will never break me. You will never learn Meghan's secrets through me.
Even as I thought the words I could see the little spider waiting to pounce should any of those secrets spill free. So far, my mother had only tormented me with her words and nightmares, and I had been careful to keep Meghan from my mind. Other than my conversation with Enorah the other night, I had managed to keep her memory distant, as much as it pained me to do so. Hissing in anger, the Morrigan's presence vanished and I felt my muscles lose some of their tension.
A sudden wave of raised voices rolled down the stone hallway and brushed away the remnants of my internal struggle. I snapped my head up, blinking and looking around. Beside me stood Rhyne and Devlin, with Fenrah and Enorah leaning over the two young novices who had been our guides that morning. We were in the Amsihria's library and the leina were showing the women some ancient scrolls. This room was darker than most, but still had a large, circular opening carved into one wall and fitted with a beautiful stained-glass window. The light from outside painted the room in a kaleidoscope of colors, but at the moment they seemed to shatter as a frantic group of people came pouring into the library.
Caleana, followed by a dozen or so novices, crowded the room's entrance. The Darah looked less in control than what I'd seen for the past few days, her hands clasped in front of her and her lips forming a straight, stern line. It was in her eyes, however, that the difference showed the most. Panic. Sheer panic. I knew that emotion so well I had no trouble recognizing it.
Before she even opened her mouth to speak, I knew what she would say.
"The draghan," I cut in, my own voice low. Already, I could feel my glamour surging and I had to make an effort to force it down.
The Darah clamped her mouth shut and nodded, her eyes shining. A low, terrified murmur was traded around the room and I turned to look at my sister. Enorah had forgotten the scrolls. Her own gray-green eyes darkened and she stepped closer to me. I turned back to face Caleana.
"Where?" I demanded.
"The Maithar awaits your immediate presence in the receiving hall."
I stepped past her, barely avoiding the girls clustered in the doorway as I left the room, my pace brisk but not quite a jog. As I moved down the hallway I could hear my companions following after me as the Amsihria burst into anxious conversation.
Devlin jogged to catch up to me, his hand already clasping the hilt of the short sword hanging from his belt. "Where did they last see it?" he asked. "If I know where it's been, I can pick up the trail."
"I don't know," I answered as we turned a corner into a larger hallway, "I assume Maithar Jarda will tell us as soon as we get to the entrance hall."
Several agonizing seconds later we came bursting into the grand hall to find the Maithar pacing in front of her stone throne while the rest of the women mingled about, too upset and rattled to bother with the decorum of lining up.
As soon as she saw me and Enorah, Jarda stopped her pacing and straightened. Although her pale eyes held the same fear as the Darah's, there was relief there, too.
"What happened?" I barked.
An outburst of voices bombarded my ears. Everyone was trying to explain at once.
"Silence!"
The Maithar's dominating voice lifted to the ceiling of the cavern and I suspected she had used glamour to enhance it. When the ground and the walls stopped vibrating, utter silence fell upon us.
"Cathaid," she said in a more normal voice.
A nervous girl that looked to be about seventeen years of age stepped away from the other grey-clad women. Her face was tearstained and her eyes red. She clasped her hands in front of her, wringing them in an anxious pattern that put me on edge. Everyone stepped back to give her room and she came to stop before Jarda, descending in a wobbly curtsy before straightening once again.
"Tell our warriors what you saw."
Cathaid swallowed and nodded, then in a weak voice said, "Tabrine and I were fetching water from the well room for the kitchen this morning and something from the Deep Dark made a rumbling noise. I wanted to leave but Tabrine said we would be punished if we didn't get the water, so we lowered our buckets into the well."
The girl looked up, her face pale and her eyes shining with tears.
"Continue," the Maithar urged, her voice clipped and unkind.
Beside me, my sister tensed and I could almost feel her glamour flare with her anger. I didn't blame her. Impatience was the last thing one should employ when dealing with a terrified girl.
Cathaid took a deep, shuddering breath and rasped, "It got her. Before we could pull the buckets up, the monster came out from the Dark Deep and grabbed her."
The girl had started to sob, her words barely getting out. "There was so much bl-blood. And she scr-screamed and I ran!"
Cathaid fell to the floor, her body wracked with anguish. Three of her friends rushed forward to comfort her.
"Take Cathaid back to her chambers and stay with her," Jarda said to the girls. "You five," she indicated me and my companions, "come with me."
Silently, we followed her through a door behind the dais. The room we stepped into was spacious and contained a desk and several chairs. A fireplace, now barren for the summer months, took up one side of the room while several of those tunnel windows pocked the opposite wall. Jarda went straight for a cabinet with glass doors behind her desk and pulled out a bottle and a few glasses. She brought them back to her desk and twisted the cork free with a resounding pop. The liquid she poured into the glasses was a deeper golden-green color than the mead we'd enjoyed during the evening meals.
"Merynth," she said when she found us eyeing the bottle curiously. "A rich liquor fermented from honey and a rare fruit found only in these mountains."
She pushed the glasses toward us and sat down in the stuffed chair behind her desk. I picked one up and sniffed the contents. It smelled sweet like mead, but an underlying bitter scent lingered. Curious, I took a sip and immediately felt the sharp bite of an unfamiliar, but pleasant, taste that reminded me of citrus fruit. The drink itself burned down my throat, only to be followed by a soothing cool sensation.
Devlin and his brother drank theirs next, seeming to relish the savory flavor. Enorah and Fenrah were a little more reluctant, but eventually they finished their glasses as well.
Jarda smiled. "I thought you might need that before chasing after the draghan."
Enorah placed her tumbler on the desktop with a clank. "What did the girl mean by the 'Deep Dark'?"
Jarda stiffened for a moment, her fingers digging into the plush velvet of her chair before taking a breath and letting the tension ease out of her.
"Domhain Dubh, or the Deep Dark as it is most commonly known. When we first explored the tunnels of this vast system of caverns," she waved her hand around, indicating her surroundings, "we knew we needed a well in order to make the best use of this place. After a thorough search for a water source, we found one in an underground river that runs deep through the heart of the mountain. The only problem is the cavern that acts as the best source to draw from the river also connects to a tunnel that leads even deeper into the mountain. Many of my predecessors claim this tunnel leads to the very heart of Eile and that wild, untamed magic runs rampant there. Brima, the Maithar before me, believed that the spirits of our dead haunt the chambers below."
Jarda paused and glanced up at us. "She believed that they rose from the deep only to enter into our well room and possess our leina."
"And what do you believe?" Fenrah asked, her dark eyes narrowed.
The Maithar cast her a quelling glance, then sighed and said, "In my opinion, it is all silly superstition. But the tunnels run deep enough and remain forever dark and damp from the river, so they are the perfect hiding place for a ground draghan."
I had to agree, though it wouldn't surprise me if some evil magic ruled this Domhain Dubh of theirs. I had seen and experienced things that most Faelorehn would never dream of.
"What about the girl, Tabrine? Is there any hope for rescue?"
Jarda turned toward my sister and shrugged. "Highly unlikely, and at the moment I'm more concerned with getting rid of this draghan than wasting any more time trying to save one soul when many are at risk."
Chills of distaste and slight horror prickled my skin. This woman was as heartless as my mother.
"So, you'll just let her die? You'll allow her to suffer a cruel fate without even trying to help her?"
Jarda considered that question for all of ten seconds before answering, "What you don't know about Tabrine is that she isn't truly one of us. She was not born of one of our Daughters and it is unclear how pure her parentage is. For all I know, one of her parents might have been mortal."
"You yourself have mortal ancestry," my sister hissed, her anger growing into a near physical presence, "how can you condemn something of your own heritage?"
Jarda regarded her with cool eyes. "Long ago, many of our daughters were thrown into the mortal land as punishment for disobedience."
She paused and glanced at me. Well now, I wonder who it was who felt jilted enough to cast young women from their own land . . .
"The women were enslaved by a band of mortal men and returned carrying their children."
She glanced up, looking each of us in the eye, her chin stubborn, her jaw set. "So you see, a very minute amount of mortal blood runs in our veins, but not by choice. Mortal men are all cowardly bastards who take advantage of frightened women, and I see no reason why any woman who would consort with them by her own free will should be viewed any differently."
"You have every right to be angry for your predecessors' sake, but what you say is not truth," Devlin growled, the rage in his voice cutting through the tense air like a finely honed blade.
The Maithar narrowed her gaze as if really seeing Devlin for the first time. After a moment's consideration, her eyes widened slightly and a smug smile graced her face. "Your eyes do not shift like those of the other Faelorehn."
Devlin took a tiny step back and drew in a short breath, not loud enough for anyone to hear but those right beside him.
One corner of the Maithar's mouth tugged upward. "Ah, you are Lorehnin."
She spoke as if the word was a bad taste in her mouth.
"And one of your parents, your mother or father, debased themselves and joined with a mortal. You see, our ancestors had no choice, having been forced into their unfortunate situation, but you are young enough that your Faelorehn parent decided to cross over into the Otherworld. To choose a mortal over one of their own kind. How deplorable."
The jibe, although aimed at Devlin, struck me as well and somewhere behind me Rhyne snarled in rage and Fenrah had to grab his arm to keep him from tumbling forward.
Devlin didn't say a word. He merely stood absolutely still, his eyes flashing with withheld anger as his face slowly reddened.
Everyone in my party was drawn taught like bowstrings and soon one of us was going to snap. My glamour screamed at me to react and I had to work hard to keep it under control.
Maithar Jarda, on the other hand, didn't seem to notice the bad blood she had stirred up. She took a breath and smoothed her hands down her drab, grey robes. "My own daughter was disobedient and ran off to the mortal world. When we learned of her pregnancy, we cast her from our sanctuary."
"You banished your own daughter?" Devlin's tone dripped with disgust.
The Maithar flashed him a cold stare.
"She had soiled herself by laying with a mortal man!"
"My mother did the same, but she loved my father and she loved us as well!" Rhyne yelled, his voice breaking.
"Enough!" Jarda screamed, bolting up from her chair. "This discussion is futile and every minute we waste gives the draghan more time to slink away into the dark."
Devlin's teeth clenched with a snap. I could tell he wished to continue pleading his case, but the Maithar was right. The draghan had to be found before it could take another innocent.
Jarda walked around her desk and crossed the room. She pulled the door open and called to the closest Amsihria standing in the grand hall.
"Show these warriors where the tunnel leading to the well begins."
She turned her head and looked at us, that facade of superiority still firmly encompassing her.
"I hope you can track it from there," she muttered as she moved past us once again, heading for her desk. It seemed as if the leader of the weather-wielders had lost all of her bluster.
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The novice who led us to the passageway trembled as she walked and wouldn't step within twenty feet of the tunnel's entrance once we arrived. The portals of light that adorned the upper halls didn't reach this far, so the darkness was eased by torches placed along the walls. Devlin got right to work, his movements stiff and his body radiating the anger that still lingered. He pressed his hand to the cold stone floor and that golden magic flooded out, only to return several seconds later so badly tainted I knew it had found the draghan's glamour. He flexed his hand as if it pained him and shot to his feet, grabbing one of the many torches before taking off down the tunnel.
"I'll follow him," I told Fenrah, Rhyne and Enorah. "You two take Rhyne back to his room."
Rhyne opened his mouth to protest, but I held up a hand. "You will do us no good with your injured leg. It will only hinder you and make you a target."
Enorah squeezed his shoulder to reassure him. Rhyne sighed and let his head hang but didn't argue further.
"I don't have my sword on me, and you need your bows," I continued. "Get what you think we'll need and come back, as quickly as you can."
I grabbed another torch and turned toward Enorah. "If you're fast enough, you should be able to catch up with us fairly easily."
"Be careful, brother," Enorah said as she and Fenrah turned with Rhyne.
I smiled, "As always, sister."
Within a few minutes I caught up to Devlin, his focus entirely on following the trail of draghan magic.
His anger still clung to him like a bad smell, and after we bypassed the well room and began our descent into the Deep Dark, I had had enough. I turned to him, barely able to make his form out in the dark despite the light from the torches we carried.
"Do not let her words affect you, Devlin," I said. "They mean nothing unless you give them value."
"You would do well in focusing on our task instead of handing out unwanted advice, especially from one who knows nothing of what my brother and I went through," he snapped back at me.
My first reaction was surprise. Not once had I ever experienced such vehemence from the eldest O'Brolaigh brother. Anger followed soon afterward, but that was quickly squashed. All of us were allowed our moments of emotional turmoil every now and again. I wasn't about to begrudge Devlin his. I did, however, continue to offer my advice, as unwanted as it may have been.
"You are wrong, Devlin," I said, hoping my voice sounded more sympathetic than patronizing. "I know all too well what you are going through. I might not have had the same past experiences as you, but I know what it is like to be lashed with words meant to inflict the worst kind of pain."
He stopped and turned to look at me, though there wasn't much to see in this accursed tunnel. I only smirked and continued, "You forget who my mother is. Her weapons of choice are words with barbs and stings, and she knows exactly how to apply them to cause the most pain and leave the deepest scars."
Instantly, I felt Devlin's glamour cool, the resentment leaking out of it. True, he didn't have nearly as much magic as Enorah and I, but his was strong for one of the Lorehnin. Feeling somewhat cheered despite our surroundings and the conversation that had passed between us, I gave him a good-natured slap on the shoulder and said, "Now, let's go take our irritation out on this draghan, shall we?"
Devlin returned a sly grin and said, "The sooner the better."
* * *
The convoluted tunnels and passageways beneath the grand halls of the Amsihria's fortress rivaled the underground kingdom of a colossal ant hole. Devlin and I kept our pace brisk, sometimes jogging, sometimes full out running as he followed the draghan's trail of magic like a fish on a line. The deeper into the caverns we went, the colder and damper the air grew. Pretty soon, the all too familiar scent of soggy earth and stone mixed with mildew and death permeated our surroundings, and I couldn't help the goose bumps that crawled up my arms.
Ah, so much like my lovely fortress, don't you think so, Caedehn dear?
The Morrigan's voice in my head was about as welcome as an angry scorpion in my shoe.
Why don't you try and capture that nice little lizard for me. It would make a great addition to my menagerie, and if it proves too unruly, I can just harvest its glamour.
The images that flooded my mind forced me to pause. Faelorehn men, women and children brought before the Morrigan, forced to kneel in her presence as they shivered from fear and cold, their thread-bare clothes doing little to ward off the elements. I had overseen far too many of my mother's ceremonies and revisiting the horror of those sacrifices didn't help at the moment.
"Cade? Are you still with me?"
Devlin's voice helped drag me out of the dark trap my mind was stepping into. I halted and drew in a deep breath.
"I'm fine. These tunnels stir up bad memories."
Devlin nodded, the firelight from the torch he held making his gesture seem exaggerated.
He lowered his voice and said, "I think we're getting close."
"Good. Now we just have to wait for Enorah and Fenrah." I hoped they hadn't gotten lost while trying to follow us.
Devlin came to an abrupt stop and I nearly crashed into him. Holding a finger up to his lips, he waved me forward with the torch. I moved as close as I dared, my adrenaline spiking and my glamour fighting me to be set free.
Patience, I told it, patience . . .
Whatever Devlin had discovered, I could not see. He held the torch up, but all it did was reveal a black, gaping hole in the floor just ahead of us. Devlin held the light out to me and when I took it, he knelt down and brushed the floor with his fingertips. For a few agonizing seconds, he remained silent, then said, "The magic is thickest around the edge of this opening."
He looked up at me, his blond hair burnished bronze-gold in the torchlight, his pale blue eyes cold. The grim cut of his mouth a sign that I wouldn't like what he'd say next.
"I can sense another's magic as well, something lighter with no trace of evil."
I furrowed my brow, then said in a low voice, "The missing girl."
Devlin turned his attention back to the darkness beneath us. "The trace of her magic has gone stale, it is faded."
I sighed, feeling somewhat defeated. "Then this won't be a rescue mission."
Devlin nodded his head solemnly and stood up, placing both hands on his hips and shifting his weight to one leg. "I'm afraid so."
My fury spiked and then settled. I would enjoy destroying this monster.
"I can't say for sure whether or not there is another way out of that pit," Devlin said, "but my instincts are telling me no. The buildup of the draghan's glamour is so strong around this opening that it suggests there is no other way out. And he's down there. I can feel his magic."
"What does it feel like?" I asked, curious despite our grim location.
Devlin shrugged. "Everyone's and everything's glamour registers differently for me. Sometimes it begins as a tingling in my fingertips, other times I'll get a headache. This one feels like the sun heating my bare skin, only it's more painful. But I can always tell good glamour from bad."
I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall, trying to ignore the cold dampness seeping through my sleeve. I was intrigued, so I asked him a question I probably shouldn't have, "What would you deduce about glamour that appeared as a pale blue ribbon of light?"
Devlin arched an eyebrow and studied me closely. Everything about the situation, the wet slime staining my shirt, my nagging concern about Meghan, and the way Devlin watched me, as if he knew too much, all urged me to squirm uncomfortably.
Fortunately, Devlin cleared his throat and answered before I grew too uneasy, "I would say good glamour, but I'd have to see it myself to tell for sure."
Devlin's answer was like a balm, even if he wasn't certain. I never believed Meghan could have any evil in her, but the Morrigan's obsessive interest always made me wonder. And besides, she could have come from something sinister. I had, after all.
Wanting to fill the silence that followed, I drew a breath to ask Devlin what my glamour looked like when a trilling whistle came rolling down the tunnel.
"That would be the girls," I said, pushing away from the grimy wall and cupping my hands to my mouth. I imitated the sound and then sent to my sister, Where are you?
Where the tunnel splits three ways, she answered.
Take the far right tunnel, and we are about a hundred yards further down.
Soon, Enorah and Fenrah appeared around the next bend, their arms full of weapons, leather armor and a few spare torches.
"I can't say it will do much good against a draghan," Enorah said, dumping the items in front of me, "especially if this one has matured enough to create fire."
I took my long sword and armor from the pile on the floor and started fastening the pieces over my chest and arms.
"Even if it is," Devlin said as he shrugged on a leather gambeson, "it is too damp down here to create a spark."
"That may be," Fenrah grumbled, checking the strap of her quiver, "but its gaseous breath could still poison us."
"Are we ready?" Enorah asked once she was done checking all her knives and arrows.
"Yes," I replied, picking up one of the extra torches they'd brought with them.
Enorah bent down and fished around for a stone. When her fingers closed around one, she stepped up to the edge of the opening in the ground and let the pebble drop. The clear crack of stone striking stone greeted us a few heartbeats later.
"Not too far of a fall then," I stated. "Enorah, did you happen to bring any rope?"
My sister nodded and pulled a long cord from the pack she'd brought with her. One end had a grappling hook attached.
"It would probably be quicker for us to drop into the cavern as opposed to trying to climb down the rope," my sister said as she started uncoiling it. "We can climb up once we've taken care of the draghan."
Fenrah took the end with the hook and secured it around the closest stalagmite, tugging it to make sure it was secure.
"It'll hold," she said. "Now, who wants to be the one to dive into the draghan hole first?"
"I will," Devlin said, pushing his way to the front of the tunnel.
"No," I argued, but he held up a hand.
"I can see its glamour, remember? Once I drop down into that cavern, I'll know exactly where it is."
"What if you drop down on top of it?" Fenrah asked. "How do we know it isn't lying awake, waiting for us? It could have heard that pebble and come to investigate."
Devlin cast her a devilish grin and said, "Then you had better be ready to jump in right after me."
He held his hand over the hole and let the torch drop, its descent reminiscent of a falling star. Like the pebble before it, the torch handle clattered when it struck the stone. The area was clear of draghans.
"At least there are no sharp rocks to land on," Devlin noted, observing the halo of torch light reflecting off the floor below.
With one final nod in our direction, he turned and stepped over the lip of the opening, plunging into the waiting abyss. A grunt and thud followed soon afterward and I peered over the edge to see Devlin, surrounded by a ring of firelight, crouching ten feet below.
Devlin was already moving when I decided he was safe for the time being. He swiveled in a circle, casting the torch out in front of him, searching the shadows for any sign of the draghan.
"Clear!" he called up before stepping to the side.
"I'll lower you two down," I said to Enorah and Fenrah, getting down on the floor so that my stomach and chest lay flat. Fortunately, my thick leather armor kept the moisture from seeping in.
"I could have jumped," Enorah grumbled as she scooted toward the edge of the black hole. "Devlin, catch!"
Devlin stepped forward again and caught Enorah's torch as it fell. Fenrah threw hers in as well.
Clasping my sister's hands, I lowered her until my armpits were digging into the edge of the opening.
"Ready?" I gritted out.
"Let me go," Enorah said.
I released my grip on her wrists and she dropped to the floor below.
Once Enorah had moved out of the way, I gave Fenrah a hand down before lowering myself over the edge as well. The drop wasn't so bad, but the impact jarred me and I was forced into a crouch while I regained my senses. Darkness surrounded us on all sides, what little light the torches provided illuminated nothing.
"Over there," Devlin hissed, pointing off to our right, "the evil glamour accumulates about fifty feet away."
"Can it see us?" Fenrah whispered as she drew an arrow from her quiver.
"I don't know, but I get the feeling it's aware of us and is waiting to see what we do next."
The magic of my riastrad pulsed just beneath my skin, but I was determined to use it as a last resort.
"Let's not keep it waiting then," I added with a low snarl, drawing my long sword and taking a few steps.
With a torch in my other hand, I led our group forward, moving as carefully and slowly as possible. The sickening damp smell of mold and earth was soon overpowered by the distinct stench of draghan. I covered my nose to the best of my ability, but the reek still found a way in.
"What is that smell?" Fenrah asked in a muffled voice.
"Draghan breath," Enorah answered, "it's a side-effect of the gas the creature produces."
My eyes had started to water when a deep, low growling brought me to a dead stop.
"Looks like we're close enough," Devlin said in a quiet voice that seemed to rasp against the concave walls.
Carefully, I signaled to Enorah and Fenrah to lower their torches to the ground. As the light moved across the darkness ahead of us, the flames revealed the monster we sought.
Crouched in the corner of the chamber was a huge, indistinct black shape. The firelight reflected back in the beast's eyes and two rows of large, triangular teeth stood out like menacing beacons in the darkness. Devlin drew in a breath and Fenrah cursed.
"Is there any way to make more light in here?"
Fenrah turned and looked at me, then Enorah. Both my sister and I knew how to conjure witch fire, but it would drain our glamour.
"I'll do it," Enorah said, her voice bleak. "You need your glamour in case this gets too out of hand."
She didn't have to use shil-sciar to know what I was thinking, and she had a point. If this draghan proved to be more of a challenge than we expected, I would have no choice but to warp into my battle fury.
"Alright," I conceded.
My sister took a few steps back and then placed her hands in front of her, the fingertips touching, and bowed her head. The spell was a simple one, but it was very draining on one's magic. Gradually, a great ball of light grew between my sister's palms. Still chanting, she pulled her hands apart and released the glowing orb. It floated to the center of the room and hung close to the ceiling. Suddenly, the cave was no longer dark and we had full view of our enemy.
The draghan, who had continued growling while Enorah worked her spell, pressed itself against the cavern wall, its mouth wide open and its eyes flashing with challenge. The creature was dark in color, brown or green like the mud found on the bottom of a pond. Its skin resembled that of a toad or newt, rough and covered in bumps, with a scattering of brilliant orange specks along its back. Bright, red eyes and a broad, triangular head with a mouth full of huge, serrated triangular teeth completed the picture. All in all, the beast was nearly twenty-five or thirty feet long, its blunt tail making up only a third of its length.
"It has no wings," Devlin remarked, his short sword and dagger held in front of him.
I shook my head. "It doesn't need any. It's a ground draghan."
As a group, we took a step forward, then another, moving like a net to pin the creature against the wall. It wasn't the brightest idea. In my experience, a cornered animal was more dangerous, but we couldn't allow it to escape. We might not get this chance again.
The draghan scraped at the floor, its claws like flint striking stone. Despite the dampness, the monster managed to find a patch of dryness because a small trail of sparks burned crimson against the ground.
"Put the torches out!" I commanded.
The draghan might not be able to create enough heat on its own, but all it had to do was breathe in our direction and the whole chamber would go up. No doubt we would have succeeded in destroying it, but we would perish as well.
Fenrah detached herself from our line and jogged to each of the disregarded torches, rolling them around on the damp earth to kill the flames before joining us once again. I glanced over at my sister. She gave me a weak smile before turning her attention back on the draghan. She looked pale, but I was hoping that was a result of the witch light and not because it was pulling away too much of her glamour. If she had to cut the power to our light source, we were going to be in big trouble.
As if sensing our flagging confidence, the draghan bolted forward, raking its claws against Devlin's abdomen. Not expecting the sudden attack, Devlin barely had enough time to return his own blow, a swipe of his short sword across the monster's leathery back. The resounding screech from the draghan was satisfying but short lived. It whipped its tail around, trying to hit one of us.
"The tail!" I roared.
Everyone hit the ground as I turned and met the draghan's next assault with my sword. The impact threw me back a few feet, but I managed to cut deep. Another roar of agony filled the chamber. We now had its complete attention.
The draghan was momentarily distracted by its wounds, so we took advantage and quickly regained position, surrounding it in a loose circle. Fenrah and Enorah had arrows ready in their bows and Devlin and I adopted guards with our blades.
"How is your strength, Enorah?" I asked.
"I can last for about ten more minutes, at the most," she breathed.
The draghan lashed its tail out again and we dodged. It was enough to distract us from its real purpose, for in the next second a burst of fire hurtled by and set my sleeve on fire.
"Cade! Take off your shirt! You can't put it out!"
The sound of Enorah's frantic voice was enough to force me to comply without question. Dropping my sword, I peeled off the leather armor and shirt beneath, leaving my entire upper half exposed and vulnerable. I would have liked to put the armor back on, but the draghan decided to charge once again. I dove out of the way as it lunged, snapping up the leather breastplate and shredding it like a fresh kill. Ignoring the scrapes and cold mud on my back and chest, I clambered to my feet and got ready for another attack. While I was avoiding becoming the draghan's next victim, Enorah and Fenrah released a pair of arrows, both managing to stick in the loose skin around the beast's neck. Devlin, who was still clutching his side, was missing his dagger and looked as if he would pass out if this fight lasted much longer.
For a moment, I considered succumbing to my magic and letting the riastrad take over. The witch light above was fading and Devlin was struggling to keep his feet, a banner of red staining his side. When the draghan scraped the floor and managed to get another fireball out, this one barely missing Fenrah, I knew I couldn't put it off any longer.
"Everybody, get back!" I barked, tossing my sword aside and standing with my arms held loosely at my sides.
"What are you doing?!" Fenrah demanded as she loosed another arrow, this one glancing off the draghan's back. The monster hissed and turned to face her.
"Come on!" Enorah shouted, grabbing Fenrah's arm and pulling her toward Devlin. The witch light regained some of its strength.
Now that I was the only person standing within striking range, the draghan eyed me with renewed hatred. It opened its angular mouth and bellowed, the stench of its gaseous breath hitting me like a solid wall. A few sparks blinked in the semi-darkness as it once again dug at the ground.
That's right you combustible bastard, I thought, I'm the only thing in here that's a threat to you.
The beast bellowed again just as I felt the change take over me. Bones snapped and reformed, muscles stretched and my mind focused on one thought and one thought only: kill. Instinct took over and I charged the draghan, intent on ripping its head from its shoulders. The eerie light filling the cavern faded away from my awareness and the screams of my sister and her friends sounded distant. None of that mattered. All that mattered now was that I destroy the enemy. An intense heat grazed my neck and shoulder, but there was no pain as I closed in on the draghan. With my bare hands I attacked, barely registering the damage done to me. I punched and kicked and drove the monster back and my glamour burned through my blood like wildfire. How long the fight lasted I could not say, but I could feel the fatigue begin to flow over me in waves. I knew my riastrad was coming to an end and I only hoped I had killed the draghan. My hands and arms were covered in something wet and warm, either my own blood or that of my enemy. Eventually, the glamour dried up and I started to black out. The last thing I heard as I collapsed to the floor was a voice in my head, screaming in anger.
You were supposed to bring it to me! Now your little strayling will suffer for it, and you, being so far away, can do nothing to stop me!
I struggled to stay conscious, but even as the evil taunt from my mother faded away, I could feel my body morphing back to its usual shape. The pain of the change was the final straw, but before the darkness overwhelmed me, I managed to breathe out one word, "Meghan!"
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The dreams that plagued me were the worst my mother had to offer. The moment I realized I was no longer conscious, I found myself trapped in a pit full of faelah. On the other end of my prison I could see Meghan, naked and chained to a stone wall. Her skin was pale, much more so than I remembered, and a multitude of lacerations crisscrossing her abdomen and legs oozed blood. My heart leapt into my throat and I took a step to rush to her side. The writhing mass of faelah noticed my movement. They surged toward me like an angry tide, snapping and hissing and growling as the stench of their filthy, rotting skin filled my nose. Another sound cut through the clamor, and suddenly my urgency and fear spiked. I knew that low, rattling call. It belonged to a creature far more terrifying than any of the Morrigan's other minions. A moghreth, a great, white worm found only in the dankest, most unsavory parts of Eile. It crawled from one of several holes in the wall, lifting itself off of the ground so that I could see the double rows of teeth that lined its entire stomach. The moghreth wrapped itself around its prey like a snake, imbedding those teeth into flesh, then very slowly sucking the life out of whatever poor creature fell into its grasp. And this particular moghreth was interested in Meghan.
"No!" I screamed, trying to tear my way through the onslaught of faelah.
Meghan glanced to the side, her eyes wide with terror as the moghreth started its approach. She struggled against the chains, making sounds of distress as the monster moved closer.
"Meghan!"
I fought with all my strength, but I could not get through the sea of faelah. There were too many. When I stopped and tried to summon my riastrad, a chilling voice entered my head.
No, no, Caedehn. Not in my realm. I control this place and your battle fury cannot be used here.
The Morrigan's wicked laughter trailed off as I once again took up my struggle against the faelah. I watched in horror as Meghan screamed for me while the moghreth inched ever closer. Blood ran down my hands and arms as I continued my battle, but for every faelah I killed, five more took its place. Cold sweat ran down my face and when Meghan's screams were cut off by the deadly embrace of the moghreth, I thought my soul would shatter. I collapsed to the floor, exhaustion finally overwhelming me. The faelah paused in their assault, waiting for me to rise again. A dozen or more times I tried to get up and continue my fight, but every time the faelah would push me back. Hours, or days, later I fell into a heap on the cold stone floor, unable to go on and slowly going mad as Meghan's soft cries of distress reached my ears.
This is your punishment, my dear boy, for your unending desire to disobey me. First by withholding information about that strayling, second for interfering with my ritual and now for destroying that draghan when I asked you to bring it to me. This is what will become of your precious female in the end, and you will be there to watch.
I gasped, the sound of my mother's shil-sciar voice like an acid burning through my senses. No. I would not allow this to happen to Meghan. My mother had full control here, in the unconscious world, but not in the mortal world or even in Eile. I would sacrifice everything to keep her away from Meghan.
Just remember, Cade, she chanted, the longer you keep secrets from me, the worse it will be for your strayling.
The Morrigan had a terrifyingly immense amount of glamour, but nothing, not even her strength, could break the spell I had cast to protect my knowledge of Meghan.
Lifting my head against the pain of my ordeal, I spat in the direction of the closest faelah. The cat-like monstrosity hissed and backed away. I glanced up at the image of Meghan, chained and covered by the moghreth, its putrid, pale body undulating as it drained Meghan of her life. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to keep watching. It isn't real, Cade, I told myself. It is an illusion created to break you, and you almost let it get the better of you.
You can keep your damn threats, I hissed in my mind, the words tainted red, they won't work on me.
The Morrigan shrieked in anger and the ache in my head increased until the small red spark of her presence blossomed and turned a brilliant white. I sucked in a final breath just before everything went black.
* * *
I woke to find every muscle and bone in my body aching from overuse, but considering the life I led, that wasn't too out of the ordinary. For a few moments I simply lie there, staring at the ceiling above, trying to remember where I was and what had happened. I turned my head and glanced around the room. No, not a room, a space carved out of a mountainside to function as a room, complete with several portholes leading up to a light source somewhere. The memories swept over me like an ocean wave, stinging the back of my eyes with their intensity. Cernunnos, seeking mine and my sister's help, the Amsihria and the draghan tormenting them, my riastrad taking over, Enorah and Fenrah crying out in fear. And finally, that nightmare sent by my mother.
I groaned and lifted my hands to rub my face. It took far more effort than I'd like to admit. I paused in my actions when I noticed my shirt was missing. Furrowing my brow, I lifted the blankets to discover not only a plethora of well-tended wounds, but that my shirt wasn't the only thing gone. So, either they had to cut my ruined clothes off of me, or the fight had been so brutal they hadn't survived in the first place. I was almost glad my recollection of the past several days remained mostly buried.
A soft knock at the door drew my attention from my self-inspection. The door cracked open and one of the younger Amsihria poked her head in. When she noticed I was sitting up in bed with only a sheet to cover me, she lowered her eyes and a blush spread across her face.
"You're awake!" she exclaimed, then made to escape into the hallway. Apparently, some ingrained sense of duty forced her to remain crouched in the doorway. "Sorry to bother you," she murmured, "but the Maithar would like a private audience with you. She said to tell you so as soon as you woke up. That is, if you are feeling up to it."
Avoiding her question, I said, "Where are my sister and the others?"
She shifted uncomfortably and looked over her shoulder.
"They said they were feeling trapped in our caverns, so they decided to set up camp in the meadow below our sanctuary. They told us to inform you to meet with them as soon as you were able to travel."
I arched an eyebrow, wondering why Enorah, Devlin, Rhyne and Fenrah couldn't wait for me.
"How long have I been out?" I asked.
"Nearly two weeks."
I choked on a gasp and looked at the girl in disbelief.
"That long?" I whispered.
She only nodded.
"And how long have my companions been camping outside?"
"Only a few days," she answered.
So, not as bad as I had thought. I would have grown weary of the caves after that many days as well.
I cleared my throat and said, "I would be honored to meet with the Maithar, however, I would need my clothes returned to me first."
The poor girl blanched but managed to get a hold of her composure. "Forgive me, warrior, but your clothing was ruined in the battle. We had to cut what remained of it off of you to see to your wounds."
She glanced up then, a small flicker of determination in her pale eyes. "Many of your injuries were very severe and we had no other choice."
I shook my head. "No, I understand. However, I do not think it would be proper for me to stand before your great mother in nothing but a bed sheet. What about my pack?"
Her reaction was almost comical and I had to bite back a smirk. Her face reddened again as she said, "I'm afraid your sister took it with her. She thought it would be easier if they packed everything with them at once."
My jaw tightened. Surely Enorah hadn't done it on purpose, but she had to have known I would need a change of clothes when I woke up.
"Men don't visit here too often," the girl continued, "but there are some spare clothes in one of the storage closets. I'll bring you what we have."
Fifteen minutes later, I found myself staring down into the most pathetic mix of garments I'd ever seen. Most of the attire was tailored to fit a man half my size. None of the pants fit me and the shirts were far too tight. Gritting my teeth, I dug deeper. What I found toward the bottom made the corner of my mouth tilt up in amusement. An old kilt sewn from a dark green tartan was the last article of clothing that I hadn't tried on. Dropping the sheet I'd been using as a toga, I slipped the kilt on, sighing in relief when I realized it fit. Well, it wasn't what I was used to wearing, but it would have to do.
The smooth stone floor of the tunnel I strode down felt cool against my bare feet. The temperature inside these mountain caves should have chased me back under my warm sheets, but my blood still ran hot after the fight with the draghan and the memory of my mother's torment. Now, I was more eager than ever to return to the mortal world and check on Meghan. Our mission here was complete, and as soon as I found out what the Maithar wanted, I was leaving the sanctuary of the Amsihria to meet up with the others so we could begin our journey home.
Before she left me to get dressed, the young acolyte informed me that Jarda could be found in her council room behind the entrance hall. Fortunately, I didn't have to walk too far because the occasional leina staring at me with her mouth hanging open was starting to grate on my nerves. I guess I shouldn't have been too surprised. Men were generally not allowed in the sanctuary, so seeing one striding down the halls wearing nothing but a kilt was bound to draw some attention. I'm sure the nasty abrasions on my bare skin only piqued their curiosity further. Oh, the perks of being an active fighter . . .
Rounding the next corner, I found myself in the wide open entrance hall. To my left and several yards away, the tall doorway into this strange place yawned and allowed the bright light of the morning sun to stream in. My feet itched to head in that direction and join my sister and her friends, but it would be rude of me to leave without granting the Maithar one last meeting. Perhaps she wished to thank my sister and I for our help. Or maybe she wanted to apologize for her behavior before we sought out the draghan. Releasing a small breath of regret, I turned right and headed for the door situated behind the stone chair and dais.
After knocking once, the distinct voice of Maithar Jarda, muffled a little by the wood, proclaimed, "Enter."
She glanced up from some paperwork she was scribbling over after I closed the door behind me. She took her time to assess me, her eyes studying me like a sculpture in a rose garden. I tried my best not to squirm in irritation. When her gaze returned to my eyes, I noticed a hint of disappointment in her expression. So, she must not like what she sees. I gave a mental shrug of derision. Too bad.
Jarda took a breath and set aside her quill, then she folded her hands in front of her and pinned me with those pale grey eyes of hers.
"I called you to council before me because I have a business proposition, one, I feel, you might find hard to refuse."
"Oh?" I crossed my arms over my bare chest, partly because the chill was finally getting to me, but mostly because I wanted to appear domineering. I didn't like this woman, her eyes wandered too much, saw too much, and I didn't mean just physically. I could almost feel her gaze passing through my skin and examining my soul. And her callousness almost matched my mother's, she proved as much with her attitude toward the draghan's last victim. I would not let my guard down.
"And what might that be?" I continued.
"As you know my girls and I live here alone on this mountain top, and in most cases, we are quite capable of taking care of ourselves. Well, unless something like that draghan comes along. There is one thing, however, that we do require every now and again that we cannot supply for ourselves."
She stopped speaking and scrutinized me once more. It was then that it dawned upon me that perhaps the reason she'd been disappointed before was because I was over, not under, dressed. My jaw tightened and my molars began to ache. I was so very tired of being regarded as an object, first by my mother, then by several of the women, and even some of the men, I'd met throughout my life. Now the Maithar of the Amsihria wanted to throw her name in with their lot. And just like that, the sour prickle of unease started low in my stomach. Had this been her objective all along? To draw me out so she could size me up? My agitation began to bloom and spread like a foul disease.
Finally she continued her speech, "As you well know, we cannot procreate on our own. Weather wielding takes an immense amount of glamour, and over time, we lose that edge we had when we first started out. Those who cannot handle the pressure any longer retire, and that means we must produce replacements. To be accepted among the Amsihria, a child must be born from one of them. She must inherit the gift from her mother, and having a father with strong glamour is ideal. We must have a rithair, a champion at the ready, a man willing to be the father of our future daughters. Long ago, Cernunnos fulfilled this role for us, but that was during a time when our kind were counted among the myths told by the Tuatha De. He has come to our aid from time to time, but he is not a steady presence. The last Faelorehn man who served this purpose left years ago and never returned. I fear he may have left Eile for good, and if this is the case, we are in need of a replacement. I would like you to be our rithair, Caedehn MacRoich, for those of us young enough to bear children."
Before she even finished her speech, my entire essence had already rejected her proposition. She had set me up, leaving me practically nothing to wear to this meeting, for the sole purpose of parading me about like a stud horse. A wave of hot fury swept over me, but I wasn't about to show my irritation. Instead, I stood my ground, glaring at her as she continued.
"You would not be needed that often, and surely the Morrigan could spare you. The weather effects us all, does it not? Even the war goddess must understand the importance of our existence. And you are Ehriad. You belong to no one."
I growled low in my throat, a sound that grew from deep within my chest. I doubted Jarda heard it, but surely my eyes told her everything. Oh, you are wrong Maithar, very wrong. I may not belong to anyone, but my heart most certainly does . . .
She must have sensed my sudden change in temper because she lifted a pale hand, her storm grey robes flowing around her like a cloud.
"Please Caedehn, you are perfect for the job. You have strong glamour, that is apparent from the way you dispatched that horrid draghan, and you have kindness about you, from what I hear, despite what tales have been told of your exploits."
"I cannot," I gritted out. "That is not who I am. I will not barter myself out and father children I will never be able to call my own."
And I will not betray Meghan, I added to myself. True, she had no idea I felt this way about her, but that didn't change a thing.
Jarda pulled her hand back to let it hang by her side.
"You pass up a once in a lifetime offer, Cade. Most men would leap at the opportunity."
Her voice was cold and precise, and once again, she reminded me of my mother. That only renewed my resentment.
I shifted my weight and stretched to my full height. Jarda rocked back just enough to let me know she registered my counter threat. "I am not most men," I said, my voice deep. "You have my answer. Now, I ask that you allow me to bid you farewell. My sister and travel mates wait for me. They've been away from the Weald for too long, and I have responsibilities other than those promised to the Morrigan."
The Maithar stood and splayed her hands on the desktop. There was a battle going on beneath the surface, her face and body language said as much. She was torn between irritation at not getting her way and her obligation to follow decorum and thank me for the deed my companions and I performed. In the end, etiquette won out.
"Very well, Caedehn. I thank you for your service to us and extend an invitation to visit our sanctuary again."
She paused and looked me in the eye. "And know that my other invitation remains open, should you change your mind."
Jarda turned and reached for a cord running up the wall. She grasped it and pulled twice, and the loud clang of a bell filled the cavern.
"Two of my acolytes will escort you to your friends."
Not wanting to stay in her presence a moment longer, I nodded once and turned on my heel. As I stepped through the door and made my way down the long hallway toward the exit, I felt the gaze of many pairs of eyes digging into my back. Ignoring them, I continued on, wondering if the Maithar had told her students of her plans for me. As she promised, two young women waited at the hall's grand entrance. They curtseyed and walked ahead of me down the stone staircase.
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When the fresh, open air hit my skin, I nearly groaned in relief. Despite the sanctuary's beauty and brightness, it was still a cavern and it had still pressed down upon me. It didn't take us very long to reach Enorah and the others, for someone had built a fire to cook breakfast. The two girls curtseyed again and I murmured a word of thanks before they turned to climb back up the trail.
"Cade!" Rhyne cried out, standing up to greet me.
My return smile was genuine, though I felt a coldness in it.
"How is your leg faring?"
"Well," Rhyne answered, looking me up and down with an amused gleam in his eyes. "Nice outfit. Trying to impress the Amsihria?"
I fought the urge to decorate him with a few bruises, but just barely.
"No. Someone took off with my pack, so I had to borrow from their wardrobe. This is the only thing that would fit me."
"It looks good on you, brother."
Enorah stood up from a boulder she'd been using as a seat and strode over.
I glared at her, ready to unleash a tirade of accusing words, but all that was pushed right out of my system when she threw her arms around me, trapping me in a fierce hug.
"I was so worried, Cade," she whispered, her voice tainted with tears. "You looked so awful after the fight with the draghan. I thought you two had killed each other."
She released me and held me at arm's length, examining me as Rhyne had, only her amused look was that of a sister ready to tease her brother. Whatever she was going to say stayed buried, however.
"How is Devlin?" I asked, glancing up. The last time I'd seen him he'd taken a bad hit from the draghan.
"Fine, but a little sore," he said, standing up from where he'd been sitting. Bandages covered his left hip and lower abdomen, and Fenrah had to give him a hand up. "Battle scars to impress the ladies," he added with a smile, patting his wound and grimacing.
"Will you be able to travel?" I asked.
"Oh yes. If my little brother can do it with a broken leg, then I most certainly can with a few scrapes."
Enorah furrowed her brow. "A few scrapes? Try five deep lacerations that required many stitches."
"Rhyne was able to take away most of the pain with his glamour," Devlin grumbled.
"Breakfast is almost ready," Fenrah announced, breaking up the fast approaching dismal mood. "Are you hungry?"
Was I ever. "Yes."
"We'll need tea," Enorah said. "Cade, do you want to help me get some water? Oh, and your pack is over there, if you want to change."
She grinned at me and I grabbed my bag, grumbling about bothersome sisters.
Enorah led me down the hill and we eventually came upon the stream that ran past the Amsihria's sanctuary.
"So, how are you really," she asked as she bent down to fill up the water skins.
Only my sister had the knack for reaching beyond my bland facial expressions and seeing what I kept hidden beneath.
Taking a deep breath, I murmured, "The Maithar offered me a place as the Amsihria's rithair, their consort."
A long pause followed where nothing disturbed the silence except for the gentle trickle of water and chatter of birds.
"And?" Enorah asked eventually, her lips pressed tight to suppress her mirth.
I couldn't help it, I gave in and released a small chuckle. "I know, ridiculous, right?"
My sister cut her own laughter short and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. "Oh no, my dear, handsome brother. Not ridiculous at all."
I gave her a terse look but she adopted that stern expression that had always kept me in line before I came to live with the Dagda.
"Why must you always downplay your worth, Caedehn?"
Her voice was so soft and full of emotion I almost pulled her into another hug. She may have been my older sister and the closest thing to a mother I'd ever had, but despite her unwavering strength, every now and then she needed to borrow some of mine.
I should have hugged her, but instead I only shrugged. "It's a hard habit to break when you've only been nurtured on regret and hatred most of your life."
Enorah could only nod somberly as she threw a few twigs into the stream. We watched them float away, disappearing over a rocky precipice.
"So, I assume you turned the Maithar down."
I nodded.
"Why? Most of the Faelorehn men I know would accept in a heartbeat."
"Jarda said the same exact thing." I smiled softly and picked up another twig to send down the creek with its brethren.
"So? Why not accept? It wouldn't be such a bad life."
Because, despite the constant barrage of my common sense, I've already given my heart away. I didn't say it out loud, but Enorah must have read it on my face.
"This Faelorehn girl you've found in the mortal world, Meghan, correct? You would never consider accepting their offer because of her."
I nodded again. For some situations, words weren't necessary and this was one of them.
Enorah turned her head to look at me, and from the way her posture changed I could tell she saw far more than what I meant for her to see.
"Then I am glad," she simply said. "It proves you are made of stronger stuff than most."
We were silent for several minutes as I helped Enorah fill more of the water skins. Once we were done, I grabbed my pack and made to walk toward a screen of shrubs.
"You are her Ghalien," Enorah said to my back, her voice tinged with calm pride, "her heart-warrior."
Turning, I gave my sister a beleaguered look. She must have been studying me far closer than I realized because my mind had been entirely focused on Meghan. Ever since leaving that cave, knowing that the task of dealing with the draghan was over, I had one goal in mind: to return to Luathara and venture into the mortal world to check on the young Faelorehn woman who lived there.
Releasing a great sigh, I answered my sister. "Enorah, that is such an archaic term. And a bit melodramatic, don't you think?"
Enorah shook her head. "You are, Cade, whether you are willing to admit it or not. You would give your life for hers; sacrifice everything for her heart. Tell me this isn't true."
I wanted to deny what she said; to tell her she was wrong. Not because it was a lie or an exaggeration but because it was true. And it terrified me because I had never felt this way about anyone before. In all my long life, never had I been so bound to another's spirit.
Feeling defeated, I lowered my head and sighed deeply. The forest around us had grown quiet and all I could hear was the fierce pounding of my heart and my sister's soft breathing.
Enorah crossed her arms and cast me a mischievous look.
"I think the next time you go visit this Meghan of yours, you should wear only that kilt. Those two Amsihria girls almost tripped over their tongues as they escorted you to our campsite earlier."
I shot my sister a perturbed look, but her smug expression and narrowed eyes were no match for my ire. Enorah's bark of laughter only made it worse. Gritting my teeth, I growled, "I have a feeling it would have the opposite effect on her." I gestured toward the lacerations and bruises that decorated my torso.
She stopped laughing abruptly and just blinked at me. "Caedehn, I am your sister, and as much as it pains me to say this, you are an absurdly handsome young man. Well, maybe not so young, but I have a feeling that although she might not be as obvious about it as the women in our world, she would notice, and take note of your looks."
It was my turn to snort. "Yes, and when she finds out what I'm really capable of? What then?" Meghan very well may enjoy looking at me, but if that's all I was to her, an object to be appreciated for its aesthetic purposes only, then how did that make her any different than the Maithar and all the others who regarded me the same way? The very idea that Meghan might not be interested in seeing beyond the surface of my skin terrified me, but it kept me safe as well. The less she knew about my true nature, the better.
All humor fled from Enorah's face and I winced with regret. I never realized how hard I was on myself unless someone else was around to point it out. Or care. Enorah and the Dagda were the most reliable when it came to reminding me that there were people who cared about me. I released another deep breath, one of many I'd been holding in since I'd hiked up this gods-cursed mountain. I always tried to be careful about how I regarded myself around my sister and foster father, and that was one of the reasons I seldom visited either of them. But despising myself had become so second nature that I didn't even realize I was doing it anymore, and it only made matters worse when I forgot that fact around Enorah.
"Oh Cade, when are you going to learn that everyone has something disturbingly wrong with them? No one is perfect, not even the Tuatha De. I know you've had the worst of luck when it comes to women, but maybe this time it'll be different. Maybe, because this girl grew up away from Eile, she'll see you for who you truly are."
I gave her a half-hearted smile. That's what I most yearned for, and what I was most afraid of. "I am the Morrigan's slave, Enorah. How can I ever have anything to offer to someone like Meghan? An innocent girl who has been dragged into the turmoil that is my life. I am Ehriad, a man who doesn't even belong to himself."
"No," Enorah shook her head, her eyes swimming with tears, "that is not true. You are a man who sacrifices his freedom every day to protect a sister who has done far more evil than he has."
My jaw clenched and I could feel my riastrad begin to boil in my blood, despite the fact my glamour still needed to be replenished.
"You were young Enorah, and you had no control of your actions," I growled.
I would have said more, but Enorah shook her head in stubborn older sisterhood and gave me a hard glare. "If I can learn to live with my dark past, then so can you, Caedehn MacRoich. Stop putting yourself down and get back to the mortal world and show that girl what all the rest of us see in you."
It wasn't the world's best pep talk, and it didn't take away all of my doubts, but Enorah always managed to knock some sense into me, no matter how senseless I might have become.
Giving myself a good mental shake, I flashed her a brilliant smile and held up my pack. "Mind if I change first? I don't want to give Fenrah any false ideas, and I'd hate to damage Rhyne's and Devlin's egos."
Enorah picked up a stick and threw it at me. "Yes, please do. Your vanity disgusts me."
Once I was comfortably in my normal garb, Enorah and I trekked back up the hill, laughing and pestering each other like two small children.
Devlin, Rhyne and Fenrah eyed us curiously, but didn't say anything. I got the impression that over the course of this journey they had grown accustomed to our banter. Breakfast was simple, but filling, and once we had cleaned up and doused the fire, we were on our way. Rhyne was doing a much better job of getting around, but I did notice that Devlin struggled a little more than usual. When we paused for a break and Fenrah offered to help him change his bandages, I got a good glimpse of the damage. Hissing in empathy, I cleared my throat and said, "Those will definitely leave scars."
Devlin only shrugged, one corner of his mouth turned upward. "It isn't too bad, and it was worth it."
I nodded. "Did they find the missing girl?"
Devlin's face grew dark and the ghost of the smile vanished. He hunched his shoulders and sighed. "They found what was left of her."
I winced. Poor thing.
"However, the Maithar held a beautiful memorial service for her. I think she did it for my benefit more than anyone else's."
He shrugged and looked up at me. "Perhaps she isn't as stone-hearted as she seems."
I can't say I agreed with him, but then again, I could be wrong.
We took our time returning home, since all of us had injuries to recover from. Beside's Devlin's lacerations, Rhyne's fracture, and my general lack of energy, Fenrah and Enorah had some abrasions and burns to add to the list. Fenrah's burns were the worst, one of her arms bandaged from wrist to shoulder.
"Just on the outside," she told me when she caught me eyeing the bandage curiously. "And the burn isn't too bad, just the top layer of skin," she amended.
That sounded bad enough, but I was grateful the burn didn't run deeper.
On the fourth day of our journey, we entered the Weald once again and it felt as if a great weight had been lifted from our shoulders. This time, we steered clear of inviting meadows that might harbor tolgrah traps and kept a constant lookout for danger. The days passed and blended together, the summer beginning to show its last colors. Then finally, after nearly six weeks of being absent, we stepped off of the path and into the village square. The Wildren met us with enthusiastic cheers and an incessant flow of questions about our grand adventure soon followed. I excused myself from the joyful chaos to find a quiet spot so that I could contact Fergus.
How is Meghan? I asked as soon as I felt the hound's familiar presence in my mind.
Well. Where have you been all this time? I expected you sooner.
We got held up, was all I could say.
Will you come to the mortal world soon?
I sighed and glanced up at the canopy far above me, the broad leaves dappled with green and gold. Seeing Meghan with my own eyes had been my number one priority for the past several weeks, but I had never factored in suffering from another bout of my battle fury. And the long journey back had not been enough to get me back to my usual self. If I hadn't used my riastrad when dealing with the draghan, then perhaps I could leave for the mortal world right now.
I wish I could, I admitted, but I'm afraid I should let myself heal for another week or so. Think you can manage to survive without me until then?
Fergus's terse reply hit me like a sharp pain behind my eyes.
I should think so, he sent. You must look your best when greeting the young Meghan again, after all.
The hairs on the back of my neck bristled. What is that supposed to mean?
Whatever you take it to mean.
Grinding my molars, I stood up from the stump I'd been sitting on and started back toward the village.
I'll send word when I'm on my way, but feel free to let me know of any developments, should they come up.
Of course.
I severed my connection with Fergus and braced myself for the onslaught of activity that awaited me in the Wildren's township.
That night, my travel companions and I relived our adventures around a roaring bonfire, each of us interrupting to add extra details or to challenge the truth behind another's version of the tale. We stayed up late into the night and caused many of the youngsters to go to sleep with a lantern burning. When the last of the villagers sought their beds, I stood and bid my friends a goodnight, eager to find my cabin and get some much needed rest.
The next morning my sister greeted me the moment I stepped out into the open air.
"Cernunnos sent his spirit guide again. He wishes to meet with us."
By mid-morning, Fenrah, Rhyne, Devlin, Enorah and I were on another journey, only this one took us to the Tree of Life. The forest god was already there when we arrived, leaning against the great tree as if he didn't have a care in the world.
"I want to thank you for a job well done. The Amsihria are very grateful for your service."
His brown eyes roved over us, a sharp intelligence and shrewdness buried in their depths.
"With that being said, I owe each of you a favor."
For several moments, no one spoke and Cernunnos just stood there, arms crossed over his chest, studying us.
"You may not have need of it now, but in the future, don't hesitate to call upon me."
He turned to leave. There were no favors I could think of, unless, of course, he could free me of my bond to the Morrigan, but I was certain nothing short of death could sever that tie. Perhaps I could ask a favor that would benefit Meghan . . .
"Wait!" I called out, lifting a hand.
The antlered god paused and glanced over his shoulder, one eyebrow arched.
"I need a spirit guide."
If at all possible, Cernunnos's brow arched even further.
"From what I've heard, you already have a spirit guide."
"No, not for me. For another Faelorehn who is in need of protection. My spirit guide watches over her now, but if she had her own . . ."
My words trailed off and I could feel the eyes of my companions boring into me. Their curiosity might be strong, but I wasn't about to go into detail about Meghan.
I took a breath and continued. "Something small, a ferret or cat perhaps. Something that requires little care."
Not that spirit guides were entirely helpless, but I imagined Meghan might appreciate a companion with a little less presence than one like Fergus.
Cernunnos seemed to be replaying my request over in his head, determining if it was an appropriate favor to ask of him. Several heartbeats passed before he finally nodded. "Very well. I'll see what I can do, Caedehn MacRoich. Any other requests?"
His eyes once again traveled over us, but no one spoke up.
"It may take me a while to locate the appropriate spirit guide," he said, returning his attention to me. "I'll send word when I have found one."
"Thank you," I replied, giving a slight bow.
On our walk back, I lagged behind the others and contacted Fergus again.
I took your advice, I sent.
What advice would that be? he wondered.
I found a way to protect Meghan, so that you might return to me.
Oh? Do tell.
The payment for this last mission we went on was a favor from Cernunnos.
You wish to ask the horned god to watch over Meghan?
Immediately, my glamour spiked and a low snarl escaped my throat. The last person, besides the Morrigan, I wanted Meghan spending any time with was Cernunnos. The god of the wild could charm an infant from its mother's arms.
No. I asked him to find Meghan a spirit guide.
Silence greeted me and I passed by two more beech trees before Fergus responded.
That is a good idea.
I thought so, though it may be a while before he is able to fulfill my request.
I understand.
But cheer up, I sent, it won't be long before I make a visit to the mortal world.
After that, I bid my spirit guide farewell and caught up to my sister and our friends.
"A spirit guide for this girl of yours, huh?" Enorah said when the others were out of hearing range.
I shrugged. "This way, I can get Fergus back."
Enorah cast me a sideways glance and snickered. "Oh yes, I'm sure that's the only reason."
I declined to comment, and so, we traveled in companionable silence the rest of the way to the village.
Nearly a week went by before I left to return to Luathara. I hadn't healed much, though I wasn't surprised considering all I'd been through, and my insistence on helping Enorah and her Wildren with some of the more difficult chores around the village only slowed my recovery. By the time I was ready to depart, several of the leaky cabins had been repaired and a fireplace or two had been added.
After saying my farewells to Fenrah, Rhyne and Devlin, Enorah walked me to the edge of the village. She reached up and took my face between her palms, her eyes shining and her lips quirked in a grin.
"Visit again soon, my brother. And next time bring this Meghan of yours along."
I scooped her up into a great hug and said, "I will."
When I finally set her down, she shoved one shoulder then placed her hands on her hips. "And don't forget what I told you. You are worth far more than you give yourself credit for. I hope your lost Faelorehn girl can help you see that since you refuse to listen to me."
Enorah watched me until I disappeared into the depths of the forest. I didn't glance back as I headed east toward the edge of the Weald where a dolmarehn waited to carry me to my home, but I could feel her gaze, as steady and sure as ever. Part of me wished I could stay and spend more time with her, but a greater part of me knew that my troubles were far from over. Another week I would allow myself to rest, and then I would have to start thinking about the web I'd entangled myself and Meghan in with regards to the Morrigan.
Evening had nearly settled in by the time I passed through the rusty gate guarding Luathara's courtyard. Climbing the stairs was a tedious chore and I had to lean against the wall while I took a shower. Once I was finished, I collapsed on top of the great bed in my room. It, too, was in a state of disrepair, but of all the rooms on the third floor, this one and the one just down the hall were in the best shape. And at least it had a working bathroom. Sleep found me quickly and soon I was dead to the world, my dreams blissfully free of the Morrigan's presence.
I spent the next several days alternating between sleep and minor chores around the castle. There wasn't much I could do on my own, but one thing I focused on was making the other third floor bedroom somewhat presentable. If I ever thought to bring Meghan here, she had to have a place to stay.
On the morning of the eighth day after my return, I woke up and dressed in my usual travel attire: leather pants, a plain tunic and my travel coat. Getting my boots on proved a bit of a challenge because, even after all the time that had passed since the ordeal with the draghan, I was still plagued by a few aches and pains.
The cool kiss of fog greeted me when I stepped out into the courtyard, and I couldn't help but throw my head back and take in a great, deep breath. Eventually, I lowered my head and glanced around the stone ruin of Luathara, picturing in my mind what it might have looked like long ago. A loose stone rested beside my foot and I leaned over to pick it up, weighing it in my hand and just admiring its color and texture. Enorah was right, curse her. I had a terrible habit of thinking very little of myself. Although I couldn't make those feelings disappear entirely, I was willing to admit to myself it was something I could work on. My head tilted back once again and I studied the topmost window of the castle. At that moment, I made a decision: I would stop putting off my dreams of restoring this castle and actually take the first steps in doing so. I would return it to its former glory, and perhaps as the stone walls healed and became whole once again, my soul would do the same. Luathara would be a true castle once more, and then I'd have something worthwhile to offer Meghan.
Never, never, Caedehn dear. Dreams are but illusion, and you will not see them fulfilled.
My jaw tightened as the Morrigan's words danced around in my skull. The stone became painful in my grip as my fingers dug into it. In a fit of anger, I threw the rock against the closest crumbled wall and watched it break into a thousand shards.
Just like your spirit, Cade, waiting to be broken by my hand.
No. You will not break me. I will resist you as I always have, only this time it will be much harder for you in your attempt to succeed.
The Morrigan's shil-sciar words were a harsh red scrawled across my mind, but they registered as ice. And what makes you say that?
A smile found its way onto my face as I lifted my now empty hand and glanced at it. I have something worth fighting for now.
With those last thoughts I took a step forward, seeking the trail leading to the dolmarehn that would carry me into the mortal world. As the Morrigan screeched her outrage in my mind, I whistled an ancient Otherworldly tune of love lost and eventually found, and daydreamed about seeing Meghan Elam at long last.
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The almost inaudible hum of magic in the mortal world always reminded me of an itch just below the surface of my skin. It was there, taunting me with its presence, but I could never manage to reach it. As I tried to ignore it, other thoughts rose to the surface of my mind, doing their best to help distract me. The last several weeks had held their share of things to ponder. After finally seeing Meghan for the first time in months, a weight had lifted from my heart, and now that her spirit guide was nearly grown, Fergus could finally come back to the Otherworld. A smile managed to work its way onto my face as another memory played across my mind. Several weeks after making my request to Cernunnos, a white stag paid me a visit at Luathara. He stood in the center of my courtyard, his pale coat blending with the morning fog. Fortunately, I didn't have to travel far to meet with its master, for the antlered god himself stood just on the other side of the stone walls holding a wooden box.
"Your favor fulfilled," he said, offering the box to me.
Curious, I cracked open the container only to find an egg in the beginning stages of hatching.
"What is it?" I asked.
"Right now it is an egg, but soon it will be a merlin chick."
I couldn't help but smile at that. A merlin. What a perfect spirit guide for Meghan. Cernunnos didn't linger, he only stayed long enough for me to extend my thanks.
A few days later, I made a special trip to the mortal world to give Meghan her spirit guide, just in time for her birthday. Before I left, I was rewarded with a hug. No, it wasn't the kiss I always craved from her, but something about the way she leaned gently into me seemed so much more intimate. I tried to tell myself that I was reading too much into it, but in the end I pushed my better judgment aside. No self-deprecating thoughts, my conscience reminded me. My good mood lingered for a day or two afterward.
Now, I stood on the edge of Meghan's backyard, waiting for her to emerge from her room. I breathed in the familiar scents of autumn, the fog lending its own flavor, and I made an effort not to fidget. I was finally ready to bring her to the Otherworld. It was time she visited her birthplace, properly and without the threat of faelah attacking her. Besides, she needed to know how to detect and use her glamour, and I hoped with this first trip we could awaken it.
The nearly silent swish and snick of a glass door opening and closing shifted my attention. Meghan, dressed in the casual clothes of the mortal world, snuck out of her room and silently made her way toward me. Immediately, my heart rate kicked up its pace and I had to take a breath to stay calm. Fergus nudged my leg and I glanced down at him.
Is the warrior son of Cuchulainn and the Morrigan intimidated by a young girl?
I was very tempted to kick him, but all I did was bite my tongue.
No, I wasn't afraid. But more often than not, my wild glamour picked up on my instincts and tried to run away with them, and at the moment they wanted to do something that would most definitely give Meghan second thoughts about spending any time alone with me . . .
Giving myself an internal shake, I returned my gaze to her. It was hard to see her in the morning dark, but as soon as she was standing before me, her eyes bright with excitement, the more civilized portion of my brain took over.
"Right on time," I teased, remembering Meghan's tendency to be late.
Unable to resist a chance to touch her, I reached out a hand and said, "My glamour is stronger than yours. Let me lead you through the dark."
Meghan failed to see through my ruse and placed her palm in mine. The contact warmed me and I drew strength from it. Without wasting any more time, I led her down the equestrian path and to the dolmarehn, her spirit guide and Fergus trailing after us like specters emerging from the mist.
My hand found Meghan's once more as we passed from this world into Eile. Entering the Otherworld again might dredge up some bad memories, so I kept her close. I reassured her once we reached the other side that the Morrigan wouldn't be anywhere nearby, but it didn't stop my glamour from bristling at what my mother might do should she discovered Meghan was in Eile. Ever since returning from my trip to the Amsihr Mountains, the Morrigan had invaded my mind sporadically, waking me from my sleep with nightmares every now and again. For the past few weeks, however, she had left me in peace, which was both a blessing and a curse. Either she had grown weary of pestering me, or she was plotting something.
For several minutes, I led Meghan through the wooded hills that surrounded Luathara, giving her time to absorb her surroundings. I could only imagine that the Otherworld was an overwhelming place to someone who had never really visited. At some point during our hike, Fergus approached me from his scouting.
Her inner spirit feels at ease here, despite her outward nervousness, he sent. And the merlin is enjoying herself as well.
Grinning, I reached down to pet him, speaking an old blessing in the language of my ancestors.
I am glad to hear it, I eventually said.
"Um, where are we going exactly?" Meghan called from behind me.
"You'll see," I answered over my shoulder.
So far, our journey into Eile had been rather uneventful, something I was grateful for, but when the trees started giving way to a landscape of tangled grasses and giant stones, our luck changed. I noticed the creature about thirty seconds before Meghan did, a mucdiahb, ahead of us on the trail. She let out a small gasp and in the next breath her warm body pressed itself against my back. I tried very hard not to simply close my eyes and lean into her touch. Instead I shouted, "Fergus, go!"
My spirit guide bolted down the path, sending the mucdiahb squealing and scurrying into the trees up ahead. Meghan's merlin gave out her own battle cry and followed after, her pale wings beating furiously as she worked to keep up.
"What was that?" Meghan asked in a small voice.
Realizing just how tense I was, I took a few breaths as my muscles relaxed. Although I was certain the Morrigan didn't know Meghan was here in Eile, seeing the evil creature did nothing to reassure me. Perhaps my misgivings were warranted. Perhaps she had been plotting after all . . .
Don't be paranoid, Cade, my inner voice insisted. This is exactly what she wants, for you to question every shadow until you can no longer leave the false safety of your ruined castle.
"Mucdiahb," I finally grumbled, "evil pig."
I figured Meghan would leave it at that, but apparently her curiosity got the better of her.
"How is it evil?"
I considered her question as I searched her inquisitive eyes. Mucdiahb were not technically faelah since they could still function on their own without the Morrigan's help, but they were still a useful tool to her, especially when it came to harassing my sister and those who lived in the Weald. I told Meghan this as we started moving once again.
"The Wildren of the Weald?" she prompted.
For the next several minutes, I told Meghan about the Weald and why there was a large group of orphaned children living there. I anticipated her slight horror at the idea of parents abandoning their sons and daughters to the care of those sympathetic enough to take them in, and I wanted so much to reassure her they received all the love and care their parents couldn't give them. An image of Enorah cooing over a newly-discovered infant leapt into my mind, but I cast it aside. Telling Meghan about my sister was tempting, but I wasn't quite ready for that step. This visit was supposed to be about Meghan, not me or Enorah. Besides, I would be introducing the two of them soon enough. I hadn't visited Enorah since our trip to the Amsihr Mountains and if I didn't drop by soon, she might send out a posse to check on me.
A short bark announced Fergus's return and we stopped as he joined up with us again. I eyed his blood-stained fur dubiously.
I hope the mucdiahb didn't give you too much trouble, I sent, leaning down for a closer look.
No, Fergus replied with an air of pride. This blood belongs to the monster.
I nodded and stood back up, resolved to continue our hike. "The mucdiahb has been taken care of," I told Meghan.
"Oh, wonderful," she responded, her slight nervousness apparent in her tone.
We started moving again, leaving the hilltop behind. Ahead of us, the trail angled downward before gradually leveling out. Oak gave way to birch trees and the once grass-littered ground gave rise to a tiny forest of ferns. Blue moths, a rare species in this part of Eile, fluttered around us and I had to catch Meghan as she lost her balance trying to steal a glimpse of all of them. Reluctantly, I let her go, succumbing to a smile when I noticed her slight flush. For a few minutes, I simply stood back and watched her drink in her surroundings, her eyes wide with wonder and her face lit with delight. The experience was like a salve to my often bruised spirit.
"You never said where we were going," Meghan prompted as we made our way down the trail once again.
"The best place to camp in this part of Eile," I responded with pride.
Meghan froze as if some spell had glued her to the spot.
"Are you alright?" I asked, turning to face her.
She cleared her throat and brushed her hair nervously behind her ears.
"Yeah, just thinking about those moths again."
For a few seconds, I tried to discern what had caused this strange episode, and I was pretty sure it had nothing to do with the moths.
Fergus brushed past me, nearly knocking me off balance. His thoughts, although indecipherable, suggested nothing but mirthfulness.
Shrugging, I trudged on. Our destination was just beyond this meadow, and I was eager to arrive and rest. We'd traveled a good part of the day and both Meghan and I had woken early.
Soon, a familiar, grassy meadow guarded by a collection of weathered standing stones greeted us. As Meghan glanced around in interest, I ventured over to an old hollow tree where a cache of camping gear was stored.
As if on cue, Meghan wondered aloud about sleeping bags.
I squeezed into the tree hollow and pulled out a large duffle bag for emphasis.
Once Meghan was assured we had accommodations for the night, I went about setting up our camp. Pots, plates and dried food found their way out into the open and I was careful to set up our makeshift beds on opposite sides of the fire pit. Afterward, we both sat down to rest from the long hike. Feeling there was a need to fill the silence, I explained to Meghan how this site had been one of my favorites since childhood. Luathara came up in the conversation, though I avoided explaining to her that the castle belonged to me. For some reason, now didn't seem like the right time to do so. Besides, I still hadn't gotten around to restoring it yet, and I was hoping to have at least started construction before inviting Meghan for a visit.
I paused in my speech and looked up at her. The late afternoon sun bathed her in its golden light and I couldn't help but admire the picture she painted. I had decided long ago that Meghan was a striking girl, with the kind of beauty that only became more apparent the longer I studied her. Unfortunately, this created quite a dilemma. Staring at someone for long periods of time often left them feeling uncomfortable, which Meghan was demonstrating at that very moment by casting her eyes anywhere but on me.
"Do you still visit the castle?"
Meghan's voice intruded on my personal reverie, so it took me a moment or two to formulate an answer. A picture of Luathara, in all its ruined glory, basking in the sunny valley surrounding it and outlined against the wooded hills filled my mind. As decrepit as the old fortress was, it had been my retreat in the Otherworld for countless years, a place I could go to when I wasn't hunting faelah in the mortal world, staying with my sister in the Weald, or visiting the Dagda in his abode. No, Luathara wasn't a grand palace, but one day it would be a proper castle once again.
Smiling, I replied, "Sometimes."
"Can I go with you one day? I mean, if I ever come back to Eile with you."
Meghan seemed flustered as she asked her question, but a flood of satisfaction spread through me. I looked up at her, catching her eyes with mine. Normally a hazel color, her irises were flashing between green and gold at the moment and I would have given anything to know her thoughts. She wanted to see Luathara. Yes, I had always planned to take her there, but for her to ask of her own accord? That meant she wasn't sick of me yet. I knew it was ridiculous to be so pleased by her question, especially since she had no idea Luathara was mine, but it still sent chills over my skin.
"Yes," I finally said, my voice revealing a little too much emotion, "you may come with me the next time you visit."
Meghan nodded and turned her face away from mine. For a few minutes we were silent, but it turned out my companion wasn't finished with her inquiries.
"So, you mentioned your foster father . . ."
With Meghan's encouragement, I delved into a very edited version of how I came to live with the Dagda. Not once did I speak of the Morrigan. That was a truth I would keep from Meghan forever if I had the power to do so. Of all my secrets, the fact that I was the son of the goddess of war was the one I wanted to keep hidden most. Well, maybe that one and the one about my riastrad . . . If Meghan ever found out that it was my mother who wanted to kill her and take her glamour, I was certain I would lose whatever connection I'd managed to create with her so far. Unfortunately, too many people in Eile knew of my parentage and it was only a matter of time before Meghan learned the truth.
So instead, I told Meghan that my mother hadn't wanted me, which was the truth. The moment I was born the Morrigan was ready to be rid of me, she had already admitted as much to me. It wasn't until I was older and my potential started to show that she discovered a use for me. Meghan listened intently to my sugar-coated life history, like a child hearing her very first adventure story. She was especially curious about the Dagda, so I gladly told her everything I could about my foster father.
Eventually, daylight began to fade and I suggested gathering some firewood before full dark set in. I offered Meghan a hand up and when her bare skin touched mine, my glamour pulsed once, leaping suddenly like an angry dog against its chain. For that split second, I lost control of my actions. Tugging harder than I meant to, I yanked Meghan off her feet and pulled her flush against my chest. I barely had time to recover before I found myself fighting against my own magic again. With Meghan now so close to me, it was hard not to wrap my arms around her and act on the fantasy I'd played out over and over again in my mind. She felt so soft and warm, and my heart kicked up its pace as her scent flooded my senses. I glanced down and found her face well within kissing range, her surprised eyes flashing every shade of hazel imaginable. Slowly, I dropped my head, intent on fulfilling this daydream come to life. Fortunately, for the sake of the fragile friendship we had established, I didn't get that far.
Fergus, who had been off exploring for the past hour or so, came bursting across the small meadow, barking as Meghan's merlin, Meridian, chased after him. Immediately, the spell broke and I lifted Meghan and moved her out of the way of the two spirit guides.
To cover up my agitation at the whole situation, I shouted something at Fergus in the language of Eile. That had been close. Too close. I needed to do a better job at keeping my impulsive glamour in check if I wanted to protect Meghan. If the Morrigan decided to take up residence in my head again any time for the next forty eight hours, then I could not let my emotions get the better of me. My mother might not be able to get to Meghan's secrets, but it wouldn't take her long to read my state of mind and realize Meghan was with me. Best to keep my distance, as much as it pained me.
As I released Meghan, I made some lame apology for the behavior of my spirit guide. She appeared a bit flustered, but soon she was smiling once again. "Firewood?" she prompted.
I glanced over my shoulder and spotted Fergus considering me with his ears perked forward. Although he didn't send any thoughts my way, I could tell what he was thinking. There was a very good chance Meghan would be leaving the Otherworld with the memory of my lips dancing over hers. Dangerous thoughts, Cade, very dangerous. If you kiss her, the situation could so easily slip from your control. I growled low in my throat and gave Meghan a terse nod. Perhaps some traipsing around in the nearby woods would give me a chance to cool off.
Our search for firewood commenced and after a brief incident with a giant, Otherworldly invertebrate, we were ready to call it a night. To be honest, I suspected Meghan was still a little shaken up from her encounter with the litterbug and I was quickly growing weary from the internal struggle with my unruly glamour. With the fire crackling and twilight descending upon us, the mood was perfect to continue the conversation we had started earlier, only this time I wanted to hear about Meghan's life. Perhaps I could ask her something about her childhood growing up in the mortal world or what it was like to have brothers. Before I could formulate my first question, my train of thought was violently interrupted. The Morrigan's shil-sciar voice crashed into my mind, searing my thoughts like a blast furnace. It took every bit of self-control I possessed not to cry out from the shock.
Awww, did I startle my little boy? she taunted.
What do you want? I demanded as a cold sweat broke out on my skin. I could not let her know I was here in Eile with Meghan.
I am in need of your unique skills.
Her tone seemed dry, bored even. Good. Maybe she didn't suspect anything.
First thing tomorrow morning, I expect you to be on your way to my fortress.
No, I snapped. I had dragged Meghan here to help her with her glamour and I couldn't cancel on her now. Besides, it was too late to make the trek back to the dolmarehn. My mother wasn't suspicious yet, and if I could just play it cool for a little while longer . . .
You will have to wait until later in the day. I have a previous engagement.
No? You dare deny me? What could be more important than attending to your dear mother?
I took a deep breath and started to climb into my bedroll. I had to shake off the Morrigan and the only way I knew how to do that was to shut down my mind.
Once I was settled, I shot over my shoulder for Meghan's benefit, "We need to go to sleep soon since early morning is the best time to use glamour."
It was a flat-out lie and my tone was harsh and cold, but it had to be done. No sentimental feelings were permitted to dance around in my head for the rest of the evening. Wouldn't want my mother to pick up on them and start asking questions. I sighed inwardly as I turned my face toward the cold wilderness beyond the boundary of the stones. So much for that heart to heart I'd been looking forward to.
Pulling the blanket in close under my chin, I tried to put Meghan out of my mind when I finally answered the Morrigan. You may pull most of the strings in my life, but you do not control everything. I have plans that I cannot change, so you will have to be happy with the time I can offer you.
The Morrigan's irritation burned across my brain, but I gritted my teeth and bore it. After several minutes of fighting her rage, she relented, promising me a night full of bad dreams. I only hoped that whatever horror I went through tonight wouldn't affect Meghan.
* * *
My mood was much improved by the next morning, despite the pounding headache that greeted me when I awoke. The Morrigan had kept true to her word, plaguing my sleep with images of death and suffering, but fortunately, none of these scenes featured a warped and tormented Meghan. And my mother hadn't arrived in the middle of the night to whisk the two of us off to her realm to become her next sacrifice.
After crawling out of my bedroll, Fergus joined me to search for more firewood and soon after arriving back at the campsite, I had a nice blaze going to take the chill out of the morning air. Meghan stirred just before sunrise and once our stomachs were full, we packed up and headed out. I was eager to get this lesson over with so that I could send her back to the mortal world where the Morrigan would be less inclined to harass her. Despite the oath between us, I wouldn't be surprised if my mother broke it. There was nothing quite as dangerous as waving a piece of steak in the face of a starving, feral lion.
After a few easy miles, the trees opened up onto a meadow decorated with several standing stones, some broken and toppled from age and the passage of time. I loved this particular spot because it was a sacred place, a place where the Druids once summoned the power of Eile. The stone circle, although damaged and in disrepair, still held some power. I told this much to Meghan, explaining that the stones and their placement helped channel the glamour and concentrate it into this one spot.
"I'm glad most of the stones aren't standing, actually," I mused. "If this place was in its original shape, then conjuring magic here might prove a bit overwhelming, should Eile respond in full."
Meghan's eyes grew wide and I couldn't help but smile. The sudden influx of magic was strong enough to knock someone of my size unconscious, especially if they'd never summoned their glamour before. I had a feeling, however, that Meghan's own cautious attitude at the moment would help alleviate that possibility.
"You're just going to show me the process this first time, right?" Meghan asked.
Yes, I could show her how to call on her power and channel it to do her bidding and just leave it at that, but the temptation to touch her again was too strong. Those few moments I had held her as Fergus and Meridian tore through the campsite were not nearly long enough, and selfish bastard that I was, I craved more, especially since I had been denied the opportunity to talk with her last night. A shiver of anticipation rippled over my skin followed closely by a spike in my own glamour.
Oh no, settle down. No need to lose complete control . . .
The inner warning from the night before prickled on the edge of my mind, but I batted it away like a pesky gnat.
"No, Meghan," I said once that feral edge had passed, "we came here so that you can experience what it feels like to channel your own glamour."
She looked uncertain, as if she didn't trust me. Well, I thought, shivering in anticipation at the idea of a challenge, we'll just have to change that.
"Cade? Are you sure this is safe? I don't know if I even have any power, remember?"

Oh, if only she could sense what I did, that faint aura of pale blue magic humming just above her skin, almost visible if I didn't look directly at her. The same magic I had followed into the swamp, leading me to her doorstep. My own glamour stood up and arched its back, eager to get started.
"You do," I croaked. "Trust me."
I reached out a hand and clasped one of hers, drawing her into the jagged circle of stones and placing her back against my chest. Concentrating on a glamour lesson with Meghan so close to me was difficult, but somehow I managed.
"And now we ask Eile to recognize your power, and to feed it with her own magic if it is hungry."
My mouth was only a few inches from Meghan's ear and it took every ounce of willpower I possessed not to press my lips to the soft skin of her neck. What had gotten into me of late, I couldn't say. For so long I had denied myself any of these longings, but for some reason, whenever Meghan Elam was around, the part of my brain that usually kept them in check simply shut down.
My voice remained low as I continued my lesson. "Your glamour is a living thing, Meghan. And just like you and all that you are, it desires certain things. Your lungs need oxygen, your stomach craves food." I paused for a split second, wondering if I should use the words I planned to speak next. Before I could talk myself out of it, I breathed, "Your heart desires love."
Meghan shivered and drew in a breath. I probably should have given her some distance but I was far too comfortable where I was.
"Now, close your eyes and let us both take from Eile what she has to offer."
"Do we need to say anything special?" Her voice was nothing more than a reverent whisper.
"Just allow your senses to feel the power of nature around you."
Meghan must have understood because she relaxed and her breathing became deeper. And while she tried to find the glamour within herself, I basked in the delight of her mere presence. I, too, took deep breaths, not to relax but to soak in her calming scent. Her heartbeat called to my own and the warmth of her skin heated my senses. After several minutes, I reluctantly moved away from her. With our connection broken, Meghan glanced over her shoulder. I couldn't help but notice her slight flush and the new brightness to her eyes. My wild glamour gave a low growl, and for a second I considered what it would be like to give it free rein.
Nothing good will come of it, my conscience reminded me.
Despite my glamour's protests, I forced it into submission and shook my head slightly as I faced Meghan. Time to focus on the reason we were here . . .
"Did you sense anything?"
"Uh, I think so," Meghan answered. "I noticed the presence of nature, but nothing else."
I was surprised. With the amount of dormant glamour I could sense in Meghan, I would have expected at least some of it to break free of its shell and reach out toward the natural magic of Eile. Perhaps Meghan's geis was more complicated than I had previously thought. Maybe those who had placed the geis on her to begin with had also established a stronger, deeper spell of protection on her glamour.
Instead of sharing this information with her, I simply said, "You would have known if you felt it." The last thing I wanted to do was give Meghan something else to fret about. Her glamour would eventually awaken, I was certain of that fact. Best not to force it if it wasn't ready.
She shifted her weight and met my eyes, her own back to their normal hazel color. "Felt what, exactly?"
I hesitated, but then opened my mouth to say, "I might as well tell you what to expect, just in case your glamour decides to wake up when I'm not around."
My reasons for extending the lesson weren't entirely selfless, but somehow I managed to convince myself that they were. The growing intensity of my glamour should have been a huge warning sign, but I ignored it as I moved toward Meghan. Holding out my hand, I placed it palm down, on the bare patch of skin just above her heart where every Faelorehn's magic resided.
"This is where you will sense your power as it begins to grow."
My own glamour flared and soon the look on Meghan's face changed. No longer did she appear frightened or uncertain. Her eyes paled once again with excitement and her skin seemed to glow with her own magic. The power I had held in check for so long rose to meet with the slight essence of hers, and in that moment my control slipped ever so slightly. But it was enough to shake free of my tight hold. For once, my glamour was pulling away from me, and may all the Celtic gods and goddesses forgive me, I was going to let it go. No fighting it this time, no arguments with my inner voice.
A thrilling wave of anticipation heated my blood and I felt the corners of my mouth curve into a predatory smile.
"And here is something you can do with that power, should you wish to."
Without another thought, I released all holds on my glamour and let it wash over me, erasing my visibility from the world. Meghan's gasp was the only sign that I had executed the spell properly. Pulling my hand away from her skin, I jumped back, just out of reach. It was a small bit of cruelty, teasing Meghan this way in a place she was unfamiliar with, but my power was in control now and it just happened to be in a playful mood. Too bad its idea of fun included such rapacious behavior.
Meghan called my name a few times, reaching out to try and catch me. Each time she got too close, I danced out of her reach, always facing her the way a wolf stalked its prey.
I moved silently into the space just behind her and whispered, "Glamour has so many wonderful uses."
Meghan turned swiftly, hands reaching out, but I was already across the glen calling over my shoulder, "Invisibility being one of those uses."
She moved once more and as I sidestepped her advance, I murmured in her ear, "Makes it easy to sneak up on people."
This time, she managed to make contact, her fingers sweeping against my chest. So tempting just to stop the game and pull her close to me, but somehow I managed to move away to the sound of her huff of irritation. My magic had this knack of picking up on subtle emotions when it was allowed out of its cage. Right now, it was telling me Meghan's heart rate was up and not just because of fear and exertion. Could she be enjoying this little dance as much as I was? The very thought of it, combined with my eager magic, pushed me over the edge. Another side effect of Otherworldly glamour was that it took over and silenced one's inhibitions. At the moment, mine was doing just that. I forgot about the careful distance I had always maintained. I forgot about the troubles that plagued the both of us and I cast aside my concerns regarding her parentage. Never before had I wanted to kiss Meghan so badly, so I gave in to temptation. And of course, I didn't want to stop with just kissing. For several heartbeats, my sensible side wormed its way through all the sensations that had clouded my mind and began arguing with my instincts . . .
Think about this Cade. You need to keep a distance, remember? You still don't know who her parents are. You don't want to get in too deep and then learn she is off limits.
But she is so beautiful and her spirit is glowing right now. It has to be because of you . . .
It would be dishonorable to take advantage of the poor girl in these circumstances. She is quite vulnerable here in Eile and the last thing she needs is some oaf pawing all over her . . .
At least none of the voices belonged to the Morrigan, and that in and of itself was a blessing, but they wore me down to the point where I no longer cared about decorum and doing the respectable thing.
With a final plea, my conscience tried to turn me away from the source of my desire, but it was too late and I snapped. Shoving my internal voice into a dark dungeon and slamming the door, I reached out and gripped Meghan's arm, spinning her around to face me. Her eyes widened with surprise, but I knew my invisibility still held. With one hand I steadied her, and with the other I reached out and touched her cheek. Her skin was so warm and smooth and what followed seemed entirely natural. I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers, careful at first, but soon the passion I'd held at bay for so long broke free. The kiss became a force of its own, leading me, controlling me. And although my common sense had short-circuited, I could still feel Meghan's reaction. She wanted this, too. Releasing a small, indiscernible growl, I pressed myself even closer, reveling in the sensation of Meghan's touch. I ran my hands through her hair, tilting her head so that I could deepen the kiss. I could have gone on like this forever, learning every contour of her body, but my dream was shattered by the thing I feared most.
Oh Caedehn, what could you possibly be doing at this very moment? Your mind is on fire. Might you be with that little strayling of yours?
The harsh scroll of my mother's words playing across my mind killed the moment in a heartbeat.
I brought the kiss to an end, though my heart urged me to continue.
Get out of my head, woman.
Had I spoken aloud, my voice would have been a snarl.
No endearments for your one and only mother? Why so eager to be rid of me, Caedehn? Is that why you refused to meet me this morning? Because of your Faelorah?
Bitterness tinged her words and I could only grit my teeth and send, You are not to use that term when speaking of her. Your thoughts turn it foul.
But that's what she is, my dear boy. Your beloved treasure. And when this all comes to an end, and it will, believe me, it will, she will be lost to you.
The image of Meghan chained to the wall of that foul pit flashed into my mind, only this time she was no longer struggling against the moghreth. She was already dead.
The heat in my blood from only moments before froze in an instant and my glamour lashed its tail and bared its teeth, no longer wishing to be gentle but wanting to tear the world asunder. Horrified, I pushed Meghan away. Not so much because I was disgusted by the image, but because I feared the Morrigan might sense her presence here in Eile.
Keep your filth to yourself, crone. I will be making my way to your realm within the hour.
Do not speak to your mother that way. Her words were angry, but they had little effect on me.
Then do not taunt me with your grotesque imaginings.
You have until mid-afternoon to reach my realm. I suggest you begin your trek soon.
The conversation had lasted a handful of seconds, long enough to leave Meghan flustered and confused.
"Forgive me, Meghan," I finally said aloud, my voice no more than a harsh whisper. "I got carried away with the moment. I'm sorry for my behavior."
I wasn't at all sorry for my behavior, but I had to say something to explain why I had pulled away so abruptly, and there was no way in Eile I was telling her the truth. Nothing like admitting your mother was a sadist who liked to send you horrific images of the girl you desired to frighten said girl away for good. Nope. A nice little lie about succumbing to temptation was good enough for now.
Meghan looked stricken, as if this had all been some awful dream she'd suddenly awoken from. Shaking off my lingering nerves and the inopportune conversation with my mother, I tried on a smile and reached out a hand, hoping to engender a feeling of goodwill. Right now, I was eager to restore what friendship existed between Meghan and I, so I could get her safely through the dolmarehn. I could rage against my mother later.
"I think it's time I return you home before you are missed. We can work on channeling your glamour another day."
Without a word, Meghan stepped past me and found her way back to the main trail. Meridian, who had remained mostly silent all this time, swooped down from the canopy above and flew ahead of her master.
Fergus approached next, pausing beside me for only a few moments before moving on.
Your words were unkind and your tone callous, he sent as we left the stone circle behind.
I felt my nerves tighten at that. I know, I sent back, my anger a low simmer. The Morrigan invaded my mind and I feared she might discover Meghan's presence here in Eile.
So?
She sent me images of Meghan, her lifeless body chained to the wall of a deep pit.
My shil-sciar words were hard, but the last thing I needed right now was a reprimand from a dog, spirit guide or not.
Fergus was silent a long time as we walked through the quiet woods.
You'll just have to make it up to her then, he finally sent.
I know, I conceded, my anger abating, but right now, I just want to get her as far away from Eile as possible.
All she wishes is to be closer to you. Despite the flaws you think you have, she has grown to care for you more than you want to give her credit for.
That caught me off guard for a moment. Going against my usual denial of such statements, I sent back, What if being close to me puts her in danger?
Do you love her?
Again I held off on answering him. Not that I could hide the truth from Fergus. Even without speaking into his mind, he usually knew my thoughts.
Yes, I finally conceded, but real love is unselfish, Fergus. Real love is about the one you care for and doing whatever it takes to keep them safe. That is why I push her away, do you understand? To keep her close would only put her in harm's way.
You are wrong. Loving someone isn't about keeping them safe by remaining distant. It is about making them happy and doing everything you can to protect them. I may only be a dog, but I understand these things. After all, is it not my kind that has learned to love man, both mortal and Faelorehn, above ourselves? Do we not know what it is to be loyal? Loving someone is about sacrifice and acceptance and although you may think you're doing the right thing, if Meghan's heart is breaking, then how can you say you truly love her?
With that, Fergus trotted ahead of me, passing up Meghan so that he could lead the way.
Stunned, I walked in silence for several minutes as I turned Fergus's words over in my head. My spirit guide's wisdom never ceased to amaze me and I was starting to wonder why. You would think after the years we'd been together I'd learn to take his advice more often. Unfortunately with regards to Meghan, I feared I would have to wait a little longer before I could keep her close.
"Just until I find a way to be free of the Morrigan," I murmured to no one in particular. "Then I will offer her my heart, if she wants it."
The woods said nothing as I continued down the trail, always keeping Meghan in sight, but then again, I didn't expect an answer. Only time would tell what the future held and I was willing to wait so long as I could hope for something I hadn't dared to hope for in a long time: a chance at a life with the young woman I loved.
 


The Beltane Party
 

Many of the young women flooding out of the hallways of Meghan's school glanced at me on their way to their vehicles, some of the young men, too. An even greater number of those girls spared me more than just a fleeting look. One of them almost tripped over a curb. Had I been much younger, their obvious scrutiny might have made me laugh. Now, I was only mildly amused. Having been the subject of women's interest for so long now, their consideration no longer affected me. After all, what good was admiration if it went only skin deep? Huffing a great sigh, I tilted my head so that my chin rested on my chest and shifted my weight, resettling on the hood of my Trans Am. There was only one young woman whose good opinion I desired, and when I happened to look up again, she was walking toward me.
Instantly, my glamour stirred in its sleep, sensing Meghan's own magic as much as I sensed her presence. We hadn't parted on the best of terms, what with Danua driving a wedge between us the last time we were in Eile. The same wedge I had feared the moment the Dagda had informed me of her true identity. Had Meghan been the daughter of Tuatha De nobility, that would have been hard enough, but somehow I might have managed to convince her parents I was worthy of her. But no, she had to be the high queen's daughter. If someone from Danua's court were to ask her who would be the most inappropriate match for her daughter, she would undoubtedly name me.
Despite my dismal outlook on life, however, there was one spark of hope for me to hold onto: Meghan had asked me to her prom. True, it was only a dance and she may have only been asking me as a friend, but it meant she wasn't ready to cut me out of her life quite yet.
As Meghan drew closer, I left my wayward thoughts alone and pulled open the door for her. After tossing her backpack and duffle bag into the back, she settled into the passenger seat and we were soon on our way. Once we reached the end of the road behind the swamp, I pulled off to the side and locked my car before Meghan and I headed for the dolmarehn. Speirling was waiting for us on the other side, just beyond the tangled forest's edge. I helped Meghan onto his back and then climbed up behind her. We took our time traveling to the Dagda's since his Beltane party didn't start for several hours. I informed Meghan it was to give Speirling a break since he'd be carrying both of us, when in reality I simply wanted an excuse to have her nestled up close to me.
My foster father welcomed us to his domain with all the warmth and affability I expected of him, and a strange yet not unpleasant sensation of joy swept through me when Meghan stepped comfortably into his open arms. If only Danua held the same regard for me . . .
The Dagda led Meghan away, laughing and speaking with her as if they'd known one another their entire lives.
"You'll be staying in your customary room then, Caedehn?"
I turned around and felt some of the tension drain from my body.
"Yes, Alannah, and no need to escort me. I know the way."
Alannah arched a dark brow then placed her hands on her hips, her mouth quirking up on one side. "I see. Wouldn't want to make your young lady jealous should she spy us walking arm in arm?"
My gaze narrowed and Alannah only laughed.
"Are you sure you do not wish to have a conjoining room with hers? The festivities are still hours away and I can think of at least one way the two of you might pass the time."
Despite Alannah's attempt at teasing me in regards to my relationship with Danua's daughter, a sly grin worked its way onto my face. I crossed my arms and gave her a chastising look. Oh, I liked her suggestion very much, but I was pretty certain Meghan might be a little averse to the idea.
"My room is perfectly fine," I said in an even tone. "I'll be seeing enough of Meghan later tonight."
"Uh huh," she answered, her eyes twinkling. She turned and stepped lightly away, leaving me to regret the way I had phrased my answer.
On my way down the hall, I sought out my foster father using shil-sciar. I'm going to get ready for your party. Meghan and I will see you in the great room.
Eager to spruce up for your lady? he replied.
Something like that, I admitted.
I do not blame you. I'll see you both very soon.
The Dagda ended our conversation with a shil-sciar version of a light chuckle and I disappeared into my room. The airy space felt like it had been recently cleaned. The round windows embedded in the hillside were clear of grime and not a speck of dust could be found anywhere. The fireplace was unlit, but a pile of wood waited in case the room grew cold, and the bed spread looked recently washed. Sighing, I stepped over to the closet on one side of the room and began rifling through the supply of clothing I kept here.
Pulling out some trousers, a shirt and a formal vest, I quickly got dressed. Considering my usual attire consisted of battle-worn, gore-stained garments, the simple yet elegant ensemble I had chosen might actually make me look respectable.
It didn't take me very long to get ready, so I spent a few minutes checking in with Fergus.
Meridian and I are exploring the hills, my spirit guide responded.
Find any faelah? I asked.
Not yet, but we shall keep a look out.
After finishing up with Fergus, I left my room and asked one of the servants where I might find Meghan. A young girl pointed me down one of the hallways and when I reached the door she had indicated, I cleared my throat, stood up straight and rapped my knuckles against the wood.
I was just preparing myself to knock again when the door swung open. A greeting formed on my lips, but it got stuck in my throat as I took in the picture before me. Meghan stood there, wearing a black and white dress in a style found only in the mortal world. It wasn't so much the dress itself that struck me speechless, but the aura that surrounded Meghan. She was undeniably beautiful, but then again, she had always been so in my eyes. At this moment, however, there was something more about her. Perhaps it was the lighting of the room, or the fact that we were at the Dagda's about to immerse ourselves in his hospitality on Beltane Eve. Or maybe it was something else. Maybe, just maybe, Meghan's glamour was finally making itself at home and a small shred of hope nagged that such a home could only include me.
"Something wrong?"
The spell I was under dissolved and I blinked at Meghan.
"No," I said quickly, trying to recover. "Nothing's wrong at all."
I offered my arm and she took it, smiling up at me. The hallway was dimmer than her room, but I had no trouble leading her toward the entrance hall of my foster father's abode. The great door had been flung open and the night's cold air and dark shadows flooded in. In the center of the courtyard a bonfire had been lit and someone was telling old tales of Cuchulainn. Meghan asked about the stories and I confirmed the truth behind them. A small voice nagged at me, reminding me of the other secret I kept from Meghan. I shook it off, determined to ignore any voice that threatened to ruin the evening, especially the Morrigan's.
Just enjoy the night, Cade, I told myself. No need to think about your past or the father you never knew.
Once we reached the crowded main hall, I left Meghan to go get us both some mead. From the tense way she had clung to my side, I had a feeling a drink might help ease her nerves a little. When I offered it to her she took a tentative sip, but it didn't take her long to decide she liked it. Her overall joy, starting from the moment I met her in her room until the very second after trying mead for the first time, lightened my heart. Dropping my guard, I took her cup and set it aside. I could feel my glamour welling up again and I was reminded of the day I set it free in the broken stone circle those many weeks ago.
"Care to dance?" I asked, offering her my hand.
As soon as she accepted, I whisked her off to join the others on the dance floor. Unfortunately, the dance wasn't the type to promote close contact with your partner, but Meghan seemed to be enjoying herself, so I let my slight disappointment go. Once the music stopped I led her back to one of the many alcoves decorating the walls. The fast pace of the music had left us both somewhat breathless, but I had the added bonus of my glamour playing off my emotions once again. I may have led Meghan back to a hidden corner of the room, but in reality I wanted to lead her somewhere a little more secret and a lot more private . . .
My magic agreed and before I could yank it back into obedience, I was pressing up against her, my mouth too close to her ear to be considered decent. Whispering her name, I planned to do something I would very much enjoy and probably regret. Unfortunately, we were interrupted before anything could happen.
"May I have this dance?"
It wasn't so much the intrusion of the young woman's voice or the rude, audacious way she had butted into our private moment. No, it was the other voice that suddenly bloomed in my mind, one that had been the bane of my existence since the end of last spring, that yanked my attention away from Meghan.
Accept her offer, Caedehn, the Morrigan's shil-sciar voice demanded, dance with the girl or you will live to regret this night.
Fear raced through my blood and I was tempted to dart my eyes around the room. How could the Morrigan know such a precise detail? She had read my thoughts before, but the girl had just stepped up to us. She hadn't been nearby long enough for my mother to detect her through my own perception.
Oh, I have my ways of discovering things, dear boy. Now, if you want me to remain where I am and not make an appearance at that buffoon's hovel and ruin his grand party, you had better comply with my wishes.
Gritting my teeth, I decided to play nice. For now.
Why must I dance?
Because I want to get you away from that strayling. Her words were harsh and held the stain of irritation. Unless, of course, you wish for the girl to meet me once again tonight.
No, I responded, I'll accept her offer.
With deep regret, I pulled away from Meghan, hoping the fear I felt in my heart did not register on my face. The girl who had asked me to dance was small and blond, probably the daughter of a local farmer. I didn't even bother asking her name as she grabbed my hand and led me toward the dance floor. Her grip was tight and although she was strong for her size, the only reason she was able to move me at all was because of the Morrigan's threat.
Have you managed the art of transforming your appearance? I sent to my mother, wondering if this young woman wasn't who she seemed.
Oh no, dear boy. She is a mere simpleton with a weak mind and an even weaker heart, easily tempted into following her feeble whims. Of all the young women in here, she is the most ensorcelled by you. Well, except maybe your Faelorah, though I hate to admit her mind is like a fortress. It would have been such fun to manipulate her, but that is not my purpose here. I want you far away from the girl while I speak to you. The fewer the distractions, the better. So, your little friend here will have to suffice.
Where are you? I growled, my glamour getting over its initial shock and rising to the surface once again. If I had to burst into my riastrad form to keep the Morrigan away from Meghan, then so be it.
My mother was silent for awhile as the musicians struck up their instruments for a new song. The blond and I started going through the steps with all the others.
Oh, not to worry, dear Caedehn! I am far, far away, nowhere near your precious Meghan. Though it really has been silly of you to keep bringing her to Eile and parading her around for all to see.
I had not been parading her around, but there was no use in arguing with the Morrigan. I sidestepped and led my partner around to meet me on the opposite side before giving my mother a response.
I don't believe you, but you pulled me away from her to speak so say your piece, so I can return to a more enjoyable evening with Meghan.
The Morrigan's shil-sciar laughter was as welcome as a migraine.
I only wish to extend my invitation once again, one you have heard, and turned down, many times before.
What is the point? Why ask over and over again if I am never going to accept?
Because I'm hoping one day you will, and because I'd hate to lose you.
I chose not to reply to that. My mother was always full of fake regrets and empty threats.
Since you do not ask, I will tell you. I offer you a truce.
"Ha!"
I hadn't realized I had barked the word out loud until my dance partner looked at me warily. I smiled my best smile and she blushed before turning into the next step.
You will never offer me a truce, I sent, my internal voice harsh.
Hear me out. I offer never to harm you, or Meghan, or her mortal family again if you agree to join my cause and help me rise to my rightful place as high queen.
I nearly stopped moving and would have if my partner hadn't been holding on to me so tightly. The girl I danced with and the entire, cheery hall faded from my awareness as the internal struggle with my mother took up residence in my mind.
So, you are after Danua's throne.
Do not act as if you did not already know this.
No, I wasn't too surprised. My mother had always coveted Danua's place among the Tuatha De, but she had never been able to gather enough glamour and supporters to defeat the current high queen. Should she manage to steal Meghan's magic and combine it with her own, she just might be able to pull it off.
Think about it, Cade. You would be high prince and you could marry your precious little Faelorah, if you so wished. Though, I would hope by then you'd be over your little infatuation. The girl's resistance irritates me.
I wanted to make some snide comment about Meghan having more sense than most, but my dance partner pulled me into a close embrace as the music changed, snapping me back to the present. I did my best not to snarl and push her away.
So? What say you? Will you stop this childish disobedience once and for all?
The music changed again and the blond girl blinked up at me, her tight grip loosening and her eyes losing a bit of their earlier sharpness. Good. The Morrigan was releasing her grip on the poor girl.
Caedehn, I await a response. I cannot act until you answer me.
Death, with the promise of a dismal afterlife, still would not convince me to bow to you, Morrigan.
A long space of time filled with more music and dancing passed before my mother finally gave me a reply.
You will regret your words, my boy.
Doubtful, I sent, my irritation simmering just beneath my skin. I've never regretted my words to you, only their inability to physically harm you.
I waited for her usual retort, but none ever came. Finally, after what must have been seven or eight dances, I came to a stop. As genteelly as possible, I thanked the girl for her time and escaped the dance floor, heading directly to where I had left Meghan. Something about the tone of my mother's final statement had my stomach feeling queasy and despite her promise of being far away, I did not want to be absent from Meghan's side for the rest of the night.
When I reached the alcove I had shared with Meghan, I found her gone. My first response was panic, but shortly after, my common sense took over. Of course she was no longer there. She had probably found someone else to dance with. A surge of jealousy rushed through me, burning like acid. The idea of her pressed up against someone else left a bad taste in my mouth, but how could I complain when I had just spent the last half hour or more dancing with another girl? Forget the fact that the Morrigan had taken over her mind for most of that time, and that I hadn't enjoyed one second of it. If I were in Meghan's place I'd be halfway home by now. And that thought only encouraged the panic to return.
Frantically, I cast my gaze around the great hall, but Meghan's black and white dress was nowhere to be found. I turned, determined to search the entire compound if need be, even if it meant tearing down the walls, but caught sight of my foster father walking down one of the side halls.
"Dagda," I called out to him as I jogged to catch up, "have you seen Meghan?"
The Tuatha De's blue eyes flashed silver, a sign that he was close to being in one of his rare, dangerous moods.
My surprise took me back a step and I wondered what could have fouled his usual, genial humor this night.
"Aye," he answered me, his voice harsher than usual, "I've just seen her."
And what must be going through that head of yours to abandon her and choose another to dance with all the night through? his shil-sciar voice rasped against my mind.
I flinched and gritted my teeth, the lethal magic in my blood rising, making my skin hot and my temper even hotter at this challenge. What a night this was turning out to be. First, the Morrigan stepping in and disrupting what should have been an enjoyable evening, and now the Dagda accusing me of neglect. Growling, I fought against my unruly glamour until it settled down and promised to behave itself.
Do you wish to explain yourself to me? The girl is young and knows nothing of our ways. Do you take pleasure in watching her break her heart over you as you enjoy the attentions of another?
Gods of Eile Dagda, you know that's not true!
Is it? Then why would you continue to dance with another for so many songs in a row?
I clenched my jaw, irritated at my foster father's observations. What Meghan must be thinking right now . . .
I was asked to dance and I accepted only because she was bewitched by the Morrigan.
My foster father stared at me, but kept his arms crossed and lifted a brow. He nodded for me to go on.
Sighing deeply, I pushed my hands through my hair, just barely resisting the temptation to tear it out in frustration. The hallway we stood in was darker than the dance hall and it was now empty of people. When I finally felt it was safe to speak aloud, my voice sounded raw. "When the girl asked me to dance, I had every intention of telling her to try her luck elsewhere. Only when the Morrigan spoke into my mind, did I comply."
"What did she say to you?"
I swallowed and rested my hands on my hips. "She wanted to talk with me, away from Meghan."
The Dagda opened his mouth to speak, then stopped himself before finally saying, "She knows Meghan is here?"
I nodded. "And that the girl was interested in asking me to dance. She used her to somehow see where I was and who I was with."
My foster father let out a curse. "That takes powerful dark magic, Caedehn."
"I know. That is why I'm looking for Meghan right now. We need to stay here, where it is safe."
"Very well. I'll have my guard keep a look out for any of the Morrigan's minions. I left Meghan in my study."
"What is she doing in your study?"
"While you were busy dealing with your mother's unconventional method of communication, you left your poor girl vulnerable to an attack of another kind of vulture."
I shot my eyes up to his and I could feel my irises flickering from one shade of green to another. If my glamour hadn't been ready for a fight earlier, it was now.
"What do you mean?" I hissed.
"That insolent whelp Drustan o’Ceallaigh cornered her and upset her rather thoroughly. He spoke ill of you and nearly gave away the truth regarding your heritage, then when Meghan tried to defend you by telling him about hers, he insulted her."
Before I could stop it, a snarl escaped my throat. My magic surged and I could feel my muscles stretching, my bones on the verge of snapping. Of its own accord, my arm lashed out and my fist connected with the wall. The stone cracked and a flurry of dust fell to the floor. The Dagda grabbed my forearm, his face paling to white.
"No, Caedehn, don't let it get a hold of you. I helped her to my study where she rested and we had a good talk. She is well now, I promise you."
"Where is Drustan?" I bit out, struggling to get my riastrad back under control. Forget about the Morrigan. She was a distant threat, Drustan was here and another male, something my glamour was not at all comfortable with. I was ready to tear his limbs from his body. All I needed was for someone to point me in the right direction.
The Dagda merely shook his head. "Leave him be, lad. Especially with the state you're in. He isn't pestering Meghan any longer and to cause a scene would only make the situation worse. And," he added, "there is a more dangerous threat, remember?"
The sensible part of me reminded the part that wanted to rip Drustan to shreds that murder would do nothing to help improve my image in Meghan's eyes. Besides, I was determined never to let her see that side of me, the side I'd inherited from my father. And the Dagda was right. I had bigger things to worry about.
"Go take a nice walk and let yourself cool off, then you can seek out Meghan," my foster father said, breaking into my thoughts.
He placed a strong hand on my shoulder and the last remnants of the tension drained from my body. I nodded and without another word, turned on my heel and headed down the hallway, bypassing the raucous great room where the dancing and laughter continued on. Two of the Dagda's soldiers stood guard near the door, but they hardly noticed me as I stepped clear of the house and into the open air. A few men holding tankards and standing around a small bonfire acknowledged me as I eased past them, my long strides eating up the distance as I tried to clear my mind. Spotting a lone oak near the base of the neighboring hill, I took a deep breath of icy air and headed toward it. Once I reached the tree, I stretched out a hand and made contact. The rough bark against my fingertips felt comforting for some reason; something real and tangible and familiar on this tumultuous night. I released a heavy breath and flung my head back, regarding the bright stars that twinkled through the still-bare branches of the tree.
Although the cool air helped to calm my magic, it did nothing to ease my mind. To distract myself from the anger and dread caused by my mother's most recent intrusion and Drustan's slight toward Meghan, I considered what the Dagda had told me. Had Meghan truly tried to defend me? Warmth spread through me, taking the edge off of the chill that seemed to surround my heart of late, but the feeling was soon replaced by guilt. If she did care enough to stand up for me, then it was undeserved. After all, I hadn't been honest with her about my bloodlines and as much as it galled me, Drustan had been right in warning her away. Too bad I'd been losing that argument with myself for well over five months now.
The movement of a new shadow passing by the bonfire caught my attention. I knew that stride; the shape of that dark figure. And I was drawn to her like iron to a lodestone. So long I had fought that attraction, denied my heart its true desire. Had tried not to fall for Meghan Elam.
But it is too late now, isn't it?
You had several chances to stay away from her, but you chose to remain by her side, falling in love with the one Faelorehn woman you could never have.
Not the Morrigan this time, but it might as well have been. Gritting my teeth, I pushed away from the tree and made my way toward the shadow that was Meghan. Curse my conscience. It might be right, I may never have my chance to be with Meghan, but I did have the rest of the night and I wasn't about to waste a minute of it.
Will only hurt you more in the end . . .
I quickened my pace. The sooner I got to Meghan and started talking, the sooner my inner voice would shut up.
“They can be overwhelming if you haven’t learned how to deal with them,” I said once I was only a few feet away from her.
She started in surprise, then turned to look at me, her expression unhappy.
Releasing a tiny breath, she lowered her eyes ever so slightly and murmured, "I didn't display the best behavior in there myself."
Another bolt of anger spiked through me and I had to fight to keep it from flaring too high once again.
“Drustan o’Ceallaigh had no right to treat you in such a callous manner. If word got back to Danua . . .”
"How did you know?" Meghan blurted.
Ah. Maybe I should have kept that information to myself. Oh well, too late now. "The Dagda told me."
That hint of embarrassment in her eyes changed and as she turned back to look at the stars, she grumbled, "My mother wouldn't care."
For a fleeting second, I saw myself on equal terms with Meghan, the both of us belonging to a mother who cared little for our wishes. But that thought lasted less than a heartbeat. Meghan might have believed Danua despised her, but that wasn't true. She just hadn't had the chance to get to know her mother and I was certain that given the right amount of time, the two would rebuild their broken relationship. Unfortunately, this wasn't true for me and my mother. Not by a long shot. Tonight's incident proved as much. And it was only a matter of time before she did something drastic. Her final words from earlier that evening floated on the edge of my mind: You will regret your words, my boy.
A cold shiver passed through me, but I was determined to leave all dark thoughts for later. I turned toward Meghan. She was facing away from me, but I could almost feel her sadness and worry. In that moment, I would have traded my immortality to pull her close and hold her, if it meant easing away her troubles.
Instead, I placed my hands on her shoulders and said, “She cares Meghan, though she may not demonstrate it. Someday, she’ll be able to show you her true self. Until then, you’ll just have to believe you have people here who,” my words suddenly slammed to a halt. I had been about to say 'people here who love you', but with all the emotion running rampant tonight, I decided to play it safe. Ignoring the voice in my head calling me a coward, I finished up with, “people here who care for you.”
Meghan stood still for a while and I was beginning to think she hadn't heard me when she said, her voice quiet and full of emotion, "How can you stand those people talking behind your back all the time and treating you with scorn?"
I was surprised at her question, mainly because no one had ever asked me that before. My entire life I'd been the source of Otherworldly gossip and hatred. I couldn't remember a time in my existence when the people of Eile weren't whispering about me behind my back. Only Enorah and the Dagda truly loved me, and maybe a handful of others respected me. To have Meghan extend her compassion this way felt like seeing the sun's first rays after a month of rain.
Eventually, I shrugged and answered as honestly as I could, "I learned to ignore them long ago."
"And just how long does it take to get used to being an outcast?"
"That all depends on the person. When you finally understand who you are, I mean really understand, their indifference won't bother you so much anymore. Trust me."
We stood in the darkness a few minutes more, listening to the drunken laughter of my foster father's guests floating over from the great house.
Remembering my mother's threats and my own trepidation of seeing her this night, I extended a hand out to Meghan. "I suggest we head back inside." And as I recalled the Dagda's words of advice earlier, I added, "Especially since I've managed to escape the claws of that little harpy."
A tremor of disgust threatened to take over as I thought about how true those words were, but I managed to squelch it. After all, it wasn't the girl's fault my mother had taken advantage of her.
"It's almost midnight and we don't want to miss the spectacle the Dagda has planned. Besides, don't you want to practice some more dances for your prom tomorrow night?"
The reminder of her prom seemed to cheer Meghan up. She took my offered hand and we rejoined the rest of the revelers as the late hour approached. For a time, I simply enjoyed Meghan's company as we watched several men and women stand up before the crowd, performing one feat after another. Partway through the show, I left to get more mead, but on my way back I was sidelined by one of the Dagda's guards. He offered me a slight bow and handed me a piece of rolled parchment sealed with wax. Puzzled, I nodded my head at the man as I took the message from him. I broke the seal and peeled back the crisp paper. Even before I finished reading it, my blood had gone cold.
Ehriad and Strayling,
For too long my prize has been denied to me, and now that my son has broken all ties, I must act on my own. I begin my journey to the west where I will pass through the dolmarehn leading into the mortal world. Once there, I have plans to eliminate those very souls the little Meghan considers her family. Their deaths won't add much to my power, but perhaps the Faelorah has a better solution. You have three days to make your decision.
-Morrigan
She hadn't lied after all. The Morrigan was far away and she planned to travel even further. All this time I'd been worried about protecting Meghan and keeping her safe while my mother had managed to uncover the most effective way to hurt her: by harming her family. I could ask the Dagda for his help, but it would take too long to gather all of his reserves and besides, what chance did a small guard and a legion of farmers and traders have against the power of the goddess of war? Even with mine and my foster father's help, the Morrigan still possessed far more glamour. No. We would lose that battle and Meghan's family would suffer for it. That left only one option: to get back to the mortal world as soon as we could and move the Elam's to a different location, someplace where the Morrigan couldn't find them . . .
I hadn't realized my ears had been ringing until Meghan's concerned voice broke through the din. "Cade!"
Blinking rapidly, I looked up at Meghan. She had a question written on her face. My voice was hoarse when the words finally tumbled out, "It's a message from the Morrigan. She is on her way to the dolmarehn that leads to the swamp behind your house. She plans to cross into the mortal world with the purpose of killing your family."
* * *
Never had I been more determined or driven to reach a destination in my life. The details of leaving the Dagda's were vague, but I do remember gathering Meghan up into my arms at one point and promising her everything would be alright. And I would do anything in my power to keep that promise. Luathara greeted us after many hours of frantic riding, the castle's stone walls awash in dawn's golden light. But we did not stop. I pushed Speirling on, testing his limits as he carried Meghan and me ever closer to the hills west of my home. Finally, we reached a cleft in the hills and I knew the trail leading to the dolmarehn wasn't much further. Hope swelled in my chest, but in the next breath I realized we would never make it that far.
I felt them before I saw them, their evil magic slamming into me like an invisible wall. Speirling let out a scream of protest, either in response to the small army of faelah that had suddenly appeared around the bend, or because of my unexpected pull on his reins, I cannot say for sure. The arm I had draped around Meghan tightened and when I met the Morrigan's eyes, there was triumph burning in their crimson depths.
So. A lie after all. She wasn't on her way to demolish Meghan's family, and that was never her intention. Playing on my paranoia and Meghan's concern for her parents and brothers, the Morrigan had created the perfect trap. And there was no way out of it this time.
"I'm getting down, Meghan," I whispered.
Once both my feet were planted on the ground, I turned and helped Meghan down, placing her behind me.
Well hello there, my dear son, the Morrigan sent, her shil-sciar words sickeningly cheerful.
Gritting my teeth, I responded, You never planned on entering the mortal world, did you?
Why should I? Everything I want is right here. She inclined her head in Meghan's direction.
Throwing all caution to the wind, I stepped forward, pulling Meghan behind me by the hand. "We wish to go to the dolmarehn," I announced.
No, I did not expect the Morrigan to step aside and grant us a safe crossing, but if I could somehow get Meghan home maybe she would have a better chance. My mother hated going into the mortal world. Besides, I didn't entirely believe that she had left the Elams in peace.
The faelah, which had slowly encircled us, hissed and chattered as we moved closer to their master.
"I don't see why you would," my mother responded in a bored tone. "There is nothing left in the mortal world worth returning to."
Meghan faltered behind me and I had to turn to keep her from collapsing.
"No," she whispered, her eyes filling with tears.
The deep, old magic flowing through my veins bucked and fought for release. Not yet, I thought, trying to soothe it, not yet.
I whipped my head around, my anger brewing and my skin prickling with anxiety. "You lie!" I hissed.
But it is so fun to see the pathetic little Faelorah's reaction, she sent, then aloud she added, "Unfortunately, you are correct, dear Caedehn, much to my chagrin. I'll have to wait and exterminate the mortal vermin when we're done here."
The relief I felt was short-lived. Meghan and I were still here, far away from any aid, and the Morrigan had us surrounded by at least a hundred faelah.
I gave you one last chance, Caedehn, and you defied me. I'll take your insubordination no more.
The silent words burned across my mind, but that was a conversation she kept only between the two of us. Aloud she said, "You've been hiding this poor misguided creature for weeks, bringing her here to Eile and secretly flaunting her before all sorts of Faelorehn. I felt it was time I remove her from your negative influence."
"Explain yourself," I demanded. Whatever my mother had schemed up could not be good.
"I’ve drawn you out in order to claim fosterage, of course."
My anger flared again, hot and violent. Fostering? The only thing you wish to foster with regards to Meghan is her glamour, and once it reaches its full potential you mean to rip it from her body.
Oh Caedehn, my poor melodramatic boy. No wonder you are so smitten with this pitiable creature.
Keeping up this double conversation was growing tiresome, so I abandoned the internal argument with my mother for Meghan's sake.
"She doesn't need fostering."
The Morrigan then brought her appeal to Meghan, using her skill of persuasive speech to try and convince both of us that a fosterage under the goddess of war would be beneficial. I don't know why she even bothered. Neither one of us was foolish enough to fall for her tricks.
The headache that had begun as a result of suppressing my magic threatened to overwhelm me, but somehow I managed to grit out a response, "She won't require fostering under Danua's roof. The high queen has plenty of subjects who might act as a foster parent, all of them worthy of moving in the highest circles. Your concern is unwarranted and unwanted."
"Her own mother has shunned her, or so that’s the popular gossip in the Faelorehn courts. I’ve heard of no others who wish to accept her, so she’s still a strayling. Therefore, I make first claim to her."
"No."
The response was automatic, dredged up from the very depths of my soul. I took a small step back, doing everything in my power to draw Meghan closer to me. "I'll take responsibility for her."
Oh? Is that so dear, Caedehn? Do you have some happy news to report to your dear mother? Because short of a binding ceremony, I can't see how you can back up such a ludicrous assertion.
My desire to claim just that was strong, but it would not have been the truth. If Meghan and I had participated in a binding ceremony, then we would be promised to one another: married. And if that were the case, the Morrigan would have no grounds on which to foster Meghan. Not that any of that mattered. My mother wasn't here to finagle her way around the legal system of Eile. No set of rules reigned over her. She was here to take what she wanted, regardless of the law. For some reason, she was stalling by talking nonsense about fostering and binding ceremonies. Perhaps she did so only for the sake of sport, the way a cat plays with a mouse before striking the death blow.
Finally, the Morrigan seemed to have grown tired of our banter.
"You have no right, my dear boy. Not being one of the Tuatha De yourself, you would need consent from a guardian or blood relation to take on such a responsibility and your guardian is not here, and I do not grant my permission," she snarled.
Her words hit me with the force of a raging bull. No. No, Meghan could not find out this way.
I glared up at my mother, but all I got from her was a narrowed red stare and a smug smile.
You heartless bitch! I flung with as much vitriol as I could muster.
Such language to use describing your mother, Caedehn! And if you wish to pretend the two of you are bonded, should the girl not know about her mate's mother? To keep secrets from your chosen life partner is not a good idea, my son.
We are not bound, and you know this. Cease this torment you put us both through and get on with your devious plans.
Did you hope to keep this secret from the girl forever? she continued, ignoring my plea. Are you ashamed of your heritage, Caedehn? Just how many secrets have you kept from her?
My growing rage adopted a hint of terror. The Morrigan had trapped me, just as much as she had ensnared Meghan. She would crack me like an egg before Danua's daughter, spilling all of my insecurities and laying them out for her to see. I had always meant to tell her, but I had wanted to do so on my own terms. Instead, she was going to find out about all the skeletons in my closet right here on this small plain before my mother and all her decaying pets. It would be the final blow to take away whatever dignity I had left before the great battle commenced. Because there would be a battle, I was certain of it.
"What does she mean, she won't grant her permission?"
Meghan's voice grabbed a hold of me and pulled me from the edge of the black abyss I found myself teetering on. She had somehow moved so that she stood slightly in front of me, her head turned so that she glanced up at me. I had to look away, for I could not meet her eyes. My own revealed far too much at the moment.
Apparently, the Morrigan was just beginning her torture session. Cruel, mocking laughter floated across the grassy field and I jerked my head up to meet her eyes. If she was going to do this, then I would not cower away from her. I may not have the strength to face Meghan, but I definitely had the courage to face the Morrigan. Years and years of bitter, selfish neglect on her part had toughened me to her abuse. I would face my enemy without a trace of weakness.
"Oh my dear girl, are you saying that my sweet little Caedehn hasn’t disclosed the degree of our relationship yet? Why, he is my one and only son. And I am his mother."
I knew the words were coming, had even braced myself for them. Still, they hit me like a flare of dark magic. And the gasp that wrenched itself free from Meghan's throat felt like a dagger to my heart.
Yes, Meghan, I thought, you know the truth now. And now, I'll have to let you go.
But I wouldn't do so without a fight. She may no longer wish to associate with me, but I would not let her fall prey to the Morrigan. After all, my love was rooted deep and it would not falter, no matter what happened.
When I bothered to return my attention to my surroundings, I caught the tail end of something my mother was saying.
". . . a severe disappointment since birth," she finished off with cold dissatisfaction.
That's it, twist the knife as well as drive it in deeper.
Meghan tried to pull away from me, but I wouldn't let her go. Not because I suspected she feared me, but because I didn't want the Morrigan to capture her. And with the way my mother's magic was brewing and crackling around us, it wouldn't take much for her to suck Meghan into her web.
The Morrigan continued on with her drivel, bemoaning the fact that I hadn't simply dropped Meghan at her feet from the very beginning, even when I had obeyed all of her other commands.
"As if I had a choice!" I shouted, thinking about all the times I was unable to resist her hold on me. "You placed a geis on me, remember?"
I'd learned a thing or two about resistance since my early days as the Morrigan's slave, but that was all in the past and would do nothing to help our situation now. I was more than ready for this pointless argument to be over. My mother wanted Meghan and I wasn't going to give her over. No manner of cajoling or combination of threats would bend me.
"A geis you broke," she reminded me.
"Please Mother, our people have been breaking geasa since the beginning of time. What choice do we have?" I pointed out. Then I added privately, Do you see any point in drawing this out, Mother?
Oh yes, dear Caedehn, she replied. I'll have your precious Meghan hating you before she becomes my slave.
Before I could respond, she said out loud, "It doesn't matter, you still would have failed, broken geis or not."
Very well. If she wanted to play this way, then so be it. I decided to throw a few daggers myself. "Of course I would have failed because you will never stop taking your anger for my father out on me."
The intense, yet well-controlled flood of magic that had welled up around us suddenly strengthened, deep scarlet flames that licked at my nerves and set my own glamour on the defensive. Beside me Meghan shifted. I still held onto her, unwilling to lose contact even if my fingers were digging into her skin. I hoped she was coping better than me.
"Your father took advantage of me!" the Morrigan shrieked.
Oh yes. I had hit a nerve. My mother hated to be outwitted, and the reminder that Cuchulainn had done just that was a wound that still nagged at her, even now. Good, maybe it would prove to be a useful distraction.
A bark of laughter escaped my throat. "He tricked you, after you tried to beguile him. So really, you have only yourself to blame."
My mother bared her teeth. "Cuchulainn was a fool, and he died a fool as well."
"Cuchulainn is your father?!"
Meghan had remained quiet for so long that anyone watching from afar might have thought she'd forgotten how to speak. And then I realized my mistake, and so did my mother. Despite her angry outward appearance, the goddess of war hadn't gained the power and reputation she currently possessed by letting her emotions get the better of her.
You see, Caedehn, you need my help after all, her shil-sciar words bloomed in my mind. I am the master of keeping secrets from people, and you could have learned much from me. All these months, you've managed to keep your little strayling in the dark, only to have everything laid out before her now. And simply because of an exchange of words with me. Yes, your father was a fool, and so are you.
I didn't have much time to let her words get to me, because Meghan was speaking once again.
"So, you tried to seduce Cuchulainn, but he saw right through you."
Despite my mother's talent for not letting emotion cloud her judgment, the poisonous glare she threw in Meghan's direction suggested otherwise.
"He used me and cast me aside when he was through."
"The same way you are trying to use and cast aside Cade?"
If I wasn't absolutely certain that the Morrigan had come here to fulfill her promise to enslave Meghan and finally do away with me, I would have scooped her up into my arms and held her tight. My dear, brave Meghan. If only there was time to tell her the truth. Not the truth about who I was, that had already been done. No, in that moment I longed to admit the way I felt, to tell her how much I loved her. But I feared it was too late.
"Don’t you dare judge me, you worthless fae strayling! I can’t believe how you cling so pathetically to my son, knowing what he is and what he’s capable of."
I stole a glance down at Meghan, only to find her ducking her eyes as a blush spread across her cheeks.
"What do you mean? I’m only now finding out about his parentage, and honestly, none of it matters to me."
In spite of all the horror that surrounded us: the Morrigan's magic, the restless faelah, the black, boiling clouds above . . . a spark of pure elation erupted in my heart. Perhaps it wasn't too late after all.
Unfortunately, my small moment of happiness skidded to a halt when my mother spoke into my mind again.
Does she know everything now, Caedehn? Or is there one more thing you haven't told her?
I looked up at the Morrigan, my gaze cold and empty, but it didn't hide the truth. She assumed a look of bewilderment, a look that soon melted into one of pure delight.
No, I sent. For the first time in my life, I begged my mother for something. Please, grant me this last mercy.
Her shil-sciar words crackled across my mind like electricity. Me? Merciful? Never, Caedehn, never will I show mercy, least of all to you. The son who has fought me his entire life and who continues to fight me now when the battle is over. So, save your worthless, pathetic begging for someone who cares.
The pure, bitter hatred that tinted her words left me feeling raw and broken.
Drawing in a breath, the Morrigan smiled wickedly and, feigning disbelief, said to the young woman I sought to protect, "Caedehn! Have you kept everything from the poor girl? No wonder she doesn’t run from you in disgust, like all the rest."
Meghan craned her neck to look up at me, but I turned away. Yes, it was cowardly, but I could not look into her eyes without giving in to the desire that had been building in me from the very moment I first saw her. I needed to be strong right now. Even with my wild glamour ready to burst through my skin, I needed this last bit of control.
"He hasn't told you about his riastrad, his battle fury?"
Riastrad. Battle fury. Warp spasm. My father had been famous for it; revered for it, but for me, it had been a condemnation. A curse. When you were bound to the Morrigan, any use of your glamour was considered tainted and unsafe. Now, just magnify the average Faelorehn glamour by tenfold, if not more, under the direction of a war goddess and you might understand why I was hated and mistrusted.
"Oh, this is too much! Cade, dearest, I think I'll prolong your girlfriend's death. That way, she'll get a good last look at what you truly are."
"No!" I shouted. My glamour screamed at me to set it free, but I still resisted. I feared that, being so close to Meghan, the violence of the change might hurt her.
Foolish, foolish boy, the Morrigan chimed. I warned you not to grow too close to the girl. I told you this would happen. You should have heeded your mother's words.
Then, she looked at Meghan and said, lifting her arms in supplication to the roiling sky, "But my pets are so eager to play."
Once again her magic burst forth, this time causing the earth to rumble and crack around us. Meghan whimpered and pressed closer as she moved behind me. I could not blame her. The Cumorrig my mother had brought along with her fell to the ground, keening in pain as their flesh split and their bones warped. Acrid horror washed over me as I watched them grow in size and repulsiveness. My mother continued to chant and the monsters continued to grow, their legs and arms stretching, their claws curving into long, dark blades.
Impressive, aren't they? her words brushed across my mind. A little spell I've been saving my sacrificial glamour up for. They should be able to dispatch with the strayling quite easily, don't you think?
Meghan turned and lost the contents of her stomach, so I bent down with her, trying to soothe her fear with an ancient prayer to Eile.
"I grow weary of this little game, Caedehn," the Morrigan sighed. "Hand the girl over to me so you can get over your silly little infatuation."
I refused, of course, knowing full well she would draw this out all night if she wanted to. We spent a few more minutes arguing, neither one of us budging. I was trying to buy some more time for Meghan, but it was no use. With the amount of dark magic encircling us, the only way out was through death. My frustration threatened to overwhelm me, but I had to find a way to save Meghan.
"I’ll have my creatures fight you, Cade. Riastrad or no riastrad, you are no match for them."
The ten monsters stood before me, all of them well over seven feet tall and radiating raw violence. She was right. There was no way I could defeat them all and survive. But I would die trying.
"I know," I whispered, finally accepting my fate, "but I will not give her up. I will fight them. If I win, you forfeit your claim on Meghan. If you win, my glamour is yours."
"No!" Meghan rasped behind me.
You would sacrifice your life for this girl? Ignorant fool! Perhaps her glamour is stronger than I thought, if she has the power to ensorcell you so!
The words my sister had spoken to me so many months ago came roaring back into my mind: You are her Ghalien, her heart warrior. You would give your life for her . . . Now I knew, without a doubt, that she had been right.
The Morrigan spoke aloud, her voice carrying over the noise of the brewing storm and the racket of her faelah, "You do realize what you sacrifice, don't you my boy? There is only one way for me to take your glamour."
I nodded, my face grim. "I'll swear a blood oath to seal my offer if necessary."
You would sacrifice our bond? You would take away my life force as well as your own?
With all the distractions surrounding us, I had almost forgotten about Fergus. And it broke my heart to hear those words from my spirit guide, but there was no other way. I hated to take Fergus's life by sacrificing my own, but we had lived a very long time and as selfish as it seemed, I could not see myself living much of a life from this point on if Meghan were to fall to the Morrigan.
I must, I returned to my spirit guide. If the words had been spoken aloud, they would have rasped against my throat.
Then, it is a noble death we face, Caedehn, my friend.
You have been a good spirit guide, Fergus, more than good. You've been a loyal friend when I had none. I hope you can forgive me for my choice.
It is for Meghan's sake. It is a worthy sacrifice.
I severed the connection with him and took a deep, shaky breath.
"Cade, how will she get your magic?"
Meghan was asking me a question, but I hardly heard her.
"Cade!"
I couldn't answer her. Anyway, it was best if she didn't know. Turning to face her I said, "Your safety is all that matters right now, and my magic is only slightly stronger than yours at the moment. You have a greater source of power Meghan, but it’s untried. Let me do this before she discovers the potential of your own power. Before she changes her mind."
I looked away from Meghan and addressed my mother, "I'll fight your Cumorrig to the death. If I stand alive at the end, you will no longer hunt Meghan or harm her family. If I'm defeated, you may have my glamour before it is returned to Eile, and you will leave Meghan in peace."
After that, everything seemed to blur together. Meghan screamed her sorrow, begging me to reconsider. The Morrigan hissed her frustration, angry that she might lose her useful slave if I should die. I ignored them both, my focus entirely on this deed I must perform. Pulling out a dagger, I slashed the blade across my hand and the disfigured Cumorrig yowled eagerly as the scent of my blood wafted into the air. The blood bond was sworn and there was no going back. My glamour waited for my permission to burst forth. But there was one last thing I needed to do before I faced my doom. Something I'd been putting off for far too long.
I wouldn't survive this fight, so I pushed away all the fear and reluctance I'd carried around with me regarding my feelings toward Meghan, and when it was gone, the only thing left was my desire for her to know. Funny, now that my impending death was one violent fight away, everything else seemed so ridiculous. No longer did I care that my mother was an evil goddess or that within me lived a ferocious monster. All that mattered was Meghan and the one, final secret I had kept from her for so long.
I moved in close and took her face in my hands, savoring the caress of her silky hair, the warmth of her smooth skin. “Meghan, there is something I need to tell you, in case this doesn’t work out the way I hope,” I murmured, my heart pounding in my throat. “Something I should have told you a long time ago.”
The way she looked at me in those sacred moments nearly broke my heart. Her beautiful, changeable eyes were so full of emotion: fear, anger, despair . . . and love? Gods and goddesses of Eile, I longed for her love, but this was no longer about me.
Taking one more deep breath, I looked right into those brilliant eyes and whispered, "I love you."
I didn't give her time to respond. Instead, I dropped my head and when my mouth met hers in a possessive kiss, all thoughts of self-control and gentleness fled. I kissed her long and hard, trying to pour my very soul into that one, final act of desire and affection. Eventually, it came to an end, but I had made it worth everything.
When our lips finally parted, we were both struggling to catch our breath. I leaned in and kissed her one last time, this one signaling our parting.
With great reluctance on my part, I let her go and headed toward the Cumorrig. They waited for me like a pack of demented dogs eager to play tug of war with my arms and legs. No matter. I might be taking the last steps of my life, but I would face my fate without fear. As I approached, they took their places around me, encircling me to ensure I didn't escape. I tilted my head to the dark sky and held my arms out. The stinging wash of my glamour burned as hot as my anger, and for once, I welcomed the pain my battle fury brought with it. Bones snapped and reformed and I felt myself grow taller. Never before had my power felt so potent and once the change was over, I all but lost control of my own thoughts and actions.
Instantly, I whipped around and engaged the closest monster, a creature I now recognized as my brethren. No longer understanding what fueled my rage, but understanding that the Cumorrig was somehow the cause of it, I attacked with full force. Minutes passed like seconds and my own agony became nothing more than an annoyance as I destroyed one monster after another. The longer I fought, the less I knew myself. Soon, I was nothing more than the violent creature everyone believed me to be when ruled by my riastrad, but the other monstrosities were falling beneath my strength and perseverance.
Gradually, it became difficult to distinguish reality from hallucination, yet I continued to fight until I could no longer move, no longer see or hear. And when something pierced my side and drove me down, I knew it was over. My glamour had run its course and I was melding back into my natural form. But it was too late. Somehow, I kept my balance as I turned to focus on someone familiar, a beautiful girl with brilliant eyes and hair nearly as dark as the storm clouds above. She watched me intently, her tear-stained face pale and drawn. Meghan. My Meghan. An anguished cry greeted my ears as I collapsed to the ground, the darkness that hovered on the edge of my mind finally overtaking me. The pain and suffering was finally over and I would not rise again.
* * *
I dreamed. No, not a dream. A nightmare. I was in my other form, barely aware of anything but the hungry instinct to kill and destroy the enemy around me. My legs and arms were weak, all my resources nearly drained, and I could sense the blood trickling from the wounds I'd taken in the fight. I was so tired and I could tell I was dying, so why didn't I just succumb? The roar of my enemy, that creature so similar to me, snapped my attention forward. That's right. I still had monsters to kill and I couldn't die until they were gone. But why?
The harsh cry of a female voice stole my attention. I glanced beyond my adversary and caught sight of her. Dark, curling hair and a pair of flashing hazel eyes tracked my every move. She was tall and lean, her skin pale and smooth, the black and white garment she wore ruined from the mud and her cloak soaking wet. My lip curled and I took a deep breath, drawing in her unique scent along with it. Immediately, my instincts told me that this young woman was mine to protect. She was the reason I fought these monsters, the reason I could not die until they were all destroyed. I would not survive the fight, but I had to make sure these beasts couldn't harm her once I was gone. My rage returned like a wildfire, consuming me and driving me on. I fought, my violence tearing into my enemies as much as my hands did. Finally, there was only one demon left, but I was too slow. The creature lashed out and drove its claws into my abdomen. The young woman screamed and then everything fell into a swirling whirlwind of pain and blood and death.
The screaming continued, forcing the agony and anguish into a great cyclone. I felt a heavy weight pressing down on me, and I knew the screaming was coming from my own mouth.
"Caedehn!" a great voice boomed over me. "Caedehn, my son, I've got you!"
I thrashed around, the vivid trauma of the dream still clinging to me as I gasped for breath. I blinked my eyes, unaware that I still possessed them, and the darkness lifted to reveal the blurry shadows and brilliant orange flickering of firelight. Where was I? I blinked some more and reached out, clinging to the person who was holding on to me. I groaned and coughed, dragging air into my lungs as if I had been without it for days; until they hurt. Something cold and hard pressed against me, so I threw out an arm to brace myself, falling free of my savior's grip. My bare skin scraped against icy, damp stone.
"Easy," that deep, familiar voice murmured, "easy now."
The arms loosened a little and let me come to rest on the floor. I glanced down, my eyes finally clearing, to find that I was completely naked and covered in cuts and bruises. As my eyes lingered on the several deep gashes in my side, the memories came flooding back. An open plain, a stormy sky, the Morrigan's Cumorrig transformed into something horrifying, going through my riastrad, Meghan . . . Meghan!
I must have tried to shout her name because a hoarse, panicked sound left my throat. I attempted to speak again, fighting against the other person's hold on me.
"Meghan!" I rasped as my heart pounded against my ribs.
"Shhh, Cade, hush! Meghan is safe! You need to calm down. You've just come out of the Cauldron and you're still very weak. Collin, Riley! Quick, fetch some blankets now!"
A large warm hand pressed against my forehead and that strong voice, the Dagda I suddenly remembered, murmured to me in the language of Eile. He rocked me like a small child as he sat on the damp floor with me. The scent of mold, ancient earth and the metallic odor of the great Cauldron's magic teased my nose, and despite my incessant shivering, my foster father's attempt at comforting me eased my nerves.
"What happened?" I whispered, my eyes closed.
"The Morrigan finally did you in, son," he answered, his voice sounding sad, "but that lovely young woman of yours dragged your carcass all the way back here, so that we could revive you."
I had been killed by the Morrigan. My mother had finally murdered me. My emotions were still swirling around like that whirlwind of my nightmare; still trying to find the body they had thought they'd left behind. Several things remained unclear to me, but one idea, one thought, one overwhelming truth rang true through it all and a name floated to the surface of my mind: Meghan. I had done it all to save Meghan. What had the Dagda said about her?
"Meghan," I breathed.
"Safe, Cade. She's safe upstairs, asleep in one of the rooms."
Minutes later, something dry and heavy was draped over me and I realized that one of the Dagda's servants had returned with the blanket he'd ordered. Several hands shifted me, wrapping me up in the fabric to ease my cold.
I did not fight them as the Dagda and his household lifted me and carried me away from that deep, dark place. As we climbed higher out of the dungeon where the Cauldron was kept, I couldn't help but feel that although my body was once again alive, my spirit would remain lost until I could see Meghan again.
* * *
Pain. I swam in a dark world of pain. I was certain I was dead, because despite all the agony I'd been through before, nothing ever felt this terrible. Yet, if my soul had departed and I was on my way to the afterlife, then how could I feel anything? Perhaps it was only the memory of the suffering that haunted me because a strange weightlessness enveloped me as well. Then something shifted, the lighting or the temperature of the place where I was, because suddenly the darkness wasn't so black anymore and a new sense came to me. I heard something, but it was so muffled I couldn't understand it. My soul strained to comprehend, to listen. Words, it was the sound of words that flowed over me and for some reason, those words made the pain go away. Maybe it was the voice itself that soothed me, the voice of a young woman. I knew that voice so well but it wasn't my sister who spoke to me, nor was it my mother, the Morrigan.
A black shard of pain struck my heart and I tried to cry out, but nothing seemed to work for me. The sting faded into a dull ache as my conscience realized the Morrigan was nowhere near me. No. It wasn't my mother speaking to me. She had done something terrible, had tried to hurt someone I couldn't bear living without. Perhaps this voice belonged to her, the one I had been trying to protect . . . Yes, now I knew that voice. Meghan. I tried to reach out to her with my mind, but then I remembered I hadn't taught her how to do that yet. Frustrated, I simply lay there, soaking in her soothing presence. Before long, I began to slip away into that dark place again, but before I was totally lost, something warm and soft touched my mouth. Slowly, the black void overtook me, but this time I knew the horrors of my own death would visit me no more.
* * *
The faint whisper and crackle of a fire woke me, or perhaps that was merely the first thing I heard when I regained consciousness. I blinked a few times and stared up into the canopy of a large bed, confused and feeling nauseous. My head pounded as if someone were driving a sword through it and every nerve and muscle ached. I opened my mouth to take a deep breath, but a moan escaped instead.
Something creaked. A chair? A door? And then a familiar feminine face stood over me.
"Oh! You're finally awake! I'll get his lordship."
Before I could so much as ask the time of day, Alannah disappeared through a door and left me to try and figure everything out on my own. Luckily, I didn't have to wait too long. My foster father arrived moments later, wearing his kingly robe and looking haggard. I furrowed a brow at him, then winced. Even doing that hurt.
"Ah, Cade, you are back with us. Finally."
"Wha-what happened?" I gritted my teeth. My voice sounded as if someone had scraped my throat raw with sandpaper.
"Do you remember nothing?" my foster father inquired, his voice softer as he moved closer to the bed.
I tried to sit up but grunted in pain when my actions sent a bolt of fire through my abdomen. My nausea only increased after that.
"Steady," the Dagda scolded, leaning in to help me resettle. "You have a bad wound on that side."
So I couldn't even sit up. Wonderful. I sighed, trying to ignore my watering eyes and wounded pride. I searched my memories, wincing when the Morrigan and her warped faelah surfaced in my mind. Meghan had been there as well and after that I couldn't recall much. Which was typical when my riastrad took over. And let's face it, if the Morrigan had us surrounded by her Cumorrig, then there wasn't a doubt in my mind that I'd made good use of my battle fury.
"All I remember is fighting the Morrigan's hounds," I murmured, "and an unquenchable urge to protect Meghan."
I turned my head on the pillow and looked over at the Dagda, who had taken a seat in the chair beside the window.
My next words came reluctantly, not because it was hard to speak, but because I feared the answer. "Where is Meghan?"
The Dagda's bright eyes landed on me, but I could not read his face. It was hidden under too much hair.
"She is safe in the mortal world, Cade, with her family."
Thank Eile. "And the Morrigan?"
"Will not be able to bother her for quite some time, if I can believe everything young Meghan said."
"Tell me," I insisted, fighting the urge to sit up once again.
And so he told me everything Meghan had regaled to him. How her glamour had burst free, engulfing the faelah and driving the Morrigan away. How she had managed to drag me up onto Speirling afterwards, so that she could bring me to my foster father and his Cauldron of regeneration. I listened as if my very life depended on it, and sighed in wonder when the Dagda came to the end of his story.
"So," I murmured, "her magic finally woke up."
The Dagda nodded. "Apparently. She should be safe from your mother's reach for now, but eventually the Morrigan is going to recover from her shock and the first thing she'll want to do is get her hands on Meghan."
I nodded, then regretted the action as the pounding in my head worsened. Gritting my teeth, I struggled to sit up.
"Hold it, what are you doing?" the Dagda asked, moving forward and placing a hand on my shoulder.
"Meghan," I panted against the pain. "Needs . . . to be here . . . magic needs to refuel . . ."
Spirits of Eile, it was hard to think, let alone move my arms and legs.
"Oh no you don't," my foster father growled. "You are in absolutely no condition to do anything but sleep, eat and heal. Meghan is safe for now. When you are better, you can go and fetch her."
I would have fought him if I could, but it was as if every muscle in my body had atrophied and I had to wait for them to grow back. Grunting in frustration, I let my head fall onto the pillow. It wasn't a long trip; I'd only managed to lift it an inch or so. Sadly, that small effort had been enough to drain whatever tiny amount of energy I possessed. As I began drifting off again, the Dagda got up and left me to rest, chuckling as he closed the door softly behind him.
I spent the rest of the day trading off between sleeping and eating what the Dagda's household brought to me. The next morning, I felt slightly more energized, but not enough to get out of bed. Testing my strength, I managed to push myself up on my elbows and lean against the mountain of pillows piled against the headboard. I had just made myself comfortable when the Dagda came into my room carrying something huge and white in his arms. Straining against the lingering ache in my bones and muscles, I turned my head to get a better look.
"Fergus!" I breathed.
He looked as bad as I felt, slumped against the Dagda's chest, his long legs sticking out like the bare branches of trees in winter.
"I thought you might like some constant company," my foster father said, kneeling down and placing my spirit guide gently onto a giant cushion in front of the fireplace.
Fergus whimpered slightly as the Dagda got him settled.
Fergus? I sent, my thoughts gentle.
Tired. Hurt. Need healing, he returned before drifting off.
"When did he arrive?" My voice sounded raw and I had to clear my throat to fix it.
The Dagda heaved a great sigh and sank into the huge chair in front of the window. He regarded the white wolfhound for a few moments, as if checking to make sure he kept breathing, before facing me.
"The soldiers who saw Meghan to the dolmarehn scoured the hills for him after she crossed safely into the mortal world. They just arrived an hour ago, carrying him in with them."
I nodded and leaned back into the pillows. I still felt like death warmed over, and technically I was, but I was determined to mend, just like my spirit guide.
"Well then," the Dagda planted his hands on his knees and stood, "I'll leave you two alone to get some more rest."
I grumbled, but didn't say anything more. Despite having slept the entire night away, I was too tired to argue. When the Dagda left, I cracked an eye open to check on Fergus. I tried reaching him with my mind, but he was exhausted and already fast asleep. Although I didn't want to, I stopped fighting my own fatigue and followed Fergus's lead. The sooner I could get out of bed, the sooner I could bring Meghan back to Eile.
* * *
The next several days passed by with little excitement as I slowly regained my magic and the use of my limbs. I would wake in the morning to find the Dagda or a member of his household in my room, stoking the fire or offering me and Fergus food. Most of the time in-between I slept, and when I slept, I dreamed of Meghan. Memories I had let slip my mind would come back to me, simple things really, like how her hair often smelled slightly of lavender, or how she always wrinkled her nose when concentrating on something or how the sunlight and her own laughter brightened the hazel of her eyes.
Eventually, I grew strong enough to get out of bed. When I was feeling particularly adventurous, I'd go outside to visit Speirling in the stables, bringing him carrots and apples and other treats. Fergus would accompany me, always the loyal spirit guide no matter how feeble he felt. Often, I regretted the pain it caused me to make the small journey, that is until the open, clean air and the comforting scents of hay and horses revitalized my spirits. Breathing in deeply and closing my eyes, I'd listen to the birds in the trees and the breeze filtering through the branches above. The cool wind would draw out a shiver across my still overly-sensitive skin and the sun's brightness hurt my eyes, but I craved it nonetheless. It was as if the earth herself was taking a deep breath and I was joining in with her. It meant I was alive and beneath every other raw feeling, I sensed the warm presence of Eile's magic, working to repair both my physical and emotional wounds.
With each passing day, I felt stronger and healthier and went to bed each night feeling less exhausted. I continued to dream about Meghan, but after the first couple of weeks, the dream changed. No longer did I receive snippets of the memories I'd stored away in my mind. Instead, the dream would begin with Meghan standing on one of the hills overlooking Luathara's wide valley. The trees were green with fresh leaves and the fragrance of wildflowers drifted past us on the wind. Eile was in the midst of early summer, and I was with Meghan, happy and content. Just as I'd reach out to her, however, Meghan would turn to face me and everything would shift. No longer was she dressed in the casual style of the mortal world, knee-deep in wild grasses and heather. Instead, her jeans and sweater vanished, replaced by a royal gown. Her beautiful dark hair no longer free, but pulled up and pinned back with combs encrusted with diamonds. The colors of summer blurred and transformed into the simple stone walls of Danua's palace, and Meghan would regard me with the cool indifference so well-practiced by her mother's courtiers.
After the transformation, she would raise her arm and point, her hazel eyes flashing to a cold grey color, her face absolutely devoid of any emotion. For a heart-rending second, she reminded me of my own mother. This was not the Meghan I knew, the Meghan I loved.
"Remove him, please," she'd say, her tone frosty and distant. "I am Meghan, daughter of the high queen."
Despite her coldness, I tried to reach through to her.
"Meghan! Have you forgotten me so easily? I'm Caedehn MacRoich. After I destroyed the Morrigan's Cumorrig, you saved me. Remember?"
A knowing look would come into her eyes then, but it was soon replaced with unrepentant disgust.
"Monster," she hissed, still pointing at me. "Monster!"
"No, Meghan, that was only my riastrad. You know me! I love you!" I would shout as the soldiers dragged me away even as I kicked and thrashed.
About a month after arriving at the Dagda's, I woke from a dead sleep, fighting the sheets on my bed as if they were the soldiers in my dream. My chest hurt, but I heaved in one great breath after another. Gradually, my heart slowed and I rubbed my hands over my face, the rough skin rasping against several days' worth of beard growth. Sighing, I climbed out of bed and stepped into the small bathroom adjoining my room to take a shower. The steaming water refreshed me, warming my chilled spirit even as the memory of the dream continued to haunt me. After pulling on a clean set of clothes and shaving, I returned to my room to find Fergus sitting up by the fire.
Better? he asked.
Yes, just the dream again.
My spirit guide cocked his head to the side. Dreams may teach, but they are also the mind's way of purging itself of the worries that build up during the day. It is only at night that the conscience has no defenses, no way of creating distractions to keep its thoughts occupied elsewhere.
Huh. Philosophical wisdom from a wolfhound. Fergus didn't often share much of the inner workings of his mind with me, but every now and again he managed to come up with something worth holding onto. Though I understood what he was trying to say to me, and I appreciated the value of his advice, it didn't detract from the underlying truth in the dream and I couldn't help but feel my subconscious was trying to tell me something. As much as I longed to see Meghan again, I wondered if it wasn't for the best that I keep my distance. After all, if I had stepped aside like I should have done the moment I discovered who Meghan really was, then Danua would have taken her in without question. And right now, the high queen's protection might just be enough to make the Morrigan think twice. Only one quandary remained: Was I strong enough to let her go?
Taking a deep breath, I made my way down the long hallway and stepped into the kitchen. I inhaled the wonderful scent of home cooking, dried spices and fresh wood smoke. Of all the rooms in the Dagda's abode, the kitchen was the most welcoming, at least in my opinion. With its long, worn wooden table, great open brick oven and the collection of windows letting in plenty of morning light, one felt comfortable and at ease amid its rustic simplicity.
I took a seat on one of the long benches and watched the kitchen staff prepare the morning meal. As I waited, one of the women brought me a pot of fresh tea and a mug.
"You're looking well this morning," the Dagda said, sliding onto the bench next to me.
I started, so absorbed in my own troubled thoughts that I hadn't heard him come in.
He regarded my posture, then took one good look at my face. "What is amiss?"
I waited for him to pour his tea and stir in the cream and honey before I continued.
"I've been having a recurring dream. About Meghan."
The Dagda arched an eyebrow. "Oh?" he said in a voice full of feigned innocence. "And is this dream something you should be sharing with your foster father?"
I smiled, his good humor chasing away the last remnants of the dark dream.
"No. It's nothing like that." I heaved a great sigh and ran a hand through my hair. "It starts out with the two of us standing on one of the hilltops above Luathara, but then the scene changes and we are in the castle of Erintara, and Meghan looks at me like I'm one of my mother's faelah. Then, she orders Danua's guard to drag me away."
I didn't mention the word Meghan used to describe me. Monster. It hurt too much and hit far too close to home. When I was under the influence of my battle fury, I was a monster; a wild animal running on pure fury and instinct.
The Dagda regarded me for a moment. "Perhaps this dream is just the lingering trauma of your fight with the Cumorrig."
No, it was more than that. I suspected it was my conscience or the spirits of Eile fanning the flames of my fears.
The Dagda must have sensed my mood because he sat up straight, furrowed his brow, and gave me a long, hard look. "Now, don't you go thinking this dream means you're not good enough for our Meghan."
Well, what else could it mean? I knew my foster father wasn't going to let this conversation go, so I took a small breath and said quietly, "What do I have to offer her?"
The Dagda turned so that he faced me, scratched at his chin with one hand and then smoothed his fingers down his beard. I expected him to argue with me, but when he did speak his voice was soft and kind and nothing more than a whisper.
"I see what you're saying, and yes, you have inherited your father's riastrad and your mother is an evil bitch."
I looked up at him, wondering where his logic was heading.
He gave a sad smile and continued on, "You've been emotionally abused by that same mother for years, and you have never had a lasting relationship."
I dropped my eyes and clenched my hands into fists, just as a fresh wave of shame and self-loathing coursed through me. None of these things had ever really mattered to me before. I had learned to bear them as my own personal burden years ago, but that had been before Meghan. Living on my own, with only my sister and the Dagda to worry about my well-being had been enough. The Dagda was a Celtic god and my sister was lethal in her own right, even without having the Weald to protect her, so I never worried about hurting them in any way or causing them any sort of misery. But Meghan . . . Meghan wasn't entirely helpless, or weak. She just didn't know the dangers of our world and all the trouble she could bring upon herself by associating with me. Yes, I cared about her more than I'd cared about any young woman before, but that made it even more imperative that I keep my distance, no matter how much it hurt.
A light touch to my shoulder made me jump. I looked up to find the Dagda gazing down at me, his bright blue eyes sharp and clear.
"But there is absolutely nothing wrong with your heart, Caedehn," he murmured, "and that is what Meghan wants the most. Your heart."
A feeling of peace descended upon me and I wondered if perhaps my foster father was right; maybe this dream of mine was merely the residue of my mother's evil working itself out of my system. I loved Meghan, so much so that I'd given my life for hers. And she had brought me back here to the Cauldron so that I might live again. I had to stop letting my assumptions make my decisions for me and pay closer attention to what was happening in front of my very eyes.
"That girl is in love with you, my boy," the Dagda continued. "I can see it in her eyes when she looks at you, hear it in her voice when she speaks of you. And if that still isn't enough to prove her love, don't forget the hell she went through in order to bring you back from death. So, are you going to let some silly dream convince you otherwise? Are you just going to throw that gift away because you're afraid you're not good enough? You died for her, Caedehn, and if I know you at all, you'd do it all over again. If that doesn't prove your worth, I don't know what will."
Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, I sat up straight and allowed the corner of my mouth to curve into a small smile. I could only hope that what he said was true, but whether Meghan shared my feelings or not, when I was fully healed I would be returning to the mortal world to see her again. My foster father was right. I needed to let go of the self-doubt that had accumulated over the years. Only problem was, I wasn't sure how to go about doing it. Somehow, I knew my troubled past would always be there, lingering in the shadows and never quite going away. But if I had someone to stand by my side, someone who could shine a light in those dark corners, then I would have nothing to fear. And that someone was Meghan. I had to fight to keep her safe. The Morrigan had made it abundantly clear that she would stop at nothing to steal Meghan's power. In order to prevent that from happening, that very glamour had to be stoked and trained here in the Otherworld. And the only way to do that was to bring Meghan back to Eile where her power could grow in strength and abundance.
"No," I finally said, returning my thoughts to the present, "of course you are right. I fear that my mother's foul magic has addled my brain. When I am recovered, I'll return to the mortal world to bring Meghan back here. The sooner she's in Eile, learning how to use her magic properly, the better."
The Dagda nodded. "I sent her a note this morning, telling her about your progress. Perhaps a week or two more, I think, before you can go fetch our girl back."
I smiled brightly this time, warmed by the thought of Meghan's return and the way the Dagda so easily accepted her as one of his own.
"Now, do you feel strong enough to take a short stroll with me?"
The Dagda stood and held out a giant hand. I eyed it dubiously before pushing myself up. The simple task proved harder than I'd anticipated, but I refused to let my foster father see my weakness.
"Why would the son of Cuchulainn and the Morrigan need help from a god best known for his hospitality?" I joked.
"Do not forget, you ungrateful pup, that I also have a reputation for outwitting mine enemies."
Despite my show of bravado, the Dagda surreptitiously managed to get his shoulder under my elbow, and I just as furtively pretended not to notice. As the two of us hobbled down the hallway, I wondered what had been written on that note to Meghan.
Two weeks, Caedehn. In two weeks, if you are better, you will be seeing her again, I reminded myself.
Forcing an extra spring to my step, I stood as tall as my broken body would allow me and set my jaw in determination. I'd be whole and healthy in two weeks' time, even if it meant letting Alannah and the other women of the Dagda's abode treat me like a new born baby. Of course, that meant taking it easy and accepting the Dagda's fussing, despite what it might do to my pride. Yet, if I was being completely honest with myself, the prospect of seeing Meghan again would be the only medicine I'd need to make a speedy recovery.
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Sneak Peek at
Faelorehn, Book One of the Otherworld Trilogy:
 
-One-
Memories
 

The only reason I knew that I was awake was because of the pale green glow of neon stars staring back at me from my ceiling. I lay in my bed for a few moments, taking deep, steadying breaths and letting my eyes adjust to the darkness of my room. The remnants of a dream still danced in my mind, but as the approaching dawn light chased away the dark, it tried to slip away. Unfortunately, this particular dream was familiar to me, and it would take a lot more than my return to the conscious world to eject it from my mind.
I turned my head on my pillow and blinked my eyes several times at my alarm clock. Groaning at the early hour, I rolled over onto my stomach and buried my head into the pillow. I guess the darkness had some claim on the subconscious world, because instead of dispelling the dream, my actions only made it come racing back.
Huffing in frustration, I kicked off the covers and leaned over the side of my bed, scrabbling around stray pairs of shoes and forgotten socks as I searched out my current journal. Years ago the therapist I had been seeing thought it would be a good idea to keep track of these strange recurring dreams. Anytime I dreamt of anything that reminded me of my past before entering the foster system, I was supposed to write it down. That and anything strange that I saw or heard while I was awake. I hate to say it, but the visions happened more often than I would like to admit.
Although my collection of diaries held other frivolous information alongside the crazy stuff, at least once a year, on the same date, the exact same dream was described in near perfect detail.
I dusted off the cover of my latest journal, grabbed a pen from my bedside table, clicked on the lamp and opened up a brand new page. The dream was starting to slip away once again, but it wasn't as if I wouldn't be able to remember the details. I had written about this exact dream so many times before I could probably recite it in front of a crowded gymnasium without glancing at the page it was written on. Not that I would ever have the gumption to speak in front of a crowd. Nevertheless, I began writing:
I had the dream again; the one that always comes to me this time of year. The fog wasn’t as thick as usual in my dreamscape, but I could feel the grit and cold of the blacktop beneath my bare feet. I looked down. Of course I was naked, but at least I was a toddler in the dream.
I paused and thought about that. I had decided a long time ago that the dream was merely a subconscious illustration of the saga that was my beginning. According to my adoptive parents, I was found when I was two years old, wandering the dark streets of Los Angeles (on Halloween night of all times), completely nude and babbling some nonsense that no one could decipher. I know most toddlers babble nonsense, but according to the woman at the adoption agency, what I babbled was nothing like what normal human babies produced when trying to communicate with others. Oh well. Like the bizarre dream, I can’t explain that either. I was lucky, they told my parents, because the part of L.A. they found me in was notorious for gang wars.
Somehow, I survived that nocturnal stroll only to be reminded of that night exactly fifteen times, once a year for every year since I was found. And after fifteen years, I still don't understand why this dream won't leave me alone. I sighed and got back to my writing.
The dreamscape shifted and I noticed that my right hand was pressed up against a warm, solid shape, my fingers clinging to a wad of something rough and coarse. I could just see what it was out of the corner of my eye: a huge white dog, its bedraggled fur acting as an anchor for my small hand. The dog was massive, even from my child’s perspective. I wanted to turn and get a better look at it but something kept my eyes trained forward, as if some crazy hypnotist was twirling a black and white spiral wheel in front of me.
The city lamps glowed an eerie orange, the only color in this black and gray world, and I leaned closer to the dog next to me. It padded quietly along, not making a sound; almost guiding me to some distant point of interest. I wondered what it all meant, but before I could make anything of it, I woke up.
Just as I shut my journal and replaced my pen on the table, my alarm clock started screeching and I nearly had a heart attack. I had forgotten to shut it off when the dream woke me. I tossed the sheets back and hit the snooze button, not even bothering to turn off my lamp. I wished I could sleep in all day but if I remembered correctly it was Monday. I groaned. Mondays were the worst.
After fifteen minutes of snoozing, I finally got up and made an effort to get ready for the day. I ran my hands through my hair and cringed. It was a tangled mess, but that was normal. I flipped on my bedroom light and stepped in front of the mirror glued to my bathroom door. Ugh. Sometimes I hated my wavy hair. Not straight enough to be considered elegant and not curly enough to be truly beautiful. Tully was always telling me how much she wished her hair had some curl to it. She has the type of hair that is so straight that hair spray won’t even keep it in place after she takes a curling iron to it. She has no idea how lucky she is.
Taking a brush to the tangled mess did nothing but make it worse. Sighing, I made my way to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face. For the only girl in a family consisting of five boys, I lucked out and got my own room and bathroom. Of course, the only reason was because my brothers were afraid of this particular part of the house, a converted basement that had served as a storage room to the previous owners. I think they somehow convinced themselves it was haunted, but that was only because it felt like the room was underground. It wasn’t completely sunken into the ground though; more like the foundation of the house was pressed into the side of a small hill. The one wall facing the backyard had a sliding glass door that displayed a forest of eucalyptus trees disappearing down into the small marsh that sat behind our neighborhood.
I threw my brush back into the drawer with all the hair bands and hair clips I’d collected over the years. Staring into the mirror, I tried in vain to wish away all my flaws. Unfortunately, no matter how thoroughly I washed my face, I couldn’t seem to make the freckles disappear. At least I didn’t have as many as Tully. Of course, mine were darker. I scrunched up my nose but that didn’t help either. Besides, I couldn’t go around looking like an angry rabbit all day and it only made my nose look smaller than it already was.
Eventually, I caught my own gaze in the mirror and cringed slightly when my eyes stared back at me. I sometimes tried to convince myself that it was my awkward height and scattering of freckles that made people turn away from me, but I knew deep down that it was my eyes. They were the windows to the soul, so the saying went. If that was the case then there must be something dreadfully wrong with my soul if people couldn’t even bring themselves to look me in the eye. I had trouble doing so myself.
On normal days my eyes were a light hazel color, too large for my face and slanted a little. People used to fuss over me when I was a little girl.
“Oh! What a darling little fairy, with that hair and those eyes!” they would say.
Then they would actually take a good look at my eyes and something would cross their face. A shadow or some subconscious instinct telling them something wasn’t quite right about me. They would continue smiling, of course, but I knew, even when I was too young to really understand, I knew they had withdrawn from me.
I crossed my arms and let out a huff of breath. It was foggy out this morning and that meant my eyes would take on a grayer tinge. Yes, they tended to change color from time to time. Something else that made people uneasy. Sometimes I tried to tell myself that that was the real reason why people turned away, because of the color and not what they sensed lying deeper within.
After brushing my teeth, I slipped into my favorite jeans and t-shirt. My Monday clothes, because Monday mornings were just too stressful to have to worry about putting together a cute outfit. Even though I attended a private high school, it conveniently didn’t have much of a dress code. Black Lake High, in the small rural city of Arroyo Grande, was actually quite laid back for a private school. In fact, our entire town was pretty easy going on the whole, but that wasn’t unusual in the Central Coast region of California where perfect weather was a year round phenomenon. When my parents first moved here just after adopting me, the Five Cities area was still relatively small, but over time it grew into a bustling rural metropolis of sorts. Fortunately, there was still plenty of open space to spare. I don’t think my family could have handled living in a big city with me and all my brothers.
I was in the middle of stuffing my books into my backpack when the door at the top of my spiral staircase swung open violently.
“Meghan, you up?” one of my brothers called from the stairs.
“Yeah Logan, be up in a minute,” I called back.
I quickly added a little foundation to my face (I’m not much for overdoing it with makeup), turned to give my unmade bed an accusing glare, then shrugged my backpack onto my shoulder and began climbing the stairs. I hardly ever made my bed, unless I was expecting company. That’s a joke. The only company I’m likely to have over is Tully or Robyn. Tully’s been my best friend since I moved in with the Elams and became their one and only daughter. Before that I was juggled between foster homes in southern California for the first two years after I was found.
I have to admit I was a strange child, still am, but I didn’t know how to hide my oddities when I was that young. People were disturbed by me. Thankfully, no one ever told me I was strange and I didn’t realize it at the time. In retrospect, however, the delicate way they handled me or the small glances they would cast my way as they moved further away should have been dead giveaways. I never did anything outwardly dangerous or disturbing, like starting fires or pulling the heads off my dolls, but I unnerved almost everyone I met and it took me a long time to get used to people.
The Elams finally took me in and were the first people to look at me as if I wasn’t an alien from some other planet. They were patient with my fits and claims of hearing voices in the trees or seeing monsters in my closet. After taking me to several specialists, they noticed my improvement. When I started spending time with Tully, I started talking about hearing voices again. They tried to separate us but that only resulted in more nightmares and visions of demons. After that, they let me see Tully again. Somewhere in the middle of it all it dawned upon me that perhaps I should keep my visions to myself. I never complained about strange voices speaking unknown languages, nor did I mention seeing odd creatures ever again. But they never quite went away; they were all well documented in the boxes of filled journals collecting dust under my bed.
“Me-ghan!” Logan called out once more. “You’ll be late again and Tulip won’t want to take you to school anymore!”
Furrowing my brow and pushing the dark thoughts from my past aside, I returned my focus to more normal, everyday problems. I tried to tell if my hair was staying put. I had wet it and combed it out while I was in the bathroom, but it hadn’t dried yet. Like I mentioned earlier, my hair was often at war with me. I liked to keep it long and if I treated it just right, I could get it to curl fetchingly and not frizz. Right now, I was happy with the waves that would form after it dried.
I climbed my spiral stairs and pushed the trapdoor open. I loved that the door to my room was set in the floor and opened up into a corner of our living room. A railing of sorts surrounded it so that my brothers couldn’t sit on top and keep me trapped beneath. That didn’t mean they’d given up trying, though.
I padded into the kitchen, carrying my shoes in one hand and my socks in another. I yawned, inhaling the smell of bacon, eggs and toast.
“Morning,” my mom said, tossing her head so she could look at me over her shoulder.
She kept her dark hair short and at the moment she had a dish towel draped over her shoulder. I grinned. I towered over my mother. I was only an inch or two away from six feet, and my mom was nearly a foot shorter than me. Where my features were exaggerated, hers were proportionate and well placed. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know that we weren’t blood related.
My father sat at the table, reading the newspaper as my three year old twin brothers, Jack and Joey, sat in their high chairs, throwing scrambled eggs at each other.
“Peter, could you?” my mother said in exasperation, turning to gesture a spatula at the twins.
Folding the paper with a quick flick of his hands, my father sighed and began speaking to my younger brothers, who only giggled at his chastisement.
Logan was standing on the other side of the kitchen island, packing his own lunch. He was a picky eater, so he learned early on that having such high standards in this family was a curse. He fended for himself most of the time.
Bradley, who was two years younger than Logan and seven years older than the twins, looked most like my father with his sandy hair and blue eyes. At the moment he was tormenting Aiden, my fifth brother. I never let my brothers know I had a favorite among them, and in truth, I loved them all dearly. But Aiden held a special place in my heart. Maybe it was because, of all my brothers, he was the only one with dark hair like me. I know it was silly; after all, it’s not like we shared the same genes for it or anything, but it made me feel more like part of the family I guess. Or maybe it was because my seven year old little brother was autistic. We were both set apart from everyone else in our own way.
I dropped my backpack near the front door and walked over to scoop Aiden up in my arms. With me holding him, Bradley would have to make a real effort to get to him and that would only draw Mom’s attention. Scowling, Bradley made a face and skipped off to occupy his time elsewhere.
“Good morning Aiden,” I said quietly.
He glanced up at me with his big blue-green eyes. My heart ached for him. He hardly ever spoke, but sometimes I could get him to talk to me. My brothers teased him for speaking gibberish, but I always understood what he meant to say. Sometimes you didn’t need words in order to communicate with someone.
Setting Aiden down but keeping him close to me, I maneuvered my way around the kitchen and quickly packed a lunch. Somehow I managed to avoid Bradley and Logan as they played a game of keep away with a cinnamon roll before Dad diffused the situation by threatening to make them all stay home Friday night and watch some Halloween special on TV instead of going trick-or-treating.
Five minutes before seven, I was heading for the door, Aiden clinging to my leg the entire way. Mom rescued me and came to scoop him up, planting a kiss on my cheek before I escaped.
The autumn morning was cool and damp, a thick fog clinging to the treetops and making the world seem gray. I didn’t mind. I liked the fog. Taking a lungful of air, I traipsed down the driveway and started walking up the street, hoping that perhaps this day would be different than all the rest.
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