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Faelorehn
 


-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 while 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.
 


-Two-
Vagrant
 

I slowly made my way down the street, knowing Tully would probably be outside waiting for me. By some stroke of fate, we both went to the same high school. Both our parents were of the mindset that the larger, public high school in town had too many gang problems and not enough resources for so many students, so they were more than willing to pay the extra money for our education. Mom taught at the public high school, so maybe she knew what she was talking about, but in my opinion they were merely paying for peace of mind. It didn’t matter what high school you attended, there would always be someone there to make your experience borderline miserable.
I sighed and kicked a pinecone across the surface of the asphalt, watching it bounce off the curb and skitter into the middle of the road. I couldn’t blame my mom for sending me to the private school, not really. After struggling through middle school and junior high, she knew that high school would be even worse for me. I didn’t get bad grades; that wasn’t it. Like I was saying before, I was odd, different from all the other kids and I always would be. I was tested for every childhood psychological disorder known to man, but I never quite fit the profile for any of them. I heard voices and I saw things, more often than the average child, and sometimes I would go into fits of shaking or screaming and I would get terrible headaches.
My parents tried everything: medication, therapy, a restricted diet. Nothing helped. In fact, they were so desperate that they nearly took me to see an exorcist. I had been eight at the time, and they had the whole appointment set up and everything. Before we went, however, someone suggested a child psychologist to my mother. She was located in Los Angeles, my city of origin, and something about her description must have convinced my parents because by now they had had their fair share of doctors.
I don’t remember much about the woman, only that she had a kind smile and long blond hair. After a few visits with her the voices quieted. I no longer saw monsters under my bed and the headaches eventually went away. Yet I still hear voices whispering in the trees every now and again, whenever the wind picks up and their leaves and branches rustle together. But I learned after those sessions with Dr. Morgan that to carry on about my unique experiences often frightened those around me more than anything else. Now when I hear or see anything, I keep it to myself and this has worked for the past nine years.
The sharp caw of a crow jerked my thoughts from my past. I glanced up, only to find something that was way too large to be a crow watching me from a pine tree in a neighbor’s yard. Maybe it was a raven but it almost seemed too big to even be a raven. But what else could it be? I shrugged and continued down the road.
Three houses later, I spotted the giant black bird again. Was it following me? I sped up, passing four more houses before I bothered to look over my shoulder. Yes, it was definitely following me. I swallowed and felt beads of sweat break out on my forehead. Please don’t let this be another delusion, I begged. The raven hopped to the top of a dead eucalyptus tree, arched its neck, and let out a strange, low garbling sound. It sent shivers down my arms. It turned its head to eye me once, then flapped its wings and disappeared into the foggy woods.
“Meghan!”
The sound of Tully’s voice nearly made me scream. I looked up and smiled once my heart rate returned to normal.
Tulip Rose Gordon was my best friend and had been since her family moved into the blue, two-storey house that stood on the corner of our long, winding street only a year after my own family joined the neighborhood.
I took a deep breath and hurried over to give her a hug, already forgetting about the weird bird.
“So, how was your weekend?”
She made a face, her freckles getting bunched into the creases her frown created. Like almost everybody I knew, Tully was shorter than me and not nearly as thin. Where I’m tall and lanky, she is short and compact.
“I spent all Saturday trying to get through just a few chapters of that boring book Mrs. Swanson assigned, only to realize I had been procrastinating all day. So yesterday I had to make up for it.”
I laughed. Tully wasn’t a big fan of the classics, but she was determined to keep her grades up.
“I didn’t do much either,” I admitted.
For a few minutes we were quiet, standing on Tully’s driveway and waiting for our friend Thomas to pick us up. He lived in Nipomo, east of our neighborhood on the outskirts of Arroyo Grande but still on the Mesa, a great tall, flat-topped stretch of land that took up several square miles of our part of the Central Coast. Thomas’s mother ran a daycare out of her home so Thomas could usually borrow the family minivan several times during the week.
Tully and I decided to play a round of rock, paper, scissors while we waited. Finally, after defeating my friend for the fifth time in a row, the gold van came rolling around the corner.
“Sorry I’m late!” Thomas called from the driver’s side window.
“You’re not late,” Tully piped up.
We climbed in and buckled our seat belts. The Lagarsos were a very traditional Mexican Catholic family, so the van was decked out with the usual memorabilia: Rosary beads hanging from the rear-view mirror and a postcard featuring the Our Lady of Guadalupe tucked into the visor. Thomas quickly pushed the preset button on the stereo and the faint, upbeat sound of Mariachi music was replaced by the newest teen sensation’s latest song.
Tully and I rolled our eyes at one another, but our grins were wide. Thomas loved pop music but he was forbidden to listen to it at home. We laughed as he started singing along, and then against our better judgment, we joined in.
It was a whopping three to five minute drive to school from Tully’s house. We took the few side streets that meandered through the expansive, wooded neighborhoods that branched out from our own neighborhood, and then pulled out onto the highway with the rest of the early morning commuters.
Black Lake High was situated directly off the highway in the middle of the great eucalyptus forest that covered much of the Mesa. On the other side of the highway the trees continued until they met up with the miles of dunes and farmland that comprised most of Arroyo Grande and the surrounding towns. The open space was only interrupted by the occasional farmhouse and of course the railroad tracks that were just on the other side of Highway One. There were other neighborhoods spread throughout the trees on the eastern side of the tracks, but the people who lived out here were even more scattered than my own neighbors.
Thomas chose a parking spot and turned the key in the ignition, cutting off some voice enhanced teen diva in mid-chorus. I zipped my sweatshirt up tight and arranged my backpack comfortably on my shoulders. School had never been my favorite place to be. I liked learning; I just didn’t like being around other high school kids. They didn’t get me, and they weren’t mature enough yet to be polite about ignoring me. It was much more fun to point out my awkward height or make some comment about my unknown parentage. Luckily, I had my small group of friends who were just as odd as me. As long as we stuck together, I could bear it.
As we crossed the parking lot I spotted our two other friends, Robyn Dunbarre and Will Abukara. Robyn was decked out in her usual Goth attire: black cargo pants, a t-shirt featuring a pentagram and black eyeliner plied on thick enough to make her look like some heavy metal groupie. Will was a contradiction next to her, what with his neat outfit of khaki pants, polo shirt and thick glasses. He was a walking stereotype, and being half Japanese only added to his geek appeal. All he needed was a knit Argyle vest and an overbite. Luckily, he didn’t have either.
“Hey, did you see the homeless guy this morning?” Robyn sauntered up to us, the neon pink stripe in her hair falling into her eyes. She brushed it back with a ring-encrusted hand.
“Is he back?” Thomas asked.
I looked past them to see the object of their discussion. A week or so ago, this tall old man just spontaneously showed up on the outskirts of our campus. He was dressed in an old army issued trench coat, tattered and stained from years of use. He had been shuffling around one of the trashcans just in front of the school’s office building, muttering and grumbling to himself.
Everyone had stayed away from him, not sure what he was doing at a high school. Right away, some of our more obnoxious schoolmates had gifted him with a nickname. “Hobo Bob” had not resisted when the cops finally showed up, escorting him off campus and taking him to some unknown location. Two days later, he was back, this time perched on the weathered bench that stood on the sidewalk in front of the public bus stop.
The police were called again but by the time they arrived, he was gone. He had been making special appearances on and off ever since, never really coming onto campus but never moving on. I had no idea what he could want at our school. Most of us ignored him and I never even saw him approach someone asking for money.
“See for yourself,” Robyn said, answering Thomas’s earlier question.
We all glanced towards the far corner of the parking lot. He had on his usual trench coat, the hood pulled up to cover his head. The few glimpses of his face I had managed to catch had shown the weathered features of an old man facing hardship. He seemed to be staring right at us now. The prickly chill that ran over my skin proved my suspicion. I usually only got that feeling when I thought I was hearing or seeing things again. I ignored it and instead listened to my friends’ conversation.
“Do you think he’s looking at us?” Will wondered aloud.
Robyn crossed her arms and snorted. “If he’s some crazy schizo that’s escaped from the Men’s Colony, I’ll just have to cast a spell on him.”
We all laughed.
“Can you actually do that?” Thomas asked. Sometimes I thought his conservative upbringing made him a little more nervous than the rest of us.
Robyn released a sigh and examined her black fingernails. “I’ve done it before.”
Everyone was silent for a moment, but I only grinned. Despite coming from a very old-fashioned family, Robyn had somehow discovered Wiccan and Irish mythology our freshman year in high school. She went from being the perfect little goody-two-shoes to taking up her black garb and celebrating the pagan festivals of the ancient Celts. She always dragged us along to her little ceremonies, Thomas being the only one uncomfortable enough to feign illness whenever a solstice or equinox was coming up. I didn’t know how her family dealt with it, but I think they blamed it on something that happened in Robyn’s past. Like me, she had been adopted, but in her case I think it had something to do with extended family taking her in. Either way, we were both somewhat insecure about our identities.
The sound of the bell screaming over the din of car engines and chatting teenagers reminded us that, unfortunately, we did have to attend class that day. As we walked down the hallways, seeking our first classes of the day, I cast one more glance over my shoulder to see if Hobo Bob was still watching us. I didn’t know if Robyn had secretly cast her spell or not, but the homeless man was nowhere in sight.
 


-Three-
Voices
 

The next day started out well. Thomas picked us up again and the morning proved to be promising. I didn’t space out in pre-calculus, American history was actually rather interesting, and just before lunch I had my art class. I loved art, but only because I think our teacher was very much into letting us express ourselves. For someone like me, expressing myself in a non-verbal way, through art for example, helped soothe my psyche.
It was during the lunch hour that things started to go downhill.
“Out of the way homo!”
Like a rabbit that’s heard the screech of an eagle, I jumped out of the way before I even saw Adam Peders. He wasn’t addressing me, of course, but I could very well be his next target. Besides, I knew exactly who he had been addressing, and that knowledge made me ill.
I glanced over at Thomas, who was standing in the middle of the lunch courtyard looking for me and our other friends. In my opinion, he looked very much like a tree about to topple over. Thomas was even taller than me and a bit on the heavy side, so he always stood out no matter where he was. And apparently he was walking a bit too slow for Adam.
“I said move you stupid fag,” Adam repeated, giving Thomas a shove.
It felt as if someone had dug their fingernails into my skin. I hated that word. And he had pushed Thomas.
Thomas was so stunned that it took him a while to recover before he could recede into the space between our lockers. Everyone who had been standing around him had stopped eating their lunches and talking to their friends. They all stared at Adam. He might have been the star track athlete and he may have looked like some offspring of the Greek gods, but he was a complete ass.
As he brushed by, Adam pounded his fist against the closest locker, forcing Thomas and a few others standing by to jump. I ground my teeth. I knew Thomas was gay. So did Tully, Robyn and Will, and probably the entire school as well. We never mentioned it or brought it up for a few reasons. First of all, Thomas would deny it, probably because he didn’t realize it yet. Secondly, it would only give the popular crowd the evidence they needed to torment him even more. And finally, if Thomas ever went home and told his parents, he might just be kicked to the curb. Yes, talking about it would be suicide.
A few minutes passed before the lunchtime chatter picked up again and Adam Peders’s insult was all but forgotten. I breathed a sigh of relief, glad it didn’t escalate into anything else. But my anger lingered. I didn’t care if Adam’s dark brown hair was always perfect or that his pale green eyes exuded flawless self-confidence. I refused to be like Rachel Thompson or Sara Hobbes or any of the other hopeless girls who allowed Adam’s good looks to cancel out his evil deeds. Besides, we had history, Adam and I. He was the first person at my high school to learn I was crazy.
In kindergarten, those many years ago, when I first came to live with the Elams, something happened that my therapists over the years couldn’t make me forget. Not even Doctor Morgan. We were coming back from a fieldtrip, the pumpkin patch if I remember correctly. It was October and I remember because it had rained hard that week and we were all covered in mud. My teacher had been holding my hand, because I had told her I saw something frightening as we traipsed around the great orange gourds. Of course, I couldn’t really describe it but she knew about my ‘condition’; my parents had told her.
When we returned to school, the house directly across the street was having some small trees cut down. I wouldn’t have noticed it at all, but I was still shaken up by whatever had freaked me out in the pumpkin patch and I guess you could say my senses were heightened. We were almost all off the bus when the shrill, soul-wrenching cries of someone in pain reached my ears. I remember freezing and trying to curl into a ball. It took a few more seconds to realize the screams came from across the street. Between the buzz of the chainsaw and the crack of falling branches, I could hear the trees crying out, sobbing in pain as they were slowly being murdered.
I was so upset that I wrenched my hand free of my teacher’s, and sobbing, ran right across the street without stopping, screaming for the men to stop their chainsaws. I was nearly hit by a passing car. My teacher was in a panic, the entire school stopped to watch in horror, and the men with the chainsaws were so shocked at my claim that they were hurting the trees that they merely stood there, staring at me. Luckily they decided to take a break then, but I could still hear the whimpers of the two birches they had just taken down.
I remembered two things as my teacher cradled me against her chest while carrying me back to the schoolyard. First, knowing the echo of those distraught cries would haunt me forever, and second, seeing Adam Peders staring at me with the strangest look on his face. At the time, I didn’t know what that look meant, but now that I’m older I have a little more perspective. It was disgust, and even a little bit of fear. Even at the age of five, Adam managed to find fault in others.
“Hey Meghan, coming to lunch with us?”
I jumped and turned to find Will staring at me, his glossy black hair a mess as usual and his dark eyes magnified by his glasses.
“Uh, yeah, just wanted to put some books away in my locker.”
He shrugged and moved on. We all ate on the benches provided for us on the north end of campus. There was a nice lawn with several trees circling it just in front of the school, but that was reserved for the seniors. I sighed heavily as I located my locker, and then stuffed my books in. I looked forward to sitting amongst those trees next year. The memory of my recent recollection surfaced for a split-second, but I shoved it back down.
It didn’t take me long to find my friends. We always sat at the same bench, the one furthest away from the popular kids. I took a place next to Thomas and placed a comforting hand on his back. He glanced over at me. I could tell he was still shaken up. I pulled my lips in and gave him a small nod. We all knew what it was like to be the object of ridicule, but it was never easy for any of us.
That afternoon, as school let out, I glanced out Thomas’s van window and spotted Hobo Bob leaning against a large eucalyptus tree on the corner of campus. I blinked as we drove past, for I could have sworn that his unusually tall frame looked less bent than usual, but when I opened my eyes again he was stooped over, examining something on the ground.
I huffed out a breath and pushed it from my mind. What did it matter if the homeless guy had been standing up straighter? Maybe he had just been stretching his back. I turned my head and watched the other cars drift by in the opposite lane instead.
By two-thirty I was already in my room, pulling my homework out of my backpack. I switched on my stereo, flipping the knob over so that it would play the CD I had put in last night. I smiled when I heard the violins begin their lively dance. I enjoyed a wide variety of music but when I was working on anything important, the soundtrack I preferred was strictly instrumental.
Like any school afternoon, I was able to get a good forty-five minutes of peace before my brothers got home. Once Logan, Bradley and Aiden arrived any hope for decent early study time was over. If they got it in their minds to torment me, then I would have to wait until after dinner to finish. I was really hoping my parents would enroll them in some after school sports one of these days.
Not today, unfortunately. I heard them arrive with the subtlety of a truck hitting a building. I tried to ignore them, but soon my mom was calling me upstairs to help get dinner ready. I sighed and set my pencil down. I didn’t feel like working on pre-calculus anyway. I turned my stereo off and climbed the stairs.
Dinner at the Elam house was quite the production, what with there being eight of us and three of those eight being picky eaters. Mom didn’t put up with it, of course, but that didn’t mean my brothers never tried to get out of eating broccoli or mushrooms. I couldn’t blame them about the mushrooms though.
“Meg, could you peel the potatoes while I go get Jack and Joey?”
I nodded and took her place by the sink. The twins were just a block over at a home daycare center. My mom couldn’t wait until they were old enough to go to preschool.
I scrubbed the potatoes and tried to block out Logan and Bradley arguing over whose turn it was to play whatever video game they were currently addicted to. They took this time with their video games very seriously and counted it as preciously as a pirate would count his gold. As soon as Mom got back from getting the twins, it would be time for homework.
I cleaned the potatoes, clouding up the water in the sink with dirt, and then fished the peeler out of a drawer. I looked down when I felt someone touching my leg. I smiled. Aiden was looking up at me with those blue eyes of his.
“Help?” he asked.
“Sure,” I said, “do you know where the colander is? Big yellow bowl with lots of little holes shaped like lemons?”
He nodded and padded over to the other side of the kitchen, then pulled the drawer open with a little more force than necessary. After a few minutes of banging around, he returned with the colander, dragging it behind him the way a smaller child would tug along a teddy bear.
“Thanks buddy,” I told him, placing a hand on his head.
He wrapped an arm around my leg and I just let him stay there. He found comfort in such displays of affection and I didn’t mind knowing that at least one person on this earth wasn’t afraid to be close to me.
Peeling potatoes was a tedious chore, so I distracted myself by glancing out the window above the sink every now and again. I could see the neighbor’s house, a little higher up on the slope than ours. Behind their house, the hill tapered off into the trees that surrounded the swamp. It wasn’t a real swamp, at least not like the kind you would see in Florida or in some bad horror movie. It was just a low spot in the land that remained wet and marshy throughout the year.
I turned my gaze onto those trees and a flash of movement caught my eye. I strained harder to see what it was. Something large and dark. It flickered in and out of view as it moved between the trees. After a while I could tell that it was some sort of bird. Finally, it landed on the branch of the nearest eucalyptus tree, then turned its head and looked right at me with dark red eyes. I was so surprised that I nicked my hand with the potato peeler. I said some sort of kid-friendly curse, and then looked down to find a stream of blood dripping along my finger and into the dirty water.
I quickly glanced up again, only to discover that the bird was still watching me. It was the raven, the same one I saw that morning, it had to be. But I didn’t remember it having red eyes . . .
Meghan . . .
No way. I couldn’t be hearing voices again.
Meghan, you must come . . . it’s been too long, we’ve missed you . . .
I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth. My hands clenched the edge of the sink. No, no, no!
Meghan . . .
No!
Meghan!
“Meghan?”
“Mom!” I said, looking around the kitchen as if I had just woken up from a bad dream.
“Honey, are you okay?”
There was a look of concern in her eyes. She got the twins settled in their high chairs and walked over to me. Her eyes widened when she saw my bleeding hand.
“Did you do that with the potato peeler?”
I nodded, then looked down and grimaced. The cut was pretty bad.
“I’ll get you a bandage. Logan! Bradley! Turn those games off and come finish the potatoes for your sister!”
The boys groaned, but obeyed. I rinsed my blood down the sink as they made their way over. Mom returned with a box of bandages and some hydrogen peroxide.
“How did this happen?” she asked.
I wasn’t about to tell her about the bird or the voices. Instead I shrugged. “I was daydreaming I guess.”
She shook her head and clucked her tongue. After getting patched up, I got demoted to setting the table.
“Be careful with the butter knives,” she said seriously.
I rolled my eyes but was careful to take her advice.
Dad got home ten minutes before dinner was ready and we all sat down and tried to eat like a normal family, but my father insisted on watching his favorite trivia game show and the twins proceeded to make a mess while Bradley and Logan argued over who was the better basketball player. Aiden and I remained relatively quiet while my mom shook her head in disapproval over all of it. And so, there it was, a typical evening in with the Elam family.
When the dishes were done, I escaped back to my room in the basement and tried to complete my homework in peace. The only problem was, now that I didn’t have the distraction of my noisy family, I was thinking about the raven and the voices that whispered in my mind.
I shook my arms out as if they had fallen asleep and turned my classical music back on, setting the volume louder than before. Perhaps I could keep the voices at bay with a piano concerto. For some reason, I felt the need to stand in the middle of my room and stare at the sliding glass door, as if some invisible force was beckoning me to look outside. It was getting dark out, and all I could see was my tall, gangly reflection staring back at me. Fearing that the raven would return, I drew the blinds and plopped back down at my desk. I needed to focus and forget about the stupid bird.
It was ten o’clock by the time I finished my homework. I quickly brushed my teeth and washed my face, then made sure my alarm was set to wake me in the morning. I left my music on a loop, hoping that the soothing violins would not only lull me to sleep, but keep the disturbing events of the day at bay.
 


-Four-
Illusion
 

To my great relief, the next several days passed by with very little drama. Adam Peders and his gang only sneered at us twice more that week, the creepy homeless man seemed to have moved on, and best of all, I hadn’t seen the raven or heard any strange voices whispering to me in the night. All in all, a great week. I was actually surprised I hadn’t seen or heard anything odd after that eventful Monday, especially considering Friday was Halloween. Historically, my symptoms always got worse during the days leading up to my birthday, so I didn’t know whether I should have been jumping for joy or terribly worried something awful was about to happen. To be safe, I walked around with my fingers crossed.
On Friday morning, I rose early and put on my costume. I loved that we were allowed to wear our costumes to school on Halloween. Tully and I had decided to be butterflies so I wore my black jeans, a black t-shirt and a pair of antennae that we had made ourselves. My wings were yellow and black striped like a swallowtail’s while Tully’s were orange and black like a monarch’s.
“Me-ghan! Breakfast!” Logan bellowed from above.
I checked myself in the mirror one more time, then grabbed my backpack in one hand and my wings in another and headed upstairs. I took the stairs two at a time, reaching the door that led into our kitchen just as my brothers pulled it open. I stumbled onto the tiled floor, too stunned to take note of the Halloween decorations hanging from the ceiling or the jack-o’-lanterns grinning from the dining room table.
“Surprise!” everyone yelled.
I squealed in irritation as Logan and Bradley attacked me with orange and black silly string. Being twelve and ten year old boys, silly string was a staple in their collection of ammo. Picking the sticky mess from my hair, I scowled when I noticed the curls coming loose. So much for cooperative hair on my birthday.
“Logan, you totally set me up for that!”
My younger brother grinned and shrugged, his sandy blonde hair still messy from sleep.
I quickly forgave them because when I bothered to look around I noticed that everyone was up and that Mom had made me a special breakfast. Aiden ran up and gave me a hug and I returned the gesture.
“So, do you feel seventeen?” Dad asked me.
I shrugged. “I guess so.”
Not only did I get French toast with raspberry syrup and whipped cream, but my parents insisted that I open my birthday presents as well. The boys had pooled together to get me a basket of my favorite candies, along with a birthday card they had made themselves. Mom and Dad got me the new jeans I had wanted for months and a few gift cards from my favorite stores.
I was grateful that Robyn was picking me up that morning, because I was running late with all of the fuss over my birthday.
“So, you are going to the dance tonight, right?” Mom asked nonchalantly as I packed my lunch.
I rolled my eyes. We had discussed this earlier that week. I really didn’t want to go. I wasn’t much of a dancer and it was really more for the preppy kids who thought high school was the apex of their lives. I really just wanted to hang out with my friends at someone’s house and tell ghost stories or watch some slasher flick or something.
“Yeah Mom, but I’m not sure what we’re doing afterwards.”
“Just be careful honey,” was all she said as she reached up and gave me a quick hug around the shoulders.
The sound of Robyn’s beat-up compact car lurching to a stop at the foot of our driveway drew my attention away from my mom.
“Okay, see you guys later!” I called as I grabbed my stuff and headed out the door.
Tully was already in the front seat so I squeezed into the back. Like me, she didn’t have her wings on yet. I glanced at Robyn. She didn’t look much different than she normally did, only this time she wore a full black skirt and a black and silver bodice decorated with what looked like skulls. The lipstick she chose for today was a brilliant red color.
“What are you supposed to be, a gothic witch?”
Robyn snorted as she jammed the car in gear. “No, I’m the Morrigan.”
I blinked. “The what?”
Robyn sighed. “Hello! The Celtic goddess of the dead?”
I arched a brow at Tully, who had turned around to look at me. She barely fought back a smile.
“Oh, duh. Of course,” I answered with my own grin.
“So what’s the plan for tonight?” Robyn asked, as if her sacred obsession with Celtic myth hadn’t been scandalized by our ignorance.
I cringed. “My parents think I’m going to the dance.”
To my great surprise, Robyn actually nodded. “We’ll just go for an hour and watch the lemmings paw at each other, then we can ditch,” she said with her usual indignant flare.
“What are we going to do afterwards then?” I wanted to know. “My mom thinks I’m going to be at the dance ‘til ten.”
Tully was good about checking in with her parents. It made me feel guilty. My own parents trusted me too easily. Of course, I never so much as faked being sick to stay home from school, but now that I was a teenager they ought to be a little more strict. Not that I would ever do anything too scandalous.
Robyn grinned. “Hello? All Hallows’ Eve? We’re going to go down into that swamp near your house and light a bonfire. Duh.”
She glanced at me in the rearview mirror, the red glitter eye shadow she’d caked on reminding me a little of that raven.
I shivered and cast the demented bird from my thoughts and instead focused on what Robyn had just said. That’s right; another pagan festival was upon us. I wondered if Will and Thomas would join us this time. During the last ‘festival’, Will had had an allergic reaction to Robyn’s harvest cakes and Thomas had felt weird about the poem she’d recited.
“That sounds more interesting than the dance,” I said, adding my two cents.
Sure Robyn’s little ‘pagan parties’ were bizarre, but I couldn’t say they weren’t interesting. But first we had to endure the dance . . .
Ugh, I hated dances, at least at our high school. First of all, I couldn’t dance, second of all, the music they always picked out was just noise to me, and last of all, I didn’t need some freshman or sophomore boy pawing all over me and then bragging to his friends later about how he had hit it off with a junior. No thanks. I may be one of the outcasts, but that didn’t make me immune to the truly desperate.
“I’m in too,” Tully piped. “I’ll just have to let my parents know.”
Robyn laughed. “Now we just have to convince the boys.”
During our lunch break later that day, we outlined our plans for the evening to Will and Thomas, including Robyn’s idea of ending the night with a little Halloween fest down in the swamp.
“Sure, why not?” Will shrugged.
I returned to my lunch, not bothering to wait for Thomas’ response. As far as I knew, his parents were comfortable with the idea of Halloween but not so much so with the origin of the traditions behind it. I knew he would come up with some excuse about taking his brothers and sister trick-or-treating. We all knew his family was uncomfortable with Robyn’s beliefs and we didn’t blame him. But he must have felt rude about turning down Robyn’s invitations time and time again, because he always seemed to make such an effort to politely decline.
“Do we have to wear a special costume or something?”
I nearly choked on my yogurt. Both Tully and I looked at him with wide eyes. He merely shrugged off our reaction with a rather reserved look.
“What?” he said. “I’m tired of everyone pushing me around. I’m curious to see what Robyn is always going on about. I told my parents I was going to the dance and then to Will’s afterward.”
We were all slightly shocked. So much so that Robyn, instead of laughing out right and crowing on about her obsession with the ancient Celts, mumbled a submissive, “Well, your Halloween costume should be fine.” She warily eyed his thrown-together zombie motif. “It’s just a bonfire really, nothing too freaky.”
For the first time in her life Robyn seemed humbled, but I kept staring at Thomas, waiting for him to fold under the pressure. But the determined look on his face never faltered. Deep down inside, I gave a little cheer. I was proud of him. Eventually I concluded that perhaps Adam’s public insult the other day was the straw that finally broke the camel’s back. Thomas was tired of being a doormat; to his peers and to his family. He was beginning to stand up to everyone and even though this was a small step that only we would witness, it was a giant leap for his self-confidence.
After I finished my lunch, I crumpled the paper sack into a ball and aimed for the closest recycling bin, and then I leaned back against the sycamore tree, glancing up into the few leaves that remained on its branches. We had bypassed the usual tables today, choosing to eat out on the field behind the school with the few other outcasts. Normally we could spend the lunch period in relative peace, but that wasn’t always the case and today was no exception.
We were minding our own business on the far side of the track when Michaela West, dressed in her cheerleading outfit, left the lunch tables and came sauntering over. I ignored her at first, thinking she was just headed towards the garbage can to throw something away, but when she didn’t veer to the left I started to worry.
Michaela was short and petite, with a perpetual scowl and fake eyebrows. She wore her auburn hair pulled back in a tight pony tail and had way too much makeup on. None of us were impressed with her costume. She just used Halloween as an excuse to hike up her skirt and add extra padding to her bra. Some pale foundation and two red dots drawn on her neck suggested she was trying to be some peppy version of a vampire’s victim. She closed the last few feet between us and crossed her arms.
“What do you want?” Robyn asked with sarcasm.
“Just thought you girls would like to know about this list,” she said, completely disregarding Thomas and Will.
She pulled out a piece of lined paper from a pocket and flipped it in front of us.
“It’s been circulated around the entire school.”
I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to know what was written on it. It could only be something demoralizing.
Unfortunately, Tully spoke before thinking it through. “What is it?”
“Oh, a list of the girls Adam and Josh would never date even if they underwent plastic surgery.”
Robyn made a sound of outrage and Tully took a small step back. I merely glared at the awful girl.
“Oh, it gets better,” Michaela piped, flicking her ponytail over her shoulder. “People voted on who would be most likely never to have a boyfriend, too.” She paused and looked up at me, her eyes bright with malice. “Do you want to know who got the most votes?”
Before she could continue, Robyn pressed forward and told Michaela she could shove her list somewhere where the sun didn’t shine and grabbed my arm to pull me away. I had no objections to this method of escape. Insults weren’t my forte, which was surprising since I’d had them thrown at me for much of my life. Apparently I was the catch and release type; I never bothered to dwell too much on what was said to me. Now I wished I’d tucked some of them away to use in situations like this. Luckily, we had Robyn. She produced insults the way a rabbit produced offspring.
Michaela shouted something nasty at us but I didn’t hear her. I was trying to forget about that note she held in her hands. I know it was stupid to be upset about it but I couldn’t help it. I knew exactly who had been voted as the least likely ever to have a boyfriend, and I knew why. It was me, and the reason was because I was so very strange. No matter how hard I tried to blend in, some part of my weirdness always seemed to seep out.
“Forget them Meg!” Robyn hissed. “They are a bunch of girls with no self-esteem and no brain cells. What do they know?”
I nodded. Robyn was right, and today was Halloween. It was my seventeenth birthday and I wasn’t going to let some stupid, fake cheerleader ruin it. We would go to the dance tonight just to make an appearance, then we would go off and have Robyn’s bonfire. Yes, it meant I was that weird kid I didn’t want to be, but at least I would be among friends.
* * *
After school, I turned down Robyn’s offer of a ride home.
“Are you sure? You’re not planning on taking out Michaela and her posse, are you?”
I snorted. “No, I just think a long walk would do me some good. I’m going to take the trail through the swamp.”
It was the truth. I pretended not to care about Michaela and her stupid list, but deep down it hurt. I didn’t want my friends to know about it though. They would only want to comfort me, and although I appreciated their concern, I wanted to shake the feeling off on my own.
The wind rustled through the tall eucalyptus trees and I was practically humming as I headed across the football field and track behind the school. I found the trail that cut through the trees and ended up on a back road that led into the swamp. From there it would be easy to find the horse path that ran behind my backyard.
It was a rather pretty afternoon, the sky clear blue and the sun warm. The weather usually stayed that way through late November. I drew in a deep breath, truly reveling in the smells of autumn. I couldn’t tell you what it was about the fall that made me like it so much. Maybe it was the idea that the year was coming to an end and soon the cycle would start all over again. Maybe it was the smell of hay and the earthy colors that accompanied the harvest that appealed to me so much. Maybe it was because my birthday arrived on the cusp of fall. Whatever it was, I liked it.
After passing through the tall trees, I cut across a side trail that had been worn through the layers of leaf litter and stepped out onto a quiet street. I pulled my cell phone out of my backpack and popped in my headphones. I searched my music list, looking for something that would match my mood. I decided to go with some indie rock today. I twirled a strand of my dark hair with my index finger and kicked at acorns on the ground as I walked. My butterfly antennae bounced with the rhythm of the current song and the yellow in my wings caught the sun of the autumn afternoon, leaving splotches of color along the road.
It took me half an hour to come to the end of the road. I easily climbed over the barrier that stated motor vehicles weren’t permitted any further and descended deeper into the small wilderness that rested behind my home. The thatch of willows up ahead told me that the water was near, but I wasn’t too worried about mosquitoes or getting wet. I would be through quick enough and by this time of year any significant amount of standing water was all but gone.
It was while I was crossing the small bridge of land that stretched beneath the low canopy that I first noticed something strange. I had been so busy humming along to my music that I missed it at first. A flash of something dull green, then the jerking and swaying of the reeds and brush ahead of me forced me to stop and pull the headphones out of my ears. It was as if an army of gophers had suddenly decided to devour the shrubbery around me. I would’ve dismissed it as merely some small animals foraging for food, but there were just too many of them and now that I didn’t have music blasting in my ears, I could hear them too.
My skin immediately began to crawl, the way it did when my mind started playing tricks on me. It almost sounded like laughter, maniacal laughter; like some demented puppet from a horror movie had been let loose in the swamp. I swallowed only to find my throat had gone dry. And then I saw one of them. The creature was small and warty like a toad, with beetle-black eyes and teeth that protruded from what I could only assume was a primitive mouth. Reddish, bedraggled hair fell from the top of its head and trailed down its back like a horse’s mane. Another one pushed the first creature out of the way, this one a little more gray than green, its hair paler. If I were to name them, I’d say they were gnomes. But they couldn’t be, because gnomes didn’t exist and I wasn’t living in some fairy tale. The past seventeen years of my life were proof to that.
I took a deep breath and started moving once more. It was really happening again. The voices, and now I was seeing things. I guess I hadn’t kept my fingers crossed long enough. I wondered if I should tell my parents this time. But that meant more visits to the psychiatrist and more medication. I wasn’t even sure if Dr. Morgan still had her practice.
A sudden squeal behind me made me jump. I shot a glance over my shoulder. From the thrashing of the reeds and splashing of water, I could tell some of the things had gotten into a fight. Then a few of them tumbled out onto the trail. Several more joined them a few moments later. They were all hideous, gray and green and brown with warts and those strange manes running down their backs. They were only a foot or so tall, but they had vicious looking claws at the ends of their fingers and toes, and they seemed to be strong for their size.
I guess I stood still for too long, because one turned and spotted me. It let out one of those shrill, fingernails-scraping-a-chalkboard cries and threw itself down the trail towards me. My heart leapt into my throat, but I turned and took off, running up the sandy trail that would take me home. I might have been tall and gangly, but thank goodness I was fast. I put some distance between us, my backpack thumping painfully against my spine, my delicate butterfly wings snagging against stray branches. I never looked back, just pushed harder despite the deep sand. And I had been worried about mosquitoes.
After a few minutes I finally made it to my house. I jumped off the trail and cut up the slope, pumping my legs hard to reach my backyard. I dug my hand into my backpack and fished out my house key. It seemed to take forever, but once I found it I jammed it into the keyhole of my sliding glass door and pulled the door open. As soon as I was in, I slammed it shut and locked it, leaning on my knees as I caught my breath. Eventually, I worked up the nerve to look out into our backyard, secretly wishing it didn’t open out onto the woods surrounding the swamp.
There wasn’t a single creature in sight. I was confused, for I had heard them right behind me, even to the point of stepping onto the flat expanse of my yard. A flood of relief washed over me then. As real as it all had seemed, I had been imagining them. Thank goodness.
Standing up straight, I took my hair down and walked into my bathroom. I looked like a mess. My face was all sweaty and dirty from the extra effort of running the last five minutes home, and I felt grungy. I decided on an early shower, hoping that the hot water would not only wash the dirt and sweat away, but would also cleanse away the images of those strange creatures from my mind as well.
The dance wasn’t until eight, so as soon as I was clean, I was going to take a nice long nap and try to resettle my mind. I just hoped that my dreams wouldn’t reflect what I had just been through.
 


-Five-
Samhain
 

I didn’t dream during my nap, something I was very grateful for. If I had dreamed, I’m sure it would have been full of toady little creatures with sharp claws and black eyes.
I woke up to some Halloween themed song playing on my radio alarm. Appropriate, I thought. I threw the covers back and dragged myself to my bathroom, casting a quick glance at my sliding glass door as I went. I breathed a sigh of relief. No little monsters staring at me from beyond the glass; no scratch marks running up and down the door.
After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I sought out my costume once again. This time, instead of black jeans and a t-shirt, I pulled out a black dress I had worn to a wedding once. It had spaghetti straps and the skirt started above my waistline and fell to just above my knees. It was a little more formal than my daytime attire and the color ensured that I could still be a butterfly for the dance. After applying more makeup than usual, I glanced up at the clock. I had an hour before the dance started, so I grabbed my bag with a change of comfortable clothes for our bonfire, then made my way upstairs to wait for Thomas. Since his parents were taking his siblings around their neighborhood in Nipomo to trick-or-treat, he got to use the van for the evening, and since it seated more than Robyn’s car, he was to be our chauffeur to and from the dance.
I climbed my stairway only to step out into a living room alive with chaos. Apparently my brothers were taking their costumes a bit too seriously. Bradley, dressed as some grotesque species of alien, was chasing after Logan with a laser gun. Logan, who had the bright idea to be a cheeseburger this year, was trying, and failing, to get away. It was just too hard for him to be quick in such a bulky costume. Aiden, like me, had invented his own costume, a super hero of sorts complete with a green cape and a mask. His favorite color was green, and every year his costume had to include that color.
My mom was trying to get the twins settled. She was dressed as a witch. Real original, I know, but she claimed it was easiest, classic and matched her personality when at work. She and my father always dressed the twins to match. This year they were a pair of sock monkeys. I had to admit, they looked pretty good.
Dad wasn’t dressed in a costume yet. He had just come home from his job at the local power plant, but if I knew my father, he had some surprise costume hidden away. He wouldn’t dare reveal it until he was ready to take the boys out trick-or-treating.
“Oh, look at you Meg!” Mom cried out over the ruckus.
I shrugged and did a quick pirouette. I shouldn’t have. That drew the attention of the alien, and soon I was the target of Bradley’s wrath. Eventually, I managed to grab a quick bite to eat and get out the front door without being captured or mutilated. Suddenly remembering my strange ordeal from that afternoon, I peeked around the corner of our house towards the end of our street only a dozen feet away. No sign of creepy gnomes anywhere. I breathed a mental sigh of relief.
I walked to Tully’s, my nerves frazzled the entire way. All throughout the neighborhood, parents were trailing after their costumed kids as they darted from door to door seeking candy. It was getting dark, but I could still see clearly enough to keep a check on the shrubs that lined the street. It wasn’t the dark I was afraid of, but what might be hiding in it. Meghan, it was just another figment of your imagination, remember? It wasn’t real, so stop being so paranoid. Oh if only I could believe what my conscience told me.
Thomas’s van was waiting in the driveway when I arrived. He was wearing his zombie attire again, and Will had added some gel to his hair to get that sexy vampire look. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that his glasses kind of cancelled out that effort. Tully had on a dress similar to mine, but the skirt and sleeves were longer. Robyn was already in the van, her dark Celtic goddess costume looking the same as it had at school earlier that day. Once we were all buckled up, Thomas popped in a Halloween mix CD and we all started singing like idiots. Robyn merely snorted and mumbled something about desecrating the Celtic New Year.
The school was abuzz with activity when we pulled into the parking lot. We piled out of the van and headed towards the gymnasium with everyone else. It was soon clear that some people had changed their minds about what to wear that night. Many of the costumes were far more disturbing than what I’d remembered from earlier that day, some just flat out lame. A few people had tried to be clever, dressing as a cereal box killer or their interpretation of an infomercial ad. I wasn’t surprised to see most of the popular crowd wearing something I wouldn’t wear in my backyard to get a tan.
Robyn snorted in their direction and said with no small amount of sarcasm, “Because freezing to death in a skimpy costume is so attractive.”
I nodded my agreement, my butterfly antennae bobbing with the movement.
The dance, just as I had thought, proved horrid. The music was too loud, the strobe light gave me a headache and if we weren’t being ignored, we were being approached by the freshmen boys who hadn’t yet learned that associating with us would ruin their reputations forever. We didn’t even stay an hour. We quickly changed in the locker rooms and ended up leaving thirty minutes after we walked through the doors, sneaking past the teachers who tried to keep us corralled like a bunch of sheep heading off for the slaughter. I had no desire to be slaughtered that night.
We all piled into Thomas’s van and took one of the back roads into the swamp. Thomas parked on the side of the dark street and we walked down into a small clearing beyond the barrier I had jumped earlier that day. Had it only been that afternoon when I’d been chased down by imaginary gnomes? Didn’t feel like it. For several minutes I felt edgy, as if I expected those little goblin things to make an appearance again. But then I reminded myself I had only imagined them . . .
A fire pit, most likely built by the first teenagers who lived in this area eons before, was already in place on the far end of the clearing. As we gathered firewood I kept my eyes and ears sharp for anything unusual. We got a small fire started, and then we all looked up at Robyn expectantly. After all, this was her idea and we all expected some ritualistic words to be spoken or something. Not that any of us took this seriously. We were all just really interested in hanging out.
“Um, so I brought some information with me so you guys know what we are doing. Meghan, can you read it?”
Robyn handed me a piece of paper with interlinking runes as a border. It looked like she had found it on some website and had merely printed it out. I shrugged, curious as to why she just didn’t read it herself, but took the paper anyway. I had to squint in order to read the words in the dim firelight.
Furrowing my brow, I cleared my throat and began: “Samhain: The Celtic New Year.”
Well, that explained Robyn’s grumbling on the way to the dance.
“It’s pronounced sow-when,” Robyn interjected.
I gave her a harsh look that I hoped said, then why don’t you read it? I bit my lip and looked back down at the paper. Sow-when; really? I shrugged. If Robyn said so . . .
“Samhain: The Celtic New Year.” I made sure to pronounce it properly that time.
I read the entire first paragraph, which detailed the traditions and history of the Celtic New Year. According to Robyn’s print-out, the ancient Celts claimed that the dark half of the year started during the next few days and that the veil between the Otherworld and this world became more permeable to the creatures and spirits of a supernatural nature. It was actually quite interesting, to tell the truth, and it kind of reminded me of all the other mythologies I had learned about in school. Of course, the sentence about Otherworldly creatures lurking in our world sent a tingle of fear up my spine. That particular description was a little too familiar to me with regards to my tendency to see things.
Once I was finished reading my part, Robyn took her paper back and pulled out a book with a pentagram and some other strange symbols on the cover. I felt Thomas tense up next to me, so I placed a hand on his shoulder. Thankfully, Robyn had picked out a pretty mild passage, something along the lines of asking the Earth spirits to protect us from the evil ones this night. I sent up my own request that the rest of the week prove to be vision and voice free.
“One way to keep the evil spirits away is by carving gourds or pumpkins,” Robyn said after finishing her Samhain blessing. “The Celts used to carve turnips.”
“How do you carve a turnip?” Tully asked.
“With a really sharp knife I guess,” Robyn shrugged.
“How do you even know all of this?” Will added.
Robyn lifted her shoulders again. “I saw something on TV once about it and decided to investigate. It’s amazing what you can find while surfing the internet.”
“So,” I murmured, “do you have any turnips for us to carve?”
We all laughed, but Robyn shook her head. I had never seen a turnip bigger than my palm, so even if Robyn had wanted to carve turnips, I didn’t think we could have made much progress. But I would probably have been the first one to start carving. Call me superstitious, but I wouldn’t mind having a miniature jack-o’-lantern guarding my door for the next week or so.
Instead, she pulled a box of graham crackers, a bag of marshmallows and several bars of chocolate out of her bag.
“I don’t have turnips, but I do have goodies.”
Once we all had our own marshmallow roasting on the end of a stick, we started pestering Robyn for more information about Wicca and her other bizarre interests. Even Thomas took part.
I had never really taken Robyn’s rebellious side seriously. She had a flare for the dramatic, so sometimes I wondered if her Goth look and pagan obsession was just a cry for attention, but it turned out she had done her research. Or so it seemed. I didn’t really have anything to compare it with.
We ate several s’mores and after an hour of watching the fire die down, we decided it was best to head home. None of us was completely comfortable sitting in the middle of the woods with no one else around. We stamped out the fire and started heading back up to the car.
We walked in silence, perhaps all of us listening for the wandering spirits of Samhain. I thought about my family, probably still out trick-or-treating, if I knew my brothers well enough. Mom had likely opted to stay home to hand out candy and catch up on grading. When you taught English Literature to high school students, you had a lot of monotonous essays to peruse through.
I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t notice the rustling bushes until we came to the point where the dirt road met pavement. I froze and shushed my friends. They all turned and looked at me with raised eyebrows.
“What is it?” Will lisped through his fake vampire fangs.
I waved my arm at him and told him to be quiet. Several seconds passed and the bushes rustled again.
“Hear that?” I whispered harshly.
Everyone nodded. And then I heard something else. It was the same, strange grumbling I’d heard earlier that afternoon. I felt myself go pale and I looked at my friends. I wasn’t imagining it this time. They had heard it too. Maybe I hadn’t been seeing things after all.
“Let’s get out of here!” Tully hissed.
We started to walk briskly up the slope, the van seeming miles away. The creature grumbled again and we all screamed and started to run. We made it to the van in record time, everyone piling in and not even worrying about seatbelts until Thomas had the car started and rolling back up the street.
“What do you think it was?” Thomas asked, his voice strained.
“The spirits of Samhain,” Robyn said, a mystical certainty tainting her voice.
“Robyn! Seriously?” Tully gave her an exasperated look.
“I bet it was a raccoon. They make a weird noise when they get into fights,” Will added.
When we all looked at him with raised eyebrows he shrugged. “What? They do.”
As we came to the end of the road and pulled out onto the highway, I listened as my friends babbled on about what had disturbed our party. No one noticed I wasn’t talking and no one perceived how unnerved I was. I had thought I’d imagined it, I was certain. But if all my friends had heard it too . . . ?
“I’m telling you,” Robyn insisted stubbornly, her voice only slightly tinged with amusement, “it was the spirits of the dead from the Otherworld.”
Everyone just laughed and Tully even gave her a shove. I was the only one who didn’t laugh, because I felt strangely compelled to agree with her.
 


-Six-
Encounter
 

The next day was pretty laid back in the Elam household. All my brothers were recovering from their candy hangover from the night before and my parents were still in their pajamas at noon. I spent the morning cleaning my room and trying to get ahead on my homework. I hadn’t had a party for my birthday the day before, but that night I was having Tully and Robyn over for a girls’ night in.
My friends ended up staying late, during which time we gave each other pedicures and talked about which boys at our high school were the cutest. Too bad they never showed any interest towards us. Robyn surprised me when she fessed up to having a guy outside of our school.
“Seriously!” Tully said, smacking her with one of my pillows.
“Why didn’t you tell us?”
Robyn shrugged and grinned sheepishly, a look that did battle with her dark eyeliner and lip ring. “It didn’t start out as anything serious.”
“And now?” I pressed.
“We have a date tomorrow night.”
The movie we had been watching became nothing but background noise as we prodded Robyn for more information. I was happy for her, I really was. But something deep down, perhaps something instinctual, prickled with envy. I wondered if I would ever find anybody to make me feel as giddy as Robyn sounded.
Eventually the movie ended and our night came to a close. Tully and Robyn were gone by midnight and I went straight to bed. I remembered falling instantly to sleep and waking up on the dirty streets of Los Angeles. Wonderful. That annoying dream of my past again. It was essentially the same as always, but something was different this time. I looked down at my feet. Yup, they were still bare, but for some reason the distance from my eyes to my toes seemed greater. I held my hands out in front of me. Not a child’s hands, but a young woman’s. That was odd; I was always a toddler in this dream. At least I had my pajamas on this time.
Suddenly, without warning, the scenery changed and I was standing in my back yard. The moon was nearly full so its silver light cast long reaching shadows as it splintered through the silent trees.
I heard the near quiet huff of an exhaled breath and I glanced up from my self-examination. A great white dog was standing on the edge of my backyard, his ears perked forward and his black eyes watching me. He was as still as the night but somehow I knew he was beckoning me. I moved towards him and he turned and descended down the steep slope that led into the swamp below.
I knew I should have stayed put, but it was only a dream and I had absolutely no control of myself. I followed him without a second thought.
The leaves and branches crunched beneath my feet as I tried to keep up with the specter-like dog. Thank goodness he was so huge or else I might have lost him. Had it been a moonless night, he’d be easy to spot, but his pale color nearly blended in with the white pools of light.
He led me further along a trail, one I was familiar with; the same one where I was chased by a pack of warty gnomes just the day before. We walked for five or ten minutes, my spirit dog always staying twenty feet ahead and never looking back. Finally, the slowly descending trail ended and the dog took a sudden left, cutting across the small land bridge that split the lowest part of the bog. I followed him, eyeing the willows and oaks forming a dark, leafy bower overhead.
I ended up on the other side of the marsh, very close to the place where my friends and I had had our Samhain gathering the night before. A tall mix of eucalyptus and oak trees spread off to my right and the other section of the swamp continued far into the distance. Just off the main trail I spotted the small clearing where we had gathered. In the center of the clearing sat the dog, right where our bonfire had been, waiting silently for me to approach. I moved forward, my hand outstretched. Even sitting down, his shoulders came up to my waist.
Just as I placed my hand on his scraggly head, I woke up.
I was standing, in my nightgown, in the middle of the swamp behind my house. At first I was confused. Was this another part of my dream? But the sharp itch of a mosquito taking advantage of my bare arm brought me to my senses. I slapped the insect away, but my confusion was quickly being replaced by panic. Did I really sleepwalk from my room down into the swamp? I must have, how else could I have gotten here, barefoot, without a jacket, and standing upright no less?
I pulled my arms close to fight the chill and quickly darted my eyes from side to side. There is nobody here, I told myself, stay calm Meghan. But it didn’t help. I tried to tell myself that the moonlight was bright enough to light my way home, and that the only thing in the swamp that I should fear were the mosquitoes. Unfortunately, I had seen some weird things in this swamp during the last few days, and I had a feeling that it wouldn’t be any better at night.
I took a tentative step forward and felt the sharp bite of a stick. Chewing my lip and cursing silently, I tried another, gentler step.
A low growling sound in the bushes behind me caught my attention. I stiffened and felt my blood freeze. It didn’t sound like any dog I’d ever heard and I knew that we occasionally got black bears in the swamp. I tried hard to put that thought out of my mind. Unfortunately, in order to do that my memory decided right then and there to conjure up the images of the gnomes again. Would I be able to see them in the moonlight if they started coming after me?
The growling intensified and the snapping of twigs and rustle of leaves told me that there was more than one of whatever it was I was hearing. I cursed for real this time, something I rarely did. I glanced over my shoulder, back into the thick brush that lined the far edge of the wetlands. That was when I completely lost it. I knew animal eyes tended to glow orange or green if they were caught by your headlights or a flashlight, but only when the light hit them. Within the dark bushes I spotted several pairs of eyes, glowing continuously in the strangest shade of violet I had ever seen. I blinked to clear my eyes, hoping it was a result of my delirium from sleepwalking and the strange silvery light of the moon. I was wrong, as usual. There really were violet eyes staring back at me, at least five pairs.
Swallowing hard, I took a careful step backwards, seeking the soft, sandy trail that I had unconsciously followed down into the swamp. If I could only get back onto that path at least my bare feet would have a fighting chance. The animals noticed my movement and decided to leave their hiding places. Oh, how I wished the moon wasn’t so bright.
The first one pushed its way past the undergrowth and stepped into the clearing. I tried desperately to convince myself I was still dreaming. I had to be; there was no way that what I was seeing was real. A monstrous beast, black in color and about the same size as the white dog I had followed here, stood crouched before me. The smell coming off it made my stomach turn, and that putrid odor mixed with the nervous fear that held tight to me made me nearly sick. It was horrible, as if the corpse of some giant wolf had decided to rise from the dead. From what I could see in the moonlight, great pieces of fur were missing and its muzzle looked almost skeletal. I would have given anything to have those little warty goblins back instead of these things.
The corpse dog snarled and released a long, mournful bay, a sound that made my already icy skin prickle with goose bumps. Two more monsters joined it from the brush, then two more after that. I was far too terrified to move and because of that they quickly had me surrounded, their violet eyes and rancid stench bringing me closer and closer to fainting. I fought it with all my might, knowing that if I did faint, these zombie wolves would most likely tear me to shreds.
I was trapped, terrified, praying that I was simply having a nightmare and that I would wake from it at any second. But the cold night air seeped into my skin and the gravel and twigs cut into my feet. The rotting stench of the corpse dogs assaulted me and the eerie silvery light of the moon only enhanced the hollows between their ribs; outlined the ridges of their spines. One of them opened its mouth and started panting, its throat glowing like a furnace, its breath pouring out in curls of black smoke.
I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around my body, even though I knew I should have been running or fighting. I waited for them to launch themselves at me, wondering what was holding them back as they snarled and growled and glared at me, always moving in a slow circle.
A second passed, then another. But I kept my eyes shut, muttering nonsense to myself and waiting to feel the dull pain of their teeth.
The time dragged on and suddenly there was another fierce howl, more alive than the dismal baying of the death hounds. My eyes flew open of their own volition and there, fifty feet away, stood the great white hound from my childhood dream. He threw his head back and howled again, then charged the mass of demons surrounding me. The dogs turned and faced the new threat, snapping and growling and crying in that bone-deep, mournful way they’d done just minutes before.
I gasped as two of them leapt forward, biting into the white dog as he slammed into them with full force. The three that still stood around me were distracted for the moment, so I took advantage and turned to run away, only to trip over a fallen log I hadn’t seen before. I hit the ground hard, losing my breath and destroying any chance of escaping.
The corpse dogs not fighting with the white hound lunged. I threw up my arm to protect my face, my heart racing faster than ever before, and screamed. A great yelp cut through the air, followed by a crashing sound. Then another yelp followed, and another. I lowered my arm and sat up, then nearly fell back down in shock.
Someone was there in that clearing with me. Someone tall and wearing what looked like a hooded trench coat. As I sat in the dirt, my mind and my heart racing with everything that had happened that night, I watched my rescuer, hardly believing he was there. Where had he come from? Wasn’t he worried the dogs would attack him?
The monsters rose up from wherever they had been thrown, growling and looking angrier than before. I realized that the man in the trench coat had somehow knocked them back. How he had managed to do so, I couldn’t say. The dogs had to weigh well over a hundred pounds and the man didn’t have so much as a stick to fend them off with. Turns out, I didn’t have to wait much longer to learn about his methods.
One of the dogs lunged, the speed in which it did so impossible for any living thing to accomplish. I shouted some unintelligible warning, but apparently it wasn’t necessary. The man was ready for the attack, and just as quickly as the dog had moved, he swung his arms around and grabbed it, throwing it so hard against a nearby sapling that the tree broke in half.
I blinked and felt my jaw go slack. There was no way any of this was real. True, none of my visions or delusions had ever been this realistic, but this simply could not be happening in reality. A dream, like I had told myself before, it was just a dream and all I had to do was wait for it to wear itself out and I would wake up, safe and sound in my own bed.
My superhuman savior quickly took care of the remaining dogs as I sat and played air hockey with my own conscience. But before I knew it the demon dogs were gone and I was sitting alone in the middle of a clearing with a stranger who could move like a comic book hero.
The silence seemed strange, after all of the growling and yowling that had filled the air earlier. The moon shone down just as brightly as before and a slight breeze rustled through the willows growing on the edge of the swamp. I was too frightened and astounded to move, and I had no idea what to say. The man stood fifteen feet from me, gazing off into the woods that spread out beyond the clearing. He didn’t make a sound. It wasn’t until I heard the soft panting behind me that I realized I had forgotten about the white hound who had led me here to begin with.
I turned to look at him, standing above me, his tongue lolling out. I had never really gotten a good look at him before, in those dreams I had where he acted as a guardian of sorts to my very young self. He was solid white, except for his ears. I couldn’t tell their exact color in the moonlight, but my guess was that they were light brown or even rusty colored. Or maybe that was blood from the fight. Of course, upon further inspection, I saw no other dark marks on him.
The dog huffed out a breath and then lay down next to me. I wanted to pet him, let him know I was thankful for his help, but some movement out of the corner of my eye distracted me.
The man in the trench coat had pulled his eyes away from the trees and moved closer. I panicked, kicking at the ground in an attempt to scoot further away, but the dog kept me still, looking at me with curious eyes.
“Who-who are you?” I asked. My voice sounded weak and harsh.
The man didn’t answer, but dropped into a sudden crouch, his elbows resting on his knees.
I squeaked and pulled away, afraid he might be one of the crazy people my mom had thought lived down here. What if he had a knife? What if he was a serial killer? All of a sudden, those zombie dogs didn’t seem so frightening after all.
The man sat back on his feet, then hunched his shoulders over. His hood was still up and I couldn’t see his face, but something in his stance was familiar.
“Hobo Bob?” I blurted.
I immediately cringed. I had never liked that nickname but that was the first inane thought that popped into my head, and honestly, I was a bit traumatized at the moment. I had just sleepwalked into the woods in the middle of the night only to be attacked by monsters. I think I was allowed a little slip of the brain for the next few hours. Or days.
“Sorry, I mean,” I fumbled my words, worrying that I had offended the poor man. What was he doing here? Is this where he lived when he wasn’t perched on the outskirts of the school campus? And furthermore, how on earth had he moved like that? The homeless man who had been hanging out around my school for the past few weeks was old and arthritic.
I was surprised when the man laughed. A light, easy sound that suggested youth. “Is that the title you have awarded me?”
I started in surprise. That wasn’t the voice of a crazy old man. There was a strange accent to it, Irish or Scottish, and like his laughter, it was the voice of a much younger man. I tried to remember if I had ever heard Hobo Bob speak before, but I couldn’t say for sure that I had.
And like the brilliant teenager that I was for the time being, my answer to him was a bland, “Huh?”
He laughed again, straightening up once more to his full height. I glanced up and gaped. He had to be close to six and a half feet tall, maybe taller.
“I often heard the spoken insults of the young people attending your school, but I never paid them much attention.”
It was at that moment he decided to lower the hood of his coat. I felt my jaw drop again. Luckily, he was glancing off to the side, so he didn’t notice my sudden gawking stupor. From what light the full moon provided, I could gather that my rescuer was a very good looking young man and all the names of the boys Tully, Robyn and I had listed off earlier that night seemed like ugly ducklings in comparison. His hair was dark and his face well-sculpted. I couldn’t see the color of his eyes, but I could tell that they were dark, calculating even as he considered a stray stone on the ground beside his foot.
The light wind from earlier picked up once again and my body felt suddenly chilly. I looked down, only to discover that my night gown was hiked practically up to my waist, showing off my pink, polka-dot underwear. Flushing with embarrassment, I quickly pulled it down and wrapped my arms around my torso once again. I suddenly felt very vulnerable.
My movements caught the young man’s attention and he glanced back at me. His sudden gaze made me blush even more. I hoped he couldn’t see my red face in the moonlight.
“Forgive me,” he said in a serious tone, “you must be very cold.”
Before I could so much as blink, he had unbuttoned his trench coat and had thrown it over my shoulders, pulling it closed in front of me. His touch was light and careful, the opposite of what I had seen him do with those dogs. Despite the awkwardness of the situation, I tried to study him a bit more now that he was closer, but all I could make out in the moonlight was what he was wearing: jeans, a designer t-shirt, and what looked like utility boots, the kind my dad often wore to work, the ones with steel toes.
After draping his coat over me, he backed away. I caught a glimpse of something metallic around his neck, but it was only a glimpse. I had no idea what it might be. For a while, I simply breathed and enjoyed the warmth of his coat. It smelled strange, not in a bad way, but like something vaguely familiar that I hadn’t smelled in years. I read somewhere once that scent was one of the strongest senses in recalling memory, but for now I couldn’t place those memories. I only wrinkled my nose, thinking of these woods after a rainstorm.
At some point in time I managed to find my voice again. Clearing my throat, I said, “What were those things, those dogs?”
The young man grimaced and glanced off into the trees again. “Cumorrig,” he answered, “hounds of the Morrigan.”
“What?” The Morrigan? Like the Celtic goddess Robyn had dressed as for Halloween?
He ignored my question. “Most modern day folklorists would call them hellhounds.”
“Hellhounds?” I’d heard of those before. In one of my literature classes last year we had read some stories of mythology. I vaguely remembered a mention of hellhounds but I couldn’t describe them. Guess I didn’t really need to anymore.
I looked back up at the tall stranger, and feeling one of us needed to say something, I took a breath and said, “Thank you for helping me, and I am very grateful, but who exactly are you?”
He smiled, forcing the corners of his eyes to crinkle. I had to look away. Why couldn’t the boys at school be this attractive? It might make their taunts more bearable.
“You were right in guessing who I was earlier,” he said, standing up once again.
I had to crane my neck to keep an eye on his face. Even though he had the charm of a well-versed movie star, there was no way I was going to trust him. To wake up from a dream and find myself in the middle of the forest, surrounded by the living corpses of dogs, then to have him appear out of nowhere and chase them off with superhuman speed? Yeah, that was normal. Right.
He took a deep breath then ran both hands through his thick hair. I watched him carefully, not sure what his next move would be.
“Meghan, I’m afraid we’ve met under unsavory circumstances.”
He glanced down at me with those dark eyes. “Our first meeting wasn’t supposed to go this way. Those hounds,” he paused and grimaced, “let’s just say it was my job to take care of them earlier, and they slipped past me.”
I blinked, feeling myself return to my previous stupor. What was he talking about? He knew about those horrible dogs? It was his job to take care of them? What did that mean? And most importantly, how did he know my name?
I felt ill, as if I were going to throw up. I tried to stand, letting the trench coat slip off of me. All of a sudden it felt like a net meant to trap me like a bird.
“Meghan,” he said, reaching out.
But I cringed away from him, and offered him his coat with a shaky hand.
“Thank you again, but I really should get back home.”
“Not on your own Meghan, not with those hounds still lurking around these trees somewhere.”
His voice had deepened and that only made my stomach churn more.
“Please,” I whispered, feeling the first prickle of tears at the corners of my eyes, “please, I just want to get home.”
Suddenly he stiffened and his gaze intensified. “You are afraid of me.”
It was a statement, not a question. I knew I was doomed then. Wasn’t it true that if a victim revealed to her attacker just how terrified she was, then she had already lost the game? Sure, he had chased off those dogs, but maybe only to keep me whole so he could take me off to some bomb shelter somewhere to torture me slowly. I shivered both from the return of the autumn cold and from the knowledge that I was completely at his mercy at this point.
The man merely sighed deeply and said, “I fouled this up completely, but I’ll make it up to you somehow. Right now, however, I think it is best if you forget most of this.”
He held up his right arm, palm out, as if he was planning to hit me with some kung fu move.
“What are you doing?” The panic in my voice matched the racing of my heart.
“Tomorrow, this will seem like a dream, but in a week’s time I will send Fergus to you. Follow him, and I will introduce myself properly, at a more reasonable time of day. Then I’ll explain everything.”
I stared at his hand as he moved closer, wondering if I should try and fight him off if he reached for me. My mind seemed to grow fuzzy, my vision blurred.
Just before I passed out, I managed a barely audible, “Who are you?”
“You can call me Cade, but you won’t remember this, so it doesn’t matter.”
And then I was swallowed by darkness.
 


-Seven-
Evidence
 

Sunday morning brought with it a pounding headache and the restless feeling of leaving a bad dream behind. I blinked around my room as soon as I woke up. Everything was in its place; my old TV with the crack in the corner of the screen, my neon purple lava lamp, my posters featuring the paintings of various artists and musicians I liked. And the old desk my mother and I had found while browsing a local thrift shop, the top, as usual, littered with the contents of my backpack.
The sun was streaming in through the sliding glass door, reflecting off of the small droplets of dew sprinkled over the lawn. For once it wasn’t a foggy morning. Despite the normalcy of the day, something didn’t feel right, as if my mind were trying to recall the dream I’d had last night. That wasn’t unusual for me, but something didn’t add up in my mind.
I turned my head to the side, slowly so the headache wouldn’t escalate. A large blue and white speckled bowl holding the remains of a few bags of popcorn sat on the floor, next to several other dishes containing a variety of candy. Just the leftovers of a typical night of overdosing on junk food and scary movies. Nothing out of the ordinary really.
After struggling with the strange, uneasy feeling for several more seconds, I gave up. It was pointless to try and remember a dream that wished to stay hidden. It would come to me eventually, as all my dreams did.
I got myself ready for the day, flipping my radio on to the local classic rock station and slipping into my bathroom to brush my hair and wash my face.
I was halfway through my routine before I noticed the scrapes and cuts. I stopped and glanced at the scratches down my arms. In the mirror, my eyes peered back at me, looking more green than hazel just then. As usual, I wondered why. They weren’t like a mood ring where each color corresponds with what mood you’re in. Blue means relaxed, red means excited . . . Nope, mine just change color as my moods do, or even when I’m not aware my mood has changed. More likely than not, the change in color triggered my response.
I decided that my current mood was a mixture of curiosity and dread. How did I get those scrapes? I thought back to the week before, and then it dawned upon me. I had gotten into a confrontation with Michaela on the field behind school. On Halloween. On my birthday. She had wanted to show me a list. I had tried to get away from her. Only problem was, I hadn’t noticed the chain that acted as a fence separating the track from the football field. I had walked right into it and fallen over, my books sprawling everywhere. I had obviously used my hands and arms to break my fall.
I rubbed the scrapes now, my face reddening from the memory. But there was something odd about it, as if it were a memory from several years ago and not a few days. An old memory.
Taking a deep breath, I tried to forget about the incident. I really hated Michaela and I made a special point not to hate anyone. But that mantra was kind of hard to stick to when you had people like Adam Peders, Josh Turner, Michaela West and all their shallow friends to deal with. They had been making my life a living hell since my first day at school when we were freshmen. And in Adam’s case, even before then.
A noise grabbed my attention and I turned to find Aiden standing in the doorway of my bathroom, gazing up at me with those bright blue eyes of his. He startled me but I relaxed when I realized it was him. My brothers were always trying to break into my room, but they were always too noisy to be successful. Aiden was the only one I never heard climb down the stairs.
“Aiden? What are you doing down here?”
“Cartoo,” was all he said.
I smiled. The medication for his autism seemed to be helping, but he still had a hard time communicating. For some reason, he had fixated on me as the most important person in his life and there was no way I was going to let him down.
“Alright buddy, is no one awake upstairs?”
He didn’t answer. Sometimes he’d go a whole day without saying anything to us. I was used to it though. I carried him back upstairs and plopped him down onto the great stuffed couch in our living room and fished the remote out from between the cushions. I tried to convince myself that the sticky residue gluing my fingers together wasn’t something the twins might have dropped in there the week before.
I surfed around until I found the station playing Aiden’s favorite cartoon. His eyes lit up and he was hooked. When I thought it was safe to return to my room, I dropped a kiss on the top of his head and crossed back to the spiral staircase leading downstairs, passing Logan and Bradley on the way.
“Don’t change the channel. Aiden wants to watch cartoons,” I called over my shoulder to them.
They zipped past me, still dressed in their pajamas, their blond hair tousled and their eyes still droopy.
“What else is new?” Logan piped.
Luckily, his tone was cheerful and not spiteful. It was hard having Aiden in our family, especially since everyone else was so normal. Well, everyone but me of course. I think my brothers were pretty well adjusted, though. I glanced once more over the kitchen counter to find Logan and Bradley on either side of Aiden, all three of them singing the theme song to the cartoon at the top of their lungs.
I smiled widely, knowing that it wouldn’t be long until my parents and the twins were up.
I descended my staircase to the sound of an electric guitar solo blaring from my stereo. I glanced at the clock. Just after eight. Why had I woken up so early on a Sunday morning? Oh yeah, the unremarkable dream that wouldn’t leave me alone.
Sighing, I found a pair of semi-clean jeans among the pile of clothes on my floor. I grabbed an old t-shirt from my drawer and pulled that over my head. I promised Tully last week that I would help her with her English paper, but only if she would help me with science. We had a system, Tully and I. She helped me with my trouble subjects and I helped her. You see, I was a dreamer, head in the clouds, big imagination. I had an ‘analyze poetry’ type of personality. Tully was very scientifically minded; thought mostly in black and white. Of course, we both appreciated each other’s talents, but I probably couldn’t tell the difference between a DNA sequence and the number of chromosomes I had if my life depended on it.
By the time I made it back upstairs with my backpack and my books, the rest of my family had joined the fray on the couch.
“Where are you going so early?” Mom asked, a towel thrown over her shoulder as she mixed pancake batter in a bowl.
“Tully’s,” I said, grabbing an apple and a muffin. “Science test on Tuesday and English paper due Thursday.”
My mom merely raised her eyebrows and nodded. She knew our system as well.
“Hey Dad,” I said as I walked past his favorite recliner. How he could read his magazine while the boys watched unrealistic cartoon characters bash each other to bits was beyond me.
“Mornin’ Meggy,” he answered, his eyes never leaving the story he was reading.
I glanced at the article on my way to the front door. It was an exclusive on Stonehenge. My dad had a penchant for scientific and archaeological magazines.
“Well, see you around lunch time I guess,” I said as I pulled the door open.
As the front door snapped closed, shutting off the sound of arguing boys and the clang of Mom moving dishes around in the kitchen, I threw my head back and took in a deep breath. The sickle-shaped, silvery leaves of the eucalyptus trees rustled in the breeze. For a minute, I thought I heard voices again: dreams, full moon, memory . . . they seemed to whisper.
I shivered, despite the warm autumn morning. That was the thing about the Central Coast; our best weather was in the fall. Sure, we had our fair share of foggy mornings, but on many occasions I had even walked on the beach in shorts and a tank top as late in the season as Christmas Day.
A heftier gust of wind pushed through the branches above my head, parting them like a curtain, and just as quickly as I thought I’d heard them, the voices were gone. Shaking off the weird chill and pushing the voices to the back of my mind, I hiked my backpack further up my shoulder and made my way down the road. I passed our neighbors’ houses, their sprawling front lawns either enjoying a shower of morning sprinklers or lazing in the shadow of the tall shade trees. I loved our street.
I rounded the final curve in the road and headed towards the blue, tidy two-storey house on the corner. Bypassing the front door, I stepped right out onto the front lawn, shading my eyes against the sun as I glanced up at Tully’s window. I smiled to myself, and then took out the tennis ball I kept in my backpack for just this purpose. I wound back my arm, took aim, and launched the neon green ball right through her open window. Less than a minute later, the tennis ball came whizzing back at me. I caught it and stowed it back in my backpack just as Tully poked her blond head through the window.
“I’ll let you in through the back,” she said as loudly as she dared, “Mom and Dad are still in bed and they want to sleep in.”
Both her parents were professors at the local college. On Saturday nights they often ventured into San Luis Obispo to have a night on the town. Tully had once said that they were in denial about growing old. Of course, the fact that they had to sleep in until noon the next day did more to point out their advanced age than going to bars did to enhance their formative years.
Once Tully unlocked the door and led me upstairs, we started pulling out our books and notes. We chatted a little bit about the latest school gossip, but neither of us decided anything was all that new or important. Besides, we weren’t privy to the good gossip anyway. Yet it still baffled me that for a high school consisting of just under six hundred students, we sure had a lot of drama that took place.
Sighing, I grabbed my notes on the latest English tragedy novella we were reading in our literature class and made myself comfortable as Tully grabbed her desk chair and moved it closer to me.
Only after I sat down on Tully’s bed did it occur to me just how tired I was. I tended to be an early riser, so it wasn’t like my schedule was any different than usual. But today I felt as if I’d joined Mr. and Mrs. Gordon on their club fest last night.
“Meg, what happened to your arms?” Tully asked, grabbing my hands and pulling my arms out to examine them.
“Oh,” I said as I blinked away my sudden weariness, “the thing that happened with Michaela the other day, remember? When I tripped over the guard chain?”
Tully gave me a look. I knew that look. It was the same look I always got from other adults right before my parents decided it was time to take me to a new psychiatrist.
“You didn’t trip over anything.”
“Yes, I did, you were there, remember?” Why did I always have to be the crazy one? “She wanted to show me the list of girls Adam Peders would never date in a million years? She hinted that you were on the list as well, or don’t you remember that either?”
I was suddenly angry for some reason and it wasn’t even at the insult the list had caused. I was angry because I suspected Tully was right. The argument had been real, I know that for a fact, but something about tripping over the chain wasn’t quite right. Yes, it surfaced along with the memory of Michaela’s pinched face but it seemed misplaced, contrived even. Like when you were a toddler and you were trying to figure out how to piece together a jigsaw puzzle for the first time in your life. Although the pieces don’t quite fit, you tried to force them together anyway.
Tully glanced up at me with her clear green eyes. I normally towered over her, but at that moment she made me feel as small as my twin brothers.
“I remember you tripping over a chain fence,” she whispered, “but that was in third grade when Marissa Campos told us she knew how to make our freckles multiply.”
Both of us released a laugh at the memory, and the tension that had been building up melted a little bit.
“I, I’m sorry Tully,” I whispered, hiding my arms and the scratches covering them from her view. “Do you promise not to freak out if I tell you the truth?”
Tully raised her right hand and crossed her heart with her index finger.
“I don’t know how I got these scrapes.” I held my arms out in front of me again, as if looking at them would give me the answer.
“How can you not remember?” Tully insisted. “They look pretty new. Are there any others, I mean, not just on your arms?”
“Yeah, my knees actually, and I feel like I’m going to be finding bruises all over the place in a day or two.”
“Did you fall down yesterday, maybe playing basketball with your brothers?” Tully asked.
I actually considered it, and to tell the truth, I couldn’t remember much of what had happened yesterday, not much at all. When I told Tully this she furrowed her brow and sighed. “It’s like someone has erased your memory.”
As if Tully’s words were the snap of a hypnotist’s fingers, part of my dream from the night before surfaced in my mind. An image of a white dog and trees standing stark against the light of the near-full moon flashed across my vision. Unfortunately, it was gone before I could get a good hold of it.
I sighed again.
“Maybe you hit your head when you got hurt, and are suffering from amnesia.”
I shrugged, then suggested we drop the subject altogether and focus on our homework. Tully readily agreed with me. I think deep down we were both a little rattled by the whole thing, and right then and there I had no answers to offer.
When I got home later that day, I decided I needed a nap. Mom thought I might be getting sick, but I just waved her off and said that studying for science often made me brain dead for an hour or two anyway. As I crossed the living room I saw Dad’s magazine sitting askew atop the coffee table. A familiar image of Stonehenge dominated the cover and for some strange reason I recalled noticing that before, when I had left that morning.
A terrifying image shot through my mind then, of a dark forest scene crowded with the rotting corpses of dogs, a moonlit meadow and something else I couldn’t quite see . . . I gasped, the burning image of glowing, violet eyes piercing my skull.
My mom was at my side before I completely lost my composure.
“Meghan! Meghan, what’s wrong?”
“I’m okay Mom,” I mumbled as I clutched my head. It didn’t really hurt, my head, but the sudden return of details from what must have been my dream from the night before had shocked me that much.
“What’s the matter?” she pressed, using her petit frame to keep me on my feet.
I thought lying was the best choice in this situation. “Headache,” I grumbled.
I had had migraines when I was younger, in the years after they found me in Los Angeles, and a few since then, so it wasn’t a complete impossibility. In order to add to the act, I pressed my arm against my forehead. Too bad I had forgotten about the scrapes.
“Meghan! What did you do to your arms?”
“Uhh,” I answered dully, “tripped in P.E. on Thursday. We were playing softball.”
The grumbling sound next to my ear told me that she chose to believe my story, for the time being at least. She helped me down the spiral staircase that descended into my room.
“You’ll kill yourself climbing down if I don’t help you,” she insisted.
Once downstairs, I sat on the edge of my bed and told her I could take it from there. She stayed for a bit longer, closing the blinds that hung from my sliding glass door while making comments under her breath about my messy room and its likely contribution to my headache. Mom liked things immaculate.
Finally she left, but only after I feigned lying down and going to sleep. I listened to her footfalls as she climbed the carpeted steps, but even after she had closed the door behind her, I stayed in bed, my forearm over my forehead and my eyes glued to the glowing stars stuck to the ceiling.
Only after my breathing evened out and I no longer felt the waves of terror flooding over me, did I allow my thoughts to wander back to my nightmare from the night before, and most likely, the reason for my current state of scraped skin and exhaustion.
 


-Eight-
Familiar
 

Of course, no answers ever came to me and after an hour of agonizing reflection, I came to the conclusion that I had simply had a nightmare the evening before and that my scrapes and bruises had been a result of a violent case of sleepwalking. Though my room remained fully intact, I knew there was no other explanation.
Despite the fact that there were still bits and pieces of my dream missing, I felt somewhat satisfied with my conclusion. After all, it wasn’t like I had never forgotten a dream I’d had before.
I joined my family for dinner, putting on my freshest face and brushing aside any concerns they voiced aloud. Of course, my mother was the only one to display any true worry. The boys had no idea I had almost fainted (they had been at the grocery story with my dad when I had first come home from Tully’s). Dad had merely given me his customary once over. As long as we had all our limbs and weren’t hemorrhaging from the head, there was absolutely nothing wrong with us.
After dinner we huddled down to watch TV before Mom and Dad started getting the twins and Aiden ready for bed. They all complained when the time arrived, but somehow my parents managed. Logan and Bradley soon followed, grumbling about how late it wasn’t and how they weren’t even tired as they yawned and rubbed their eyes. I grinned, finding something amusing in their simple, childhood woes.
Yawning, I called a goodnight to my parents. I had school in the morning, hurrah, and a test early in the week. It would do me no good to start the week out cranky and tired. I clambered down my spiral staircase, half eager for the warmth of my bed, half afraid of what would happen once I fell asleep.
The visions and voices and nightmares were returning, I could deny it no longer, but I wasn’t sure I could deal with it again. I couldn’t go back into therapy and the medication I had taken when I was younger had made me feel nauseous all the time. And the truth of it was, it never really helped. I only pretended that it did so they wouldn’t give me more of the awful medicine. Like before, I would just have to find a way to ignore my visions. If I was lucky, in a week or two everything would go back to normal once again. I pulled on my pajamas and curled into bed, counting imaginary pink and yellow butterflies visiting white flowers as I tried to keep my frightening memories at bay.
* * *
Monday morning was a riot in our house, as usual. I packed a lunch and grabbed my backpack, squeezing out the front door right before Jack and Joey started throwing cereal at one another. The morning was foggy once again, that nice thick fog that rolled in from the Pacific Ocean and nestled itself in the lower areas of the coast.
I strolled along the side of the road, making my way down to Tully’s. A group of middle school kids waited for their bus on the corner of the street. Today they stood huddled around the street sign, the older kids trying to look cool while the little kids picked up acorns and launched them at one another.
As I watched, something caught the corner of my eye. I turned and glimpsed the dark sweep of a bird’s wing disappearing into the redwood that stood behind the wide stone barrier wall that denoted our neighborhood. I stared at the spot where the wing had disappeared, thinking it was just a crow. As I watched, however, the bird edged closer to a gap between the drooping branches.
I sucked in a breath. The thing was huge, nearly as big as an eagle, and it stared, no, glared right at me. Not for the first time that week, an icy chill prickled up my spine. No freaking way. It was the raven from last week. I knew it without a doubt. Unless, of course, there happened to be huge ravens lurking about our area lately, and I highly doubted that. I cast another wary glance at the bird. It appeared to be thinking, calculating, deciding whether or not it wished to eat my eyes or my liver first.
“Meghan!”
I nearly screamed. Instead, I jumped and let out a pitiful noise that sounded closer to a Chihuahua yelping. All the kids at the bus stop turned and looked at me. Most of them started to laugh and point.
Feeling my cheeks turn pink, I turned towards Tully, who also had a big grin on her face.
“Get out much in this wide world?” she teased.
I grumbled at her and marched to her driveway where her mom’s car waited. She had the flu or something, so Tully was allowed to drive the car to school. Despite our advanced ages, we still didn’t have our own cars. Vehicles were necessary in a rural town, but they were also expensive. I understood that. My parents weren’t destitute by any means, but having all us kids took a toll on their finances. Luckily, I had friends to bum rides off of.
I threw my backpack into the back seat of the silver station wagon with Tully’s and we climbed in. As we pulled up to the stop sign, I looked back up into the redwood tree. I told myself it was to avoid eye contact with the kids I had embarrassed myself in front of, but I really wanted to know if the raven was still there. To my great relief, or perhaps disappointment (I honestly couldn’t say which), the unnerving bird was gone.
Just another hallucination, I told myself as the car chugged along, just another figment of your imagination.
When we pulled into the high school parking lot five minutes later, I found myself scanning the edge of our campus.
I had no idea I was doing it until Tully asked, “Whatcha looking for?”
“Nothing,” I said automatically, leaning back into the seat and basking in the warmth of the car’s heater for a bit longer. The day would warm up, once the fog wore off, but at the moment it was cold and damp.
I sighed and glanced back out the window. What had I been looking for? As we found a place to park, I reached into the back of the seat and grabbed my backpack. Through the rear window I could see the bench where the local public bus stopped. I froze, my hand clutching the strap of my backpack to the point where my knuckles turned white. It was then that I became aware of what I had been searching for. The homeless man was back, sitting hunched over on the bench as if he were asleep.
Why in the world had I wanted to find him? An image of a tall man dressed in a hooded trench coat flashed before my eyes. I felt my face drain of color and my palms go clammy.
“Hey Meghan, you don’t look so good. You’re not feeling sick are you?” Tully asked.
I swallowed, only to find my mouth had gone dry as well. “I’m fine,” I managed, sounding somewhat normal.
Tully shrugged and smoothed out her skirt and pulled up her neon-striped leggings. Most people would call her sense of style flashy or a bad reproduction of the Eighties, but I couldn’t imagine any other style that would reflect her personality so well.
“Hey girls, what’s up?” Robyn called from across the parking lot.
The majority of the student body made way for her. Considering they all dressed and acted like they lived inside some high end fashion catalog, I was never surprised when they got out of Robyn’s way. I grinned.
Just then, the bell rang, signaling the start of school. We all grimaced.
“Well, time to get another Monday underway!” Robyn proclaimed.
Unfortunately, I didn’t share her enthusiasm.
* * *
I managed to survive the week without encountering too many misfortunes. My science test wasn’t a complete disaster and the people in my geography group were the types who strove for good grades.
On Friday, Robyn gave Tully and I a ride home, so after my last class I gathered my books from my locker and headed out to the parking lot. We piled into her old car just before the lemmings poured out of the hallways. I always smirked when I thought of that nickname for the popular crowd and their followers. Robyn had thought of it, of course.
“They’re like lemmings! They would all follow each other off of a cliff if that was the cool thing to do. Completely mindless,” she had said in disgust. The name had stuck ever since.
They each had their own cars, every one of them much newer than any of my friends’ vehicles of course, and often cut us off as we all made a mad dash for the exit. For some reason, however, they never bothered us when Robyn drove. I couldn’t tell if it was her tendency to cut corners a little too close, or if the state of her car itself acted as a deterrent. I didn’t care. As long as they stayed away I was happy.
As we pulled out of the parking lot and onto the tree-lined highway, I caught a glimpse of someone standing just within the tree line. It was Hobo Bob. My heart lurched and the hair stood up on my arms, though I couldn’t say why. I couldn’t figure out why he bothered me so much. He hadn’t been hanging around as much as before, and it wasn’t as if he ever approached any of us or shuffled around muttering and shouting random curse words. A thought flashed through my head, not as vivid as the one last Sunday of the weird dogs, but clearer. A picture of me standing in the clearing in the swamp where my friends and I had enjoyed the bonfire on Halloween. Only, it wasn’t dark out and I was wearing jeans and an old t-shirt. Just as quickly, the thought flickered away. I shook my head. Oh well.
I made it home in time to learn that my mom had decided we were all going out together to see a movie. This was a rare occurrence, since going to an actual movie theater cost an arm and a leg these days. I went to my room to deposit my backpack and put on a warmer shirt. Even Dad was going this time, and he grumbled as he grabbed the keys to our SUV. Usually I was on Dad’s side; we always had to go see a kid’s movie because of Aiden and the twins, and I could usually argue on behalf of the both of us. But tonight I welcomed a distraction, even a ridiculous one.
The movie, of course, was terrible. The plot was shallow and the main character was a talking rodent who thought that noisy bodily functions were the height of comedy. Naturally, my brothers liked it and my mother laughed along with them. Dad had the luxury of falling asleep but I merely gritted my teeth and bore it.
By the time we got home it was dark and time for the boys to go to bed. I feigned exhaustion and headed downstairs as well. I settled in bed and picked up the remote to my old TV. After seeing tonight’s movie, I needed something substantial to drag me back from what had been equivalent to cinema trash. Just my luck, an old classic adventure was on. The movie was already halfway over but it was more than enough to revive my spirits.
I fell asleep just as the main characters were fighting their way towards freedom. Perhaps that explains the dream I had. I was running through a forest somewhere, not the one behind my home, but one that seemed more primitive, with oaks and beech trees that had to be hundreds of years old. I kept tripping on their roots as I ran, my feet bare once again, the hem of my old sweat pants loose around my ankles as I struggled to stay ahead of something. At one point, I glanced down and screamed. It wasn’t roots I was tripping over but long, skinny, stick-like arms and fingers that reached out from the brush, gripping at my ankles.
Finally, one managed a decent grasp and I fell forward, my hands skidding in mud and leaf litter. I rolled over, panting hard, my loose hair sticking to my sweaty face, and saw glowing eyes above me. These ones were red and the only other thing I could see in the dark was several pairs of long incisors, leaning down to devour me.
I woke with a start and, I’m pretty certain, a startled shout. I blinked around my room, taking deep breaths as my heart began to slow its erratic beating. I groaned and fell back onto my pillows. My sheets were soaked with sweat and my head was pounding. So much for ignoring my dreams and visions. I cracked open an eye and glanced out my sliding glass door. Just before dawn, if I was guessing right. Sighing, I flung my sheets back and marched into my bathroom. I was tired, but I hated the feeling of cold sweat, so I thought a shower would be a good idea.
The hot water and fragrant scent of my lavender soap woke me up. Once dry, I pulled on a pair of old jeans and wrapped a towel around my torso. I walked back out into my room and opened my dresser. Of course, there was only one clean t-shirt left. Guess it was time to do some laundry.
I pulled the shirt out. It was rusty orange and portrayed the emblem of some summer camp I had attended a year or two before. The color caught my attention more than anything. The vision of me standing in the swamp wearing jeans and a t-shirt came back. Yup, the t-shirt had been this exact color. My skin prickled from the strangeness again.
Doesn’t mean anything, I told myself as I pulled the shirt over my wet head.
Along with hearing voices and having bad dreams, I had often times had premonitions as a child. When I was six, I burst into my parents’ room, crying because I had seen Rugby get hit by a car. Rugby was our family cat. My parents cajoled me and told me Rugby was fine. I wasn’t convinced. But he showed up that evening for his dinner and a few games of chase-the-string with my mom. At the end of the week, however, my dad found him on the side of the highway. We buried him in the backyard and planted an azalea over him. The azalea was now full grown, but we never got another cat after that.
That wasn’t the only time. When I was twelve, I dreamt that Bradley would fall and break his arm when we were playing on the slope behind our house. It was something he had said in my dream that triggered it, and when he repeated the same words, I jumped in front of him before he could leap onto the log that was about to give way.
Little premonitions, really, but enough to make anyone else worry. For a while, I thought I might have a sixth sense, but then the premonitions went away. Now I was beginning to wonder if they were coming back, along with everything else.
I sighed and flipped on the hair dryer. Once fully dressed and my curly hair reasonably tamed, I returned to my room to make my bed. That’s when I saw him, standing outside my sliding glass door. I froze and blinked, wondering if he was real.
He stood ten feet from the glass, just on the edge of the concrete patch that served as a small patio. He was as still as a statue and looked like white marble in the dim, early morning light. I was afraid to blink again, in case he disappeared.
A name floated up from my buried thoughts. “Fergus,” I whispered, wondering where on earth that name had come from.
The great white hound opened his mouth and his tongue lolled happily as he panted. He turned and trotted away across my backyard, his loping gait easy and smooth.
I cursed, half-mesmerized and half-panicked. Something was urging me to follow him, something I couldn’t control. Something instinctual, something . . . primitive.
Without another thought, I grabbed my shoes and shoved them onto my feet. I snatched my sweatshirt off the back of my desk chair and taking one more glance at my desktop, decided to go prepared this time. Fishing into my backpack, I found the small container of pepper spray I always kept there and shoved it into my pocket.
As the sun was just cresting the eastern horizon, its rays piercing the morning fog, I made my way down the steep slope into the woods of the swamp, puffing against the cold air and wondering if it was a ghost I was chasing. Wondering if I really was crazy after all.
 





-Nine-
Revelation
 

I was halfway to the clearing when I remembered why I had avoided these woods for the past week. Last time I was walking this particular path, I had been moving in the opposite direction, trying desperately to escape a herd of demented garden gnomes. At least this time I had my pepper spray, though I wasn’t so sure pepper spray would work against a hallucination.
Despite my wariness, I trudged on. The morning was cool, the fog slow to burn off. I pulled my sweatshirt on and tucked my hands under my armpits and listened for any unusual sounds. The only thing I could hear was the familiar drip-splat of the condensation falling from the leaves. Even the footfalls of the huge dog several yards in front of me were silent, eerily so. As I followed him, I wondered what had gotten into me of late. I never was the type to seek out adventure or go off on my own if I wasn’t comfortable, or familiar, with the outcome. Any minute, those freakish gnomes could show up again. No, at any moment I could start seeing things again and if anyone happened to be hiking down here and saw me running in terror from nothing, well, let’s just say my reputation didn’t need any more damage.
I sighed, the smell of eucalyptus oil and the dampness that lingered around swamps flooding my senses. I shook my head and took note of how far we had traveled down the equestrian trail; about halfway between my house and the lowest point of the swamp.
The great hound vanished around a bend guarded by a small thicket of arroyo willows.
“Hey, dog, wait up!” I called after it. Another tally to add to the ‘signs Meghan is crazy’ chart.
Of course, the dog didn’t wait up and by the time I made it to the bend in the path, he had disappeared. I grumbled and considered turning around and going home. This was ridiculous. What had enticed me out here in the first place? I would have turned around and marched right back up that tall hill, but before I had a chance to move, something flashed in the corner of my eye.
I was wound up enough to actually make a small noise of surprise. Wonderful. Delusional and dramatic. I was turning out to be your average American, garden variety basket case. And of course the thing that had startled me was the white hound, appearing out of what seemed like nowhere (probably that clump of bushes growing close to the willows) and in front of a large eucalyptus tree that had fallen over recently.
The dog merely stood and stared at me, tongue lolling, eyes twinkling as if he was laughing at me. Great. Even animals thought I was crazy now. We stared at each other, maybe only for a minute, maybe longer. It didn’t take long for my patience to run thin.
“Okay dog, I don’t know why you led me down here, but if it was to make a fool out of me, you succeeded. Now, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll walk back home and maybe go back to sleep or get some homework done.”
I turned slowly, my head hanging low, muttering to myself as I hunched over against the early morning chill.
“He didn’t lead you down here to make a fool out of you,” someone said.
Once, when I was twelve or thirteen, my little brothers thought it would be funny to sneak up on me while I was watching a scary movie with my friends during a sleep-over. They waited until the movie was over and we were downstairs discussing the likelihood that some mutated alien would come crashing through my door in the middle of the night to slaughter us all. We ran out of popcorn, and seeing as it was my house, I was volunteered to go upstairs to make more. I expected my brothers to leap out at me once I reached the top of the staircase, and then maybe somewhere else just inside the kitchen when I made it past the staircase unscathed. What I hadn’t expected was for my brothers to dress up as aliens and to hide in the pantry. I almost knocked one of Bradley’s teeth out and came trainer diapers close to peeing my pants. That was nothing compared to my reaction now.
Obviously, I wasn’t expecting the dog to answer me so if I screamed I had good reason to. I just hoped I hadn’t woken anybody up in the houses surrounding the swamp. The last thing I needed was for the fire department to show up to rescue the potential murder victim who was just some hysterical high school girl who heard voices. Yes, my classmates would love to sink their teeth into that information . . .
When my wits returned (well, most of them at least), I shot my head up, grasping my pepper spray so tight I was surprised I didn’t accidentally spray myself. There, leaning against a tree, was a young man. He hadn’t been there before. I may have a tendency to hallucinate, but I would have noticed him when I first arrived.
He looked relaxed, his arms linked over his broad chest and his legs casually crossed at the ankles. His hair was a dark reddish-brown color and from this distance, his eyes took on a strange, dark shade of green. I had never seen anyone like him in my life. Yet, he was uncomfortably familiar; as if he were one of those people you bump into everywhere but have never officially met.
As soon as my sense of self-awareness returned, my eyes darted around and I swallowed hard. Who was this person? Where had he come from? Did he have anything to do with those crazy gnome things from the other day? Should I run screaming for my life?
“Don’t worry, I’ve taken care of them.”
I gaped. Huh?
Who are you?! “Taken care of them?” was what I said instead, as if that were the most important issue at the moment.
“The faelah. They’re all gone.”
“Faelah?”
The young man grinned and shook his head sheepishly. “I’m sorry, I keep forgetting.”
He rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. He looked tired and I wondered what had caused it.
“The small creatures that chased you last week. Humans might call them goblins or trolls.”
“Or gnomes?” I offered, and then started in surprise. What was I doing? Taking part in this conversation as if it were normal to stand around on a Saturday morning and chat about imaginary creatures as if they were real. With a strange, albeit, good-looking guy.
“Yes,” he said carefully, “or gnomes.”
I forgot my timidity and whispered, “You saw them too?”
He nodded. Something about the look he gave me seemed familiar, and once again a snippet of a dream or memory flashed across my mind: this same person, standing before me in the light of the full moon wearing a hooded trench coat.
“Have we met before?” I braved.
He only nodded. “Yes, under unfortunate circumstances.”
I waited for him to continue, my fingers all too aware of the small canister of pepper spray in my hand. This was just getting to be too weird.
“You were lured here a week ago, in the middle of the night, and I had to, uh, dispatch a threat.”
I felt my knees go weak. That nightmare I couldn’t quite remember; the one with the dogs . . . That had actually happened?
At some point I found my voice. “Who are you?”
“I am called Cade.” He grinned, but kept his distance.
That struck me as something odd to say. I am called Cade. Not, my name is Cade. But the name seemed familiar too. “And do you have a last name, Cade?”
He shrugged. “Not one I find much use for.”
What on earth did that mean? “Well, I would like to know it anyway.”
“MacRoich, Cade MacRoich.”
No, I didn’t know any Cade MacRoichs. Suddenly another thought hit me. “If I was lured down here last weekend, and all that about those corpse dogs-”
“Cumorrig,” he interrupted.
“Okay,” I said, not really caring what fancy name he wanted to give them, “If I wasn’t dreaming, why did I wake up in my room?”
Cade grimaced. “I don’t think you’ll like my answer.”
I gestured for him to continue. I didn’t think I would like it either, but it seemed important that I know.
“I carried you.”
“Okay, thanks for clearing that all up, but I think I’ll get back home now.”
The last thing I needed was some creepy stalker who broke into my house in the middle of the night, no matter how kind the gesture or how attractive he was.
“Meghan, wait.”
I froze and got my pepper spray ready, all the while trying to convince the little hairs on the back of my neck to calm down. I turned, my eyes narrowing even as my heart sped up.
“And just how is it that you know my name?”
He didn’t answer. He only stood still as a statue, his dark green eyes studying me carefully. It should have creeped me out even more but it didn’t. I worked up my courage.
“And how did you get into my room without waking up the entire house?”
“You left the door open when you sleepwalked into the swamp.”
Fair enough. “But how did you know where I lived?”
“Fergus showed me.”
I glanced over at the grayish-white wolfhound. He had an intelligence about his gaze, but I never heard of a dog who could lead someone to an exact location that wasn’t his own home.
I took a breath and relaxed, but only a little. “Listen, I appreciate you helping me the other night, I really do. But this is getting a little too weird for me, and I have too much weird in my life as it is.”
I turned to walk away.
“Meghan, did you hear voices growing up?”
I froze. I forgot about why it worried me that he knew my name or where I lived. He could have figured that all out in the past few days by simply paying attention. But to know about my childhood? That was some serious stalking.
“Especially around trees. Did you think they spoke to you?”
His voice was gentle, and even though he moved slowly and carefully towards me, I felt like a rabbit about to spring away from a fox. How could he know this? The sound of the wailing voices and the image of the trees cracking at their bases flooded back to me, the memory blurred at the edges like a water-stained document.
I cried out and stepped back. “Stay away from me,” I hissed, the emotion in my voice thick.
“I already know you’ve seen strange things. Gnomes you called them, and the Cumorrig. Do you often have nightmares or have visions of things before they happen?”
My head was spinning and it felt like I couldn’t pull enough oxygen into my lungs. I stumbled as I took a step back. The golden light of dawn pierced through the trees the way water flowed through a sieve. I didn’t care about how beautiful it was. Right then it seemed as if the split sunlight were a thousand probes, searching me out and prying into my mind. Who are you Meghan Elam? What are you? they seemed to taunt as Cade’s questions hit more and more closely to home.
I hadn’t realized he had moved closer, and his voice, now a whisper, made me jump.
“And your eyes . . . what color are they?”
I looked up into his, frightened and overwhelmed and enchanted all in the same breath. I could hear his strong heartbeat, though he was careful to keep his distance. His own eyes, I had once decided were a very dark green were now paler, more golden than before. It hadn’t been a trick of the light, it hadn’t been my miscalculation. They had changed, just as mine changed.
“You see, they were silver when I first met you, but that could have been a result of the moonlight. They were hazel when you arrived fifteen minutes ago, but now they are almost blue. Your eyes change color, of their own accord, don’t they?”
And just like that, the spell he had me under snapped. I felt suddenly angry, and terrified. I pushed at his chest and realized it was like trying to move a mountain. Somehow I managed to shove him away, and then I took advantage of his slight surprise and put distance between us.
“Leave me alone!” I shrieked. “You come near me again, you freak, and I’ll call the cops!”
I bolted, sprinting up the horse path as fast as I could. I still clutched the pepper spray, and I couldn’t say why I hadn’t used it. That would have slowed him down, surely.
I never heard him come after me and even as I climbed the slope and stumbled onto our shaded back lawn, I didn’t look back. It was like the day the gnomes chased me all over again, but this time I was not escaping some horrible little creatures, I was fleeing from an incredibly good-looking guy who could very well understand me completely. I was either saving myself from that serial killer I always imagined lived down in the swamp, or I had finally gone over the deep end.
 


-Ten-
Message
 

For two weeks I ignored what had happened the morning I met Cade for the second time. I never saw him at school posing as the homeless man. It had dawned upon me later that day, once I was safely and securely locked away in my room, that all this time it was him who had been lingering outside my high school. Well, that and the fact that the memories from the night I had wandered into the swamp started surfacing in my mind, like bubbles of wax in my lava lamp. I never ventured outside my house, and I never saw his dog Fergus. It was hard forgetting about what he had said, though. If I had been completely honest, I would have answered yes to each of his questions. I did hear voices, I did see things, and my eyes did change color. But so had his, I was certain of it.
My friends at school noticed my behavior too. Thomas asked me that first week if I had gotten into a fight with my parents. I had looked at him as if he had gone nuts, but he just shrugged and said I seemed even more introverted than usual. After that I tried to act more normal. Well, normal for me at least.
But the truth was, as hard as I tried, I simply could not erase that meeting with Cade MacRoich from my memory. If that was his real name. Who on earth was he? A local college student looking for a little thrill in his life? Some ex-convict with spare time on his hands? And how could he have known about all my little eccentricities? Even my best friends weren’t privy to all my secrets. And why was he so interested in me? I was no one special. It was too puzzling, but I was determined to let it go. I had enough drama in my life.
It was during Thanksgiving weekend that I found the note taped to my sliding glass door. I had kept it locked around the clock and never used it since returning from the strange meeting with Cade. I feared he might try to sneak in and kill me.
At first I thought it was a message from Tully or Robyn, but when I unlocked the door and peeled the note off, I realized the paper was far too ornate to belong to either of them. It was expensive paper, I could tell, and falling victim to my curiosity, I flipped it over. There was an actual wax seal keeping the folded edges shut. I studied the design. An ornate Celtic knot with an eagle in the center. Intrigued, I walked to my desk and fished out my pocket knife, carefully loosening the seal so it wouldn’t break. I opened up the letter to find it addressed to me. The writing was impeccable, but not overly ornate. It made me think of a love note that’d been written during England’s Georgian period. Hah. Me get a love letter? That would be stranger than fiction.
I began to read and immediately I knew it was from Cade. I had vowed to forget what had happened, but apparently, he hadn’t. I should have crumpled it up and thrown it away, right then and there. Or, better yet, I should have taken it straight to my parents and insisted they call the police. Who would have thought that I would ever have a stalker? But deep down, I wanted this mystery cleared up, and the only way to do that was to start by reading the note. Sighing and trying to convince myself nothing bad would come of reading a simple letter, I continued on:
Dear Meghan,
I want to start this letter by apologizing for our last two meetings. As you can tell, I am not at all adept at making proper introductions. Forgive me for not contacting you sooner, but I thought it best to give you some time to let everything settle in. I wish only to make you aware of two things: who it is you really are, and where it is you come from. I will not go into detail in this letter, for these are not topics which should be discussed in such an impersonal manner. Do allow me, however, to explain our first meeting. You were lured into the swamp, not by myself, but by another who knew of you and who wished to learn more about you. I cannot remember if I explained my presence in the first place, but it was my duty to clear the area around your home of the faelah, and I was unable to finish my job before you arrived. I can only apologize to you again and hope that you might come to forgive me.
Another matter that seemed to disturb you was the fact that I did indeed return you to your residence after you became unconscious after the whole incident. Please believe me when I say that nothing ungentlemanly occurred; I merely wished to see you safe at home, and though you may not believe it, Fergus is a rather clever hound and he did lead the way. On the matter of knowing your name, I must postpone that information until we meet again. I realize this is all shocking to you, but if you try to contact the police, they will not find me. I would not blame you if you did, but you must trust me on this matter.
I will not approach you or seek you out. I shall simply wait until you are ready to learn more. When you are prepared to meet with me again, leave me a note in the hollow knothole of the oak tree along the swamp trail, the tree that is closest to your home. In the mean time, should you find your curiosity unquenchable, I suggest you learn as much about the ancient Celts as you can.
Most sincerely,
Cade MacRoich
I finished the letter and dropped it into my lap, and after a moment I picked it up and read it again. Who wrote letters like that anymore? The language was so, antiquated. When I gave it some thought, it dawned upon me that when he had spoken to me in the swamp, he hadn’t sounded like he was from this decade, or even this century. It was extremely odd, but then again, I attracted odd the way flowers attract bees.
I glanced up at the blank screen of what used to be my dad’s old work computer. So much for forgetting about all that had happened in the past few weeks. I didn’t know how long I stared, numb and scared, at that old monitor but at some point in time, three things clicked in my head.
First, whether all this was a hallucination or not, it was happening and I had to address it. No more pushing it aside and hoping it would go away.
Secondly, I had another option. My whole life my only choices with regards to my issues had been therapy and medication. Cade offered a third possibility; that all this was real and that he could explain it all to me. Unlikely and crazy as it seemed, I shouldn’t shun it simply because modern society would label me mentally unstable. News flash: I was halfway there already.
And last but not least, I was curious. There, I admitted it. I was one hundred percent, flat out fascinated with what Cade MacRoich had presented to me. Of course, I was terrified as well, but I had always been the type to tackle a good mystery and I was never satisfied with a cover-up story if I felt all the clues hadn’t added up.
So, taking a deep breath, I pulled out my binder, flipped to a blank sheet of paper and jotted down the words faelah and ancient Celts. I was curious, yes, but I was going to go about this the right way. Before meeting with Cade again, I was going to do my research; see how much I could find out on my own. Perhaps I would learn he was the crazy one after all.
* * *
I couldn’t find much time to research, what with midterms coming up before the winter break, but I did manage to get in a few internet searches and was rather satisfied with the results.
First I searched for the term faelah, and of course, nothing came up. I wasn’t surprised. I had never heard the word before in my life. Next, I searched for information on the ancient Celts. This proved to be much more promising when a hefty list of websites popped up on the screen. I clicked on one that looked legitimate and was immediately faced with a page full of knot work designs and more lists.
I skimmed the introduction and read the overview. It told me that the Celts were a group of ancient people who inhabited the British Isles and some parts of mainland Europe. They were a tribal people and practiced a pagan religion. Okay, I knew that much from Robyn already. Weird how one of my friends was into this stuff and now I had some guy suggesting I research it. Just a coincidence, I told myself.
I clicked on the word pagan since it was highlighted, and that took me to a definition. Growing up, I had been led to believe that pagan was synonymous with devil worshipper. Apparently I had been wrong. I read a few examples, nodding at the list of ancient civilizations that practiced pagan belief systems: the Romans, Greeks, Egyptians, and of course, the Celts to name a few. According to this site, most pagan cultures worshiped a multitude of gods and considered the earth and its bounty to be sacred. That didn’t sound too bad at all. In fact, it sounded much like Robyn’s own belief system.
I clicked on the link that brought me back to the main page. I looked over the different headings, my eyes halting when I read one that said Celtic Gods and Goddesses. I moved my cursor above it and clicked. Once again, I was greeted with a list. I scrolled down the screen, trying to figure out how to pronounce each name as it passed: Balor, the Dagda, Danu, Don, Epona, Lugh . . .
It was when I got to the Morrigan that I stopped. I read it carefully, remembering Robyn’s Halloween costume. But something else seemed familiar about the name as well . . .
Cade’s voice suddenly played in my mind: “Cumorrig. Hounds of the Morrigan . . .”
I clicked on the name without so much as an afterthought.
The Morrigan: major Celtic deity that is often represented in the three aspects of Neaim, Macha and Badb. She is mostly associated with war and the battlefield and is often depicted in animal form, most commonly the raven.
I stopped reading, my eyes glued to the last word of that sentence. A raven. My mind flashed back to the day I stood waiting for Tully and the afternoon I had cut my finger with the potato peeler. Both times I had seen a raven, too big to be a natural bird. And both times it had watched me, I was sure of it.
My skin prickled and I glanced out my sliding glass door. It was getting late, twilight descending on my backyard like a blanket. I got up and checked to see if the door was still locked. It was. I grabbed the comforter from my bed, wrapped myself in it, and sat back down at my desk. I pulled out my binder, found the section where I had written down my notes from Cade’s letter, and quickly jotted down the paragraph about the Morrigan.
Setting my binder aside, I returned to the site’s home page. I had read enough about gods and goddesses for the time being. I clicked on the Otherworldly Creatures tab. This gave me a list of things with strange names and descriptions: Leprechauns, silkies, fairies, changelings; your usual list. The little creatures that had followed me weren’t listed, but a few descriptions from other creatures matched. I decided they either hadn’t been prevalent in ancient Ireland, or people’s sightings had been sketchy.
Further down the page, I spotted a link that read familiar animals. Curious, I opened that link, only to find a Celtic design of several known animals accompanied by a short description. The paragraph above them said that often, animals from the Otherworld were seen by the Celts. Otherworldly animals were very distinctive, and although they were similar to earthly animals in physical makeup, they tended to be larger and white with reddish or rusty colored ears.
My heart thudded in my chest. Fergus. Cade’s dog. He was huge, white and had ruddy colored ears. And so did the dog from my childhood memories.
I quickly closed the web page and took several deep breaths. This was too much. It was as if, all my life, I had been puttering around grasping for answers, and they had been just out of my reach. Now, they were here, splayed before me in plain sight. But one big question still remained: what did all of this have to do with me? Why was I suddenly surrounded by symbols and creatures from an ancient pagan belief system?
Or worse, I thought, my mouth dry as I tried to swallow, had these things been around me my entire life, and I was just now noticing them? The voices, the visions. Had they all been clues and answers trying to break down some invisible barrier?
I had to talk to Cade. I didn’t trust him, I didn’t know him, but he seemed to be the only one who had any clue about what was really happening to me.
Trying to fall asleep that night was a joke. How could I, what with all I had just learned? I glanced over at the clock, its glowing red letters burning an image in my mind. It was after twelve, but I couldn’t sleep. Frustrated, I kicked the sheets back and crawled over to my desk. Ripping a piece of lined paper out of my binder, I wrote:
Cade,
I researched the ancient Celts like you suggested. If you are still willing to help me, I have lots of questions to ask. Can you meet me after school next Tuesday? We get out at 2:30.
Meghan
It was crazy. I was going to ask a strange man to help me answer the biggest mysteries of my life. He could be lying. He could be insane. He could be some sadistic creep who planned to murder me and save my fingernails as trophies. I shivered. As much as my common sense wanted to steer me down a different path, something deeper, something more primitive was fighting to escape the cage I had put it in years ago.
Once the letter was written and I had made the decision to leave it in the oak tree in the morning, I was a little more successful at falling asleep. I thought my dreams would be haunted that night, but instead of the usual goblins and trolls creeping around and cackling at me, I dreamt of a place so beautiful and calm I thought I might weep. I walked through gently rolling country, spongy with damp moss and thick grass. Flowers bloomed everywhere, despite the soft, cool mist that hung in the air. The hills were littered with lichen-encrusted stones, great and small, and in the distance I could see trees that belonged to a very old forest.
I crested one of the hills and it was then that the mist parted and revealed a small, verdant valley and what could only be an old castle, not quite in ruins, nestled against the hillside. It was covered in wild ivy and a sluggish stream trickled past it. Just as the sun was piercing through the fog, scattering its light against the castle’s diamond-paned windows, I woke up.
My alarm clock read three in the morning. Sighing, I slouched back into my pillows. I reached up and touched my cheeks. They were wet. Shock coursed through me as I realized I had been crying. But the dream hadn’t been terrifying or depressing. As I drifted back to sleep, I realized I had been crying because of the beauty of the place and the knowledge that somehow I knew I had been there before.
* * *
The next morning, before school, I slipped through my glass door for the first time in days and crept down onto the wide path leading into the swamp. It was another foggy morning, the cold dewy air rolling over my skin and clogging my lungs. I found the tree almost immediately; the only oak standing amidst the tall, pale-barked eucalyptus on this side of the woods. The knothole was a little harder to find, hidden by a branch and just out of reach.
Once I located it, I glanced over my note once more, rolled it into a tube, and slipped it into the hollow of the tree. Making sure that no one was watching me, I climbed back up the hill, casting my eyes around and listening for Otherworldly creatures. Not until I was safely back inside my room, my door closed and locked behind me, did I wonder once again if I had made the right choice.
 


-Eleven-
Rescued
 

I became obsessed with checking the oak tree for Cade’s response. That afternoon when I got home from school, I went down to see if my note was still lodged inside the knothole. It was. An unwelcome pang of disappointment overwhelmed me, but a few mornings later when I checked, it was gone.
Giddy relief flooded my senses, and I had to tell myself it wasn’t because my chances of seeing Cade again had just increased. No, I wasn’t interested in him. First of all, he was in his early twenties, at least. Even if he wasn’t the serial killer my conscience kept trying to paint him as, he was too old for me. Nope, I just wanted to see him again because he might have some answers for me. But those eyes, dark green at first and as changeable as your own . . . a tiny voice whispered in my mind. Ah! Stop it Meg, I chastised myself, boys have never been interested in you, remember? Why would this time be any different? And since when have you not been afraid of him? He took on a half dozen of those hellhounds without getting so much as a scratch.
I shivered, hugging my binder close. It was Friday, only four more days until I was going to meet him again. That is, if he was still willing to meet. I still hadn’t received an answer to my letter, and there was still plenty of time to remind myself that Cade MacRoich was closer to being an obsessive stalker than a charming college student I should in no way, shape or form be interested in.
* * *
By Sunday morning I had given up on Cade. Maybe I had imagined him after all. I spent some time cleaning my room; doing a load of laundry and picking up the clutter that always littered my floor. I turned on my radio and cranked it up loud so I could hear the music over the vacuum cleaner. It was no surprise then that I screamed when I turned around to find the white wolfhound sitting stoically just outside my sliding glass door. Luckily, Mom had dragged my brothers out shopping for clothes and Dad was at a friend’s house watching a football game. Wouldn’t want them to think there was anything wrong with me . . .
I turned down the radio and switched off the vacuum cleaner. I glared at the dog, Fergus, annoyed at his ghostly appearance. It was only after my heart stopped racing that I realized perhaps he was here to deliver a message. I snorted. Yeah right. I had been ignoring this strange, supernatural stuff all my life, why was I welcoming it with open arms now?
Sighing, I walked over to the door, flipped the latch to unlock it, and slid it open. Fergus blinked at me once and opened his mouth to start panting. Cocking an eyebrow, I reached down to pet him. I’d never really tried to pet him before, unless you counted my dreams, and if that was even him in my dreams.
Before my hand made contact with his wiry head, he turned and loped off towards the far edge of the yard. He paused and looked over his shoulder. I was wearing a spaghetti strap tank top and my old ratty sweats. My hair was roughly wrapped in a bun and held there with an old clip. I didn’t look my best. Shrugging, I sought out my sandals and slipped my feet into them and grabbed an old sweatshirt on the way out. It was closer to evening than noon, and the late autumn air was chilly. As I walked, I could feel the butterflies fluttering around in my stomach. Would Cade be waiting for me? And I had decided to go out looking like a heathen?
Turned out, I had nothing to worry about. Fergus merely led me to the old oak tree where he proceeded to sit down and whine. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out he wanted me to check the knothole. Inside was a note, written on the same type of paper as last time with the same Celtic seal.
Meghan,
Of course I will still help you. Until Tuesday then.
- C.M.
p.s. Keep away from the forest until you see me next.
I couldn’t tell you why that simple note made me feel like I was strolling down the beach on a warm summer day. Or, more likely, if I told you the real reason I’d have to go back and re-evaluate my sanity. Let’s just say, I was finally going to have some answers, after all my years of fearing to ask them. Yes, that was it.
Fergus escorted me back to my house, not leaving until he heard the lock snap in place on my door. I glanced over my room then turned to look at the white hound with the red ears once again. He was gone. I shouldn’t have been surprised. According to my research, he was Otherworldly and probably had oodles of magical abilities. Ah, so I was finally admitting I believed in all this supernatural stuff. Oh well, what else was I to do?
I spent the remainder of the afternoon finishing homework and choosing my clothes for school the next day. Dad got home around five, Mom soon after. She had picked up pizza for dinner, so claiming I still had homework to do, I grabbed a few slices and headed back downstairs. I escaped just in time. My brothers, having endured a day of shopping with Mom, had just unleashed all their pent-up energy from minding their manners all day.
Actually feeling worn out for once, I decided to set my Celtic research aside for one day. Besides, I had an appointment with Cade on Tuesday and I was hoping he would fill me in on anything important I might have missed. A tingle of dread passed through me as I lay in bed, trying to will my mind to calm down so I could fall asleep. The funny thing was, I honestly couldn’t tell if my jitters were a result of anticipation at seeing Cade again, or fear that this was all some huge mistake.
* * *
I woke up the next morning feeling restless and groggy. I couldn’t remember my dream from the night before, but I had a feeling it hadn’t been a pleasant one. It took me forever to get ready for school, so Mom ended up taking me on her way to work. The public high school, since it had so many students, started classes at different times throughout the day. Mom’s first English class didn’t start until later in the morning. This is why I usually got a ride with Thomas or Tully, but on those special occasions when I was running late, Mom was my chauffeur.
“You’ll have to catch a ride home with a friend though Meg. There’s a teachers’ meeting at the high school this afternoon.”
I nodded as I pulled myself out of her car in the parking lot of Black Lake High. The final bell had already rung, and I had to visit the office for a tardy slip. I was never tardy to school, so the whole situation put me in a bad mood for the rest of the morning.
At break Tully and Robyn caught up to me.
“Where were you this morning?” Tully asked.
“Slept in,” was all I said. It was the truth after all, and I didn’t feel like elaborating.
At lunch we met up with Will and Thomas out on the field. To my complete horror and agitation, Adam Peders and Josh Turner were on the opposite end, showing off for a posse of freshman girls. The girls were giggling and falling all over themselves because of the attention they were getting from the two hottest junior boys in the school.
Robyn rolled her eyes and started making barnyard animal sounds. It was the first time I smiled all day. Telling myself to forget about the boys, I sat down with my friends under a tall pine tree and started sifting through my lunch.
Everything was going fine until a familiar voice shouted, “Hey Elam.”
I cringed and felt Tully tense up next to me.
Adam sauntered up, his friends following just behind him. Lemmings, I reminded myself, trying not to let my fear show. They’re just a bunch of brainless, follow-one-another-off-a-cliff lemmings . . .
“I heard you were thinking about getting some plastic surgery.”
I did not want to deal with this today.
“Why, what’s wrong with her?” Josh asked, supplying the next line to what I was sure was going to be an insult.
“Someone told me she was born with her ass where her face is supposed to be. But I don’t see how fixing it could make a difference.”
It was like someone had poured lukewarm bacon grease all over me while kicking me in the stomach at the same time.
I barely registered Robyn jumping up and practically screaming, “Piss off Peders!” or Thomas standing to defend me, only to be shoved back by one of Adam’s friends while being fed his very own offensive insult.
Above it all, I could hear the laughter. The freshmen girls giggling and pointing, the other bystanders either shaking their heads in shame or trying to hide their grins.
Suddenly, something inside me snapped. Normally, I would sit in mortification and wait for my tormenters to leave. This time, although I remained sitting, a bone-deep anger began to boil within me. I glared at Adam but he just crossed his arms and simply smirked back, as if to say ‘what are you going to do about it?’
After a silent standoff that lasted a mere few seconds, he snorted and turned to leave, muttering something else to his friends. I didn’t hear it this time, but the chorus of chuckles made me believe it wasn’t anything pleasant.
“Meg, forget those chauvinist pigs,” Robyn was saying.
But I wasn’t paying attention to her. I kept glaring after Adam, my anger rising. I glanced at the few pinecones scattered on the ground around us, still green and not cracked open by the autumn’s heat. I wished with all my might that I could pick up one of those heavy cones and launch it at Adam’s head. If only . . .
I knew right away that my anger must have triggered my imagination, because I pictured one of those cones rising up and flying through the air, making a bee line for the back of Adam’s head.
A strange gasp from Tully, and Robyn’s shocked face as she pointed numbly at the airborne pinecone, was the only evidence proving that I wasn’t imagining anything. The cone cracked against the back of Adam’s head and he went sprawling, face first on the dirt track.
My face drained of all color and my heart almost stopped beating. I had killed him. Somehow I had made that pinecone fly through the air and it killed him! For once in my life, I actually felt like I was going to faint. Fortunately, the crowd that had swarmed around Adam backed away and I could see him struggling to sit up. He looked pretty ticked off and when he pulled his hand away from the back of his head, there was blood. He didn’t look like he had suffered a concussion, though.
I sighed in relief and almost melted into the grass. I hated Adam, but I didn’t want a murder on my hands. It took a few more seconds for my mind to clear, and when it did, it dawned upon me that I had absolutely no idea how I had made the pinecone launch itself at my mortal enemy. Had I really done it? Used some form of telekinetics I unknowingly possessed? I guess it could be true, especially knowing what I’d already witnessed and been a part of this year so far.
“Where did that pinecone come from?” Will asked, his voice breaking into my thoughts.
“Robyn, did you throw it?” Tully whispered.
“No!” Robyn insisted. She gave me a disturbed look, and I merely shrugged, feeling immensely nervous and guilty.
“I’m sitting on the ground. If I had thrown it, the angle would have been greater.” Right? I hoped that made sense. I bit my lip. I felt terribly uncomfortable about the whole thing. Besides, I hadn’t actually thrown it, and if I did admit it, Adam would probably kill me for making a fool out of him in front of half the school.
“Meghan Elam threw it at Adam, I saw her.”
I closed my eyes, wishing for some angel of death to sweep down and take me away.
Robyn hissed beside me. “That bitch!”
She sure was laying on the curse words thick today.
Michaela stepped forward with Veronica and Therese, two other girls from the cheerleading squad.
But no one was looking at them. They were all looking at me. I was screwed.
“Come on Meghan,” Thomas murmured as he helped me to my feet.
I stood, a little shaky as a result of all the high drama. I didn’t know how he thought he was going to protect me. We were sorely outnumbered. And my mom had thought a private school was safer than a public one. At least at a public high school I could have hidden myself in the crowd.
With the help of his friends, Adam stood up and glared so hard at me I suffered from whiplash.
“You are so dead you stupid bitch,” he said loud enough only for those closest to him to hear.
I cringed. Should I hope for another pinecone to fly at him? No, that might actually kill him this time.
Before he could make his move, however, the bell signaling the end of lunch sounded shrilly across the campus. At least I could enjoy a few more hours of life before Adam Peders sought his revenge.
* * *
As soon as the final school bell announced the end of the day, I was out of class and sprinting down the hallway like some marathon endorphin junkie looking for the finish line. I had grabbed my books for homework between my last two classes, and now I was on my way to Robyn’s car before Adam could find me. It didn’t matter that I had not actually thrown the pinecone, and there was no way I could explain what had happened. They already thought I was crazy and the truth would only prove it and give them a reason to do actual harm to me.
I skidded to a stop in front of Robyn’s car just as the rest of the student body started trickling into the lot. It took me a whopping two minutes (time I could have used racing to the trail that would have taken me the back way home) to remember that Robyn had a meeting with her Wicca friends today, that Tully had a group science project to work on, and that Will and Thomas had band practice until four. In a sense, it took me two minutes to realize I was a goner.
I cursed and kicked the tire of Robyn’s car. I knew she wouldn’t take it personally and the only option I had left was to panic. What was I going to do? There was no way on this green earth that Adam was going to let my little infraction slide, and I knew he would enlist his thugs to help him hunt me down. Where were our teachers when you needed them? Ugh, that’s what I should have done. I should have ducked into one of the classrooms, feigning confusion on a homework assignment. At least I would have been safe for a while. Now I was merely a sitting duck.
A shout and the sound of my name made me jump. Slowly, I turned my head back towards the school’s main building.
I watched Adam and his gang emerge from the hallway, their heads swiveling as they searched me out. It was too late. My friends were preoccupied and I had nowhere else to go; no one to rescue me. If I tried to walk home now, they would follow me and wait until no one else was around . . .
Adam’s dark head turned in my direction, and he pointed. My heart leapt into my throat. I started moving again, walking as fast as I could towards the public bus bench. If I was lucky, the bus would pull up and I could get on. I didn’t care if it took me further from home, as long as it took me further from Adam Peders. I hopped the bench, and then hurried over to check the schedule. I cursed as tears of true desperation began to form in my eyes. The next bus wouldn’t come for another forty minutes. I was doomed.
My attackers drew closer, crossing the parking lot as if it were a field of cheery daisies. My stomach was in knots and my breathing was becoming shallow. It was when Adam was only fifteen feet away that I first heard the growl of an engine. The sound grew louder until it was right beside me, rumbling smoothly.
“Meghan.”
I took my eyes off of Adam and his friends, all of whom had miraculously stopped in their tracks. I glanced down and my jaw dropped. It was Cade. He was sitting behind the wheel of a fully restored, classic Trans Am, the silver phoenix emblem standing out against the black paint job. I didn’t know a whole lot about cars, but Logan had been really into sports cars since he could walk, and I’d learned a thing or two. The Trans Am would make most car enthusiasts drool in envy.
Cade had removed the t-top, presumably to enjoy the fine weather, and was currently leaning slightly towards the passenger side. I watched in numb shock as he shifted the car into neutral and set the parking break. Then, reaching over, he pushed open the passenger side door.
“Get in,” he growled.
Tully and Robyn would have been horrified if they knew I was about to get into a car with some strange guy I had met only twice, and who had admitted to details only a stalker would know. I guess it was a good thing they weren’t around for once. The person I had been only a month ago would have been horrified as well. But I was different now, ever since I’d met Cade, and he had insinuated that my visions were not a product of my imagination. No, I still did not trust him. At least not completely. But I had two options to choose from: I could get into the car with him, or I could take my chances with Adam and his knuckle-dragging buddies. I had been wishing for a miracle, and if that miracle exuded danger and mystery and drove a fast car, well, heck, who could blame me if I was grateful? Beggars couldn’t be choosers, right?
I glanced back at my tormentors. Adam and his followers weren’t looking at me anymore; they were gawking at the Trans Am. Boys. I stepped forward and climbed into Cade’s car, and that was when the enchantment broke.
Adam stepped forward angrily. “Listen you little slu-”
Cade was up and out of his car so fast I wondered if he hadn’t vaporized and somehow reformed just outside his door. Although he stood with his back to the cars whipping by on the highway, his own vehicle acting as a barrier between him and my classmates, he must have looked quite intimidating.
“You no longer have any dealings with Meghan, and if you ever torment or insult her again, I’ll be sure to pay you a special visit at your earliest inconvenience.”
Something threatening must have showed on Cade’s face, because despite his calm voice, Adam paled and nodded his head. Or maybe it was the fact that Cade towered over them.
Adam grabbed his friends roughly and pushed them along, claiming that they had better things to do.
Cade got back into the car, this time at a more normal speed. He closed the door a little too roughly and snapped on his seatbelt.
“Buckle up,” he said, his voice hard.
I obeyed, too shocked from what had transpired in the past five minutes to do anything else.
He shifted the car into gear and pulled out onto the highway, gaining speed and heading north. The engine rumbled and the wind tossed my hair over my shoulders. Luckily, it happened to be another one of those ideal fall days, but there was a subtle chill to the air that drew goose bumps from my skin. I pulled my sweatshirt more tightly around me and glanced over at the boy, no, young man, sitting next to me.
Cade looked very much the same as he had the last time I’d seen him. He had on a different designer t-shirt, this one a little more fitted than the first one I had seen him in. I caught a glimpse of something metallic circling his neck. I squinted. It looked like a thick braided chain that didn’t quite meet up just in front of his throat. It seemed familiar, but at the same time, completely foreign. I shook my head and forgot about it as I studied him further. My eyes lingered on his shoulders then trailed down his arms to find his knuckles white from gripping the steering wheel more tightly than necessary.
I decided he must be a football player. Why else would he be so lean and muscular? Then I remembered that he probably wasn’t from this world. It had made me laugh at first, thinking that Cade might not be human. But if I was willing to admit his dog wasn’t of this planet, why couldn’t I bring myself to believe that Cade himself was from the Otherworld? The Otherworld. The information had been vague on the internet and I hadn’t found time yet to visit the local library.
I shook my head slightly and glanced at his face from the corner of my eye. His features were so well-formed, as if he was the final, perfect draft of several failures before. It was during my shameless staring that he decided to flick his eyes in my direction. I felt myself flush. Surely he saw me studying his profile and most likely he thought I was some gawking, moon-eyed teen. Well, I couldn’t blame him, I kind of was. I expected him to laugh and make some clever remark about my being attracted to him. Ugh, it would be mortifying. But when he finally opened his mouth, it was to release a deep sigh. His tense stance seemed to melt away, his arms loosened and his knuckles regained some of their color.
“Forgive me Meghan, I’m early. And I shouldn’t have spoken so gruffly to you earlier.”
I blinked in surprise. Of all the things for him to say, I had not expected that. Yes, he was a day early, but what did that matter when he rescued me from certain death? Okay, that was putting it a little dramatically, but it would have been pretty bad had he not shown up right when he had. Another coincidence? Or had I somehow summoned him as I had summoned the pinecone?
“I wasn’t angry at you, but I just finished work less than an hour ago and it oftentimes leaves me a bit rattled. Besides,” now he turned and gave me a mischievous grin, “those, uh, young men, didn’t help improve my mood any.”
Interesting . . . I couldn’t hear my conscience shouting out its warnings anymore . . . And young men? That was putting it kindly.
The wind tossed his dark auburn hair around and he reached up with his left hand to rub the back of his neck. I dropped my gaze for a while and glanced out his window. We were coming up to the top of the Mesa and a quick flash of the view of the Pacific Ocean, held at bay by the pale gold of sand dunes, rushed by. That sight always warmed my spirits, and despite the anxiety I now felt, it had the same effect. I turned and looked in the other direction.
“It’s alright. You helped me out, actually,” I finally said, my voice subdued.
I felt him more than noticed him stiffen beside me. Could he really be angry at Adam and his friends on my behalf? Suddenly, the butterflies I had felt when reading his notes were back.
To distract myself, I cleared my throat and said, “Why are you early?”
Another sigh from Cade. “I finished my assignment early and I had a feeling you would be needing my help.”
“Something to do with Otherworldly senses?” I braved. It was probably a long shot, but it wouldn’t hurt to fish a little.
He was quiet for a long while, but eventually he said in a voice as docile as my own, “You could say that.”
We both descended into silence after that. We came to the traffic light and turned left to go down the hill, leaving the corner market and the small collection of restaurants behind. As we made it to the bottom of the hill, I took in a great breath and asked, “Where exactly are we going?”
I didn’t want to sound suspicious, but as the fear of Adam wore off, my awareness of being in a strange car pushed itself forward.
“To Shell Beach,” Cade answered in a clipped tone. “The ocean calms me, and there is a particular spot that is a little more isolated than Pismo.”
A shiver ran down my arms and I suddenly had the desire to leap from the car the second we reached the stop sign in the far distance.
“I only wish for isolation because what we are sure to discuss cannot be heard by other ears. The beach is good because there will be other people around, in case you are worried I’m going to try something. And the waves make it impossible for others to overhear. Be calm Meghan, I mean you no harm.”
I relaxed, but only a little. Once Cade hit the main part of town, he down-shifted his car and took on a more leisurely speed. The hum of its engine helped soothe my nerves a little. The streets in town were busy with people trying to get their errands done before heading home, so the traffic was more dense than usual. I shot up from my slouched position. I was supposed to have caught a ride home after school.
“What is it?” Cade asked, sensing my unease.
“I have to call my parents. They think I’m going to be home soon.”
“When we get to the beach, you can call them. Tell them whatever you need to.”
I nodded. I hated lying to my parents but if I told them a classmate and I decided to get together to work on some research after school, it wouldn’t be a complete lie. True, I was doing research, to some degree, but Cade wasn’t a classmate and I didn’t think any of my classes would require asking someone who was potentially from the Otherworld questions about Celtic gods and goddesses.
The spot Cade chose to have our talk was a familiar one to me. The access to the beach itself was along a small road that ran between the edge of a bluff and a charming maritime neighborhood. We both got out of the car and Cade didn’t bother locking the doors since the top was off. He offered to put my backpack into his trunk and I nodded in agreement. We headed down the staircase that spilled out onto the gritty sand below. Several more rocks and a half dozen or so sea stacks littered the beach and shore. I liked this spot in particular not only for the huge towers of rock and the tide pools off to the north, but also because the tourists tended to flock to the sandy and pier-adorned Pismo just to the south of this point. I didn’t like crowds and to me, long sandy beaches were a bit boring.
There were a handful of people walking below. A husband and wife and their two young sons; an older, fit woman playing fetch with her dog; a young college student and his girlfriend, perched upon a rock, waiting for the sunset. Not so many people that Cade and I couldn’t talk and not so few that, if he were to attack me, I couldn’t scream and draw their attention. He had chosen well.
Once we reached the bottom of the stairs, I pulled out my cell phone and dialed my home number. To my great relief, Bradley answered the phone.
“Yeah,” he said, sounding a little out of breath.
I could hear my brothers screaming and chasing each other around in the background.
“Bradley? It’s Meg. Could you tell Mom and Dad I’ll be home a little late today? I’m going to be doing some research with a classmate for this group project we have to do.”
My brother turned and shouted something at the others, not bothering to cover the phone with his hand. I tried not to grin.
“Meg? Yeah, tell Mom you’re going to be late because of a school project, got it.”
“Thanks buddy,” I said, my shoulders slumping in relief.
“Kay, gotta go. Logan’s got a spray bottle and Aiden’s supposed to be covering me- Aaaaaagh!”
Chuckling, I hung up. “We’re all clear. I have at least two hours I think.”
I turned and looked at Cade. My skin suddenly started prickling. He was studying me so intensely I was beginning to wonder if he was of the same opinion as Adam with regards to my face. The recollection of my lunchtime nightmare made my face flame anew.
“What is it?” I asked self-consciously.
He sighed and let his hands drop into his pockets. “Nothing, let’s walk. Over there.”
He nodded towards the tide pools, the place furthest away from everybody else. I swallowed hard. If I were an ordinary high school girl and if he were an ordinary high school boy, I would be hoping for some romantic liaison on his part right then. But neither of us was ordinary and he was definitely not a high school boy. I had to work hard to get a hold of my wayward imagination. Even if he didn’t find me repulsive, it didn’t mean he was interested in me in that way. Besides, that line of thinking could get me into trouble.
I paused to take off my shoes and socks. I had this rule about always walking on the beach barefoot. Cade lifted a brow and followed suit. Even his bare feet were attractive. I shook that thought off as quickly as I would a wandering spider. We walked in silence for a while, listening to the waves crash along the shore. I could see why Cade would choose this place to calm his anger. The ocean was soothing; the primitive heartbeat of the earth.
When Cade decided we were far enough away from the other beach goers, he turned and looked at me, his hands still tucked in his pockets. I studied him for a while, still awed by how tall he was. His clothes fit him well and his shoes dangled from the thumb of his left hand. I hadn’t noticed his tattoos before; one on each arm, starting near his elbow and twining up to disappear beneath his shirt sleeves. Not surprisingly, they were Celtic in design, intricate, beautiful. It was then that I noticed the bandage on his arm. It wrapped around his wrist and went halfway up his forearm. Blotches of red bled through in many spots.
I darted my eyes up to his, the shock clear on my face. “What happened?”
He took a deep breath and turned his eyes, now a gray-green, towards the crashing waves. “Occupational hazard.”
He turned back to me, grinning without showing any teeth. That action turned out to be just as effective as the Mojave sun on an ice cube.
“And, what exactly is your occupation?”
He started in without any preamble. After all, we both had our suspicions of one another. We had both admitted as much those few weeks ago when he had lured me into the swamp and I had taken on his challenge to start my own research.
“I have a duty to fulfill to one who is far more powerful than I. To regulate and control those creatures who don’t follow the rules.”
I blinked, and not because of the salty spray which had just suffused the air.
“Basically, I am in charge of capturing the Otherworldly creatures that do not belong in this world. Or to punish those who have broken the rules in the Otherworld. I am, in a sense, the Otherworldly Police. Or, if you prefer something a little more dramatic, you could call me a faelah bounty hunter.”
I snorted, but not because I didn’t believe him. Hadn’t I seen him in action that night I had wandered into the swamp in my pajamas? I just thought the term Otherworldly Police sounded a bit ridiculous.
“And that is how you hurt your arm?”
He nodded and we fell back into nonverbal companionship.
“I’m sure you have many more questions Meghan. Do not be afraid to ask me, for I intend to tell you more than you probably wish to know.”
I swallowed. Hard. That sounded rather daunting. I didn’t want to know everything, I knew I didn’t, but from the look Cade was giving me, I knew he planned on telling me anyways. Taking a breath, I asked the question that had been bothering me from the beginning: “How did you know my name?”
He cocked his head to the side and smiled. “The internet.”
That time I really did laugh out loud. “Seriously?”
He nodded. That was getting annoying.
“It isn’t hard to find information on people these days.”
“But why did you want to find information on me in the first place?”
He ran a hand through his hair. “Your home, Meghan, is very close to a gateway into Eile, the Otherworld. One I often use because of its convenient location in regards to my home on the other side, and because of how hidden and isolated it is. The scholars and historians call them dolmens, structures composed of rocks, forming a crude doorway of sorts. We Otherworldly folk call them dolmarehn. Not too far off the modern term, but if you want to say things properly . . .”
He rolled his shoulders, and I nodded.
“Dolmarehn,” I repeated the exotic word, trying it out on my tongue. It sounded creepy, like a word that might be found in a gothic poem.
“It was when I was passing through this dolmarehn that I first detected you. You see, when you spend time in the Otherworld, you absorb its magic. That magic lingers in your system for a while on the other side, here on earth. It wears off in time, almost like a residue, but it gives us extra powers, you could say. Mortals call it glamour. It also gives us the ability to shift our appearance or shape to a certain degree.”
An image of Hobo Bob came to mind, hunched over with the face of a very old man.
Cade took a step forward, moving closer. He leaned his arm against the sheer side of the bluff just beside me and looked me in the eye. His were closer to that dark green now and I wondered what color my own eyes were.
“When this residue is still fresh in us, we can easily detect others like us. If the residue is old, then we have to be much closer to each other to recognize one another. You just happened to be passing by on the trail that day.” He was quiet now, his voice barely audible over the waves.
“And, and, when was that?” I stammered. I felt like a fool, letting his close proximity bend me to his will.
“Several months ago. I kept an eye on you, did my own research. I was baffled, you see, for you give off a very strong aura, though I suspect you haven’t been to Eile in a very long time. Meghan,” he sighed and looked away for a minute, “like me, you are of the Otherworld. You are not human, but immortal. You are one of the Faelorehn.”
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I think I might have blacked out for a split second, because the next thing I remembered, Cade was holding onto my shoulder as if I was going to fall.
“What?” I whispered, my attention not on him anymore, but fixated on the fascinating shells being washed up by the surf. The grainy sand suddenly felt rough against my bare feet and the underlying smell of fish and salt made my nose sting.
“Here, come sit down a little while,” Cade murmured, somewhere a bit too close to my ear.
Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough sense to protest. He sat me down on a large, flat rock, its surface warm from the sun, and took a seat next to me. For a while, we just watched the waves, Cade most likely afraid to set me off into a fit of denial or rage, me, well, I was just trying to get a hold of my swirling emotions. Disbelief, for what he had told me couldn’t be true. Hilarity because, let’s face it, it was ridiculous. And finally fear. I thought, despite everything else, my fear was the strongest.
I couldn’t fully accept that what he had said wasn’t true, however, for I had seen things with my own eyes and heard things with my own ears that proved the existence of this mythical Otherworld. Just that very day, had I not enticed a pinecone to fly off the ground of its own accord and smash into the back of Adam’s head? But to be a part of it? To have emerged from such a place? To be immortal? I shivered. Despite my violent self-denial, deep down inside I knew it could be possible. After all, I had been found wandering all on my own when I was too young to have true memories, not a scrap of evidence to suggest who I was or how I had ended up in a sketchy section of Los Angeles by myself.
“Do you remember the three questions I asked you, that afternoon in the swamp?”
Cade’s words were calm, soothing, as if the simple cadence of his voice could win my trust. It was working.
I nodded, swallowing before speaking, “If I had heard voices or seen strange things, if I had ever had premonition dreams, and,” I paused and looked up at him, his now gray eyes calculating, “and if my eyes had a habit of changing color.”
He nodded and looked away. “All traits of someone with Faelorehn blood.”
I let that digest for a moment, and then asked, “What exactly does it mean to be Faelorehn? And what do you mean, I’m immortal?”
Was it like being faelah? I hoped not. He had called those creepy little creatures that had attacked me and the corpse hounds faelah; surely to be Faelorehn meant something else entirely.
“The Faelorehn are the people of the Otherworld, the books and fairytales would call them fae, or faeries. We look very much like human beings, but as you know our eyes never settle on one color, we have heightened senses of the supernatural, and when we have visited the Otherworld for a length of time, our gifts become stronger in this world. It’s almost like a battery Meghan. When we spend too much time here on earth, our powers are drained and we must return to the Otherworld to recharge.”
“We?”
Cade picked up a stone and threw it into the ocean. It went far further than it should have been able to go with the force he had put behind it.
“Yes, we. You and I. We are both of the Otherworld; both Faelorehn, both destined to live forever if disease or violence doesn’t claim our lives.”
I had kind of already surmised that, so it wasn’t a surprise to me. I moved on to other questions. “If I’m from the Otherworld, then why am I here? Why did someone abandon me in the middle of Southern California when I was so young?”
Cade cringed next to me. “I have a theory,” he said. “I believe you are either the daughter of someone very important and they felt the only way to keep you safe was to send you far away. Or,” he paused, casting me a softer look. “Or, you were unwanted, and there was no place for you in Eile.”
Something in that second option must have had some significance to Cade, because he sounded almost pained by it; more pained than he should have sounded as someone simply delivering bad news. I wondered if he had ever been unwanted himself and my heart opened to him.
He sighed. “The only way to tell for sure would be to bring you to the Otherworld and try to discover your origins. But that is not an option right now. It could be dangerous, especially since you have no knowledge of the Otherworld.”
“Can you teach me?” I asked, terrified and curious at the same time.
He turned and grinned. “Yes, to a point, but not today. So, tell me what you discovered from your research.”
I started out by mentioning Fergus, since his current absence made me think of him.
“I read that Otherworldly animals are white with red ears. But,” I thought about the other supernatural creatures; the gnomes, the Cumorrig, the raven . . . “not all the creatures I saw were white.”
Cade nodded. “Fergus is a spirit guide. He is connected to me. Spirit guides are hard to find, but they remain attached to their Faelorehn companion for life. When the ancients saw an animal that was white with red ears, they knew it was Otherworldly because spirit guides are able to do things normal animals can’t.”
I tucked that information away: white animals with red ears were Otherworldly spirit guides.
I continued to tell Cade what I had learned about the Celts and their deities. He nodded, waiting for me to finish before he spoke again.
“Unfortunately, with our kind not everything is as it seems. The Otherworld is very similar to this one, parallel you could say, but on a different dimension; linked together but not dependent upon one another. We have plants and animals and everything you might find here, but our people are capable of shifting between the worlds. The Faelorehn and the faelah can come and go between this earth and the Otherworld, but human beings and the other denizens of this planet cannot enter our world.”
I nodded, letting him know I still followed.
“Long ago, our people first discovered a way to enter into this place, through the dolmarehn. Many were built, both here and in our world. We discovered the relative weakness of humans and unfortunately, the most powerful of our kind exploited that weakness. They are the ones who cannot be killed, and they became gods and goddesses to the ancient people of northern Europe.”
This made sense, if any of it could make sense. I had seen science specials on T.V. that tried to claim aliens were responsible for building the pyramids, so why couldn’t the Faelorehn have slipped into our dimension and impressed early humankind with their supernatural strength?
“Someday I’ll show you the dolmarehn that I most often use, but not today. The Otherworld is a dangerous place Meghan, even to one who belongs there, and if you don’t know what to expect, it can kill you.”
That sounded daunting. The small bits and pieces of the Otherworld I had seen in this world were terrifying enough. I nodded severely, letting Cade know I concurred. The last thing I wanted to do was go wandering around in a strange place full of various faelah.
Cade was silent for a few seconds, then he turned and looked at me. His skin took on the golden hue of the sun as it fell further towards the horizon. Some well buried instinct tried to coax me into reaching out and touching him, but fortunately my better sense squashed it before I made a fool of myself. Honestly, what had gotten into me?
“Are you well?” he asked.
I screwed my face up into an expression of confusion. Had he known what I had just been tempted to do?
“With all of this, I mean. I have just told you that you are a being from the Otherworld, that you do not truly belong here.”
I simply nodded, unable to come up with a good response.
He shrugged. “Some people would not take it as well as you seem to be taking it.”
“No,” I finally managed, “it’s a shock. To be honest, I don’t think it’s quite settled in yet. I still expect to wake up from some strange dream.” I grinned and cast him a sideways glance. “I have lots of those, you know. Strange dreams.”
He smiled and seemed to relax a little.
We watched the sun set before we got up to leave. The young couple was still there, but everyone else had left. As we headed back up the Mesa, I thought long and hard about what Cade had said. It made sense, in a perverse, twisted universe sort of way. If anything, it explained all the visions I’d had and all the voices I’d heard my whole life. The upside: it meant that I wasn’t crazy. The downside: it meant I wasn’t human. The mere thought made me light-headed. I wondered if I could come to accept that.
Cade’s Trans Am rumbled up to the front of my driveway just as twilight was settling in. He put the car in neutral and got out to open the trunk. He handed me my backpack.
“I’ll be in touch,” he said. “There are a few errands I have to do; a few things I need to take care of in the Otherworld.” He ran his hand through his thick hair again. A habit, I was beginning to realize, when he was worried about something. I found it endearing.
“We’ll talk more about this when I return. Don’t be afraid to use the oak tree again, and I’ll ask Fergus to keep an eye on you.”
I smiled, a warm glow spreading through my stomach.
Cade climbed back into his car and closed the door. “Oh, and Meghan,” he said, calling out to me through the passenger side window, “one other thing you should know,”
“What’s that? I’m a long lost princess?” I joked as I hiked my backpack up onto my shoulder.
Cade grinned and shook his head, “No.”
I waited. Finally he took a deep breath and spoke, his voice hardly audible over the rumble of his idling car, “Stay away from the swamp as much as possible, and don’t trust anyone who claims to be Faelorehn.”
He gripped the steering wheel and gazed straight ahead, past the broken barbed wire fence and the sign that read Dead End where our street met the horse path several yards away. “They know about you now, and I don’t yet know what they might want with you.”
I blinked, wanting very badly to ask him a dozen more questions, but he’d been sitting there for a while and his car was loud enough to draw attention from inside the house. The last thing I needed was a barrage of questions from curious family members.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out something attached to a thin leather string. He threw it through the window and somehow I managed to catch it.
“Keep that on your person at all times,” he said.
I examined it. It looked like a wooden bead with some sort of ancient rune burned into it. “What is it?”
He smiled again, “Mistletoe.”
I arched my eyebrow at him. Was he flirting with me? I felt my face flush.
“We Faelorehn use it to ward off evil spirits. The same way some people might wear garlic to frighten off vampires.”
Nodding, I slipped it around my neck and tucked it under my shirt.
“Goodbye for now Meghan. When I get back, I’ll tell you more of what I know and perhaps even teach you how to defend yourself against the faelah.”
I took a step back and he shifted into gear. I watched for a while as his dark car disappeared around the first bend of our road, and listened until I could no longer hear its soothing rumble. Sighing, I walked up our short, sloping driveway and tested the front door. It was unlocked. The house was noisy as usual, with Mom making dinner and the boys attempting to do their homework, but failing miserably.
“There you are!” Mom proclaimed after testing the marinara sauce she had on the stove.
“Yeah, sorry. We had more research to do than I thought,” I lied.
“Uh huh,” she said, giving me a rather knowing look.
Confused, I said, “Bradley gave you my message, right?”
“Oh, yes, he gave me the message, but,” she cast my father a glance. He was engrossed in the local news station, so she looked back at me, smiling. “I’m not surprised your research took longer than expected. From what I saw, I can’t say I blame you.”
For about ten seconds I was completely flabbergasted. What on earth was she talking about? Then I glanced through the window over the sink and realized that she had had a clear and unobstructed view of our driveway. I turned beet red.
“No, but, we really . . .” I stammered.
My mom laughed, then grabbed my elbow and pulled me deeper into the kitchen. “Oh come on! He was cute. What’s his name?”
“Mom,” I grumbled, completely mortified and eternally grateful my brothers couldn’t hear us, “we were studying for an English assignment, really. It’s not what you think.”
Oh, if only she knew how far off the mark she was. But I couldn’t tell her any of what Cade and I had discussed. She wouldn’t believe me and it would only lead to more treatments for my insanity.
“Okay honey, if you insist.” She winked and I grumbled something about more homework on my way downstairs.
I tried to get my homework done, I really did, but I couldn’t stop thinking about everything Cade had told me. How did one come to terms with the fact that they weren’t human? And what if I had been abandoned, unwanted by my real parents? Although my family loved me dearly, and I loved them, there was something painful about the knowledge of being cast aside by those who had created you to begin with.
I shivered. Maybe I had been wanted and had been sent to this world for my own protection. But if so, why had there not been a note of explanation and why hadn’t anyone come to find me and tell me? No, I was sure I had been unwanted, for my birth family would have sought me out by now and I wouldn’t have been discovered by some random Faelorehn guy tripping over me while trying to do his job.
Mom called down to tell me dinner was ready, and doing my best to compose myself, I went up and joined my family, feigning normal once again. I was good at it, after all.
That night as I lay in bed, contemplating the shambles that was currently my life, I wondered when I’d see Cade again. He had dropped a bombshell on me; there was no doubt about it. Immortal? Otherworldly? It was too mind-boggling to consider. I couldn’t even imagine living for all eternity. The very though scared the crud out of me.
As the sounds of the day wound down and the silence of night fell over me, my mind continued to whir in thought. I needed to know more, so much more. I felt like a beginning swimmer, thrown into a stormy sea infested with sharks, barely able to keep my head above water. I pulled the mistletoe bead from beneath the old t-shirt I had put on before bed. The rune that was burned into the surface of the smooth wood was black and harsh, but it felt warm in my hand. Sighing, I tucked it back away, wondering if I would see more faelah the next day.
After hours of tossing and turning, I finally fell into a troubled sleep, terrified of what the future might hold. High school was hard enough, but I couldn’t imagine what it was going to be like now that I knew I was definitely not like everybody else.
 


-Thirteen-
Attacked
 

A week passed before anything bizarre happened, and even then it wasn’t much. Cade had stayed away like he said he would. I hadn’t even seen him posing as Hobo Bob in the mornings or afternoons. Even when I happened to glance up from my homework in the dark of night, hoping to spot an enormous, ghost-like dog just outside my door, I was left seething in my own disappointment.
That was when I would remind myself that my only interest in Cade was purely an educational one: he knew the answers to my lifelong questions, and I simply wanted to know what those answers were. Doesn’t help that he’s built like a pro athlete, a voice in my head whispered. And he seemed pretty interested in you, if you ask me.
Don’t listen Meghan, another voice said, you can’t trust him. How do you know he isn’t making up all this Otherworld nonsense in order to pull the wool over your eyes?
Then the voices started to argue and I threw my math book across the room in frustration. It was a pretty bad sign when the voices inside your head started fighting with one another. I’m not sure what degree of crazy that made me. Regardless of what tricks my conscience was playing on me and whether I believed Cade had an ulterior motive or not, I needed to leave all options open until I had definite proof of what was true and what wasn’t.
School that week was the same as it always was: the slow, grueling gauntlet all teenagers are forced to crawl through in order to pass on to adulthood. I was really quite surprised to learn that Adam and his friends seemed to be taking Cade’s words to heart. I half expected to open my locker Tuesday morning and find some ominous threat, but as the week progressed, the worst I got from him and his cronies was a rude hand gesture or a nasty scowl. Sometimes I imagined they were planning revenge; quietly waiting until all signs proved that the guy with the black sports car was gone for good. Now I had another reason to wish for Cade to come back.
It was on my ride home the following Monday, exactly one week after my talk with Cade, that I noticed the raven again. Robyn was dropping me off at my house and my mind was still too caught up in thoughts of my unusual identity and the young man who had revealed it to me to notice anything out of place.
“Hey Meg, what’re you doing Saturday?” Robyn asked through the passenger side window.
I shrugged. “Sleeping in hopefully.”
“Want to go to the old post office in Halcyon with us? We were thinking about getting some Christmas shopping done.”
I thought about it for a moment. The Halcyon post office was one of our local hidden gems, an old mail building turned gift shop from when the town was first established about a hundred years ago. Although it still functioned as a post office for the small community of Halcyon, it also offered an eclectic collection of incense, chimes, home-crafted jewelry and apparel, independent books and, to Robyn’s delight, plenty of artifacts that appealed to her more unique tastes. And, I thought as Robyn awaited my answer, it will give me a chance to do something other than wonder when Cade is coming back . . .
I shrugged my backpack further up onto my shoulder. “Sure. What time were you thinking about going?”
“We’ll pick you up at ten.”
I grinned and waved Robyn on, watching as her car puttered around the corner. It was then that I spotted the raven out of the corner of my eye, sitting on a high eucalyptus branch. If I hadn’t known any better I would’ve sworn it was whispering to something clinging to the side of the tree. Wait, I did know better. The raven was from the Otherworld, I knew that for certain. That meant it was at least as intelligent as Cade’s dog. A memory surfaced then, something I had read during my research. Something about the Morrigan and ravens . . . Ah, that was it. One of the Morrigan’s symbols was a raven. Could this bird belong to a Celtic goddess? I snorted. Now that was a stupid thought. That would mean that a goddess was interested in me. No, it just had to be another Otherworldly creature, drawn to my Faelorehn presence.
Doing my best to drive away my sudden nervousness, I narrowed my eyes and watched the large bird. The creature it ‘spoke’ to looked somewhat like a squirrel, but its tail was more like a rat’s and its face was, in a word, grotesque. Strange, I didn’t even notice that it was bright red until after I observed those other details.
I blinked and suddenly found two sets of eyes upon me; the raven’s dark red ones and the demented squirrel’s yellow ones. Shivering, I clutched my binder and spun on my heel, walking up my driveway as swiftly as possible.
* * *
I didn’t see any other strange Otherworldly things for the rest of the week and on Saturday morning Robyn pulled up in her small car with Tully.
“Where are Thomas and Will?”
“Band practice,” Robyn answered with a sniff.
I smiled and climbed in the back with Tully.
“What am I, your chauffeur?” Robyn asked as she twisted around to look at us.
I smiled. “Yup.”
“Whatever.”
Tully laughed as Robyn hit the gas. She always drove too fast. We never said anything to her about it because the last time we did she got mad and drove faster. If it hadn’t been for the speeding ticket she’d received five minutes later, I’m sure she would have forgiven us by the end of the day. Instead, she spent a whole week giving me and Tully the cold shoulder. It was a really calm week.
Robyn pulled onto Highway One and quickly bypassed the speed limit as we headed into town. She pushed a CD into her car stereo and soon we were listening to the shrill screech of the latest punk band she was into. Ten minutes later we pulled into the quiet dirt parking lot of the tiny post office. I stretched my back once I was out of the car and eyed the newest stained-glass peace sign hanging from the store’s window. I smiled. It would be nice to have a weekend jaunt with my two best friends that didn’t involve running from faelah or stressing over an identity crisis. Of course, the day was still young.
I looked back towards the store, seeking a distraction from my wayward thoughts. The post office itself was a minute, old Victorian home that had seen its share of wear and tear. It was painted brick red with a large wooden sign bearing its name written in a dated script perched above the door. A set of concrete steps stood in place of a wooden porch and a planter full of exuberant succulents spilled onto the walkway.
We shuffled our way to the front door, an elderly lady giving us a kind grin and mumbling something about ‘darling girls’ as she walked past. When she saw Robyn, however, she stopped and stared. Robyn, in her old army boots, black fishnet tights, tattered mini jean skirt and t-shirt featuring a skull and cross bones, only made a face and flashed a popular rock and roll hand gesture as the poor old woman gave her a wide berth.
“Robyn, do you have to be so crass?” Tully hissed as the tiny bells hanging above the door jingled.
“Oh come on!” Robyn snorted. “If you are going to shop at this store, then you shouldn’t be shocked to see a genuine pagan just outside of it!”
“You’re not a genuine pagan,” I said without thinking.
Both Robyn and Tully stopped and looked at me as if I had sprouted mushrooms all over my face. But I couldn’t blame them. Out of everyone in our small group of friends, the boys included, I was probably the one who was the least interested in Robyn’s ‘religion’. Sure, I went to her celebrations and took part, but everyone knew it was only for Robyn’s sake that I did it. Of course, that was all before I had met Cade, done my research on the Celts or learned that I was one of the Faelorehn . . .
Robyn crossed her arms and gave me her most condescending look. “Come again?”
I took a deep breath, getting a good sampling of the eighteen thousand types of incense the cashier had burning, and shrugged my shoulders. “I was just kidding. Jeesh, don’t be so sensitive.”
Robyn shrugged and headed to where the crystals were located, but Tully stuck by me. To my great relief, no one dug further into my bizarre remark.
We spent a good thirty minutes poking around the dusty little store. I made sure to look at everything, in case I found something my brothers might like. I didn’t think any of them would be interested in Tarot cards, glittering statues of fairies or books on how to find your inner Chi, but I did find a nice pair of amethyst earrings that my mom would love.
At some point in time Tully decided to join Robyn in the crystal section of the store and I wandered back over to the books. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, just wasting time until my friends were ready. As my eyes passed over the spines of the books, they froze on one title in particular: Irish Folktales.
Looking up to make sure Robyn and Tully were still distracted in the opposite corner, I slid the book out and flipped to the table of contents. A list of stories, all having names that looked impossible to pronounce, glared back at me. A few of the names I recognized from what Cade had told me and from what I had seen on my website search. I closed the book and looked at the cover. I almost dropped it as my heart leapt into my throat. A few months ago, I would have thought nothing of it. I would have admired the fine Celtic knot work before returning it to the shelf. But this image seemed too familiar to me. It was a stone carving of what looked like a wild man, and at his side was a wolfhound. Cade and Fergus came immediately to mind and I hurriedly flipped back to the copyright page to see who the image depicted.
Cuchulainn was all it said. Cuchulainn? That name didn’t look familiar. I would have to check those sites again and make a note to visit the library.
I closed the book and looked up to see what my friends were doing. Still distracted by the crystals. Good. As nonchalantly as possible, I slinked over to the cash register where a tall lady with fading strawberry blond hair looked up at me over her glasses.
“Hello there, all ready?”
“Sure,” I said as quietly as I could.
If Tully and Robyn saw me purchasing a book on Irish myth, I wouldn’t be able to brush them off so easily. I would have to explain to them why I would want such a book. I decided early on, when my life started barrel-rolling out of control, that they wouldn’t know about who, no, what, I was unless absolutely necessary.
The woman slipped the book and the amethyst earrings into a bag as I nervously drummed my fingers against the glass counter. When she gave me a questioning look, I smiled and forced my fingers to stop. Instead, I pretended to admire the knickknacks that sat locked away beneath the counter. I paid the lady, then stuffed my bag into my purse and walked over to Tully and Robyn.
“You guys done?”
“Yeah, I think I’ll wait on the crystals,” Robyn said.
Tully lifted up a stained-glass candle holder. “Think I’m going to get this.”
Before either of them could ask my opinion, I said, “Okay, I’ll just wait outside if it’s alright with you two.”
They shrugged and I headed straight for the door. A few minutes later they joined me in front of Robyn’s car.
“So did you find anything for your brothers?” Tully asked.
Drat. “Um, nope. But I found some nice earrings for my mom.”
“Oh really, can I see?”
Double drat. “Hang on.”
I turned away as I rifled through my purse. I slipped my hand into the bag and managed to remove the small box without removing the book with it.
“They’re amethyst,” I offered with a grin, relieved that my new book would remain a secret.
As my friends admired the earrings, I cast a glance at the old walnut trees growing in the vacant field next to the store. I half expected to see the raven again or some other creepy crawly, Otherworldly thing, but luckily the only thing I saw was a calico cat sitting patiently over a gopher hole.
Tully handed me my box and we piled back into Robyn’s car. I opted to sit in the front seat this time.
“I didn’t get any Christmas shopping done in there,” Robyn griped. “How about a trip into town?”
“Sounds good to me,” Tully offered.
Robyn arched a black eyebrow at me. I shrugged. “Hey, I have five brothers and the only thing they want for Christmas is candy, video games and toys. Can’t get any of those things at a local gift shop that caters to the spiritual crowd.”
“Okay, town it is.” Robyn grinned and pulled back out onto the road.
The rest of the day passed by in a whirlwind of store hopping, lunch at a local diner and an afternoon spent lazing in the park in Arroyo Grande’s old village square. The Village was probably one of the most popular hangouts for those who attended both the local public high school and Black Lake High. With its diverse collection of old vintage shops, a cafe, an old-fashioned ice cream parlor and plenty of mom and pop restaurants, it was the place to waste time on a nice winter afternoon.
When we’d had enough of lying around in the sun, Tully, Robyn and I crossed back over the Village’s famous swinging bridge to the side street where we had parked. The cables creaked in protest as we crossed over the small canyon the Arroyo Grande creek had carved out, and when I reached the middle of the bridge I paused to look over the edge. I had always had slight acrophobia, but I felt secure enough to lean against the edge of the bridge and peer over.
“C’mon Meg!” Robyn called out from the other end. “I promised my mom I’d babysit tonight!”
Letting loose a sigh of contentment, I moved to straighten from my bent position. Unfortunately, I never got as far as fully standing up. Three things happened at once. First, I heard Tully and Robyn screaming my name and telling me to watch out. Secondly, I remember hearing them and registering that they were concerned about something. And the final thing I remember before nearly being thrown over the side of the bridge was the presence of some great shadow just behind me.
The shadow slammed into me with a force equivalent to a football player intent on tackling me. Yet, it didn’t feel like it had made contact; it was more like the force of a shockwave spreading over me. It made my ears ring and I had definitely felt it, but it hadn’t been enough to throw me over the bridge. Tully and Robyn were screaming, my shoulder and the left side of my body felt like it had been beaten with a baseball bat, and my fingers hurt from clinging to the chain link railing of the safety fence of the swinging bridge. I felt dizzy, confused and terrified all at once. Only when I heard a low, angry grumble did I think to look up. Blinking away my fear, I just caught a glimpse of a huge black shape as it disappeared into the canopy of the trees lining the creek.
My stomach lurched. No, it couldn’t be . . . But another harsh, angry caw confirmed my suspicions. The raven. Had it just tried to kill me? Why? For what purpose?
The pounding of Robyn and Tully’s feet as they came running up to me sent all my questions scattering away. I would definitely be talking to Cade about this. That is, if I ever saw him again.
“What the hell was that?!” Robyn breathed as she tried to find the raven in the treetops.
“Come on Meg, let’s get off this bridge.” Tully was pulling on my arm, but my weak legs were having trouble moving.
“Was that a crow? A vulture? It was way too big . . .” Robyn was saying as she hurried along behind us.
“I don’t know,” I barely managed as I clutched my shoulder. It hurt where the raven had hit me, but already the pain was fading away.
We made it to the car in record time.
“Whatever it was, it looked like it was trying to knock you over the bridge,” Tully muttered.
I shrugged. I knew that was exactly what it had been trying to do. For weeks the bird had been spying on me and now that I knew Otherworldly beings, faelah, existed, I had no reason to second guess my first instincts. But there was no way I was going to tell my friends.
“Let’s just get home before we’re attacked by any other mutant birds.”
I nodded my agreement and soon we were heading back towards the Mesa, silent in thought the entire way.
That evening I made sure my sliding glass door was locked before I went to bed. As I tried to get myself to fall asleep, I sent up a secret prayer that Cade would come back soon and teach me how to defend myself against the supernatural creatures that for some reason or another, wanted me dead.
 


-Fourteen-
Smitten
 

The winter break came swiftly and as the weather grew cold and wet, I found myself spending much of my time indoors with my brothers, most often playing their video games or some of the board games we had stored away. Ever since that day in the Village, I had been reluctant to spend any time outside. Cade still hadn’t indicated he was back from his business in the Otherworld, and until I had someone who could show me how to avoid being annihilated by some demented, supernatural demon, I was going to stay out of their way.
When I wasn’t distracted with my brothers, I was down in my room, reading through the book I had found at the store in Halcyon. It turned out that Cuchulainn was some sort of godlike hero from ancient Ireland who was famous for outsmarting and outplaying his opponents during any challenge. He made me think of some sort of Celtic version of Hercules or Achilles. Although the book provided me with an interesting read, it wasn’t the best source for the information I sought. Even my few visits to the local library proved fruitless. It was time I got back to my internet searches.
I spent my mornings and sometimes my evenings reading everything I could find on the Celts, and especially the Otherworld. One site informed me that the people of Ireland considered caves, hills and lakes to be portals to the Otherworld. That got me thinking about the dolmarehn Cade had told me about. I scrolled through another few sites, all of them telling me the same things over and over again. I already knew the Celts were a tribal culture, that the druids acted as their priests and performed the pagan rituals; that they believed the barrier between our world and the Otherworld was more permeable on Samhain. I had already read all of this before. What I wanted to know was what was it like in the Otherworld? What sort of abilities did the Faelorehn possess? And most importantly, why did it seem like the faelah were after me and what could I do to defend myself?
Cursing silently, I closed the page I was on and crossed my arms in a huff. Research was leading me around in circles. I wasn’t going to learn anything new or relevant. What I needed was a nice long conversation with Cade. Where was he? What was taking him so long to get back to me? My frustration was growing worse by the day, and soon I was going to go crazy locked up inside the house, afraid to leave in case the faelah were waiting just outside the door.
The next morning, I woke up early and padded over to my sliding glass door. This had become a habit of mine, and every morning I hoped to see some sign of Cade’s return. The oak tree was just visible over the edge of our yard and as I traced the outline of its trunk in the gray light of pre-dawn, a shape stepped out from behind it. I nearly jumped through the glass in my surprise. Fergus!
I threw on a sweatshirt, unlocked my door and slid it open without a second thought of ravens or faelah waiting for me in the shadows. I slipped on some sandals and hurried down the slope that led to the tree.
Fergus released a small bark and pressed his front paws against the trunk of the oak tree. I felt like hugging him, but my eagerness at finding a note from Cade outweighed my joy at seeing his dog. His spirit guide.
I hurried over and pulled the parchment out of the knothole. With nervous fingers, I unrolled it.
Meghan,
Now that you’ve had adequate time to allow the truth of who and what you are to sink in, I feel you are ready to meet with me again. Please join me in the clearing tomorrow morning if you are able.
Sincerely,
C.M.
I read it again, twice, and then clutched the note to my chest. Fergus released a small whine and I looked down at him, blushing like an idiot. He eyed me curiously, that strange intelligence of his sparkling in those brown eyes. Could he somehow relate my behavior back to Cade? I hoped not. I folded the note and stuck it in my back pocket, whistling all the way back to my house.
* * *
There was a light rain the next morning, but I wasn’t going to let the gloomy weather keep me from my plans. Finally I was going to see Cade and finally I should get some more answers. After grabbing a quick breakfast and fending off my attention-seeking brothers, I told my parents I was going for a walk and headed out the door.
“Where are you going in this weather?” my dad asked.
I froze. “Um, just down into the swamp.”
Mom furrowed her brow and looked up at me over her magazine. “The swamp? Since when have you enjoyed going down there?”
I cringed. I never showed any true interest in it before, so her question was a legitimate one. “Since I spotted some neat trails on my way home from school once,” I responded, cringing at my fabricated reasoning.
Both my parents looked at me as if I had gone crazy. Well, crazier.
“Hiking trails?” they both said together.
“Yeah,” I waved my hand around, the sleeve of my lime-green rain jacket flapping against my wrist, “it’s really nice down there. You should check it out sometime.”
My parents looked slightly baffled, but they both shrugged it off and got back to reading their magazines.
“Okay, well have fun honey and be careful,” Mom finally said.
Hardly believing I made it out of that one with my intelligence intact, I scurried through the front door and walked down to the road. I squeezed past the Dead End sign and began my descent into the swamp. I made sure I could feel the can of pepper spray in my pocket and kept my senses alert. Halfway to my destination it started raining again. Most of the moisture was caught and stopped by the eucalyptus trees above, but by the time I had the clearing in my sights, rain drops speckled my raincoat like chicken pox.
Cade was waiting for me, Fergus standing loyally beside him. My heart skipped a beat and I had to squash my sudden nervousness. What was wrong with me?
Cade had on the black trench coat I remembered from before, hood flipped up. He had what looked like two walking sticks in one hand and a couple of long pouches in the other. As I moved closer, I noticed that the pouches had feathery branches sticking out of them. No, not branches: arrows. I eyed the staves he was holding. A long string looped around the top of each of them and trailed loosely to the ground. Oh. Bows. I thought bows were supposed to be curved . . .
I’m sure the look I gave him held puzzlement, because he smiled. He had smiled at me before, that time at the beach when he told me what I was and a few times before that, but I had never noticed the small dimple before. Suddenly, my legs felt slightly weak and I forgot all about my irritation at his long absence or all those questions I was going to ask.
I cleared my throat and pointed at the bows, taking my eyes away from his. “Um, shouldn’t those be curved?”
Cade laughed lightly and it didn’t do anything to help my posture. Cursed, weak legs . . .
“They will be,” was all he said.
He set the quivers and the smaller bow aside and abruptly placed the stringed end of the bow against one foot, passing it behind his other leg. Then, using his right leg for support, he bent the bow and slipped the other loop into place. When he stepped out of the bow, it looked the way it should.
“The wood is what gives it its flex.”
He demonstrated by pulling the string back but not releasing it. “The strongest yew wood available.”
It was rather impressive, I had to admit.
“So,” I said, clearing my throat, “you called me down here to play Robin Hood? Because I actually had a few questions for you, well, more than a few, but what I need to know most is why am I being stalked by a raven that wants to kill me?”
The light in Cade’s eyes faded and his jaw tightened. He nodded infinitesimally and sighed. “I know about the raven and what happened on the bridge,” he said, “that’s why I’ve brought the bows. We’re starting your training right away.”
Training? But I was more curious about how he knew about the raven, so I asked him.
Cade merely shot a quick glance at Fergus. Ah, so maybe he could communicate telepathically with his dog. But how had Fergus known? Had he been following me too? I decided that at this point, it was probably best just to believe anything was possible.
Cade leaned his own bow up against a tree and reached for the smaller one, apparently done with the Q and A portion of our conversation. “It is much more convenient to fight any faelah creatures when you can pick them off from a distance.”
He handed the bow out to me, smiling again as he did so. He really needed to stop doing that. I figured I was going to have a hard enough time stringing the bow. It wouldn’t help if my legs were perpetually turning into jelly.
Cade showed me how to string and unstring the bow and although it was a struggle, I managed on my own after awhile. He had to step in close to me for the first several times and although his closeness made my heart beat in my throat, I won’t say I didn’t enjoy it.
After our bows were strung, Cade pulled out two pairs of special gloves he told me should always be worn when practicing archery. Mine were much smaller than his, but they fit me perfectly.
“Now, the arrows that we’ll be using are practice ones. I’ll bring you some rowan wood arrows next time.”
“Rowan wood?”
Cade nodded as he nocked one of his arrows. “Rowan helps ward against evil.”
I nodded. I guess I hadn’t done enough research after all.
Silence followed Cade’s explanation as he focused and drew his bowstring far enough back that the feathers of the arrow brushed his cheek. He must have come early because about a hundred yards away I noticed an old piece of cloth pinned against a grassy berm, its center painted with a red and white target.
I waited patiently as Cade breathed deeply, focusing on his task. Fergus panted beside us and the light rain had become an annoying drizzle. Finally, Cade released the arrow and the bowstring splattered moisture on both of us. The arrow flew straight, whooshing through the air and lodging deeply into the center of the target.
I felt my jaw drop. That was impressive. I looked at Cade, my eyes wide, but he merely gazed at the distant target, his face looking slightly grim as he nodded once and reached for another arrow.
“You will not always have that much time to focus on your target, so it is important that you learn to shoot quickly.”
I gaped at him. That was it? No smile or grunt of approval? If he had been any of the jocks at my high school he would be crowing as loudly as he could, trying to draw the attention of every female within a mile radius to come see his impressive feat of masculinity. But Cade wasn’t like those guys at school. No, he wasn’t like them at all . . .
“Meghan?”
I snapped out of my daydream. “Huh?”
“Are you ready to try?”
“Uh, yeah.” I bit my lip and gripped my bow. Time to focus Meghan. You don’t want to end up shooting your new friend or yourself in the foot.
Cade handed me an arrow, then shocked me by stepping behind me and putting his left hand on my forearm and his other hand over the one I was using to grip the bowstring. I swallowed and forced myself to breathe through my nose. He could easily rest his chin on the top of my head if he wished, and I almost thought he was going to.
“Now,” he murmured, just loud enough for me to hear him.
He was so close I could feel the vibration of his voice in his chest; the heat coming off his body. I gulped down my nervousness.
“Nock the arrow first and use your left hand, the one gripping the bow, as a rest for the arrow. Your glove will protect your hand. Hook your first three fingers over the string, keeping the nock of the arrow between your index and middle finger.”
Carefully, he used his own hands to guide mine. His touch was gentle, but reassuring, and it took every fiber of muscle in my legs to keep my knees from buckling.
He tightened his right hand over mine.
“Now, draw the string back as far as you can. For now, don’t draw it all the way to your cheek.”
Cade pulled the string back with me, only bringing it to a point just in front of my nose. As I waited for his next instruction, I took advantage of his close proximity. Although he didn’t quite touch me, I could feel his presence mere inches away from my back. The pleasant earthy scent that always accompanied him filled my senses and the rhythm of his calm breathing almost kept pace with my heartbeat. Unfortunately, my heart was trying to run a marathon right then.
“Keep your arms steady and keep a hold of the arrow.”
Slowly, he released my arm and hand, backing away to leave me standing on my own. A pang of disappointment and longing followed after him, but I stubbornly reminded myself that he was trying to teach me archery in order to defend myself against the creepy crawlies of the Otherworld. An image of the little gnomes that had chased after me a handful of months ago and the memory of my near-death experience on the swinging bridge forced my focus back onto the task at hand.
“When I say so, release the bowstring.”
Cade gave me the signal and I let loose the string. It slapped against the leather of my other glove and the arrow went sailing, though not nearly as far as his own.
I slumped my shoulders in disappointment. How pathetic I must look to him.
“Good!” Cade called from behind me.
I turned around and looked at him, my eyebrows raised. “Really?”
He smiled again, curse him. “Your arrow flew forward, didn’t it?”
For a while I felt that tingle of self-consciousness again, but when I gave him a closer look, I realized he was teasing me.
I gasped in mock outrage and crossed my arms. He only laughed.
“We’ll just stick to archery today. Later, we’ll get into hand to hand combat. But if you can take your enemy out with an arrow, that would be best. Some of the creatures of the Otherworld have poisonous skin and horns that could really hurt you if they get a hold of you.”
I shivered at the thought of those little gnomes or that red demon-squirrel clinging to my legs or wrapping their arms around me. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t be as gentle or smell as good as Cade.
We spent the remains of the morning plunking arrows into the target. Cade played the role of the perfect instructor, never being too hard on me and never trying to sugar-coat my ego. We kept our conversation strictly business: only questions about archery and defense against Otherworldly creatures. I wanted so badly to ask him normal every day questions, like who his parents were, if he ever went to school in the Otherworld, what kind of music he liked. If he had a girlfriend . . .
I bit my lip and got back to aiming an arrow. I told myself that this was not the time to ask such questions, but if I was being honest, it was only because I was afraid to ask him. He might think I was nosy or give me answers I didn’t want to hear.
Cade walked me home after our practice, well, he walked me to the oak tree we used as our own personal mail box, but in my mind it was as good as walking me home. He stopped and leaned against the tree and I turned to face him. He looked pensive, as if his mind was a world away. I laughed inwardly. It probably was a world away, or an Otherworld away.
I cleared my throat and decided to break the awkward silence. “I appreciate all you are doing for me, really I do. But I still have a lot of questions, you know.”
He nodded, but didn’t move from where he stood. The bows, both unstrung, he had leaned against the tree and the quivers with them.
“I can’t answer all of your questions Meghan, but I will answer those that I’m permitted to.”
I thought that was weird. “What do you mean those that you are permitted to?”
He winced, so insignificantly that I almost didn’t see it, and then let out a worrisome sigh. He met my eyes, his own dark green and shifting towards brown. “It’s complicated,” he said.
Oh, like I hadn’t heard that excuse before. I crossed my arms and arched my brow. His grin didn’t help in my determination to look domineering.
He pushed away from the tree and stepped forward, stopping a foot away from me and forcing me to crane my neck back to see his face. I couldn’t imagine anyone not permitting him to do anything.
“Okay, fine, what about the raven then. It tried to push me over the edge of a bridge. I know it is Otherworldly because it has been following me.”
Cade blanched and took a step back. I took that as a bad sign.
“You are correct in surmising the raven is Otherworldly. It is an enemy and you need to avoid it at all costs.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “Why? Why is it trying to kill me?”
Cade shrugged and actually looked guilty. “I don’t know yet. All that I know is that it plans on trying again.”
Before I could demand that he tell me how he knew all this, I heard Bradley’s voice call out from our backyard somewhere.
“Meghan! Is that you down there?”
Cursing, I turned to see if my annoying brothers had been spying. Apparently Bradley had only heard my voice. I turned to address Cade one last time, but he was already ducking behind the oak tree. He had grabbed his bow and quiver, but not mine. I arched a brow at him.
“Keep them Meghan. In case you need them.”
And then he and Fergus slipped into the woods the way a garter snake disappears into a field of tall grass.
I gazed at the bow and quiver. Where on earth was I going to store these where my parents and brothers wouldn’t find them? I decided to hide them behind the tree for now. I would clean out a spot in the back of my closet where no one, me included, ever went. If I were to take them up right now, my brothers would see them for sure and the questions would never cease.
Sighing, I trudged up the hill and called out ahead of me so Bradley would hear, “Yeah, just got back.”
I still had plenty of questions that hadn’t been answered, and I was slightly annoyed that I had let Cade charm me out of my common sense, but what was done was done. I would just have to be careful not to let myself get so beguiled next time. Just don’t look into his eyes Meghan; don’t look at his mouth when he smiles. Focus on something else.
But I knew now more than ever that there wasn’t a single place on Cade MacRoich that wouldn’t leave me gaping like a groupie at my first concert. Perhaps it was that Otherworld glamour he had mentioned that made him so irresistible. Or maybe I was just a complete and utter fool.
 





-Fifteen-
Confession
 

The New Year passed and along with it the remains of the winter season. I didn’t see Cade for weeks after our break, but I had the memory of spending time with him in the swamp to keep me warm during those cold days. I had hidden the bow and arrows in the back of my closet, just as I had planned, then got back to my routine of checking the oak tree on a daily basis. Okay, maybe more like an hourly basis. Three days after our practice, I found two old, leather-bound books at the base of the tree with a note attached to them.
Meghan,
Here are some Celtic legends that get as close to the truth as possible. The rest you will have to learn over time and perhaps one day when you are ready to come to the Otherworld, you will finally know everything.
C.M.
Of course, the gift made me giddy and I immediately dove into the books. The first one was a saga about a great battle between the native beings of Ireland, the Fomorians, and another group that arrived later, the Tuatha De Danann. The writing was archaic and dry, but I forced myself to finish it, making note of the characters and their roles.
The second book Cade had left me was a little more interesting (about a war started over a cow of all things). I think this one stuck with me more because it featured Cuchulainn, the hero on the cover of the Irish Myths book I had picked up on the shopping spree with Tully and Robyn. In that story, Cuchulainn was called upon to fight an entire army. During a few of his exploits he even came face to face with the Morrigan.
It was late when I finally got tired of flipping through the books. They hadn’t answered all of my questions, well, at least not the ones I wanted answers to, but they had given me a better taste of what I might be dealing with. I was starting to seriously reconsider the idea that the raven stalking me might be a minion of the Morrigan’s. I had dismissed it at first because I didn’t think I was important enough for a goddess to bother with. But now that I thought about it, maybe I was. After all, I didn’t even know who I was, at least not in Otherworldly terms. Cade had only told me I was Faelorehn, a being from the Otherworld and he himself admitted that he didn’t know everything about me.
I sighed and flipped my pillow over, seeking the cool side. It was hard to sleep when I was trying to solve a great mystery and I didn’t even have all the clues. I would simply just have to wait for Cade to return and demand answers this time. No more letting him distract me with his good looks and archery skills. It was time he started explaining a few things, and I didn’t care how ‘complicated’ it was. There were some things I just needed to know (like why I was a target to begin with) before some demented Otherworldly faelah got the better of me.
* * *
I was left to my own devices for the next couple of weeks, and luckily I had school to distract me once again. Also, to my great relief, I didn’t see a single faelah creature that entire time. Of course, it meant I didn’t see Cade either. I grew restless and I was beginning to brush my friends aside whenever they’d invite me over.
Halfway through that second week, it dawned upon me that maybe I was growing obsessed with a guy that was darting in and out of my life like some self-propelled yo-yo. It wasn’t healthy. Gritting my teeth and taking on a newly found determination, I told myself to forget about Cade MacRoich and to start living my life again. Who knew when he’d decide to visit this world again? Maybe I was Faelorehn, but I had been around humans long enough to know I enjoyed hanging out with my friends.
When Tully asked me if I wanted to come over that weekend for a movie with Robyn and the guys, I smiled and agreed without a second thought. The movie helped distract me, but it didn’t erase everything I’d learned in the past few months. And if I was being completely honest with myself, I didn’t want to forget everything, especially not Cade.
I sighed and eyed my clock, secretly wishing that my reflective thoughts would go away. It was almost midnight on a Sunday and I had school in the morning. But I couldn’t sleep. I had tried doing some more Otherworld research earlier, but the websites just kept repeating the same old information over and over again. I read a few of the folk legends from my Irish Myths book, but when I started reading a story about Cuchulainn, I threw the book down on my desk and climbed into bed. The Irish hero reminded me too much of Cade.
I sighed heavily and felt the tears forming in my eyes. Who was I kidding? I missed Cade. I missed him terribly, and it was high time I stop lying to myself. Yes, I knew hardly anything about him and yes he was never around. But during those few hours we’d spent together, he hadn’t belittled or avoided me. He hadn’t glanced away in disgust. I know it seems silly, but I just knew that Cade MacRoich understood me; had seen me for who I was, and I was finally willing to admit that I had fallen for him. Hard.
* * *
One day after school, an entire month and a half since I’d last seen Cade, I decided to decline Thomas’s offer for a ride home and I took the back way through the swamp. I wasn’t worried about getting ambushed by Adam Peders or Michaela West; they hadn’t bothered me since Cade had threatened Adam. A twinge of regret coursed through me, but I shook it off. He may never come back again Meg. Time to get over this infatuation. Of course, walking through the very woods where I had first met him wasn’t the brightest idea. Oh well.
I should’ve been worried about running into faelah in the woods, but the truth of the matter was, I didn’t care. I was tired of being afraid; tired of waiting for someone to give me answers. Huffing a deep breath, I hiked my backpack further up onto my shoulders and began the gentle climb up the equestrian trail. I kept my head down, allowing a stray curl to obscure my vision. It wasn’t until I reached the old oak tree that I noticed the wolfhound. In fact, he had to yip at me before I passed him up. That only startled me into a small scream.
“Fergus!” I hissed, willing my heartbeat to slow.
The great white hound whined and gestured towards the tree. I had told myself I didn’t care if Cade ever showed himself again. That was a lie. I could tell by the way my stomach fluttered and my knees grew wobbly. And all this at the prospect of getting a note from him.
I dropped my backpack and reached up into the tree, my fingers fumbling around for the knothole. My fingertips brushed parchment and I grabbed it, yanking a note free of its hiding place.
Quickly, I dropped back to the ground and broke the seal, not caring if I ruined it this time. My eyes darted across the page, and my heart felt like it was melting.
Meghan,
I beg your forgiveness for staying away so long, but things have been unstable here in the Otherworld. I will be arriving in your world soon. I wish to discuss something of an important matter with you. I hope you have been well, and I hope to see you again soon.
C.M.
I read the date and time he indicated on the note. Friday afternoon. Tomorrow. My heart leapt into my throat. I blinked up at Fergus, but he merely panted, his rusty colored ears perked backwards. How on earth was I going to get any sleep tonight?
* * *
Just as I’d predicted, I was tired the next morning from a night spent tossing and turning and daydreaming about Cade. I continued to struggle through my classes the next day, trying to stay focused, but all I could think about was a pair of changeable, green Faelorehn eyes and the confident smile that went with them. Finally, the bell announcing the end of class rang and I made a bee line for the field behind school.
Although Cade wasn’t due for another hour or so, I went straight to the clearing in the swamp. Thomas had invited us over to hang out with him during his sister’s Quinceañera and normally I would have gone, but I told him I already had plans. Everyone had eyed me suspiciously as if they thought I was lying. For once, I wasn’t.
As I waited, I pulled at the bark from the old fallen eucalyptus I leaned against. My nerves were frazzled and my skin felt clammy. Knock it off Meg! I told myself. He’s just a guy! If only.
Finally, the crack of brush sounded behind me and I whipped around. Trotting down the path that led deeper into the swamp was Fergus, followed by Cade. My heart stopped working for a few moments as I watched his tall, confident frame come into view. But something was wrong. He looked hunched over and as he moved closer, he seemed to stagger as he walked. Concern soon replaced my feeling of anticipation.
He chose to walk around the log instead of jumping over it, and came to stand several feet in front of me.
“Meghan,” he breathed, his face breaking into a wide smile.
On any normal day, I would have melted into a puddle at his feet, for he sounded as if the sight of me standing there was the greatest thing in the world to him. But his appearance took the joy right out of the moment. He looked absolutely haggard; how I would have expected him to look had he truly been a homeless man and not simply pretending to be one. His hair, usually tousled but well cared for, looked greasy and unkempt. His eyes seemed empty and their color was so close to black I couldn’t tell his pupils from his irises. Deep shadows painted the space beneath his eyes and his skin looked as pallid as death.
“Cade,” I said, my voice pitched low, “what has happened to you?”
He winced, and even that small action looked painful. Fergus whined softly next to him.
Cade ran his fingers through his hair, that familiar action I had come to recognize as a sign of distress. I stood there, leaning against the fallen tree, not knowing what to do. I crossed my arms and watched him, waiting for some signal to either hug him or stay put. Hugging him would be ideal, but I wasn’t brave enough to offer up that form of comfort. He glanced at the ground, took a breath as if to speak, then ran his hands through his hair again.
“What’s wrong?” I asked again, trying to keep the quiver from my voice.
Something was clearly agitating him and I had a feeling that it had something to do with me. Hadn’t his note said so? And if Cade, the Otherworldly bounty hunter/assassin extraordinaire was nervous, then I was nervous cubed, maybe even to the fourth or fifth power.
Finally he stopped running his hands through his hair and instead placed them on his hips, slouching a little. He wasn’t facing me, but he turned his head to the side and finally gave me his full attention. I nearly fell over. His eyes were so haunted, and he looked even more run down than I had thought on first examination. What in the world, or more appropriately, what in the Otherworld had done this to him?
I pushed away from the log and slowly reached out my hand. Just as quickly I snatched it back to my side. What was I thinking? A fleeting image of me walking up to him and placing my hand gently on his face to comfort him flashed in my mind, followed by a similar image of him taking me in his arms to help soothe his troubled thoughts. Ridiculous. I might have a major crush on him, but that didn’t mean he returned those feelings.
He sighed and looked away again, his impressive height and bulk seeming to diminish.
“I discovered some troubling information, that’s all.”
That’s all? Troubling information? What did that mean and how could he refer to it so nonchalantly if he was behaving this way because of it?
“What kind of information?”
He nodded. “About you.”
That shook me. I knew he had wanted to discuss something of importance with me, but I had no idea it would be construed as troubling. I gaped at him, suddenly feeling light-headed.
“Wh-what do you mean? Troubling? How is it troubling? Is someone else after me? Are there more faelah looking for me?” I babbled.
Cade stepped closer, reaching out a hand, and for a split-second I thought he might actually act on that fantasy I’d envisioned earlier. But he stopped short and pulled his hand into a fist, letting it drop to his side. He bowed his head and took a deep breath.
“What I learned is that you may be the daughter of a Tuatha De Danann and a Fomorian.”
I blinked. Huh? Why was that troubling exactly? I recalled the story of the great battle between the Tuatha De and the Fomorians and how most of the Celtic pantheon was associated with the Tuatha De. I knew, according to my internet searches and from the books Cade had given me, that there were a few Faelorehn descended from both lines and that they were often responsible for mischief, but really, I had no designs on upturning the Otherworld. Me? Wreaking havoc in a world of magical monsters and powerful gods? I almost nearly choked on a laugh. I couldn’t even stand up to the school bullies and their only weapons were harsh words.
“I never discussed the Tuatha De Danann or the Fomorians with you,” Cade said, almost apologetically.
I held up a hand. “The Fomorians are the magical natives of Ireland and the more demon-like of the two and the Tuatha De arrived during one of the invasions of Ireland. Most of the Celtic gods and goddesses are associated with the Tuatha De.”
Cade actually smiled. “You have been doing your research, haven’t you?”
That warmed me, despite the lingering chill of Cade’s news.
“I don’t understand,” I finally said. “Why is that troubling? Isn’t everyone in the Otherworld, well besides the faelah of course, either Fomorian or Tuatha De? And aren’t some of them both?”
I was very confused, and terrified. Not necessarily because of this news, but because of the way Cade looked at me then, as if I were one of the grotesque little gnomes that had chased after me several months ago.
“It’s troubling because when a Faelorehn child is born to one Tuatha De parent and one Fomorian parent, often times they come with at least one major character flaw that will surely lead into ruin.”
Basically, he was telling me I was a ticking time bomb. My shoulders drooped and I fought the urge to cry. A cadre of thoughts buzzed through my head: he said you may be a descendent of a Fomorian and a Tuatha De Meg, you may be, nothing definite . . . and it’s the twenty-first century for goodness’ sake! People don’t behave like barbarians anymore! Who knows, maybe your character flaw is the inability to act like a normal, socially obsessed, mall visiting, cell phone texting teen. Chin up!
But of course, my mind decided to dwell on the one, single worst thought it could conjure: of course you have a flaw, duh! This is why you were abandoned to begin with!
I shook my head and cleared my throat. No need to panic. Yet. I looked up at Cade, hoping those weren’t tears I felt swimming in my eyes.
“What do you mean by character flaw?” Annoying conscience or not, I wanted to know all the details.
Cade shifted his weight and crossed his arms. The late afternoon light only made his gaunt features more pronounced. I frowned in sympathy. What would he do if I tried to comfort him? Probably break my neck in one swift movement. I was flawed, remember? Just because he helped me before didn’t mean he wanted to now. Not after learning I was half god, half demon.
“Do you remember the story of Bres?”
I narrowed my eyes and tilted my head, trying to recall. After a few seconds I nodded. “Led the Fomorians against the Tuatha De in the great battle of Maige Tuired.” I had read it in one of the books he had given me.
Cade nodded. “His mother was Fomorian; his father Tuatha De. He made the mistake of claiming sovereignty through his mother’s line, unbalanced the Celtic social structure, and therefore brought about war and mayhem. That is how the story goes, at least from the Celts’ perspective. In truth, Bres’s mixed blood gave him more power than most Faelorehn and he used it to drive a wedge between the two races of Eile. His flaw was arrogance, something that was only fed by his power.”
I licked my lips. I could see how being arrogant and powerful could ruin a king and his kingdom. Had it not happened in earth’s own history? But what sort of flaw could I possibly have that would lead to war? I almost snorted. Well, I knew for sure it wasn’t arrogance.
“So, you’re saying I’m going to somehow wreak havoc in the Otherworld because of a flaw I have?” How could I do that when I wasn’t even in the Otherworld?
Cade didn’t speak.
I sighed. My initial fear had ebbed but I was still a bit jumpy. I told myself that just because I was half Fomorian and half Tuatha De didn’t mean I had to follow in Bres’s footsteps. Perhaps we could prevent any major catastrophes if I knew what to expect.
“Well, what is my character flaw then?” I asked, crossing my arms in an attempt to stop the nervous fluttering in my stomach.
Cade looked up. At least his eyes were looking less black and more jade now. “I don’t know. You may already be displaying it, or it may be lying dormant, waiting for you to awaken it in the Otherworld.”
Cade drew another long breath, letting it out slowly. “I know I said you weren’t ready to visit the Otherworld, but I think you should know how to get there, just in case.”
Wait, he was telling me my character flaw might come suddenly to life if I crossed over to the Otherworld and now he wanted to show me how to get there?
I must have had a look of bafflement on my face, because he snorted and said, “I know it seems even more dangerous now, knowing that you could very well have the potential to cause chaos in Eile. But the future seems uncertain from where I stand and I’m willing to take the risk.”
What was he saying?
“If something happens here and I’m not around to help you, I want you to have another option.”
Cade looked troubled; sad even. I felt another spark of fear course through me. Before I could say anything, he gestured for me to follow him back down the trail from where he had come. I went wordlessly, with Fergus trailing behind us.
Cade spoke as we walked, the quiet woods standing witness to our progress.
“I would rather take you to the Otherworld myself, but current circumstances forbid me from doing so. You would be helpless until you grew into your power, but that takes time. Yet I fear that if you remain here, should certain events come to pass, you would be more exposed to danger than if you were in the Otherworld. Until we know how your mixed blood is going to affect Eile, it is best to keep you safe and hidden. Some people would rather see you dead than risk learning whether or not you are a threat.”
Cade stopped and turned to look at me. He placed his hands on my shoulders and caught my gaze. I shivered.
“I have told others about you, other Faelorehn whom I trust. They know to help you if you arrive in the Otherworld alone.”
“But,” I whispered harshly, my jumbled thoughts barely breaking through my shell-shocked mind, “why are you even helping me if I’m such a danger to the Otherworld?”
Cade sighed, one thumb lifting off my shoulder to gently graze my neck. It was through sheer willpower alone that I didn’t fall against him. He looked off to the side, then squared his jaw and glanced back at me, his eyes flashing between green and black. “Not every Tuatha De-Fomorian Faelorehn brings harm upon Eile. It is when they are found by the wrong people and exploited that causes problems. If your power or flaw is strong Meghan, then you would make a very useful weapon to the wrong people. I’m hoping that we can avoid those people, but I might be too late.”
His thumb stopped its caress but it stayed pressed against my neck. My mind and senses were on overdrive, but eventually coherent thoughts started bubbling to the surface. Why was Cade telling me this? What did he mean, if I arrived alone in the Otherworld and he might be too late? Why wouldn’t he be the one to take me? Then it dawned upon me. His exhaustion, his haunted eyes, this little speech, the way he had brushed his thumb over my skin as if trying to comfort me . . . He was expecting someone to do harm to me, and not just a raven trying to knock me off a bridge or a pack of gnomes trying to scratch at my legs. He was expecting someone to bring down a war upon me or to take me and turn me into a monster, and he was planning to defend me. Defend me but not survive.
I must have cried out and lost my balance, because Cade’s arm was now under my elbow, supporting my weight.
No. I wanted to scream. No! I didn’t want some demented army of faelah to kill me, and I didn’t want Cade to die either. I started to cry for real this time.
“No Meghan, you must know how to get to the Otherworld.”
He grabbed my arm, a little more roughly than usual, and practically dragged me along. We came to the end of the path and turned right, down a great gully carved from years of rain. The sand was smooth beneath my feet and our path was blocked by eucalyptus trees that had fallen victim to the eroded hillside.
Finally we came to the end of the culvert and Cade stopped. My arm would be bruised, but I didn’t care. I was too upset; upset at too many things. I had just learned my true identity a handful of months ago and now I would be fighting for my life without the proper tools I needed. It was so unbearably unfair.
“Meghan,” Cade said gently, gesturing towards a place in the canyon wall where several fallen trees had accumulated.
A dark hole in the side of the earth sat behind it, half hidden by strips of hanging bark and branches. A chill covered my body when I saw the cave and I quailed away from it.
“Although it is covered by the hillside,” Cade was saying quietly as he stared at the black maw, “there is a dolmarehn there. If you enter this cave, it will take you to the Otherworld. But Meghan,” he turned me towards him and grabbed my arms once more, gently this time. His voice was harsh when he spoke again, “you must promise me you will not enter the Otherworld unless you feel you have no other choice.”
I nodded numbly.
“Promise me!” he hissed as he shook me.
“I, I promise,” I whispered as a tear streaked down my cheek.
Just then, a stale, cold breeze poured from the cave, followed by the sound of distant murmuring. I thought my bones had frozen.
Cade stiffened. “I must go,” he said with no emotion.
Before he stepped past the fallen trees and into the cavern, he reached back and touched my cheek, wiping away my stray tears. He smiled, even though his green eyes held sadness, then disappeared into the dark. Fergus, who had remained strangely quiet this entire time, whined and followed after him.
I was left standing in complete disbelief, staring blankly into a hole in the ground that I was sure was haunted. My mind was far too overwhelmed to think clearly, but a few things surfaced in my mind before I forced myself to walk home. I was in danger, more so than I thought. If I really was some Fomorian, Tuatha De hybrid, and if I really could be a potential threat, then it wasn’t too far-fetched to believe those of the Otherworld would want me eliminated. Or worse, would want to use me in order to destroy their enemies. If that raven that had been following me really was a pet of the Morrigan, then she could very well be the one after me. Yes, I was in trouble, but so was Cade. Although he never actually said the words, he had indicated that he would fight to defend me and he didn’t expect to survive such a battle.
A sob left my chest, and I clutched my arms around my waist. I had to get away from this portal, this cave to the Otherworld, before I was tempted enough to run after him.
I arrived home to find the house empty. Good. I couldn’t face my family now, not after everything I had just learned. I got undressed, took a long, hot shower, and then got into bed. I was immensely glad that tomorrow was Saturday because there was no way I could face my friends in the morning. I would need the weekend to recover and decide what I was going to do next. No, I would not sit back and just let some Otherworldly thing kill or kidnap me, but according to Cade, the odds definitely were not in my favor.
 


-Sixteen-
Depressed
 

Naturally, I was depressed all that week. Tully and Robyn asked me constantly what was wrong, but I merely shrugged and mumbled some lame excuse. They told me that I’d been acting strange for weeks and insisted I tell them what was bothering me.
“Is it some guy?” Robyn asked as she sucked the last of her soda through a neon bendy straw.
I drew in a breath then shook my head. Well, yes and no, I thought to myself. I couldn’t tell them everything I knew even if I wanted to. I wasn’t the only one involved at that point and even if I was, they would finally see me as everyone else did: a freak.
Okay guys, do you really want to hear the truth? I’m not human after all. Nope, I’m Faelorehn, from the Otherworld. Immortal. Remember that huge raven that tried to kill me? Yeah, it was from the Otherworld too, and apparently I’m some freakish, demon-god half-breed that may or may not inadvertently destroy the structure of the Otherworld, so you might want to keep your distance in case any other rogue faelah are after me. Oh, and you were right about the guy. He’s the one who told me all of this, but it doesn’t matter, because he is perfect and has the most amazing eyes and he might die any day now trying to keep all these Otherworldly creepy crawlers away from me.
I didn’t say it out loud of course. No, I didn’t have the guts to, and Tully and Robyn wouldn’t believe me anyway. But thinking about Cade made me suddenly miserable and embarrassed at the same time. He must think I’m a huge threat and a complete waste of time. My cheeks started to warm as I recalled how foolish I had acted around him.
Robyn smacked me in the back and laughed, “I knew it!”
“Robyn!” Tully growled, “Can’t you see she’s depressed?”
I blinked up at them, confused. My internal tirade had sapped my attention for the last minute or two. Then I remembered what Robyn had asked me before and my blush deepened. They wanted to know about Cade.
“Oh, sorry,” Robyn said. She crumpled her can and chucked it into the nearest recycling bin. “Wanna talk about it?”
I gave her a glare and shook my head. That was Robyn’s way of saying, ‘Please give me the details!’
“Oh, come on, it will make you feel better,” she insisted, patting me this time instead of smacking me.
“No, really, it isn’t what you think,” I blurted. Liar. It was exactly what she thought. Sort of. I was miserable because I liked a boy and he didn’t like me back. Ugh, that was a lie too. If only it were that simple.
“Is it someone who goes to school here?” Robyn grimaced as she said it, knowing how we both felt about the boys at our high school.
“Robyn, she doesn’t want to talk. Remember what happened the last time we bugged her about one of her crushes?”
Despite my focus on the downward spiral my life had become, I cringed at the memory. It had been in junior high and the boy of my dreams had been inconveniently walking by when I blurted his name out as my secret crush to my pestering friends. I tried to fake illness for the rest of the week, but Mom would have nothing of it. The weeks that followed had been some of the worst of my life. I had a bad feeling that one of these days I would end up looking back and laughing at how insignificant they were, but I had an even nastier feeling that worse situations loomed ahead. The bell announcing the end of lunch rang and I was brought back to the present.
“Oh, fine!” Robyn complained. “But you’re going to have to spill the beans eventually. Oh! Maybe at our Beltaine festival in a few weeks! It will be the perfect time to divulge anything to do with romance.” She winked and skipped off in the direction of her next class.
“Beltaine?” Tully asked, looking confused.
“May first. It’s a Celtic festival that celebrates the beginning of the light half of the year, or the start of spring,” I said.
Tully stopped and looked at me in surprise. “How do you know that?”
I paused outside the door to our math class. I had forgotten that, for the past several months, I had kept my research of the Celtic world a secret from my friends. Because, let’s face it, they would wonder at my sudden interest in the myths and legends of the ancient people of Ireland. I cursed myself. How could I be so careless? Oh yeah, duh. Gloom and doom headed my way soon, and the stupid side effects that resulted from pining after a guy.
“Um, well, Robyn went off on a tangent the other day after she dropped you off after school.”
I smiled, but the look Tully gave me told me she wasn’t convinced. The tardy bell rang and as Mr. Skaring glared at us as we took our seats, I was grateful. It meant Tully couldn’t question me further and I was certain that the oh-so fascinating world of pre-calculus would bludgeon any memories of the past hour out of her mind.
* * *
I didn’t see Cade for the rest of the week or for the rest of the next week either. I was partly relieved, for the distance from him gave me time to sort through my turbulent feelings. He had said he only thought I might be half Fomorian and half Tuatha De. Maybe he had been wrong and maybe this whole thing was a huge misunderstanding and an overreaction on his part and on mine as well. Perhaps he had figured out his error and was now talking with the Faelorehn being who kept sending ravens and demons after me.
Even if all that were true and I didn’t have to worry about the threat of impending death, that didn’t help with the way I felt about Cade. I tried, for the umpteenth time, to convince myself that it was just a silly crush I had on him and that it would soon pass. He was too old for me anyway, and I’d be going off to college in a year. Then I remembered that I probably wouldn’t be going off to college, since I wasn’t human, and that I would most likely be going to the Otherworld instead. That is, if I could prove I really wasn’t a threat to their society. That got the emotional rollercoaster going all over again.
Robyn’s Beltaine party didn’t help matters. She decided, since her family was extremely religious, and since she really didn’t have a backyard and the swamp behind my house wouldn’t do (thank goodness; it held too many memories for me at the moment), that our little pagan celebration was to take place at a local park in town. We each had to bring a selection of flowers, ‘plucked from a wild field or growing naturally in our yard’. I think the ones I brought were technically weeds. After the initial prayers and thanks she gave to the gods and goddesses (all names I now recognized), we sat around in a circle and recited some sort of chant. When parents started dragging their curious children away, muttering something about ‘freaks’ and ‘rotten teenagers’, I knew the festivities had just begun. Well, at least the weather was finally nice again.
When Michaela, Veronica and half the cheerleading squad arrived to practice, I wondered if I could conjure up flying pinecones again. Of course, there wasn’t a single pinecone in sight. Luckily, the strange droning of our voices blocked out most of the horrible girls’ shrill laughter and crude remarks. After a while they got bored and moved on to a different part of the park to commence with their practice.
The one good thing that did come out of visiting the park was that, once we were through with the ‘ceremony’, we left the grassy lawn behind and climbed down into the area where the creek was located. The trees provided ample shade and for some reason or another, my nerves felt more at peace there. Perhaps it was the presence of the soothing stream, or the quiet of the shady trees. Will and Thomas wandered off to explore the creek while Robyn, Tully and I picked a low hanging sycamore limb to relax on.
“So, spill,” Robyn said as she tossed the remains of her flower garland into the lazy water below.
I blinked at her, not knowing what she was talking about.
“The boy you’ve been mooning over! I know he doesn’t go to our school, because, let’s face it, all the boys there are cretins. And I’ve been watching you for the past two weeks. You haven’t been making eyes at anyone. So it must be an outsider.”
“Robyn! Thomas and Will are cretins?” Tully scoffed, folding her arms across her chest.
Robyn snorted, picking a leaf off of her old tattered jeans. “No, but Meghan isn’t pining after one of them.” She gave me a quick glance. “Or are you?”
I thrust my arms down against the tree trunk, nearly falling off. “No! Thomas and Will are like my cousins.”
“Then who is it? Have we seen him before?”
I sighed. She would never let this go until I provided her with some information. I really didn’t want to think about Cade for the time being, but perhaps I could twist the truth just enough to get Robyn off my back. Besides, it’s not like they’d believe me if I told them the truth . . .
“Ugh, fine!” I hissed. “His name’s C-Clay.”
Uh, Clay? That was the best name I could come up with? I gave a mental groan.
“Oh, do go on. What does he look like? Where did you meet him?”
To my utter disbelief (and relief) Robyn, and Tully even, bought it.
I proceeded to tell them everything about ‘Clay’, his blond hair and brown eyes, how shy he was and how I was taller than him. The exact opposite of Cade. Paranoid person that I was, I didn’t want to risk my friends catching a glimpse of Cade and recognizing him as Clay. That would be disastrous on so many levels. So far I had managed to keep all of the chaos of my Otherworldly self separate from my normal, human self. Okay, maybe not so normal, but still. Whatever being Otherworldly meant for me in the long run, I didn’t want my friends mixed up in it, especially after Cade’s insinuation that I could be leading a very dangerous existence.
“ . . . well, I think most boys our age are shorter than you, Meg. Don’t listen to Robyn.”
I caught the tail end of what Tully had been saying, but it didn’t matter. They had believed my ridiculous story and now that their curiosity was satisfied, they might actually leave me alone for a while.
We stayed in the park until sunset, and then we all piled into Thomas’s minivan and headed back home. Tully and I were the last ones dropped off and as we waved goodbye to Thomas, I caught a glimpse of something lurking in the bushes. My stomach clenched and I looked over at Tully. She hadn’t seen it. Of course not. Was it happening already? The threat Cade had warned me about? Was an army of faelah going to pour out of the trees at any second and tear me to shreds right there in the middle of the street? I was suddenly petrified, but I couldn’t let anything happen to Tully. She was my best friend. I had to be the brave one.
“Well, I had better get home,” I said through a nervous cough. “Still have homework to finish.”
I darted my eyes towards the bushes again, but the thing was gone. It didn’t make me feel any easier though.
“K, bye,” Tully said. As she walked up to her front door, she looked back at me once more. “I hope things work out with you and Clay,” she said with a smile. “Maybe we should all go to a movie or something?”
I was too distracted by my sudden fear, so I didn’t quite hear her. “Sure, maybe. We’ll see,” I babbled as I waved goodbye.
I started up the street at a fast pace and kept my eye on the landscape behind me. Ugh, if only we hadn’t stayed out so late. Twilight was creeping in and the grey shadows of the trees provided lots of hiding places for anything with malicious intent.
I was sure Tully gave me one of her looks before disappearing inside her house, but I was too distracted to notice. Once I was sure she was safely inside, I started running. I moved as fast as possible, my ears prickling to catch the sound of pursuit. I was three doors down from my own house when I heard the loud padding of feet and the panting of a large animal just behind me. My heart rate went up, making it hard to breathe and move my legs. And then, for some strange reason, I looked behind me. Hadn’t I always been the one, while watching horror movies with my friends, who screamed at the main character not to slow down or look behind them? Hadn’t I told them how stupid they were, that if they had just kept going they would have made it inside the house in time to lock out the machete-wielding villain?
Well, turns out I was well ahead of my pursuer. I would have made it, except the shock of seeing it turned my legs to jelly. It wasn’t one of the Cumorrig, nor was it a pack of those demonic gnomes or that vile squirrel I had seen chatting with the raven. This thing was far bigger, about the size of a bull, but it looked like some horrible mutation of a human and a goat.
It walked upright and its eyes were huge and milky white. Rotting teeth that came to a point filled its mouth. Thick mats of black and gray fur hung from its neck and head. Its torso was that of a man, but from the waist down it looked like some monstrous, skinny goat, cloven hooves and all. Three long, spiraled horns protruded from its head and when it screamed, a fetid smell filled the air. I couldn’t keep a sob of fear from escaping my mouth.
It snarled at me, snapping as it approached slowly, its pitch-black hooves clacking against the ground as if they were made of iron. I couldn’t move; I was frozen in fear. It lurched towards me and I ducked to the ground, covering my head. I was certain that at some point I screamed.
Nothing happened, but I could hear the creature growling in anger. I risked a glance. It was pacing again, and then it lunged for a third time, faster than anything I had ever seen. I didn’t have time to cover my head this time, but before my brain could force my lungs to produce another scream, the animal sidled back. I was dumbfounded and confused. It tried to get at me once again and was once again thwarted. It was as if some invisible force field had established itself around my body. The nightmarish animal was angry, but no matter how hard it tried to tear at me with its claws, it couldn’t get to me.
I was so wrapped up in my own terror and fascination that I didn’t at first hear the barking. I saw Fergus before I really heard him, leaping like a white blur onto the fetid, black haired back of my attacker. My relief hit me like a tidal wave. The demonic creature screamed in pain and anger, and before I knew it, Fergus was chasing it back into the trees that led down into the swamp. I hoped he nipped its heels all the way back to where it had come from. Some hellish part of the Otherworld, probably.
“Meghan? Meghan! Goodness girl, are you alright?”
I blinked up to find my neighbor, Mrs. Dollard, hovering over me, her gardening sheers hanging loose in her gloved hands. I choked back a sob. Dear lord, did she see that thing? She was such a kind old woman, I hoped with all my heart that Fergus had chased it off before she rushed out here to see what all the commotion was about.
She blinked at me over her thick glasses. She looked utterly confused, but although she was well over seventy she was renowned for her sharp mind. It wasn’t like she would have been oblivious to what had just happened. Then it hit me. Of course she didn’t see what had happened. She was human and these horrible apparitions were only revealing themselves to me.
“Uhm,” I looked at her skirt, grass stains where the knees should be. “Bee,” I blurted.
She made an effort to stand up straight and push her glasses back onto her nose. She pursed her wrinkled lips and adjusted herself so that she stood, elbows akimbo, and glared down at me.
“Well, of all the silly nonsense. Really girl, a bee? You do know they are extremely beneficial insects, pollinating our flowers for us and making honey . . .” she mumbled as she shuffled her way back to her house.
I cringed. I liked bees, really I did, but how else could I have explained my strange behavior? Had she seen me running and then diving for the ground? Screaming as I covered my head? Maybe not. It was getting dark after all.
Reluctantly, I stood up and brushed the gravel from my jeans. The heels of my hands were scraped, but not too badly. I cast a nervous glance down the road, towards my house and in the direction of where that nightmare had disappeared to. Was it still out there? Would it come back? Was Fergus alright? Had Cade come with him?
Before thinking much longer about it, I began to walk briskly towards home. Once there, I waved a quick hello to my mother and brothers, mumbled something about laundry and homework, and went down to my room. I double checked to make sure my sliding glass door was locked, recovered the mistletoe charm Cade had given me months before from among the necklaces hanging from my bed post, and curled up in bed with a pen and some paper.
Cade,
I lifted my pen and thought about what I should say. I knew he was preoccupied; busy with whatever he was busy with in the Otherworld. But it couldn’t hurt to try. Eventually, I got back to work.
Cade,
I know it has been a long time since I’ve seen you, and I know you are concerned about my heritage and what trouble it might cause, but I need to talk with you. I was attacked by something Otherworldly today. Not the raven or the Cumorrig or even the gnomes, but something much worse.
I thought about describing it and telling him about its strange behavior (how it couldn’t really attack me) but my hand was shaking too much and I needed to write something that would entice him to come and see me.
Please send Fergus to my door when you are ready to meet. I would feel safer if he were there to escort me.
Sincerely,
Meghan
Okay, that wasn’t all that enticing, but perhaps he would come anyway. I glanced out my door, debating whether or not I should place the note in the knothole tonight. When a flash of crimson eyes glared back at me through the growing dusk from the trees in the distance, I quickly checked the lock on my door one more time and drew the blinds.
My heart pounding in my throat, I dug through my closet, tossing my empty suitcase and several boxes of old photographs out of the way. When all of the clutter was cleared out, I scooped up the bow and quiver of arrows Cade had given to me. I didn’t care if my mom or my brothers stumbled upon it in the night. There was no way I was going to sleep without some form of protection within reach. And honestly, I didn’t think I was going to sleep at all.
 


-Seventeen-
Betrayed
 

Just as I had predicted, I spent the night tossing and turning, waiting for that grotesque goat-man to break through my sliding glass door and maul me in my sleep. When my alarm went off at six, I merely groaned and got up. I really didn’t feel like going to school, but I knew it would be safer than staying at home all day, waiting for that monster to make its move. I figured being surrounded by hundreds of other students would work in my favor.
The one good thing that came out of my terrifying ordeal from the day before was that I wasn’t thinking too much about Cade. Well, at least I hadn’t been thinking too much about Cade . . . Of course, I had to somehow get that letter into the knothole in the oak tree, but I wasn’t going a hundred yards near the swamp until it was full light out. Right after school would be a good time.
I spent the day in near silence, and Robyn and Tully thought I was still moping after Clay. Good. It meant they would leave me alone. Not that I didn’t want the company of my friends. More like I might burst into tears or snap at them because of all the stress I was under. I didn’t need to ostracize myself even more.
Tully drove me home that afternoon, and I was glad that she took me all the way to the end of the road.
“Thanks Tully,” I mumbled as I climbed out of her dad’s car.
“Hey Meg,”
I paused. There was real concern in her voice. She never let her concern show. I turned, trying to put on a nonchalant face. I think I might have failed a little.
“You know you can talk to me, about Clay, about anything.”
Tully was reaching out, and as much as I wanted to just fling myself against her shoulder and cry, I couldn’t. I couldn’t confide in her. It was too dangerous. I had no idea, really, what was out to get me but there was no way in hell I was going to let it get Tully.
Taking a deep mental breath, I shrugged and said, “No, I’m okay Tully, really I am. There are some things going on right now that are just stressing me out. I’ll be fine. I promise.”
Tully grinned, her pale green eyes looking a bit sad. “Okay, but you know where to come if you need a shoulder.”
I smiled, despite my sudden melancholy. I knew I could always count on Tully.
I watched her car disappear down the street before I dug my hand into my backpack and pulled out the note to Cade. I shaded my eyes and looked up into the canopy of the eucalyptus trees. The sun was far from setting and it wasn’t going to get any brighter. Leaving my backpack on our front porch, I ran to the end of our street, slipped past the fence marking the dead end, and sprinted to the oak tree several yards away.
Stepping up onto the roots and reaching around the back, I located the knothole and quickly shoved the note in. I didn’t even check to make sure the end wasn’t sticking out. I raced back up the equestrian path and out onto the road, turning left up our driveway. Breathing heavily from my frantic run, I scooped up my backpack, fished out my house key, and let myself in.
I waved to my mom, who was sitting on the living room floor with Aiden, Joey and Jack, helping them put together a giant jigsaw puzzle.
“Hi hon,” was all she said. “Frantic day at school?”
Oh. She must have been referring to my disheveled look.
I shrugged and grinned. It was hard keeping all my secrets from my family, but luckily I was in high school and they expected some level of aloofness.
“Yeah, had a pretty strenuous P.E. class today.”
Mom waved me on, knowing I would have homework to do. I headed downstairs and once there I pulled out my books. But once again, homework was the furthest thing from my mind. I wondered when Cade would get my message, if Cade would get my message. I sighed and got back to geography. Best not to think about Cade or the Otherworld right now.
* * *
Three days later I got home from school to find Fergus sitting at my door, panting and grinning like always.
I cried in surprise and delight. The note! Cade must have left me another message. For a minute, I was giddy. Then my spirits dropped. What if he didn’t want to meet with me? What if he had received my note, but was only writing back to tell me to leave off?
I bit my lip. I dreaded going down to the oak tree now, but not because I feared the faelah that could be waiting for me. I was afraid Cade might have rejected me.
Stop it Meghan. Rejected or not, you need to know.
Steeling myself, I grabbed my shoes and shoved them onto my feet. I threw open my door and jogged after Fergus as he loped down the horse path towards the oak tree. I nearly tripped on a tree root in my haste to get to the note. Must have been my nerves.
I slipped the note from its hiding place and with trembling fingers I unrolled it, scanning my eyes across the sparse words.
Meghan,
I will meet you tomorrow afternoon in the clearing.
C.M.
I slumped my shoulders in disappointment. Okay, well at least it wasn’t a rejection. But I had hoped there would be more to it than that.
The note’s brevity had my mind occupied all the way to my room, so I didn’t notice the looming raven until I was just outside my door. It startled me at first, like it always did, but this time it seemed only to be watching me. I wanted dearly to throw a rock at it, but I had no idea what powers this particular faelah might possess and the last thing I wanted to do was anger it. Quickly, I stepped inside my room and locked my door behind me, closing the blinds as an extra measure.
The next day, I got a ride home with Thomas right after school. I had tried to present a more cheerful face during the day and Tully seemed to be a little more relaxed. That was a good sign, I thought. I had contemplated just walking home that afternoon, taking the back way and waiting for Cade, but as silly as it was, I wanted to go home and make myself more presentable first.
I stepped into my bathroom and pulled out the makeup I kept stowed in the top drawer. The last time I’d used any serious amount of it had been for the dance on Halloween. I carefully applied some mascara, lip gloss and eyeliner. I tried to ignore the changeability of my eyes, if only for the simple reason that their inability to make up their mind on a single color was dizzying. It was a good thing that on a normal day they didn’t change this frequently. People were more comfortable accepting that it was the lighting that made them seem to switch from hazel, to grey, to blue.
Once satisfied with my makeup, I fiddled with my hair a little. It had a bit of curl to it today, and I opted to keep it down. I didn’t leave my hair down that often because it got in the way. This afternoon I thought it might make me look more fetching. Ha. Me, fetching . . .
Finally, I changed into my good jeans and a nice blouse, not my usual t-shirt. Perhaps if Cade were thinking of disappearing for good I might be able to change his mind. I glanced at the mirror hanging on the back of my door. Well Meghan, it is an improvement, but I don’t think you’re going to impress Cade. I heaved a sigh. It was worth a try at least.
Fergus was sitting outside my door when I stepped out of the bathroom, patient as a marble statue. I smiled, despite myself. The dog, um, spirit guide, had grown on me, even if he never really showed any emotion.
Our trek into the swamp was a slow one, what with me trying to smooth my nerves and Fergus retreating into his silence. About halfway down, he pulled ahead and started sniffing around in the bushes. To flush out faelah waiting to ambush us? I didn’t let it worry me too much. After witnessing his attack on the goat-man, I felt quite safe when Fergus was around, even when he was out of eyesight.
Eventually, the path curved and the small land bridge crossing the swamp came into view. Just a hundred yards or so more. My heart started to flutter and my legs suddenly felt weak. How could Cade have such an influence over me? The willows acted like a screen as I moved closer to the clearing, but just before I stepped out into view I spotted something that made me stop dead in my tracks.
Cade was already there, standing with his back to me and facing a woman. An incredibly beautiful woman. I felt my mouth go dry. She wasn’t as tall as me, but her presence oozed extreme confidence. Her hair was jet black and fell in perfect ringlets halfway down her back, and her skin was an almost unearthly pale. On most people it would be considered a flaw, but on her it only seemed to enhance her beauty. Her figure, well, I wasn’t exactly flat-chested, but she had the clear advantage over me. She had on a pair of designer jeans that clung to her figure and a shimmery top that accentuated all of her assets without being too revealing. In a nutshell, she looked like she had just stepped off of the pages of a fashion magazine.
I told myself not to overreact. Clearly she was Faelorehn, for she had that irresistible aura about her that also hung around Cade. I just hoped she was a cousin or a friend. At some point in time the roaring in my ears faded and I got over my numb shock. Breathing slowly through my nose, I inched forward, being careful to stay hidden behind the trees, and strained to hear what they were talking about. It was Cade’s voice I picked up first.
“You’re leaving. Right now.”
Cade grabbed the woman’s arm roughly and tried to move her towards the path leading to the dolmarehn. Anger, and maybe even a bit of fear, seemed to roll off of him in waves.
“I will not have you here when Meghan arrives.”
The beautiful woman only laughed; a cruel, confident laugh that made the hair on my arms rise.
“Oh? And why’s that Cade? Don’t want your little Faelorah to know about the most important woman in your life?”
Cade froze, pausing in his attempt to get the woman to leave. I tensed. Oh Meghan, you have been so utterly stupid! I gritted my teeth and willed the tears forming in my eyes to evaporate. But it was no use. I just hoped Cade and his, girlfriend (for who else could she be after a statement like that?), couldn’t hear my heart breaking.
It felt as if the earth were opening up beneath me, to swallow me and put an end to my misery. Of course, Cade and his companion didn’t notice. The woman sneered and yanked her arm free. Cade did nothing to stop her and through my blurred vision it looked almost as if he had been defeated. Like a dog cowering before its angry master.
“I will remind you, Cade dearest, that I am the one who gives orders and when they are not followed . . .”
I didn’t stay to hear the rest; I was too distraught. I had to get out of there before I started sobbing and drew attention to myself. I knew this had been a possibility from the get-go. I knew Cade might already be spoken for. But it still hurt; it still dug at my heart.
I practically ran all the way back to my room, sobbing the entire way, my carefully applied makeup now streaming down my face. I threw open my sliding glass door, slammed it shut behind me and locked it. I didn’t even bother changing or washing my face before I fell onto the top of my bed to cry into one of my pillows.
Logan called down the stairs to say that dinner was ready, and fortunately I had enough energy to call back up that I wasn’t feeling very well and that I was going to bed early. No one came to investigate. Thank goodness. Rolling over on my back, I stared at the ceiling and let my misery flood over me. Eventually I fell asleep, but only because I was so exhausted. I didn’t even notice when Fergus returned to my back door to lie down and fall asleep.
 


-Eighteen-
Heart-broken
 

I was sick over what I had discovered, so sick that I stayed home the next day. I had acted like one of those stupid jealous girls you see on TV or in a movie, the ones who allow their lives to revolve around their perfect guy. I winced. At least I had left before I made a scene. What had happened to me? I had always been the sensible one. Why had I fallen so hard for Cade? The realization of that fact, and the fact that I had finally admitted that what I suffered from was far worse than some crush, rocked me and turned me over like that time I tried kayaking at the beach. I sat up in bed, my mind nearly blank with shock, as one resounding thought reverberated around in my skull. I was in love with Cade MacRoich.
I grabbed a pillow and shoved my face into it, groaning. Oh, this was not good. He had a girlfriend, one who was way prettier than I was. Worse, a girlfriend he never mentioned to me. Because you are so far from being a possible match for him, Meghan, that he didn’t even bother dishing out that information. It didn’t matter that I was Faelorehn like him; that I had finally found someone who didn’t think I was some freak of nature. Hot tears burned my eyes and spilled out to stain my pillowcase.
Oh Meghan, don’t you see now? All that stuff he told you about being half Fomorian and half Tuatha De? Either he had been lying about all that and had only been trying to get rid of me, or it was still true and he no longer wanted to have anything to do with me because of it. I had always wondered if my body could produce only a limited amount of tears. I was starting to fear I might be putting that theory to the test.
When my depression passed and my mind cleared, I took a deep breath and tried to shove the image of Cade from my thoughts. It was too early to contemplate all the possible meanings of what I’d witnessed yesterday. Best to distract myself with sleep.
The next morning I got up and got ready for school. I still felt terrible, but I needed to start functioning again. Tully noticed something was wrong right away but luckily I had the excuse of getting over my illness to explain away my groggy, gloomy mood. Sometimes she was too perceptive.
The day passed slowly and I hardly took note of my classes. Coach Tillmann even let me sit out during P.E., claiming I still looked rather sickly. His idea of curing the flu was to go into the weight room and do as many bench presses as humanly possible. The fact that he was extending his sympathy my way wasn’t a good sign. Time to ditch my drama queen act and get over it pronto. Only problem was, that was easier said than done.
I accepted a ride home from Robyn that afternoon and thanked my lucky stars she was in one of her self-centered moods. She spent the entire three minutes it took her to get to my driveway complaining about the streak of green in her hair.
“It’s teal, not lime. Honestly, how can the color description be that far off?”
I merely shrugged as I yanked my backpack from the backseat. I shut the passenger side door, more forcefully than I had meant, and the partially rolled-down window rattled in its frame.
“Uh,” Robyn said, eyeing me for what seemed like the first time that day. “You okay? You seem more depressed than sick.”
I gritted my teeth. “I’m fine. Just had a headache all day and my stomach hasn’t quite settled yet.”
Not exactly a lie.
“Well, you’d better get inside and within puking range of a toilet then, just in case. Hope you feel better tomorrow!”
Robyn threw her car into drive and practically peeled out down our quiet road. I sighed and glanced around our driveway. It was empty. If I was lucky, no one would be home yet.
I bypassed our front door and went straight to the backyard, unlocking my sliding glass door with the proper key and slipping inside, closing and locking it behind me. I dropped my backpack in a corner and belly flopped onto my bed. I wanted at least an hour of peace before my brothers and my parents got the chance to bother me.
I must have dozed off, because all of a sudden I was staring at my alarm clock and it was two hours later than it had been a few minutes ago. I dragged myself off of my bed, feeling grumpy and rumpled and wondering why I felt so forlorn. Then it came back to me: staying home the day before, walking around in a daze all day long at school, realizing I had fallen for the strange guy who claimed to be from the Otherworld . . . I groaned and scrubbed my face with my hands.
“Meg! Mom says dinner’s ready!” one of my brothers called from upstairs.
I sighed, did a quick check in my bathroom mirror, and plastered a smile on my face. The last thing I wanted was for my family to know I was pining after some guy. Giving myself one more power talk, I climbed the stairs to join them for dinner.
* * *
That entire week consisted of me gradually convincing myself that learning about Cade’s girlfriend was a good thing and that my broken heart would mend within the month. But as each day passed, I yearned to see him, or simply get a note from him. I wanted an explanation of who the woman was, even though I already knew. I wanted to hear it from Cade. And besides, I had taken off that day without ever letting him know I had been there in the clearing. Surely he was just as curious as I. Didn’t he want to know why I never showed up? I squashed that thought right away. He doesn’t feel the same way about you Meghan. After that fight with his girlfriend, he probably forgot all about you.
“What’s been up with you lately? You’re not sick again, are you?” Tully asked around a mouthful of tuna salad sandwich.
“Huh?” I blurted, snapping out of my daze. I sighed, twirling my cold spaghetti salad with my fork. “Oh. Nothing. I’m fine.” I tried a smile, but it felt very foreign to me.
Robyn stared at me. “Nothing? Are you serious? You’ve been walking around as if you are living in a different dimension all week!”
I cringed. If she only knew how accurate she was . . .
“Just ready for summer, that’s all.”
“Most people who are ready for summer are antsy. Hyped up and talking about the beach and the lake,” Will commented as he polished off a soda.
“You’re acting as if . . .” Robyn trailed off and her eyes grew wide. “Meghan, you’re acting as if you’ve got it bad for some guy! Is it Clay again?”
The blush that flooded my face responded automatically and completely without my permission.
“Who’s Clay?” Thomas asked.
“Meghan? Is this why you’ve been acting so distant for the past month?” Tully asked gently.
I had totally forgotten about the fabricated Clay, but I wasn’t in the mood to talk about any guy, invented or real.
“No!” I said in response to my friends’ questions. I scooped up the remains of my lunch and headed towards the closest trash can. “There’s no one!”
After getting rid of my lunch, I merely walked away, leaving my four friends to gawk after me in shock. I didn’t want to talk to them about Cade. How would I explain everything to them without sounding like I’d finally gone off the deep end? I was so glad that I wouldn’t be seeing them for the rest of the day and that it was a Friday. I could use the weekend to recover my bearings and maybe come up with some excuse or story to tell them.
I had been avoiding the swamp all week, but today I decided it was best if I take the back way home and take my chances. If Tully and Robyn couldn’t find me in the parking lot after school, then they couldn’t force me to talk about Cade.
* * *
Walking through the swamp and the surrounding woods had been a bad idea. Hadn’t I been trying to forget about Cade? So why did I decide to take a nice little stroll through the place that reminded me of him the most? A wave of emotion swept over me: anger, mostly at myself for falling for someone so utterly unattainable, regret and fear that I might not ever see him again, and a bone-deep sorrow for the whole entire, stupid, messy situation.
As I plodded down the road, slipping a little on the gravel as the steep asphalt became a wide dirt path, my roiling emotions came to a breaking point and a sudden anger surfaced above them all. How dare Cade lead me on like that, treating me with more kindness and caring than any guy had ever done before him? Even Thomas and Will considered me to be just one of the guys, not that I’d ever consider dating either of them. Thomas for obvious reasons and Will just wasn’t my type. But Cade?
I wrapped my arms tightly around myself as the dirt path brought me to the outskirts of the swamp. I could see the small bridge of land that crossed its shallowest point just a few yards ahead. Cade had been interested in me, hadn’t he? My anger at him soon turned into anger at myself. Perhaps I had read too much into his actions and words. Perhaps things were done differently in the Otherworld.
“Hello Meghan.”
I screamed at the sound of the unfamiliar voice and only because my thoughts were so lost elsewhere. Turning with wide eyes, I found someone standing in the clearing that had become such a familiar meeting ground for me. As soon as I saw who it was, I gaped in shock. It was the beautiful Faelorehn woman, this time wearing a summer dress and heels. Really? Heels? In the swamp? I snorted. Why was that the thought that came to my mind? This was Cade’s girlfriend; shouldn’t I be more concerned with why she was here, talking to me?
The woman crossed her arms and smiled, her crimson lips and violet eyes making her white skin seem even paler. I shivered, despite the warm spring air. She simply gave me the heebie-jeebies.
After some time, she released a sigh and started examining the fingernails on her right hand.
“So . . .”
She let that word hang in the air for a while. “Cade has told me all about you.”
My stomach dropped. Oh no, was I to be one of those girls who gets attacked by a jealous girlfriend? Would I end up on one of those daytime reality talk shows? I fought the urge to run, though I wanted to do nothing other than bolt up the horse trail and head for my room. But I had the uncomfortable feeling that this woman would be able to catch me, heels or not.
“Um, he did?” I finally managed, my voice feeling raspy.
The woman looked at me and although she smiled, that smile didn’t reach her unusual eyes. She blinked and they went from violet to a different color; chestnut? It was hard to tell from where I was standing.
“Oh yes. He informed me that he had found a lost Faelorehn, and that he was determined to teach you all about the Otherworld so that you could be returned home someday.”
I felt myself relax, but only a tiny bit. What did she want?
“You’re his girlfriend, right?” I blurted. Then I bit my lip. Stupid.
The woman threw her head back and laughed, a genuine laugh this time, and her black, curly hair bounced with the movement. When she recovered and looked back at me, her eyes seemed to sparkle.
“Oh yes, we do have quite an intimate relationship.”
I blushed and tried not to think about just how intimate. Ugh, could my situation get any worse? As if on cue, my eyes started to prick. No! I would not cry in front of her! I managed to resist breaking down, but just barely.
“Well, it was nice meeting you, but I really should get home. My family will be wondering where I am.”
I turned to walk away, clutching the straps of my backpack to keep a hold of my emotions.
“Wouldn’t you like to come see the Otherworld, though? I can take you now if you’d like. Would only take a few minutes.”
I froze. Why did she want to take me to the Otherworld? I turned and arched a brow.
She shrugged sheepishly. “Cade asked me to do him a favor. Said he couldn’t cross over for a while and asked me to bring you to him on the other side. He spoke so fondly of you, like you were a sister to him.”
I winced and felt terrible all over again. He thought of me like a sister? That was worse than him having a girlfriend. But . . . it was tempting. To see Cade again, even if just for a few minutes, and even if he already had a girlfriend. Maybe I could bring closure to my pointless feelings. Maybe if I saw them together as a couple, I could finally move on. It still hurt worse than anything in the world, but at least I would never be left to remain wondering . . .
“Okay,” I sighed.
I began to step towards the woman, but at that second Fergus came trotting out of the willows. I expected him to come stand by me or maybe run up to the woman with his tail wagging. Surely the hound would be familiar with her. Instead, he did something that surprised me, and frightened me a little. He came to stop just in front of me and took on a defensive stance. With hackles raised, he released a low warning growl and locked eyes with the Faelorehn fashion model standing only fifteen feet in front of me.
Blinking in surprise, I took my eyes off of Fergus and looked up at the woman. She looked . . . nervous? Annoyed? Both maybe? I couldn’t tell, but it was obvious she wasn’t going to get anywhere near Fergus. That was odd.
“It’s okay Fergus,” I said, “she’s going to take me to Cade.”
Had Cade somehow asked his spirit guide not to let me go to the Otherworld? So he wouldn’t have to deal with me anymore? No, that didn’t seem right. He may have broken my heart, but Cade had always been a gentleman. Then what was wrong?
“Oh, silly Fergus. He does that sometimes,” the woman trilled. “I think he’s jealous of me.”
Giving that cool smile, she strode forward, her gate as smooth as a swan’s. Fergus lunged and snapped, barking and snarling.
I stepped back in shock. The only time I had ever seen him act out in aggression was when those Cumorrig attacked, and when the goat-man came after me.
I looked up at Cade’s girlfriend. Yep. She was definitely irritated. Her eyes flashed dangerously and her beautiful mouth curved down in a frown. But she didn’t try to move any closer.
I placed my hand on Fergus’s neck, shushing him and speaking quietly. “Calm down Fergus, don’t you recognize her?”
The hound glanced back at me and something crossed over his eyes. A memory came to mind, a memory of a conversation with Cade. And then I could have sworn I heard his voice in my head.
“Don’t trust anyone who claims to be Faelorehn.”
I glanced back up at the woman standing before me. Sure, she hadn’t claimed to be Faelorehn, but it was pretty obvious. And if she was Cade’s girlfriend, shouldn’t she be trustworthy?
Fergus’s sudden growl told me no. But could I just walk away nonchalantly after agreeing to go to the Otherworld with her? Time to think fast Meghan.
“You know what, maybe I should wait on going to the Otherworld. Fergus seems a bit upset and I don’t want him to attack either of us. Besides, my parents expect me to check in after school before I go out. Can I take a rain check?”
I put on my best smile, all the while clinging to Fergus’s rough fur. It made me think of the little girl I’d been on the streets of L.A., using the white hound as my anchor.
At first, the woman looked as if she was seconds away from throwing a major tantrum, but then she closed her eyes slowly and took a few deep breaths. When she opened them, they were once again a cool violet color. She put on a smile, this one looking genuine, and shrugged her shoulders.
“Very well. I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble. However,” she paused. Suddenly the light in her eyes faded and she choked back a sob.
I blinked in surprise.
“I didn’t want to say anything,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. She looked up at me with imploring eyes. “But, I’m afraid Cade’s in a lot of trouble. The last job he took on, well, I think it was too much for him. You have no idea what power the faelah wield in our world.”
Oh, I had an idea, if I was judging by Cade’s haggard appearance the last few times I had seen him. But her obvious fear and the information she had just given me sent a pang to my heart. Cade was in trouble.
“And he’s certain that you have some hidden power that will awaken in the Otherworld and help him defeat these monsters. But, oh, he told me not to say anything to you.” She choked back another sob. “He thought it was possible you could help him, but he doesn’t want to risk you getting hurt. Oh Meghan,” she looked up at me with wide, frightened eyes, “I promised I wouldn’t tell you any of this, but I’m so worried that he won’t survive the fight this time unless someone can help him. If it is true, what he told me about you, that you are descended from a Fomorian and a Tuatha De, then you could be the only one who can save him.”
I felt my fingers tighten even more in Fergus’s fur. Had Cade been trying to protect me all along? Was he now on the verge of death, simply to keep me safe? All of a sudden, all of my anger, all of my sorrow fled with the wind. A warm contentment filled me, but soon it was replaced by fear. Cade needed my help.
Fergus growled again, but I ignored him.
“I’ll come,” I said, my voice harsh with determination, “but I have to go home first and tell my parents I’m going out for the night.”
Cade’s girlfriend heaved a great sigh of relief. “Thank you,” she breathed, looking slightly haggard herself. “I must go now, to see if I can aid him until you get there. Do you know where the dolmarehn is, to get to the Otherworld?”
I nodded.
“Good. Just pass through the cave and I will meet you on the other side. From there, we can find Cade and hopefully, if it’s not too late, save his life.”
I turned to go. I had to get back to the house as quickly as possible and let my parents know I’d be out for a while. I could have gone with her right then and there, but Mom and Dad would worry and I didn’t want to put them through that.
“Meghan?”
I turned to see the beautiful woman gazing at me, her face a mask of worry.
“Thank you.”
I nodded at her, then turned and sprinted up the horse trail that would bring me home. I didn’t know how much time Cade had, but I was determined to get there before it was too late.
 


-Nineteen-
Eile
 

Cade had once told me never to go into the cave that led to the Otherworld unless I had no other choice. Well, at the moment I really didn’t have any other choice. The Faelorehn woman (ugh, why hadn’t I asked her name?) had told me Cade was in trouble. In my book a friend in trouble required me to call upon desperate measures, especially since I couldn’t do anything as simple as call the police. Of course, I could be walking straight into a hostile environment, but I was beyond caring for the time being.
A fog had blown in towards the end of the day, as if it knew what I was up to and was only helping to set the mood. Mom and Dad hadn’t been home yet when I made it back to the house, so I left them a note about going out with friends and that I would be back very late. I hoped whatever it was I was supposed to do to help Cade didn’t take all night. I made sure to have my cell phone on me, but I had a feeling that I wouldn’t get service in the Otherworld.
I shook my head and took a deep breath, puffing a little as I walked up the trail that would eventually plunge back down into the culvert where the dolmarehn was located. I was so fixated on going through with this; of walking into that cave and crossing over into the Otherworld, that I hadn’t noticed the sudden silence of the woods or the eyes that watched me from the overgrowth. I was so busy trying to ignore the warning voice in my head that told me I was acting too rashly, that I hadn’t thought this through, that I didn’t see the great black raven watching me with fire in its eyes.
Taking one more deep breath and pulling my thin jacket over my shoulders, I stepped over the broken branches and pushed aside the tree roots hanging in front of the cave like a screen. Shutting my wayward thoughts out of my mind, I stepped out of the white fog and into the blackness of nothingness.
My first impression of the cave to the Otherworld was total darkness. I blinked a few times, stretching my arms out tentatively in front of me. I nearly screamed when my trembling fingers brushed against something soft and stringy. After a few seconds of consideration, I realized it was only more roots hanging from the cave ceiling. It was a small space, after all, only just big enough for a normal sized adult to pass through without much trouble. Cade must have had to duck and make himself as small as he could whenever he passed this way.
The sudden thought of Cade rubbed painfully against my raw emotions. Some of my anger towards him started to fade away and my more compassionate side kicked in. Maybe he hadn’t wondered about my missed meeting because he had been in trouble. I hadn’t thought of that before. My stupid, selfish teenage heart was only concerned about its own welfare. Now I was beginning to worry. I picked up my pace, keeping my fingers crossed there weren’t any really big spiders in here or sudden drops that might result in a sprained ankle.
As I felt my way through the cave, using the wall to my right as a guide, I breathed deeply to keep my heartbeat at a normal pace. The air smelled and tasted like dust, mildew and eucalyptus oil at first, but after several minutes the temperature dropped dramatically and a cool, moist breath of air slithered past my face and caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end. The scent of rain and wet stone and something that just felt ancient flooded my nose, and the darkness around me seemed to grow blacker. I started to shiver and I wanted to wrap my arms tightly around myself, but I was afraid to take my fingers from the earthen wall. I imagined that just a few small steps ahead of me there lay a great abyss, deeper than the earth itself, ready to swallow me whole.
I should have turned around then and there and gone straight home to think this whole hare-brained idea over again. After all, the only information I had to go on had been delivered by a Faelorehn woman I’d never met before. How did I know she wasn’t trying to make a fool out of me? Go home Meg, I told myself, go home and think about this. Cade may need your help, but at least go back home and get your bow and arrows.
Cursing silently to myself for being so scatter-brained that I’d forgotten the very weapon I could use to fight the faelah, I started to turn and head back out the way I had come. I didn’t even get the chance to see the light pouring from the mouth of the cave several feet away. Something caught me and refused to let go. It wasn’t anything physical; it was as if some sixth sense inside of me had magnetic qualities and that another magnet, located in that great void I was sure stood gaping in front of me, had sensed its presence and was pulling it forward.
The sensation grew stronger and soon I felt myself being dragged forward. I grasped at the wall with my hands but it was no use. With a great cry and a rush of fear, the cold air intensified and swallowed me whole. To my great relief, I blacked out before I could experience anything else.
* * *
I can’t say how long I was out, nor can I describe the strange and terrifying dreams that haunted me while I lay unconscious. All I can say is that some undeterminable amount of time after being sucked into that black, cold void inside the cave, I woke up gasping for air as if I had stopped breathing altogether.
My head was killing me, I felt like I was going to throw up, and if I hadn’t known any better, I would have sworn I’d been in a horrible car accident. Every bone in my body hurt. I had no idea human beings had so many bones. Oh wait, scratch that, I wasn’t a human being.
Groaning, I tried to sit up. I still hadn’t opened my eyes. My eyelids were too tired to lift. Thick, damp, soft moss or grass gave under the pressure of my hand and a cool mist caressed my skin like a chilly blanket. I managed to push myself back a little, my shoulders coming into contact with what felt like a great granite gravestone. My stomach lurched again and fear shivered down my spine. If I was in a graveyard, I think I might just faint.
Finally, I managed to crack my eyes open, then blinked in surprise at what I saw. The sky was thick with heavy mist, but all around me, in a large circle, were tall, natural pillars of granite.
At first I had the ridiculous notion that the dolmarehn I had entered had thrown me onto the Salisbury Plain and smack center within Stonehenge, but as my senses returned I realized that that couldn’t be right and for a few reasons. First, I could almost see the tops of these stones and the monoliths at Stonehenge were much taller. Second, the circle couldn’t be more than fifteen feet in diameter. Third, and this was when that fear started clenching my stomach again, there was a gateway directly across the circle from me.
I knew it was a gateway because it had to be where I’d come from. It looked like those stone dolmens you see on the covers of photography books featuring Ireland; two large slabs of rock topped with a third, creating a doorway. This doorway was pressed into the side of a small hill and yawned black and menacing, as if the stones were merely outlining some deep cave. Above it, on the hilltop, stood an old gnarled oak tree.
Glancing around, I noticed more oak trees. I came to the conclusion that this gateway to the Otherworld sat on the highest point in the middle of a small oak grove, for the quiet trees stood all around, their eerie silhouettes scattered about in the fog.
I took a deep breath and scooted myself further up into a sitting position, using the closest stone as a backrest. It dawned upon me then that maybe I had been launched out of the dolmarehn and slammed up against this rock. That would explain the full-body ache. But why was I here . . . ? Oh right, Cade.
A quiet rustling soon drew my attention away from everything else. I squinted into the fog, my heart pounding as I wondered what might have caused the sound. Out of the mist, a black shape swooped down from the oak tree above the Otherworldly gate and came to rest atop one of the stone monoliths. It bent its neck and let out a long, mournful caw, sending goose bumps up my arms. It was the raven that had been stalking me for the past several months, I was certain.
In the next breath, the bird swooped down to join me and as it descended the strangest thing happened. Its feathers melted away and its legs grew longer. It was morphing into a figure before my very eyes, and by the time it landed on the ground it had become a woman dressed all in black. Her transformation from bird to woman had been so smooth and flawless that all I could do was gape. Yet, that wasn’t the only reason I was gaping. As she approached I got a good look at her face. Pale white, flawless skin, obsidian black hair, blood-red lips and violet eyes. It was the Faelorehn woman who had begged for my help: Cade’s girlfriend.
“Hello Meghan,” she said in a frighteningly calm voice. “I am so glad you could finally make it. Welcome to Eile.”
I can’t say how I did it, but somehow I managed to speak, asking the question I should have asked to begin with, “Who are you?”
She crossed her arms and arched one of those perfect eyebrows. If anything, her unearthly beauty and overwhelming presence was magnified here, on this foggy, wooded hillside full of stone columns.
“Oh, I have a few names,” she said nonchalantly. “Some call me Neaim, others Macha. I’ve also gone by Badb on occasion.”
I was confused. There was something familiar about those names, but I just couldn’t put my finger on it. I think it had mostly to do with my aching head, but I must admit a good deal of it was because of the fear I felt brewing in my heart. This woman was dangerous. I could feel that more than ever now, as if she had a hurricane brewing within her and she was just waiting to unleash it at the right time.
“But,” she continued, “you might know me best as the Morrigan.”
And at that moment it dawned upon me just how stupid and suicidal crossing into the Otherworld had really been.
“Where is Cade?” I whispered, my head lowered so she wouldn’t see my fear. The Morrigan was Cade’s girlfriend!? Just how much had he been keeping from me? And who must he be to be dating one of the most powerful of the Celtic deities?
“I have sent him off on a tedious mission so that we might have a little one on one time together,” the woman, no, the goddess, answered. “You see, I’ve been looking for you for a long time Meghan, and he was supposed to bring you directly to me if he ever found you. But he was becoming distracted, so naturally I reassigned him. Sorry about that little fib earlier, but you really were being very difficult. I had to get you to cross over somehow.”
Wait, what? What was she talking about? She had been looking for me? Oh wait, she was the raven . . . But why had she been looking for me? And what did she mean Cade was getting distracted? By what? And how had she reassigned him? I braved a glance at her, but her eyes were unreadable. Terrifying, sadistic and now those very eyes were phasing from violet to crimson.
“What sort of mission did you send him on?” I braved, my voice quavering a little. “And what do you want with me?”
The last conversation I’d had with Cade came screaming back into my mind. “Some people would rather see you dead than risk learning whether or not you are a threat.”
Oh Meghan, what have you done . . . ?
“This conversation grows tiresome,” the Morrigan said rather boorishly, “time to finish the job Cade failed to do. Silly, sentimental little boy,” she continued as if I wasn’t there anymore. “I really must have a word with him about that.”
She started to wander off, the skirts of her black dress taking on a life of their own, stirring and mixing with the mist around her feet. I realized they were made of shadow and smoke and something else . . . death.
“Wait!” I croaked, reaching out with a trembling hand. What did she mean finish the job Cade had failed to do? And how could he be with someone like her? True, she was a beautiful goddess, but from what I’d learned from my research, she loved nothing more than to reign down war and strife upon those she ruled over. How could the Cade I know, the thoughtful, caring Cade, care about someone so twisted and cruel? Because you don’t really know him at all, do you Meghan? a little voice inside me said. Perhaps he’s been playing you all along . . .
Despite my wretched state, my stomach had the nerve to give off a twinge of pain and regret when I conjured Cade to my thoughts. I knew my conscience was right, that Cade had probably used me, but it still hurt nonetheless.
The Morrigan turned her head and peered back at me from over her shoulder, her perfectly plucked, black eyebrow arched in annoyance once again.
“No, you miserable fae strayling, you do not address me,” she all but hissed. “I am the Queen of Darkness and I have decided you may no longer exist.”
Real fear gripped me then, not just at this terrifying being’s words, but at the fact that she seemed to grow larger in size, the darkness she so claimed as her own spreading out from her like a black mist to dance and mingle and curl along the ground and in the trees surrounding us.
I could have sworn I heard voices whispering then.
Beware Meghan! Beware! they seemed to say.
It took me a whole five seconds to realize it was the oak trees.
Beware Meghan! they warned. But I was afraid it was too late.
The Morrigan closed her eyes and let her shoulders relax; her arms to drift away from her body. She lifted her face to the grey sky and began chanting, a deep, resonant melody that made my blood freeze and my breath catch. The words she spoke were ancient, archaic, and although I couldn’t understand them, I knew their meaning.
The earth beneath me trembled slightly and the oaks, once so still and solemn in the mist, began quaking as if in fear. The sound of splitting rocks filled the air and the clouds above began to swirl. I decided right then and there that this whole strange scene had to be just another nightmare. Only, this one felt real.
A strange crackling began to blend with the cacophony of chanting, rumbling and rustling, and when I dared take a good look at the changing scene around me, I nearly screamed. Dark figures had started crawling from the small middens dotting the hillside, looking like some horrible horde of grotesque cicadas unearthing themselves after their seven years of dormancy.
The creatures that crawled forth out of the earth were something from a horror movie. Some looked like corpses of bony goblins, vaguely resembling human beings. They walked like spiders and insects, ropes of fur and hair hanging from their rotting flesh. Some had violent, red eyes while others seemed to have no eyes at all. Jagged teeth and long snouts, horns and leathery wings adorned the bedraggled gargoyle-like demons. As they drew closer to our stone circle, hissing and spitting and growling in rage, the Morrigan continued her endless chant, her cruel laughter tainting her ancient words as she called upon her minions to do her dirty work. A horrible smell soon followed them and I had to cover my mouth and nose to keep from gagging.
Screaming in terror once again, I tried to scramble to my feet but I think my leg might have been broken. Wincing in pain and fighting back tears, I darted my eyes around to look for something to defend myself with. A chunk of rock, possibly broken during the initial earthquake of the Morrigan’s calling, lay within arm’s length. I launched myself at it, falling on my stomach. At first I thought to throw it at the closest faelah demon, but then another thought came to mind. If I threw it at the Morrigan, would it distract her?
Without giving it another thought, I drew back and launched the stone with all my might. It flew towards the Celtic goddess but bounced off some invisible force field surrounding her like a bird smacking into a window. She didn’t even falter in her chanting. I had wasted a perfectly good projectile and now the creatures were moving closer.
Just then a terrible baying broke through the scratching and hissing of the creatures. My stomach curled up in dread once again. The corpse hounds. The Cumorrig. I knew that sound well and any shred of hope or bravery I might have had left fled in the next instant.
Swallowing hard and trying to see through the blurry tears pouring from my eyes, I snatched up a fallen oak branch and huddled near the stone slab I had woken up against. I would fend them off as long as I could, but I knew I was a goner. I thought of my family, my mom and my dad and my brothers. They would come home to find me gone without a trace, only a note saying I’d be out late. I would become another one of those lost girls, abducted by aliens or murdered and well disposed of. How long would my family search for me? Would they ever give up, even when they never found me?
Finally, I thought of Cade. Oh how I had trusted him. Why had I trusted him? Why did he have to betray me? I gasped and my sobs grew stronger as the creatures inched closer. The hounds were getting nearer as well and I could hear their yipping as their excitement grew. My impending demise approached, and the Morrigan continued to chant her death song.
The first hound circled and snapped at the closest faelah demon. For a few minutes a fight ensued, but the corpse dog easily won, tearing the wings of the creature to shreds. The sound of its pain made me even more nauseated. The Cumorrig moved in, panting and growling, squaring its shoulders for attack. I closed my eyes and waited for impact.
A sharp pain in my leg was the first sign my death was occurring. I screamed and beat at the dog with the stick, but it did no good. Like a swarm of sharks waiting for that first drop of blood to hit the water, the other hounds and creatures swarmed in. I felt them tearing at my clothes and hair, the dull sting of their sharp teeth, twisting my arm almost to the breaking point. I screamed and fought back.
Despite the pain, I was able to make contact with the branch and chase off a few, but there were just too many. I felt my strength sapping, but just before I drifted towards unconsciousness, a shout of sheer anger and desperation split the air. The creatures of darkness blanched for a second and the Morrigan’s incessant chanting faltered.
I heard a feminine gasp and the rustling of feathers followed by a loud, furious cawing. The dogs began yowling again and I could feel more than see the demons retreating to their holes. They weren’t fast enough though, for something terrifying swept into my circle of stones and started to wreak havoc.
I cracked my eyes open as far as they would go and saw the strangest thing in front of me. Of course, it was only my delirium. Cade was standing there, looking more terrifying than I could ever remember. He seemed to be growing larger, his thick hair forming into spikes, as if some imaginary hand was adding hair gel and forcing it to stand on end. For some reason, the hair stylist decided to add dye to it because I could see beads of dark red gathering at the tips. I chuckled, coughing on blood. Who would want to dye Cade’s hair red? It was already that color.
It was when Cade’s body started distorting into the most grotesque shapes I had ever seen this side of some zombie apocalypse movie that I decided my brain must be shutting down, and that this was the death throes I had been expecting. It was like watching a car accident in slow motion or witnessing a cartoon character from one of my brother’s favorite shows going bonkers. I had no desire to witness it, but like a drug, the macabre scene drew my eye like a moth to the flame.
An unknown amount of time passed and I could no longer see Cade, but I could still hear what was going on. He must have been ripping the Cumorrig and the demon things apart, because I could hear them wailing and screeching in pain. The racket probably would have hurt my ears, that is, if I could still feel anything. A blur of pale fur swept by, emitting a sharp bark. Fergus!
Suddenly, the horrible screeching stopped and all was still. I wondered if Cade and the creatures had killed one another, but a few minutes later I felt the presence of someone or something approach. Someone strong scooped me up and cradled me against their chest. Cade. Unfortunately, I was too numb to enjoy the experience, or to remember that he had a girlfriend and that he didn’t care about me at all.
“Meghan!” he breathed close to my ear, his voice sounding harsh and broken. “Oh no, stay with me darling girl.”
I’ll try, I thought, but I think you’re a bit too late. Why was I being so reasonable? This was the guy who was dating the Morrigan, the same guy who had apparently lied to me. So why didn’t I push him aside? Oh yes, that’s right; I was in shock and since I probably only had a few minutes left to live, I wasn’t about to reject the attentions of the guy I’d been pining after for the last several months. Immortal or not, the faelah had gotten the better of me and I was definitely dying.
Cade gently pushed his hand up against the back of my head, his fingers tangling in my snarled hair. He was saying something against my ear in that archaic language the Morrigan had used and he was planting kisses on my temple. My stomach fluttered. Not with nausea this time, but with a warm joy. Could it really be happening, or was I imaging it?
Oh, please kiss me for real, I thought.
Then I almost felt like laughing out loud, if I were even remotely close to being fully conscious. There I was, dying on the boundaries of some mystical Otherworld, and all I could think about was this dangerous infatuation I had with some Faelorehn hunter who supposedly was in a relationship with a powerful and beautiful Celtic deity. It was official then: my brain must be fading away with the rest of me.
Cade was no longer speaking but his lips were moving from my temple, to my cheek, to the corner of my mouth that wasn’t stained with blood, trailing kisses the entire way. I waited for his lips to finally meet mine, but fate was cruel and I died before I could experience that first and last kiss.
* * *
Bright lights flashed far above me and it felt like I was floating. I heard urgent voices, shouting and barking out orders. Was I in heaven? Hell? Knowing how my life had been going for the past several months, I wouldn’t be surprised if I ended up in either place.
Eventually, the flashing lights stopped and I detected one steady, bright glare. A sting in my arm, the sound of metal clattering on metal, more voices, an incessant beeping sound and then my awareness faded away again.
I woke in a hospital room, completely disoriented and utterly confused. There were hospitals in the afterlife? A nurse came over to check on me, grinning and making some comment about getting my family. I was alive? After all that had happened? Wait, what had happened? I couldn’t remember. All I could recall was that I had been so sure I was dying. Guess I’d been wrong.
Mom and Dad looked ragged, as if they had been up a week straight. My brothers came bounding in, all of them either drying their eyes or trying very hard not to burst into tears.
They explained to me that I had been attacked by some stray dogs or coyotes near my high school. A man driving by saw it all and managed to pull the dogs off of me, then drove me to the hospital. My parents were disappointed that he hadn’t left his name, but apparently I had been lucid enough to give him my name and address.
I had only been in the hospital for the night, though it felt like a week. I had plenty of bruises, some deep lacerations that needed stitches and my left leg had been fractured. I had also hit my head pretty hard but they patched me up, put a cast on my leg and proclaimed me fit enough to leave the hospital.
Mom set me up in my bed once we got back home and brought me a pitcher of sweetened iced tea with lemons. She positioned the pillows so that I could sit up and read or watch TV or work on the variety of crossword puzzles and word searches she’d gathered for me.
“The doctor said you should take it easy for the next few days to make sure you don’t suffer any more after effects of your concussion,” Mom said.
I nodded. Just doing that hurt.
She let out a troubled breath and shook her own head. “A pack of dogs, I can’t believe it. What is a pack of dogs doing wandering around the neighborhood?”
She sounded so disbelieving, but not in a way that suggested she didn’t believe what had happened to me. There were a few junkyards in the industrial neighborhood on the other side of the highway, but they only kept one or two dogs to warn off any miscreants. Most dogs around here were either friendly or fiercely guarded their own yards.
She shook her head again and said, “I just hope Animal Control finds them before they can hurt anyone else.”
Her voice was shaky and I knew she was trying hard not to burst into tears. My mom was tough, she had to be with all my brothers, but when something serious happened she let her emotions show.
I sighed and rubbed my arm. It was sore where the IV had been and where the nurses had given me a rabies shot, just to be safe. I grimaced. I couldn’t wait until everyone at school heard about that. I predicted a whole new onslaught of nicknames coming my way.
Mom kissed me on the top of my head once more, her eyes shining with the emotion she was trying so hard to keep at bay, and then instructed me to send her a text on her cell phone if I needed anything. I told her I would be fine, but I picked up my phone and held it up to reassure her. Casting me one last smile, she made her way up my spiral staircase and disappeared through the trap door.
Feeling overwhelmingly blessed about my current state of existence, I huffed a great sigh and leaned fully into my pillows. If my parents had any idea what had really happened . . . I screwed up my face. But what exactly had happened? It was still all a blur to me, the details at least, but I did recall crossing over into the Otherworld and then being almost immediately attacked by a contingent of monsters. I had done something to defend myself, something pathetic like picking up a rock or a stick. I really needed more practice with the lessons Cade had been giving me.
I cringed at the thought of Cade. Had that really been him when I was certain I was dying? Had he really managed to thwart the Morrigan and chase away her monsters and hounds? Or had that just been another one of my delusions? Had he really held me in his arms and had he truly kissed me before I lost consciousness? And if so, could everything that the Morrigan said to me be a lie? Duh Meghan, she lured you into the Otherworld to kill you. Time to re-evaluate your opinion about Cade . . . again.
I sighed and turned my head towards the sliding glass door that looked out into my backyard. It was early evening and the shadows of the trees were painting gray streaks across the lawn. It didn’t matter if Cade had come to help me, for I had a terrible feeling I would never see him again.
Tears pricked my eyes and an ache worked its way up into my throat. As I drifted off to sleep, three thoughts surfaced to my mind. First, I prayed to whatever gods existed that the memories of my ordeal wouldn’t haunt me during my sleep. Second, I asked those same deities that the Morrigan would think I was dead and therefore wouldn’t come back for me. And lastly, I hoped with all my heart that Cade was safe somewhere in the Otherworld. Despite my mixed feelings towards him and regardless of the fact that the Morrigan seemed to have a significant amount of control over him, I only wished him well. Perhaps I really did love him, for why else would I feel this way towards someone who very well may have forsaken me?
 


-Twenty-
Explanation
 

When I opened my eyes again it was just before dawn. I wasn’t sure what had woken me, for the silence in my room and just outside my doors was almost deafening. I had to just lie in bed for a few minutes as my muddled mind resurfaced. The medication they had given me at the hospital must have lingered longer than I thought. Finally, I took a deep breath and glanced towards the glass door. I nearly screamed in surprise.
“Fergus!” I meant to shout, but it only came out as a croak.
The great white wolfhound panted just outside my door, looking like a ghost against the early morning fog. I threw back the covers and made to get out of bed but the cast caught my eye. Ah, yes. Broken leg. Maybe Mom had left me some crutches . . . I looked around then sighed. No luck. I contemplated hop-limping over to the door but as soon as I put pressure on the leg, I cried out in pain.
I sat on the edge of my bed, the sheets thrown back, feeling rather forlorn. I was wearing a pair of boxer shorts bedecked with my favorite cartoon characters from my middle school years and an old, faded t-shirt. I reached up and touched my hair. Yep, it was a mess. I hadn’t had a chance to take a good look at the bruises that decorated my face or the stitches in my shoulder and neck, but I’m sure it made me look like some sort of teen version of Frankenstein’s monster. Oh well, I thought with a grin, it’s only Fergus who’s seeing me like this.
I glanced up, hoping that the hound hadn’t left, and then I nearly fell out of bed in shock. Fergus wasn’t alone anymore. A tall figure stood at my door, one hand on the hound’s head and the hood of his long trench coat pulled up. Of course, the first emotion that rushed through me was relief followed by a tidal wave of mortification. Oh, what a sight I must be! I scrambled to cover myself with my sheets and blanket, well aware of the view Cade surely had been given. At least the bruises will hide the blush, I thought in misery.
Cade must have been waiting for something, because he continued to stand at the door, looking straight ahead. I couldn’t see his face clearly, but I knew his eyes were trained on me. After a few more seconds I realized he was waiting for me to give him permission to enter my room. My dark, cluttered, too-many-personal-things-left-out-for-him-to-see room. I bit my lip. Should I let him come in? I glanced around in embarrassment. Dirty clothes were scattered everywhere, my desk was untidy and my bathroom could have used a good cleaning. I was dressed in nothing but some unfeminine boxer shorts and a hole-ridden t-shirt, my hair a rat’s nest and my face looking like a demented artist’s pallet.
I glanced back up again. Cade still stood there but Fergus seemed to have wandered off, perhaps to act as a lookout. I wasn’t ready to face Cade yet; at least I didn’t think I was. I still wasn’t sure what his intentions were. From the beginning he had seemed to be there to help me, but in retrospect, why would he? I was a stranger and his job was to round up wayward Faelorehn and the lost creatures of the Otherworld to bring them back to where they belonged. So why hadn’t he done that with me? Why hadn’t he returned me to the Otherworld when he had found me to begin with? There had to be a reason and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know that reason yet. The Morrigan could have been lying when she had said something about Cade having a mission, but she also could have been telling the truth.
I sighed. I shouldn’t let Cade in but the fact that he was waiting for my permission was a good sign. Besides, deep down, I really wanted to know if that had been him on the other side of the dolmarehn. If he had saved me in the end or if it had just been an illusion on my part. And if he had saved me . . . Well, then perhaps he wasn’t as bad as the Morrigan had tried to paint him. And I really wanted to see him again, desperately, if only to hear his voice and simply bask in his presence.
Taking a deep breath, I looked up and nodded once. My door must have been unlocked because he slid it open with a cool swoosh. Funny, I’d been so careful to keep it locked of late . . .
Stepping out of the fog and into my room, Cade delicately pulled back his hood and began to take off his trench coat. He folded it and set it on the small futon against the far wall of my room and padded silently forward. He wore his customary jeans, t-shirt and boots, but there was something about his stance that was off. He was still walking around as if he had been running a marathon every day for the past several weeks.
The lighting was bad in my room, the only brightness coming from the foggy dawn outside and the weak night light in my bathroom. As dark as it was it still couldn’t hide the signs of stress on Cade’s face. I almost gasped when I finally got a good look at him. He was incredibly pale, much more so than the last time I had seen him. Dark circles shadowed his eyes and his breathing even seemed troubled; shallow and uneven. If I didn’t know any better I would have said he’d just been released from a quarantined room after barely surviving a bad case of the Ebola virus.
I cast aside my uncertainty. “Cade,” I whispered, reaching out a hand and forgetting about my ridiculous pajamas.
He grimaced and avoided my touch. That’s right. It wasn’t as if he was my boyfriend. Who was I to offer comfort?
“I’m so sorry Meghan,” he whispered, his voice raspy and full of remorse.
I opened my mouth to argue with him but realized he had said nothing worth arguing with.
He ran his hands over his gaunt face and through his hair. If he had been trying to wipe away his weariness, he had failed.
“This is all my fault.” He glanced at my cast-encased leg.
I self-consciously threw my comforter over it and blushed. When had my covers shifted off of me?
“I should have explained more to you, much more, but I didn’t think . . .”
He heaved a sigh of frustration and just barely kept himself from punching the wall. He glanced around my room, spotted my desk chair (strewn with all my sweatshirts and jackets) and dragged it over so that he could sit facing me. My wayward clothing fell off in an accusing manner as he pulled the chair in place. He dropped into it, the legs creaking under his weight.
He rested his elbows on his knees and thrust his hands through his hair again, his face bent towards his lap. I got the impression he wanted to pull his hair out.
An eternity seemed to pass and I had no idea what to say, to do, to think. Just a few short hours ago I was sure Cade wanted nothing to do with me, that he had betrayed me and had been using me all along. But his behavior now proved otherwise.
Finally he spoke, though he still sat with his head in his hands.
“You should never have crossed over into the Otherworld.”
His statement was so quiet I almost didn’t hear him.
“And because I was so arrogant and preoccupied with my own troubles, I never stopped to consider that she would figure it out. It’s my fault, all my fault.”
I didn’t like the way this conversation was going; Cade talking as if I wasn’t sitting right in front of him and not explaining anything he was saying. He didn’t sound right, as if the weight of the world rested on his shoulders; as if Atlas had given Cade his burden and now he searched me out as someone to confide in. Only, Cade seemed to be confessing, not confiding.
Eventually, he sat up and looked me straight in the eye. His eyes, usually always so dark green, looked impossibly pale now. Pale and empty, just like the rest of him. What had happened to make him look so sickly? A pang of fear shot through me. Yes, I may have been slightly angry with him and terribly confused, but that part of me, the part that created my sentimental emotions, reminded me that no matter what he said or did, I would still love him.
“Meghan, do you know what a geis is?” he finally said.
Uh, geis? “No,” I answered honestly. To my great relief he elaborated.
“A geis is like a taboo, something that you must never do or else there will be dire consequences. It is prevalent throughout the old Irish folk legends, but it was really a safeguard instituted by the Faelorehn when we first crossed over into this world.”
He paused and gave me his characteristic grin. Only, there was too much sadness behind it for me to really enjoy it.
“It kept our kind in check, so that they would not take complete advantage of the human race. It gave us limits, boundaries you could say.”
Okay, I think I got all that, but why was he telling me this now?
He gave a huge sigh and when he spoke to me next, he kept his eyes lowered and his voice soft.
“I have a geis, and so do you. Well, I should say we each had a geis.”
I felt my mouth go dry. “Had?”
Cade looked up at me then, his eyes haunted and his mouth grim. He nodded once, and then lowered his eyes again.
“Wait, what do you mean, had?”
“You had a geis, and because of me it has been broken.”
“What?” I blurted, sitting up straighter. “What do you mean, my geis is broken? How can someone break their geis if they don’t even know what it is?”
He grimaced again. “Believe me,” he grumbled, “it happens all the time in the Otherworld. Here on earth humanity might call it irony.”
My head was spinning again, and not because of the crazy antibiotics and painkillers the doctors had subscribed for my injuries.
“Cade,” I licked my lips and swallowed my fear, “please explain. What happens if you break your geis?”
He nodded and took a deep breath. “I never thought you would actually come after me, but I should have seen it coming, especially after I learned who had spoken to you . . .”
I cringed. Oh. So he knew that the Morrigan had paid me a visit? I merely nodded for him to go on, once again hoping my bruises hid my red face.
He sat up fully and drew his shoulders back. He gasped and clutched his arm. Without thinking, I reached out to him again.
“No,” he murmured, his eyes drifting shut, “I do not deserve your compassion.”
More stung than anything, I let my arm drop, the hurt written all over my battered face.
“When I tell you, you will understand,” Cade said as way of an explanation.
“In those first few weeks after I discovered you, I came to suspect there was much more to you than I originally thought, Meghan Elam. When all evidence proved as such, I made it my own personal goal to find out as much about you as I could. I tracked down an acquaintance who was able to help me discover who your real parents are. He is the one who suggested you might be Tuatha De and Fomorian. But I have spoken to him since I passed this information on to you, and if he is correct in his most recent discovery, then you are far more than a simple half Tuatha De, half Fomorian castaway stuck in the mortal world.”
I felt a strange shock of fear and delight rush through me. Who was I then?
Cade held up a hand. “It’s just speculation. We have no real proof yet, but the longer I consider it, the more firmly I believe it.”
“Who am I Cade?” I had to know. After learning about the Faelorehn and discovering that I was one of the immortal beings of the Otherworld, I had been dying to know who I was, where I had come from. Who I belonged to.
Cade smiled sadly. “I’m sorry Meghan, but I cannot tell you that. Maybe one day, but not now.”
Severe disappointment hit me first, then anger. I crossed my arms and let my chin drop. Tears pricked at my eyes once again.
“I deserve to know,” I whispered harshly.
“You do,” Cade agreed. “But I cannot tell you. Not now.”
He sounded pained, as if he wished to tell me more than anything. Then it dawned upon me.
“Your geis,” I said simply. He couldn’t tell me because it would break his geis. But hadn’t he implied he had already broken it? Yes, when he had been talking about mine.
Cade nodded. “It is more the consequences of my actions. I violated my own geis and now I must pay. One of my punishments includes keeping certain information to myself. I have no control over this.”
I looked up at him. “How did you break your geis?” I didn’t really expect him to answer, but it didn’t hurt to ask.
He took a long, deep breath, as if he were preparing to brace himself against something terribly unpleasant. “I violated my geis the night that you were attacked, but even much longer before that. What the Morrigan said to you that night was true. It was my job to find you and bring you back, though she didn’t know it would be you in particular I would find. It was sheer luck that I stumbled upon you. When she found out, she wanted you dead.” I gasped and he held up a hand. “Please Meghan, I must tell you this.”
I nodded for him to go on, as shocking and frightening as it all was.
“I stalled, tried to change her mind, did everything I could to get her focused on something else. But she wanted you and she wanted you eliminated. It is hard to kill a Faelorehn and only the gods and goddesses themselves cannot die, but I would not kill you Meghan. I could not.”
He took a deep breath and seemed to become lost for a second. Then he started speaking again. “When she found out I would not follow through with her plans, she distracted me with an assignment in the Otherworld. I hate myself for that.”
This last part he said so quietly I had to crane my neck to hear it.
“That’s when she enticed you into our world, in order to destroy you. For, you see, in doing so your geis was broken.”
Ah, so we were back to where we’d started.
Cade glanced up at me, a look of determination on his face. “Meghan, I cannot tell you who you are but I can tell you about the geis that was placed upon you. Your parents knew that someday you would be hunted by the Morrigan, so they did what most of our kind do when their child is in danger because of who they are; they sent you to this world. Now your mother was smart. She not only hid you among the humans of this earth, but she placed a geis upon you. And as you now know, no geis comes without a price.”
I nodded, the dread in my stomach starting to coagulate like cottage cheese.
“You would remain safe always from the horrors of the Otherworld, if and only if you never crossed into the borders of Eile. So, because of my foolish reluctance to give you certain information, and because of the Morrigan’s cruel manipulation, you stepped into the Otherworld and broke your geis.”
I didn’t know what to say, and if I was being completely honest, I was a bit confused.
“I don’t understand,” I admitted. “What exactly is, was, my geis?”
“Do you remember all the times you were chased or bothered by some Otherworldly creature?” Cade said.
I nodded. How could I forget?
“And did you ever notice how they always stopped short of harming you? As if an invisible shield of protection surrounded you?”
I clenched my hands into fists and thought back. I remembered how the demon goat-man hadn’t been able to touch me, how the raven had slammed into not me, but some force field around me. Even the Cumorrig on that first night I had met Cade . . . Even they hadn’t really been able to quite reach me.
Cade nodded solemnly. “You never would have come to harm. Your geis protected you in this world, but since you have crossed over to the Otherworld and stepped foot on Eile’s soil . . .”
“I am no longer protected.” I looked up at Cade with wide eyes. “I am now free game.” And then something else struck me. “That is why the Morrigan didn’t kill me in the clearing. She knew she couldn’t hurt me here. She knew she had to get me into the Otherworld, to break my geis, to make me vulnerable. That is why she lured me there, not to help you, but-”
I cut myself short when I noticed Cade start. He was giving me his full attention now, gazing at me with those intense eyes of his. “Help me?”
I blushed. Ugh, why couldn’t I stop doing that? I hadn’t planned on telling him all that . . . I cleared my throat and sighed. This time I was the one to lower my eyes.
“Um, yes. She said you needed my help and that I had some special power or gift that could save you.”
Finally I looked up, only to find Cade looking at me in the most bizarre way, as if he were dumbfounded that I would actually enter an unknown world full of monsters in order to help him. Oh yeah, that did sound unbelievable.
He reached out then and took my hand in his own. I was shocked at how cold it was and I almost jerked my own hand away.
“Thank you. I cannot tell you how sorry I am Meghan. You should never have gone with her, but it means a great deal that you would make that sacrifice for me. I don’t expect your forgiveness, or your friendship after all this, but I do hope that you know I never meant to harm you.”
I nodded, trying to fight the lump in my throat; trying to remember to breathe. Cade had always tried to help me. Despite my current anguish, I was warmed by that thought.
I laughed after a while, though I felt little humor. “I bet your girlfriend is livid with you at the moment. That was you I saw the night she lured me into the Otherworld, right? It was you who fought off the Cumorrig . . . ?”
But my question trailed off when I felt the bones in my hand begin to constrict.
“Cade, you’re hurting me,” I said, feeling fear once again. Had I said the wrong thing?
I glanced up at him and the look on his face was something between pure disbelief and . . . disgust?
“Girlfriend?” he said harshly.
“Yes, the Morrigan.”
I felt foolish all over again but I managed to get my hand back. Why did I have to go and open my big mouth? Could it be that my brain had stopped working since I found out that I had some semi-important Faelorehn parents who had placed a strong geis on me? All after surviving a bizarre, near-death experience? I really needed a vacation away from being me.
Cade was quiet for a long time. “The Morrigan is not my girlfriend. Did she tell you that?”
I bit my cheek. No, she hadn’t. But she had implied it.
“I just thought-”
Cade sat up abruptly and looked at me, his gaze hard. I turned away, feeling sheepish. If I blushed any more today my face just might start bleeding. That would be fabulous. Would go well with my stitches and black eye.
Eventually Cade snorted and I was glad to see he had lost that intensity about him. “She would want you to think that,” he said almost nonchalantly.
“Oh,” was all I could say. “But, I saw you in the woods, and I just thought . . .”
“You saw us in the woods?”
Oops times infinity.
While I tried to melt away into oblivion, Cade became still, and then a look of realization spread over his face. “So that is why you never showed up for our meeting,” he said quietly. “Meghan,” he continued gently, “I can’t explain what you saw, like the information about your parents, it’s something I must keep to myself. But believe me, the Morrigan is most definitely not my girlfriend.”
The silence grew between us once again and as I twisted the sheets in my hands, Cade stared down at his interlaced fingers. I could tell he wanted to tell me something more, like lightning charging the air before it struck. I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant, but . . . the Morrigan isn’t his girlfriend! I tried not to let the glee show on my face.
Cade took a breath and released it slowly. “I must go soon Meghan. I violated my geis, and that is no easily forgivable thing.”
It had been said so matter-of-factly that I wondered if he had practiced that exact line before he came to see me.
I bit my lip to keep it from trembling. “Will I ever see you again?”
“Perhaps. When I’ve done my penance.”
Two days ago I would have bitterly wished him gone from my life for good, but after learning he had made such a sacrifice for me, I didn’t want to let him go.
“I brought something for you.”
Cade reached around and seemed to pull something out of his back pocket. It looked like a metal cord bent to form a C. The two ends were capped with what appeared to be two hounds’ heads in the ancient Celtic style. It looked familiar, like the strange metal choker I’d seen him wear before. I glanced up at him. Yes, almost exactly the same, though the intertwined cord on his was thicker than the one he was holding out to me. For a long time, all I could do was stare at the smaller choker, both transfixed and uncertain. The braided cord was a beautiful silver color and the snarling muzzles of the dogs featured finely etched teeth.
Picking up my hand, Cade drew it towards him and placed the Celtic object in my palm, gently curling my fingers over it. The metal was cold, and so were Cade’s hands, but when he let his fingers linger on mine for several seconds, the place where his skin touched mine warmed.
“What is it?” I queried silently.
“It’s called a torque.” He gestured towards his own. “The ancient Celts wore these into battle. It will protect you while I’m gone.”
That’s when it hit me. Again. I had broken my own geis, a geis that had acted like some sort of invisible monster repellent. Because of my little side trip into the Otherworld, that repellent was now as useful as hand lotion against the sun’s radiation. I didn’t even try to stop the tears this time.
“Meghan,” Cade breathed quietly, moving his hand to rest against my cheek.
I wanted to move in closer to him, but some deep, primal fear of rejection stopped me. He’s only comforting you Meghan because you are doomed.
“Meghan, listen to me,” Cade continued, wiping my tears away with his thumb. “You are far more powerful than you know and you cannot forget what I have taught you.”
I thought back to the archery lessons he had given me down in the swamp. A fresh wave of tears hit when I remembered that that was when I first realized I was falling for him.
“And I’ll leave Fergus with you. He’ll let me know if you need me.”
“Can’t I come with you?”
Cade shook his head with a sad smile. “When you crossed over into the Otherworld, the fae power inside of you woke up, like a dormant seed that tastes the first rain of spring and the first warmth of the sun. It shines brightly Meghan, but remember what I told you? Your own power is like a battery run down.”
I blinked in surprise. I felt no different than before, but then again I was still pretty sore from the attack.
I furrowed my brow. “But wouldn’t it make sense for me to go with you then? So that I can ‘recharge’?”
I sounded desperate and I hated that. But to be left here like a sitting duck for the demonic beasts of Eile to come find me? Surely I was better off with Cade, even if it meant enduring whatever it was he had to do to redeem himself.
“No,” he said firmly. “I know it seems like the better option, but even if your fae power were to gain strength, you don’t yet know how to use it. I will come back and teach you how to use your gift Meghan, but until then you must stay here. The Cumorrig and their ilk may seem almost invincible to you here, but they are far more powerful in their natural world. Just remain vigilant and remember what I taught you.”
I forced a smile. I was truly touched that he was worried for me, but I still didn’t want to think about how long he would be gone and how long I would have to fight off the Morrigan’s minions on my own. I took a deep breath and forced my tears to stop. It sucked. This whole situation sucked, but it was high time I stop feeling sorry for myself and take Cade’s words to heart. True, I hadn’t discovered the depths of my Faelorehn power yet, but if he said it was there then I would believe him.
Smiling, I looked up at Cade. He dropped his hand and smiled back.
“Thank you. For the torque.”
I wasn’t sure how exactly to wear it, but that was soon resolved when Cade stood and placed it around my neck. The cool metal felt comfortingly familiar, the two hounds’ heads growling at each other across my throat.
“It suits you,” Cade said with a smirk and a glint in his eyes.
My stomach fluttered again.
He tilted his head and glanced over his shoulder. Fergus stood at my door, panting and wagging his tail slightly.
Cade’s shoulders slumped again and he looked back at me. “I must go.”
I nodded, dropping my eyes again. I will not cry . . .
He turned to leave and I reached out, grabbing his hand. “Cade?”
His eyes were no longer so pale, but they held some emotion I couldn’t decipher, yet I knew his attention was fully on me. I should have told him then how I felt about him, that he meant a great deal to me. But I was afraid. Afraid of making myself even more vulnerable.
I cleared my throat. “Be careful, please. And come back soon.”
He seemed to pause, as if waiting for me to say more. I’m pretty sure that the slight disappointment I read on his face was just in my mind. Eventually he smiled and nodded ever so slightly.
He took back his hand, made it into a fist and held it over his heart. Giving a half bow he said, “I promise.”
And then he turned and silently slid open the door, disappearing into the pale mist with a great white hound trailing behind him.
* * *
The school year came to a close with little fanfare, the most exciting event being my deadly encounter with the dogs. By the end of my first week back, the most popular version of the story included some crude remark about starving coyotes and the only reason for my survival being that they weren’t that desperate to eat someone like me.
But I didn’t let it bother me. I was too fixated on missing Cade. As he had promised, Fergus stood watch at my back door every evening and even followed me to school. During lunch and the times in between classes, I would spot him on the edge of the woods, patiently watching me, making sure no nasty faelah were lurking about. It comforted me because even though Cade couldn’t be there, I knew he still thought of me.
I still had trouble sleeping, though that was no big surprise. What with the emptiness I felt without Cade nearby combined with the memories of my ordeal. I never said anything to anyone about what I had learned about myself in the last several months, especially not my family. They had enough to worry about and I’m sure they would insist on taking me to another therapist if I started going into detail about the Faelorehn and my trip to the Otherworld. Nope, I’d had enough of therapists.
I would find a way to manage this on my own, even if it meant remaining vigilant around the clock because some horrifying fae beast could come jumping out at me at any moment. In my current state, I couldn’t even outrun a snail, what with my cumbersome crutches. But nothing so much as a demented field mouse eyed me from the bushes in those final weeks before summer, and I was starting to think, no dread, that the Morrigan was gathering her troops to make one grand attack at some point in the future. Let’s just say it didn’t help with my insomnia.
“So Stitch, what are your plans for summer?” Robyn said, breaking into my wandering thoughts.
I blanched at her new nickname for me. I knew she was trying to make light of the whole situation, and even though the stitches had come out a week ago, she still insisted on the moniker. I resorted to doing what I did best. I ignored the name.
“Hanging around the house probably. Maybe getting a job at one of the cafes in town, if they’ll hire me.”
It was truthful enough. I would be hanging around the house, hiding from Otherworldly monsters and waiting for Cade to come back. But I would also be preparing. I would take Fergus and go down into the swamp and practice my aim with the bow and special arrows Cade had given me, maybe even give my research into the world of the Celts a renewed visit. But for now, I’d enjoy the final days of being a junior in high school.
I sighed and looked around at my friends. We were all sprawled out on a patch of lawn by the track, taking advantage of the shade cast by a group of sycamores and eating our lunches. Thomas was trying to teach Will how to properly pronounce Spanish, Tully was finishing up some homework she had forgotten to do the night before, and Robyn was picking the black glitter nail polish off of her right index finger.
I smiled. How normal we all looked. But I knew the truth. I was far from being normal, I knew that for certain now, and although I was terrified of what the future might hold for a young Faelorehn in the mortal world, I would not be such a coward any more. I was no longer the timid Meghan Elam of Marshwood Lane in Arroyo Grande, but Meghan, Faelorehn of Eile, and I would be ready for whatever that world had to throw at me.
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Dolmarehn
 


-One-
Absence
 

Fifty one days. Fifty one days ago Cade MacRoich walked out of my life like a ghost passing into the hereafter. And no, I’ve not been obsessive enough to keep track of the hours and minutes, or even the seconds, but I’ve noticed every single one of them. I probably wouldn’t have been so fixated on his absence if he hadn’t up and left the way he did. Of course, at the time I’d been too distracted by my recent trauma to truly grasp what was going on.
Nearly a year ago, I was certain I was just a slightly abnormal teen. Sure, I’m tall and gangly and insecure like everybody else my age, but now I know exactly how different I am. One day this gorgeous boy shows up, out of nowhere, with a simple explanation for all of my eccentricities: my changeable eyes, my tendency to hear voices and notice odd things, and the fact that I’d been found parentless as a toddler, roaming the streets of Los Angeles like a young girl who’d been separated from her mother in the women’s clothing section of a super mall . . . He had come to tell me that I’m Faelorehn, immortal, from the Otherworld.
Shaking my head, I got back to work. Of course, watering Mrs. Dollard’s plants didn’t require much brain power. I had considered getting a part time job in town this past summer, but when the old lady had come over to ask if I might feed her cats and keep her yard alive while she toured Europe, I accepted right away. She was loaded and she always over-paid me. Besides, working in a café or at a local clothing store meant dealing with the public. I didn’t do well with the public.
The sharp caw of a crow made me hit the ground like a soldier avoiding gunfire. If acting like an idiot wasn’t bad enough, the hose got loose and soaked me. I glanced up and released a sigh of relief. Only a normal crow. I climbed to my feet and tackled the errant hose before shutting it off. Yes, freaking out at the sound of a crow would be considered weird for any normal person, but when you’ve spent the last several months dodging a Celtic goddess in raven form, well, any large black bird would give you the heebie-jeebies.
The garden was watered, Mrs. Dollard’s five cats were sleeping off a food coma, and the afternoon sun dipped low in the sky. The giant wet spot on my t-shirt was making me cold, and it was time I headed home. Didn’t want to be caught out after sunset. That’s when the faelah are the most active.
A short bark greeted me as I made my way around the house. I smiled. A great white wolfhound with rusty colored ears sat patiently, panting and grinning.
“Hello Fergus. When’s your master coming back?”
I placed a hand on his head and gave him a good scratch. He didn’t answer my question, but I hadn’t expected him to.
Mrs. Dollard’s was only a few houses down from my own, but before I stepped inside, I kept on walking to the end of the street, bypassing the Dead End sign. I’d developed the habit of checking the knothole in the oak tree every day, hoping Cade had left me a new note.
I frowned in disappointment when the knothole proved empty, but it didn’t surprise me. Cade’s absence was understandable. A few months ago I crossed into the Otherworld, bent on saving him from some cruel fate. Turns out the Morrigan, one of the most powerful of all the Otherworldly deities, merely wanted me where she could conveniently kill me. Still being rather ignorant of my roots, I believed her when she told me Cade needed my help. Hey, she’d been pretty convincing, and well, I kind of had a huge crush on the guy, still do. As a matter of fact, I can admit that it’s turned into something far more severe than a simple crush.
Pushing the hair out of my face, I climbed back up the slope and headed towards my bedroom on the basement floor of our house. I didn’t like how much time I spent thinking about Cade; it couldn’t be healthy, but he had saved my life after all. And he’d been the one to tell me the truth about where I’d come from.
My room greeted me with its usual chaos: various items of clothing spread all over the floor and furniture, computer screen saver glowing blue and green, comforter and sheets wadded up into an unintelligible mess.
“Meghan!”
I jumped, then grumbled. “What Logan?”
My younger brother, oldest of the five, stuck his head through the trap door leading up into the main part of the house. His blond hair fell to the side. I grinned. He looked like some miniature version of a pro surfer.
Logan’s eyes found me and he piped, “Dinner! Oh, and we’re going to the beach for my birthday party tomorrow, remember?”
I cringed. Ah, yes. Forgot about that one. Logan had turned eleven a week ago, but he hadn’t had his party because most of his friends were still on their summer vacations.
“Alright,” I said, “be up in a minute.”
Logan disappeared and I shot a glance back through my sliding glass door. Fergus was gone, but I merely shrugged. He tended to vanish like that a lot. I had no idea if other people were able to see him or not (I didn’t know if he could be seen by mortals), but maybe he didn’t want to take the chance.
After quickly changing into a dry t-shirt and a pair of old sweat pants, I made my way up the spiral staircase and out into the circus that was the Elam family.
Mom darted about the kitchen, getting the last minute dinner items ready, Dad sat in his recliner, as usual, reading the paper, and all five of my brothers, Logan, Bradley, Aiden and even the twins, Jack and Joey, stared at the TV, thoroughly engrossed in some science special. I rolled my eyes. It was one of those ‘deadliest insects’ things and it included a detailed description of what sinister attribute made them so dangerous. My stomach churned when they started describing internal parasites.
“Boys, could you turn that off? We’re about to eat dinner!”
Thank goodness for Mom.
We all sat down and tried to commence as a normal family would at mealtime. Too bad we weren’t normal. One of us was a Faelorehn from the Otherworld. Of course, none of them were aware of my true identity. Like the adoption agency who found me those many years ago, they thought I was just another abandoned human child. I knew if I told my mom and dad what I’d learned over the past year, they wouldn’t be able to accept it. Or they would drag me off to a new psychologist who would only prescribe mind-numbing medication. No thanks. I’d like to have all my wits about me when the Morrigan decided to attack again, thank you very much.
“Meg, you are coming with us tomorrow, correct?”
Dad’s voice snapped me out of my train of thought. I grimaced. Honestly, I didn’t want to go. Not that I had anything against Logan or birthday parties or even the beach, it’s just that ever since my ordeal at the end of spring, I’d been extra wary about wandering too far from home. This is what made Mrs. Dollard’s offer so appealing. Only four houses down the road, piece of cake . . .
“Sure,” I shrugged and stabbed at some green beans.
“Sure?” Mom gave me one of her looks. “Meg, you’ve been practically cooped up in this house all summer. You only ever leave to take care of Matilda Dollard’s cats, take those walks down into the swamp, or to visit Tully.”
Okay, I had good reason not to wander far, reasons having nothing to do with my fear of the faelah creatures creeping out of the dolmarehn hidden deep in the woods. Up until a few weeks ago I had been in a leg cast, and that really limited my mobility. She couldn’t count visiting Tully, my best friend, as ‘never going out’. Tully lived all the way at the head of our street. A good fifteen or so houses down. And my walks in the swamp had the potential to be rather exciting. An Otherworldly creature might show up at any minute and cause quite a stir. And if that Otherworldly creature happened to be Cade . . .
I swallowed and put him as far out of my mind as possible. No need to get all dreamy-eyed at the dinner table. Regardless of what my parents thought, my walks were productive. If Mom knew I practiced with my longbow and arrows during my walks, maybe she would change her mind. Of course, I only went down there alone because Fergus always accompanied me. Should Cade’s spirit guide suddenly disappear, I’d gladly admit defeat and take on the guise of a recluse.
“You have to go Meg!” Logan whined.
I glanced over at him, his blue eyes shining with unshed tears. My heartstrings tightened. How could I deny my little brother anything?
I released a sigh. “What beach again?”
“Avila,” Dad said. “We’re going to have a bonfire and everything, so be sure to bring your warm clothes. It’ll get cold after dark.”
I gritted my teeth despite my smile. After dark . . . I had been lucky the past few months. I’d only seen a handful of faelah wandering around in the swamp; small, demented rodents that often met their end in the jaws of a certain white wolfhound. My own intuition assured me Fergus would not be accompanying me to the beach. Time to face the truth: it had been too long since anything of noticeable significance had happened. I was well overdue for a good haunting.
* * *
The sunny weather in Avila made me forget about my troubles for a while. I helped my parents drag our gear down to the sand and we propped the fold-out chairs, extra towels, bags of food and various water boards and toys against the picnic table closest to the creek fanning out across the shore. Almost immediately, my brothers went tearing off into the wide mouth of the stream, kicking up brackish surf as they screamed and splashed one another.
I looked at my parents and they nodded before they started setting up. We shared a silent agreement between the three of us. Since Aiden, my youngest brother besides the twins, had autism and had a tendency to pay less attention to his surroundings than the others, I made it a point to keep an extra eye on him. Jack and Joey, despite having turned three over winter break, were actually quite self-sufficient. Besides, my other two brothers stuck to them like glue.
Aiden, well, Aiden was different. We’re not sure what caused his autism, but Mom and Dad always suspected it had something to do with the stress he was under during his birth. It had been a difficult delivery, and they had been terrified he wouldn’t make it. He had to stay in the intensive care unit for a few months before we were allowed to bring him home. Perhaps he’d missed out on some vital element and was now trying to compensate. None of that mattered, though. I still loved him dearly; we all did.
I set my own bag down and headed after my brothers. They had all crossed over to the other side of the creek, climbing on the pylons of the road bridge stretching overhead. I chose to cross closer to the shore. I wasn’t a germ freak or anything, but semi-stagnant water just gave me the willies.
“Meg!” Bradley complained from the rock he perched upon. “I want to go check out the tide pools, but Logan’s being a turd!”
“Hey! I said I’d go, I just wanted to wait for Meg!”
A shoving contest ensued as I reached down and scooped Aiden up, grunting a little at his weight. I couldn’t believe how big he was getting. Soon I wouldn’t be able to pick him up at all.
“Bradley, you do know it’s Logan’s birthday party, right? Shouldn’t he choose what to do? His friends will start showing up at any minute, so we should get back to the picnic table and wait for them.”
Through some miracle of older-sisterhood, I managed to round them all up and bring them back. Logan’s friends arrived ten minutes later and soon we were all roasting hotdogs and eating cake.
About an hour before sunset, Logan insisted on going back to the tide pools on the other side of the creek. I shaded my eyes and squinted up at the sky.
“I’m not sure, Logan. By the time we get there we won’t be able to do much exploring.”
Well, if we left before the sun set. The walk didn’t take long, but I wanted to be close to the fire once darkness started settling in. I had encountered the faelah in daylight before, but they preferred the darkness, and the worst attack I ever suffered on this side of Eile had come right after sunset.
“Go on Meg, you have plenty of time before the sun goes down,” Mom insisted.
I think she wanted the kids to play somewhere else so she and Dad could relax before we started roasting marshmallows.
I squirmed, torn between pleasing my brother and my own, semi-paranoid fear. Eventually I caved. I mean, what were the chances of faelah showing up at the beach anyway? Cade had never mentioned any dolmarehn around the Avila area, and I’m sure he would have if there had been any.
“Alright, but you and Bradley have to help me with Aiden and the twins.”
The small herd of pre-teen boys all cheered in obnoxious unison. Oh boy, this was going to be so fun . . .
The rocky shelf that featured the tidal pools teemed with other beach-goers. I held Aiden’s hand the entire time, pointing out star fish and sea anemones as we carefully walked across the slippery rocks, the deep sloshing sound of the ocean drowning out most of our words. Logan, Bradley, the twins and all of Logan’s friends started hunting for crabs and after a handful of minutes, I allowed myself to relax a little. This was actually pretty nice. Spending quality time with my brothers like a normal, human teenager. Of course, the delusion didn’t last.
“Seal,” Aiden said, pointing towards the water rushing into the giant fissure between the rocks.
I twisted around and looked down, almost slipping on some seaweed in shock. It was a seal, sort-of. A dark head turned to gaze at me, but instead of seeing the cute, whiskered face and big brown eyes of a spotted seal, I caught a glimpse of the deep ocean-blue eyes of a young woman. I blinked several times, but the vision didn’t fade. It was as if someone had skinned a harbor seal and now floated around beneath the tide pools, wearing the skin as some sort of gruesome robe.
Apparently, I wasn’t the only one to be surprised. The seal woman’s dark eyes grew wide and she pulled the seal skin over her face. I had to blink again. No human likeness remained, but in her place floated an actual seal. Wait, what had just happened?
“Perty,” Aiden whispered.
I looked at him. He liked animals, and I’m sure he only noticed a seal. Cade had once told me about Otherworldly glamour and from past experience, I knew not all the faelah made their presence known.
“Yes Aiden, very pretty,” I murmured.
The sun fell beyond the horizon and no more Otherworldly beasts surprised us. On our walk back, I contemplated what I’d seen. I mentally went through the various Irish myths I had read in one of my books. I knew the seal had seemed familiar, but why? A faded memory suddenly came back to me. The Silkies; Irish seal-people. Had the creature been a Silkie?
Now that I’d decided what she was, I wracked my brain for more details. When Silkies removed their seal skin, they became human, and if another human being got a hold of the seal skin, they could control the Silkie. I grimaced, hoping my obvious recognition would encourage the Silkie to find a much less populated beach to visit. Glamour or not, that was too high a price to pay if someone managed to steal her skin.
“Ah, there you are!” my dad crooned as we came traipsing back to the picnic table.
Delight coursed through me when I caught sight of the fire, for we were all soaked from the waist down.
“Who’s ready for some marshmallows?”
I pulled up a lawn chair and jabbed a marshmallow on the end of my stick as I let the warmth of the fire pour over me. The boys started sharing ghost stories, but I blocked them out and instead focused on the sound of the waves crashing against the shore. I remembered Cade telling me once how the ocean soothed him. On a normal day, I would have been of the same opinion. The only problem was, he wasn’t here at the moment, and that fact alone dashed away any hopes of feeling truly content.
 


-Two-
Reunion
 

A week after Logan’s birthday party, the school year started. Normally, I would have dreaded the day, for I wasn’t the most popular kid in school, but at least I’d get a chance to escape my room. Mom had been right; I had become a recluse. And for some reason, I entertained the idea that the Morrigan and her ilk would avoid harassing me at school. I hoped I was still right.
Thomas picked Tully and me up at the end of our street in his family’s gold van. He had already been to Will’s house. I smiled at my friends as I climbed in.
“So, ready for our senior year?” Hey, might as well act cheerful, right?
“Yeah, sure, a whole year stressing about filling out college applications and waiting to hear back. So exciting.”
I brushed aside Will’s negativity. He was under a lot of pressure to get into a good college. He had spent most of his summer researching one university after another. At least he’d
been productive. What had I done? Oh yeah, I’d wasted my summer by hiding in my room and avoiding the outdoors as often as possible. But I had gone into the swamp to practice archery, something I thought I might be improving on. Finally.
“I’m ready for all the perks that come with being a senior,” Thomas added, answering my question.
I wouldn’t call exclusive lunch rights to the front lawn or the chance to take study hall for one of our class periods perks, but I shrugged anyway.
Thomas reached forward and changed the station before pulling out onto the next road.
We met Robyn in the parking lot, her usual Goth-inspired attire flawless. The teal streak in her hair had faded and appeared to be a little longer than the last time I’d seen her. I hadn’t spent much time with Robyn over the summer, only seeing her twice at Tully’s in the first few weeks after school let out. Despite her hair, she was just the same as always.
“Hey people! Ready to wreak havoc and cause mayhem? We’re seniors!”
I would have laughed, but Robyn would wreak havoc and cause mayhem, given the chance. I had enough chaos in my life without even trying, so I merely shook my head, giving her what I hoped was an impish grin.
A few minutes later the bell rang and our talk of the long-lost summer and what our big plans were for the year came to an end. Shrugging my backpack further up my shoulder, I headed down the hallway to find my first class.
I spotted Adam Peders, Josh Turner and Michaela West along the way. They all glared at me. I gritted my teeth, then paused. These were the people who had tormented me since middle school, but hadn’t I already been through a lot worse than what they’d ever been able to dish out? Hadn’t I survived an attack from the Morrigan, a powerful Otherworldly being? Hadn’t I recently learned I was Faelorehn, immortal, and potentially capable of unfathomable power?
I laughed out loud, startling the three lemmings that used to be the bane of my existence. Key word there; used to be. I lifted my chin, adopted the haughtiest look I could muster, and strolled right past them as if they were nothing more than snails on a wall. Michaela’s gasp of outrage was particularly enjoyable.
Oh yes Robyn, I thought, I am definitely ready to wreak havoc and cause mayhem.
* * *
That first week flew by and I found myself facing a weekend of homework. Okay, maybe being a senior wasn’t going to be that glorious after all. I spent a good portion of my Friday night getting my math done and working on an essay for my literature class. By ten, my eyes felt like they were caked with glue. I piled my books onto my desk and headed for bed. Sighing, I stared at my ceiling and did what I’d been trying to do since before the start of summer break: not think about Cade MacRoich.
Eventually I did get to sleep, but woke with a start several hours later. I blinked away the bleariness in my eyes. Had I been having another nightmare? I couldn’t tell. I rotated my head to look at my alarm clock. Four fifty one, in bright red, glowing letters, glared back at me. I groaned. Really? Why couldn’t my stupid dreams let me sleep until at least seven?
I tried to go back to sleep, but I just tossed and turned until it started to get light outside. Finally, I got up. In a haze, I walked into my bathroom and turned on the shower. Perhaps it would lift my spirits.
Once done with my morning routine, I threw on a comfortable pair of sweatpants and an old t-shirt (a favorite ensemble of mine) and returned to my desk. Time to get some more homework done or waste a good hour or two on the internet.
A scratch at the sliding glass door drew my attention. I leaned back in my chair and glanced over. Ah, Fergus. He’d been a common sight at my door all summer, so I blew out a breath and hit the button to turn on my computer. When the scratching continued, followed by a whine then a sharp bark, I got up to go find out what the spirit guide wanted. He never seemed to want attention from me before, but there was always a first for that.
I unlocked the door and slid it open. “What’s up Fergus?”
He backed away from me, panting and doing a little dance. Weird . . . Only when he turned to head down the horse trail, pausing long enough to glance back at me with his big brown eyes, did I realize he wanted me to follow him. My heart jumped into my throat. Was Cade back?
I threw on a jacket and stepped into some shoes. The morning was chilly, but I knew by noon it would be hotter. Not that I needed it to be any warmer at the moment. My heart raced and I dashed after the wolfhound, my mind abuzz with a million thoughts. Could Cade truly be waiting down the trail for me? Would he be glad to see me? Would he be recovered from the encounter with the Morrigan? Would he leave right away after talking to me? Would he have news from the Otherworld? Would he kiss me again?
I shivered at my last thought. Although I had convinced myself the memory of Cade kissing me had simply been imagined due to the trauma of coming darn near close to death, I couldn’t help but wish it had been real. Almost every night, the scene replayed in my mind and I tried hard to remember the satisfaction of being held in his arms; the gentle touch of his lips pressed against mine, but the recollection of those sensations would not surface and I forced myself to accept them as semi-forgotten dreams.
I turned the corner and passed through the willow trees covering the land bridge over the swamp. A few more steps brought me through to the other side. And then I spotted him, standing dead center in a wide clearing, Fergus sitting and panting contentedly by his side. Cade MacRoich.
My knees buckled, bringing me to a dead stop. Stupid knees. He wore his trench coat, as usual, his arms crossed over his chest. As soon as he spotted me, however, he pulled down his hood and smiled. Oh, what that one action did to me . . . I took in his height, his posture, his face. He looked well, much better than the walking zombie he’d been when we last parted ways. His dark red hair almost glowed in the sunlight and his beautiful face no longer resembled a gaunt, white mask. But the light in his eyes proved he had finally recovered; dark green and sparking with life.
“Hello Meghan.”
I forgot about my knees. I forgot about my thundering heart. I even forgot to keep that safe distance I always placed carefully between us. Apparently, I forgot to think as well.
Letting out a small squeak of joy, I bolted from where I stood and threw my arms around him, trapping him in a full-body embrace. I was so glad to see him. Unfortunately, my mind hadn’t warned me about how foolish I appeared.
Fortunately, Cade hugged me back, making my imprudent behavior seem only a tiny bit ridiculous. Didn’t stop me from flushing beet red, though.
I let go and stepped away, but Cade kept his hands on my shoulders, holding me only a few feet in front of him. I turned my head. I blushed far too often in his presence, and looking him in the eye would only make it worse.
“Are you unwell?”
His voice was gentle, betraying a smidgen of concern. My heart swelled.
“Um, I worried while you were away,” I admitted.
Of course, I didn’t need to go into detail about how my concern was more for him than myself.
“The faelah? You worried about them?” he asked.
I nodded. Chicken. Why was I so afraid to tell him how I felt? Like an idiot, I allowed myself to fall for him only to discover he had a goddess for a girlfriend (and then learning she wasn’t his girlfriend after all), right before he left me hanging for the entire summer, wondering if I’d ever see him again . . . Ugh. I guess you could say my emotions had been banged up a bit.
He used his index finger to lift my chin so that I looked him in the eye. Drat. His had darkened even more. Mine, I couldn’t say what color they took on at the moment, but if my nerves were any indication, I’d say they resembled a slide show gone berserk.
“Nothing attacked you, though, right?”
The hard tone of Cade’s voice sent prickles down my spine. Why must he be so appealing?
“No,” I finally managed.
He sighed and dropped his finger from my chin and released my other arm. He ran his hands through his hair and stepped away.
“Good,” he said.
“I did run across a few things, over the summer, but only some more of those gnome creatures and they didn’t bother me.” I thought it best to make practical conversation as I recovered from being so close to him. “Oh, and a Silkie just last week.”
Cade arched an eyebrow. “A Silkie?”
I nodded, wrapping my arms around my torso. A chill settled on my skin for some reason, as if leaving Cade’s embrace also took away all my warmth.
“Logan had his birthday party at the beach, and when we went to the tide pools I noticed a woman in the water with a seal skin draped over her shoulders. She caught me staring, then pulled the skin tighter and transformed back into a seal.”
Cade seemed to have stopped listening to me. He grew still and his face turned stony. “Logan?”
I blinked up at him, my mind blank. His height still astounded me. He stood a good eight or nine inches taller than me, and I was the tallest girl in my high school.
“Who is Logan?”
Uh . . . ? Had I never told him about my brothers? “My little brother.”
Could I have been imagining things, or did that information cause him to relax substantially? Had he been worried? Jealous? A tingle of joy pulsed through me, but I squashed the stupid sensation and told myself I was being delusional again.
I cleared my throat. “So, how have things been in the Otherworld?”
I know it was a lame thing to say, but moving the conversation, even in the small talk direction, was better than silence.
Cade arched a brow and cast me a sidelong glance. Okay, was he trying to make me blush? Or was I just that pathetic?
He shrugged and glanced away. Thank goodness. “I’ve managed to keep most of the faelah from trickling through the dolmarehn I’m responsible for, but if you’re wondering if I’ve redeemed myself for breaking my geis, I’m afraid I have to disappoint you.”
Oh. I hadn’t been wondering, at least not until he brought it up.
“I’m sorry Cade,” I confessed quietly, stepping even further away from him.
I couldn’t imagine what being punished for saving someone’s life felt like. Because of his actions on the day I almost got mauled to death in the Otherworld, he ended up breaking his geis, his taboo. Violating a geis came with a heavy price. True, I didn’t know what his particular punishment was, but such a thing couldn’t be pleasant.
Cade moved closer, following me. He spoke low, and curse it, his voice made me go weak in the knees again.
“Don’t be sorry Meghan. I would make the same choice again in a heartbeat.”
Oh, how I wanted those words to mean he liked me back. Perhaps they did, and perhaps he was about to say so, but unfortunately Fergus’s bark interrupted any further conversation.
Cade tensed, and then forced himself to relax once more. “I’ve got to go Meghan.”
I just managed to exercise a bit of restraint before wrapping myself around him again.
“When will you be back?” I wanted to know.
He smiled. “As soon as possible. In the meantime, keep up your archery practice and be sure to check the oak tree every once in a while.”
I grinned back, despite my forlorn state of mind. I watched as he disappeared down the trail leading to the dolmarehn, the same dolmarehn that had thrown me into the Otherworld a scant few months ago. The memory of the ordeal made me shudder, but I focused on watching Cade for as long as I could. He was leaving, yet he promised to come back, and he had insinuated he would be dropping off messages in the oak tree. Love letters? I grinned in self-chastisement. Silly Meghan! When are you going to stop daydreaming about him? Unfortunately, my common sense told me the truth: never.
 


-Three-
Surprise
 

I spent the rest of the weekend in a fog of housekeeping and studying. I’d put off tidying my room for weeks and I had grown tired of wading through stray laundry to get to my bed. Besides, cleaning was the one activity I could actually accomplish while my mind was still caught up in the memory of seeing Cade.
By Sunday morning, however, I told myself to snap out of my weird funk and get some homework done. Moping around the house like some forlorn ghost would do me no good, and letting my grades suffer might have dire consequences. I turned on a classical music CD and got to work. To my delight, I only thought about Cade twice for the rest of the day. Maybe three times.
On Monday morning I woke up before the alarm clock, so I decided to get up earlier than usual. I showered, got dressed and headed upstairs for breakfast. My brothers nearly knocked me over as they ran circles around Mom. I grinned and managed to capture a bagel amidst all the chaos. I called a goodbye to my dad as I headed out the front door. I had every intention of walking down the street and catching a ride with Tully. As I angled down the driveway however, a sharp bark stopped me in my tracks.
Fergus stood by the old barbed wire fence denoting the road’s stopping point and the beginning of the equestrian trail that led into the swamp. He wagged his tail and turned around, trotting into the woods. A goofy grin spread across my face and I took hold of my backpack straps and followed him. When he stopped at the oak tree, a small twang of disappointment snapped in my stomach. Oh, so he wasn’t taking me to Cade.
Sighing and trying not to show my frustration too much, I stepped up onto a tree root and pulled the note out of the knothole on the other side. Fergus stared at me, panting as usual, as I unrolled the paper and began to read.
Meghan,
I hope your weekend went well. I’m very sorry I couldn’t stay longer and catch up with you or even witness your progress with your bow, but I’m glad I was able to get away at all.
Unfortunately, I fear I’ll be held up in Eile for the next month or so, and will only be corresponding by letter. In order to make up for my rude neglect of you, do me a favor and take the back way to school this morning.
Sincerely,
C.M.
Despite my intense regret at learning Cade would be gone for a month, I smiled softly. He sounded truly remorseful that he wouldn’t be able to visit me. I tucked the letter into a backpack pocket and made a mental note to set aside a shoebox for them before taking out my cell phone and texting Tully, telling her I was going to walk to school that morning. It was still early, so if I didn’t dawdle I should make it before the bell.
Coastal fog curled along the trail and in the deepest recesses of the swamp. On a normal day, I’d be terrified to come down here on my own when it still wasn’t fully light, but I had Fergus, trotting silently ahead of me. For the first time since the spirit guide had been left with me, I wondered if Cade was suffering because of it. I dashed that thought away before it culminated into a full blown, single-minded desire to go back to the Otherworld to check on him.
A small flash of color and a chirp that sounded similar to a cricket’s stopped me dead in my tracks. I sensed myself going white. Were there faelah around? Why would Cade tell me to walk to school if he had somehow let faelah slip past him? Was the Morrigan trying to set me up again? But, wouldn’t Fergus know if it was dangerous?
I turned to go back the way I had come, but Fergus blocked me. “No Fergus, perhaps this isn’t such a good idea after all.”
I started to text Tully again as I tried to get by him, but the wolfhound wouldn’t budge. In the next breath, something the size of a swallowtail butterfly fluttered past my ear, making the soft chirping sound. I screamed and threw my arms up to protect my head, almost losing my cell phone.
Now I caught a glimpse of what had been creating the noise and my mouth dropped open. Was that a . . . fairy?! I shook my head and blinked my eyes clear. The creature’s body, humanoid in shape, measured about the length my thumb and its brilliantly colored wings were somewhat translucent. I simply stood there, gaping and following the creature with my eyes. After floating in the air for a few minutes, the fairy landed among a thicket of ferns. Fergus pulled away from me then and trotted alongside the fronds, brushing them with his legs. What followed completely transfixed me. As he moved down the line of ferns, hundreds of the little fairy creatures took to the sky, chirping in agitation and flashing their multicolored wings. A living, breathing rainbow.
I was dumbstruck, and a sense of pure joy filled me as the fairies fluttered all around me. Wait, not fairies. In Irish lore fairies were more like humans, but with supernatural powers. The term ‘fairy’ might even apply to the Faelorehn. These charming faelah were most likely pixies.
Taking a deep breath, I tore myself away and started back down the trail, grinning like I’d received a dozen roses from a secret admirer.
Cade’s gift probably meant I’d be late for school, but the delay had been worth it. Whether the delightful little creatures were pixies or some other form of faelah, I couldn’t say. What I did know, however, was that Cade had more than made up for his so-called neglect.
* * *
The next several weeks passed with just a hint of bitter sweetness to them. Cade stayed away from the mortal world, like he promised, busy paying back the damage caused by his broken geis. He also kept his other promise and wrote to me at least twice a week.
Fergus was always diligent in letting me know if there was a letter waiting in the oak tree for me, but to be honest, I checked the knothole every day after school. Nothing thrilled me more than getting notes from Cade. He would start the letters by telling me how much he missed our archery lessons and how he was looking forward to showing me the Otherworld (without the Morrigan and her minions tagging along, of course). My heart would leap when I conjured up images of wandering those misty hills with him, to see him in his element. I also dreaded the possibility of my memories from that horrible night returning; when the Morrigan’s demons nearly killed me. Despite everything, however, Cade would protect me, I hadn’t a doubt.
As fall progressed, the days got shorter and my school work got more intense. Nothing I couldn’t handle, though. I mean, what was an impending calculus test and a biology report compared to the anger of a Celtic goddess? Hah! A walk in the park! If only I could convince myself such thoughts were true.
A few days before my birthday and Halloween, I dreamed of my childhood again. I had almost forgotten about it, what with everything I’d learned in the last several months. But I shouldn’t have been surprised. It came every year, and nothing had changed this year: the younger version of myself, wandering L.A.’s streets, clinging to a huge white hound.
When I woke up, however, I sensed the puzzle pieces of my mysterious past had finally fallen into place. Sure, they hadn’t been pressed together yet, but I envisioned all of them clearly, lying on the glass coffee table in our living room, each one lined up and ready for my fingers to slip them into place. I had been taken through a dolmarehn at the age of two, I’d already determined that much, but who had brought me to the mortal world and why?
I grumbled under my breath and shut off my radio alarm, another old question floating up from the depths of my mind to mingle with my other thoughts. Exactly who were my parents? I still didn’t know, and every time Cade had visited in the past, he managed to distract me with his essence, thus striking any other questions from my mind. Of course I loved my mom and dad, but some undetectable sense inside of me insisted on knowing who I had once belonged to.
Kicking off my bed sheets in frustration, I got up and decided to get ready for school. I would puzzle over my mysterious origins later. Time for me to think about something else. A few more school days remained before the weekend, until Halloween, the day I turned eighteen . . . What a daunting thought. I didn’t feel any older, and I definitely didn’t feel like an adult.
I cast my eyes around my room, wincing at its general, usual, untidiness. For Halloween this year, my friends and I had decided to have a stay-in party, hosted by myself. That meant cleaning my room. I glanced at my clock again and cursed. Housekeeping would have to wait until later. The shower beckoned and I needed to get going.
I spent the entire afternoon and the next working on making my room spic and span. Well, as spic and span as possible. I woke up early on Saturday to finish up, only to be delayed when my intrusive siblings dragged me upstairs to help them carve some last-minute pumpkins. Apparently, one for each of us didn’t measure up to my brothers’ high standards. I managed to escape in record time so that I could decorate before my friends showed up. I strung fake spider webs everywhere, the little arachnids belonging to them dangling from my spiral staircase. Tissue paper bats and ghosts added their own macabre presence, and bowls full of various, creepy foods sat on my desk, waiting to be consumed. I had also rented a few movies with a Halloween theme, one about vampires, the other a supernatural thriller.
I stood back and examined my work when I finished, grinning at the final result. I’d done a pretty good job. The clock next to my bed announced the time: four in the afternoon. I gasped and ran for the bathroom. My friends were due in an hour and I still had to get into my costume. While browsing through thrift stores two weeks ago, Tully, Robyn and I managed to find an old prom dress that fit me well. We all decided I should dress as some dead beauty queen. Normally, I wouldn’t have gone for it, but they had been so insistent. Besides, I liked the color of the gown, a deep blue, faux satin, and I thought that particular shade went well with my eyes. Well, at least when they seemed more blue than any of the other colors.
Tully showed up while I was finishing my makeup. I hoped the pallid powder and fake blood did the trick. Tully’s squeal of delight affirmed my suspicions. She had decided to mock Robyn by dressing as a Gothic witch. Robyn herself arrived next, toting Will and Thomas behind her. Robyn appeared to be a demonic fairy; Will a mad scientist and Thomas had adopted the garb of his favorite pop star.
“Nice blood Meg,” Will commented as he took a seat on my old couch with Thomas and Tully.
“Don’t mind if I take the bed, do you?” Robyn asked, plopping down on top of my comforter and depositing glitter everywhere. I shrugged and joined her. How pleasant to have a made bed for once.
The night progressed with us screaming and jumping at the movies I’d picked out. Every now and again I heard the doorbell ring followed by Mom’s best interpretation of a witch cackling as she tried to frighten the trick-or-treaters. I snickered and thought about sneaking around the house in order to jump out and scare a few of them.
A glance towards my sliding glass door made me quickly change my mind. It also caused my heart to stop beating for a good three seconds. There was something out there. As all four of my friends yelled at the actress who was about to get mutilated in the movie, I merely stared in silent horror at the thing, no, things, crawling across my backyard. They were not much bigger than housecats, but they had the arms and legs of monkeys. Some of them touted leathery wings, others curved horns. Several of them had large ears and teeth protruding from their lower jaws. They crawled along like zombies freshly raised from a pet cemetery and I wouldn’t be surprised if my theory proved true. Not a single patch of fur covered their wrinkled, mummy-like pelts, and all of their bones pushed out against their dark hides, creating a multitude of knobs and ridges. Their sudden appearance made my skin crawl.
“NO!” Robyn screamed right in my ear as our helpless heroine got cornered by a vampire.
I shouted as well, but more in response to Robyn’s outburst.
Everyone turned and eyed me as if I was crazy. Great. How would I explain this one?
“Sorry,” I grumbled, rubbing the back of my neck. “Thought I saw something in the backyard, and I got distracted for a moment.”
Of course, everyone turned to look. I cringed, but cast a wary glance myself. I breathed a mental sigh of relief. The faelah were gone. Not that I was worried my friends would notice them. Only I saw the faelah.
“I don’t see anything,” Will proclaimed.
“I know, like I said. I thought I saw something.”
To my immense relief, no more faelah came to pay my yard a visit for the rest of the evening. By ten o’clock, both movies were over and everyone decided to call it a night. I didn’t mind. After all, I had creepy crawlers haunting me and I didn’t need my friends around when they came back. I saw them out, and then returned to my room with the intention of washing off my makeup. The trick-or-treaters were gone and my brothers were slowly making their way to their own beds. Time to call it a night.
When I got to the bottom of the stairs, however, I found that I had a late night visitor. Fergus’s white form sat patiently at my sliding glass door. I walked over to give him a pat goodnight and to ask him to chase away any freaky faelah that might still be lurking about. I slid the door open and before I could so much as smile in his direction, he bolted towards the oak tree. I groaned. I looked forward to Cade’s letters more than anything else, but the last thing I wanted to do was go anywhere near the swamp on Halloween night, especially after seeing those strange creatures in the backyard just an hour or so before.
A sharp bark followed by a whine floated up from the equestrian trail. Gritting my teeth, I turned around and grabbed a flashlight out of my desk drawer. Feeling I needed more than light to defend myself, I picked up my umbrella as well. Yes, an umbrella proved a poor weapon compared to a bow and arrows, but I didn’t want to cart those down to the tree. It was only a few dozen yards away, and I hoped the pointed tip of the umbrella would work just as well at thwarting goblins and such. Besides, Fergus had gone down before me and he’d attack anything overly dangerous. Still, my nerves weren’t too happy with my decision.
I pulled on a sweater and stepped through my door. There wasn’t much of a moon this Halloween, so I was glad I’d grabbed the flashlight. I climbed down the slope that dropped behind our backyard and aimed my light towards the tree. I spotted Fergus immediately, his tall shoulders resting against the tree as he wagged his tail slowly. Wait, not leaning against a tree, but . . .
“Cade?!” I breathed.
I forgot about my fear of wandering around in the dark and, hiking up the long skirts of my costume, I ran the last few meters to reach his side. This time I exhibited a little more self-control and didn’t fling myself at him.
He stepped away from the tree and the dim light my flashlight provided showed me his grin.
“How are you Meghan?” he asked in that calm voice of his.
“Oh, you know,” I offered in a nonchalant manner, waving my hand around. “The same as any senior in high school. Keeping busy with homework and avoiding faelah. Thank you, by the way. For guiding me towards the, uh, pixies. They were beautif-”
I cut myself off when Cade grabbed my shoulders. He’d abruptly grown tense and for a moment my mind went blank. Was he trying to make me shut up? Was he going to shake me? Press me against the oak tree and kiss me . . . ? I waited in slight anticipation.
“What happened to your neck?”
His voice was cold and serious, and for several seconds I held as still as possible, speechless. My neck? My neck, my neck . . .
“And your face.”
He lifted one of his hands and caressed my cheek. He no longer sounded dangerous, but concerned.
Uhhhhhh . . . I think that single touch might have fried my brain cells.
My brain managed to revive itself and I became aware of what he was talking about.
“Oh! No, it’s nothing. Makeup for my Halloween costume! I decided to dress as a dead beauty queen this year.”
I tried grinning, but boy, did I feel stupid.
“R-really,” I stammered. “It’s fake blood, and only pale makeup for my face. It’s a stupid costume, really. Dead beauty queen . . .”
I trailed off and Cade took his time releasing me from the death grip.
“No, not a stupid costume,” he murmured, his voice more relaxed. “Well, perhaps the dead part is inaccurate, but . . .”
I wished I hadn’t dropped the flashlight, because I wanted so badly to study the look on his face right then. Had he just started to compliment me? A strong desire to clap my hands and jump up and down in glee took hold of me. To my unending relief, however, my common sense was awake tonight.
“So,” I cleared my throat to break the discomfiting silence and equally awkward moment, “what brings you to this side of the dolmarehn on Halloween night? Have you fulfilled your penance for breaking your geis?” Oh please say yes . . .
A sigh from the darkness in front of me told me no. I tried to contain my disappointment, but what he said next made it even worse.
“I’ll never be able to repay the debt I owe for breaking my geis.”
And you’re to blame for his broken geis . . . my conscience reminded me.
“Oh Cade, that is so unfair. Who placed the geis on you in the first place? Maybe we can talk with him?”
He flinched. Hard. “No Meghan. There is no reasoning with them, and I can’t tell you who did this. You must believe I do not regret my decision in the least.”
His words should have warmed me, but I hated that this was all because of me.
“Perhaps I can do something to help.”
The strain keeping him so rigid gave me his answer before he spoke.
“No. Please Meghan, don’t try to help me in this. Help me by continuing your longbow practice and getting ready to come to the Otherworld with me soon.”
My knees nearly melted. Terror and elation rushed through me at the same time. Go to the Otherworld, with Cade . . .
“You have been practicing, correct?”
“Uh,” I managed, “yes, as often as I can.”
I spoke the truth, but my definition of ‘as often as possible’ probably wasn’t enough to satisfy Cade. I made a mental note to make more of an effort from here on out.
Cade shifted his weight, and although I couldn’t see much in the dark, I sensed his head had turned towards the path disappearing further down into the swamp. I knew he had to leave soon. I so desperately wanted to hug him, to ask him if he had discovered anything more about my Faelorehn parents, to learn more about that night he had saved my life, when I thought he had kissed me . . .
“I must go Meghan, but before I leave, I want to give you something.”
Joy coursed through me, then guilt. He had given me so many gifts; the bow and arrows, the books on Celtic myth, the mistletoe charm I wore all the time, and the beautiful torque tucked away in my desk drawer. I never felt comfortable with the idea of wearing something so obviously from the Otherworld (I had a nosy family and even nosier friends), but perhaps I should reconsider.
“Cade,” I said quietly, lowering my head because I was sure he could see my face despite the darkness, “I can’t accept any more gifts from you. You’ve been too generous already.”
He shook his head and I thought I glimpsed the flash of his white teeth through the dark.
“Then let’s call this a trade, since I’ll be needing Fergus back soon. Though I’d rather like to call it your birthday gift.”
He knew today was my birthday? And trade? For Fergus? Before I could consider it further, he climbed behind the tree and pulled out a wooden container about the size of a shoebox. As he moved back towards the front of the tree, he bent down and retrieved my fallen flashlight, placing it in my hand. Carefully, he opened the lid of the box and gestured for me to shine the light inside. What I observed totally confused me. The object inside looked like a fuzzy, white tennis ball nestled amongst a bunch of dried grass.
“What is it?” I whispered, trying not to sound disappointed. Honestly, you’d think I was expecting diamonds or something.
Cade chuckled. “She’s a merlin.”
I blinked. “Merlin? Like the wizard?”
Cade only smiled, his face eerily lit by the wayward flashlight beam.
“A merlin is a small bird of prey, like a kestrel or a falcon.”
My cheeks began to burn. Oh, duh.
At that moment, the little merlin decided to wake up and make a fuss. It must have only been a chick because its wings were tiny and its eyes still closed. The minuscule bird opened its mouth and let out many demanding chirps.
I glanced up at Cade with a question in my eyes. Was he giving me this merlin? If so, why? How was I going to take care of something so small and helpless? What was I supposed to feed it?
“She isn’t just any merlin, Meghan. Look closely behind her eyes.”
I obeyed, having nothing better to do, and shone the flashlight back into the box. The poor thing, covered in fuzz and bald patches, looked like any baby bird. I examined the small beak, pallid eyelids and reddish-brown ear patches. Wait, reddish-brown? I shot my glance back up at Cade, my eyes wide and my mouth hanging open.
Eventually I spoke, “An Otherworldly spirit guide?”
Cade’s smile almost lit up the night.
“For me?”
“She’s all yours.”
Surprise hit me like a glass of ice water, and I brilliantly asked, “How can you tell it’s a she?”
“Spirit guides take on the gender of the master they bond with.”
“Um, are you sure she’ll bond with me?”
“Yes, of course, because she is just hatched and you’ll be the one to raise her.”
“What?”
My joy at his precious gift slowly turned to panic. I couldn’t raise a baby bird. Where would I put her without anyone seeing her? I knew most faelah hid themselves from humans by using their glamour, but enough spirit guides had been seen by the ancient Celts for them to conclude Otherworldly creatures were white with red ears. I’d learned that much in my research and from talking with Cade. The chances of one of my brothers stumbling upon her at some point in the near future seemed highly likely, and should she not have enough glamour to render herself invisible. . . ?
“Spirit guides are different than other faelah,” Cade continued. “They have much more power, even more so than many of the Faelorehn and they only reveal themselves to mortals when they wish to. They don’t have to return to the Otherworld in order to regain their glamour, and newborns are especially magical. No one will know she is here, except you.”
Oh, good. What a relief. But I had other questions.
“What do I feed her?”
Cade grinned again, a feature hidden due to a lack of light, but I heard it in his voice. “Fergus will hunt for you. You can feed her whatever he brings back, but it will get messy.”
I grimaced, even though I was no shrinking violet. Okay, maybe a little, but I was pretty sure handling raw meat fell within my range of abilities.
“Care for her well, and she will be a good friend to you. When she starts to fly you’ll be able to detect her, in here.”
He traced a gentle finger down my temple and I shivered, both at his touch and at the thought of having a bird messing with my head. Communicating telepathically might not be too bad, though. Cade didn’t seem to be burdened by Fergus.
“Goodbye Meghan, for now. Fergus will stay with you until your spirit guide is old enough to protect you.”
He began to depart, leaving me standing in the dark, in the stupid, blue prom dress with a wooden box in my hand.
“Cade, wait,” I called out after him. Propriety be damned.
He paused and turned around to face me.
I strode up to him and threw my free arm around his shoulder and gave him a genuine hug. Not the psychotic, obsessive full-body tourniquet I’d been applying of late, but an honest-to-goodness hug.
“Thank you,” I whispered in his ear.
I released him and turned back up the path, casting him one last glance before I crossed my lawn. His shadow stood in the same place where I had left him, and if I didn’t know any better, I would have sworn he was frozen in shock. I grinned. Might as well let that fantasy play out since no one was here to convince me otherwise, not even my annoying conscience.
Cade’s shadow had vanished by the time I closed my sliding glass door, but for once I wasn’t completely torn up about his abrupt departure. He had given me a great gift, a rare and special one if my instincts had anything to say about it. Someday I would ask him more about spirit guides, but for now, I wanted to tuck my little merlin away somewhere safe and warm and get some sleep before any other supernatural interruptions had a chance to stop me.
 


-Four-
Meridian
 

The next morning I woke to an annoying chirping sound. At first I entertained thoughts of my brothers playing a birthday prank on me. When the chirping continued and no one came flying onto my bed to force me awake, however, I concluded the noise had nothing to do with them.
I sat up, feeling groggy and slightly dazed. The racket was coming from my bathroom. Had Logan and Bradley planted some weird booby trap for me? Grumbling, I got up and shuffled over to investigate. I nearly screamed when I peered into the bathtub, and then everything that happened the night before came flooding back: Cade, the baby merlin, my spirit guide . . .
The little chick stopped chirping as soon as it, she, saw me. Her eyes had opened and they stared at me with doleful longing. Then the merlin opened her mouth impossibly wide. Oh. She was hungry.
“Um,” I fumbled, looking around as if some form of sustenance would appear out of thin air. “Hold on a moment little bird.”
What the heck was I supposed to feed the poor thing? I was already failing as a mother.
A scratch at my sliding glass door caught my attention. Fergus! I dashed over, almost tripping on all the empty bowls from last night, and yanked open the door. The wolfhound sat waiting in silence, something with red fur and a tail hanging from his mouth. He dropped the dead animal at my feet and I squealed, hopping out of range. Gross!
A few seconds later and I remembered what Cade had told me the night before. Oh, right, food for my spirit guide. Ugh, this was going to be all kinds of unpleasant. I took a closer, wary look at the furry thing. It resembled the demented squirrel I had seen chatting with the raven those many months ago. He had brought me something Otherworldly.
“Is it safe for her to eat? I mean, I saw it fraternizing with the Morrigan once.”
Fergus flicked his ears forward and panted. Okay, I guess that was a ‘yes’ on the safety of its consumption. But I knew there was no way the little bird could eat this thing whole.
“Hang on a moment Fergus.”
I walked over to my desk and flipped on my computer. As it booted up, I tried to ignore the hungry cries of the baby merlin. So she seemed invisible to people, but would they be able to hear her? The computer monitor was asking for a password and soon I was browsing the internet for information on feeding merlin chicks. Apparently the parents fed them meat, torn off in little bits from whatever prey they caught. My stomach churned. I had to cut the dead thing up? Wonderful . . .
Sighing, I pushed away from my desk, picked up a pair of scissors and my manicure tweezers, and walked back to my door where Fergus lay patiently waiting. Okay Meghan, you can do this. The faelah’s already dead, and you have a hungry baby in the bathroom. Just like dissecting a frog in biology . . .
After fifteen minutes of snipping and tugging, three near-puking incidents and several muttered grievances, I managed to accumulate a small pile of meat strips for my bird. Placing them on a stack of several napkins, I carried the mess back into the bathroom and set it in the tub next to the box with the baby merlin. She must have smelled the blood, because she started cheeping more insistently. I’m glad I chose to keep her in the bathroom because the tub would be the easiest thing to bleach when feeding time was over.
I fed the merlin with the tweezers, dangling each strip of meat in front of her. The spirit guide was an enthusiastic eater, and despite my earlier disgust with regards to how to feed her, I smiled. She was rather cute.
“Good job little bird!” I whispered as she polished off the rest of the meat.
When she was finished, she gazed up at me with big, dark eyes and released a few cheeps. I interpreted them as sounds of satisfaction and became even more convinced when her eyelids drooped. She fell asleep with her head tucked next to one wing and I felt my heart melt. I was already in love with my little spirit guide.
“Sleep well, little merlin.”
As I watched her snooze, a thought hit me. I couldn’t keep calling her ‘little bird’ and ‘little merlin’. She needed a name. I stood up and cleaned up the mess I’d made and left my tweezers and scissors to soak in bleach water. I moved my spirit guide out onto my desk while I took a shower and scrubbed the bathtub. When I was done, I put on my old bath robe and wrapped a towel around my head. Time to research some names . . .
I spent a good half hour browsing through websites featuring old Celtic names. I sighed. Many of them seemed really unique and fitting for an Otherworldly spirit guide, but for some reason they didn’t quite fit. Giving up, I pulled out my Irish myths book and browsed through the glossary, looking at the names of the characters.
I snorted after reading the first few entries. For all I knew, some of these legendary heroes were still living in the Otherworld and I might be meeting them one day. It would be pretty awkward if I stumbled upon one of them and they learned I had named my bird after them. No, that wouldn’t do.
“Meg!!”
Bradley’s harsh voice startled me into dropping my book. Luckily, the noise didn’t wake up the merlin.
“What?” I hissed back.
“You gonna come up and open your presents?”
Oh, yeah. It was my eighteenth birthday. How on earth had I forgotten that?
“Yeah, um, let me get dressed. I just got out of the shower.”
I carefully carried my spirit guide back into the bathroom, placing her box in the bathtub. I gave her one last look and smiled. Her name would have to wait until later. I pulled on some jeans and a t-shirt and headed upstairs, anticipating some grand attack from my rambunctious brothers.
* * *
I spent the afternoon getting some homework for next week out of the way. True, I could have taken my family up on the offer of all of us going out to catch a movie, but to be honest, I had had my big birthday surprise the night before. I told them that if they just made something special for dinner, I’d be happy. Of course, Mom being who she was, insisted on running to the grocery store to pick out all my favorites. She forced Bradley and Logan to go with her, and I couldn’t help but grin. They would be good sports for my sake, but they hated shopping. Dad, being left with Aiden and the twins, decided to take them on a walk.
“I think we’ll check out that swamp at the end of the road that you’re so fond of Meggy,” he told me as he lathered them up with sunscreen and mosquito repellent.
I froze for a second, suspended in fear. Would the faelah bother them? Would my family even notice them? The day remained bright and sunny, so I released a breath, telling myself that I needn’t worry about Otherworldly monsters lurking in the swamp. Despite the fact that today was Samhain, the one time of year they preferred to sneak into our world, the sun would surely encourage them to stay in Eile. I winced. Robyn had mentioned doing something for the Celtic New Year earlier in the week, but I’d been too distracted to pay attention. I thought about calling her later, but honestly, I’d experienced enough Otherworldliness for the time being.
After Dad and my three youngest brothers left, I returned to my room. I checked on the merlin chick right away and she blinked up at me, cheeping in hunger. I sighed. I should have cut up more meat to store for later. Though I didn’t know where I could have stored it . . . If I put the faelah meat in a sealed container in the refrigerator, would it look like something else? Would someone eat it, not knowing what they consumed? I grimaced. Okay, so I couldn’t save anything. I glanced over at my door, wondering if Fergus was around. A twinge of disappointment hit me, but then I caught sight of a small, red furry lump on the concrete right outside the glass. I walked over and grinned, despite the gory scene. The hind leg of the faelah I had cut up earlier, if I was judging correctly.
Okay Meg, time to feed your baby . . .
Cutting up the raw meat wasn’t so bad this time. Perhaps I was getting used to the gore or maybe I knew my baby needed this sacrifice from me. I carried the bloody strips in on a paper plate I’d filched from our pantry. As I fed my little bird, I kept thinking about a name.
“What am I going to call you little one?”
Of course she didn’t answer, only snapped at the strips of meat and swallowed them whole.
Eventually, I ran out of food. I took the plate to our trash bin outside and scrubbed my hands and set the tweezers and scissors to soak in bleach again. I made sure to clean my merlin too, using a wet paper towel to wipe off the blood. Not wanting to go outside again, I flushed it down the toilet.
Finally, I picked up the box that acted as a temporary nest for my chick, admiring the design and wondering who had carved the wood. I placed the box on my bed and grabbed my world history book. Time to study for a test.
The baby bird examined me for several minutes before she let out a tiny cheep. I peeked at her, but she didn’t open her mouth, begging for food. Shrugging, I got back to studying the old Atlantic trade routes and the list of goods shipped along them. Cotton, sugar, tobacco . . .
Another cheep interrupted me. I peered down at the white fuzz ball. She continued staring at me again. Out of curiosity, I lowered my hand and gave her a little pet on the head with my index finger. Immediately, she started chittering enthusiastically, trying to cuddle up against my palm. Oh. She wanted attention.
Smiling, I carefully lifted her up and set her in my lap. She cheeped some more and scuttled around in a circle, making herself comfortable. I returned to my book when she stopped moving. She made a pleasant warm spot up against my stomach, and every now and then she let out a tiny cheep of satisfaction. As she dozed, I read. At one point I turned the page in my history book and glanced at a world map denoting the different routes early explorers took. I studied it for a while, marking the equator and the Prime Meridian.
Something in my mind shifted into place. The Prime Meridian. I knew about the Prime Meridian, the invisible line that ran from pole to pole. Why did that particular name stand out to me? I lowered my gaze only to find my merlin chick focusing on me with alert eyes.
Almost against my will, I said, “Prime Meridian. Meridian?”
The merlin cheeped once and lowered her head, going back to sleep.
Meridian, huh? I tried it out a couple of times and grinned foolishly. Meridian it is then. I caught a glimpse of my little merlin, full grown and flying through the sky, pure white except for her rusty colored ear patches. Yes, Meridian was a wonderful name for such a creature.
* * *
The next morning I woke up to find another dead animal lying just outside my bedroom door. This time the creature might have been a normal, earth mouse, but I couldn’t say for sure. I fed Meridian, smiling every time she cheeped in happiness. Of course, I only assumed it was happiness. After tending to her, I set the merlin on my desk and took a shower, emerging twenty minutes later, wrapped in a towel and humming some ridiculous song I’d listened to on my radio alarm only an hour before.
“What’s in the fancy box?”
I screamed and almost dropped my towel. One of these days I really was going to kill my brothers.
“Bradley!” I hissed in irritation, “What are you doing down here?!”
I scowled at him, but he was unperturbed. Every now and again my irksome siblings managed to sneak into my room, but they normally had the decency to leave me alone while I was taking a shower.
Bradley shrugged. “Aiden kept waking me up, so I went into the kitchen to get something to eat and I heard you were up.”
Like that was a legitimate excuse . . . He could have put on his favorite cartoon instead.
“So, what’s in the box?”
He stared at the wide-open box with a rather curious Meridian gazing right back at him. To my immense relief, she remained as silent and still as a statue. So, he couldn’t see her. Good, but I prodded him anyway.
“Why do you want to know what’s inside?”
“Well, I tried checking myself, but the lid wouldn’t come off.”
A mixture of relief and annoyance coursed through me. Clutching my towel and grabbing Bradley’s arm, I herded him back to the staircase.
“It’s my box and my business. How’d you like it if I snuck into your room and started going through your stuff?”
He shrugged. “I have nothing to hide.”
I winced inwardly. Oh, I had plenty to hide . . .
“Look, girls have certain things they don’t want their brothers poking their noses in, so please stay out of my room.”
There, that should appease his curiosity.
“What could you have to hide?”
I groaned. He wasn’t going to give this up. So I distracted him with a question.
“How did Aiden wake you up anyway?”
Bradley rolled his shoulders once more. “Nightmare I guess. He started acting funny after our walk in the swamp. I think he said something to Dad about seeing monsters or something. Meg, you okay?”
I stopped dead in my tracks and tightened the grip on his arm. My face paled and I sensed my eyes shifting color.
“Yeah, fine,” I recovered, “just don’t like the idea of Aiden having nightmares. He’s never had them before.”
I managed to get Bradley out of my room, and once he’d disappeared up the stairs I leaned against the wall, still clutching the towel around myself. My head wouldn’t stop spinning. Had Aiden seen a faelah? Impossible! They used glamour to hide themselves from mortals. Then again, enough of the ancient Celts had to have noticed at least a handful of Otherworldly creatures in order to build their mythology around them.
I finished drying off and got dressed quickly, returning Meridian to her spot in the bathroom with a few more pets and words of affection. Next, I plopped down on my bed and contemplated writing a note to Cade. I still had half an hour before I should leave for Tully’s, so I had plenty of time. After considering it for a minute, however, I decided to wait. Aiden probably hadn’t seen anything. If the nightmares continued or if he said anything to me about seeing monsters, I would send a message to Cade right away.
Shaking off the weird sensation that had almost taken root, I gathered my things and headed upstairs. Thick fog hung heavy in the air and as I made my way down the street, I caught a glimpse of Fergus, disappearing down the equestrian trail. I loved having him around, but soon I wouldn’t need his guardianship any longer. I was saddened by that thought, for he had become like a pet to me, but Cade needed him in the Otherworld.
A deep breath helped ease my mind. I continued on towards Tully’s, forcing myself to focus on the school week ahead. I had two tests, a paper due and Tully and Robyn had talked me into going to our homecoming football game with them. I flat-out refused to go to the dance (there was only one person I wanted to dance with and I was too chicken to ask him and he was stuck in Eile making up for his geis violation), so in order to appease them I’d agreed on the game. I didn’t mind football. In fact, I watched a pro game on TV with Dad every now and again. High school football was another thing entirely.
I sighed, my breath tingeing the air white and joining in with the fog. I doubted we’d be paying much attention to the game. Besides, our reasons for going had everything to do with showing our support for Will and Thomas. I didn’t know if cheering for the band was socially inacceptable at a football game, but I didn’t care. It’s not like I could get any weirder, and unlike last year, the popular kids didn’t intimidate me anymore.
 


-Five-
Danger
 

By Wednesday, I welcomed the approach of the weekend. My essay was turned in, one test was out of the way, and Meridian found some sick joy in keeping me up half the night with her chattering. Somehow I managed to stay awake during class, but lunchtime was a whole other story.
Tully, Robyn and I reclined beneath the shade of a tree perched beside the track. Will and Thomas had lunchtime band practice, what with the game coming up and all, so the three of us decided to eat away from the crowd. Not that I worried about being pestered by the lemmings. At least not anymore. Adam Peders hadn’t bothered me since the day Cade picked me up in his Trans Am. I grinned to myself at the recollection as I nodded off.
A sharp snap just in front of my face jerked me back awake. Robyn eyed me like a ruthless hawk; a look that made her appear quite fearsome. The black eyeliner only added to the effect.
“What’s with the Sleeping Beauty act?”
I scowled at her.
“Haven’t been able to sleep much.”
“Guy problems?”
My scowl hardened and my face warmed. Ever since ‘admitting’ to being interested in a guy outside of our high school last year, Robyn had been interrogating me like some caffeine-injected detective. Only one problem there: the guy wasn’t imaginary.
At least for now I allowed myself to tell the truth. “No, not guy problems.” Bird problems. Yeah, that would be fun to explain.
“Well, what then?” Tully asked as she balled up her paper lunch sack.
“I just haven’t been able to sleep. Restless, I guess.”
I had considered telling my friends who, what, I was at some point in the future, but that consideration only lasted for a few ridiculous seconds. True, it would make my life a whole lot easier if they knew of my Faelorehn ancestry, but they would never believe me. And I’d no idea what the repercussions might be for flat out telling mortals about the Otherworld. Finding out on their own was one thing, laying it all out in front of them was quite another. Besides, I didn’t want that to be another tool the Morrigan could use against me.
A brisk wind rustled through the eucalyptus trees and forced a few of the remaining leaves on a sycamore to break free from their branches. I tilted my head back and shut my eyes again. My friends were free to form their own ideas, as twisted and inaccurate as they might be. At least it would keep them safe for the time being.
The bell sounded in the distance and I groaned. I just needed to survive the next few days of school and the game, and then I could sleep all day Saturday. Well, as long as Meridian did the same.
* * *
Friday night held a crisp chill, typical early November weather on the Central Coast. Robyn picked Tully and me up that evening, all three of us wearing long jeans, a jacket and our warm shoes. We had made some effort to wear our school colors, pale turquoise and black, but on the whole, we valued comfort over style. Definitely not the most school-spirited lot, my friends and I. That sort of enthusiasm belonged to the jocks and popular crowd.
The parking lot was jam-packed so we parked a block away from campus. Robyn grumbled the entire five minutes it took to walk from where we’d left the car to the stadium. Tully and I only hid our grins. Perhaps complaining made Robyn warmer.
The stands brimmed with people, the Black Lake High fans on one side, our opponents, dressed in red and silver, on the other. The fact that I didn’t even know the identity of our team’s rival should have been a good clue as to how much I wanted to be at the game. You’re here for Thomas and Will, I told myself. Robyn’s aptitude for tardiness brought us in just as the floats drifted by.
Michaela West, wearing a tiara and what appeared to be a red robe some long dead king might wear, stepped down from a convertible, grinning like an idiot and waving to the crowd. I snorted. Homecoming queen. Big surprise. I paid little attention as she shed her royal attire and joined the cheerleading squad moments before the whistle blew for the kickoff.
“How about the top?” Tully asked, jerking her thumb towards an empty section on the far end.
I nodded. Not only would we be furthest away from the spirit section, but we would also be a bit closer to the band. I grinned and waved at Thomas and Will as we climbed the steps. Finally we were settled and the game started. I tried to pay attention for the first half, following the plays and giving my own, subdued cheers whenever our team earned a first down or stopped the other team’s offense.
By halftime neither team had scored, so we found ourselves staring blandly at a basic routine from our own cheerleading squad. We shouted the loudest, however, when the band spread out on the field.
The third quarter rolled around and I went back to watching the game and trading remarks about the lemmings with Tully and Robyn. What we would usually do on any weekend, except tonight we happened to be sitting out in the cold with stadium lights glaring in our eyes and hundreds of other high school students cheering and taking part in some form of drama all around us. I let my mind wander after the opposing team scored their third touchdown, although that fact made me smirk a little. Adam Peders may be the best track athlete we had, but his quarterback skills were definitely lacking.
Being in my self-directed haze, I didn’t notice anything odd until I caught the edge of Robyn’s horrified gasp. “What the hell?”
I blinked, temporarily blinded by the lights, and gazed in the direction her finger indicated. I almost fell off my bench.
“Are those bats?!” Tully gasped in disbelief. “But, bats wouldn’t do that, would they?”
No. Certainly not bats. They were easily the length of my forearm, and no bat I’d ever heard of purposely swooped down on people, especially not in huge numbers. I understood why Tully thought they were bats, though. They did have leathery wings, but when they passed in front of a stadium light I caught a glimpse of red, a shade that conjured up thoughts of dried blood. No, I didn’t know what they were, but I knew one thing for sure: they were Otherworldly.
Either their glamour was minimal, or they hadn’t spent enough time recharging in the Otherworld. The screams and shouts of confusion around me suggested other people could see them, but apparently everyone believed they were bats. Perhaps they’re merely disguising themselves by using the image of an earthly animal, I thought. Regardless, they made my skin crawl and my mouth dry up.
One of the faelah swooped down near us and we screamed, lurching back into the people sitting behind us. This time I got a better glimpse as it swiped long, needle-sharp claws at me. The face was cruel, not cute like a bat’s, and four curved horns protruded from its ugly head.
As the demon-bat dove at us again, raking its claws for a second time, I covered my head to protect my face. A sharp sting, followed by a burning sensation, blistered across my exposed hand. I gasped and pulled my hand close. A long, nasty cut ran from my pinky to my thumb. The edges of the incision looked burned.
I bit my lip and risked a look. There seemed to be more creatures, but they weren’t really attacking anybody, just diving at them and sending them scrambling from their seats. As one crossed in front of the lights again, I noted a long tail ending in a barb. Was that what had cut me? Far below, the game continued on, the players and refs un-harassed. To my great relief, the opponents on the other side of the field seemed safe from this attack as well. Oh, of course. The faelah were after me.
“Come on,” I hissed to Tully and Robyn, “let’s get to a lower level. Maybe there are a lot of bugs up here or something.”
They nodded and, using our jackets as some sort of cover, we climbed down the stadium steps and made our way to the understructure. The last thing I wanted was for my friends to get hurt because I happened to be sitting next to them.
I felt safer under the stadium seats, but the screams of the spectators chased after us as the faelah dove at them, trying to get to me. They must have been programmed to hunt Faelorehn, or me in particular, because between the spaces in the seats and other peoples’ legs, I spotted the demon bats, trying to sniff me out. Maybe being under the stadiums wasn’t such a good idea after all.
“Gross!” Robyn hissed as she avoided a wad of gum. “This place is like a dump!”
I couldn’t help but agree as we kicked aside old soda cans, water bottles and empty food wrappers.
The whistle blew on the field above us, announcing another touchdown for the opposing team.
“I say we get out of here,” Tully mumbled.
“Good idea,” I agreed, grateful I didn’t have to come up with some other excuse.
We’d seen Thomas and Will, and the faelah didn’t seem to be going away. I didn’t even want to think about what might happen once we reached the parking lot.
We picked our way towards the edge of the stands, Robyn cursing when she almost got hit with a wad of something being spit out from above.
“Cretins!” she hissed.
Once we were out in the open my anxiety took over and I started noticing the cut on my hand. I stole a glance at it, using the orange street lights to get a good look. I grimaced. The gash was worse than before.
“What did you do to your hand?” Tully asked, concern etched in her voice.
“Nothing,” I mumbled, trying to hide my fist in my jacket pocked.
“Lemme see.” She pulled my arm free and I winced as she turned my palm over to assess the damage.
“Meghan! How did you do this?”
“Um . . .” One of those demented faelah bat things scratched me with their talons . . . “I cut it on a piece of metal under the stadiums.”
“You’d better get a tetanus shot then,” Robyn said, not breaking her stride as we drew closer to the street where she’d parked.
A sharp screech made me flinch and pull my hand free of Tully’s examination.
“Watch out!” Robyn yelled as she broke into a run.
Apparently, the faelah had found me.
We ran the rest of the way back to the car, Tully and Robyn shrieking like a pair of helpless girls from some horror movie, me just praying we’d reach the car before those things attacked me again.
Robyn whipped out her key and got her car unlocked in record time. We all piled in and I managed to slam the door shut right before one of the faelah dove for me, its grotesque form slamming into the window instead.
“What the frick!?” Robyn exclaimed, breathing hard as she gripped the steering wheel. “First that stupid crow before summer, and now these bats. What have you done to piss off the wildlife, Meghan?”
I blinked at her, my face draining of color. I’d hoped they’d forgotten the incident with the raven . . . I took a deep breath. Things could be worse, Meghan; at least they aren’t seeing these creatures for what they truly are.
I merely shrugged and said, “I have no idea, but let’s get home before anything else weird happens.”
“Yeah, really,” Robyn muttered as she turned the key in the ignition. “What next? Goblins and werewolves?”
I’m not sure if I covered my flinch well or not. Stick with me long enough and you might get your wish.
* * *
The next morning I woke to an intense pain in my hand. I groggily climbed out of bed and cradled my right arm against me. I shuffled into the bathroom only to be greeted by a hungry Meridian peeking up over her box.
“I’ll feed you in a little while,” I groaned, my eyes still half closed. As much as I dreaded what I would find, I had to examine my injured hand.
I fumbled for the switch and squinted as the light glared on. Eventually, my eyes adjusted and I stole a peek at my right hand. I almost sobbed in shock. The cut from the night before appeared to be in much worse shape. My hand was swollen and pussy and I could barely move my fingers. If only I hadn’t broken my geis last spring, I wouldn’t be suffering from the nasty side-effects of a faelah attack. Oh well, too late now. And even worse: there was no way I was going to be able to hide this from my parents.
Soap and water made the wound sting. Peroxide made it sting even more. Gritting my teeth, I dabbed on some ointment and wrapped it up in gauze, but it didn’t do much good. The pain lingered and my entire hand felt hot.
Fergus was at my door when I emerged from the bathroom. To my vast relief, he had captured something small. Meridian had grown much faster than I had thought possible, and she was able to strip off her own meat as long as whatever I gave her wasn’t bigger than she was.
I picked up the animal’s reedy tail with a paper towel and marched back towards the bathtub. My spirit guide let out a screech of impatience and pounced eagerly when I dropped the Otherworldly rodent in her box. When I stepped back out into my room, relief flooded me as I caught sight of the white wolfhound. I cleared my throat and moved forward.
“Fergus,” I said, feeling ridiculous, “I need you to take a note to Cade.”
I grabbed some paper and a pen from my desk and quickly wrote a message describing what had attacked me and how the cut had become terribly infected overnight.
Carefully, so that I didn’t agitate the wound, I folded the note and tied it to Fergus’ collar.
“Take that to Cade as fast as you can,” I whispered, patting his head with my good hand.
He whined softly and turned away, jogging back down into the swamp. I hoped he had understood.
I stood up and got dressed, careful not to bump my hand. As I had predicted, Mom threw a fit when she spotted the cut.
“What on earth did you do to your hand?!” she demanded.
I wanted to chuckle. Well, nothing on earth did this . . .
Instead, I stuck to the story I told Tully. “Cut it on a sharp piece of metal on the stadium seats last night.”
Mom grabbed her keys and purse. “Peter, watch the boys. Meghan, we’re going to the emergency room right now to get you a tetanus shot.”
I groaned. I hated shots, but there was no way to get out of this one. Although I knew a vaccine probably wouldn’t do any good, I suffered the visit to the health clinic and came home with a polka-dot band-aid on my arm. The doctor had also insisted on cleaning the cut, which hurt ten times as much as the shot. I tried not to grimace too badly when she washed it and re-bandaged it, but I’m sure I acted like a wuss.
“I’m going to go take a nap,” I muttered once we got home.
“Good idea,” Mom said, “let that nasty cut heal.”
Meridian greeted me with her usual chatter as I entered my room, so I took her box out and placed it on the table beside the bed. I was amazed at how big she’d grown. She had most of her feathers too, and only a few patches of fuzz remained. I’d never heard of a baby bird getting all its feathers in only a week or so after hatching, but perhaps spirit guides were different.
Yawning, I pulled on a pair of boxer shorts and an old t-shirt before snuggling into bed. To my relief, sleep came almost instantly.
* * *
I must have slept much longer than expected, because the next time I woke it was to the sound of something tapping on my sliding glass door. I groaned and tried to open my eyes, but a searing headache made that feat impossible. I shifted under my comforter and gasped. My whole body ached and I felt clammy, but from the way my hand throbbed I imagined some flesh-eating virus was wreaking havoc on my skin.
Fighting the tears of pain that were gathering in my eyes, I curled up into a ball and took slow, deep breaths.
This couldn’t be good. The tapping at the door grew more urgent, but I ignored it. Whoever wanted in could just go away. Couldn’t they see I was sick?
When the annoying noise didn’t stop, I turned my head on my pillow to glare at them. I could barely make out a human-shaped figure against the dark night sky, but I had no trouble recognizing the ghostly white dog beside him.
Crying out in joy and exhaustion, I used my uninjured hand to push myself up. I think I fell out of bed, but I managed to crawl across my floor, stretching my good arm upwards. With a final burst of energy I switched the lock so Cade could get in. The swish of the door sliding open and a breath of frosty air greeted me as I collapsed to the floor.
“Meghan!”
Strong, gentle arms lifted me and carried me back to my bed. I turned my head, not caring about how needy I appeared, and pressed my face into Cade’s shoulder. His scent filled my nostrils and immediately my headache eased off. I found comfort in the smell of the wild winds and deep forests of the Otherworld. I smiled and allowed myself to doze off.
“No Meghan,” Cade murmured.
His voice sounded deeper than usual, raw even. I would have wondered why if my mind hadn’t been so fuzzy.
“Drink this,” he said, pressing a flask to my lips.
I obeyed without hesitation. The liquid cooled my throat and reminded me of mint and raspberries. I took one more sip, then another.
“Good girl. Now you can rest.”
Nothing more than a whisper. Before I drifted off, something soft and warm pressed against my forehead. Cade’s lips, I realized. I wanted to giggle. Why did he only kiss me when I was about to die? But I felt nothing beyond that and soon I succumbed to darkness.
* * *
“Meghan.”
I was having the most wonderful dream. An old castle with a hidden waterfall loomed behind me, and a garden full of colors spread far past my vision. A light summer breeze fingered my hair, and the air smelled of wildflowers.
“Meghan.”
I stood on the stone roof overlooking a small river snaking through green fields resting below tall, forested hills. My heart filled with warmth and a wave of bliss lifted me. Someone called my name. I turned to answer them, but before I could glimpse their face, someone drew me away from the enchanted place.
“Meghan, you need to wake up now.”
I blinked in irritation. Who kept bugging me and why would they take me from this wonderful world? Whoever it was put their arms around my shoulders and started lifting me up. I swatted at them.
“No,” I mumbled.
“Meghan, look at me.”
The voice again, stronger this time. I opened my eyes.
“Cade?” My voice crackled silently. “What are you doing here?”
I turned my head to make sure I was still in my room. Yep. I’d recognize that messy desk anywhere. The sudden realization that Cade held me close, in my own bed, made the grogginess vanish with a flash. I tried to push myself up, but cried out when I put weight on my right hand.
“Easy now,” Cade murmured.
He loosened his grip and eased himself away from me, letting me lean back against my pillows.
Embarrassed, I smiled sheepishly and instantly became aware of the mild throbbing of my hand. That is when everything from the weekend flooded my mind. The football game. The flying faelah, their sharp claws raking at my skin. The sickness I experienced afterwards. And then last night . . . I shook my head and winced at the remains of the pounding headache. I’d been terribly sick, but Cade had come.
Taking another deep breath and pushing aside my humiliation at how awful I must’ve looked, I glanced back up at Cade. He stood only a few feet away from my bed, his hands relaxed at his sides, his gaze focused on me.
I bit my cheek. “I’m sorry.”
Cade’s sigh sounded overly relieved. Was he afraid I’d be mad at him? Of course he was. I had just acted as if he’d been a stranger barging into my room to take advantage of me.
Putting on a face of bravado, I reached out my good hand and sought his. He stiffened, but took it gently, his fingers warm and dry. Mine were still clammy.
“Really, I’m sorry Cade. I didn’t mean to act so crazy just now, I-”
“That is why you are apologizing? Meghan, you should have contacted me the second the faelah hurt you!”
His aggressive interruption shocked me. He had moved in close once more, and before I could so much as apologize, again, he scooped me up into a tight hug. My nerve ends caught on fire. No, he wasn’t kissing me, but something about this one action felt suspiciously intimate. I returned his embrace with the same intensity, being careful of my hand.
“You might have died.”
His raw voice suggested withheld emotion and I wondered, with a thrill, if he would kiss me after all. Oh, wouldn’t it be nice to be conscious this time?
But when he pulled away he only held me at arms’ length and gazed at me with dark eyes.
“Promise you’ll not let this happen again. If something of the Otherworld harms you, you let me know as soon as possible. Send Fergus or your own spirit guide. Promise me.”
His words came off as more of a demand than a question, but I shook my head, my emotions still going haywire.
The unmistakable sound of my brothers clambering out of their bunk beds upstairs caused me to jump slightly.
Cade grimaced. “I must go.”
He stood and walked away. I gritted my teeth as severe disappointment slammed into the pit of my stomach. No kiss after all.
When he reached the door, Cade gazed back over his shoulder. “Can you meet me in the swamp next Saturday morning? At sunrise?”
I put aside my disappointment and peered up at him, my mouth curved in a grin. “Of course.”
“Good,” he said, “bring your bow and arrows.”
And with one last glance, he slipped from my room and disappeared into the early morning fog, Fergus trotting silently behind him.
I sighed and fell back into the pillows. For the first time that morning I glanced at my hand. I blinked in surprise. Cade had bandaged it. Carefully, I pulled away some of the gauze, afraid to find a horrible mess beneath. To my astonishment, the wound seemed to be much better, not the red, festering gash from yesterday afternoon.
Giving up on trying to sleep, I got up, brushed my teeth and put on my Sunday clothes: sweatpants and a t-shirt. Hey, if homework has to be done, I might as well be comfortable.
Meridian greeted me when I stepped into the bathroom. I gathered her up with my good hand and walked over to the perch I’d made for her in the corner, placing her on the highest branch.
Once I finished taking care of my morning routine, I plopped myself in front of my computer, cleared off a spot on my desk and opened my math book. Time to be a normal, teenage girl. Sighing with boredom, I glued my eyes to the book and did my best to tackle calculus, but it was very hard to focus when I had some new memories of Cade to fill my mind.
 


-Six-
Visit
 

The following week dragged by at a snail’s pace. Early Saturday morning I woke to a gray sky and Fergus standing outside my door. He hadn’t been hanging around as much, now that Meridian was almost full grown, so his presence only meant Cade lingered nearby. I cursed silently when I glanced at the clock. The glowing digits read eight in the morning.
I threw on some warm clothes and headed for the door. Fergus’ whine reminded me to go back and grab my bow and arrows, and to release Meridian for the day. I grinned when I shot her a glance, asleep on her corner perch. She would have insisted on being let out already if she’d been awake. Last Tuesday I’d crawled out of bed only to find her flying around the room like a crazed bat. Okay, maybe a bat was not the right comparison, not after what happened at the football game.
I freaked out at first, before realizing the creature was Meridian. So she’d finally learned how to fly and probably wanted outside. If my own intuition hadn’t told me as much, the strange tingling on the edge of my mind, followed by a sharp, internal voice crying OUT! would have been a pretty significant clue.
The mind link startled me at first, but then I remembered what Cade had said to me about communicating with my spirit guide. I wondered if I could speak back to her, so that afternoon I stood on the small patio outside my door, closed my eyes and concentrated. I tried to summon the weird itchy sensation I’d noticed when she first spoke to me.
Meridian!
Nothing.
Meridian! I tried again.
Just when I started feeling really foolish, she’d returned with a single thought. Up!
I turned my eyes skyward, grinning after finding her perched in one of the eucalyptus trees at the edge of our yard, tearing at some small animal she’d caught for lunch.
That had been four days ago, and now as I crossed the room to open the door, she shook her feathers out and flew from her perch, gliding across the room to land on my shoulder.
Morning, she sent to me.
Yes, I returned with a smile, lovely. Like Meridian.
She nibbled affectionately at my cheek as we stepped onto the equestrian trail. I practically ran into the swamp, tripping over the exposed root of a tree along the way. I barely missed impaling myself with one of my arrows. Meridian left my shoulder in a flurry of feathers and soft chirps for the safety of the sky.
By the time I reached the small meadow where Cade always waited for me, I was out of breath and in a bad mood. He stood there, patiently of course, with an amused look on his face.
“Tough morning?” he asked.
I grimaced at him and mumbled some answer about sleeping through my alarm clock. He insisted on examining my hand, which showed signs of healing. Ten minutes later we stood side by side, plunking arrows into the targets he’d set up before I arrived. Several weeks had gone by since my last practice, but, to my great relief, I hadn’t lost too much of the skill I’d gained over the summer.
After about an hour of me doing my best to hit the center of the target and Cade’s gentle coaxing, I was ready for a break. Cade nodded his agreement and set his bow aside, walking over to a fallen tree to rest against. I sat down beside him on the log, leaned my bow against its side, and proceeded to peel off my archery glove.
Finally, Cade glanced up and caught my eyes with his. There was something there, something more than what he normally revealed, but I couldn’t quite grasp it. My heart sped up. Stupid organ. If it wasn’t such an important necessity to life, I’d try to find some way to get rid of it. Hearts caused far more trouble than what they were worth.
“I want you to come with me to the Otherworld, to Eile, for a visit.”
Oh. From such an intense gaze I expected something much more daunting, or revealing. My heartbeat slowed, but my skin prickled with goose bumps. He’s only asking you to go with him to the Otherworld. It’s not like he’s asking you out on a date!
“Go with you to Eile?” I asked as I rubbed at my arms in an attempt to make the goose pimples vanish and to force my conscious to shut up. “Sure, I mean, I guess I’d like to go to Eile, again. As long as I don’t have to go by myself. Because, well, if those faelah decide to show up . . .”
I was babbling. I shrugged and grinned, trying to lighten the mood. When had everything grown so serious? We had been laughing only a half an hour ago. Heck, I was even hitting the bull’s eye two times out of . . . twenty.
Before I could consider his proposition any further, Meridian swooped down out of the canopy, screeching her delight as she came to rest in a small oak growing only a few feet away. I glanced at her, grinning when I saw the tiny dead faelah hanging from her beak. It was the size of a mouse but had long, ugly, reptilian feet, and black, hairless skin.
“Good girl,” I murmured.
She chittered and got to her meal. Tasty, she sent.
I chuckled and turned my eyes back on Cade. He gave me a small grin and I caught my breath. He looked so relaxed now, sitting in the sun, leaning over with his elbows resting on his knees. His dark auburn hair was slightly disheveled and for the time being his eyes shone with a pale hazel green.
I released a tiny sigh and looked away. Would there ever come a time when he didn’t have such a distracting effect on me?
“About going to the Otherworld,” Cade continued after a few more moments of silence. He gestured in the general direction of the dolmarehn lying hidden up the gully several hundred yards away.
“The reason I want you to go is so I can test your magic potential.”
Huh? “Test my magic potential? What do you mean?”
He took a deep breath and sat up a little straighter.
“Do you remember Meghan, when I told you about the Faelorehn and their glamour? How it is connected to Eile itself and how yours isn’t strong because you’ve been in the mortal world all this time?”
I nodded. I remembered. I also remembered that if Cade or any of the faelah stayed in this world too long their natural magic would drain and they’d need to go back to the Otherworld to recharge.
“I guess what I’m saying is, I want to see what you are like, fully charged, or at least more so than you are now.”
“Okay,” I replied, still a bit confused.
He acted as if he planned on asking me to make some impossible sacrifice or suffer through uncomfortable pain.
“In order for that to happen,” Cade continued carefully, “you’ll need to stay in the Otherworld. For more than a single day.”
“Okay.”
I still didn’t fully understand what he meant. What was the big deal? Why did he appear so wary? I could brave the Otherworld for a few days, as long as Cade stayed with me and . . . Oh. Stay more than one day in Eile. Got it.
I brushed back my hair nervously, turning my eyes towards Meridian. She had managed to gut the creature she’d killed, but witnessing her gory snacking skills felt safer than looking at Cade.
Apparently my brain was on standby mode because it sure wasn’t working very well today. If I wanted to ‘recharge’ enough to display any power, I would have to stay in Eile for more than twenty four hours. Which meant I would be alone with Cade for over twenty four hours. Alone with Cade, overnight. Now I realized the problem. Funny thing was, the longer I thought about it, the more appealing it seemed. Unfortunately, my parents wouldn’t think so. And this explained Cade’s aloofness. Made perfect sense now.
“Meghan, I would never take advantage of you, or such a situation-”
“No, I know,” I said, cutting him off. Though sometimes I wish you would . . .
I glanced up and smiled, despite the flush creeping along my skin. He still seemed a little guarded, but he relaxed when he realized he hadn’t offended me.
“Your parents will agree to this?” he asked softly, lacing his fingers together and leaning back over his knees.
No. They wouldn’t. Not even if I introduced them to Cade and we both signed a document in our own blood swearing we would keep our hands off of each other. I couldn’t tell them the truth, not yet. One day, far away from now, I would confess everything. But I was still not a hundred percent sure as to what exactly I was. And I really had no idea how to tell them either. I needed to go to Eile, like Cade suggested, to figure everything out.
“They won’t agree Cade, no matter what we tell them. I’ll have to come up with another way.”
He nodded somberly. I expected him to argue; to insist my parents be informed of our plans, but I think some part of him knew the same thing I did: they would assume I was suffering from another psychotic episode and that would get us nowhere.
“I’ll ask one of my friends to cover for me,” I said.
He nodded again. “It will only be overnight and a few hours into the morning, this time.”
I swallowed. This time?
Putting on a grin that showed more backbone than I had at the moment, I said, “Don’t worry. I’ll figure something out.”
Maybe.
* * *
The entire next week I fretted about asking one of my friends to lie for me. Perhaps I could talk Tully into having a sleepover. Her parents usually went out late on Saturday and came home to sleep half of Sunday away. She could just tell them I planned to come over later and stay the night. They would never know the truth. But I dismissed those thoughts almost as soon as they came to me. I wouldn’t ask Tully this favor. If I did she would insist on learning every detail before forbidding it outright. She would tell me that if I had to sneak off with a boy my parents didn’t know about, then he meant to cause trouble and I should cut him loose. Oh, if only I could tell her the truth. Yes, Cade was trouble, but not in the sense she would think.
No, she would refuse to help me and when I wouldn’t see things her way, she’d threaten to bring it up with my parents and that was too much of a risk.
Robyn on the other hand . . .
At the end of the day on Thursday I managed to pull Robyn aside after school.
She gave me one of her questioning looks and I told her what I had to say was top secret. Her dark eyebrows lifted with interest. She pulled a soda can out of her backpack and popped it open, taking a sip as she eyed me expectantly.
Taking a deep breath, I delved into the story I had invented. I needed her to cover for me at some future date; to say I planned to spend the night on the weekend.
“Not that I’m agreeing,” she said in a casual tone as she examined a dark red fingernail, “but my parents are going to a church convention this weekend. They’re leaving Friday and coming back Sunday.”
My heart skipped a beat.
“Oh Robyn, could you please pretend I’m staying the night Saturday? There is something I have to do and I can’t tell my parents, and it will take longer than a day.”
I should have known better than to lay all this out before her and not expect to make some payment in return. This was Robyn, after all.
“Okay, I’ll cover for you,” she eventually conceded, her voice cool and in control. “But you have to tell me what is so important that you’ve got to lie to your parents and stay out all night.”
I grimaced. I knew this was coming, and whatever I told her next had to be scandalous enough to garner her support.
I took a deep breath and said, “I’m meeting a guy.”
Robyn nearly choked on her soda. She coughed a few times, but once her breathing returned to normal she shot me a pointed glance. “Are you freaking serious!?”
“You can’t tell anyone, okay!”
I looked away and scowled. Why hadn’t I come up with a better story before pitching this to her?
“Way to go Meg! Oh, you have to tell me about him. What’s his name? Is he cute? Does he go to our school?”
I blinked, stunned. She was actually smiling.
“I’m going to give my mom and dad your cell phone number,” I continued. “I’ll tell them your parents don’t ever answer the phone unless they recognize who is calling. So if they call you, say I’m in the shower or the bathroom or something.”
“Wow Meghan,” Robyn said with a mischievous grin, “must be some guy.”
“It’s not what you think,” I mumbled back.
Well, at least I was pretty certain it wasn’t what she thought.
“Uh huh, sure it isn’t.”
“Thanks Robyn, I owe you one.”
“I want all the juicy details when you get back. And I hope we get to meet this mystery man some day.”
“Okay.”
I waved a hand over my back as I started off across the track, seeking the path leading off into the swamp. When I reached the oak tree closest to my house, I pulled off my backpack and ripped a piece of binder paper out of a folder and dug around for a pen. I quickly wrote a note to Cade, telling him I was free this weekend to go to Eile with him. I rolled the letter up and placed the small tube in the knothole.
Once inside, I found the house dark and empty. Thirty minutes later, Mom arrived with the boys. I told her about my plans for the weekend, how I was staying over at Robyn’s.
“That’s nice honey. It will be good for you to get out of the house for a while. Just be sure to leave their number.”
I grinned to cover my grimace, trying not to feel guilty about my double lie. Not only would Mom and Dad be appalled at my intention to spend the night with a boy, but they would never let me stay over at a friend’s house if their parents were gone.
Shaking off the pall of guilt, I descended into my room, turned on some music and tackled a pile of waiting homework.
The next morning I checked the oak tree and found a reply.
Meghan,
I’ll meet you tomorrow morning in your backyard before sunup. Be sure to set two alarms this time.
-Cade
I sighed, my breath forming a cloud in the early December air, and folded the note up, placing it in my pocket.
As I walked to Tully’s to catch my ride to school, the anticipation which had begun as a small kernel started expanding in my stomach. I was going to the Otherworld with Cade, to stay overnight. I tried to hide my smile, but Tully noticed.
“Have a good dream last night or something?” she asked as we climbed into her car.
My grin widened. “You could say that.”
* * *
An annoying buzzing sound woke me way earlier than was considered decent by most people. I groaned and cracked open an eye. Four in the morning. Why on earth had I set my alarm clock for that early? Then my mind cleared. I shot up in bed. Cade! The Otherworld! I tossed my sheets back and started getting ready. I had a small backpack loaded with what I’d need: a change of clothes, a few snacks, necessary toiletries . . .
I scribbled a note to my parents, explaining that I decided to go over to Robyn’s early and I’d be back on Sunday. It was a Saturday morning. They wouldn’t be up until at least nine, so hopefully they’d think I had left around eight, not five. I crept upstairs and left the note on the island in the kitchen where it would be found.
I did one last check after returning to my room, then stepped towards my desk and coaxed Meridian awake.
Danger? she sent.
No, journey, I returned with a bit of joy.
She fluffed her feathers and grumbled in her avian way, but didn’t protest as I shifted her onto my shoulder.
The morning was cold when I finally escaped the house. Darkness shrouded the sky, but eventually my sight adjusted and I spotted Cade and Fergus standing at the edge of my backyard. I moved quickly over to them.
Cade had his hood up and I couldn’t see his face, but I heard the humor in his voice when he said, “Right on time.”
He shifted and in the dim light I could barely make out a hand reaching in my direction. I stepped back in surprise.
“My power is stronger than yours at the moment Meghan. Let me guide you in the darkness.”
Laughing nervously and shaking off my unease, I took his hand and the reassuring grip warmed me.
When we reached the mouth of the small cave that would take us to the Otherworld, the black sky had lightened to deep blue. Cade dropped my hand as we started making our way in the dark once again. I was nervous and my heartbeat increased as we moved forward. Images and memories from the last time I’d experienced this flashed through my head. For a moment I was convinced I wouldn’t be able to go through with this after all, but the tightening of Meridian’s claws on my shoulder and her soft, Protect, brushing my mind reassured me and gave me new courage.
After taking several steps into the cave, Cade stopped. He reached back and took my hand once more. He laced his fingers with mine and tightened his grasp.
“Do you trust me Meghan?”
His voice was soft, almost pleading. I swallowed and tried hard to discern his expression in the dark. The paltry amount of light reaching this far into the small cavern glinted off his eyes, giving him the appearance of a demon trying to tempt me into doing something evil.
“Yes,” I answered, my own voice a mere whisper, “I trust you.”
“Good.”
He gave my hand a quick squeeze, and then I was pulled forward into the icy abyss that loomed before us.
 


-Seven-
Dolmarehn
 

The experience of passing into the Otherworld brought back unpleasant memories from several months ago. The ancient chill swirled around us, making me dizzy and breathless, but during the whole ordeal Cade held on tight to my hand.
Mist and a frosty air greeted us on the other side, and I had to exercise a great deal of self control to keep from bolting back through the dolmarehn. The familiar stones, like the lifeless bodies of some long forgotten beings, loomed in the fog, reminding me of my last visit here.
Cade must have sensed my unease, because he moved closer and pressed a hand to the small of my back. I almost leapt out of my skin.
“It’s okay Meghan,” he whispered, “the Morrigan isn’t here.”
Forcing myself to relax, I stepped forward. I knew she wasn’t here, but the mere familiarity and memory of this place put me on edge.
Meridian flew from my shoulder to join Fergus, chattering with joy. I smiled. She must recognize her homeland.
Magic, she sighed contentedly against my mind.
I winced as fresh guilt for keeping her in the mortal world for so long washed over me.
We left the haunted hillside and the tension drained from my body. Cade found a path and we started to follow it, moving further and further away from the dolmarehn. For about thirty minutes we walked along a wooded ridgeline, but I never could see far enough past the mist and trees to get a better view of what lay ahead of us. We moved steadily uphill for quite some time before stopping for a break, and I wondered where we were going.
Before I got the chance to express my thoughts aloud, Fergus loped up, his long tongue lolling and a mischievous grin on his face. He came to rest beside Cade, leaning affectionately against his thigh and gazing up with longing.
Cade spoke a few words in the language of the Otherworld and gave his dog a scratch behind the ears.
Meridian found her favorite spot up against my neck and settled in for a snooze.
Good exploring? I sent to her mind.
Happy trees, she responded, snacks.
I smiled. Who would have ever thought I would be so pleased by the thoughts of a bird?
“So, uh, where are we heading exactly?” I said as we began walking once more.
Cade cast a glance over his shoulder and gave an impish grin.
“You’ll see.”
I snorted at that, slightly worried but also excited.
The scenery changed once we started heading downhill again. This time the trail wasn’t surrounded by looming oaks, but was open and spacious. Enormous broken rocks littered the ground and the fog lifted enough to reveal the frost dusting the earth like powdered crystals. I sighed in appreciation, slowing my step in order to store the enchanted scene in my memory.
Unfortunately, the magic was broken when the trail curved around a massive tree and something dark appeared out of the corner of my eye. I gasped and pressed myself up against Cade’s back. An animal about the size of a pig and close enough in resemblance to one was standing on the trail eating something. Only it wasn’t a pig. At least not a live, normal one. The creature had the coloring and rotten look of one of the Morrigan’s faelah. As soon as it spotted us, the Otherworldly boar let out a terrible squeal and took off.
“Fergus, go!” Cade shouted, his voice rumbling in his chest and reverberating against the cheek I had pressed against his back.
He twisted around to find his spirit guide trailing behind us. The hound released a single, sharp bark, then growled and bolted after the demon pig. Meridian screeched from above, darting after Fergus.
Help. Spot ahead, she sent me. I let her know her efforts were appreciated.
Cade had stopped moving the second I’d plastered myself against him. As we stood there waiting, I asked, “What was that?”
“Mucdiahb,” he said, the cut of his mouth grim, “evil pig.”
I fought the temptation to wrap my arms around him.
“How is it evil, exactly?”
“Other than the fact that a mucdiahb will attack and kill just for the fun of it,” he replied as he took a tentative step forward, “it will readily do the bidding of the Morrigan. They generally stick to the woods, but on occasion they wander out into the open. They are a great nuisance to the wildren of the Weald.”
I allowed him to step away from me, but scanned the other boulders for more mucdiahb, just in case one was hiding and waiting to pounce on us.
In order to keep my nerves settled, I asked, “The Wildren of the Weald?”
He only smiled and returned his eyes to the path ahead, his step more confident than cautious now. We had started ascending back into the forest after crossing the creek running alongside the bottom of the open gully.
“The wild children of Eile,” Cade finally answered, giving me a hand-up through a rather steep part of the trail.
His face took on a dark, regretful pretense. “The unwanted children of this world.”
I furrowed my brow and my mouth dropped open. Unwanted children? Were there no orphanages or foster homes in the Otherworld? I bit my lip. Of course there weren’t. Wouldn’t I have remained here if there had been some sort of child care system to take me in? Might I have ended up with these wild children had I not been sent to the mortal world?
I shook my head to banish the depressing thoughts. Instead, I focused on the other thing Cade had said. “What’s a weald?”
“The Weald,” Cade emphasized both words, “is what we call the massive forest growing several miles north of here. It begins on the western shore of our largest lake, Lake Ohll, and spreads far to the north and even further to the west. Legend claims that no one has ever traveled the entire length of it.”
He sighed and looked back up, studying the trail ahead of us. “Many believe that the Weald never ends, that the wood goes on forever.”
“And you said the, um, Wildren live there. The unwanted children?”
Cade drew another deep breath and gradually released it. His pace slowed as the path narrowed and the trees grew thicker and larger. I welcomed the darkness their interlaced branches created, even though they had lost their leaves for winter.
“Eile isn’t like the mortal world Meghan.” Cade’s voice took on a somber note. “Children are often born here, ones that are, I guess unplanned is the kindest term to give them. Sometimes acknowledging them can bring about severe repercussions, for both the parents and the children, so they are abandoned to the wilds.”
My stomach twisted with pity. Sure, I had come to a similar conclusion earlier, but to hear someone admit such cruelty out loud, to tell me these terrible thoughts were actually true, was something else entirely.
“No one could be that cruel,” I whispered harshly as the cold air grew colder.
Well, okay, maybe the Morrigan, but who else would do something so heartless?
Cade came to a stop on the trail and held up his free hand to keep me from saying anything more.
“It’s how things are done here, Meghan. As appalling and unkind as the practice may seem, it is accepted. Don’t fret too terribly, though. The other Wildren find them and adopt them into their family. In fact, the people of Eile now know where they can leave their young ones so they may be well cared for. They make their home in the Weald and grow extraordinarily close to the land itself. They’ve become the greatest wielders of power in the Otherworld. Besides the gods and goddesses of course.”
His slight grimace came right after a grin. Cade took a deep breath and started walking again. “The Morrigan has been trying to get to them for centuries now, but the trees won’t let her in. As long as the wild children stay within the forest, she can’t touch them. It’s quite entertaining to watch her, actually, when she thinks she’s finally slipped past the barrier of magic. Have you ever seen a grown woman throw a temper tantrum Meghan?”
I fought a chuckle, despite what I’d learned about kids being abandoned to face the wilderness on their own. The image of the Morrigan throwing a fit kept my mind occupied for the next several minutes.
We reached the top of the hill and the thick, ancient oaks opened up just enough to host a scattering of small meadows. A sharp bark from ahead of us caused both Cade and I to slow to a stop.
Fergus broke free of the underbrush, panting and giving us his usual grin. I smiled, glad to see him, then curled my lip in slight worry. Splotches of blood covered his face and neck.
Cade went still for a few moments, and I got the impression he was sharing information with his spirit guide.
Land?
I jumped at Meridian’s sudden intrusion into my mind. I wondered if I’d ever get used to her silent words.
Yes, I answered back, and a minute later she swooped down from the canopy and alit on my shoulder. Relief prickled across my skin when I found no blood on her.
“Good boy,” Cade said to Fergus, and we started walking once again.
“The mucdiahb has been taken care of,” he offered grimly.
“Oh, wonderful.”
I still felt a bit troubled by our last conversation, but I shook those thoughts off. I could do nothing to help at the moment and I didn’t think anything I said would change the current situation. Besides, if Cade told the truth about the abandoned children having family with others like them, then I’d be content. At least for now.
We soon passed through a meadow carpeted with frost encrusted ferns, and a living cloud of pale blue moths with metallic gold spots on their wings fluttered up from their resting places. This time I didn’t bother to hide my gasp.
“How beautiful!” I nearly tripped over my feet as I turned in a circle to get a better look.
“Careful,” Cade chuckled as he wrapped his free arm around me, catching me before I lost my balance.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, fixing my hair nervously as I planted my feet firmly on the ground. Good thing he hadn’t been walking too far ahead of me or else I might just have face-planted into the ferns.
“Don’t be,” he answered, releasing me and turning back towards the trail. “These moths are rare and are hardly ever seen, even by those who live here year round. In fact, I’d say this was a good omen, especially considering how late it is in the season.”
I turned around and blinked back at him. “Really? You’re messing with me.”
Cade held up his right hand as if to swear an oath. “Nope.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. His vow seemed genuine enough, but there was humor in his ever-changing eyes.
Snorting, I followed after him, but kept an easy pace so I could still admire the beautiful insects. We passed through the meadow, leaving the moths and their good tidings behind, and traveled for another hour.
At one point I tried asking Cade where we were going again, but all he said was, “The best camping spot in this part of Eile.”
My heartbeat sped up and I drew in a sharp breath as I once again remembered why I had made this special trip to the Otherworld. To stay overnight. With Cade. Alone. Perhaps Meridian and Fergus could act as chaperones.
“Are you alright?”
Cade had stopped walking, his arms crossed over his chest, his head cocked to one side as he studied me.
“Um, yeah.” I remembered to breathe. Eventually. “Just, uh, thinking about the moths again.”
All Cade did was quirk an eyebrow in return.
I gritted my teeth, nervous all of a sudden. Honestly Meghan, you knew you’d be spending the night with him! The backpack I’d been carrying for the past two hours seemed to grow heavier.
Once we reached the end of the meadow where the trail started dipping downward again, Cade lifted a hand. “We’re here.”
“Is this where we’re camping out?” I asked, sliding the backpack off my shoulder.
“Yes.”
I glanced around the small hollow, more of a depression in the hillside surrounded by trees and lichen-encrusted rocks than what I’d call an ideal site to make camp. A small ring of blackened stones denoted a fire pit and the thick layers of moss covering the open space suggested that although the night might be cold, at least the ground would be soft. And then it occurred to me that I hadn’t packed any camping supplies. No sleeping bag, no pillow, not even an emergency blanket. And since Cade hadn’t brought anything at all, I figured he was in the same boat as me.
“Um, Cade?” I said, rubbing my elbow and searching the area for any form of cover. “If we are camping, uh, what are we going to use as sleeping bags?”
Of course, at that exact moment an image of Cade stretched out before the fire with me snuggled in his arms flared in my mind. A fierce blush crawled up my neck and warmed me up a bit. Okay, more than a bit.
“Don’t worry,” Cade shot over his shoulder as he squeezed into the narrow crevice of an oak tree, “I keep this place stocked for situations such as these.”
Good. He hadn’t seen my bright-red face.
“Uh, how do you mean?”
Cade maneuvered himself out of the tree hollow carrying a giant, weatherproof duffle bag. His grin helped ease my nervousness.
“I’m sorry I don’t have a tent, but there are at least three separate sleeping bags in here and some extra blankets of course.”
He dropped the bag and yanked back the zipper, pulling out what appeared to be the warmest sleeping bag before handing it over to me. Without even glancing in my direction, he pulled another sleeping bag out and quickly started unrolling it beside the duffle bag. Next, he took out a few more things: a sack of dried food, some bowls, spoons and a pot.
“I’ll sleep over here, and you can have that side. The rocks create a natural barrier against the elements and you’ll have the fire on this side to keep you warm enough.”
I hid my grin and pushed my earlier thoughts out of my mind. He sounded just as nervous about our sleeping arrangements as I felt.
“Good idea,” I agreed with a relieved breath.
Cade passed over some extra blankets and I piled them on top of my sleeping bag. They smelled slightly musty and stale, but they were clean and dry.
“I used to come up here often as a boy with my foster father,” Cade said, sighing and lying back on his sleeping bag. “There is an old castle about three miles away from here, a place of ancient legend. As a child I loved exploring the abandoned halls and caves behind it.”
I sat down and crossed my legs, listening to Cade’s soothing voice and letting the embarrassing thoughts of earlier fade away as the sky began to turn gold and rose with the approach of sunset.
“Why is the castle legendary?” I asked.
Cade turned his head to look at me and a stray piece of his dark copper hair came loose to brush his forehead.
“Because the caves are full of dolmarehn, dolmarehn that can take you to all the corners of the mortal world and to the many realms beyond Eile.”
His voice was softer, revealing more awe than before.
I released a breath I’d been unconsciously holding and looked him in the eye. He was studying me once more, as if waiting for some answer to a puzzle he couldn’t quite figure out to appear on my face. I blushed again.
I cleared my throat. “Do you still visit this castle?”
He grinned. “Sometimes.”
“And, can I go with you one day? I mean, if you ever go back when I’m here in Eile?”
The way he kept his eyes on me was just short of unnerving, but not in a negative sense. I glanced away, picking at some moss growing too close to one of the stones standing guard over me.
“Yes, you can come with me the next time I visit.”
The tone of his voice sent shivers up my spine, and I made an effort not to tremble this time. I stole a glance at his face, but he no longer studied me. Instead, he stared into the leafless canopy above. I pursed my lips and considered him, for once not fixating entirely on his beauty.
“Your foster father?” I pressed after awhile, remembering what he had said at the start of this conversation. “Were you an orphan too?”
He inhaled deeply, still staring at the canopy when he answered, “It is customary for children to be fostered by someone other than their parents. My father died long ago, and my mother,” he paused and took another breath, his eyes, once fixated on the treetops, became obscured and lost, receding somewhere far away.
I held my breath. Cade seemed bothered by something, and he undoubtedly had many things to trouble him, what with his responsibility of keeping the faelah in line and chasing them from the mortal world, yet I’d never given much thought to the other details of his life. Was he on good terms with his family? Did he have friends here in Eile? I honestly had no idea.
His soft chuckle pulled me away from my meandering thoughts. Cade sat back up and ran a hand through his hair, which only added to the disarray.
“Let’s just say she had more important things to do than fuss over a small boy.”
A sharp pain jabbed at my heart and I absentmindedly reached out to him. Sure I’d been hurt when I learned that my Faelorehn parents had abandoned me, but I had my mom and dad in the mortal world who had loved me as their own for so many years. Did Cade have anyone who cared about him here?
Cade must’ve noticed some sign of concern on my face because he lifted a hand to ward me off.
“No Meghan, don’t fret. It’s something I’ve come to accept. Now, you were asking about my foster father?”
And just like that, he threw his vulnerability into a dark room within himself, slamming the door so I could no longer see it. My heart twisted with disappointment, but what had I expected? For him to pour out his soul to me?
I sighed and let my worry fade. If Cade could overcome his woes, then so must I. I put on a bright smile and said, “Yes, please tell me about your time here as a kid. Who is your foster father?”
Cade grinned with mischief. “the Dagda.”
I furrowed my brow in confusion at first. The Dagda? The Dagda, the Dagda . . . The name sounded so familiar.
Cade shot me one of his looks, a look that informed me I should know who the Dagda was. I pressed my lips together in concentration and scoured my brain. After several seconds, a memory surfaced.
“Oh!” Now I remembered. “The Dagda? Really? Like, the one from the Second Battle of Maige Tuired? The god with the magic cauldron?”
Cade smiled, relaxing back against the stone on his side of the fire ring.
The Dagda, like the Morrigan, was a legend of Celtic lore. I recalled reading about him in one of Cade’s books or during one of my internet hunts. He was said to be one of the few gods who excelled at many things, and he had a reputation for being . . . I guess saying he was friendly with women was a civilized way of putting it.
I snorted as I conjured up the image I had of him: an older, pudgier man with an unkempt beard and mustache. Now that I knew he existed, I wondered if the picture in my mind matched the reality.
“And yes, he does live up to his wild reputation,” Cade said cheerily after a while.
My face must have given me away, so I covered it up with a blush.
“I wasn’t thinking so badly of him,” I insisted. “But what is he really like?”
Cade straightened up again and leaned forward, staring into the empty fire pit as if expecting the wood to burst into flame on its own. I scrutinized his face once again. He seemed to be thinking carefully, as if picking and choosing what he thought would be best to tell me. I stifled a laugh. The Dagda must be notorious indeed.
Finally, Cade spoke, “He has a rather overwhelming personality, there’s no denying that, but he is a gracious soul and is willing to get to know a person before passing any kind of judgment. He will be the first to defend a companion if they are wronged, though, and I wouldn’t get on his bad side if I were you. His forgiveness isn’t easily earned. Oh, and he is famous throughout all of Eile for throwing the most lively parties.”
Cade smiled up at me and I had no choice but to return the gesture.
“Don’t worry Meghan, I’m certain he’ll love you.”
“Wait, what? I’m going to be meeting him? The Dagda?”
I felt my face drain of color for a moment, but Cade’s laughter helped ease my harried thoughts.
“He isn’t nearly as terrifying as the legends make him out to be, I promise. And you won’t be going alone when you meet him, so if he tries anything I’ll be able to come to your rescue.”
The expression I gave him conveyed my horror, but the glint in his eye sobered me almost immediately. Oh. He was teasing me.
I thought about that for awhile: meeting the Dagda. I’m sure the experience would be a bit intimidating. However, it would be a pleasant change to meet someone friendly. Well, at least someone who didn’t consider my death their highest priority, like the Morrigan.
“So,” I said, clearing my throat a little, “how did you come to be the foster son of one of the Celtic gods?”
“Luck.”
A glimmer flashed in Cade’s eye, but I knew he wasn’t going to give away anything more.
He squinted up towards the sun again. “I think we had better gather some firewood before the sky grows too dark and the frost settles in.”
I shook my head and made to stand up, but Cade, the quicker one to rise, reached down a hand to help me up.
I graciously took it, expecting him to lift me to my feet. Instead, he tugged hard enough to pull me up against him. My surprise kept me from pushing away immediately, so when I blinked up at him in astonishment, I found his face mere inches from mine.
I opened my mouth to say something, and nothing came out but a small squeak that got caught in the back of my throat. His eyes seemed to burn into mine and as I watched them, they changed from pale silver to dark green. He leaned his head closer and . . .
A sharp bark followed by the annoyed chatter of a bird broke the strange enchantment.
“Whoa now,” Cade murmured in a soft tone, wrapping one of his arms around my waist and pulling me away from the place I’d been standing.
Fergus went tearing by, his ears pinned back and his tongue lolling as Meridian chased after him, diving at his tail.
Cade said something in his native tongue, scolding the animals for playing so recklessly in such a small area, I assumed. I had trouble deciphering anything, especially since I was still flabbergasted about what had just happened. Wait, what had happened? One minute Cade was talking about his childhood, then he mentioned something about firewood, and in the next second he pulled me close in an almost embrace. No, I wasn’t complaining. Only a bit confused.
Eventually, Cade realized he still held on to me.
“Sorry,” he mumbled, releasing me before turning his head away. “Fergus forgets how big he is sometimes.”
He offered a half-hearted grin and I decided, given the situation and the lack of a private, quiet corner where I might sit and untangle this latest mystery, that perhaps shrugging and raising my arms in a gesture I hoped stated, silly spirit guides, was the best thing to do for the moment.
“So, firewood.” I clapped my hands together and looked around.
For the next thirty minutes we scoured the hilltop seeking out dead branches. Cade stayed further away from me than usual, and I was certain his distance had something to do with the earlier interruption from our spirit guides.
But, what had almost happened? Now would be a good time to rifle through those thoughts from before. If I didn’t know any better, I would have sworn he was about to kiss me. The very thought of his lips brushing against mine caused me to tremble with delight, and I ended up dropping most of the kindling I’d gathered.
Cursing inwardly, I fought off my jumbled daydreams and snatched the branches back up. Cade MacRoich did not drag you up to this hilltop to make out with you Meghan, so stop your fantasizing!
Oh? Then why had he pulled you so close, hmm? Why had he bent his head just so? Admit it, if his dog hadn’t almost trampled you, you two might still be lip-locked at this very moment.
I gritted my teeth and grabbed on to the closest log I could find. Sure, the heavy branch was way too big for me to lift, but I needed a distraction so my stupid conscience would shut up. I hated that it had multiple personalities.
On the third yank, I managed to free the half-buried log, only to scream when I saw what went skittering out from underneath it. That wasn’t a snake, or a lizard. More like a salamander crossed with a centipede. Or a giant, elongated spider with slimy skin.
I dropped the log with a small screech and backpedaled, tripping over one of the many stones in the clearing. I went down cursing, but Cade was standing over me before I could so much as flip over and make a crawl for it.
“What happened?”
Cade sounded concerned and he leaned down to help me up. Oh no, no more of that. I didn’t want my conscience to start up again.
“I’m fine,” I insisted.
When Cade knelt down to get a closer look at me, I scooted back and held up an arm.
“Something startled me is all. Some creepy thing living under a log.”
I pointed over my shoulder, hoping he might go investigate and leave me to recover on my own. I wasn’t normally spooked by creepy-crawlers. You couldn’t afford to be when you had a house full of brothers. But that thing was enormous. And I’m pretty sure it hissed at me.
“Ah,” Cade merely said, “probably only a litter bug.”
I shot him an incredulous look. “Are you making a joke?”
He grinned and shook his head. “Litter as in leaf litter. There are all different types of them, but we refer to all of them as ‘litter bugs’. Most of them aren’t dangerous, and they only bite if you try to grab them.”
I cringed. Well, at least I knew the giant bug wouldn’t hurt me, because there was no way in this world or the mortal one that I was going to touch it.
“We can stop gathering firewood now. I think I found plenty.”
I glanced over at the pile Cade had made and grimaced. We’d have enough wood to last us a whole week. What did I have to show for myself? The two pieces of kindling I had managed to hang on to while being hunted down by the litter bug. Wonderful.
Cade didn’t seem to notice, or comment, and in no time he had the fire lit as well. We ate the food from the bag he had stored: beef jerky, thick bread and a rather tasty soup he’d made with some dried supplies and water from a half-frozen spring a few dozen yards from our campsite.
After throwing more logs on the fire, Cade slipped into his bedroll, fully dressed, and sighed.
“Using and detecting your natural magic works best early in the morning, so we should probably both get to sleep as soon as possible.”
I blinked in surprise. Oh yeah, the real reason for being here. To gauge and recharge my magic. I sighed and glanced up. Late twilight settled around us, but it couldn’t be later than six o’clock. Meridian had long since fallen asleep and Fergus still roamed the woods.
When I turned my eyes towards Cade, I found his back facing me, his own breathing deeper.
Biting my lip and taking the blanket in my hand, I followed Cade’s lead and snuggled in as best I could. I had told myself I didn’t want Cade to try anything else with me, but of course that wasn’t entirely true. Yet, his interest one minute and then his distance the next was rather jarring, and I wish he’d just make up his mind, one way or the other. Judging by his quiet demeanor during dinner and his terse goodnight, I’d say he planned to keep his hands to himself. I tried to ignore the tiny sting of disappointment.
The fire continued to crackle and an owl cried out in the distance. As I slowly fell asleep, I hoped to convince myself the ache in the pit of my stomach was fear for what might attack us in the night, and not a result of Cade’s cold dismissal.
 


-Eight-
Power
 

The next morning I woke to the sharp tang of smoke and the sting of icy air on my face. For a moment I tried to figure out why my room would smell like a campfire and why I shivered. My eyes shot open when the thought of a fire flew through my mind, but in the next heartbeat the memories from the night before came flooding back.
Someone clearing their throat snagged my attention from my thoughts. I turned my head and caught sight of a cloaked figure standing against the pre-dawn light. At first I tensed up, but drew a calming breath when I realized the stranger was Cade.
“The fire went out last night and I thought a new one would be a good idea this morning.”
He gestured towards the stone circle where a healthy crop of flames, and smoke, stirred.
Yawning and stretching my stiffness away, I curled out of the blankets, reluctant to leave their warmth behind and cringed as I heard the distinct crackle of frost. A film of white coated my sleeping bag.
I stretched again, teeth chattering at the cold, and wondered how scruffy I appeared, but a need to find somewhere to go to the bathroom quickly erased those thoughts. I peered over my shoulder at Cade and blushed, voicing my concerns.
He shook his head and glanced off to the side. “You’ll have to find a patch of bushes or group of stones to your liking. I’m sorry. I don’t often have a young woman with me when I’m sleeping outdoors.”
Was it my imagination, or were his cheeks turning pink? Knowing Cade was capable of being embarrassed warmed me and helped dash away my own discomfiture.
While I was gone, I thanked my lucky stars I’d had enough sense to pack a toothbrush. I couldn’t think of anything worse than bad breath, especially when you were alone with a guy. Not that anything was going to happen, but you never know. Of course, after yesterday evening I’d thoroughly convinced myself nothing ever was going to happen. Ugh, I needed to focus on the reason for my being here: to appraise my glamour, not to moon over Cade.
Magic Meghan, you are going to learn to use your magic! Isn’t that more exciting than some guy? Too bad I wasn’t ten and still under the delusion that boys had cooties. It would make my current predicament so much easier.
When I returned to our campsite, I discovered Cade had rummaged up something for us to eat. I sniffed at the pot over the fire and my stomach grumbled.
“What’s for breakfast?”
“Oatmeal with walnuts and honey.”
My stomach complained again.
We ate in silence as the dark sky turned pale gray, revealing a thick blanket of fog covering the forest and hilltop.
After cleaning up and gathering Fergus and Meridian, Cade led us through the trees once more, and once again I wondered where he was taking me, but I kept my questions to myself. Eventually, we came upon another clearing, this one littered with ancient, tall stones, similar to the ones scattered near the dolmarehn that connected Eile to the mortal world.
“What is this place?” I whispered.
A secret sacredness seemed to cling to the air around us and I imagined that if I spoke too loudly, my voice would shatter this serenity and some fae spirit would come seeking revenge.
“This used to be one of the sacred henges, similar to the one near the dolmarehn leading to your home.”
“You mean, like Stonehenge?” I asked, feeling a bit silly.
These stones, though rather large, were pebbles in comparison to the monoliths of Stonehenge.
Cade nodded and gave me a calculating look. “Stonehenge, in the mortal world, is the most famous example, but several exist. They help the Druids channel Eile’s natural power more efficiently.”
I arched a brow at him.
He sighed, though not with impatience. “Try to picture the sun shining on a cloudy day. Although the light reaches the ground, it’s even brighter where the clouds part. The sun’s radiance is emitted everywhere, but is concentrated only in certain areas. The stone circles help concentrate the earth’s magic because they are an extension of Eile herself. Stone being of the earth, and placed in a circle to extend towards the sky, helps channel the magic from the ground and pulls it upwards. Before the glamour can escape and becomes part of the soil once again by falling in the form of rain, the person calling upon the magic stands in the center of the stone circle and absorbs the power into their body. It isn’t the only way to absorb magic, but it is a quicker and more effective way to do so.”
In a weird, science fiction sort of way, what he said made sense.
“So, like a gas station of sorts, for someone who uses magic.”
Cade grinned and his green eyes flashed more towards brown. “Yes, that’s also a good explanation.”
I smiled, the usual response whenever I saw Cade do the same.
“Now, although the stones have been knocked down, we should still be able to channel some power. In fact, I’m glad most of them aren’t standing. If the magic of the earth is prevailed upon and answers in full, the result can be rather, uh, overwhelming.”
That sounded a bit daunting. Cade had said the purpose of my visit to Eile was to soak up magic, but surely he didn’t mean for me to recharge here in this fallen circle where I could potentially damage myself. I had no idea what I was doing, after all.
“So, you’re just going to show me the process this first time, right?”
Cade’s responding grin seemed almost wicked. I caught my breath. This expression proved even more disarming than his cheerful ones.
“No Meghan. We came here so you can learn what it feels like to channel your own power.”
“What?”
Was he serious? He wanted me to step into the ring without first showing me? Was he crazy?
“Cade,” I said, licking my lips nervously, “are you sure this is a good idea? I’ve never done this before, I don’t even know if I really have any power, remember?”
“You do,” Cade insisted, “trust me.”
“Yeah, okay.” I snorted softly and crossed my arms.
“Come on.”
He reached out and took one of my hands, pulling me towards the center of the circle.
I was anxious, though I wasn’t sure why.
He placed me in front of him, keeping his hands on my shoulders, my back to his chest.
“Now,” he whispered right behind my ear, “we ask Eile to recognize your power, and to feed your own glamour with her magic if it is hungry.”
I quivered. Cade made it sound like I had some living creature inside of me. He confirmed as much when I asked him.
“Your power is a living thing, just like you and all the parts that make you Faelorehn. Your lungs need oxygen, your stomach craves food. Your heart desires love.”
I drew in a breath at that.
“Now close your eyes, and let us both take from Eile what she has to offer.”
“Do we need to say anything special?” I blurted.
He shook his head. “No. Just let your senses become aware of the presence of the earth around you.”
I did what I was told. I closed my eyes and let myself drift, soaking in the gentle, cool caress of the fog and the spongy softness of the moss below my feet. I let my nerves take in Cade’s presence and my fingers and toes began to tingle. The forest was silent, until a soft chant, not terrifying or demanding, but celebratory, began floating through the air. The scent of old woods, wet stone and deep earth surrounded me, and when Cade sighed and gently pushed me away from his body, I almost fell on my face.
I looked back at him and blushed.
He smiled, his eyes so dark green they appeared black.
“Did you sense anything?” he asked, his voice a whisper.
“I, I think so,” I croaked. “I noticed the presence of nature, but nothing else.”
Cade’s brow furrowed and his intensity seemed to lessen. He drew a deep breath and raked a hand through his hair, stepping closer to me.
“You would’ve known if you felt it.”
“Felt what, exactly?” I wanted to know. Perhaps I did perceive it, whatever it was. Or maybe my glamour was a dud.
“Your own magic awakening, but don’t worry. Sometimes a person’s magic will stay hidden and safe within them until something profound happens. I hoped coming here would do the trick.”
He shook his head and the corner of his mouth curled up.
“What?” I said, nervous.
“I might as well tell you what to expect, just in case your glamour decides to wake up when I’m not around to explain.”
“Or perhaps I was right. About not having magic,” I mumbled, disappointment hitting me like a load of bricks.
Again, Cade shook his head. How could he be so confident I carried any glamour when I couldn’t even sense the magic myself?
“The sensation is like a warm blossom, opening up and sending fire through your blood. Not an unpleasant experience, but one that can be uncomfortable at first. One day you’ll learn to welcome the flow of your magic, and to wish for it.”
Okay, I’ll bite. “And where exactly does this magic reside?”
He took another step towards me, that dangerous look gathering in his stance and flashing in his eyes again. I found the simple act of breathing difficult.
“Here is where you’ll sense your power growing.”
Cade placed his hand on my chest, right below my collar bone, slightly above and to the right of my heart and against the bare skin where my shirt collar had fallen open.
I tensed and my heartbeat sped up. I was almost certain the tingling of my nerves was due to Cade’s touch and not the result of any power or magic awakening, but I’d stayed the night in the middle of the woods in the Otherworld. I must have been ‘recharging’ even before this early morning visit to the ruined henge. Surely I would have detected something by now.
And then it started. A tiny itch that soon turned into something else, something sharper, clearer. The sensation began as a small pinprick and soon unfolded within my chest cavity, as if I were growing a second, more permeable heart.
The experience wasn’t unpleasant, just different. I imagined I had a tiny sun lodged within my ribcage, keeping my heart company, and it had grown so large its brilliance began spreading throughout my whole body. I felt light on my feet, as if I could fly by simply spreading my arms and reaching towards the sky.
I met Cade’s gaze, and noted the grin on his face.
“Now, here is something you can do with that power, should you wish to.”
And before my very eyes, he dissolved into our surroundings. I gasped and started when his hand left my skin. I reached out, grasping nothing but thin air.
“Cade?” I whispered.
The mist in the trees had lifted a little, but the woods were still so ethereal; so Otherworldly, and the few stones that remained standing resembled sentinels watching my every move.
“Cade?” I asked again, louder this time.
Meridian chattered from her watch above us, breaking the relative silence. I stretched out a hand, trying again to touch an invisible Cade. I imagined I looked like a little kid at a party, blindfolded and wandering aimlessly as I tried to locate the piñata. I also felt foolish and a little annoyed. Why was Cade messing with me?
“Glamour has many wonderful uses,” he said from somewhere behind me.
I turned around and began groping in that direction.
“Invisibility being one of those uses,” he continued from a different location.
I growled and started heading the other way.
“Makes it easy to sneak up on people,” he whispered next to my ear, his warm breath sending goose bumps down my neck.
I whipped around, partly in reaction to being startled, partly because I wanted to catch him. My hand brushed his . . . shoulder? His arm? Then he managed to slip away again.
I huffed a breath of frustration and just walked, full force, towards where I thought he might have headed.
Halfway across the stone ruin, someone grabbed my arm and spun me around.
Before I could voice my protest, a gentle hand came to rest on my shoulder, and then on my cheek. Something warm, soft and inviting pressed against my parted lips, and I realized Cade was kissing me. My eyes widened and I gasped, inadvertently deepening the kiss. Moments seemed to pass by and I barely recalled wrapping my arms around my indiscernible companion, returning the kiss with equal strength.
Cade pulled me closer and ran his fingers along the back of my neck and through my hair, as if he feared I would run away. I lost track of all sensations except for the touch of his skin, his unique scent and the glowing joy that was my very own Faelorehn power, now a pleasant warmth coursing through me.
Eventually, Cade broke the kiss and stepped away from me. I opened my eyes, not realizing they had been shut. I was too overwhelmed to speak or even think, but it didn’t matter. Cade materialized before me, a slow, eerie process, and I found the expression on his face to be almost heart-breaking. He looked guilty, remorseful, regretful. Disappointed.
My own elated joy vanished in a heartbeat. What was wrong?
“Forgive me Meghan.”
His voice was ragged and he ran his hands through his hair, keeping his eyes lowered. I should have been grateful, for my own were filling with tears.
“I got carried away with the moment. I’m sorry for my behavior.”
I’m not! I wanted to scream, but clearly he believed he had made a mistake.
He held out his hand and smiled, but he still wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Let me return you home before you are missed. I can teach you how to channel and use your glamour another day.”
Fighting the tears of hurt and confusion, I stepped ahead of him and followed the trail out of the woods. Meridian swooped down to dart in and out of the oaks in front of me.
Sorrow? Her mind brushed against my own.
Yes, I returned, but it will fade. I hoped.
She released a mournful cry for my sake, but sped on ahead, keeping a lookout for hostile faelah while we made our silent, somber way back to the dolmarehn through the misty woods. Fergus came up from somewhere down the path and trotted past us, leaving Cade to trail behind. The hound seemed relaxed, his ears pressed back against his head. I wondered, as we moved further towards the stone gate that would take me home, what conversation he was sharing with his master.
 





-Nine-
Solstice
 

I was stuck in a bad mood all the following week, snapping at my friends or simply ignoring them when they asked me menial questions. It was stupid and selfish of me, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Cade’s kiss and why he had been so eager to disregard it. Had I disappointed him somehow? Would he completely forget me now and leave me to fend for myself?
Coming up with the ‘juicy details’ Robyn insisted on learning the moment she saw me on Monday morning had been even more trying on my nerves.
“I want to know everything!” she hissed in excitement as she pulled me off to the side so our other friends wouldn’t hear.
I had to thank her for that much, at least. I wasn’t ready for the boys or even Tully to know about Cade, especially since I sought out Robyn’s help and not hers.
I shrugged, forcing the bitter disappointment to go away.
“Did you kiss him?”
I blushed so hard it sent Robyn into a fit of hysterics.
“Spill Meghan!”
“Spill what?” Will asked as the bell warned us to get to class.
“Nothing,” I grumbled as I shuffled away from them. Robyn’s giddy laughter chased me all the way back to class.
At lunch time she bullied me into giving her more details, so I made up some story about how, yes, we kissed, but the experience hadn’t been all that exciting and rather disappointing. Well, it hadn’t been disappointing on my end, but I wasn’t about to tell Robyn that.
Robyn crossed her arms and scowled. “Well, if you spend the night with him again, I hope you get a whole lot more out of him than a kiss.”
I gasped in shock, hitting her on the shoulder.
“Ro-byn!” I hissed.
She only grinned impishly as she rubbed the spot I had smacked. “What? Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it.”
Too irritated, and embarrassed, to respond, I hurried away to my next class, muttering under my breath about presumptuous friends. Let Robyn think what she wanted, especially since she had a point.
Too my immense relief, Robyn didn’t pester me any further that day and by Wednesday she’d dropped the subject completely. I guess my moodiness had finally worked its magic. Without Robyn breathing down my neck, I retreated back into my shell to spend the rest of the week festering in my own turbulent emotions.
The weekend helped recharge me, and although I still hadn’t received word from Cade, I was feeling like a whole new person. So he kissed me and acted distant afterwards. So what? Happened all the time to other girls, how was I any different?
But by Monday morning I crashed back down into my old emotional abyss, and at lunch time I might as well have been eating alone. In a huff of frustration, I crunched my soda can up and tossed it towards the closest recycling bin, missing by a yard, of course.
“So anyways,” I heard Robyn say.
Oh. I guess she had been telling us something.
“I wanted to have a bonfire, but my dad says there’s been some strange activity going on down in the swamp. Maybe Meghan could tell us,” she shot me a wary glance, “if she wanted to be part of the conversation.”
I glanced up, my mind backtracking as I tried to remember what they’d been talking about. Um, when we first sat down Thomas had mentioned something about his family being gone for most of the winter break because they would be visiting relatives in Mexico . . . Will had said he should be available, Tully too . . . Oh, right! Robyn wanted to have a winter solstice party. Okay Meghan, you can do this. You can pine after your crush and be a good friend at the same time . . .
“Yeah, I think someone’s been killing animals and mutilating them,” I lied. “My parents won’t let me go down there anymore.”
Another lie, but honestly, ever since the events of last year, I thought keeping my friends away from the swamp and the dolmarehn hidden in the shallow canyon might be the best safeguard against the faelah.
“So, will you be free then Meghan?”
“Huh?”
Robyn rolled her eyes at me and sighed. “On the twenty first? For the solstice?”
I gritted my teeth. Sure, I hadn’t been the greatest friend in the last week, but it didn’t give Robyn an excuse to treat me like an imbecile. I pushed my annoyance aside and grinned. “Should be.”
She clapped her hands and beamed. “Excellent! Now all we need is the ingredients to make soul cakes and some cider for wassail . . .”
I let Robyn’s voice trail off as I got back to my lunch. A party would be a welcome distraction, but at the moment I needed a little more time to crawl out of my pit of self pity.
* * *
School let out the next week for our winter break, and Robyn’s solstice party fell on Saturday night. I wasn’t in a festive mood, but I had to put on a good face or they would suspect something was up. They probably already did.
I borrowed my mom’s car to drive into town since my parents and brothers planned on staying home that night to make cookies.
“Be back before eleven!” Mom shouted as I headed out the door.
“I know!” I said.
When I got to Robyn’s I found everyone crowded in her small bedroom. I endured the suspicious glare of her mom and dad as I crossed their living room and walked down the long hallway. I smiled but received no warmth from them. Oh well. I’d grown used to their apathy. Robyn’s parents had never liked me very much. I think their ultra-religious personalities detected my Faelorehn essence. A year or so ago, that would have terrified me. Now, having become aware of the truth and knowing I’d come from somewhere outside this realm, it didn’t bother me as much. I was from Eile, strange yes, but only in their eyes. Yet, how Robyn managed to continue her Wiccan tendencies in such a household was a mystery. Perhaps because no one, not even her own parents, could control her.
Smiling, I opened Robyn’s bedroom door and stepped into a room buzzing with new age music and Robyn’s voice droning out some solstice story she’d dug up from somewhere.
Tully and Will were already there and they turned to grin at me. “Hey Meg!” Tully said, patting a place next to her.
I smiled and sat down. I’d been terribly neglectful of my best friend lately and the guilt washed over me like a cold wave. Tully, however, didn’t seem to notice. Sometimes I imagined she had a sixth sense and could discern when I needed to talk or when I needed to just be alone with my worries. She was nothing short of a blessing in my life.
Simply spending time with my friends suddenly made me cheerful and grateful. I enjoyed having something to think about, other than the mysteries invading my life, the biggest one being Cade, for once. The last few months had been trying; my existence split between two worlds, here and Eile. How refreshing to only focus on one of those worlds tonight.
The party ended up being rather fun and for the first time in two weeks I didn’t feel depressed about Cade. At a quarter to eleven I told everyone goodnight and headed out to the street where I had parked. The evening was cold and dark with a clear sky full of stars. For a moment I leaned my head back and exhaled, my breath misting above me.
I fumbled in my purse for the keys to my mom’s car, having some trouble in the dark. A street lamp glowed orange halfway down the street, but hardly offered much help.
As I searched, something in the bushes beside me rustled and growled. I froze, my entire body flushing with fear. I recognized that sound, and so did my magic as well.
A tiny pinprick of heat burst in my chest next to my heart. With my mouth becoming dry and my palms growing clammy, I turned to study the black clump of plants several feet away. The darkness hindered my sight, but there was no mistaking those glowing eyes.
Before I could so much as scream, the creature burst from the hedges and charged me. Crying in fear, I lurched to the side and the faelah slammed into my mom’s car, snorting in outrage.
Without giving it much thought, I rolled under the car and willed my heart to slow down. That pinprick of magic throbbed and the odd sensation of Otherworldly glamour spread throughout my body. Crap. How much did I have and how the hell was I supposed to make use of it?
The creature snorted and bellowed in frustration as it tried to get to me. Like all the others, the faelah was grotesque, the sickly light from the distant street lamp displaying just enough features to send terror through my heart once again. If I had to describe the animal, I’d say someone had killed a wild boar and let it rot for a week before stretching it out to match the size of a large dog. The stench permeating the air only helped back up my theory. I was aware of only one person, no, goddess, who would do such a thing. The Morrigan. So, she still wasn’t giving up. I wondered, as I lay on the cold, gritty, oily asphalt, watching the creature’s sharp, cloven hooves scrape at me, if she knew of my recent visit to Eile with Cade.
I shuddered. Just thinking about the Morrigan made me ill. Instead, I focused on getting out of my current situation. Wouldn’t anybody hear the noise this thing was making? Oh, wait, faelah, duh. I’d probably be the only one to hear any of this. Perhaps the ugly creature would manage to kill me after all.
I gritted my teeth and tried to probe the well of magic living within my ribcage. That made the warm spot begin to sting, as if someone were driving a hot needle into my chest. I really needed to learn how to use this stuff.
I released a huff of breath and wiped away the tears running down my cheeks. To my surprise, I realized they were a result of my frustration, not my fear. I didn’t know if I should be proud of myself or not; for managing to gain control over my terror of the faelah. Of course, it could just be a sign of my impending insanity.
I lay still for at least another ten minutes before a familiar screech filled the air. Meridian?
The scratching stopped and a blast of brilliant, bright white light slammed into the car and dissipated in the dark night. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear the spots from my eyes. By the time I recovered I noticed something black and charred lying beside the car. The faelah. Had Meridian used some spirit guide power to incinerate it?
The light flutter of wings and a friendly chitter forced my attention to the other side of the vehicle. Meridian sat on the sidewalk, eyeing me curiously.
Safe? she sent.
Yes, thanks to you, I replied with a heavy sigh of relief.
She chirruped as I crawled out from my hiding spot. I didn’t even look at the creature, well, whatever remained of it. But I did catch a glimpse of the side of the car. I winced. That was one heck of a dent. The faelah might be able to make themselves invisible to human eyes, but there was still substance to them.
Taking a deep breath, I dug through my purse again, finally finding the keys. I got into the car, whistling for Meridian before I closed the door. She settled down on my shoulder and soon fell asleep.
Drained, she sent, her psychic voice sounding very weary.
I’ll bet, I returned.
I had no idea a spirit guide could wield so much power, especially one as small as Meridian.
As I drove home, I formulated an explanation for my parents: a deer had leaped onto the road and managed to glance off the side of the car. Yes, that story would work perfectly.
All the lights were off when I got home, so I entered the house in silence and headed to my room, washing off the grit before collapsing onto my bed in exhaustion.
Before falling asleep, I thought about how I needed to be a little more vigilant. I should have known after the demon bat incident at the football game that the Morrigan hadn’t forgotten about me. Now, with tonight’s attack, I knew for sure she was back to her old tricks again.
* * *
I woke the next morning to the sound of my mom shrieking about the huge dent in her car. When I fed her the deer story, she went from livid to concerned in two point five seconds.
“Oh Megan! Were you hurt?”
She quickly started checking me for bruises and cuts and clucked when she found nothing worse than a small scratch from when I had crawled under the car.
“Um, got them last week at school.”
Mom gave me one of those looks she used like tweezers to extract information. I wasn’t about to budge.
“Well, do drive more slowly from now on, especially at night.”
Sighing in relief, I returned to my room and glanced around, marveling at the lack of clutter. The long narrow object wrapped in a towel in the corner caught my eye. My longbow. After last night, I thought some practice couldn’t hurt. I got dressed and threw on some shoes, grabbed my bow and arrows and shouted up the stairs that I was going for a walk.
“Come on Meridian,” I called to the white ball of feathers in the corner, “I need you to keep me company while I practice.”
Most of my winter break passed this way: working on my archery skills when I wasn’t hanging out with my friends or being pestered by my brothers. I had almost forgotten about Cade and the awkward way we had parted, but during those last few days before school started again, Fergus showed up at my door right before dawn.
He led me to the oak tree and inside the knothole I found a note.
Meghan,
I apologize for not contacting you for so long and once again for my inappropriate behavior in the Otherworld. I hope you’ll forgive me. I was wondering if you would like to visit Eile for a couple of days. There are two people I wish you to meet.
-Cade
My heart fluttered and gave off a pang of hurt. So he still regretted kissing me. I must be terrible at it.
I slumped against the tree and squashed my disappointment. Well Meghan, at least he still wants to be your friend. Yeah, I could live with that. Maybe.
I called Robyn later in the day, hoping she would cover for me, again.
“Oh sure, but you know the price. Details my dear, details,” she crooned over the phone, a hint of malicious glee in her voice.
“If there are any details to spare, then you will have them,” I promised, well aware there would be nothing to tell this time.
I finished the call and wrote a return note to Cade, informing him I’d be available on Tuesday. In the mortal world we would be celebrating New Year’s Eve, so I had a valid excuse to go over to Robyn’s and spend the night.
The next morning I got a response. Cade would meet me at my door once again, before dawn.
On Monday night I had an awful time falling asleep, most likely because I was excited about going to the Otherworld again. Ever since returning from the last trip, a small part of me yearned to go back. Perhaps because my magic now knew where it belonged, or maybe I was nervous about seeing Cade again. Either way, I didn’t drift off until after midnight.
 


-Ten-
Cauldron
 

Cade met me the next day in his usual, unobtrusive way. Before stepping through my bedroom door, I grabbed my overnight bag and whistled to Meridian. We made our way silently through the woods of the swamp, the dark morning adding to the general gloom.
Cade didn’t speak to me until we reached the dolmarehn.
“Ready?” he murmured, holding out a gloved hand.
I laced my fingers with his, relishing the slight squeeze he gave my hand as he led me deeper into the small cavern. This time the passage into the Otherworld didn’t make me so dizzy.
Once on the other side, we moved east instead of north like last time. The air was freezing and the ground covered in frost again. It didn’t take too long to make our way out of the trees, and when we finally crested the top edge of the last hill, I stopped dead in my tracks. A breathtaking scene of rolling land and more forested hills spreading far ahead of us came into view.
“Wow,” I whispered.
Far below us green pastures, frosted with ice, rested in the cold sunlight of a winter morning. Several ponds of various sizes gleamed like shiny black pebbles in the distance, the mist rising from their surfaces reminding me of Yellowstone’s hot springs. A narrow river twined out of the hills opposite us and meandered past the ponds and on through the valley and eastward. I had never seen such a beautiful sight in my life. Even the views from the Mesa in Arroyo Grande didn’t come close.
I sighed again and warmed a bit when Cade took my hand once more.
“We usually have at least a light dusting of snow by now,” he murmured, his breath misting in the air to match the fog. “I hope the frost will suffice.”
I glanced up at him, feeling like I’d just awakened from some fantastic dream and my senses were still somewhere far away.
He smiled and gestured with his other hand.
I turned my head to see what he pointed at. This time I think I made some sound of surprise. I hadn’t noticed it before, what with the mist acting as a screen, but several miles away on the opposite side of the shallow valley and nestled against those other hills, was an old castle like the ones pictured on travel brochures from Scotland or Ireland. The stone fortress looked mostly intact, but I got the impression that the far side might be caved in, for the tower appeared damaged.
I studied the ancient structure and when I narrowed my eyes just enough, I spied some movement behind it . . . A waterfall.
Something tickled my memory but I couldn’t quite grasp it.
“That,” Cade said, his voice holding a great deal of reverence, “is the castle I told you about the last time you were here.”
“Oh, I remember. The one with all the dolmarehn, right?”
Cade grinned and nodded. “Exactly.”
Then his tone took on a more cautious pitch. “We need to get a few things from the castle before we start out.”
I ignored the change in his voice and instead asked, “Start out?”
“We’re going on a journey Meghan.”
I stared at him. “You know I have to be home by tomorrow night, right?”
Cade grinned. “It won’t take us more than half a day to get to where we are going, and we won’t stay too long. We’ll use the dolmarehn.”
I breathed a mental sigh of relief. “So, where are we going?”
“A few places, but first we’ll head east and pay a visit to my foster father.”
I shot Cade a look of horror. “The Dagda? You’re taking me to visit the Dagda?! Are you sure you want him to meet me? I mean, shouldn’t I stay away from all the Celtic gods and goddesses until I at least know how to use my power?”
Cade’s smile turned soft and shook his head.
“Oh no, I very much want you to meet him. Him and someone else.”
Meet the Dagda? I shivered, a reaction to my sudden apprehension, and glanced back at the castle. I judged the distance across the small valley to be at least five miles, and with all these hills and rocks scattered everywhere, getting there quickly would prove a challenge.
“Won’t it take us forever just to reach the castle?” I wondered aloud.
Cade smirked impishly. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it covered.”
Shrugging, I followed Cade as he started out on a trail leading down into the valley. Within half an hour the land leveled out and we were starting to cross the fields.
A white flash and a cheerful bark announced Fergus’ arrival. He came loping up, panting and wagging his tail.
“Ah, here we go,” Cade said, his attention on something other than his spirit guide.
I jerked my head up and followed his gaze and gaped when I saw the horse standing about a hundred yards away. He was solid black and his coat shimmered and gleamed in the sun. When he spotted Cade he threw back his head and whinnied, pushing himself up onto his hind legs and coming back down like a battering ram, tearing up the earth with his hooves.
I gasped and darted behind Cade. I had been around horses before, but they were the docile and stodgy old mares that people rented out at the dunes for an easy ride to the beach. This horse was a stallion and judging by his appearance, he might not be friendly.
Cade’s laughter in the next breath managed to keep my fingernails from digging into his shoulders. He broke away from me and I cried out, thinking he planned on abandoning me. As I watched him, my mouth hung open in surprise. He ran right at the animal, crouched down as if he were playing a game of hide-and-seek with a child.
“Cade!” I hissed. “He’ll kill you!”
The horse stopped twitching and held perfectly still. He faced away from Cade, but his ears flicked to the side, as if listening for an ambush. Cade quietly walked up behind him and to my utter horror, shoved him hard on the rump and then went tearing off across the field.
The stallion reacted almost simultaneously, turning sharply and taking off after Cade.
I cried out again, torn between chasing after him and fleeing back towards the hills to make myself less of a target.
The black stallion caught up with Cade and just as I was sure he was going to kick out with his front legs and knock Cade to the ground, he jumped in front of him and pressed his forehead against Cade’s chest.
I waited for him to fall over, to scream in pain from the blow, but all he did was laugh. I blinked in confusion, shaking my head as I stared at them again. The horse had stopped moving, and Cade had hooked one arm over his thick neck.
“You caught me boy! I think that’s a new record, huh?”
If my eyes grew any wider, I’m sure they’d fall right out of my head. What the hell just happened? Cade had enticed that demon of a horse to chase him, and had been moments from being trampled to death. Now he was petting the stallion like some enormous puppy seeking attention.
Cade finally glanced in my direction, the carefree smile on his face fading to a warm grin as he turned to the black stallion to whisper something in his ear. The animal shook out his mane and blew out a huff of breath, but walked alongside Cade as he came towards me. My first instinct told me to bolt. Sure, the horse liked him, but what if he didn’t like me?
Unfortunately, Cade caught my eyes with his and something about their color warned me not to run away. They came to stand right in front of me, and it took every ounce of energy I had to keep still. The horse was even bigger close up, his shoulder level with my head. He was all strong, lean muscles and high-strung tension. I wouldn’t be surprised if he suddenly burst into flame and singed us both. It must be the magic of this place that makes him seem so powerful, I thought to myself.
“Meghan.”
Cade’s voice nearly made me jump. “I want you to meet Speirling, my horse.”
Ah, his horse. Of course.
“Um, hello, uh, Speirling.”
I kept my hands clasped behind my back and my shoulders slumped forward. I hoped my stance exuded the aura of a docile prey animal.
Speirling blew out a hot breath and leaned his nose into my hair. I squealed in surprise, but he only smelled me. When he started to nibble at a loose strand I forgot about acting like a weakling and stepped back.
“Hey!”
Cade’s laughter split through the air and Speirling eyed me curiously. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have sworn the horse showed hurt feelings in those dark brown eyes of his.
“He’s quite harmless, I assure you. Besides, he likes you, and that’s high praise indeed.”
I allowed myself to relax. The huge horse still made me feel uneasy, but if Cade said he wasn’t dangerous, then I would trust him.
A bark and a shrill screech announced the return of our spirit guides.
“Now that introductions are over, I think we should be on our way.”
I nodded and waited for Cade’s next instruction. He turned his back to me and, grabbing a hold of Speirling’s mane, launched himself onto the horse’s back with one quick, agile move.
I gaped again. I was doing far too much of that today. Did he expect me to walk?
Once settled, Cade reached down and offered a hand to me. I only stared. He wasn’t suggesting what I thought he was suggesting, was he?
“We’ll make better time if we ride.”
“What?” My question came out as a croak.
“Come on Meghan, I’ll help you up safely.”
“There’s no saddle!”
“We don’t need one.”
“What am I going to hold on to?!”
Cade grinned and pulled back his arm, lifting the tuft of mane he had gripped in his other hand. He inclined his head downward and nodded at his knees. Okay, so I needed to cling on to a wild stallion using only my hands and legs? A sudden, sick image of all those poor little kids who get talked into riding sheep at the rodeo flashed across my mind. At least with the sheep they had loads of wool to hang on to. I was doomed if I got on Cade’s horse.
Cade reached out his hand again. I hesitated.
“Trust me.” His voice was calm, quiet.
And because I had no other choice, but more so because I was beyond smitten and my common sense fled whenever Cade stepped into the picture, I gripped his fingers and let him guide me up to sit in front of him.
“Oh, I forgot one other thing,” he whispered into my ear. “I’ll hold on to you as well.”
Before my brain had a chance to over-analyze what he meant, Cade’s free arm wrapped itself around my waist and he urged his horse into an easy trot, forcing me to forget about everything except keeping myself from falling off.
Cade didn’t slow Speirling until we were just outside the entrance of the castle. The ancient fortress nestled neatly into a narrow canyon, and the creek running from the base of the waterfall circled around it like a moat. An old drawbridge lay open and Speirling’s hooves thudded against the old wood as we crossed over the stream.
Once within the spacious stone courtyard, Cade slid off and helped me down. Fergus and Meridian followed after us and I spun around in order to admire the architecture. I had been correct in assuming part of the building was damaged, but not to a degree where the tower might crumble to pieces any time soon.
“Stay here Meghan, I’ll be right back.”
Before I could protest, Cade took off up some stairs and through a massive door. I wanted so badly to explore, but I didn’t want to get lost either. He returned within ten minutes, carrying a couple of bags designed to be draped over a horse’s back.
“Ready?” he asked with a grin.
I let the soft rumble of the waterfall fill the silence for a few moments. “I guess so.”
Cade furrowed his brow. “You sound disappointed.”
I winced. I hadn’t meant to sound dismayed. “Well, I hoped to see more of the castle.”
He smiled. “I haven’t forgotten the promise I made to you last time. Today we go to the Dagda’s and this afternoon we’ll come back here to spend the night.”
My eyes grew wide. “Really?”
“I promise,” Cade vowed.
Once the bags were on Speirling’s back, Cade climbed atop him and then helped me up again. As we crossed back over the drawbridge, I caught sight of the sun pulling free of the hills in the east. We were making great time.
Cade kicked his horse into an easy trot, and we started meandering our way up the hills behind the castle. The land lay dormant now, since it was still the dead of winter, but the bare branches of trees and shrubs promised to display leaves and flowers in only a few short months.
I closed my eyes and tried to imagine this beautiful place in the springtime. Grinning, I leaned back into Cade’s comfortable embrace, but bolted upright when he released a small sigh, his arm tightening a bit.
My cheeks started to burn. That had been stupid. The only reason he’d been holding me was so I wouldn’t fall off his horse.
I cleared my throat, deciding a conversation would help ease the awkward moment. “So, um, when will I be able to use my magic?”
Cade tensed as I regaled to him the incident with the faelah the other night and how Meridian had come to my rescue. Only after I assured him I hadn’t been hurt did Cade relax.
“It’s different for different people, and those with less magic than others sometimes can’t ever properly use their glamour. But if you truly are half Fomorian like I believe, you will have more power than you’ll know what to do with, when it’s ready to be wielded.”
His response only encouraged me to ask another question, one that had been fluttering around in the recesses of my mind since the beginning of summer.
“Cade,” I said warily, “you told me, after the Morrigan attacked me last year, that you thought you knew who my parents were.”
A long silence ensued and for a moment I wondered if I had asked the wrong question.
“Yes, I remember,” Cade finally answered, his grip on me tightening again. “Unfortunately, I’ve been kept busy these past months, but I promise you Meghan, when I am entirely convinced of the truth, I will tell you.”
I clenched my fists, fighting the odd desire to scream in irritation. It was perfectly clear he was withholding something from me, but frustrated as I may be, I didn’t think I should press him. Taking a deep breath, I told myself to practice some patience and reminded myself that he would tell me. Some day.
We entered a small wood and I returned my thoughts to the present, contemplating what the Dagda might be like and wondering who else Cade wanted me to meet. What would they think of me? A Fae strayling, raised outside the Otherworld, without a clue as to how to behave or even function in Eile. I was doomed.
Once we came clear of the trees, I spotted a massive dolmarehn at the top of a gently sloping hill. I gaped in trepidation, remembering the small ones on either side of the mortal world.
“It’s huge!” I blurted.
Cade drew Speirling to a stop and nodded. “This one is meant to accommodate whole armies on the move.”
I didn’t like the sound of that, and I leaned closer to Cade as he led his horse between the massive stone columns. It seemed strange, not having blackness looming ahead, for I could see straight through the stone doorway and into the distance. On the other side I spotted more rolling land, barren of everything but mossy stones and grass.
The familiar sensation of passing through a dolmarehn tugged on my nerves, and before I took my next breath we were through. The scene looked almost the same, only the land rolled more smoothly and fewer trees grew here.
“By midday we’ll reach the Dagda’s house, if we can encourage Speirling to move at a brisker pace,” Cade said.
I nodded, registering the uneasiness unfurling in my stomach again. I tightened my grasp on the stallion’s mane as we galloped across the open plains, trying to ignore my anxiety.
A few hours later, our destination came into view. I had almost fallen asleep due to the boredom of being tossed around on a horse’s back while staring at miles upon miles of empty landscape, but at least there had been great white patches of snow every now and again to break up the monotony of our journey. The sudden appearance of a family of steep hills, rising up out of the flatness like gopher mounds, caught my attention first. I blinked away my weariness, not sure if what I was seeing was an illusion. A thicket of trees curving off to the south and a plume of smoke rising from somewhere within those hills forced me to sit more upright on Speirling’s back.
Ten minutes later we reached the base of the first hill. I assumed the smoke I’d seen came from a cabin, but if the Dagda lived here, wouldn’t he have a much grander house than a cabin? I mean, he was one of the major deities of the Tuatha De Danaan, and the space between the hills seemed too narrow to accommodate a castle or a manor house. Maybe his abode was on the other side of the hills.
Meridian swooped down onto my shoulder and gave me a disconcerting glance.
Inside hill, she sent.
What?
Smoke. Inside hill.
I turned my gaze back to the hills, or rather, to the wide path meandering between them.
I looked up at Cade. “Meridian says the smoke is inside the hill.”
He grinned in response, as if he knew some secret I didn’t. Of course he did.
“The Dagda’s home is actually within one of these hills.”
I gave him my best expression of disbelief and he laughed, throwing up a hand in defense.
“If you’ll allow me, I’ll prove it to you.”
I nodded and he moved Speirling forward.
We took the road between the hills and eventually it split, continuing in either direction around a huge mound centered amongst them all. A wide ring of extra space surrounded this hill, as if the others had moved over to give the small mountain more breathing room. A heavy, carved wooden door stood slightly off center, built right into the hillside itself. And yes, several columns of smoke rose from narrow chimneys protruding from different places along the hill’s sides.
Before I could ask any questions, Cade dismounted and walked up to the door, using the iron knocker to alert whoever might dwell inside of the presence of visitors. A minute passed, then another. Cade knocked again. I had been too busy gawking at the strange entrance and chimneys, that for a few heartbeats I forgot this was the Dagda’s house and that I would soon meet one of the hero-gods of Celtic myth. When my moment of stupidity passed, my stomach took another plunge.
Finally, the door creaked open and a woman peered out, looking like she’d just crawled out of bed. She blinked wearily at Cade, and after taking in his entire form, her beautiful face broke into a wide grin.
“Caedehn! Oh sweetheart, what are you doing here?”
“Just dropping by for a visit, Alannah. Is my foster father in?”
Alannah huffed affectionately at him and cried, “Of course he is! Still in bed however, sleeping off a night of revelry, as usual!”
Cade smiled politely, then glanced in my direction.
Alannah followed his gaze and her clear green eyes grew wide with curiosity.
“Oh, now who might this be, young man?”
She had a light and teasing tone, but I tensed anyways. I didn’t know her, and her raven-black hair reminded me of the Morrigan.
Cade lost his easy smile and he glanced over at me.“This is Meghan, the one I’ve told you about.”
Alannah’s eyes widened even further.
The one he’d told her about? I frowned in Cade’s direction, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.
“Well, come in you two, we’ll make breakfast!”
And with that, Cade stepped over and helped me off of Speirling’s back as a young man emerged to lead the horse away. I watched as he guided the black horse around to the stables that were carved into the side of one of the smaller hills before following Cade and Alannah inside.
The interior of the Dagda’s house was spacious, warm and in a rustic sort of way, cozy. Everything was wide open with several wooden beams and columns spread throughout. I found the brightness to be a welcome surprise, considering we were underground, but I grinned when I noticed a scattering of well-placed windows to help bring in sunlight. Smooth stone covered much of the floor and large rugs with intricate knot work designs helped add color. The place exuded luxury, but in a subtle way, reminding me of a mountain lodge in winter.
We hadn’t moved beyond the main entrance hall when a powerful, boisterous voice filled the quiet atmosphere.
“Where is he? Where is that boy!”
Before I could so much as search for a proper hiding place, a huge man, dressed in a long embroidered robe worthy of a Renaissance Faire, came barreling down the hallway, followed by a retinue of women and wolfhounds.
I gaped, my eyes growing wide with surprise. The man stood even taller than Cade and had twice his bulk. No, not pudgy as I’d pictured him, but strong and solid, like a warrior recently retired from battle. His strawberry blond hair and beard contained a dusting of white, making me imagine he was in his mid-fifties. However, my knowledge of the Celtic legends suggested he was much, much older.
His pale blue eyes scanned the cavernous room until they fell upon Cade.
His slight frown changed immediately to a grin and those eyes, so full of intelligence and wisdom, brightened and almost turned gold.
“Caedehn! Why in all of Eile have you taken you so long to come visit me?”
He flung open his arms and moved towards Cade, half tripping over his dogs on the way.
Panicking, I took a step back right before the Dagda wrapped Cade in a bear hug. If I wasn’t so terrified of this overwhelming person I would have laughed at the whole scene.
The Dagda set Cade down and they started talking animatedly in that ancient language I didn’t know. I had a strange inclination they discussed me, especially when the Dagda’s eyebrows shot up and he cast me a curious glance. His eyes softened and he smiled once more. Now I understand why he had such a reputation for being a lady’s man. I could almost feel the charisma pouring off of him.
“So, this is the Meghan you’ve written about.”
He crossed his arms and examined me from head to toe. I stood still, too nervous to even breathe. He said something more to Cade, once again in their archaic language.
He nodded once and shifted his bright blue eyes on me while offering his hand. “I’m so very glad to meet you, young lady. Cade had nothing but wonderful things to say about you in his letters.”
I took his hand warily and he gave me a firm handshake.
“Now,” the Dagda stood up straight again, clapping his hands together, “anyone hungry for breakfast?”
In half an hour’s time we were all seated in a roomy kitchen in which three of the walls consisted entirely of windows, giving us a view of the close hills on one side and a small lake in the distance on the other. I gazed around in wonder at all the pots and pans, wall hangings and herbs that decorated the space in a well-organized mess.
“Normally we eat in the dining room,” the Dagda said with a roll of his eyes, “but since it is just family, the kitchen is more appropriate. Seems like the proper place to eat, in my opinion.”
I glanced up only to find him smiling kindly at me. I darted my eyes towards Cade. He busied himself with studying his cup of tea. Family? Was I considered family? Because I was with Cade? Perhaps the Dagda had a different notion of the word, since Alannah and the other women had silently joined us as well.
At the end of breakfast, Cade asked his foster father about his cauldron.
“My Cauldron?” the Dagda replied in surprise.
“Yes, I hoped Meghan might get a chance to see it since she is just becoming familiar with her own magic.”
The Dagda’s eyebrows rose even further, then he grinned. “Of course! Come on, this way! Now mind you, I haven’t used my dear Cauldron in centuries, so it may take some effort to coax the magic back to life.”
I gave Cade a questioning look, but he merely grabbed my hand and grinned as he pulled me after the Dagda down a long hallway. At the end we took a set of stone stairs leading into a deep basement. We seemed to descend for miles before we came to an old door someone might find in a castle dungeon.
The Dagda grumbled as he fiddled with a set of keys, using five of them to unlock the door. The room we stepped into gave me the heebie-jeebies. Damp, stone walls surrounded us and a smell of dankness crept up my nose. Old torches, hanging in iron sconces, burst into flame as we passed, and I suspected magic was involved because the little pinprick near my heart flared with each flame burst.
Finally, we stopped in front of a huge kettle a little larger than a hot tub. Torches stood around the Dagda’s prized possession as well, and as I got over the uncomfortable sensation of being in an underground dungeon, I took a moment to study it. The massive vessel appeared to be made of a dark bronze material, the sides decorated with several images I recognized from my books on Celtic lore.
“This is the Cauldron I used in the battle against the Fomorians so long ago.” The Dagda patted a curved side affectionately, causing a low, chilling ring to shudder throughout the room. “So many lives restored because of its priceless power.”
“Can I touch it?” I asked, surprised at my own bravado.
The Dagda smiled and nodded. “See if you can detect its magic.”
Taking a deep breath I glanced at Cade. He nodded, his expression clear of any emotion. Tentatively, I reached out my hand and brushed my fingers over the cold metal. A flash of power shot up my arm and joined the speck of magic next to my heart. I hissed and drew my arm back, but the sensation hadn’t hurt.
“Try again,” the Dagda insisted, pressing his hand to the Cauldron and closing his eyes.
I did what he said, Cade as well. This time I pressed the flat of my palm against the metal and my mind became flooded with the images of the past. Epic battles and feasts had been supplied by this Cauldron. It had been used to bring the dead back to life and to cook a meal to feed thousands. The magic surging through the ancient vessel was exhilarating, and by the time I pulled my hand away, that power had a name: life. The Dagda’s Cauldron contained the power of life.
I wobbled a little when I took a step back, Cade catching my arms so I wouldn’t fall.
“Careful Meghan, the Cauldron can do that to you.”
A smile lingered in his voice but I was too overwhelmed to respond, and the slight ache in the spot where my magic lay hidden was a bit distracting.
We left the dark basement several minutes later, all of us a bit humbled by what the Cauldron had revealed. Okay, maybe I was humbled, but my male companions were most likely just staying silent for my sake.
Alannah met us at the top of the staircase, her pretty face sporting a frown when she spotted me.
“What did you do to the girl?” she insisted as she pulled me away from Cade’s supporting arms.
For a few moments, he didn’t loosen his grip. Was Cade reluctant to let me go?
“She wanted to see my Cauldron!” The Dagda sounded defensive.
Alannah’s eyes grew huge. “The Cauldron! Dagda, you know what kind of magic that toy of yours holds!”
The Dagda blustered, and I almost giggled.
“Toy? My Cauldron is not a toy!”
He sounded more insulted than angry, so I shook my head and pulled away from Alannah.
She protested, but I managed to find my voice. “No, I’m okay now, I promise.”
We moved into the hall and Cade gazed towards the door. The Dagda, who had been grumbling about women and their fussing, recognized Cade’s glances. His slight irritation melted away and his shoulders slumped.
“Don’t tell me you have to be going already!”
Cade cringed a little. “I’m sorry, but Meghan still lives in the mortal world with her family. They’ll notice if she’s missed longer than a couple of days and I want to show her one more place before she returns to them.”
Sighing hugely, the Dagda gestured in the direction of the entrance and called out, “Brennan! Come fetch my foster son’s horse. He is leaving me and taking this wonderful girl with him.”
A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, despite the Dagda’s woeful tone. I found comfort in knowing my presence would be missed.
All of the Dagda’s . . . girlfriends? (I still wondered about their relationship with him) bid us a warm farewell. Alannah actually gave me a hug and I felt myself warming up to her.
The Dagda himself walked us out. He embraced his foster son, slapping him on the back with such force I thought he might have cracked a few ribs.
“Don’t stay away for too long this next time around.”
Cade promised to visit again soon and when the young man from earlier led Speirling around the hill, he jumped up onto his back and waited for me to join him.
I turned to the Dagda one last time.
“It was really nice to meet you.” I extended my arm for another handshake. “And thank you for showing me your Cauldron, it was beautiful.” And so full of wonderful magic.
Instead of shaking my hand, Cade’s foster father scooped me up into one of his intense hugs. I didn’t even have time to suppress my squawk of surprise. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to mind.
“Promise to visit me again Meghan dear. And if that boy should ever mistreat you, you are more than welcome to come live here.”
He set me down and held on to my shoulders so I wouldn’t collapse. His smile was infectious and he said, “I’ve always wanted a foster daughter.”
Tears gathered in the corner of my eyes. He meant every word.
“I-I promise,” I managed, returning his smile before I joined Cade.
As we made our way through the hills and out across the plains again, Cade asked me quietly, “So, what did you think of the Dagda?”
I contemplated that for a minute, but I had formed my opinion the second I first saw him. “He’s wonderful Cade. You were lucky to have him as a foster father.”
Cade’s laugh danced through the air, adding to the glorious happiness and sense of belonging that suffused me.
“Yes, but don’t you go falling under his spell. He is far too charming for his own good.”
I grinned. After all, he did have a point.
 


-Eleven-
Wildren
 

Dark had fallen by the time we reached the castle and the sound of the waterfall greeted us when we entered the courtyard. Cade caught me as I half-fell, half-slid off of Speirling’s back.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, slightly embarrassed.
“It was a long ride, no apology needed.”
Cade waited until I steadied myself before letting go of me.
“Think you can manage climbing a few flights of stairs?” he asked. “The only functional rooms are on the third floor.”
I nodded sleepily. Tired or not, I could walk up stairs.
Cade inclined his head, then turned and whispered something to Speirling, slapping him lightly on the rump after removing the bags from his back.
“This way,” Cade said, climbing the short staircase below the castle’s entrance.
He pushed on an iron ring and the door swung open with a slight creek. Pitch blackness and a bone-deep chill greeted us inside. Cade picked up a torch, lit the top, and started leading me through the grand entrance hall and up the stairs to the upper stories.
Seeing clearly in the dark proved difficult, but as my eyes adjusted I noticed bare stone walls and beautiful architecture. I wondered what this place looked like when someone lived here; when the castle had been filled with furniture and tapestries. The pictures I built in my head made my skin tingle. How wonderful it must be to live in a castle.
By the time we reached the third floor, the chill had managed to seep into my bones. The rooms at the end of the hall appeared to be the most damaged and I caught a few glimpses of the white waterfall through a gaping hole in the back wall.
Cade stopped at the first door on the left. He opened it and then waited for me to walk in. Like the rest of the castle, the chamber was dark and cold, but I could make out a pile of wood next to a fireplace hidden in the shadows.
“This will be your room Meghan.” His tone was somewhat careful.
I turned and arched an eyebrow at him. “You make it sound like this is your castle and your rooms to hand out.”
I bit my cheek when I saw him flinch. Maybe I should have worded my thoughts in another way, but I found it strange that we were camping out in an abandoned castle. I mean, this place had to belong to someone, right?
Cade sighed and walked over to the fireplace. He added a few logs to the hearth and soon had a blaze going. I hadn’t heard him strike a match, so I wondered if conjuring a flame might be another use for his glamour. Once the fire started blazing, the room became flooded with light and I gasped.
The apartment was gorgeous: two large, tall windows dominated the opposite wall and a carved, four poster bed took up the center of the room. A stuffed chair and a wardrobe occupied one corner and a thick carpet covered the floor. The colors were welcoming as well: pinks, greens and golds. Not overly feminine but soft enough to make the space pleasant.
“This is my castle, more or less,” Cade said softly, still kneeling beside the fire.
I blinked away my admiration of the room and gaped at him in surprise.
“What do you mean, your castle?”
He took a breath and ran his fingers through his hair, standing up as if every joint in his body ached.
“It was left in my keeping.”
I cleared my throat, then asked Cade the next obvious question, “Who left it to you?”
His gaze grew cold. “My mother, with the help of the Dagda.”
Something about his tone warned me not to press further, so instead I asked him another question. “Why didn’t you tell me this was your castle before? When we camped in the hills?”
He sighed and settled his hands loosely on his hips, dropping his gaze to the floor.
“I was a little embarrassed, to tell you the truth.”
He glanced up and caught my surprised gaze. He gave a half grin. “I didn’t want you to think less of me after coming to this place.” His gesture was meant to include the whole castle, not just this room. “It’s not exactly in pristine condition.”
I simply stood and stared at him for a good thirty seconds. Was he serious? The slight reddening of his cheeks and the way he broke my gaze was answer enough. He was serious.
Swallowing back my own reluctance, I crossed the space between us and wrapped my arms around him and leaned my head against his chest. The hug was innocent, one I hoped showed my appreciation. Cade returned the embrace and seemed to relax.
“It’s beautiful Cade, all of it,” I said softly, breathing in his unique scent. I could so easily fall asleep leaning against him, and I almost did.
“That is why I took so long to contact you after . . .” he let his words trail off. I knew what he was referring to, but I didn’t press him. Bringing up the awkwardness of what had happened when we had camped on the hillside would only ruin this moment.
He took a deep breath. “I wanted to make up for my behavior and ensure you had a decent place to stay when you came to visit Eile. So I spent the last several weeks preparing this room for you.”
I jerked my head up and pulled away from his embrace.
“Cade! You didn’t have to do that!”
He nodded slowly. “Yes, I did.”
A long silence spread between us and Cade got a strange look on his face again, the one that made my heart flutter and my stomach twist into knots. A log crashed in the fireplace and sent a flurry of sparks up the chimney, breaking the spell.
“I had better leave you then. I know you’re very tired. If you need anything at all, I’ll be in the chamber across the hall and two doors down. Your bag is in the bathroom through that door.” Cade pointed to a door I hadn’t observed earlier.
“Goodnight Meghan.”
He moved silently through the room, pulling the door shut as he left.
“Goodnight Cade,” I whispered to the emptiness.
* * *
I woke up to the sound of something scratching against the window. Grumbling, I rolled over in bed, luxuriating in the thick, warm sheets.
I ignored the noise until a single thought pierced through my mind: OPEN!
I bolted upright and blinked the sleep out of my eyes. Early morning light flooded the room and yesterday’s memories came hurtling back. The Dagda, the Cauldron, Cade’s castle . . .
OPEN!
I jerked my head towards one of the tall windows, barely making out the fluttering of white feathers through the frost-encrusted glass.
Meridian!
I threw the sheets back and scurried to the bay window, hissing when my bare feet left the carpet and hit the cold stone floor. I had to climb up onto a stone bench to get it open. I flipped the latch and pushed, and a very disgruntled Meridian tumbled in.
Ice, she sent. Outside, all night.
She flew over to the fireplace and fluffed her feathers.
A pang of guilt hit me. I’d been so distracted by the castle last evening that I’d forgotten to call her in. I walked over and stoked the embers, hoping they’d offer her some heat.
I’m sorry girl, I sent.
Her psychic voice grumbled but soon the tremors stopped.
While Meridian warmed herself by the fire, I returned to the window and gazed out. My mouth dropped open when I noticed the snow on the ground, not much, but enough to paint the landscape white. The view from this spot was wonderful: a slight glimpse of the rolling farmlands, grey forest and silver creek flowing below.
A soft knock at the door made me squeak and bolt away from the view outside.
“Meghan, may I come in?”
Cade, of course.
“Uh, just a moment!”
I quickly shut the window and threw a sweatshirt on over the camisole I’d worn to bed. I was just glad I had flannel pants on instead of something more revealing. I opened the door to find Cade, wearing his traveling clothes.
“Oh,” I said, feeling somewhat foolish, “is it time to go?”
“I thought I’d get dressed first, and while you’re getting ready I’ll fix us something to eat.”
“Okay, I can be ready in fifteen minutes.”
I smiled and closed the door, rushing to get ready. I rummaged through my backpack and found my spare set of clothes. I brushed my hair and teeth in the bathroom Cade had pointed out the night before. To my delight, it appeared the Otherworld, although lacking many of the technological advances of the mortal world, did have something akin to modern day plumbing.
After I was finished, I quickly made the bed and coaxed a much warmer Meridian onto my shoulder. The fire had nearly burned out, so I left it. Sighing, I peered around the room once more, secretly hoping one day I’d come back.
Cade met me the moment I stepped into the hallway and handed me a granola bar. Shrugging, I took a bite and soon realized I was ravenous. The bar was delicious.
Instead of heading back downstairs, Cade led me to the end of the hall. I followed him over a small stone wall, well, what used to be the back outer wall of the castle but had since caved in, and out onto a wide patio built up against the hillside.
I blinked at the morning sunlight and turned to glance at the waterfall, frothing white and misty in the near distance.
Before I had a chance to take in the sounds and colors of this marvelous place, Cade tugged me further along, heading for the edge of the terrace. A set of stone steps led down into the side of the canyon and to the mouth of a . . . cave?
I gave Cade one of my uncertain looks.
“We need to use one of the dolmarehn in the caves,” he said.
“Oh, right. Uh, where are we going exactly?”
I hoped he didn’t plan on dragging me to another dimension. He had said that some of them led to other realms besides the mortal and Otherworldly ones.
He grinned. “You’ll see.”
He let go of my hand and began walking down the stairs. Fergus, who I hadn’t seen arrive, barked once and leapt after his master. Meridian’s claws dug into my shoulder. Together, we followed Cade and Fergus. I stepped onto the small patio at the base of the steps and moved into the darkness of the cave. I reached out a hand to help guide my way and gasped when someone grabbed it and tugged me forward. I wanted to yell at Cade for scaring me half to death, but any words I might have spoken lodged themselves in my throat and I was sucked into the whirlwind of a dolmarehn’s magic.
With Cade’s help, I landed on my feet on the other side. I blinked and eyed my surroundings as Meridian took off, grumbling about the uncomfortable means of transportation. I found myself agreeing with her. That last trip had been rockier than the others.
I spun around, trying to become familiar with this new environment. Straight ahead of us a thick forest loomed, spreading far into the distance on either side of me. I glanced over my shoulder and my eyes grew wide. A huge lake, or the ocean maybe, stretched far across the land in the opposite direction of the forest. I couldn’t tell where the shore ended on the other side and several small islands, bristling with pine trees, rose from the lake’s surface like stepping stones. They, too, disappeared beyond my sight.
“Where are we?” I whispered in wide-eyed wonder.
Cade moved closer to me, and I sensed his warm presence at my back.
“We are on the edge of the Weald, and that is Lake Ohll, Eile’s largest lake.”
“And where exactly are we going this time?” I asked, remembering Cade’s mention of these places before.
Cade glanced over his shoulder at me, smiling. His eyes looked much greener here in this new place and I had to bite my lip to keep from sighing in appreciation. Why did he always have to look so beautiful?
“We are going to meet the Wildren.”
Cade, oblivious to my inner turmoil, nodded towards the dark trees just in front of us as he took my hand once again and started leading me into the woods. I stumbled after him, his sure grip on my fingers the only thing keeping me from falling flat on my face.
“Really? The Wildren you told me about before?”
“Yes,” he answered without turning around, “and one of them in particular.”
Ah yes, the other person, besides the Dagda, he’d wanted me to meet. Who could it be?
“Um, is he as intimidating as the Dagda?” I pressed.
Cade turned around and grinned at me, not once breaking his stride.
“Oh, she is even more intimidating, I think. But I hope you’ll like her.”
I almost tripped. She? Why had his eyes glinted and why was he so eager for me to meet her? I gritted my teeth and continued after him, telling the jealous knot in the pit of my stomach to go away and mind its own business.
We walked for several more minutes, stepping over tree roots and around thick brush. I started picking up on the strange noises coming from places just beyond the trail, so I crept closer to Cade, clinging to his back. This seemed like the perfect place for unsavory faelah to lurk.
He turned and arched a brow.
“I thought I heard something,” I hissed.
Cade smiled. “Most likely wood sprites and gnomes.”
When he took in the expression of fear on my face, he added, “The docile kind.”
I breathed a sigh of relief and banished the memory of the incident in the swamp with the non-docile kind from my mind.
We hiked for an hour, Fergus and Meridian scouting ahead and exploring on their own. The forest grew thicker the further in we went, and I began noticing the little creatures Cade had been talking about. Several were small, some only a few inches tall. Most of them resembled a gathering of twigs strung together in an oddly humanoid shape. They chattered to one another, but I got the impression the words they exchanged were pleasant ones. I liked them.
“Twigrins,” Cade replied when I asked him what they were called.
I glanced up and spotted half a dozen of them peering at me from the side of a tree like wary squirrels, their round eyes large and curious. I smiled and they began chattering again, a sound which resembled rustling leaves and chirping birds. Their fingers were long and slender, for holding on to branches I assumed.
“In springtime,” Cade murmured as we picked our way around the exposed roots of a huge fallen beech tree, “some of them will sprout flowers just like a fruit tree.”
“You’re kidding.” I couldn’t hide the delight in my voice. I hoped he spoke the truth. I’d like to see them that way someday.
He nodded his head, a smile gracing his face.
As he helped me over another large root clinging to the ground, the sound of a taut string being stretched to its limit cut through the almost silent air.
I froze when Cade’s hand tightened on mine. Somehow, he managed to get himself between me and the base of the tree.
The hair on the back of my neck stood on end and I stopped breathing.
“Identify yourselves,” someone said.
It was smooth and feminine, and I couldn’t for the life of me decide where it had come from.
Cade stood up straight and said in a loud, clear voice, “Caedehn MacRoich of Eile and Meghan Elam of the mortal world.”
I held absolutely still, wondering if it would be enough to appease whoever had spoken.
A light rustling sound followed by a soft thud caused me to flinch. Only when Cade’s tense stature melted away did I brave a look around him. There, fifty feet ahead of us on the trail, stood a tall young woman, a longbow clutched in her left hand. An arrow still rested against the string, but it sat easily upon her wrist. Her right hand was placed casually on her other hip and her weight was shifted to one leg. She looked like some forest bandit, what with her knee-high boots, leather pants, loose cotton shirt and thick leather jacket. A quiver of arrows strapped to her back completed the ensemble.
She stepped forward, a swagger to her walk, but her slow approach gave me a little time to finish studying her. The girl was beautiful with tanned skin and golden brown hair, curling away from her face like smoke. Her eyes were flickering between an intense pale grey and green. She smiled and the forest seemed to light up around her.
A few moments passed as Cade and this wild woman gazed at one another, and then, without warning, they both bolted forward and caught each other in a violent hug. The longbow clattered to the ground, temporarily forgotten. That’s when I decided this must be the woman Cade had wanted me to meet.
Jealousy clawed at my heart again and I almost winced. What was wrong with me? I wasn’t that girl, the one who drooled after a guy and treated any other female acquaintance like some evil enemy. That was Michaela and her gang. Not me.
I continued to watch their joyful reunion from the lower section of the trail in silence, the envious feeling in my stomach intensifying when I realized they were smiling and laughing with affection. No! Stop it Meghan! But I couldn’t help it; apparently I no longer had any control over my emotions.
They eventually released each other and the girl punched Cade on the arm. Hard.
“Why haven’t you come to visit, you great buffoon!”
I gaped, my burning resentment evaporating instantly. Huh?
Cade rubbed the spot on his arm where she’d hit him and grinned sheepishly. “I’ve been busy.”
The girl wrinkled her nose in irritation and crossed her arms. “Too busy to visit your own sister?”
My gasp must have been pretty loud, because both of them forgot their reunion and turned to consider me.
“Forgive me,” Cade said in that voice he reserved for only calm situations. “Meghan, I would like you to meet my sister, Enorah. Enorah, this is Meghan.”
Enorah grinned brightly and cast Cade a prodding glance, then strolled over to me, thrusting out her hand. “Glad to meet you.”
She had a strong handshake and her eyes danced with mirth, so I did my best to match her good humor, secretly chastising myself. His sister you dork, just his sister. Besides, it’s not like you had any claim on him anyways. I set my jaw and kicked my conscience to the curb.
After introductions were over, Enorah guided us further into the forest. A half an hour later, the trees became even denser and darker and I couldn’t hear or see the Twigrins anymore. I pulled my arms close to my body as the trail descended and hit a pocket of cold air. Cade reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder, reminding me of his presence and in his own way, telling me not to worry. He had insisted on walking behind me while Enorah led.
Meridian dove from the canopy above, a white streak of graceful wing beats, and came to rest on my shoulder. She chittered affectionately and nibbled my collar before fluffing her feathers and tucking her beak beneath a wing. Looks like I was forgiven for leaving her out in the snow all night.
We walked for what seemed like hours, Enorah leading us silently onward. I used the time to study her, noting that the only thing she appeared to have in common with Cade was his height and athletic build. But unlike Cade, who had a talent for going unnoticed if he wished, Enorah seemed to stand out like a beacon. Despite her quiet way of moving over thick tree roots or around massive boulders or through shallow streams, she stood out. Perhaps it was their magic, their glamour that set them apart. Maybe a Faelorehn’s power was as unique as each individual and it radiated beyond them, unseen but obvious in how the world viewed them. I shook my head, not sure if my last thought even made sense.
“Almost there,” Enorah said as she flashed a dazzling smile over her shoulder.
We’d been traveling in silence for so long, I hadn’t noticed that the trees had grown sparser, still huge but with room to run between them. The trail flattened out and stretched crossed a wide clearing, and in the middle of that clearing there stood several crudely built cabins. Smoke curled from stone chimneys and the laughter of children and the trickle of water somewhere in the distance reached my ears.
“Welcome to my home!”
Enorah clapped me on the shoulder with enthusiasm. I nearly staggered, but manage to keep my balance.
Several children, ranging in age from four to their late teens, came rushing out as Enorah let loose a harsh whistle.
I froze and felt Cade move in closer to me. I counted forty to fifty people in all, plus Enorah and about a dozen adults.
“Everyone, you remember my brother Caedehn?”
Enorah then turned and gestured to me. “This is his friend, Meghan. They’ve come to visit us for the day. Meghan, these are the Wildren, the wild children of Eile.”
Suddenly, several pairs of eyes were trained on me. I tried to hide behind Cade, but he drew me to his side and held me there. Eventually, I glanced at those who were watching me. No one smiled. Their faces were grim and dirty, and their changeable eyes seemed haunted. Unwanted. I frowned as I remembered what Cade had told me about the Wildren. My unease was immediately replaced with pity. These poor things.
One girl in particular stood out. She couldn’t be any older than my own brother, Aiden. Her hair was the brilliant copper-red of autumn leaves and her huge eyes, a clear, pale hazel brown, flashed gold when I caught her gaze. She was holding an older girl’s hand, and as soon as our gazes met, she whimpered and turned her face into her friend’s skirts.
Enorah scooped up the little redhead and gave her a raspberry on the cheek. The girl seemed to forget her shyness and giggled, hugging Enorah around the neck.
“Now Tegan, I’m going to show our guests around, but you can join us later for the afternoon meal.”
Enorah passed Tegan off to someone else and presented us with a guilty look. “I would offer you something to eat, but I’m afraid we are too late for the midday meal.”
Cade assured her we’d brought our own food just in case.
The next few hours passed rather pleasantly as Enorah gave us a tour of their little community. Everyone had a task or chore, and she told us they managed quite well, considering they had no parents to care for them or guide them.
As we wandered from one place to the next, I took the time to study Cade’s sister further. A sister. Why hadn’t he told me? And why was she here and not at the castle with him? I tucked these thoughts away to ask him another day, when I had the courage.
After our tour, Enorah led us to the communal fire in the center of their small forest town. We sat down on logs and a few of the children came over, carrying pitchers and mugs. As they went skittering off, squealing in delight, she poured the liquid into the cups and passed them around. I took a sip of the cool, sweet drink and my eyebrows rose in surprise. It tasted like jasmine tea, but somehow better.
Enorah lifted her mug in a salute, grinning from ear to ear. Cade and I mimicked her.
“So, how long can the two of you stay?” Enorah asked after taking a drink from her cup.
Cade glanced at me and I said, “As long as I’m home before eleven tonight, my parents shouldn’t worry.”
He nodded before turning back to his sister. “We can stay for maybe an hour more.”
She frowned in disappointment and set her cup down. I got the impression she wanted to ask me something, but all she did was lean back against her log and give Cade a long, meaningful examination. After a while, she grinned, inclined her head and took a deep breath. I wondered what silent conversation had passed between them, but Enorah started to speak, “Would you like to hear a story Meghan?”
“Uh, sure,” I said, wondering where this might be headed.
“I was fourteen when Cade first came to us, did he tell you that?”
I shook my head, mildly surprised. There was a lot Cade hadn’t told me, but I had no idea he had been with the Wildren before becoming the Dagda’s foster son.
Enorah grinned and continued with her story. “There is an old hermit who lives on the edge of the woods in the hills, a retired Druid I believe, who is always bringing us news from outside the Weald. One foggy morning, I went out hunting along the fringes of the forest with a small group and the hermit stumbled upon us, holding a great big bundle of cloth in his arms.”
“Not that big,” Cade muttered into his mug in mock insult.
Enorah cast him a sharp glance, her eyes glittering in the firelight. “It was huge. In fact, I remember this clearly; I thought he had brought us a boar for our supper.”
Cade snorted, but I ignored him, grinning at the sibling teasing going on between them.
“When I glanced down into the bundle, I saw the biggest pair of shimmery green eyes staring back at me.”
The teasing vanished and affection colored her words. I smiled warmly.
“I knew he was my brother. It’s those eyes, you know? Same as mine.”
I squinted across the fire. Twilight hadn’t fully descended on us yet, but I still found it difficult to see, what with the smoke from the fire obscuring everything. But she was right; something about her eyes did match Cade’s.
“But why were you here,” I asked, taking another drink from my cup, “and why was he brought to you? Wouldn’t your parents want to keep you together?”
My question was met with silence. Enorah gave Cade a long, hard stare, revealing no emotion. Eventually, she picked up a log and fed it to the flames.
“We don’t have the same parents. Well, we don’t have the same mother,” she answered as she curled her fingers around her mug, staring into the fire as if waiting to be sucked in.
“Oh,” I said, feeling foolish and worried I had drudged up some past ghosts that wished to stay buried. “I’m sorry.”
Enorah took a deep breath, sat up and glanced at Cade, then me. She smiled a little and I felt a bit better, but I expected story time was over.
“Don’t worry about it. Now,” she piped, downing the last drops of her drink before placing the mug firmly on the ground, “you have some rather interesting eyes yourself Meghan. How rapidly their color changes, especially when you are looking at my brother.”
I had been taking a sip of the drink, trying to think of a way out of the awkward mood my question had put everyone in, but I’m sure I ended up inhaling most of it. I coughed a few times and Cade put his hand on my back. I could sense his tension through his touch, making my cheeks flame even worse. Thank the gods of the Celts the sky had finally grown darker. And that we sat close to the fire so I could blame my blush on the heat.
I glanced up at Enorah over the hand I held up to my mouth. She leaned further against her log, arms and ankles crossed in a casual warrior’s repose, her eyes sparkling with mischief with one eyebrow quirked in amusement.
A knowing grin crept across her face and I clenched my teeth. Was I really so obvious? Did Cade know how I mooned over him? I suppressed a groan as my face grew hot again.
Before any of us was forced to come up with a face-saving comment to fill the silence, Tegan, the little red-headed girl from earlier, bounced up from out of the dark, squealing in fright.
Enorah’s enjoyment of my predicament soon vanished as she scooped the little girl up into her arms.
“Hush now Tegan, what’s amiss?”
Her voice, etched with concern, softened as she soothed the child. I soon forgot about my annoyance at her. She was genuinely concerned for the toddler. Enorah held the girl close, stroking her curly hair and crooning in her ear.
“Nigh’mare,” Tegan mumbled wetly into Enorah’s shoulder.
“Oh, those can’t hurt you dear one! Especially not when my brother Caedehn is here, with his mighty spirit guide to keep watch over us.”
Fergus, who had taken refuge next to his master, cropped one ear forward and lifted his head, panting as if agreeing with Enorah’s claim. That seemed to comfort the small girl and soon her breathing deepened as she fell fast asleep in her guardian’s arms.
Enorah glanced up at us, an expression of worry in her deep eyes.
“We found her, not far from here, wandering in the middle of the night a few months ago. She didn’t have a stitch of clothing on her, and the look in her eyes . . .”
Enorah shivered and so did I. I had been found wandering and without clothes . . . Cade inched closer and I realized he’d never taken his hand off my back, but instead had moved it so his fingers rested just above my hip. I shuddered again.
“She had been sleep walking, and for days afterwards she wouldn’t speak. She would only stare off into the distance with wild, haunted eyes. Finally, after the first week, she started to look at us and actually see us. She’s had nightmares ever since.”
“Perhaps we should take our leave. I’m afraid our presence might have stirred up too much excitement,” Cade murmured softly.
Enorah cast him a sad gaze and nodded once, her lips drawn tightly together.
We all rose, Enorah still holding the girl close. She stepped forward, and with her free arm she gave her brother another fierce hug.
“Stay safe,” she said harshly, tears forming in her eyes.
“Meghan,” she turned to me and surprised me with a hug as well, “it was a pleasure to meet you.”
Then she added, just loud enough for only me to hear her, “Keep an eye on my brother, huh?”
She winked and I blushed again.
“I’ll do my best,” I managed.
Enorah readjusted Tegan in her arms then said, “I’ll assign you an escort to guide you to the edge of the forest. The day grows late and I can’t promise the Morrigan’s faelah won’t be trying their luck tonight.”
I gave Cade a horrified look, but when he nodded to Fergus I began to relax, but only a little. Fifteen minutes later the nighttime fires of the woodland village were no longer in sight and we were making our way through the thick undergrowth of the Weald. Full dark had set in by now, but the moon shone bright and those who guided us carried torches. Three young men, all about my age, and two older women made sure we didn’t come to any harm along the way.
Once we reached the edge of the forest, we thanked our companions and slipped silently through the dolmarehn. The castle greeted us with cold darkness once again, but it had grown familiar to me. I grabbed my overnight bag as I slipped out, sweeping my eyes over the dark room one last time. Speirling met us on the other side of the drawbridge and I almost didn’t notice his black shape against the twilight sky.
The ride back to the dolmarehn put my nerves on edge, and I half expected to be attacked by faelah along the way. I found it mildly amusing, however, that the Morrigan only seemed to send her minions after me in the mortal world and not here in Eile. Perhaps she didn’t know about my visits or thought I was weaker in the realm where I grew up.
I shuddered and forced those thoughts from my mind. Cade held me more closely, tucking the cloak he had lent me around my body.
“Almost home, Meghan,” he whispered.
I grinned and allowed myself to drift off a little, thinking about the last two days and what I’d learned, both concerning myself and my new friends here in Eile. No Cade, you’re wrong, I thought as Speirling climbed the final hill before we reached the dolmarehn, I think I’m already home . . .
 


-Twelve-
Heritage
 

Before disappearing back into the dark forest behind my house, Cade told me he probably wouldn’t be able to visit again for at least a month, but for some reason that didn’t bother me. Perhaps it was because this most recent trip to the Otherworld had us parting on good terms. Or maybe it had something to do with the way he held on to my hand much longer than usual when saying goodbye before I took those last few steps into my backyard. I couldn’t say for sure, but I liked the feeling that spread through me when I thought about Cade. I no longer suffered from a depressed, aching craving for him, but instead I anticipated seeing him again.
I wondered if school and my friends had an effect on my mood as well. We were facing down our final semester as seniors and Tully, Robyn, Will and Thomas were eager to take advantage of every opportunity to celebrate our dwindling high school days, including senior prom.
In the past, I would have shuddered at the prospect of going to prom, but Robyn, in her usual fashion, insisted we all go together as a group. I thought that was a great idea, until she turned to me and murmured, “Unless one of us has a special someone they want to bring along.”
I shot her a bedraggled expression but all she did was waggle her eyebrows at me. Then again, why shouldn’t I ask Cade to prom? We were friends, right? Would he even want to go to something so frivolous as a senior dance in the mortal world? At least I had several weeks to work up the courage to ask him.
I spent the month of February wondering about what my life would be like after high school. With everyone talking about graduation and their intended colleges, the subject was hard to avoid. I had no desire to discuss the future with my classmates because mine had already started heading down an entirely different path from theirs. They were planning for a life here on earth; I passed my days conjecturing whether the Morrigan wanted to kill me before or after I had a chance to graduate, and what opportunities awaited me if she didn’t. And the more I thought about my future, the more it dawned upon me: I needed to be in the Otherworld with the other Faelorehn.
The idea of living in Eile thrilled me and terrified me at the same time. I would be leaving my family, my friends, a world I’d grown comfortable with, a world that I understood. But I didn’t belong here. I knew that for certain now, and telling them about my true identity and what my plans were . . . ? Such terrifying musings gave me a headache. At least I had until the end of May to figure it all out.
* * *
During the second week of March, while still attempting to balance the needs of my friends with the conundrum of returning to the Otherworld after I graduated, I received a message from Cade. I woke up to find Fergus standing outside my sliding glass door so I followed him, hoping his master would be waiting for me. I tried to dampen the disappointment that arose when he stopped at the oak tree, but my hopes lifted when I read the note.
Meghan,
I’m sorry I haven’t been able to speak with you since January, but I was wondering if you would meet me after school today down in the swamp. I’ll wait for you, but if you made other plans please leave me a note informing me when you can get a free moment. I have something rather important to tell you.
-Cade
My heart fluttered and a flush crept up my neck as I leaned against the tree. For some reason my legs refused to support me. All those wonderful moments from my last visit to Eile went flashing through my mind: all the long, lingering glances, the times he held my hand a bit longer than necessary, the way his voice softened when he spoke to me . . . Could it be possible he felt the same way I did? Perhaps asking him to prom wouldn’t be so hard after all.
Of course, trudging through the school day proved nothing short of agonizing. Tully thought something was wrong with me and Robyn kept pulling me aside, asking me if everything was alright with Cade. I practically ran the entire way to the swamp after my last class.
The object of my obsession, in his familiar, calm way, stood beside one of the tall eucalyptus trees, but something about his stance was off. He stood more rigidly, more formal than usual. And his eyes . . . they seemed wrong somehow, and not just in a color-shifting, Faelorehn sense either.
“Meghan,” he began, his voice clipped, “is there any way you could get away for more than two days?”
I had been expecting something completely different from him and this stiff, distant Cade reminded me too much of the time right before the Morrigan lured me into the Otherworld.
“Uh,” I answered nervously, “I’m not sure, why?”
“Would you be interested in meeting your mother? Your Faelorehn mother?”
My heart stopped for a good minute. My Faelorehn mother? The woman who had sent me off to the mortal world, barely old enough to form memories? The one I’d wondered about, in the back of my mind, since learning where I’d come from? Did I want to meet her? No. Yes!
I must have stayed silent for too long. Either that or the look on my face was a daunting one, because Cade shifted into a defensive stance.
“Y-you found her?” I finally managed before blurting, “Yes, yes I would like to meet her.”
A sudden, overwhelming thrill jolted through me, starting right beside my heart. I forgot about Cade’s strange aura and focused on this new information. To finally learn about my heritage . . .
Despite my joy, however, I was also terrified. What if my mother had cast me aside after my birth because she had been appalled by me? I rubbed the spot where my glamour warmed me, frowning. Cade had told me I had a great deal of power and sometimes it took longer for such a sizeable amount of glamour to fully awaken. But what if he was wrong? What if she’d known this from the beginning? What if the reason she hadn’t kept me had something to do with my lack of magic?
“There is a dolmarehn in a small town a few miles away from the castle that will cut the trip down to only an hour or so,” Cade said, breaking into my thoughts, “but I thought you might want to spend some time with her.”
“Sorry?” I said, still overwhelmed by his news.
He smiled, a cold, polite quirk of the lips. “I think three or four nights should suffice, don’t you?”
“Oh, right, um . . .”
How was I going to disappear for three nights? A sudden thought popped into my head. Robyn’s parents were going on a camping trip to Yosemite with their church group over spring break and Robyn planned on going with them. She had invited all of us: me, Tully, Thomas and Will, to go, but we had all declined for one reason or another.
I must have let my mind wander for a few minutes because Cade cleared his throat next to me.
“Sorry,” I muttered, “I was thinking. Robyn invited me to go camping next week. Do you think it’ll be enough time to inform my mother I’m coming to visit?”
It was so odd saying that word, mother, when not referring to my own mom. But I’d always known I’d been adopted, and I knew someday I would like to meet my birth parents. My skin prickled with goose bumps. Apparently that someday had finally arrived.
“That would be perfect,” Cade said. “I’ll meet you in front of the oak tree on the equestrian path next Monday morning?”
I started to nod my head before thinking everything through.
“No, wait,” I blurted. “I need to talk to Robyn first, make sure she can cover for me since this is longer than usual. And then we’ll have to make it look like I’m really going with her.”
I grimaced. This would be tricky. Not only did I have to persuade Robyn to lie for me again, but I had to convince my parents I was going on a camping trip. I’d be packing a bag for my extended trip to Eile, so perhaps that wouldn’t be too much of a problem, but either my Dad had to drive me to Robyn’s or Robyn would need to pick me up . . . And worst of all, if Robyn agreed to this, she’d insist on a heavier price than the last few times. I blanched again. She would definitely be wanting more than the juicy details.
I sighed and glanced back up at Cade. “I’ll talk to Robyn at school tomorrow and leave a message in the oak.”
He nodded and headed towards the dolmarehn. I let my mind wander as I walked home. My mother, my real mother. Cade had finally found her, and like he promised, he was going to make sure I would know her as well. Only when my happiness at the whole situation started to wear off did I remember there had been something very wrong with the way Cade had shared his news.
* * *
Dad dropped me, my duffle bag and my sleeping bag off at Robyn’s while the sky was still dark.
“Alright Meggy.” He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “Have a wonderful trip.”
I grinned and climbed out of his truck, waving goodbye as his tail lights disappeared around the corner. Taking a deep breath, I crept up to the stoop and tapped on her door. Robyn, groggy-eyed and mumbling, cracked the door open and stepped out into the cold morning wearing an old pair of sweats and a bathrobe.
I eyed her dubiously. “Nice outfit,” I said with a smirk.
“Watch it sister,” she grumbled, “I didn’t want to get up two hours before everyone else so that you could engage in some week-long tryst with a boy I’m beginning to think is imaginary.”
I would have been annoyed at her, but one didn’t often get to enjoy observing Robyn out of her element. She clearly wasn’t a morning person. Besides, she was doing me a huge favor.
Our plan had been a brilliant one and, in my opinion, seemed to be working out beautifully so far. Dad had already driven off, so now I just had to wait for Cade to pick me up before any of the other campers arrived. My parents would think I was in Yosemite for most of the week, a place where cell phone reception sometimes didn’t exist, and Robyn’s mom and dad wouldn’t even know we had made the plans. Since my parents and her parents never spoke to each other, I didn’t have to worry about Mom or Dad asking them if I’d been polite during the trip, either. And Robyn’s demanded payment, though a bit terrifying, was something within my reach.
“So where’s this lover boy of yours? It’s freezing!” Robyn said through a yawn as she pulled her robe tighter.
The deep rumble of a car engine broke the morning silence and I smiled as a familiar black Trans Am, almost blending in with the still dark sky, came rolling up the street. I glanced at Robyn, only to laugh at the expression on her face. Her eyes had widened and she stood absolutely rigid.
The sports car pulled up in front of her driveway and Cade killed the engine. With the supernatural grace I always expected of him, he climbed out of the car and shut the door. He wore what he normally did when in the mortal world: a pair of designer jeans and this time a hooded sweatshirt. On any other guy the look wouldn’t be that flattering. On Cade MacRoich, however . . . And the quiet, strangled sound that left Robyn’s throat only proved my theory correct.
I turned my head and glanced down at her. I almost burst out laughing. She was standing there like some mushy preteen girl who had just seen her favorite movie star or musician walk by. Robyn. Speechless. The world must have stopped turning. I smirked. I bet she was regretting her bed-head and shabby bath robe right about now.
Cade stepped up with his hands in his pockets, an easy smile on his face. Robyn’s front porch light provided plenty of illumination to give her a full view.
“Hello,” he said once he was in front of us. He turned his dark eyes to Robyn, pulling a hand out of his pocket and offering it to my friend. “I’m Cade, you must be Robyn. It’s nice to meet you.”
Robyn remained motionless a good twenty seconds before taking the hand suspended in front of her. I half expected her to fall down in a faint when Cade’s fingers touched hers.
“Are these your bags Meghan?” Cade asked while Robyn continued her staring contest with Cade’s chest.
“Yes,” I answered. My face was beginning to hurt from all the smiling I was doing.
As soon as Cade walked away carrying my stuff, I felt Robyn’s fingers grab on to my arm with a vice-like grip.
“Holy crap!” she hissed breathlessly. “Meghan! Where on earth did you find him?! He’s so freaking hot!”
My grin only widened. Perhaps this had been a good way to pay Robyn for her cover after all.
I picked up my small backpack and turned to head over to the passenger side door, kindly being held open by Cade. Before I took a single step, however, I twisted around and gave Robyn an impish grin.
“Actually Robyn,” I said with a burst of smugness, “he found me.”
And with those final words, I slipped into my seat. As we turned the car around in the cul-de-sac and headed back towards the Mesa, I imagined Robyn standing on her front porch, staring off into the early morning darkness like a ghost stuck in some other dimension.
“You’re friend isn’t much of a conversationalist, is she?”
Despite the growl of the Trans Am’s engine, I caught the slight humor in Cade’s voice.
“Actually, that’s the first time in my life I’ve ever seen her docile.”
“Huh, I wonder why.”
Oh, I know why . . . I thought while Cade downshifted as we pulled out onto the highway. Best to keep that little tidbit to myself, though.
The warm, fuzzy delight of basking in Robyn’s shock soon faded when I gave my companion a sidelong glance. His voice had held a little more of his usual easy humor this morning, but something still seemed off about his stance; a slight dullness to his eyes and a hint of sadness to his smile. The anxiety tugged at my stomach like an angler’s fishhook. What was wrong with him?
We drove until we reached the last road leading down into the swamp. Cade pulled off onto the wide, dirt shoulder and turned the key in the ignition. I took a deep, shuddering breath as he got out of the car and walked over to open my door. I had forgotten our purpose for visiting Eile this time, what with Robyn’s reaction and Cade’s odd behavior taking up most of the space in my mind, but now it hit me: I was going to Eile to meet my mother. I had so many questions for her, questions I needed to know the answers to, questions I considered too terrifying to ask. Why had she sent me to the mortal world so long ago? Was it because she didn’t want me? Because I was flawed? Did she cast me aside in order to protect me? And if that was the case, why had she not tried to find me herself after all these years? Why was Cade the one to set this all up?
I almost twisted my ankle on my climb out of the car. Luckily Cade managed to catch me.
“Are you alright?” he asked as he lifted me up by the elbow.
“Yeah, sorry,” I grumbled, “just thinking.”
“A dangerous activity, apparently.”
I glared at him, but his grin warmed me and some of the rigidness finally left him.
Nevertheless, I crossed my arms and scowled. “It is when your thoughts are focused on meeting your real mother for the first time in your life.”
Cade’s grin faded, his eyes returning to a distant place once again.
He sighed and said in a voice almost too low for me to hear, “At least you haven’t had the time to learn your only value to her is that of a tool to be used and disposed of.”
“What?” I asked, losing a bit of my chagrin.
Cade cast me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry Meghan, don’t pay any attention to me.”
I took a breath. “Your mother has disappointed you?”
Ah, so this explained his behavior. I had never truly asked him about his real parents because the one time they’d been brought up in the Weald, Cade and his sister had clammed up and I didn’t want to pry. Now I wondered if I should have asked him about his real parents long ago. In fact, I suddenly felt pretty selfish. Despite his perpetual silence on the matter, perhaps what he really needed was someone to talk to.
Cade took a deep breath, then his eyes darkened and his face adopted a frightening expression. I took a small step back.
“Yes. My mother’s disappointed me on many occasions.”
I forgot the slight fear his sudden dark mood created in me and, gathering up my courage, reached out to take his hand. He didn’t pull away, but he didn’t look up either. Cade didn’t want to talk about it, not yet at least, so I smiled and squeezed the hand I held. He squeezed back with less enthusiasm than usual. My questions could wait for another day.
Cade released my hand and gave me a reassuring grin before he got my bags out of the trunk. We descended into the swamp, turning right when we found the wide dirt path leading to the dolmarehn. The sky gradually turned gray with dawn, but a thick blanket of fog kept everything relatively quiet.
As we approached the small crevasse, I sent a mental call out to Meridian. I had let her out earlier, before Dad took me to Robyn’s. Fergus waited for us at the cave’s entrance, panting contentedly and giving us his usual canine grin.
We waited for Meridian, and when she arrived we all stepped through the dolmarehn. I had one last thought before becoming swept up by the magic of the Otherworld: What will I do if my mother is disappointed in me?
* * *
Once in Eile, we made our way to the castle to gather Speirling, and this time a brown mare for me, before we headed out. Cade led the way over the drawbridge, turning south on the road leading towards the ponds I had spied from the hills those few months ago. The land remained dormant, but the snow had gone and the weather seemed a bit warmer, as if spring was only waiting for the right signal before stepping forth.
“There is a dolmarehn in Kellston, a small town located on a lakeshore beyond these hills. It will take us almost directly to Erintara,” he said.
“Erintara?” I asked as I nudged my mare forward. She had a sweet temperament and behaved rather well for a horse, thank goodness.
He nodded, not catching my eye. “The place where your mother lives.”
“Oh, is it a town?”
That grin again, this time accompanied by a glint in his green eyes. “It’s a town of sorts, I suppose.”
I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?”
Cade turned his face towards me. “You will see.”
With those final words, he kicked Speirling into a quicker pace.
Grumbling, I encouraged the mare to do the same. Why did everything have to be such a big secret with him?
About forty minutes later, Kellston came sprawling into view. The town’s residents bustled about, finishing up morning chores and reminding me a little of the bees who visited the lavender in our front yard. I couldn’t help but smile at the scene. The only other gathering of people I’d observed in Eile had been the Wildren of the Weald.
We led the horses down the main road that parted the center of town, and as we passed I noticed several booths draped in colorful fabrics and ribbons.
Cade must have sensed my curiosity because he leaned over and whispered next to my ear, “They are preparing for their spring festival. The event usually takes place midway between Imbolg and Beltaine.”
Thanks to Robyn’s obsession and my spending half of last summer pouring over the information I’d found on the Celts, I had a decent knowledge of the four major Celtic holidays: Imbolg, Beltaine, Lughnasadh and of course, Samhain.
“The spring fair is a time for young men to show off their skills in order to impress the young ladies.”
Cade grinned and pointed over towards the lakeshore where a group of boys competed in a contest: discovering who could throw giant rocks the furthest, from what I could tell. Several girls stood around watching, clapping and giggling as the young men either cheered on their friends or teased them for their lack of skill.
I grinned. Not too different from high school in the mortal world, apparently.
“It’s also the time for lovers to take part in the bonding ceremony.”
I glanced in the opposite direction now and spotted a young man and woman in their best clothes standing side by side, a ring of friends and family gathering around them and singing a pleasant song. The participants performed a simple, woven dance around the couple and little girls wearing garlands streaming with ribbons threw flower petals.
A bonding ceremony? Ah yes, a wedding. An Otherworldly wedding. I followed the ritual for a few moments longer, smiling at the happy participants and arching a brow in interest when the bride and groom exchanged what appeared to be decorative bracelets instead of rings.
“And,” Cade continued, his voice growing amused and taking on a slightly deeper tone, “if a young man should have the luck of having a beautiful lady by his side, he is obligated to be a good sport.”
I choked on a gasp of surprise as Cade laced his fingers with mine, loosening my grip on the mare’s reins. He lifted my arm up for all the curious eyes to view and drew my hand to his lips. The crowd gave a boisterous cheer, waving colorful ribbons and banners and brilliant bouquets of flowers. After kissing my hand, Cade continued to hold it as the shouts and suggestive whistles continued to follow us down the road.
I was mortified. Thrilled and mortified. What had Cade been trying to prove to these people when he had kissed my hand? Was he simply being a good sport as he claimed, or might his actions mean something else entirely?
I bit my cheek to keep from grinning like an idiot. Stop Meghan, he only wanted to show the townspeople his appreciation for the holiday. Yet, I couldn’t help but wonder: might I be more than just friend to him?
Before we broke free of the town, a boy and a girl, both wearing crowns of flowers and ivy, skipped up to us and presented us with garlands of our own. Cade accepted them, smiling down at the children. First, he set the ivy crown on his own head, then reached across the space between our two horses and placed the floral garland on my own.
I sat still, knowing the townspeople continued to scrutinize us. Cade took his time to settle the wreath, pulling the ribbons free of my hair. Once all the leaves and ribbons were to his liking, he lowered his hand but allowed his fingers to rest against my cheek. I suddenly found the act of breathing to be a challenge, and the sounds of Kellston faded from my hearing.
His hand lingered for several moments more, and when I worked up the nerve to meet his eyes, what I discovered there astounded me. His irises had changed again, but this time some gray shone through the green, as well as something else, something far beyond color alone . . . Sadness? Desire? Regret? And then it dawned upon me, what emotion lingered in those haunted eyes.
I knew that look, had seen and felt that look before, long ago when I was young. Bradley, Logan and I had been playing in the backyard when the neighbor’s cat came strolling over, a newly hatched baby bird in his mouth. We managed to get the bird away from him and spent the day cleaning it up. We made a nest in an old shoe box and quickly fell in love with the hatchling. When Dad got home he told us the baby bird belonged with its mother, so he helped us find the nest and got the ladder out. My brothers and I watched as he gently placed the bird back in the nest. All three of us had a sad glimmer in our eyes by the time he climbed back down. It was as if our hearts had been torn out.
Eventually, my surroundings became real again and I could hear the people of Kellston getting back to their preparations. The noise seemed louder, the smells stronger, and the colors brighter.
“Come on Meghan,” Cade said softly, his voice stiff as he let his hand drift from my face. “Let’s get you to your mother.”
Almost the exact words my dad had spoken those many years ago. The irony was so cold I actually shivered.
* * *
The dolmarehn acting as the gateway to Erintara lay at the base of the foothills across the tip of the lake. The trip from Kellston to the dolmarehn had only taken thirty minutes, but it seemed like hours. Cade remained silent the entire time, his shoulders tight and his seat in the saddle stiff. I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth. I couldn’t be that baby bird to him. Yet, if I was, why did it mean he had to give me up? Would my mother, whoever she might be, take me in and not let me go again? I never considered that to be a possible scenario, but the longer I reflected on it the more nervous I became. Or perhaps I was reading too much into everything.
The dolmarehn on the far end of the lake was big enough for the horses to pass through, but Cade waited for me to catch up nonetheless.
The cold silence grated at me, and finally I had to say something if only to shatter the strained atmosphere. “Cade, who is my mother?”
He turned and gave me a haunted look again, yet remained silent.
Speirling stepped closer to the dolmarehn.
“You could at least tell me her name!” I shouted, allowing my irritation to pour free. I was tired of being left in the dark. Exactly what game did he play? Lead the poor, ignorant Fae strayling on a wild goose chase like a donkey chasing after a dangling carrot?
Cade and his horse disappeared beneath the shadow of the stone gateway and I entertained the thought of riding my mare back to the mortal world where I could brood in my anger and fear. Only when I registered Cade’s voice whispering back an answer to my demand did I change my mind.
“Danua,” he said. “Your mother’s name is, Danua. The high queen of Eile.”
 


-Thirteen-
Danua
 

No. He was lying. My birth mother couldn’t be a queen, let alone a high queen.
I sat motionless while a heavy dose of shock numbed my nerves. The brown mare cropped grass as I continued to stare into the stone portal set into the hillside, just like the one linking Eile to the mortal world. No! If my mother was a queen, like Cade claimed, she would’ve found a way to keep me, unless she honestly didn’t want me.
Taking a deep, shuddering breath, I nudged the mare forward. I’d come this far, I might as well go the entire way and get the answers I wanted, despite my frustration with Cade.
I found Cade and Speirling on the other side of the dolmarehn, both of them standing still and grave, as if expecting the dead to rise up all around them and drag them into the afterlife.
A deep sigh left me as I wiped at my cheeks and turned to study our surroundings. Yes, I’d let my emotions get the better of me, and I needed a moment to recover. Too bad the beautiful scenery didn’t help. A massive lake spanned the distance in front of us, and behind us were more small mountains. A broad road stretched along the shore in either direction and to the east I spied the edge of a sprawling city with a glorious castle standing atop a centrally-located hill. My mouth dropped open and I forgot my worry, my lingering shock and brewing fear.
“Erintara,” Cade murmured beside me.
I flinched, not realizing he’d guided Speirling closer to my mare.
“And this is the other side of Lake Ohll.”
A long silence ensued where neither one of us spoke a single word.
Finally, Cade drew in a deep breath and said, his voice tinged with sorrow, “I’m so sorry Meghan, I should have told you sooner. I had my suspicions, that Danua might be your mother. Only recently, though, did I become convinced of the truth.”
I nodded, the tears still spilling out, but there was something I needed to ask him.
“Why does it seem like I’ve heard that name before?” I asked quietly, my throat tight. An old memory perhaps?
Cade remained quiet for several moments before answering. “Because you have heard it before, a variation of it at least. The Danube River and the Tuatha De Danaan, the tribe of Danu . . . They were named for Danua, only, the Celts of the mortal world called her Danu.”
A hard punch to my stomach would have been more welcoming at the moment. So not an old memory after all, but the name Danu had come up a few times during my research. Of course, I had been pretty preoccupied studying the Morrigan at the time and for good reason.
“And I’m her daughter,” I said out loud, my voice sounding disembodied.
“Meghan, I should have investigated sooner. I might’ve been able to tell you this months ago, if only I’d put more effort into it. But I didn’t. I knew if I’d been right, that if Danua truly was your mother, it would mean I-”
He cut himself short and raked his hands through his hair, fighting some internal battle I wasn’t permitted to be a part of.
What Cade? It would mean what? I wanted to scream.
“Come on,” he finally murmured, “she is expecting us.”
We reached the city a half an hour later, and if I hadn’t been so distracted by what I had just learned, then I might’ve appreciated the spotless, paved streets, the towering trees lining the paths or the quaint little restaurants and shops with their brightly painted signs. Thoughts of a well-manicured theme park, without the swarming tourists of course, came to mind, especially when the sound of light, cheery music met my ears and the faint scent of sweet spices filled the air around us.
The castle rose up above the city on a little hill surrounded by trees and open space. The paved road leading up to the castle’s entrance proved to be an easy walk for the horses, and when we reached the outer gate the guards let us pass without too many questions. Cade spoke to them in the language of Eile, his voice never betraying his emotions, whatever those emotions might be.
Several stable hands in crisp uniforms took our horses and we were escorted into the castle by more guards. The palace, like the rest of the charming metropolis, was beautiful, the tall spires and stained glass windows making me think of fairytales and princesses. I grimaced at the thought as we crossed the enormous marble entrance hall. According to Cade I was one of those princesses, though I didn’t feel like I belonged in a fairytale. Well, not a happy one.
“Her majesty is just finishing up with her diplomats. You may see her shortly.”
I swallowed hard and Cade took my hand.
Fifteen agonizing minutes later, the tall doors opened up and a flurry of finely dressed men and women poured out, all chatting animatedly to one another. To my immense relief, they didn’t notice Cade and me standing to the side.
“Her majesty will see you now,” the guard from before acknowledged only me. I would be meeting with the queen alone.
My stomach fell to the floor, my frightened gaze searching Cade’s. His smile was grim, but he nodded, giving my hand one last squeeze before unlacing his fingers from mine. The tears had long since dried up, but my broiling emotions made me unsteady on my feet. The guard led me into the vast room, yet I barely had time to take in the high vaulted ceiling and the magnificent dais at the end of the hall before my eyes locked on the woman sitting languidly in the throne far ahead of me. I caught my breath. My mother. Danua, Queen of Eile.
“So,” she said, her voice strong and commanding, “you are my long lost daughter.”
It was a statement, not a question. All of a sudden the hall seemed to grow larger.
“I-I don’t know,” I answered carefully, my throat growing dry.
“What name did the humans who raised you give to you?” she continued. “I should know what to call you.”
I blanked out for a moment. Hadn’t Cade told her my name when he arranged all of this?
I swallowed back my pain. “Meghan,” I responded quietly, “Meghan Elam.”
She arched a perfect eyebrow and rose from her throne, descending the steps of her dais with the grace of a dancer. Her movements were as fluid as water, the skirts of her scarlet dress spreading out behind her. She had the unmistakable presence that all the Faelorehn seemed to possess, but hers was all-encompassing. And she was stunningly beautiful.
I studied her as she paused in front of me, just as she scrutinized me. She stood tall and had dark, curly hair like mine. Her eyes, however, mimicked the color of the sea and sky, flickering between a variety of blues, greens and grays as she started circling me. I felt like a marble statue in a museum. Finally she stopped and looked me in the eye. I drew in a startled breath. Her Faelorehn power filled the room, a thick and almost tangible presence.
“May I?” She held out one of her delicate hands.
Nervously, I placed my palm over hers.
Her eyelids drifted shut and a cool sensation began crawling up my arm. When the odd prickling reached my chest and poked at the spot where my power resided, I flinched, pulling my hand back with a slight hiss.
Danua frowned and gazed at me. Her expression revealed a hint of sadness, yet I sensed disapproval more than anything else.
“You were not supposed to come here.”
Her words brushed my ears, quiet and harsh.
I blanched, remembering those many months ago when the Morrigan lured me into the Otherworld in order to break the geis of protection my mother had placed on me.
“I know,” I murmured, casting my eyes downward, “but I didn’t realize it until after I had come to Eile.”
She sighed. “Well, you are here now so I suppose you want to hear all the details about how you came to exist and why you grew up in the mortal world.”
Yes, I did want to learn as much as I could, but her words struck me like a well-placed slap. Boredom infused her tone, as if telling me about my father and why she had given me up proved to be as dull as repeating old gossip to her ladies in waiting.
I straightened my spine and followed after her as she gestured me back towards her throne. She invited me to pull up a chair as she took her seat on the dais. Without preamble, she jumped right into the story, so I sat and listened carefully, not wanting to miss a single detail.
“I have lived a long time Meghan, longer than most of the Faelorehn. For many of those years, I had a proper consort, but a century or so ago I lost him in one of the wars that tend to happen amongst our people. I ruled alone for decades, but one day a retinue from another land arrived with the hopes to establish trade and commerce between our two great realms.
“Among this group was a trained guard, some thirty soldiers strong, and one of these soldiers . . .”
She paused, her gaze growing distant, her harsh and serious mouth softening a little with the hint of a smile. Despite my unease at the whole situation, I bit back a grin. I understood what she meant. That must be how I appeared when I glanced at Cade.
She blinked and regained her composure, continuing her story as if an interruption hadn’t occurred.
“He was young, handsome and his presence just filled the room whenever he entered my court. Not even half the year passed before we became lovers, but we were careful to keep our relationship secret.”
She sighed and a sad look dominated her face once again. “Several months into our tryst he told me he was of Fomorian descent. I’m not aware of how much you understand concerning our history Meghan, but the Fomore have been our enemies for as long as I can remember.”
I nodded. “I read about the battle. It’s been written down as a legend in the mortal world.”
She snorted, a very lady-like snort, and said with some sarcasm, “Yes, the Celts would have turned our dislike for one another into something of epic proportions. Only because our war spilled over into their world, something we never planned on happening. The Fomorians were retreating, trying to find a place to hide and recover; somewhere to escape the wrath of the Tuatha De. You see, the Faelorehn wanted to make sure our enemy never bothered us again.”
I thought about her explanation for a few moments and it occurred to me that the Faelorehn meant to eliminate the Fomorian race for good. The knowledge didn’t sit well in my stomach. I didn’t care how terrible a group of people may seem, genocide was not the answer.
“We made a mistake, on both our sides, to let our hatred build up so strongly to make us want to obliterate the other. I know better now not to allow others to sway me so easily.”
She sneered and I wondered who those ‘others’ had been. Despite my horror at what she admitted, I a sense of relief washed over me. My mother might be cold and distant, but cruelty seemed outside the limits of her tolerance.
I cleared my throat. “So, did you end your relationship with the Fomorian guard?”
Danua glanced down at me. “No, I didn’t. But we practiced even more discretion as our affair continued. If the Faelorehn found out I had taken a Fomorian to my bed, the entire balance of our world would have been upset.”
So theirs had been a forbidden love. Personally, I’d never been much of a fan of the classic stories concerning star-crossed lovers. Yet after hearing Danua’s tale first hand, I felt nothing but sympathy for her.
“You couldn’t end it?” I asked timidly.
She merely shook her head, revealing a heartrending, half-smile as she did so. “I was already in love with him.”
A twinge of sympathy tugged at my heart. Falling for a guy, only to find out he was the enemy of your people, must have been tough. I realized this story wouldn’t end well and I squirmed a little in my seat.
I swallowed and took a deep breath. “Where is he, my father, now?”
Danua laughed, soft and bitter. “So you’ve already concluded that my Fomorian soldier is your sire? You are rather perceptive, dear girl.”
“Actually, Cade told me I was half Fomorian, so I just assumed.”
Danua wrinkled her nose. “Yes, eventually my people found out and soon everyone, from the lowest born commoners, to the highest born lords, grew aware of my indiscretion. I became their hated queen, and they only remained loyal to me because they feared the considerable power I wield. As you can imagine, ruling the kingdom proved more difficult than before, but eventually they forgave me. At least enough for me to gain some control again.”
“And this is why you sent me away, isn’t it?”
I didn’t need to include: because I reminded you of my father. The statement resonated amid the words I’d said aloud.
My mother detected the hidden statement and shook her head. “Yes. This is why I sent you away, so I could focus on ruling Eile again, and so you would be safe.”
My anger slammed itself against the lid I’d placed over it. I’d been so good about keeping it in check; about keeping all my emotions in check.
“You’re a powerful queen of Eile! How were you unable to protect your own daughter in the world where she belonged?”
My fingernails dug into the wooden armrests of my chair. I shot my hot gaze up at the Faelorehn queen. “How could you protect me when I was alone in another realm?”
I had hoped for a small flinch, or even for her face to take on a remorseful expression, but she betrayed no emotion.
Instead, a coldness glazed her features as she answered me, “That was the whole point, Meghan. By sending you away to a different world and by setting a geis of protection upon you, you were safer with your foster family than you would have been growing up here. You still would be, if you hadn’t broken your geis and crossed over into Eile.”
I shot up out of the chair, my increasing anger overshadowing the caution I’d been so careful to show in front of royalty. “I had no idea a geis had been placed on me! I only found out after I entered the Otherworld; after learning I wasn’t human! And when did you plan on telling me about my Faelorehn roots?”
Danua stood as well, her form seeming to take up the entire hall. My anger disappeared with a snap and a tingle of fear took its place. I sat down, suddenly remembering who I spoke to.
“You were never supposed to know you were Faelorehn!” she snarled. “You would’ve lived a happy life in the mortal world, never discovering what horrors existed here. You would have been safe there from the Morrigan and her faelah.”
The room had grown darker, as if a storm brewed right below the ceiling far above us. In fact, I sensed the prickle of lightning getting ready to strike. I swallowed, more afraid than upset, but my emotions weren’t fully subdued.
“You never answered my question. Where is my father?” I asked, my eyes burning with tears of fury.
A heavy sigh and the sound of skirts swishing told me my mother found her seat once again. I braved a glance at her and my anxiety eased a little.
She sat askew in her throne, not upright and alert like before. One arm she draped lazily over an armrest, the other she had crooked so her mouth pressed against her folded hand. She wasn’t looking at me, but gazing out of one of the tall windows lining the hall. It was obvious by the way she held herself that her thoughts and her heart had drifted far away. The fine lines around her beautiful face seemed a bit more pronounced in that moment, as if her true age yearned to escape through the shell of immortality. I understood then that, wherever my birth father might be, she longed for him; still loved him.
She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead with the hand she’d had pressed to her lips.
“He is no longer here Meghan. This is all you need to know. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like some peace.”
I opened my mouth to say something: I’m sorry. Do you want to talk? I’m your daughter, please let me comfort you.
Before I got a chance to speak, however, a lady in waiting opened a side door and curtsied.
Danua spoke without glancing up. “Nettalie, please show my daughter to her room.”
She waved a hand and Nettalie walked over and took my arm, leading me gently through the door. I cast a final glance over my shoulder and before the door snapped shut, Danua, the powerful goddess queen of the Faelorehn, bent over in her throne and covered her face with her hands.
* * *
Nettalie led me down several hallways and up a few staircases before stopping in front of a large wooden door. The suite inside resembled the dream of any little girl wishing to be a princess, but such opulence would never shift my loyalties away from the room in Cade’s castle.
“Dinner will be served in an hour, Miss. Someone will come fetch you.” Nettalie curtsied again before closing the door gently behind her.
I fell onto the high bed, wondering where Cade had gone and hoping he hadn’t left me here. Someone had placed my duffle bag on a chest at the foot of the bed and I noticed a small space serving as a bathroom off to the side.
I took a deep breath, releasing the air through my nose. So, I really was half Fomorian. And my mother was Danua. Danu. The River Danube had been named for her, and the Tuatha De Danaan called her their Mother. A queen who had ruled for centuries and wished for nothing more than to prove she remained strong and unbending, a pillar among the Faelorehn who would always be their most capable sovereign. Oh, but she was more than that; she was my mother, my flesh and blood mother, and she was heartbroken and wanted nothing to do with me. Everything made sense, what she’d said about her decision concerning me and what I’d concluded on my own, but it still hurt terribly.
I rolled over on the bed, seeking a plush pillow to hug. I wondered where my father might be. No longer here . . . What did that mean? Was he dead? Banished to some other kingdom or realm? And if so, could he be brought back to Eile? Not just for my sake, but for my mother’s as well. Couldn’t the Faelorehn learn to accept him, in time? Would they ever learn to accept me if they found out who I truly was?
Too weary to get up, I simply shut my eyes and tried to take a nap. I felt confused, upset and angry. I had too many emotions trying to find space in my heart, so I just huffed a deep breath and let the day’s shocks and revelations all wash over me.
I eventually fell asleep, my head resting on a pillow soaked with my tears.
 


-Fourteen-
Erintara
 

A soft tap on my door jerked me awake. I lay silent for several seconds, trying to remember where I was. The canopy of the bed I rested in wasn’t familiar and my eyes were gritty and ached. The tap came again, this time followed by a voice.
“Meghan?”
Cade. I sighed my relief and sat up, scrubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands.
“Hang on,” I grumbled after sliding off the mattress.
As I made my way across the room, everything came crashing back to me. The beautiful castle in Erintara, my royal mother and what she’d told me about my father . . .
I pulled the door open and sucked in a breath. Cade no longer wore the simple clothes he donned while traveling through Eile. Instead he had on a long, dark green coat that matched his eyes, fawn colored pants and knee-high black boots. He looked as if he’d stepped out of an eighteenth century ballroom. I merely stood and gaped as I counted the gold buttons running down the front of his coat.
“Meghan? Are you alright?”
“Uh, yeah, fine,” I managed.
He eyed me warily, then stared at my hair.
My hands shot up and I groaned. It was probably a rat’s nest. I bit the inside of my cheek and blushed, peering down at my rumpled clothes. Ugh, I must look like a hoyden.
“I came to tell you dinner will be served in half an hour and that one of your mother’s ladies in waiting will be bringing you some proper attire,” he said with a grin.
“Right, okay.”
“And if you’ll allow me, I’d like to escort you to the dining hall when you are ready.”
He sketched a neat bow and I covered my urge to laugh with a small cough.
“Of course,” I stated.
An older woman carrying a box appeared at the end of the hall, interrupting our friendly exchange. She studied Cade with a sneer, her eyes cold as she turned to me.
“Young lady, your mother wants you to wear this.”
She pushed past me and set the box on the bed, curtsied, then crossed the room, giving Cade another nasty glare as she left.
I bit back my anger at her reaction to Cade. Leaving the door open, I walked over to the bed and pulled the lid off of the box. The dress inside was beautiful, a shimmery golden green color with tiny glass beads sewn along the seams.
I glanced over at Cade. He stood patiently outside my door and for a moment he reminded me of Fergus. I suppressed a grin and said, “If you don’t mind waiting, it shouldn’t take me too long to get ready.”
He nodded and closed the door.
After washing my face in the bathroom and brushing my hair, I stripped off my clothes from earlier and stepped into the gown. The skirt was long and full and the bodice decorated with an embroidered floral pattern. The sleeves were quite short and when I tried to button up the back, I paused and a smidgeon of dread curdled in my stomach. I managed the first few buttons at the small of my back on my own, but I didn’t get any further. A zipper would have been hard enough, but this was impossible.
I took a deep breath and I stared at the door. Well, I had no other option. Holding the front of the bodice up, I scurried over to the door and pulled it open.
Cade wasn’t right outside my room, but was standing further down the hall gazing out a window.
“Cade!” I hissed.
His head turned in my direction.
“I need your help.”
When he stood only a few feet in front of me I pulled him inside and closed the door behind us.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, eyeing the room as if he expected to find faelah hiding in the shadows.
“Um, I can’t reach the buttons on the back of my dress, can you help?”
I let the question hang as I scraped my hair to the side with one hand while holding the dress up with the other. When I turned around Cade sucked in a breath. I wasn’t sure if his gasp was a sound of delight or horror, but he readily complied and started buttoning. I felt every single golden button slip into place, and when he finished, he rested his hands on my shoulders.
A tall mirror stood across the room, one I hadn’t noticed earlier when I first arrived. Now it reflected an image that warmed my heart and made my toes tingle: me in the beautiful dress, Cade in his fine court clothes with his hands on my shoulders. How I wanted the moment to last forever. Then I imagined him leaning down and kissing the spot where my neck and shoulder met . . .
“You look beautiful Meghan,” he whispered behind me, breaking into my fantasy.
I grinned, unable to help myself, and watched my face redden in the mirror.
“Thank you. You look very good yourself,” I answered after clearing my throat.
“But not beautiful, huh?”
I turned and glanced up at him, but he only grinned down at me, amusement painting his eyes a brilliant pale green.
“Now, shall we go down to this grand dinner?”
Cade offered me his arm and we descended to the first floor. I smiled sheepishly, glad his gloominess from before seemed all but gone. We met several people along the way, all dressed in their finest and eyeing us with curiosity. Some of them exuded hostility, like the woman who brought the dress to my room, but none of them spoke to us. As we drew closer to the dining hall, I clung to Cade even harder.
He lowered his head and whispered against my temple, “Relax.”
I swallowed hard and tried to loosen my grip, especially when one of the noble women frowned in irritation as Cade and I passed her. The dining hall itself appeared as big as the throne room, and a huge rectangular table large enough to seat a hundred guests took up the room’s center.
Dinner turned out to be a long, quiet event, and the formality of it nearly suffocated me. The young man seated to my right tried to make light conversation, but his explanation of how the first course had been prepared ended up being the most interesting thing he had to say. Everything else he spoke of had no meaning to me whatsoever: the fruitfulness of his land, the gossip of Danua’s court, the general politics of Erintara. I found myself nodding and pretending to enjoy myself just to be polite.
Halfway through the second course I lifted my eyes and found Cade watching me. The men and women sitting around him were dressed well, but I had no doubt they were on the lower end of Danua’s social ladder. Cade flashed an encouraging smile and lifted his goblet in a toast. I returned the gesture, feeling a little better, though I still longed to be at his end of the table. The members of Erintara’s lower upper class were clearly a more cheerful bunch than those next to me.
Eventually, the grand meal came to an end and servants moved in to clear the tables. I expected dessert or tea to be served, but before anything else could happen, my mother raised a hand from her seat at the head of the table and everyone quieted down.
“As many of you know,” she began in her clear, authoritative voice, “a guest arrived today.”
My stomach fell to the bottom of my toes. What was she doing?
“This guest is a young woman, a young woman you might have seen poking around the castle earlier and who is currently sitting there to my right.”
She gestured in my general direction in a bored fashion. Several pairs of eyes descended on me and it took every last shred of effort I possessed not to dive under the table.
“There is something you should also know about her. She has been living in the mortal world for the past sixteen years. She also happens to be half Faelorehn and half Fomorian.”
The murmuring began as soon as Danua finished speaking. I shut my eyes for a moment, trying to will the anxiety away. What was she doing!? Hadn’t she told me that they had scorned her for loving my father? Why would she point it out now, after they’d finally forgiven her?
“And,” Danua raised her voice above the din of the dinner guests, “she is my illegitimate daughter.”
The room exploded with noise; people talking with voices raised in order to hear their neighbors. The man sitting next to me gazed at me with wide eyes and a stricken expression, and I was certain that was the scrape of chair legs against the stone floor as he tried to move further away from me.
I took a deep breath and glanced up in Cade’s direction. He sat stiffly, ignoring the chaos around him and gazing directly into my eyes, as if in doing so might pull me back from the abyss I was falling into.
“But since she is here,” Danua boomed, the room growing darker, “I’ll ask all of you to treat her as you would treat any noble of Eile.”
The murmuring stopped almost completely. Clearly, no one wanted to incite Danua’s wrath.
Cade stood up abruptly, and even from where I sat I caught a glimpse of the fire in his eyes. “Your Majesty, legitimate or not, she is the daughter of a queen and deserves-”
“Do not take my hospitality so lightly that you think you can speak freely,” she spat, the room cooling several degrees to match her growing anger. “It is because of you, Caedehn MacRoich, that my daughter broke her geis of protection in the first place.”
Cade turned a sickly shade of white and sat back down.
“Yes,” Eile’s high queen sneered, “I know all about the incident with the Morrigan and how it almost led to Meghan’s death. So I recommend you watch your step young Caedehn and take care not to forget your place.”
I glared at my mother, all the emotions from earlier in the day churning up once again. Was she trying to humiliate me? And if so, why? What had I ever done to her to make her despise me so? If I’d been braver, and if images of being dragged back to this very room by armed soldiers hadn’t invaded my mind, I would’ve stood up and stormed back to my own suite. Annoying one of the most powerful women in Eile, however, didn’t seem wise.
Dessert came a few minutes later and everyone ate in silence. No one seemed in the mood to chat anymore and I only stared at my pudding.
When the table was cleared, Danua invited her guests back to the ballroom to play cards and other games. She hadn’t even looked at me since her upsetting declaration, so I took advantage of the shuffling crowd and started creeping away. The idea of playing games made me feel ill and I was sure that, despite what my mother had said about treating me as an equal, no one would want me there. I was half the enemy after all, and who knows what mischief I might cause.
The tears started coming when I reached the long hallway that would take me to my room. I dashed them away angrily. I was tired of crying, tired of being an emotional wreck. The sniveling, dramatic girl who had taken over my body needed to find a new host to torment.
Footsteps echoed behind me and I sped up. The last thing I wanted was for one of Danua’s ladies in waiting or one of the nobles to find me in my current state.
“Meghan.”
I took a shuddering breath. Cade.
“Meghan, wait.”
I picked up my pace, almost running now. My room was only a few more doors away. I didn’t even want Cade to see me. Unfortunately, he was faster than me. He caught up to me and wrapped his arms around me. I tried to fight him.
“Leave me alone!” I sobbed, attempting to punch him in the chest, but I was too tired and too upset to put any real power behind the attack.
“Shhh,” he crooned as he pressed my head against his shoulder. “Shhh, now. Just let everything out Meghan, cry to your heart’s content.”
The dam gave way and I broke down. I hardly noticed when he led me to my room, picking me up and carrying me when I refused to walk. He opened and closed the door behind us and then strode over to the bed and sat down, me crying my eyes out and him rocking me in his arms and speaking softly in his ancient language.
His careful attention must have helped because the tears dried up and my sobs stopped. Cade placed me on the mattress and took a step back. I didn’t even think about changing into something more comfortable, which was probably a good thing because I wanted Cade to stay. I rested my head on one of the many pillows, exhaustion finally taking over.
“I’m so sorry Meghan, I’m so sorry about everything,” Cade whispered, his hand pushing my hair away from my face. “I never would have brought you here if I knew how Danua would treat you. We’ll leave tomorrow, early in the morning before anyone else rises. We won’t even give the queen a chance to stop us. I’ll come and get you when it’s time to go.”
Something warm and soft pressed against my forehead and then several seconds later I heard the door close with a soft snap. I tried to tell Cade not to leave, but I no longer had the energy. I reached for my little well of magic, but the familiar warmth had gone cold in my chest. After only a few minutes, however, I managed to fall asleep and while I slept, I dreamed of the ruined castle with a pink and green room, and the soothing sound of a waterfall to chase away the nightmares.
 





-Fifteen-
Unworthy
 

Cade came early the next morning, as promised. I had slept in the gown, rumpling the fine fabric so badly that a little twinge of malicious joy cut through me. Good, I thought, I hope that stuffy lady in waiting finds it first.
I dressed in a clean set of clothes from my duffle bag as Cade waited outside my door. I relished being in my own clothes again. I glanced at the dress one more time and for some bizarre reason, I was reminded of the prom and how I planned to ask Cade to go with me. My stomach flipped over as I remembered the events of last night. He had taken care of me after my mother’s grand announcement. If I asked him now, would he merely say yes out of pity? That’s the last thing I wanted. I wanted him to go with me because he chose to, without sympathy driving his decision. I huffed in slight exasperation. There was no rush. I could wait a little longer to ask him.
Smiling like an idiot, I gathered all my personal things into my bag and stepped through the door to greet Cade. He gave me a curious look and arched his eyebrows. He too had returned to his customary jeans and t-shirt ensemble.
“A better morning I hope?” he asked tentatively.
I nodded, blushing from the memory of my melt-down the night before. We made our way down the stairs and got as far as the courtyard before we were caught.
“Meghan, a word.”
Danua stepped out of the morning shadows, her imposing figure striking in a dark blue dress. The blood froze in my veins. Had she found out we planned to leave early? Had she been waiting for us?
I cringed as she moved towards a door to her left. She opened it then set her cold, ocean-blue eyes on me like a hawk eyeing a squirrel. I glanced at Cade and he released a breath I was certain he’d been holding for a good half minute.
“You’d better see what she wants,” he murmured, “Danua’s wrath can be worse than the Morrigan’s if you push her too far.”
I swallowed my irritation and nerves and crossed the flagstones, my footsteps echoing eerily off the tall walls of the bailey. The space we stepped into turned out to be a small outdoor sitting room. While the side facing the courtyard was a solid stone wall, the other side had a half wall and granite columns holding up the roof. A few benches and a matching granite table were scattered about and the spaces between the pillars gave a wonderful view of the city far below.
With a confidence I’d quickly become familiar with, my mother closed the door, crossed her arms and asked, “Where are you going?”
I returned her glare, trying hard not to start shaking. I crossed my own arms, mocking her stance.
“Home,” I stated simply.
It didn’t take a genius to realize ‘home’ meant the house and family waiting for me in the mortal world.
Danua didn’t even bat an eyelash. “You won’t be safe there.”
“No,” I countered, “but I’ll be happy.” At least there I have a family who loves me.
I turned and reached for the doorknob, only pausing when she spoke again.
“Live where you wish, but I will demand one thing of you.”
I spun around in a flash, my teeth gritted and my eyes most likely flashing several different colors. “You will demand me? You didn’t even want me, what gives you the right to demand anything of me?”
“The right a queen has over one of her subjects. And the right of a mother over her natural daughter. I do not want you associating with Caedehn MacRoich.”
It felt like she’d slapped me. “I’m sorry?”
She sighed deeply and rolled her eyes to the vaulted ceiling. “I don’t want you seeing that young man any longer.”
“I’m not seeing Cade, he’s my friend!”
“Oh please. I’ve noticed the way that boy looks at you.”
For a moment I lost all of my bluster. Did he really? Look at me? I mean, look at me in the sense that he wanted to do more than just look at me? Ugh. My thoughts weren’t making any sense. Sure, I had wondered about some of his glances, but who was I, so besotted with him I couldn’t think straight half the time, to judge?
“He’s not good enough for you,” my mother continued.
“Oh really,” I countered, forgetting my musings and instead rejoining the fight, “not good enough for the illegitimate, half-breed daughter you cast aside?”
“No, not even good enough for that.”
That hurt. Not because she was so adamant about keeping me away from Cade, but because she hadn’t argued with me when I’d described myself in such a base way.
“Besides, there are far better suitors for you, and all of them of acceptable birth.”
“Suitors? Acceptable birth?” It was a harsh whisper, but she heard me. “I am not some piece of property you can marry off to one of your court nobles. I met them last night and I don’t like a single one of them.”
“Please, Meghan. You hardly spoke with them,” she replied.
I bit back my anger. I took a calming breath, then said with all the confidence I could muster, “You gave up any right you had as a mother when you abandoned me as a toddler, and last night when you treated me like a burden.”
“What do you want from me Meghan?” She turned on me, her eyes flashing and the air growing cold and hostile. “Didn’t you want my acknowledgment? Isn’t that why you came here? I claimed you last evening, in front of my entire court. Eventually the whole kingdom will learn about you. Isn’t this what you wanted?”
She sighed and the room filled with a gust of frosty wind. “All I ask is for you to obey me in this one thing. Detach yourself from Caedehn MacRoich and perhaps we can start over.”
I jerked my head up, my eyes filling with tears. She asked too much. I would never destroy my friendship with Cade to win her approval. He had done so much for me, and meant far more to me, than her. Mother or not, I didn’t know her and so far I wasn’t too impressed with what I’d learned.
With a raw voice I whispered harshly, “I will not stay away from Cade and you cannot make me.”
I jerked open the door, slamming it behind me before she had a chance to say anything more.
Cade eyed me warily as I stepped out into the courtyard.
“Let’s get out of here,” I said, my voice shaking a little as I sped past him.
To my great relief, he quickly caught up to me without demanding to know why.
* * *
When we reached Kellston on the other side of the dolmarehn, most of the village was still asleep. I was grateful, for I didn’t think myself capable of handling their optimism at the moment. Since the visit with my mother had been cut short, I still had a few days to fill before I needed to return home, so Cade invited me to stay in his castle. I didn’t even have to think about my response. So for the next two days, Cade tried to help me coax my glamour out into the open.
“Your natural magic should be able to flow free from your skin, like this,” Cade said, holding his palm flat and letting five golden flames dance from his fingertips.
I gasped and stared at him with wide eyes. He merely grinned.
“Most of the time I make the magic undetectable, but for educational purposes I took away that stricture.”
I tried to follow his lead, listening carefully as he directed me on how to encourage my glamour to follow my instruction, but every time the exhilarating force would fill my arms only to stop at my fingertips.
“Why won’t it work for me?” I cried, throwing my hands down as I plopped onto the ground.
Speirling, who cropped grass only a few feet away, eyed me with curiosity before getting back to his lunch. The lingering bad mood that had followed me from the visit to Erintara didn’t help.
Cade only shook his head, joining me in the middle of the field. “It will, Meghan. Trust me. When your magic’s ready, it will come fully awake and you won’t even realize what hit you.”
The next morning, Cade escorted me back to the mortal world. Meeting my real mother had been a disaster, and although I told her I wanted to go home to my family, I yearned to live in Eile. I regretted our angry parting, and I hoped someday I’d be able to patch things up with her, but she would have to understand I wouldn’t choose her over Cade.
Cade turned to leave, and in the next moment I remembered how I had been putting off asking him to prom. I hooked a loose curl of my hair behind an ear. I hadn’t asked him the night my mother acknowledged me in front of her court because I feared he’d only feel sorry for me, and I’d come up with one excuse after another not to ask him during these past two days. Well, I was fresh out of excuses and to be honest, I was tired of being afraid; afraid of the Morrigan, afraid of my mother’s disappointment and disregard, afraid to tell Cade how I felt about him . . .
“Um, Cade?”
He paused before stepping into the cave, then turned and waited for me to continue.
Ugh, I wasn’t good at this, not good at this at all . . .
“Uh, well, this is my senior year in high school and prom is coming up, which is kind of a big deal. It’s this dance everyone goes to and-”
“I know about prom,” he cut in.
I chewed my lip again. Dang it. If he hadn’t interrupted me I might have asked by now.
I took a deep breath and stared at the ground. “Well, I was wondering if you’d like to go with me. To prom.”
There. I’d asked him. Now I just needed to wait for his response. My eyes weren’t on him, so I felt Cade take my fingers in his before I saw him move. I started a little from the gentle touch.
“I would be honored to accompany you to prom, Meghan.”
His voice was soft, and chicken that I was, I still couldn’t look him in the eye. I cleared my throat and pulled my hand out of his so I could use my fingers to hook my hair behind my ear again.
“Great,” I said, “it’s on the first of May, a Saturday night.”
Finally, I glanced at him. He stood back watching me, a small grin on his face. I grinned in return. No, I beamed. Cade said he’d go to prom with me!
“Are you sure about this Meghan?”
My smile vanished and a boulder the size of a house settled in my stomach.
Cade’s tone took on a bitter note when he continued, “After all, you can do better than a Faelorehn bounty hunter with questionable parentage.”
I merely stared at him, stunned. Had my mother spoken to him as well? Or had he heard our discussion? My cheeks turned pink, anger having a little to do with it.
“Did Danua talk to you?” I asked in a harsh whisper.
Cade flinched. “I accidentally overheard your conversation. I’m sorry Meghan. I didn’t mean to, your voices carried through the door.”
Oh no. What had I said? Had I mentioned anything about my own feelings towards Cade? Sure, I’d just been complaining to myself about being afraid to tell him what he meant to me, but I didn’t want him to find out like this. Oh crap!
I decided to ignore the voice in my head and took a deep breath. “I don’t care what Danua thinks of you.”
I gazed up at him, met his eyes with my own, and crossed my arms. The boldness I sensed earlier started welling up again; the desire to banish all my fears. But unfortunately I wasn’t brave enough to finally tell him the truth. That I loved him.
“She doesn’t know you Cade, but I do.”
His laugh was harsh and grating, enough to make me take a step back. He ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. He heaved a deep sigh and placed his hands on his hips, tilting his chin up to the treetops. The afternoon light got caught in his hair, turning the strands copper.
“Oh Meghan, if you only truly knew me, you wouldn’t be so quick to defend me.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
I didn’t intend to sound snippy, but my response came out that way. I had too much on my mind, that was my problem. I had just met my birth mother for the first time, a mother who had given me up years ago and was now trying to tell me how to live my life without even making a minor attempt to get to know me. Besides, even though I didn’t want to admit it, what Cade said held some truth. I trusted him, was completely head over heels in love with him, but did I sincerely know him? Hadn’t he kept things from me? Wasn’t he still keeping things from me? So why did I jump so quickly to his defense? Because he was the first one to tell you about who you are, the little voice inside of me whispered, and because he’s the first boy to ever really care, isn’t he?
Cade must have detected my distress because when he lowered his head once again and caught sight of the expression on my face, he grimaced.
“I’m sorry Meghan. That was a stupid thing to say. Perhaps Danua’s words got to me more than I’d like to admit.”
His smile seemed genuine this time, but a lingering sadness tainted his voice once again.
He recaptured my hand and planted it with a kiss. “I look forward to prom, my lady.”
Cade let go of my fingers and whistled for Fergus, and in the next moment the two of them were through the dolmarehn and on their way back to the Otherworld.
I think I stood outside the cave for a good five minutes before Meridian reminded me we should head home.
Yes, home, I thought. Home, to a mother and father and brothers who love me.
* * *
The rest of March and most of April flew by at warp speed. Everyone at school was obsessing over graduation, prom and the upcoming summer. I spent much of my time brooding over what I would do about Danua and how I was going to inform my family of my own plans. I’d turned it all over during the last several weeks and had come to a conclusion: on the day after graduation, I’d finally tell them I was Faelorehn and that I belonged in the Otherworld. I only hoped they would believe me and not try to cart me off to the psychiatric ward.
On Saturday, exactly one week before prom, I woke to find Fergus sitting at my glass door. Feeling a pang of delight jolt through me, I threw on a robe and my sandals and pulled the door open.
“Is Cade here?”
I hadn’t seen him or heard from him since returning from Danua’s court over a month ago. I had worried that she’d somehow gotten to him; convinced him to stay away from me or threatened him in some way. Hopefully, Fergus’s presence could be counted as a good sign and not a bad one.
Clenching my teeth, I hurried after the wolfhound only to stop in front of the oak tree when he did. I furrowed my brow and reached around to the spot where Cade and I exchanged our letters. As I pulled the note free, Meridian swooped down from her perch, chittering happily as she playfully dive-bombed Fergus.
The parchment I held in my hand wasn’t Cade’s customary, plain white sheet of paper, but a heavier piece of stationary rolled into a tube, tied with a sheer gold ribbon and sealed with a fancy logo resembling the Greek letter omega.
I broke the seal, pausing only for a moment to admire it, and read the gilded letters, smiling by the time I reached the bottom. It was an invitation from the Dagda to join him and his fellow revelers this coming Friday for a Beltaine Eve celebration. And yes, Cade would be going as well. My birth mother may not have accepted me, but at least there were some people in the Otherworld who wished me well and enjoyed my company.
After returning to my room, I quickly penned a reply to the Dagda and wrote a separate note to Cade, to remind him he promised to attend prom with me, then brought them both back to Fergus.
After tying them securely to his collar, I patted him goodbye then showered and got dressed. Afterwards, I went upstairs to spend some time with my pesky brothers before Robyn and Tully came to get me so we could go shopping for prom dresses. It was looking like the beginning of a good day indeed.
* * *
“I still can’t believe Robyn’s met him and I haven’t,” Tully pouted as she plucked at the taffeta skirt of a magenta gown hanging on the clothing rack in front of her.
Since Cade had agreed to go to prom with me, I finally caved and told all my friends about him, emphasizing that he was just a friend. Robyn had only snorted at me, but I ignored her.
“Oh, it was only because she happened to be in the right place at the right time,” I answered Tully’s question.
I grinned at Robyn and she returned the gesture. She had been a good friend, keeping my secret for so long.
“I can’t wait to see what he looks like in a tux,” Robyn sighed dreamily as she picked up a turquoise dress and held it up to herself. “What do you say, Meg? Think I’ll be able to snag your boyfriend away from you if I wear this?”
She twirled around and Tully and I snorted with laughter.
“He’s not my boyfriend,” I insisted after I stopped giggling. “We’re just friends.”
“Sure he isn’t, and sure you are,” Robyn teased as she continued her dance.
Eventually we all found a dress, but I needed something for the Dagda’s Beltaine party as well. I couldn’t wear my prom dress since it was a bit too fancy, and I didn’t really have anything at home, so we stopped in one more store before leaving the mall.
When I got back to my room I laid both garments out on my bed, admiring them each for different reasons. The prom dress was a teal green with a long skirt and spaghetti strap sleeves. The cocktail style dress I’d picked out for the Dagda’s party was black and white with a shorter skirt that flared out at the waist. Sighing, I hung them both up in my closet and went out to check the oak tree for a response from Cade.
As I walked to the tree, I thought about my busy plans for the weekend. On Friday after school, I’d leave to go to Eile, but my parents would think I was staying over at Robyn’s. From what I calculated, I had plenty of time the next morning to return home from the Dagda’s Beltaine party and get ready for my prom night.
I grinned. I would be exhausted and probably not in the mood to mingle with my fellow classmates, pretending I harbored regrets about high school coming to an end, accepting false apologies and claims of ‘no hard feelings’ from those who had never been kind to me. But I didn’t care. Even if I knew the entire school had planned a prank to ridicule me, Meghan the weirdo, at my senior prom, I still wouldn’t give a damn. They could laugh and offer their false smiles and fake comradeship all they wanted. It didn’t matter because I would have Cade by my side. I smiled wistfully, imagining myself the inept heroine in some badly written stage musical. Once again, the very thought hardly fazed me.
The knothole in the oak was empty, but by the next day I had a response. Cade told me to pack what I needed for an overnight stay at the Dagda’s and he would meet me Friday after school.
I clutched the note close, then headed back to the house. I decided to walk around the front this time since I heard Logan and Bradley playing basketball in the driveway. I grinned when I spotted Aiden watching them with keen interest.
I went and sat down on the retaining wall next to him, ruffling his dark hair with a free hand. He wiggled away with a smile, but made sure he didn’t move too far away so that he could still touch me. I sighed. This was Aiden’s method of finding comfort. He always had to be touching me. I didn’t mind. Our special way of consoling one another comforted me, too.
Once Logan led Bradley by ten points, I stood up and went back inside, carrying Aiden with me. A twinge of sadness shot through my heart, making my well of magic warm a little. If I left to live in the Otherworld, who would take care of Aiden? I mean, I knew my parents would take care of him and love him, but we had a special bond. What would happen if I wasn’t there to offer the comfort he always sought from me? I shook my head, telling myself to worry about the future later.
“Snow bird,” Aiden murmured in my ear.
I glanced over my shoulder to see what had caught his attention, but didn’t notice anything.
“What do you mean Aiden?” I asked.
He pointed. “White.”
I looked again. Perched up in the eucalyptus, in her usual spot, sat Meridian, napping in the late afternoon sun, but I didn’t see any other white birds.
I shrugged. “Probably a dove.”
“Perty,” he sighed as he clung tighter.
Once inside, I set him down on the couch with the twins and went to help Mom with dinner. She had a dish towel thrown over her shoulder, humming some nameless tune as she stirred what I suspected to be cake batter.
I leaned my elbows on the island and started flipping through a magazine. I often found it wise to wait and get instructions from her when it came to helping out with whatever culinary creation she was working on.
“So,” she said, moving to the stove to check on dinner, “when do we get to meet this boy you’re taking to the prom?”
I paused in my perusal of recipes and ads. I wondered when this conversation might come up. I took a deep breath and tried to sound casual.
“Saturday night. He’s going to pick me up here after I come home from Robyn’s.”
Mom tasted the sauce for the chicken.
“Is he cute?”
I felt myself flush a little. “Yes.” Very cute.
“What did you say his name was again?”
“Cade MacRoich.”
Should I be nervous about this interrogation? These were the normal questions a mother might ask her daughter, right? I cringed at that. My birth mother wouldn’t care, but Mom, well, she did care. She stepped away from the stove and wiped her hands on the towel.
“I don’t think you ever told us how you met him Meghan.”
Oh, good, I was ready for this one. I took a deep breath, closed the magazine, and rolled my eyes, trying to act annoyed at being burdened with so many questions.
“I met him in town one day when I was out with Tully and Robyn. We were at the bookstore and we both reached for the last copy of the same book, but he let me have it. We started talking and found out we had a lot in common.”
There, that should suffice. I picked the magazine back up.
“So are you guys an item then?”
I blanched, rumpling the glossy pages between my fingers. “Uh, no, we’re just friends.” Meg the broken record.
My mom stopped her stirring, put her hands on her hips and arched an eyebrow at me.
“I thought you said he was cute?”
Yes, well, doesn’t mean he returns the sentiment. I found it rather ironic that my mom should be thinking along the same lines as Danua. Perhaps they were picking up on some vibe I was oblivious to. Maybe Cade did want to be my boyfriend. My nerves prickled at the thought. But if he did, why hadn’t he said anything? Why, when he kissed me that time he’d first taught me about my power, did he withdraw? Why hadn’t he tried to kiss me again? I ground my teeth and forced all those stray thoughts away.
“Doesn’t mean we’re an item,” I grumbled at Mom, answering her question.
She merely beamed at me. “Oh, I think it’s only a matter of time honey.”
I released a long breath as the magazine provided refuge once more. I hoped she was right.
 


-Sixteen-
Beltaine
 

On Friday morning, I woke early and packed my duffle bag with my party dress, shoes and change of clothes for the journey home in the morning. I was supposed to be going over to Robyn’s after school to stay the night, so I dragged it upstairs with my backpack.
Thomas pulled in the driveway fifteen minutes later and I called a goodbye over my shoulder as I left the house. I was tempted to skip school and leave early to meet Cade, but I knew we would have plenty of time to make it to the Dagda’s party, and I didn’t want to risk getting caught skipping class, not on the day before prom when I had the kind of parents who wouldn’t think twice of banishing me to my room for the rest of the school year.
I found Cade waiting in the parking lot for me after school, just as his note had said. I made my way to his black Trans Am, throwing my backpack and duffle bag in the back seat before Tully or the boys got a chance to find me. I glanced at Cade and he smiled, his gaze lingering.
My heart skipped a beat as I recalled the conversation with my mom the night before. Talking so casually about being Cade’s girlfriend was easy when he wasn’t around. As soon as I caught him eyeing me like that however, I felt self-conscious once again.
“Ready?” he asked, shifting his car into first gear.
I took a deep breath and smiled. Time to have fun and forget about unrequited crushes, uncaring mothers and any trouble the Morrigan might be brewing up while I wasn’t paying attention.
“Yup,” I said.
Speirling greeted us when we stepped out onto the other side of the dolmarehn. Meridian, in her usual fashion, had joined me right before we left the mortal world and I watched as she fluttered off after Fergus to explore.
We took our time traveling to the Dagda’s, since the party didn’t start until later in the evening. Nevertheless, we managed to arrive before most of the guests. The Dagda was delighted to see us and his lady friends quickly took a hold of Cade and dragged him inside. I shot a glance over at them and laughed. I should be jealous about the way they fussed over him, but they acted more like proud aunts than anything else. Besides, I was distracted with our host. The Dagda stood dressed in his finest, his hair combed back and his beard trimmed. His rugged handsomeness didn’t look a bit faded today yet I was certain his magnetic personality would only improve his appearance by the night’s end.
The Dagda opened his arms wide and without a second thought I walked into them, accepting his bone-crushing hug.
“Hello little Meghan, I’m so pleased you accepted my invitation. Are you ready for a night of feasting and dancing and making merry?”
I laughed into his gold-trimmed tunic. How could I be so comfortable with a person I had met only once?
“I hope we don’t party too hard. I need to look my best for my senior prom tomorrow night.”
I smiled up at him, waiting for his confused expression, but he merely beamed and set me at arms’ length. “Ahh, yes, this mortal world coming of age dance Cade has told me about.”
That surprised me. Cade had told the Dagda about going to prom with me?
“Uh, yeah, that’s right,” I answered with an awkward grin.
The Dagda chuckled. “Well, as glorious as it may be, I’m certain that it won’t hold a candle to my Beltaine Eve celebration.”
He started to lead me inside, his entourage, still fussing over Cade, close behind.
“Now,” Cade’s foster father said in a lowered voice, “I am expecting many fine young men tonight, from all over Eile, so I don’t want you to think that Cade has exclusive rights to you my dear. It’s high time you start getting to know more of us.”
He winked, making me blush, and another thought surfaced in my mind. What if some of those young men were the same ones from Danua’s court? I shuddered inwardly. If they were, I’d find a way to deal with it. Perhaps they had forgotten me by now. After all, it had been several weeks since I’d made my visit.
Eventually I was led to the room I’d be staying in. It was smaller than the one at Cade’s castle or the suite in Erintara, but very cozy nonetheless. A cheery fireplace stood empty, waiting to be lit for the night, and a small, round window built right into the hillside offered a view of an enclosed garden. By the time my things were stored and I was in my black and white dress, Cade had arrived at my door.
I grinned when I spotted him, admiring the clothes he had picked for the Beltaine celebration. They weren’t as fine as the ones at the high queen’s court, but then again, those would’ve been too fancy for the Dagda’s party. Instead he wore soft brown trousers, simple boots and a cream-colored tunic, all topped off with a deep blue vest embroidered with Celtic knot work.
When my eyes finally met his, I found him staring at me with the strangest expression on his face. I quickly glanced away, a wave of self-awareness making me fidgety.
I patted my hair. “Something wrong?” I asked.
Cade must’ve shaken himself out of whatever daze he was in because he took a breath and smiled, saying, “No, nothing’s wrong at all.”
He offered his arm so I gladly accepted it, a sense of nervousness flushing over me for some strange reason. Calm down Meghan. This isn’t Danua’s court, but the Dagda’s grand hall.
Full dark had descended by the time we reached the common area. Someone had opened the huge door in the side of the hill, and several people came and went as they pleased, talking cheerily and laughing at one another’s jokes. A roaring bonfire had been lit where the road forked to encircle the house, and someone’s deep baritone voice rolled through the cold night air, retelling the epic story of the Celtic hero Cuchulainn. I paused at the door for a minute to listen as the man described the demigod’s impressive strength and heroics, especially his riastrad, the intense fury he would succumb to whenever in the heat of a great battle.
“Oh yes,” Cade whispered cheerfully behind me, “no one could defeat Cuchulainn when his riastrad took over.”
I smiled up at him and we kept going, leaving the storytellers and captive audience behind.
As we moved through the hall, I realized the Dagda had been right; several young men, my age and maybe a little older, mixed and mingled within the crowd of revelers. And I noticed that a few of them were pretty cute, but none of them could hold a candle to Cade. Of course, I might be a little biased. I checked each of their faces and breathed a sigh of relief when I didn’t recognize any of them. Good. Danua had claimed it wouldn’t take long for all of Eile to learn about her estranged daughter, but I hoped the news hadn’t spread beyond her court. There came a certain kind of freedom with anonymity.
Cade went to go fetch us some drinks and I was left standing off to the side, my eyes darting about the crowd like a cornered rabbit. I shouldn’t be nervous, but I couldn’t help myself. I might be meeting some of my future friends tonight.
Cade returned with a plate of small sandwiches and two goblets filled with a pale golden liquid. I took one of the goblets and sniffed at the contents.
I arched a brow and blinked at him. “What’s this?”
“You mean you’ve never had mead before?”
I gave him another puzzled glance and shook my head.
He smiled, his eyes crinkling. “Wine made from honey. Try it, you’ll like it, but don’t drink too fast.”
I’d never had wine before. Well, Mom let me try champagne once at a New Year’s Eve party, but only a sip.
Shrugging, I lifted the cup to my lips and took a small drink. My eyes must have grown huge because Cade burst out laughing. This stuff was delicious! Way better than champagne. Soon I finished my goblet and started asking Cade for more.
He laughed again. “Pace yourself Meghan. Mead’s sweet but rather potent.”
He took my empty goblet and set it aside.
“Care to dance?” he asked.
I took his offered hand timidly and soon we were skipping and stepping to a fast Celtic tune. The dance was meant for a large group, so I never found myself in Cade’s company for too long and I felt less awkward since not everyone seemed to know the steps.
After the dance came to an end, we headed back to one of the several alcoves along the wall to observe the revelry for a while. For some reason I became overly aware of Cade’s closeness and my heart, having rested after the lively dance, started beating faster once again. Looking at him would be too risky, so I kept my eyes lowered. We stood close together, in a dark corner of the room, with the music playing and the people shouting out joyously, but I heard nothing else besides my own heartbeat and Cade’s as well.
“Meghan,” he said in a low voice, too close to my ear to be considered innocent.
I took slow, deliberate breath and glanced up. Something shone in his eyes, something intense and thrilling. I sucked in a sharp breath as his hand reached out to rest against my hip, the other hand moving towards my cheek. My heart hammered in my chest and I closed my eyes, but before I felt the brush of his fingers against my skin, a light, intrusive voice asked, “May I have this dance?”
Immediately Cade backed away and turned to face the young woman who had invaded our privacy. Well, semi-privacy. We were standing in the middle of a dance hall after all. She was shorter than me with long, golden-blond hair curling softly down her back. The blue dress she wore resembled the style I had worn at my mother’s court and the design flattered her well-formed figure perfectly.
She stood in front of us grinning, waiting for Cade to either accept her offer or turn her down. She glanced at me for a half second, but it was long enough for me to see the change of color in her eyes and the quick expression that flashed across her face. I sucked in a sharp breath and retreated against the wall, a whole five inches away. I knew that look, oh did I know that look . . .
Cade glanced back at me, his face revealing disappointment and what I interpreted as an apology. I smiled and waved him on. He was far too polite to say no, and besides, it was just a dance.
He turned and heaved a great sigh, smiling easily and offering the blond a hand. “I would be honored.”
She beamed and grabbed his hand, dragging him off to the middle of the floor where everyone had joined in another group dance. Before they pushed past the circle of people in front of us, however, she cast me one last scathing glare, her smile more malicious than pleasant.
I tried to recede further into the wall. Stop it Meghan, this isn’t high school, Cade’s not your boyfriend, and all she did was ask him to dance. But I knew better than that. After surviving four years of seeing that expression on other girls’ faces, I understood what was going on. She wanted Cade all to herself, and she would go to any measure to get him. I hated how that made me feel. Not only was I helpless against such social battles, but she had every right to try and win Cade over. He’d made no promises to me.
After I managed to work myself up into a nice depressed sort of mood, I returned to the refreshment table and got some more mead, then came back to my spot on the wall to watch Cade and his new partner enjoy a slow dance.
I finished the goblet of mead faster than the last one. I was contemplating getting a third when one of the boys I had spotted earlier came strolling over. At first I thought he only meant to join a group of friends a few feet away, but he stepped between them and stopped in front of me instead. He grinned rakishly and crossed his arms over his chest. I eyed him warily, taking note of his high cheekbones and straight nose. He wasn’t as attractive as Cade, but he would surely turn some heads at Black Lake High School.
“What’s a pretty girl like you doing standing back here all alone without a dance partner?”
I actually peeked over my shoulder, almost bumping my nose into the stone wall.
“Me?” I said when I realized who he was talking to.
“No, the candelabra above you. Yes you.” He smiled and held out his hand. “Care to dance, my lady?”
Oh, he was teasing me. Duh.
I cleared my throat and gestured towards the middle of the room. “Well, my friend-”
“Has abandoned you for another woman,” he finished for me. “A rogue for sure. Let us put his memory behind you by taking part in the next dance.”
Something about his manner, about the way he so arrogantly made presumptions, encouraged me not to trust him. However, a dance was just a dance, and perhaps it would help me forget that the blond girl had convinced Cade to be her partner for the last five songs.
“Sure,” I said, smiling.
“Excellent!”
I offered him my hand and he took it, pulling me with more force than necessary onto the dance floor.
“What’s your name?” he whispered close to my ear as we started in on a slower dance.
“M-Meghan,” I managed, feeling a little flustered being suddenly so close to him.
He chuckled, his breath tickling my skin.
“Pleased to meet you Meghan, I’m Drustan.”
Drustan and I danced for what seemed like hours. Every time one song ended, a new one began. I tried a few times to say I was tired, but he only ignored me and pulled me back into the next dance, often times pressing a little too close for comfort. After a while, I forgot about my misery, about going back to the alcove so I could find Cade, about the girl and her unspoken challenge.
I swirled and spun to the music, letting my partner lead me. I felt dizzy, carefree, alive. I was having a marvelous time, until I caught sight of Cade standing in the corner, smiling and talking with the pretty girl.
The mead in my stomach curdled into cold irritation. It wasn’t because she talked to him, or that he seemed to be fully engaged in their conversation. It was the way she talked to him. Her hand rested on Cade’s forearm and she leaned into him, a hair’s width away from pressing her body against his. I gritted my teeth and focused entirely on them, stopping in the middle of the dance floor.
Drustan noticed my lack of movement and glanced in the direction I happened to be glaring. I’d always thought myself the sensible, non-jealous type. In fact, I prided myself on that. Apparently, I’d been wrong. I guess I never had a reason to be jealous before. Not until now, at least.
Drustan grabbed my arm in an attempt to lead me back into the dance, but paused when he followed my gaze again.
“Oh, there’s another one,” he chuckled.
Which only made my stomach burn more. So was this a habit of Cade’s? Coming to the Dagda’s parties and letting the girls fight over him? The memory of what he said to me the day I asked him to prom flared in my mind: You don’t really know me . . . Oh Meghan, my inner voice whispered, have you let Cade’s charms blind you completely?
“Come on Meghan, who cares about the young twit and Caedehn MacRoich. It’s sad, really,” he sighed.
For some reason, that caught my attention. I turned away from Cade and the girl flirting with him for the moment.
“Why is it sad?”
Drustan shrugged. “She’s only showing an interest because no one’s told her what he is yet.”
A wicked gleam lit the boy’s dark blue eyes. “The fun part is when someone finally does tell them. Maybe I can talk Niall into breaking the news so we can watch. Their reactions are always so comical. Meghan? Meghan, what’s wrong?”
I forgot about my jealousy and a new anger grew in the pit of my stomach.
“And what exactly is he?” I demanded, crossing my arms and giving Drustan a hard glare.
“Oh come on! You must know. That’s why I rescued you earlier!” He paused and shot me a befuddled expression. “Has no one told you?”
“No, no one’s told me. But perhaps no one has told you who I am either,” I countered.
What was I doing? Hadn’t I been so thrilled earlier not to see any of Danua’s nobles here tonight so I could be just Meghan and not the half-Fomore daughter of the high queen?
For a moment Drustan paled, but then he led us off the dance floor. We had caused enough of a scene by standing around while others tried to dance.
“Fine,” he sniffed once we found another alcove, “Who are you then?”
I’d accepted Drustan’s offer to dance only because I wanted to stop obsessing over Cade and the blond girl. I’d been selfish and wanted to make Cade jealous too. I know my actions had been stupid and immature, but that hadn’t kept me from following through. Now the young Faelorehn was annoying me, the way he spoke about Cade. His sneering comments made me think of my mother and how she also tried to convince me to stay away from him. And if I was being completely honest with myself, what Drustan said scared me to death. Cade had kept things from me, yes, and I had always assumed he did so in order to protect me or himself. Might this secret be worse than any of the others? Had I foolishly placed my trust in someone who had no qualms in lying to me? Was I merely another rube on Cade’s list?
I sighed and peered back at Drustan. His eyes shone dark silver now and I wondered what color mine might be. I let my lip curl back and reveled in the numbing qualities of the mead that hadn’t quite worn off before saying with a great deal of bravado, “I’m the long lost Fomorian bastard child of Danua.”
Now that shocked him. He jerked his head back and his eyes grew wide and paled even further. Then they narrowed.
“You’re as bad as him,” he hissed, stabbing his finger in Cade’s direction.
I stood my ground as Drustan continued, “There were rumors she’d taken a Fomorian to her bed, now I can see the rumors were true. And I let you touch me!”
Okay. I hadn’t expected a reaction this bad, and after all I’d been through and after all my years of being made fun of, you’d think I’d be used to it.
Drustan turned violently and walked away, acting as if I had leprosy. I allowed myself to fall against the alcove in the wall. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, I tried to keep the tears from falling, but it was no use, especially when I glanced up to find Cade dancing with the stupid blond girl again.
I felt heart-broken and hopeless at the same time. I thought I was finally escaping a world that had shunned me. I imagined one day I’d be able to live in Eile among my own people, to be normal for once in my life, but even in the Otherworld I wasn’t to be normal.
A wash of hot anger flooded me and I slammed my fist against the wall. Wonderful, now my hand hurt and my tears fell faster. To my immense relief, the alcove was tucked further into the hall where darkness reigned and the noise of the dancing, laughter and music drowned out the sound of my sobs.
I pulled myself deeper into the recessed space and wrapped my arms around my legs, dropping my head onto my knees. I don’t know how much time passed, but at one point someone touched my shoulder. I flinched and forgot about wanting to be left alone in my misery. I glanced up, my face contorted in rage and self-pity, ready to yell at whoever came to bother me.
A pair of bright blue eyes framed by a mane of pale orange hair stopped me short.
“What’s the matter little Meghan?” the Dagda asked in a quiet voice.
Somehow, I heard his whispered words over the revelry in his dance hall. My bottom lip quivered. Despite my current mood, a sense of incredible happiness washed over me at the sight of him. I didn’t know what it was about the Dagda that made me like him so much. He was a promiscuous, loud giant of a man, but he had a gentleness and understanding way about him. I guess this is what helped me trust him so easily.
I tried to open my mouth and tell him what had me so upset: Cade had found a new girl, my mother despised me, soon I’d be living in a strange world, separated from a family that actually loved me . . . But at the moment all my sorrow came flooding out in one overwhelming wave of emotion. I threw my arms around his neck and cried into his chest as he scooped me up.
“Hush now, little Faelorah, hush now,” he crooned as he carried me over to another room.
Once there, he set me down on a spacious couch next to a roaring fire. The party still carried on in the other room, but the distant clamor didn’t drown out the sound of the whispering flames.
“Now,” the Dagda stated, picking up a pitcher and filling a small tankard with golden liquid, “you must tell me why the prettiest girl in my house is so upset on this, Beltaine Eve, of all nights.”
I grinned at his attempt to cheer me, but my tears still fell.
“I’m sorry Dagda,” I murmured, finally feeling a little ashamed of my behavior. “I think, I think it’s just been so overwhelming. Discovering I’m Faelorehn, being hunted by the Morrigan, learning I’m the illegitimate daughter of Eile’s high queen.”
I let out a deep sigh, wiping my eyes with the handkerchief the Dagda had given me.
“Yes, and I’m sure witnessing your young Caedehn receive so much attention while keeping you at arms’ length isn’t helping.”
He grinned and I blushed.
“He isn’t my Caedehn,” I grumbled as I tucked a loose piece of hair behind my ear.
“No? Are you sure?” the Dagda said cheerily, as if speaking to a daft child who couldn’t grasp the obvious.
I blinked at him again, this time with some surprise. His grin widened as he placed the tankard of mead in my hand. The honey wine cooled my throat but warmed my stomach and as I savored it, I thought about his question. No, I wasn’t sure. That was the problem. Well, okay, I had no doubts on my end, but not Cade’s. Sometimes I was wholly convinced he returned my affections, but then he would do or say something to prove otherwise. Like spending the whole evening with some other girl while I was left to dance with a cute boy who turned out to be a total ass.
I took a deep breath, then thought more about what Drustan had said to me.
“Drustan seemed to be appalled to learn I was the product of Danua’s affair.”
I stared the Dagda in the eye as the sadness welled up again. “Do you treat me kindly only because I am half Fomorian? Only because you feel sorry for me?”
The Dagda’s blue eyes hardened into ice and he frowned. “Drustan o’Ceallaigh is an ignorant whelp. What exactly did he say to you Meghan?”
The anger in his voice surprised me.
“When I told him about being Danua’s daughter, he went from being polite to acting as if I were something nasty he’d stepped in.”
The fire sputtered and almost went out, and the room vibrated with violence. I set my mead down and cast the Dagda a worried glance. He was angry; cold and angry. Then the dark look passed.
“I’m sorry Meghan. His behavior sickens me.”
I lifted a hand, glad to discover this god’s irritation had dissipated.
“It’s partly my fault. I told him who I was without even considering what the repercussions might be. I mean, I know my mother’s nobles weren’t too thrilled when she told them, but I didn’t think he would have reacted so, um, negatively to the truth.”
“And why did you tell him the truth?”
I frowned. Yes, why had I . . . ? Oh yeah, because he had made some comment about Cade.
“He said the younger girls didn’t realize what Cade was and if they found out, they’d be horrified. It made me angry, so I got a little careless and told him I was Danua’s daughter. I guess I did it to take his focus off of Cade.” My own fear of what Drustan had insinuated, about Cade using me, I kept to myself.
The room grew cold again, the healthy fire nearly flickered out, and the cup of mead I held seemed to freeze in my hands. Fear prickled my senses, and when I worked up enough nerve to glance at the Dagda, his face was blank and distant and his eyes appeared as dark as night.
Finally, he spoke, his voice low and cold, “And did he tell you, Meghan? Did he tell you what Caedehn is?”
I set my icy tankard down with care and took a deep breath.
“No,” I said carefully, “I was too angry at the time to ask him.” And too afraid.
The sigh coming from the Dagda might’ve been winter’s first icy breath.
I garnered my courage again. “What is he, Dagda?”
My voice was a whisper, so I expected silence or more anger. The sad hum that left the Dagda’s throat sounded like defeat; weariness even. He ran his fingers through his hair, a motion that reminded me of his foster son, before letting his shoulders slump as he rested his chin on one hand.
“That, my dear girl, is Cade’s story to tell. Don’t get me wrong, you deserve to know, but Caedehn should be the one to tell you.”
My own tension began to drain. Yes, deep down I wished be told the entire truth. For a long time I’d suspected Cade was more than what he seemed, but I could never figure it out. I had always been too afraid to ask; terrified my terrible suspicions would prove true. Cade had never opened up to me. I think this is what hurt me the most, that he didn’t trust me enough to talk to me when he needed to. And now I had people warning me to stay away from him. I wanted to understand why.
“Your trust means a great deal to him, Meghan. As secretive as he may seem, he would never betray it,” the Dagda whispered.
I jerked back on the couch, my eyes wide. Had he read my mind?
“How’d you know that’s what I was thinking about?” I croaked.
The Dagda grinned, his pale blue eyes sparkling once again. “It’s written all over your face darling. For as long as I’ve lived, if I haven’t learned anything else, I’ve learned how to read a woman’s face.”
He winked, which made me laugh.
He sobered up again and took a deep breath. “Promise me one thing Meghan, please?”
A hint of sorrow lingered in his words. I gave him my full attention.
“When you do find out, please try to understand. Please remember what he means to you and like you, he cannot help what he is.”
I shuddered. That frightened me. Could Cade’s secret really be so terrible? Could it make me forget I loved him?
I took a long, steadying breath and answered, “I promise. I would never betray his friendship.”
The Dagda nodded, the sadness still burning in his eyes, then clapped his hands together before standing.
“Now, let’s find something to help clean you up so we can return you to the festivities. Midnight draws near, and you’ll not want to miss the show!”
I lifted my hands to my cheeks, wondering how awful I looked after blubbering half the night.
After washing my face and running my fingers through my hair, I rejoined the party. Several couples were lined up in the center of the hall, laughing and kicking up their heels to a lively song. I searched their faces and breathed a sigh of relief when I realized Cade wasn’t among them.
I focused on finding him then. I felt pretty foolish about how I’d behaved earlier so I wanted to apologize if he had noticed. I hoped he hadn’t seen how upset I’d been, but despite my embarrassment, I yearned to be with him for the rest of the night, especially after what Drustan had implied. Perhaps Cade and I could be outcasts together.
My search of the room proved to be fruitless. Just as I decided to give up and find a seat somewhere, I caught a glimpse of Drustan tucked away in another alcove, pressed up against the girl I’d seen Cade with earlier, whispering something in her ear. She seemed to be listening intently to what he said, the distance across the hall doing nothing to hide the expression of horrified shock now taking the place of confusion on her pretty face.
Drustan’s grin revealed his malicious nature and the glint in his eye confirmed my suspicions.
I gritted my teeth. The Morrigan isn’t the only one capable of cruelty in this world, I told myself.
Needing to cool my anger, I crossed the room, heading towards the entrance hall. One of the Dagda’s guards eyed me with curiosity, but kindly stepped aside when I informed him I needed some air. The night hinted of frost, despite the fact it was spring, and only a few people remained standing around the dwindling bonfire.
I wrapped my arms around myself and threw my head back, gazing up at the stars twinkling through the branches high above me.
“They can be overwhelming if you haven’t learned how to deal with them.”
Cade’s voice appearing out of the dark startled me a little. I turned to glance at him and frowned.
“I didn’t display the best behavior in there myself,” I mumbled.
Cold anger seemed to flash across his face and disappear just as quickly. “Drustan o’Ceallaigh had no right to treat you so callously. If word got back to Danua-”
“How did you know?” I cut him off, turning to gaze at him in the semi-dark with wide eyes.
Cade gave me a sad smile. “The Dagda told me.”
“Oh.” I dearly hoped the Dagda hadn’t told him everything . . .
I sighed and cast my worry aside, focusing instead on what Cade had said about Danua.
“My mother wouldn’t care,” I grumbled as I turned to gaze back at the stars.
The gentle touch of Cade’s hands on my shoulders informed me he had moved closer.
“She cares Meghan, believe me, even though she doesn’t show it,” he murmured. “In order to keep the balance of this world, she must not display emotion. Someday she’ll be able to show you her true self. Until then, you’ll just have to believe you have people here who,” Cade paused, as if he were giving careful consideration to his choice of words. He released a tiny sigh and finished, “people who care for you.”
My face warmed. A roughness tinged his voice, making my skin tingle, but I shook the sensation off. I hoped he was right, about having true friends here in the Otherworld. If, for some unforeseen reason things didn’t work out with Cade and me, I had others to help me with my new life. The Dagda, for one, had made it clear I was welcome to stay with him, but I would worry about the details later. Time to change the subject.
I turned my head and peered up at Cade. He was watching me, making sure I didn’t bolt.
“How can you stand those people talking behind your back and treating you with scorn?” I whispered, my tone harsh. “How do you tolerate their constant judgment and ridicule?”
“I learned to ignore them long ago.”
“How long ago? How long does it take to get used to being an outsider?”
I really did want to know. If I was assured that someday the harsh and spiteful words and actions of others would cease to bother me, perhaps I could tough it out for now.
Cade only grinned, the light of the bonfire cutting a fierce shadow across his face.
“That all depends on the person. When you finally understand who you are, really understand, then their indifference won’t seem so bad. Trust me.”
I turned those words over in my head. Trust him. Despite my better judgment, I did trust him. Did he trust me, though? I was tempted to ask him why Drustan and the others shunned him, especially after what the Dagda had said, but I kept those questions at bay. Now didn’t feel like the right time.
Cade took a deep breath and held out a hand. I stared at it for a moment.
“I suggest we head back inside, especially now that I’ve managed to extricate myself from the talons of that little blond harpy,” he said, shuddering in what I liked to think was disgust.
I looked at him with wide eyes and he smiled back at me before continuing, “It’s nearly midnight and we don’t want to miss the spectacle my foster father has planned. Besides, don’t you want to practice dancing for your prom tomorrow night?”
Forgetting my worry, I grinned back and took his hand. The moment we entered the loud hall, Cade pulled me into a fast jig and from that point on I forgot about my earlier jealousy, about Drustan’s rude behavior, about what the Dagda had told me, about my worry over Danua. I was completely absorbed in the music and Cade’s every word and lingering touch.
The Dagda’s musicians played three more songs, one being slower than the rest, and Cade didn’t give me up for any of them. All the awful events of the night seemed to melt away as he hugged me close and led me in a slow dance. I leaned my head against his chest, breathing in his unique scent and letting the smooth rhythm of a Celtic tune sweep me away. I felt, for the first time in weeks, as if this was exactly where I belonged.
Midnight rolled around and the Dagda had everyone clear away from the center of the room. He invited those who wished to display their talents to step up and give us their best. Cade and I watched in amazement and humor as several people tried to impress us with their juggling, acting or mimicking skills. We were encouraged by our host to boo the ones who failed at their task and cheer on anyone showing an unusual talent. By the end of the show, my face hurt from laughing so hard.
Partway through the performance, Cade left to get us some more refreshments. On his way back, one of the Dagda’s guards entered from a side hallway and made a bee line towards him, intercepting him before he could reach me. The man gave a polite bow and handed Cade a rolled parchment sealed with wax. The guard returned to his post in silence as Cade studied the seal with a slight frown.
“What’s the matter Cade?” I called out.
He didn’t seem to hear me. He cracked the wax on the missive and started unrolling it. A sudden flourish of music pulled my attention back towards the dance floor and I laughed out loud when I saw the Dagda, his huge form, leaping from foot to foot, as limber and agile as a gymnast.
A light touch on my shoulder jerked my attention back towards Cade. He had moved closer to me, the piece of parchment held tightly in his hand. His face had turned grim and all the joyous light in his eyes had vanished.
I eyed the crumpled paper and spotted a small symbol on one corner. My heart stopped when I recognized the image. A black bird. A raven. I gestured towards his hand. “What does it say?”
Cade took a breath and ran his fingers through his hair, a sure sign something was distressing him.
“Cade!” I repeated, becoming frantic as I stood up and knocked the goblet I’d been drinking out of to the floor. The cup made a dull crack against the ground, spilling mead on the carpet as well as the stone.
Cade looked up at me, his eyes darkening as his anger rose. “A message from the Morrigan. She is on her way to the dolmarehn that leads into the swamp behind your house. She intends to enter the mortal world with the purpose of killing your family.”
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I didn’t even pause to tell the Dagda I was leaving. The moment Cade told me what the message said, a roaring of some internal emotion flooded my senses. My fingers began to tingle and the little pit of magic next to my heart started glowing again.
I grabbed Cade’s hand and tugged him down the great hall. He came easily with me, his own steps long to match my fast pace.
“If we push Speirling, we should arrive at the dolmarehn in half the time it usually takes. The missive said she was still several hours away from the castle, so with luck and speed, we’ll reach the dolmarehn before she does.”
I was glad Cade was talking, because I had lost the ability to speak. All my body knew at the moment was that we needed to race as fast as possible, back to my family before anything happened to them. If the Morrigan used her power against them, they wouldn’t stand a chance. No Meghan, don’t think, I told myself as the first sob broke free, don’t think about anything. Just get home.
Cade realized my anguish and stopped abruptly, pulling me around by the hand he still held and locking me into a close embrace.
“We’ll get back in time Meghan,” he breathed against my hair, “we’ll get there before she does.”
I returned his embrace, wrapping my arms around him. His heartbeat matched my own, and I wanted nothing more than to lean into Cade; let his simple presence will away my fear and sorrow.
He held me for a few moments more, then just as briskly as he had scooped me up, he released me and pulled me through the huge door of the entrance hall of the Dagda’s home. He darted back inside to grab a cloak, then threw the thick material over my shoulders and wrapped it tight in front of me.
A small group of boys loitering near the bonfire jumped at our sudden burst through the doors.
“My horse, please. The large black stallion,” Cade said sternly.
One boy nodded and darted off. As we waited, I watched the flames of the fire dance and flicker in the breeze. The night would be cold and windy, and I sensed a storm blowing in. My whole body quivered and Cade pressed me close again, smoothing his hand over my hair and murmuring words in the ancient language of this world, none of which I understood.
The young boy returned, tugging Speirling behind him. Fergus trotted silently after him and I heard Meridian’s distressed cries somewhere above us. Before I could so much as take a breath, Cade climbed on top of Speirling’s back and pulled me up to sit in front of him.
“Tell the Dagda we give our apologies, but something urgent has come up,” Cade called down to the startled boys.
He didn’t wait for a reply, but dug his heels into his horse’s sides and we went tearing across the ground, Speirling’s hooves kicking up the dirt of the smooth road.
Cade kept one hand on the reins and one arm around my waist. His grip was protective, possessive even. If we were racing through the dark countryside for any other reason than to save my family from the Morrigan’s wrath, I would have been tickled pink. Well, and a bit terrified of falling and being trampled. I took what little comfort I could in Cade’s arms and tried not to let my mind descend into hysteria.
Unfortunately, my mind paid no attention to me. Mom, Dad, the twins . . . Bradley and Logan. Aiden. That’s when I lost what remained of my feeble composure; thinking of Aiden. My baby brother, the one who looked most like me even though we weren’t blood related. Aiden was the most helpless of them all. Not able to help myself any longer, I turned my head and buried it in Cade’s shoulder and simply let the tears come. He started murmuring to me in those ancient words again as we sped through the night, but the agony in my heart just wouldn’t go away.
Speirling ran the entire way, never seeming to tire. Thank goodness he was an Otherworldly horse or else he might have died from the effort.
Dawn’s first light touched the horizon as we came up over a final rise in the rolling countryside, and the dolmarehn leading to Cade’s castle towered into view. Cade gave his horse another nudge and we went flying down the hill, Fergus and Meridian, miraculously, still on our heels.
I must have dozed off during the night, despite the jarring ride and bite of the wind and rain that had finally caught up to us and despite the gnawing worry over my family. I felt stiff and groggy, and grit gathered at the corners of my eyes. Cade didn’t slow Speirling as we entered the large dolmarehn. The familiar strangeness that always overcame me when crossing through these portals tugged at me, but the transition was quick and in the next breath we were thundering down the trail running alongside the stream behind Cade’s home.
“Not long now Meghan. Only ten more miles or so and we’ll be at the dolmarehn that will take us to your family.”
I nodded, tightening my grip on the arm wrapped around my middle and trying to ignore the horrible dread coiling up in my stomach. What if we were too late? How could I live with myself if the Morrigan killed my family? I dashed those thoughts from my mind. They only fed my anxiety and I needed to be clear-headed right now.
The early morning sun bathed the countryside in golden light, doing its best to warm the land before the storm arrived. We had jumped ahead of the clouds by passing through the dolmarehn, but they would reach us soon. I hoped we’d be in the mortal world by then.
“Just beyond those hills Meghan, only a little further,” Cade murmured, his voice no more than an inch above my ear.
We broke free of the woods and I spotted the castle below and to the left of us. I gazed out across the wide valley, remembering the first time I’d found myself in the Otherworld. It seemed like ages ago, when I’d been foolish enough to fall into the Morrigan’s trap and come so close to dying. I shook my head, forcing those awful thoughts away. I was with Cade now, and with any luck we wouldn’t even see the Morrigan today.
My skin began to crawl. It had been a long time since she’d bothered to harass me, and even on the few occasions she sent her reminders (the demon bats and the strange pig), the resulting injuries barely left a mark. Okay, maybe the cut I got from the evil bat was bad, but in general, I managed to escape relatively unscathed. I should have realized she was preparing something far worse.
“Come on,” Cade growled, kicking Speirling into a faster pace.
We descended the hill beside the castle and Cade’s horse picked up his gait once we reached the fields, breathing heavily because of his efforts.
Speirling turned a final bend and when the trail leading up to the dolmarehn came into view, Cade released something between a horrified gasp and a curse, jerking on the stallion’s reins in his state of shock. Speirling let loose a distressed whinny, rising up onto his hind legs and falling back to keep his balance. Fergus started barking and Meridian’s fearful screeches rained down from above.
I clung to Cade and the saddle, trying to stay seated. I made an attempt to figure out what was going on, but the hood of the cloak obscured my view. Once the horse lowered his forelegs to the ground, I glanced up, drew the hood back, and trained my eyes ahead of us.
I nearly fell from Speirling’s back as my face drained of all color. There, curling around the base of the hill like some menacing fog, stood an army of dark, terrifying faelah. But what drew my attention the most was the woman who blocked our path several hundred feet away. I was confused for a split-second. The message claimed she was on her way to kill my family, so why would she be standing here below the path to the dolmarehn, waiting with her minions? Why wasn’t she climbing up the trail to pass into the mortal world?
Cade’s arm tightened on me for a mere second, and in that moment I knew. Of course . . . My brain was worse for the wear right now, after spending the entire night playing freeze tag with my emotions while flying across the countryside on horseback, worried sick about my parents and my brothers. At least, that’s the excuse I made for myself.
The Morrigan never planned to kill my family. She’d set this up, just like last time. She’d drawn me, and Cade as well, into her nice, neat little trap. She guessed I would come to save my family. She pieced together exactly what to say in order to draw me out into the open, far away from the Dagda, the one Faelorehn (besides my uncaring mother) who possessed the most magic to protect me. Now we were alone, terribly outnumbered and miles upon miles away from anyone who might help.
I gritted my teeth and kicked myself mentally. She’d done it again. She had tricked me again. And this time I couldn’t even blame it on my own ignorance. I now understood what the Morrigan was capable of and I had a terrible feeling the price for my foolishness would be far greater than what I was willing to pay.
* * *
The soot-grey clouds that followed us from the Dagda’s started gathering overhead and the rugged hills framing the valley seemed to cower in anticipation for what was to come. I tried to find solace in those hills; in the scattered trees growing on their peaks, but the small valley we now stood in brought to mind a bear trap, ready to snap shut and cripple me.
The faelah moved quickly and orderly, making a quarter mile wide semi-circle to enclose Cade and me, with the largest of them standing guard at our backs. Yes, the trap was set.
Neither Cade nor I said a word, nor did we look at each other. What could we say or recognize in one another’s eyes that we didn’t already know? The Morrigan had won. Her patience had finally paid off, and she’d won. I’d forgotten about Cade’s hold on me, but then he loosened his grip and leaned forward.
“I’m going to get off the horse now,” he whispered next to my ear, his voice revealing only a trace of the emotion he kept bottled up.
I nodded, not looking back at him. I thought it wise to keep my eye on the enemy, one that stood eerily still. The faelah were waiting for our next move, most likely. Cade slid off of Speirling’s back, reaching up to lift me down. The horse danced nervously away, but not too far. I didn’t like the way some of the Morrigan’s monsters eyed him, as if they thought he’d be a quick and easy snack.
Something cold and wet pressed against my hand and my first instinct was to jerk it away. Fortunately, I didn’t screech as well. I glanced down and sighed with relief when I realized it was only Fergus offering me comfort, and not some slimy creepy crawly thing of the Morrigan’s.
Taking the wolfhound’s cue, Meridian swooped down from the storm clouds and landed on my shoulder. Her feathers were ruffled from the wind and our break-neck journey, but other than that, she looked no worse for wear. I understood the spirit guides couldn’t protect me from whatever the Morrigan had planned, she was just too powerful, but their presence comforted me nonetheless.
Something warm and reassuring laced with my fingers and I glanced down to find Cade’s hand gripping my own. I squeezed back and took a deep, shuddering breath. We were in this together. This was my fault, the Morrigan wanted me, but Cade would not abandon me. And I knew why she was after me. She craved my raw magic, magic that was supposed to be far stronger than any other in Eile, save for the natural power of the Faelorehn high lords and ladies themselves: the Celtic gods and goddesses. Too bad my glamour didn’t seem to be working. You’ve wasted your time! I wanted to scream. Turns out I can’t even get it to leave my body. Unfortunately, I didn’t think she would believe me.
Taking a deep breath, Cade stepped forward, pulling me along with him. As we moved closer, I tried not to stare at the creatures standing on either side of the goddess. Many I recognized, both from their visits to the mortal world and from my first trip here. They were all dark in color and most of them resembled the rotting corpses of something long dead. They all stared at me, some without eyes, as if they were merely waiting for a single word or signal from their master to devour me. I blanched and Cade pulled me closer.
Ahead, the Morrigan waited, her dark cloak and skirts and black hair dancing in the wind. I didn’t think I would ever get used to her imposing presence. I wouldn’t be surprised if the storm held back its intense fury simply because she told it to.
Eventually we stopped walking and came to rest several feet in front of the Morrigan and the ten hellhounds standing by her side. I eyed them warily, their rotting flesh and glowing eyes still unsettling despite my many visits to the Otherworld.
“We wish to go to the dolmarehn,” Cade said, his voice strong and clear.
The creatures growled, grunted and rattled in response to his statement, but they held their places.
“I do not see why you would,” the Morrigan responded in a bored fashion. “There is nothing in the mortal world worth going back to.”
My eyes grew wide and for a moment I thought I might pass out. Cade dropped my hand and put his arm around me instead.
“Meghan,” he whispered, taking hold of my chin and lifting my eyes to meet his.
“No,” I murmured as the tears began to form.
Cade whipped his head around and cast a hard glare at the Morrigan.
“You lie!” he hissed, and his constricting grasp on me only reflected my own thoughts. She very well might not be lying.
The goddess rolled her eyes. “I’m afraid you are right, dear Caedehn, much to my chagrin. Time constraints, you know. I’ll simply wait and exterminate the mortal vermin after we are done here.”
I almost passed out again, this time from the rush of relief coursing through me.
“And what, exactly, are we doing here?”
The strength in Cade’s voice helped rally my spirits. Well, at least enough so that he didn’t need to hold me up any longer.
“Isn’t it obvious? You’ve been hiding this poor misguided creature for weeks, bringing her here to Eile and secretly flaunting her before all sorts of Faelorehn, and I thought the time had come to remove her from your negative influence.”
I stood up straight then, giving the woman a quizzical glare. What?
“Do explain yourself,” Cade demanded through clenched teeth.
“I’ve drawn you out in order to claim fosterage of this lost Faelorehn girl.”
“She doesn’t need fostering,” Cade snapped.
“Oh, but Caedehn! All Faelorehn are fostered! Do you want poor Meghan here to be an outcast when she makes Eile her permanent home? In order to be accepted among the highest circles she must be fostered by one of the kings or queens of the Otherworld.”
“She does not need to be fostered if she lives 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.”
Under Danua’s roof? He must be buying time because I knew that was never going to happen. I was also pretty certain should Cade grow any tenser, he just might shatter from the effort of keeping still. But that wasn’t my greatest concern. I listened carefully to what the Morrigan said, each passing word making my stomach knot with unease. Oh, she wanted to ‘foster’ me alright, but not because she felt concerned about my social status and reputation.
“Her own mother has shunned her, or so that’s the word being passed around the Faelorehn courts,” the Morrigan continued, her tone adamant, “and 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.”
I gave Cade a surprised look. His negative response had been sharper than my own.
“I’ll take responsibility for her,” he continued.
In any other situation, my heart would’ve sung with happiness, but now was not the time for rejoicing.
The Morrigan smiled, though her expression held no humor. “You have no right, my dear boy. Not being one of the kings or queens 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.”
It took a few moments for the Morrigan’s words to register. After all, she was speaking of Otherworldly matters and class systems, things as foreign to me as Eile itself. But what did she mean by Cade needing authorization from a guardian or blood relation? I assumed the guardian she mentioned could only be the Dagda, but he wasn’t here. Or he could ask a blood relation for permission, and she wouldn’t grant hers. Wait . . . What?
I snapped my gaze up, taking in the goddess standing before me. Her eyes narrowed in something between suspicion and annoyance. I turned my head and blinked up at Cade. He wouldn’t meet my eyes.
“What does she mean, she won’t grant her permission?”
My question came out as a whisper, but from Cade’s slight flinch I knew he’d heard me over the growing storm and the sickening chatter and growling coming from the army of faelah.
In the next moment, I realized the Morrigan had caught wind of my words as well. She laughed, a long, cruel, self-obsessive laugh, rumbling through the threatening air like thunder. I trembled, for I sensed her power building all around us like lightning charging the thick, heavy atmosphere.
“Oh my dear girl,” she chuckled, wiping a tear from her eye, “are you telling me that my sweet little Caedehn hasn’t disclosed the degree of our relationship yet?”
Cade remained absolutely still next to me, and my skin began to turn hot. I had a horrible suspicion I was about to learn something dreadful. The secret Cade had kept from me all this time, the thing everyone else seemed to be aware of, except me. The sting of tears prickled at my eyes, and I fought them. Cade was supposed to be the one to tell me this, not my worst enemy.
The Morrigan grinned and locked eyes with Cade. The expression on her cruel, beautiful face conveying her barely retained glee.
“Why, he is my one and only son. And I am his dear mother.”
I didn’t mean to gasp, honestly, I didn’t. It just kind of slipped out. In fact, I hardly registered the act because I was too busy being bludgeoned over the head with shock. The Morrigan. Cade’s mother!? Oh. My. God. He was the son of a goddess? Oh, and now his disgust at my assumption the year before made perfect sense. No, not his girlfriend; his mother. Blood relation. Not an aunt or a cousin, but his mother!
“Not that I ever wanted a son, and Cade is proof as to why,” she sneered, the look of enjoyment now replaced with annoyance and disgust. “He’s been a severe disappointment since birth. A complete nuisance.”
She turned her harsh glare on her son, the air all but crackling with dark red fire around her. I had pulled away from him but he still held on to me, tightly, as if afraid I would bolt like a rabbit.
The Morrigan continued, “All I asked of you, Caedehn, was for you to keep my Earth-happy minions in line and to rein in any lost Faelorehn that might be useful. And here you have the unwanted progeny of Danua and some Fomorian whelp, a combination you know is volatile and oh so full of magical potential, and you’ve kept her away from me all this time. Was that so much for a mother to ask of her son? To bring such treasures back to me? But no, you refused.”
“You act as if I had a choice!” Cade retorted, finally releasing me and letting his anger show. I sensed it curling around him and he seemed to grow larger.
Far too much power brewed around me, what with the Morrigan and Cade’s barely contained rage, the restlessness of all the faelah surrounding us and the angry storm above. I backed away slowly, afraid this gathering of power might somehow inadvertently destroy me.
I could just make out Speirling, skirting along the edge of the circle, only the unpleasant smell and chatter coming from the Morrigan’s monsters keeping him in the valley. I had half a mind to run to him, leap onto his back, and force him to jump over the smaller creatures, but I would never leave Cade. He was the son of the Morrigan, but that hardly seemed to matter. Yes, I found it intimidating, but he was my friend, more than my friend. I loved him, and just like I’d promised the Dagda, I wouldn’t leave him.
“You placed a geis on me, remember?”
Cade’s hard voice snapped me back to the present. I best pay attention if we wanted to get out of this alive. Should survival even be an option at this point . . .
The Morrigan snorted. “A geis you broke.”
“Please Mother,” he countered in disgust, “our people have been breaking geasa since the beginning of time. What choice do we have?”
“It doesn’t matter. Whether you had broken your geis or not, you still would’ve failed.”
“Of course I would have,” Cade said roughly. “No matter what I choose to do, you’ll never be satisfied. You’ll never stop taking your anger with my father out on me.”
The Morrigan turned with frightening speed and her black skirts billowed around her, forming menacing clouds mirroring those hovering above us.
“Your father,” she hissed, “took advantage of my good graces!”
Cade laughed out loud. “Your good graces? He tricked you, plain and simple, after you tried to beguile him. So really, you have only yourself to blame.”
It seemed they had forgotten my presence, not a difficult feat considering I’d been practically struck dumb, and from where I stood, this conversation had been a long time coming. I arched an eyebrow when Cade glanced back at me. The look of guilt on his face suggested there was more unsettling information to come. Oh well. Nothing that was said or happened from this point on would change the way I felt about him and I was pretty sure I’d already learned the worst.
The Morrigan bared her teeth. “Cuchulainn was a fool, and he died a fool as well.”
For the second time that night, my raw senses were doused with another helping of shock. So much for being prepared. Somehow between the roaring in my ears, the pounding of my heart, and the short-circuiting of my nerve endings, I found my voice, “Cuchulainn is your father?! And the Morrigan your mother?”
A cold numbness rushed to the tips of my fingers and toes. How ironic that the people at the Dagda’s party had been telling stories of Cuchulainn only a few hours ago. But how could Cuchulainn, the Hound of Cullen, the seemingly invincible warrior hero of Celtic lore, be Cade’s father? I couldn’t recall ever reading or hearing about the Morrigan hooking up with Cuchulainn, but there was the time she’d tried to bait him in one of the epics I’d read.
“Wait,” I glanced up at the Morrigan, ignoring the brewing hatred on her face, “you tried to seduce Cuchulainn, but he knew what you were up to.” Or so the old legend had implied as much.
She crossed her arms and snorted. “Didn’t keep him from pretending to take me up on my offer. He only used me and cast me aside when he was through.”
“Just as you are trying to use and cast aside Cade?” I braved. Hey, we were cornered and most likely done for. Might as well get everything out in the open.
The Morrigan turned burning scarlet eyes on me. “Don’t you dare judge me you pathetic 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 ignored my blush and grumbled, “What are you talking about? I’m only now finding out about his parentage, and as surprising as it may be, none of it matters to me.”
Cade stiffened next to me. I gulped. Had I given myself away; confessed what I’d been holding secret for so long? And, in the midst of all that was happening, did it matter anymore?
The Morrigan darted her eyes between us. For once, she seemed utterly befuddled. Then her composure melted into pure, malicious humor.
“What is this? Caedehn! Have you kept everything from the poor girl? No wonder she doesn’t run from you in disgust, like all the rest.”
I bristled. What did she mean, all the rest? I glanced up at Cade and, judging by his averted eyes, the anger must be clear on my face. It only lasted a few moments though. If he really was the son of Cuchulainn and the Morrigan, then he was very old, despite how young he appeared. Of course he’d had girlfriends before me. I couldn’t hold it against him, but from what the Morrigan just said, there was more to it than that.
“So,” the Morrigan continued, her voice sickly sweet, “you’ve never seen his riastrad before, his battle fury?”
Cade blanched and I froze. Riastrad, battle fury . . . A memory flashed through my mind, of me dying beside the dolmarehn and Cade contorting into something terrifying and grotesque. My face must have given me away because the Morrigan cackled with glee, her features momentarily faded into those of the crone she sometimes depicted. I shook in disgust.
“Oh, this is too much! Oh Cade, dearest, I think I shall prolong your girlfriend’s death, so she can get a good last look at you; see what you truly are.”
“No!” Cade shouted, cutting his hand through the air and stepping in front of me. “No, you won’t hurt Meghan.”
“But Cade, my pets are so lonely and they wish to play.”
She lifted her arms and the earth on either side of her cracked and rumbled. Fear rushed through me like an icy poison in my blood. Apparently, negotiations were over.
The five hellhounds on opposite sides of her whined and started writhing as the goddess took up a chant, one that seemed to incite the magic of the earth and sky around us. I watched with revulsion as the Cumorrig broke apart in front of me and grow into something far more terrifying than what they were. I clung to Cade’s arm, peeking around him as the horror unfolded. The other faelah must have been nervous as well, for they began keening as they crawled over one another. I got the impression they desperately wanted to flee, but the Morrigan’s spell held them in place.
The chanting deepened and the hounds grew in size. Their snouts elongated, the rotting skin stretching completely away to reveal bloody bone and long, wicked canine teeth beneath. Tangled, shaggy black hair sprouted behind their ears and down their necks, like a dark lion’s mane. Their hind legs lengthened, pushing their new, massive size skyward, and their forelegs grew even longer as a set of long, curved claws replaced their hands.
When the transformation was complete, they stood around seven feet tall, their eyes glowing violet, their faces caught in a continuous snarl of hatred and agony. I glanced down and the reason for their cries of pain became apparent. Where their rib cages should have been were great, gaping holes dripping with blood, gore and what looked suspiciously like maggots.
I couldn’t take it anymore. Still clinging to Cade, I turned my head and almost threw up. If by some miracle I survived this, I would need therapy for the rest of my life. Cade turned and kneeled down beside me, pushing the hair away from my face and speaking the calm, foreign words he always did when trying to comfort me. I felt foolish. Losing my cool wouldn’t help in my attempts to prove to Cade I could handle the Faelorehn way of life.
“Come now Caedehn. I grow weary of this little game. Simply hand the girl over to me so you can get over your irrational little infatuation.”
“Why, so you can steal her magic as well? Tell me Mother, how many had to die in order for you to complete that nasty trick?”
Cade inclined his head towards the new monsters, the ones that used to be the Cumorrig.
I studied them through the curtain of hair Cade had failed to brush back with the rest.
“Unimportant creatures, all of them,” she hissed, her fists balled at her sides.
“Your greed and disrespect for Eile’s bounty will one day come back to haunt you,” Cade retorted.
“Maybe, but not before I get that delicious magic from your little half-breed. Now hand her over!”
Cade stood, pulling me up with him, then tugged me close and wrapped his arms around me, as if trying to make me a physical part of him. A heartbeat passed and the first drops of the storm’s rain pelted the back of my neck. Not a good omen.
“No,” Cade said, his voice rumbling through my core, making my dormant magic tingle to life. Oh, if only it would cooperate for me!
“No?” the Morrigan boomed. “You have no right to refuse me, a queen of the Faelorehn, goddess to the Celts. You don’t stand a chance. I’ll have my creatures fight you Cade, and riastrad or no riastrad, you are no match for them.”
Cade relaxed a little and nodded his head.
“I know, but I’ll not give her up.”
Finally, Cade released me and put me at arms’ length before turning to his mother. “I’ll fight your faelah, and if I win you will forfeit your claim on Meghan.”
The Morrigan snorted again.
“If they win, I offer you all of my glamour in exchange for her safety. After all, I too am the product of a volatile combination and my magic is rather potent as well.”
“No!” I shouted.
The rain was coming down harder now, chilling my skin to match my emotions.
The Morrigan’s eyes lit up. “Now that might be enough to tempt me. You do realize the price of your sacrifice, don’t you my boy? There is only one way for me to get to your power.”
Cade nodded again, his face unreadable.
“I know. I’ll swear a blood oath to seal my offer if I must.”
Several creatures hissed and the Morrigan gave a small scream of triumph. “Very well my dearest. Do give me your oath then.”
I glanced between the two of them, fear and confusion fluttering around in my head. I heard the restless chatter of the faelah, the snort and rumble of Cade’s horse behind me, the whine of Fergus and the screech of Meridian somewhere far above. The wind had lessened, but it still drove my hair into my face, and now I had the freezing rain to contend with. However, none of that was important.
“How will she get your magic Cade? What must happen? Can you fight ten of those things?”
I was babbling, but I had to have some answers.
Cade turned his face to me, and for the first time since stumbling into this hellhole I noticed just how dark his eyes had grown; how pale his skin had become.
“Cade?”
“Your safety is all that matters right now. My magic is only slightly stronger than yours at the moment. You are a greater source of power Meghan, but it’s untried and unknown. Let me do this before she discovers the potential of your own power; before she changes her mind.”
That didn’t answer my question and, in fact, only stirred up more of them. Cade released my shoulders and turned towards his mother.
“I’ll fight your ten transformed Cumorrig to the death. If I stand alive at the end, you will no longer hunt Meghan, nor will you harm her family. If I am defeated, you may take my power before it is returned to Eile and leave Meghan alone.”
I stood, rigid in shock. No. No!
“Cade! No! You will not sacrifice yourself for me!”
I yanked on his arm, trying to get him to look at me. He pulled away easily and drew his long dagger out of its sheath, dragging the blade across his left hand. I gaped in horror as blood welled up.
Cade held up his hand, the red slash running diagonally from the bottom of his index finger to his wrist, for all to see. “I fight this battle, and win or lose, you don’t touch Meghan.”
The Morrigan crossed her arms and sneered. “You are truly willing to risk your life for some worthless half-breed faeling?”
Her son said nothing, only glared at her with the same grim look on his face, his palm held up to the sky, the blood dripping down his arm to be washed away by the rain.
“If she is so worthless, then you wouldn’t go to such trouble to have her. No, she is important, and I will forfeit my life to save hers if need be.”
“Fool!” the goddess spat, moving forward aggressively. “You utter fool!”
She was now only a few feet away from him, and although he towered over her, her very presence made her larger than the rest of us. Reaching into her bodice, the Morrigan pulled out a long, thin knife and drew it across her own palm. She and Cade clasped hands, both looking as if they were trying to break each other’s arms.
I could only stare and gape. How could this be happening? Even the mere thought of Cade dying, of not having him by my side, of no longer feeling his presence, made it close to impossible to breathe.
Cade stepped away from the Morrigan and moved closer to me. He placed his hands on either side of my face, pushing his fingers into my hair and letting his thumbs rest against my skin. My pulse quickened and the numbness suffusing my nerves began to fade away. I didn’t even care that one of his palms was sliced open and probably leaving blood on my face.
“Meghan, there is something I need to tell you, in case this doesn’t work out the way I hope,” he said softly. “Something I should have told you a long time ago.”
I held my breath, waiting for his words, but he simply gazed at me, his eyes so intense they were unable to settle on one single color.
What? I thought. What do I need to know? Something about how to defend myself against these things you’re about to fight, in case you fail? Some trick to get my pitiful magic to work so I can help you? Another shocking secret you’ve kept from me? What? Don’t you dare tell me you are going to die!
The moment stretched on forever, and I started to think of all the things I needed to tell him. Only problem was, all my words wanted to come flooding out at once and they got jammed up, like pebbles trying to pour from a bottleneck.
Finally Cade spoke, his voice calm, quiet, serious. “I love you.”
Before my brain had a chance to register his declaration, it was thrown into a whirlwind of jumbled thoughts and emotions as he leaned down and kissed me as if the world were about to crumble to pieces all around us.
 


-Eighteen-
Riastrad
 

The kiss began as something gentle but soon deepened, and for a moment I forgot all about the chaos that was moments away from unfurling like a black cloud of death. Cade dug his fingers further into my hair, lowering one hand to my back as he pressed me closer. Of their own accord, my arms wrapped around him and I kissed him back with fervor. What had he said before all of this? Oh, yes. He loved me. That only made my stomach flip over again and I swore I sensed my stubborn magic burning fiercely through my blood.
Before I was ready, Cade broke the kiss and pulled away, leaving us both gasping for breath. He placed his right hand against my cheek and kissed me one more time, this one without all of the passion of the one before it. He let go of me, then turned and walked away, not bothering to glance back, as if he had already lost the battle and couldn’t see me anymore.
A sob broke free from my throat, and only then did I realize how close to breaking I was. I hurried towards him, reaching my hands out, but some invisible barrier blocked me, knocking my hand aside. What the heck?
“Ah, ah, ah little faeling,” the Morrigan crooned as she stepped away from her mutated Cumorrig. “No interference from outside parties allowed.”
The goddess reached up as if to caress my hair, but her fingers also met with the invisible shield, this one administering a slight shock. She hissed and drew her hand back, cursing in the language of Eile. She sounded bitter and angry, but I was too intent on Cade to care what she said or thought. If she somehow managed to drag me off by the hair at that moment, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t even notice.
The circle of various faelah closed in around us, creating a dark ring of monsters. Speirling had finally found an opening and had trotted off, as far away from the battle as possible, and Fergus and Meridian were nowhere in sight. I didn’t care. The only thing I cared about was Cade and the ten Cumorrig he was about to fight. Cade was tall and strong, but the grotesque hellhounds were taller and appeared stronger.
“How are you going to defeat them Cade?” I whispered as the tears fell down my face.
The cold rain lashed at me and the wind chilled me even further. As the creatures circled around Cade, I began chewing at my fingernails. He didn’t stand a chance. Suddenly a surge of anger hit me and the burning next to my heart heightened. I cried out in pain, wondering if the shock of everything that was happening would cause heart failure.
I glanced up to check if the monsters had attacked yet, only to fall back down on my rump in surprise. The beasts had made a circle around Cade, but he stood absolutely still, his arms held open at his sides, palms facing out, his head bowed in concentration. I could almost make out the rage and aggression pouring off of him, like heat waves rising off a road in the desert.
With sudden violence, one shoulder dislocated with a tremendous CRACK, then the other. His hair grew and formed into spikes and something that looked disturbingly like blood gathered at their points. The rain pelted down, making it run in crimson rivulets down his pale face. One of his eyes swelled to an unnatural size and I was sure it would burst out of his head. His clothing tore as he grew larger and more like one of the Morrigan’s monsters.
There was one last crackling of joints and Cade stood transformed, slightly taller than the creatures surrounding him, but exuding a fury that terrified me. I gaped at him, my eyes gone wide, my tears long dried up. So this is what the Morrigan had been talking about. This transformation that had made Cade a pariah among his peers. This is what I’d witnessed when I nearly died a year ago.
I blinked up at the Morrigan, standing only a few feet away from me. She looked smug, eyeing me with condescending dislike.
“Who would want such a monster?” she crooned. “It’s clear you’ve never seen my son overcome with his battle fury, this warp spasm. It’s a shame he’s sacrificing himself for you.”
She sighed, having the nerve do sound like she cared. “If only I had convinced him to go into riastrad before making the blood oath, it might have saved me so much trouble. You would’ve seen him in this form,” she waved at her newly transformed son, now carefully eyeing the creatures that circled him, looking for a weak spot, “and like the others, you would have run away screaming. Eventually, he would have gotten over you and then I’d be free to seek you on my own, taking what I wanted. Now I’m going to lose a very useful tool.”
My anger blossomed and spilled over. “I don’t care about the riastrad.” I turned my eyes on her, my voice raw with emotion. “I love Cade. I would never leave him for something he has no control over. He cannot help who he is; who his parents are.”
“Too bad,” she snickered, nodding her head in Cade’s direction, “because after tonight he will certainly be leaving you.”
I shouldn’t have looked because the battle had begun. I cried out when the long, clawed arm of one of the monsters swung out and made contact with Cade’s own arm. But the move had been meant as a block and he quickly twisted the limb of the creature until it broke free of its body. The Cumorrig howled in pain, and I swallowed back bile. Cade, in this horrible form, was brutal, fighting like a feral animal. His grotesque appearance almost made it hard to distinguish him from his adversaries.
The Morrigan yawned in a bored fashion as the battle raged on. A gust of wind and a sheet of rain slammed into us, driving me to the ground once more. I had long given up trying to keep my knees from getting muddy and the cloak I wore was already drenched.
“Such a shame, really,” the Morrigan said above me. “He is far more useful to me alive than dead. Who is going to fetch back my dear little pets from the mortal world when he’s gone?”
I swallowed, the lump in my throat proving to be an obstacle. No. Cade would not die. He could not.
“He won’t die,” I whispered, my head down.
I tried to ignore the sounds of the fight. The last time I glanced up, Cade had destroyed two of the monsters. I had no way of distinguishing between his shouts of outrage and their cries of pain. I guess I should try finding solace in knowing that if I could still hear them fighting, then the battle still continued. And if the battle still continued, Cade was still alive.
The Morrigan’s laughter started out as a quiet chuckle, but soon rose to match the thunder overhead. “Oh, dear girl! He’ll not survive this fight! Do you have any concept of the amount of magic I poured into my Cumorrig?”
She leaned over me and willed me to meet her eyes. Reluctantly, I did. The irises were no longer deep red, but swirling with living flames. Her glamour at work. My stomach turned. I didn’t want to know what amount of magic she poured into her diabolical creations. Nor did I want to know how many lives had been sacrificed to gain that power.
Minutes seemed to pass, hours maybe, and I sat there, helpless with nothing but the Morrigan’s horrible commentary to shred apart my nerves. Eventually, Cade managed to kill a third monster, then a fourth and fifth. When two more died, I started to hope. Three left, only three more. I ignored the signs that Cade was tiring; convinced myself the bloodstains didn’t belong to him. The storm raged on above us and the faelah surrounding the small valley kept up their disturbing chatter.
Another Cumorrig down, then another. Only one left. My heart swelled with hope. Cade would defeat it, like he defeated all the others. But he appeared so weary, as if all of his magic had burned away, leaving nothing but a shell.
I watched, my lungs struggling to draw breath as the two of them circled one another. Cade struck at the monster, but the Cumorrig deflected his swing. This last attack had taken too much energy from Cade. He staggered back, his head bowed as he caught his breath, and the remaining Cumorrig reached back with its massive arm and plunged its long claws into Cade’s abdomen.
“NO!” I screeched, running forward, tripping over the clumps of moss, grass and stones dotting the wide field as I tore through the magical barrier that had held me back all this time.
Crying, I pushed myself up, ignoring the sting in my left wrist, and gazed past my tears and the pelting rain to catch a glimpse of Cade again. Only fifty feet or so away, I spotted him. He was slumped over, the tips of the monster’s claws protruding from his back. The riastrad was leaving him. His battle fury was coming to an end and he was beginning to change back into the form I knew so well. With agonizing effort, he reached up, grabbed a hold of the monster’s grizzled hair, and violently twisted its head, breaking its neck and killing it. Reaching down, Cade grasped the faelah’s arm and slowly pulled the claws out of his stomach.
Another sob broke free, and I reached out my hand, though I was too far away. Cade dropped the arm and the creature crumpled to the ground. He stood for a few moments, turning as if he were intoxicated, until he found me. His eye had returned to its normal size and he was no longer as large as he’d been.
He gazed at me and I barely detected the last dregs of his battle fury blazing in his eyes. He smiled then, and for the first time ever, I noticed the beginning of tears in his eyes. He looked horrible. He was deathly pale and splattered with blood, despite the rain. I followed his left shoulder, down to where his hand covered the wound in his side. I should not have done that. Blood spilled freely from the holes left by the Cumorrig’s claws and it didn’t seem likely to stop.
“No, Cade. We’ll find someone to fix it.” My voice hitched on another sob as I pathetically tried to comfort him.
He opened his mouth to say something to me, but a hacking cough took the place of words. He doubled over, a thin stream of blood spilling from the corner of his mouth. With one last gasp he collapsed to the ground.
“No!” I screamed again, crawling across the rain-soaked field, ignoring my injured wrist.
I blocked out the unmoving bodies of the mutilated Cumorrig that lay scattered about. I only stopped after reaching Cade, and when I did, I nearly fell in anguish. He lay on his back, his hand still clutching his side, his eyes staring lifeless up into the storm clouds above.
I refused to accept what I was seeing. I sat down, rolled his head into my lap, and began stroking his face. His hair was a mess and I smoothed it away from his forehead. He must have been tired after such a fight, so I closed his eyes for him, tears streaming down my cheeks as my heart shattered.
“No Cade, no,” I murmured between sobs. “No, you aren’t gone, you’ll get better. You just need to rest.”
But I knew. I’d known the moment the last monster impaled him. He’d been too overwhelmed by such a large number of foes, there had been just too many. I squeezed my eyes shut and let the despair flood over me.
“Why didn’t you let me help you?” I whispered when my throat stopped aching long enough to allow words.
I scooped him up and let his head rest against my shoulder as I rocked him like a mother rocking her infant to sleep, and all around me the storm raged on. The faelah that had been surrounding us all this time, watching and barely reining in their desire to join the fray, started their complaints again.
“Such a pity,” I heard above me. But the voice held no pity at all.
“Such a waste of useful talent. Really, so foolish. I should have refused his blood oath, but oh, the boy has always been headstrong.”
I was too distraught to respond, to even think of how I should respond. I simply sat on the wet ground, holding Cade close and denying that he was gone.
“Well, I am a very busy goddess and I’ll ask you to please move out of the way. I’m owed quite a large amount of magic, and when someone is so freshly sacrificed as Caedehn is now, their power is even more potent.”
I didn’t move. My mind had started to buzz, and a strange, warm tingling began to bloom in my chest once again. Another reminder of my useless, pathetic, worthless magic. Why must it be so weak! Why did my glamour refuse to work for me! Why didn’t it help me save Cade?!
“Move strayling! Once I take the power owed to me, I’ll break through the barrier created by his oath and take yours as well! Drop that corpse and obey me, or I’ll make your death far more hellish than his!”
Something burst in me then, something next to my heart, and for a few seconds I thought one of my major arteries had ruptured, spilling blood into the gaping hole in my chest. I didn’t collapse, though, nor did I begin to convulse. In fact, I felt light and full of energy. I took a deep breath and rose to my feet. Funny, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say I was floating. I stepped away from Cade, but not so far away that the Morrigan could get to him without pushing past me.
And that’s when I realized the overwhelming awareness flooding my senses reminded me of my magic, only this time it was ten times more powerful than before. A rush of warm and cool sensations coursed through me like waves crashing against the shore, and a delicious realization pierced my mind: my glamour was finally fully awake and ready to do my bidding. My fear of the Morrigan had vanished, and for the moment I cast my grief aside.
“Cade might have sworn a blood oath with you, but I didn’t!”
And then I let my raw power free, willing the swirling essence to take full control and forcing it to the tips of my fingers, exactly as Cade had taught me. This time, my glamour didn’t stop there. The new experience was the most exhilarating thing in the world, like a pure rush of adrenalin but far more intoxicating. The magic left my fingertips in a bright flash and sprung forth from my hair. I imagined I looked like some terrifying angel of vengeance, standing in my ruined Beltaine party dress with Cade’s lifeless body at my feet, my arms spread wide, my head thrown back with my hair flaring out all around like a dark halo.
The earth trembled beneath my feet and the wind and rain stopped. I dared to open my eyes. The clouds above had parted, creating a column of sunlight shining down upon me. I lowered my head and gazed at the carnage scattered over the field and gaped. All of the faelah, every last one of them from the huge, bear-like creatures down to the ones that were no bigger than mice, lay strewn across the valley floor, charred black.
I shot my glance up at the Morrigan and saw on her face something I never thought to witness in my life: fear. She had paled and her ever-present confidence seemed to vanish. Despite my torn heart, I grinned with malicious vengeance because I sensed my own power surging once again. I lifted my arms, admiring the beautiful blue lightning crackling between my fingers, and summoned all the magic I had left. With a cry of anguish and loathing, I threw my arms forward, channeling all of my power directly at the Morrigan. I doubted I’d be able to kill her, but I was pretty sure I could do a good deal of damage.
The goddess’ eyes went wide with shock, but before I got the chance to so much as singe her perfect hair, she clapped her palms together above her head, spoke an ancient word of power, and transformed into a huge raven. My blue lightning missed her by inches, and as she squawked and let the winds of the fading storm carry her away, I collapsed onto the ground next to Cade.
My body was drained, both mentally and physically. And magically if I was being completely honest. I now understood what Cade had been talking about with regards to magic. Too bad he wasn’t here to enjoy it with me.
The thunder rolled in the distance and the rain had long since diminished. The sun was well above the eastern horizon, but still a good distance from its midday location. The soggy ground pressed against my cheek and when I curled my fingers into a fist, I found Cade’s damp shirt gathering between them. I lifted my head and winced from the pain pounding away at my skull. I blinked the remaining tears from my eyes and glanced around. If I hadn’t just lived through hell, I would have appreciated the beauty surrounding me. The clouds above were still dark, but below them the golden rays of the morning sun lit the raindrops, making the small valley resemble a field of glittering gems. That same sunlight splayed upon my face, warming my skin for the first time in over a day. I closed my eyes and tried to find some consolation in the welcome radiance, but since my hands still clasped Cade’s shirt, I couldn’t bring myself to feel any relief.
You’re alive, Meghan. You were sure the Morrigan would kill you, but you survived! I sighed. Oh, but Cade didn’t, did he? What will you do now that he is gone?
It was too much. A painful cry tore free of my throat and I clasped his ruined shirt even tighter, burying my face into his chest. I had never experienced despair like this and I was certain I would never recover. I don’t know how long I lay across Cade’s cold form, but at some point in time a shadow passed over me and something tugged at my sleeve.
“Go away,” I rasped.
I knew it must be one of the Morrigan’s minions, one that had somehow survived my wrath. But I didn’t care. In fact, I secretly hoped the creature would attack and kill me, then the pain would be over.
The faelah nudged me again. I blindly swiped out an arm and screamed, “Go away!”
My fingers brushed something warm and the sound of hooves and a surprised whicker jolted me away from my misery. I glanced up and saw a black horse standing a few feet away, eyeing at me as if I were crazy. Well, he did have a point.
“Speirling,” I managed softly, biting my lip to keep it from trembling. “Oh Speirling, he’s gone!”
The horse only whickered again, tossing his head and dragging his hoof against the ground. Despite my sorrow, I was glad the faelah hadn’t harmed him. He moved closer when he realized I wasn’t going to lash out at him again. I didn’t shoo him away this time, either. I could really use his comforting at the moment.
Speirling nudged me once more, so I placed a hand against his nose to let him know I appreciated his presence. I stroked his cheek, but he pulled away and turned towards the east. I stared at him, a bit hurt by his actions. He didn’t seem distressed by the fact that Cade lay in the mud, broken and destroyed by the faelah. No, he seemed alert, impatient even, as if he was eager for us to leave and head back to the castle.
Eventually he came back over to me and lowered his head. I fought my desire to simply lay there and wallow in my misery. Instead, I reluctantly reached for his bridle, using it to pull myself upright. Luckily, the stallion stayed beside me or else I would have collapsed back onto the ground.
I turned back to gaze at Cade’s prone form and a deep pain rose up and threatened to choke me. No, you’re not dead Cade. This is only a terrible dream and I’m going to wake up at any moment . . .
A wave of dizziness caused me to fall against Speirling’s flank. He turned and nudged me with his nose, as if trying to keep me on my feet. And then he swung his head to the east again, released an irritated whinny, and started walking away.
“No Speirling, no! We can’t leave Cade.”
He stopped, but refused to turn his head from where he stared. I clenched my teeth and tightened my hands on his bridle, focusing on the knot work pattern etched in the leather as I willed the nausea and impending panic to pass. The design seemed vaguely familiar, like several small horseshoes interlacing and repeating. In my haze of hysteria and despair, I thought they looked a little like the seal on the invitation the Dagda had sent me. Little omegas laced together.
I snorted. What a stupid thought to have at such a time. Then my brain froze and I sucked in a sharp breath. No, not omegas. And that hadn’t been an omega on the Dagda’s seal either. I had been holding the image upside down. It had been the crude representation of a cauldron.
I stood up straighter, a sudden rush of realization passing through me and giving me new strength. The Cauldron . . .
“This is the Cauldron I used in the battle against the Fomorians so long ago,” the Dagda said as he patted it affectionately. “So many lives restored because of its priceless power.”
The memory faded away and I was left standing, dumbstruck, in the middle of a meadow littered with the gruesome aftermath of a great battle.
“Speirling!” I hissed.
Suddenly, my legs were no longer numb and my heart was beating once again.
“Speirling! The Dagda’s Cauldron!”
Tears formed in my eyes, but this time they weren’t the result of sorrow. “There’s still a chance to save him!”
I wanted to jump up and cheer, but I was still very weak from my outpouring of magic. A whistling sound above me drew my attention to the sky. I glanced up and spotted Meridian, a white blot against the dark grey.
“Meridian! Quickly! We have to get Cade onto Speirling’s back. Where’s Fergus?” I sniffed and wiped at my face with the edge of the sodden cloak.
Asleep, Meridian pressed against my mind as she came to rest on my shoulder.
“How can he be sleeping at a time like this?”
Then I remembered something Cade had once told me. Spirit guides lived as long as their masters did.
“Oh no, where is he?”
Forest.
I glanced behind me into the thick trees scattered all over the hillside.
“He could be anywhere,” I said to myself.
I didn’t have time to go searching for him. I wanted Cade alive as soon as possible, in case there was some grace period between death and regeneration when using the Cauldron.
“We have to leave him for now Meridian, but as soon as Cade is better, he’ll find us.” I hoped.
I turned to the black horse standing beside me. “Speirling, you are a smart boy, and I need your help if you want to save your master.”
He gazed at me with dark brown eyes, his way of showing compliance.
“Now, I need you to get as low as you can . . .”
I tugged on his bridle to let him know what I wanted, and he lowered himself to his knees.
“Good!”
Using what little strength I had, I pulled Cade’s lifeless body up and over his horse’s back. He was heavy, so by the time I had him where I thought he might not fall off, I needed to sit for several minutes to gain my breath.
Before I persuaded Speirling to rise, I climbed up behind Cade, holding on to him so he wouldn’t crash to the ground.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered into his ear as we set off, “I’m sure this won’t make you feel any better when you are conscious again, but it’s the best I can do.”
With one last glance behind me, I urged the huge black horse up onto all fours. I wrapped my arm around Cade’s middle, letting his head roll back on my shoulder as I dug my heels into Speirling. With a snort of alarm, he took off across the rocky valley floor and made his way east, towards the dolmarehn that would take us to the Dagda’s Cauldron.
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All I could think about as we tore over the rain-soaked earth was that we must move faster. Speirling was already running as swiftly as possible, his snorting breath and heaving chest signs that he was close to his limit. I was surprised that I managed to keep Cade, and myself, on Speirling’s back, but I imagined my magic had a lot to do with it. I sensed the power flowing from my skin, warming me and making the ride seem less jarring.
Speirling slowed before entering the dolmarehn that would take us to the Dagda, and Meridian’s needle-sharp claws dug into me as we braced ourselves for the transport to the other side. Once there, Speirling picked up his pace again and I groaned when the first icy drops of rain pelted my hot face.
“Meridian, see if you can fly ahead and warn the Dagda of what has happened.”
Yes. Swift, she answered.
And with that, she was gone from my shoulder and lost in the chaos of the storm. I wondered why the rain still fell on this side of the dolmarehn since the clouds had been moving west, but when Speirling stumbled, the idea of rain and storms was quickly driven from my mind.
“It’s okay, you didn’t fall,” I managed, patting him with affection.
His breathing was labored and his steps faulty, but he had to reach the Dagda’s house. When he stumbled again an hour later I eased him back a little. A slower pace would cost us time, but there would be no hope for Cade if Speirling collapsed while we were still several miles from our destination.
I gritted my teeth against worry as the stallion’s gait slowed. I had tried to distract my mind as we moved ever eastward, but every chance it got, my brain kept dredging up the horrible image of Cade in the final minutes of his fight with the Cumorrig. I envisioned him standing there, the last vestiges of his battle fury, his riastrad, leaving his body wrought with tremors. The monster, taking advantage of a slight moment of distraction, plunging its dagger-like claws into Cade’s abdomen. The look in Cade’s eyes as he gazed at me one last time before collapsing . . .
I squeezed my eyes shut as the tears burned them again.
“Speirling, keep moving, please. Go at whatever pace you can, just don’t stop,” I rasped as I leaned over and rested my head against Cade’s back.
A tired whicker, a distant roll of thunder, and the icy lash of rain against my bared neck accompanied me as the black horse carried us across the open fields of Eile. Before I let unconsciousness finally claim me, I pressed my lips to the icy skin at the nape of Cade’s neck and whispered for his sake only, “I love you.”
* * *
I woke when the force of my body hitting the ground knocked me back to my senses. A few moments passed before I caught my breath, and another minute dragged on as I realized the horrible scenes flashing in my mind were not the remnants of a nightmare, but the memories of the horror I had recently lived through.
I blinked up at the great horse standing before me. He looked absolutely exhausted and was even now lowering to his knees as if he might collapse. Just before he rolled over on his side, I recognized the still form on his back as Cade. My Cade, who had died protecting me. Crying out in anguish, I rushed over and pulled him clear just as Speirling fell over.
“Oh, no Speirling.”
I placed a hand on his side, hoping he was only extremely tired and not on the verge of death. I had pushed him too hard, and now Cade had no chance of recovery. I wanted to cry, to sleep, to just roll over and let my soul depart my own body.
Turning my face to the sky, I let out a massive sigh. The sky was dark with clouds and my eyes blurred with tears, yet I managed to make out the silhouettes of huge, dark shapes surrounding me. But not just any dark shapes: hills. I turned my head to the right and spotted a familiar door, two lit torches standing guard on either side of it. The Dagda’s house.
Crying out in pure joy, I rushed over to Speirling and gave him a hug, though he was too fatigued to notice.
“We made it!”
Without thinking, I grabbed Cade’s shoulders and began dragging him towards our sanctuary. He was so heavy, and I really should have left him and run for help, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave his side.
It took ages to drag him to the door, even though it stood no more than fifty feet away. The bonfire from last night’s Beltaine party still burned off to the left, nothing more than coals now, hissing and spitting in the rain. Finally, reaching my destination, I collapsed. Icy rain pelted me and ran down my neck and under the collar of my cloak. I was getting tired of the feeling, but I knew soon I would be warm and dry.
I trembled and strained against my own weight as I pulled myself up so I could pound on the door. Although the rest of my body was damp and freezing, my eyes and cheeks burned as tears of desperation broke free once more.
I must have hammered the wood with my fists for a good ten minutes, because by the time someone arrived, my hands stung and bled. One of the Dagda’s female companions stared down at me, not Alannah, but one with blond hair and wide blue eyes.
“Oh! My dear, what in the name of the Morrigan happened to you?”
I gritted my teeth. If only I had the strength to tell her.
“Please,” I rasped, my throat raw and my emotions nearly run dry. “Please, Dagda. Cauldron.”
I slumped to the ground beside Cade’s still form, leaking cold rain and mud all over the earthen tiles and beautiful rugs of the Dagda’s abode. I was half conscious when I heard a commotion behind the blond woman and soon many voices were barking out urgent orders.
Someone lifted me. “Cade,” I breathed, barely a whisper. “Cauldron.”
“Hush now darling, hush,” the Dagda said, for once his voice raw with anguish.
He carried me through the cavernous halls of his home. I thought I detected the warmth of a fire in the great room, the scent of food wafting in from the kitchen, the laughter and music and general joy that surrounded this god-king of the Faelorehn. Sleep tried to claim me as he hurried me along, but I fought it. Eventually he placed me on a dry, soft mattress.
“No,” I tried to say; tried to fight. “Cade.”
A huge paw of a hand rested on my forehead. My mind floated in a warm and blissful sea, and I no longer fought the sleepiness creeping up on me.
“Rest, dear heart, and let me do what I can for Caedehn.”
I sighed, and smiled. The last thought I had before everything went blank was the memory of Cade’s passionate kiss before he sacrificed his life to save mine.
* * *
I woke up with a vague recollection of what had happened before I fell asleep, or passed out. The warm buzz of happiness that seemed to permeate throughout the Dagda’s mansion clung to the edge of my awareness, but the memories of the fight with the Morrigan kept dive-bombing my brain like angry wasps defending their nest: the horrible monsters with the scent of death clinging to them, the Morrigan’s threats and the battle that ensued, Cade telling me that he loved me. Cade dying . . .
I gasped out a sob and covered my mouth with my hands. No . . .
A light chittering sound drew my attention to one of the posts of my bed. Meridian sat perched on top, looking morose.
Sorrow, her mind said to mine.
Yes, I replied in the same way as tears tracked down my cheeks, sorrow.
The door to my room cracked open, letting in a draft that danced with the fire in the corner fireplace. The Dagda himself stepped through the entrance, his huge frame appearing weary, his face looking bleak. That only made the tears flow more freely.
“I was too late,” I whispered, my throat closing up with pain.
My heart clenched and I convinced myself it wouldn’t be long before it shriveled up and died. Cade had given his life for me. Because he loved me. I suddenly grew angry. Why had he done such a thing? Didn’t he know how much I loved him? How was I going to go on without his smile, his encouragement, his touch? I was alone in this strange place once again.
The Dagda moved closer, never saying a word. He sat down at the foot of the bed, making the mattress dip and creak dangerously.
“Meghan,” he said.
I couldn’t look at him. I could only cry into my pillow and let my anguish take over me as I pushed away all of his overwhelming, cheerful, happy-go-lucky charm. I didn’t care if the Celts viewed him as a god. I didn’t care if I had grown to like him. I didn’t care about his stupid, magical cauldron . . .
“Meghan, Caedehn is going to be fine. He was very far gone when you brought him here, but as soon as I put you to bed, we placed him in my Cauldron and began the revival rights. He’ll need several weeks to recover fully, but he is alive.”
All I heard was his last words.
“Alive?” I breathed, daring to glance up from my pillow.
The Dagda merely nodded, his usually twinkling eyes looking slightly dull with worry.
“Yes, very much so,” he murmured quietly, putting a hand upon my forehead as if I were a troubled child recovering from a nightmare. “You were right in bringing him here.”
I released another wave of tears and caught my trembling lip with my teeth while trying to take a few deep breaths. I had never been so relieved in my life.
The Dagda stayed with me for several minutes and I did my best to relate to him the details of the night. He listened quietly the whole time, even when I paused several times to let a fit of crying pass. His face was grim by the time I finished.
“So your glamour has finally revealed itself, and the Morrigan is aware of it.” He sighed and stood up, gazing down on me with those ancient eyes of his. “She should be rather indisposed for a while Meghan, but I think you ought to seriously consider making the Otherworld your permanent home. Now that your power is free, you’ll only grow stronger and learn to wield it better. You’ll also need Eile’s own magic to replenish yours if you want to remain strong enough to continue thwarting the Morrigan.”
I nodded as I shut my swollen eyes. “I know. I’ve been thinking the same thing for a long time, coming to live in Eile.”
“Well, I think we can give it at least a month or so before any permanent decisions must be made. I’ll let you rest now. You experienced a terrible ordeal tonight.”
He started to leave, his massive size taking up most of the doorway. He stopped before entering the hall and turned to glance at me, a mischievous glint in his eye. “I believe you’ve gone and disrupted our quiet, comfortable lives, Miss Meghan.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
He sighed, still smiling. “You and Caedehn have started something huge, there is no doubt about that. Though, such a conflict was bound to occur sooner or later. Besides, a half-Fae and half-Fomore cannot exist without bringing some sort of turmoil into the world. Your strong magic is now the bone of contention, Meghan, but you mustn’t take on all the blame yourself. After all, you can’t help who you are.”
“The Morrigan won’t stop until she gets what she wants, will she?” I asked, the sudden realization sending a new bolt of terror through me.
The Dagda sighed and leaned against the door frame. “Every powerful Faelorehn king or queen will want to take advantage of your power. Don’t worry Meghan, Caedehn will help guide you when he is recovered, and if you’re willing to trust me, I’ll help you as well.”
He stepped away from the door, moving closer to my bed once again. He placed a gentle hand on my shoulder and tilted my chin up with the other one. “But Meghan, the choice is yours. You cannot let the Morrigan or any of the other Faelorehn make you think that you must serve their side. You must choose what’s right for you; you must decide who and what is worth fighting for.”
I relaxed back into the soft pillows, but something still worried away at my conscious. Taking a shaking breath I said, “That’s why they shun him, isn’t it?”
I glanced up at the Dagda with shimmering eyes. He shot me a quizzical look, but remained silent.
“Cade. Why Drustan and his friends don’t like him. Why Danua doesn’t want me around him. Because he is the Morrigan’s son.”
The drawing of a deep breath, followed by a terse, “Yes,” gave me the Dagda’s answer.
On top of everything else, I felt sick to my stomach. Sadness wasn’t the cause, however. No, only deep anger had the ability to make me so ill.
“Why?” I hissed. “Cade can’t help who his parents are, and he isn’t evil like her.”
“Unfortunately,” the Dagda answered, “he suffers from guilt by association. The Morrigan has done unthinkable things in order to increase her power and keep her hold over the faelah. And because of the geis she placed on Cade, he was forced to help her.”
I sucked in a breath, horrified. What had she made Cade do?
The Dagda quickly shook his head as he held up a hand. “Do not fret Meghan. Cade was able to resist most of what his mother insisted. He never took part in anything too appalling, and most people know this.”
I pulled my knees to my chest and rested my cheek on them. Still staring across the room, I whispered, “Then why do they still treat him like a criminal? He isn’t his mother.”
The Dagda gave a jaded smile. “Is there no one back in the mortal world who judges you by what they perceive to be the truth?”
I opened my mouth to argue, but stopped. He was right. People in my world were constantly judging others based on their actions and what their peers said about them. And they were ready to accept just about anything as truth. The popularity of tabloid magazines was testimony to that. I looked up and found Cade’s foster father grinning at me, his kind eyes twinkling.
“So you see,” he continued, “our nature encourages us to formulate our own version of the truth. It is much harder to convince others of your merits once they’ve convinced themselves of your faults. But do not worry, Meghan. As long as Cade can count on you and his other friends to care about him, it won’t matter if most of the others do not.”
He smiled at me again and for the first time in several minutes, I was comforted.
“Now,” the Dagda stated, standing up once more and clasping his hands together, “you get some rest and on the morrow, I’ll assign a guard to escort back to your more familiar realm.”
I shot my eyes up to meet his as a realization burst through me. “My family! I was supposed to be home last night, to get ready for prom!”
I groaned and dropped my face into my hands. How on earth had I forgotten about my life in the mortal world? Oh, yeah, extreme trauma can do that to a person. What were they going to think? What were they thinking right now? Did they think I was lying in a ditch somewhere, murdered? Had Robyn told them about my lies? I groaned again and felt the panic rising, my newborn magic trying to rise up as well. Suddenly, it seemed as if someone had opened a window and the storm outside was flooding into the room.
“Meghan! Meghan, you need to calm down,” the Dagda exclaimed as he rushed to my side, wrapping his arms around me. “Your magic is newly unleashed and you might hurt yourself and destroy my house.”
I forced myself to relax and blinked up at him with teary eyes. “Why did my power have to awaken now? Why didn’t it help me before Cade fought with the Morrigan’s Cumorrig?”
The Dagda rocked me, comforting me the way Cade once had.
“I think your magic has been awake Meghan, but it had no reason to become furious. Something powerful had to happen in order to get your glamour to stir.”
I sighed and nodded against his chest. That made sense.
“Now,” he said, pulling away from me so he could look me in the eye, “you might be rested enough to ride home. I’ll insist on sending most of my guard with you, however.”
I released a pent up breath and the small storm my wild magic had been creating vanished. Later, when Cade was healed and I recovered from this whole ordeal, I would learn how to control my magic and put it to good use. I held my closed fist up to my mouth, hiding a sudden grin. Perhaps Danua would think differently of me now.
“When will the guard be ready to escort me?” I asked, anxious to return home and assure my family I was still alive.
The Dagda stood up again and chuckled. “I’ll instruct them to saddle their horses.” Then his humor dimmed a little and he asked in a more careful tone, “Would you like to visit Cade before you leave?”
“Yes,” I said instantly, “yes I would.”
Alannah brought me a change of clothes, something more fitting to the Otherworld, but I was glad to get out of my black and white dress. It had been ruined and now served as a reminder of the atrocities of the previous night. When I finished getting ready, the Dagda led me down another hall. Despite what he had said, terror gripped me at the thought of visiting Cade, to see him so injured and defenseless.
He came to a stop in front of a door and released a massive sigh. “Now, he looks bad Meghan, but he will mend, I promise. He won’t gain consciousness for at least another week or so. Those creatures of the Morrigan took a lot out of him.”
He paused and lifted my chin with one of his large, calloused fingers. I forced myself to meet his eyes, their bright blue turning a deeper color.
“He must love you very much to have done what he did and you must return that love just as fiercely, to have brought him back here. For those reasons alone, my care for him will not falter. I’ll make sure to return him to you as he was before.”
I nodded, comforted by the Dagda’s words.
The room we stepped into was large and resembled all the others I’d seen. A fire roared in the fireplace set in one wall and I glimpsed the storm still pummeling the earth with rain through a large diamond paned window. The huge, four poster bed however, caught and held my attention more than anything else.
Crying out, I ran forward, coming to the bed’s edge and just barely stopping myself from leaping onto the mattress. Cade rested there, his bare arms and chest exposed, the rest of him tucked snugly under the comforter. One arm lay stretched out beside him, while the other was draped across his abdomen. His head rested against a pillow with his face tilted towards the fireplace.
“Careful Meghan,” the Dagda murmured behind me.
I heeded his warning, but my hands crumpled the bedspread anyway and I heard the thunder grow louder and the rain fall harder outside. I had been warned, but seeing him like this still tore at my heart. His face was the palest I’d ever seen, at least the parts that weren’t bruised and swollen. His entire chest was covered in more contusions and cuts, the worst being the slices through his side where the mutated Cumorrig had stabbed him.
“Do not fret, my dear girl. He is healing; alive. And he’ll keep healing, just give it time.”
The Dagda’s soft voice and kind touch helped ease my distress, but only a little.
A new thought came bursting forth to the front of my mind and I nearly choked, partly in shame for forgetting and partly because it had appeared so suddenly.
“Fergus!” I blurted. “We had to leave him behind, because when Cade fell, well you know . . . Meridian said- Meridian!”
I whipped my head around and the Dagda lifted his hands. “She’s hunkered down in the stables, resting with Speirling. What about Fergus? Where did he fall?”
“She said he was in the forest, near the site where the battle took place. Near the dolmarehn leading to the mortal world.”
The Dagda sighed. “My guard will find him and bring him back after they accompany you to the mortal realm. Don’t worry, he’ll heal as Caedehn will.”
I released a breath of relief and turned back towards the bed. I watched Cade’s slow breathing for several minutes and only when I was certain the rise and fall of his chest wouldn’t stop, did I let my relief break free. The storm immediately let up and the rain slowed to a gentle patter.
The Dagda placed his huge hands on my shoulders.
“Time to say goodbye. I’ll send word when he is improved, but it may be a while.”
I nodded then glanced up at Cade’s foster father with tears in my eyes. He grinned, somehow understanding what I asked, and stepped out of the room, taking one of the servants with him.
I let go of my breath and moved closer to Cade, gently lacing my fingers with the hand resting beside him. He was as cold as ice, but I tried not to let it upset me.
“Cade,” I breathed, not sure what to say. “I’m going to go back to the mortal world soon, but when you are better, and after I graduate, I’m coming back here to be with you.”
Now that I knew how he felt about me, my fears seemed to have vanished. I was thrilled and frightened at the same time, thinking about living in the Otherworld, among my own kind, with Cade . . .
Taking one more deep breath I leaned forward, touching my lips to his. He didn’t return the kiss, of course, but it didn’t matter. I pulled my face away from his and moved in closer so that my mouth came to rest right below his ear.
“I love you too, Cade,” I whispered, remembering the look in his eyes just before he’d kissed me, “I love you too.”
I sighed, squeezed his hand once more, and stood to leave. When I reached the door, I glanced over my shoulder. It was probably my imagination, but I could have sworn his color had improved. Smiling, I left the room and joined the Dagda. He led me to the entrance of his home and outside I found his entire guard, mounted on horses, waiting for me.
I gasped, then spun around and gaped at the Dagda. “This is too much!”
I turned back and counted thirty men and women, armed to the teeth with weapons and armor. He had said half his guard, not all of them!
The Dagda took my hands and turned me to face him.
“No it isn’t. You almost died last night, along with Caedehn. He gave his life for you, and are you to think I’d let you go wandering off, unprotected while the Morrigan may be plotting revenge at this very moment? I think not! They are honored to see you to the dolmarehn.”
Before I had a chance to protest any further, he whistled and someone came trotting around the hill, leading a beautiful bay mare with one arm and carrying a white bird on the other.
“Meridian!” I cried.
She chittered and flew off of the young man’s arm, landing on my shoulder and nibbling affectionately at my hair.
“Now, I will bid you farewell my lady. Worry not about your Caedehn, he will be safe in my abode.”
The Dagda grinned and his characteristic merriment returned. His kindness overwhelmed me and before I could stop myself, I threw my arms around his shoulders and gave him a fierce hug.
He returned the hug just as enthusiastically, chuckling as he did so.
“That will be enough my dear,” he declared in his mischievous way, setting me back down on the ground. “I do not want to face Cade’s riastrad once he heals and finds out I’ve been accepting your affections.”
I blushed, but smiled anyway, warmed by his gentle teasing.
Taking one last look around, I walked over to the mare and with a little help from Cade’s foster father, I managed to climb into the saddle. I waved goodbye once more and we started out on our journey. The soldiers made me travel in the middle of the group and the large number of them slowed our progress. To my immense relief, we encountered no nasty faelah the entire way and the weather, though not sunny and warm, didn’t get any worse.
By the time we reached the small dolmarehn that would take me back to the mortal world, back to my family, a late afternoon sun shone down on us. I slipped off my horse, sore but grateful my feet were on solid ground. I thanked the Dagda’s soldiers and told them I would be fine on my own once I stepped through the dolmarehn.
With one last glance around at the scattered stone pillars and crooked trees, I sighed and approached the cave. Meridian swooped down to sit on my shoulder, and as I moved further into the gateway, I tried not to think of what would be waiting for me on the other side.
 


-Twenty-
Confession
 

When I took my next breath, I was already through the portal. I only knew this because the air smelled different here, like eucalyptus and dust. The strange thing was, I never sensed the uncomfortable pull of magic that usually accompanied a trip through one of the stone gateways. Come to think of it, I hadn’t felt anything when we had passed through the other dolmarehn either.
Sighing, I climbed free of the small cavern and stepped out into the woods. I merely stood still for several minutes, trying to get a hold of my wits while I let the late afternoon light warm my chilled skin.
I had been gone for two whole days. I hadn’t come home Saturday morning and I had missed prom. My friends and family were going to kill me. Where the Morrigan had failed once again, they would most definitely succeed. All of my worry had been used up on Cade, but now that I knew he was safe and healing, a new anxiety pierced my heart.
I took a deep breath and stumbled up the trail. I was beyond sore and my emotions were still raw from the events of the day before.
When I reached the house, I noticed it was uncommonly quiet. I paused before continuing. All I wanted to do was sneak into my room, collapse on my bed and pretend this was all a dream. But it wasn’t a dream.
I put off entering the house for as long as possible before making my way around to the front porch. I tried the door, cringing when I discovered it was unlocked. What I found when I stepped into the living room made my heart sink. Dad sat on the couch, his arms around Mom. Clearly she’d been crying. My two oldest brothers rested on the floor, staring at the carpet as if a favorite pet had died. The twins were too young to understand why everyone was upset, so all they did was tug on my mom’s shirt, trying to figure out what was wrong.
Aiden noticed me first. He stood apart from everyone, watching the door as if he sensed I’d be returning home soon. How odd, especially since, between all of them, he had the weakest grasp on reality. Perhaps that is why he didn’t seem worried. “Meggy!” he cried in his young voice.
He darted across the floor, his arms pumping, and flung himself around my legs.
My parents darted up off the couch, their worried faces melting in surprise before contorting with fury.
“Where on earth have you been?! We called Robyn’s parents and we had to practically strangle that girl to get her to tell us you’d run off with some boy. Meghan! What were you thinking!?”
My mom. Never, ever, had I seen her so angry, or so upset. Just last night I witnessed the death of the boy I loved and somehow managed to deflect the ire of a powerful goddess. I’d survived a close brush with an unpleasant death at the hands of the Morrigan, but the rage and pain rolling off of my mom almost brought me to my knees.
I didn’t cry. I should have, for the guilt churning in my stomach ate at me, but I needed to do something first, something that would require bravery, patience and an enormous deal of self control. I couldn’t wait for graduation, and now was, in its own perverse way, the perfect time.
“Mom, Dad,” I looked them both in the eye, noting how my dad flinched when he took in my haggard appearance and strange clothes, “Logan, Bradley, Jack, Joey.”
I glanced down at Aiden. He gazed up at me with his pale blue-green eyes and I sensed his love tugging at my heartstrings.
I took a deep breath and lifted my gaze once again.
Courage, Meghan. You faced down the Morrigan. You can do this . . .
“I have to tell you something. Something you need to know about me, about where I came from . . .”
So I told them everything. Well, maybe not everything, but as much as I thought they should know. I explained to them how I met Cade two years ago, how he’d told me, and showed me, who I was. How I could see creatures from the Otherworld and how I had visited Eile several times. I told them I was Faelorehn, the daughter of Danua and a Fomorian soldier. And I told them that after I graduated from high school I would return to the world where I belonged. I didn’t have a future in this world, among the mortals. What happened between me and the Morrigan I kept mostly to myself, only giving them the basic picture without all the gory details. I didn’t want them to worry more than necessary.
When I finished talking, I bent down and picked up Aiden. He was getting so big, but I could still hold him, still needed to hold him, especially now. He comforted me in his own quiet way as I waited for the accusations to start.
“Have you been doing drugs?” I expected to hear from my dad.
“Perhaps we should find another psychiatrist.” I waited for Mom to say.
Only silence followed, a long, terrifying silence. So I decided to prove it to them. I wasn’t sure if my newfound magic would work so soon after being violently unleashed, but I had to try. I set Aiden down and focused on the little pinprick of glamour and willed my power to rise. The magic grew and spread throughout my body, pleasantly warm and thrillingly cold at the same time. My eyes were closed but a soft brush of wind tangled with my hair. When the rustling of paper and the surprised exclamations of my family members met my ears, I knew I had done enough to prove I was telling the truth.
I called my magic back and opened my eyes. The expressions on their faces broke my heart. Fear. Pure fear.
The tears swimming behind my eyes broke loose. I began to shake, reaching out for the back of Dad’s recliner because I didn’t think I’d be able to stand much longer. Everything I’d been holding in and trying to avoid since the Morrigan lured me and Cade into her trap was finally breaking free.
Before my hand met the recliner, I felt myself being pulled into a fierce hug.
“Oh Meghan!”
Mom . . .
Soon Dad wrapped the both of us in his arms. I cried, letting everything out, all the lies, all the fear, all the anxiety. We probably stood together like that a good fifteen minutes, however long it took me to purge myself of everything that had been holding me back. Eventually, Dad loosened his grip and stood back and Mom did the same. They held me at arms’ length and looked me in the eye.
“I find it very hard to believe what you just told us,” Dad said, his voice raw with emotion, “but I’ve always wondered about those visions of yours, and your eyes. And whatever you did just now to bring a small tornado into the living room wasn’t anything earthly.”
He gave me a sad smile. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat.
“Will, will you at least come visit us?” Mom said, sniffing back her own tears. “And if you are to run off with some young man, at least have the decency to introduce him to us.”
I nearly collapsed. Had I misjudged the fear in their eyes? Then it dawned upon me: they weren’t afraid of me, they were afraid for me.
A choked sound escaped my throat, both a sob and a laugh. I grabbed them both into a hug once again.
“I’m so glad you finally know!” I cried.
I felt my dad sigh and my mom sniffle again. “Oh Meghan, after everything we put you through when you were younger . . .”
Mom trailed off, averting her eyes.
I shook my head and glanced between both of them. “No, you didn’t know Mom, Dad. It’s not your fault.”
A few moments passed where we all simply stood around gazing at one another. Logan and Bradley remained uncharacteristically quiet, the twins kept babbling about making the room windy again and Aiden was giving me the strangest look.
“So, where is this Cade you’ve told us about?” Mom asked in a lighter tone, breaking the subdued moment. “I’m assuming he is the same boy who was supposed to escort you to your senior prom last night.”
My face must have drained of color, because she lost the little bit of cheer that glowed in her eyes and frowned. “Meg?”
“He’s extremely sick Mom. He had to stay in Eile to recover. When he’s better I’ll bring him back here so you can meet him.”
She seemed worried, but I gave a faltering smile and said, “He’s in good hands.”
Things settled down a little after that. Mom got to work making dinner while Dad called the police department to tell them I had just been delayed and my cell phone battery had died.
The hot prickle of threatening tears gathered in the corners of my eyes as guilt washed over me again. I dashed them away, reminding myself if I’d been capable of coherent thought the night before, I would have sent a message.
The next day I stayed home from school; Mom insisted I rest. Apparently I resembled someone who’d been lost in the forest for weeks, living on nothing but pinecones and the condensation collected off of leaves. Gee, I looked that great, huh?
I slept in, relieved when I woke up and remembered no nightmares. The scratching at my door reminded me Meridian had been left out all night. She flew in, scolding me as she landed on her perch in the corner.
I spent the rest of the day tidying my room and finishing the homework I had planned to do on Sunday after I got back from the Otherworld. I shook my head, banishing those memories to the back of my mind. Homework seemed futile at this point, but the work helped to distract me. At least for a little while.
After an hour of fighting with my history book, I tossed it on my bed and stood up. I desperately wanted to go back to Eile and make the journey to the Dagda’s house to check on Cade. Despite the fact that my parents now knew who and what I was and that I could come and go from the Otherworld, I didn’t think they’d let me leave. Not until I regained my health and they came to terms with my little revelation from the night before. I frowned and forced myself to try a different section of homework.
Later that afternoon I got a call from Tully, followed by one from Will and Thomas. They were all happy to learn I was okay and couldn’t wait to see me at school tomorrow. Another dose of guilt hit me when they told me how they spent their prom night trying to help my parents and the police figure out where I might be.
After finishing with them, I took the initiative to call Robyn. I wasn’t sure what threats and punishments she had received from her strict parents on my account, but I had to make amends. My lies had gotten her into trouble, after all. Her father answered the phone, and only after he gave me a long moral lecture on what was proper behavior between a young man and a young woman, did he let me talk with Robyn, but only to apologize since Robyn was grounded for a month.
To my immense relief, Robyn sounded happier to hear my voice than angry. I told her at least a dozen times about how sorry I was. She brushed it all off, saying she was only concerned when I didn’t show up the next day and when my parents called the police. She said all would be forgiven if I gave her every last detail of my time spent with Cade. I blew a strand of dark, curly hair out of my face. Looks like I’d be spending the rest of the day fabricating a believable story with enough juicy tidbits to satisfy my inquisitive friend. Or maybe, like with my family, I could just my friends the truth. Okay, perhaps not tomorrow, but it might be a good idea to consider doing so in the future. It would make my life a whole lot easier and would help when it came time for me to leave for Eile.
Tully picked me up the next day and after giving me a bone-crushing hug, we headed to school. To my great chagrin, I discovered a whole new truckload of colorful rumors had been spread throughout the school about my being MIA. Not only did I get plenty of knowing glances from my fellow classmates, but a few of them took the liberty of telling me exactly what they thought.
“Word on the street is you’re shacking up with some homeless guy, Meghan. I had no idea you were so desperate.”
Michaela West. Surprise, surprise. She had managed to stay out of my hair all year, but I guess she had some last-minute insults to throw in my direction before we parted ways for good.
Tully tensed next to me and Robyn opened her mouth to provide some of her own acidic comments, but before they could do anything, I conjured up some of my power and concentrated very hard on Michaela’s perfect ponytail. I grinned and released my glamour in what I hoped was one, precise burst.
The scream that met my ears as we continued walking past Michaela and her stuck-up friends was like a balm to my heart.
“My hair!” she screeched.
Tully gasped and Robyn snorted. I couldn’t help it. I turned to see what sort of damage I’d done and laughed out loud. Michaela had dropped her books and her hands were now frantically trying to tame her wild hair. The ponytail had vanished and every perfectly ironed strand stood on end. Oh, I was going to love this new magic of mine, I could already tell.
* * *
The final weeks of my senior year passed by in a haze of graduation preparations, final exams and parties. I put on a good face for my friends, acting as if I felt sorry to be done so soon and that I’d miss them when we all went off to college. And I would miss them and I did feel a bit sad, but not to the same degree as the rest of them and not for the same reasons.
I still hadn’t conjured up the gumption to tell them what I had told my family: that I wasn’t human and I’d be moving to the Otherworld to hopefully patch things up with my birth mother and figure out how I was going to thwart the Morrigan when she decided to come after me again. Because she would be coming after me, one of these days.
None of it seemed real to me yet, so on the day of my graduation, as I stood on the bleachers with the rest of my class, I let my mind wander a little. Two years ago the thought of graduating high school terrified me. Me, out in the real world, attending college, getting a job and trying to balance tough classes all at the same time. Yes, I had been afraid of moving on with my life the way a normal human being my age might.
I chuckled harshly as our valedictorian finished her speech and everyone cheered. I wouldn’t be going to college, or getting a job or facing down difficult exams. Oh no. I’d be going to the Otherworld, to Eile, where I’d start my new life. The life I should have had from the beginning. Instead of finding employment at the student bookstore or a campus café, I’d be fighting off dangerous and terrifying monsters, and a vindictive goddess. No college homework for me. Nope, I’d be studying my long lost heritage, trying to fit into the society of the Otherworld and figuring out what I had to do to get my mother to see me as the daughter she wanted. Yes, it was daunting, but I would have Cade by my side.
A shiver of wonderful anticipation, strong enough to drown my fears for the time being, washed through me as we got ready to throw our caps. Caedehn MacRoich loved me. I didn’t care that one of his parents was a notorious hero of old and the other a spiteful goddess (a goddess who had my demise checked off as the top priority on her to-do list). I didn’t care that he transformed into a grotesque monster when he needed to fight for his life, or for the life of someone he cared about. I didn’t care because I loved him back, every part of him, and it meant I would not have to face the unknown alone.
My turquoise cap flew into the air with everyone else’s, the tassels dangling from the ends like fluttering birds’ wings.
Here’s to my future life in Eile, I told myself. Was I afraid of what it entailed? Nah, I wasn’t scared. I was petrified.
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-One-
Purpose
 

The creature was utterly disgusting, whatever it was. Faelah, yes, but I didn’t have a name for this unfamiliar beast. Not yet, at least. So, what to call this one . . . I’d have to come up with something creative, some new word to describe the half-dead creature resembling a possum, coyote and rabbit all rolled into one. Perhaps I could combine the first two letters of the names for each of the animals: po-co-ra. Huh, pocora. It even sounded like an Otherworldly term.
The thing, the pocora, jerked its head up from whatever poor creature it feasted on, bony jaws dripping with gore. My stomach turned, and not just because of the brutal scene. The faelah was eating one of Mrs. Dollard’s cats, the chubby one that obviously hadn’t been able to outrun this particular enemy. I gritted my teeth. I wasn’t attached to my neighbor’s cats, despite the fact I once spent a summer caring for them, but the poor thing hadn’t deserved to die at the mercy of an Otherworldly monster.
I took a deep breath, pulling an arrow free of the quiver slung across my back and deftly positioned it in my bow. I’d become quite good at this in the past several weeks; arming my longbow with an arrow quickly and without making a sound. I stretched the bowstring back and aimed the arrow’s tip at the creature, steadying my arms while trying to concentrate. With a twang, I released the string and fixed my face with an expression of satisfaction as the arrow pierced the mummified hide of the pocora. The creature squealed like a pig and fell to the ground, kicking and clawing and attempting to remove the hawthorn arrow. If I had used any other wood, the faelah might’ve stood a chance, but even as I watched the small monstrosity struggling to regain its feet, smoke lifted from where the hawthorn shaft burned through nonliving flesh. I crinkled my nose at the acrid smell and turned away. Generally, I didn’t like killing anything, but the faelah of Eile were an entirely different matter. And they weren’t technically alive, either.
The creature’s screams ceased and it went still. I waited a few more moments before moving close enough to pull the arrow free. I always kept the arrows from my hunts. It wasn’t like I could go down to the local sporting goods store and ask for arrows made with hawthorn wood. I wiped it on a nearby patch of grass out of habit. Whatever remained of the faelah would already be gone, however, burned off by magic. I glanced back over my shoulder as I left the small clearing behind, but the pocora had already disintegrated into ash, its glamour no longer keeping it alive and whole in the mortal world. I sighed and turned my eyes to what was left of Matilda Dollard’s cat. I would pay her a visit later and tell her I’d found her pet’s remains in the swamp. Another poor victim of a coyote attack.
Clear, a bright thought said in my mind, forcing my thoughts away from the gruesome scene.
I shaded my eyes and glanced up into the eucalyptus leaves only to catch the brilliant white flash of a small bird of prey darting through them. She had been scanning the forest for more faelah. I grinned.
Did you catch anything? I sent to my spirit guide.
Meridian chittered and sent back a joyous, Tasty.
That would be a yes.
I heaved a deep breath and pulled my quiver back onto my shoulders. Mid-morning had become late afternoon and I knew Mom would be worried if I didn’t get back soon. After having confessed to my family I was Faelorehn, an immortal being from Eile, the Otherworld, and that a vindictive goddess was out to get me, she had been a little more protective of late. I guess I couldn’t blame her.
Meridian finished up with whatever she had caught and then set her focus on accompanying me back to the house. The walk home took a good fifteen minutes, but I didn’t mind taking my time this afternoon. I had a lot on my mind, after all. Actually, there had been a lot on my mind since my junior year in high school when all of this stuff concerning the Otherworld got dumped on me like a ton of bricks, but for the past month I had even more to worry about.
I made my way back to the main trail leading out of the swamp and thought about what had transpired just before graduation. It sometimes made me sick with anxiety, but I couldn’t help that. The Morrigan had tricked me, once again to my chagrin, into thinking she meant to go after my family. A few years ago, she would have been happy just to kill me. Now that she knew I possessed more glamour than the average Faelorehn, she was intent on using me as her own personal supply of endless magic. She probably would have succeeded if Cade hadn’t stepped in. Cade . . .
A pang of regret cut through me and when I reached the spot in the trail where a fallen tree blocked my way, I leaned heavily against the rough trunk and pulled a well-worn note out of my pocket. The message wasn’t from Cade, but from his foster father, the Dagda. I unfolded the edges and began reading.
Meghan,
Cade is improving every day, yet he is still very weak. I know you wish to see him soon, but please give him a little more time and don’t cross into the Otherworld. The Morrigan has been lying low; no one has seen her lately, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t lurking in the shadows, waiting to cast her net. For now, you are safer where you are. Cade will come and get you as soon as he is recovered.
-Dagda
The note should have made me happy, and it did when I first received it a week and a half ago, but I longed to visit Cade so badly I ached. I needed to know he was safe and I needed to witness with my own eyes that he was healing.
I folded the worn paper into a perfect square and returned the note to my pocket, then climbed over the log and kept on walking. Last May I’d been all set to go to prom with the guy of my dreams, Cade MacRoich, the gorgeous Faelorehn boy from Eile who appeared one day like some guardian angel to save me from the Morrigan’s faelah and to tell me all about my strange heritage. Unfortunately, on the day of the prom we both got tricked into running headlong into the evil goddess’s trap. Only, Cade wouldn’t let her have me, and right before he took on almost a dozen of her monsters, he told me he loved me. And then he died.
I stopped for a moment, craned my head back and leaned on my longbow, soaking in the filtered sunlight trickling down between the leaves above. I shut my eyes and tried to tell the knot of worry in my stomach to go away. Cade had died, he died defending me and the trauma of such a terrible experience forced my power to surge forth, scaring the Morrigan away, at least for the time being. The sudden rush of my glamour had soon faded and the reality of what had happened slammed into me like a train. I was convinced my heart would tear itself asunder, for Cade had sacrificed too much.
Only after recovering from my hysterics did I remember Cade’s foster father, the Dagda, an ancient Celtic god-king, happened to own a magical cauldron with a reputation for reviving the dead. A frantic horse ride against a driving storm later and I dropped like a fly at the Dagda’s door, a lifeless Cade in my arms. I’d arrived just in time; Cade would recover. But he never got to hear me tell him I loved him, too.
I had returned to the mortal world, an emotional and physical wreck, only to finally confess the truth to my family: I was an immortal from the Otherworld, the daughter of a Celtic goddess and the high queen of Eile, and one day I’d be going back to the world of my origins. Let’s just say after such an ordeal, I needed something to keep me distracted, to give me purpose so I wouldn’t lose my mind completely. Thus, I had taken up hunting for the faelah on my own. Heck, before the Morrigan’s attack Cade constantly pestered me about practicing my archery and this way I could kill two, maybe three, birds with one stone. I was getting some much-needed practice in, I was clearing the swamp of dangerous faelah, and I was keeping my mind occupied. Yup, three birds.
I fingered the note in my pocket once more as I stepped onto the equestrian trail leading to my home. I hoped the Dagda was right; that Cade was recovering. I so desperately wanted to turn around and head for the dolmarehn in the heart of these woods, to travel back to the Dagda’s home and see Cade, but like the Dagda said, I’d be an easy target in the Otherworld. And I agreed with the other thing he’d mentioned as well. I had no doubt the Morrigan would be looking for me.
Gritting my teeth, I turned my mind away from those dark thoughts and picked up my pace. By the time I reached the end of the path, I welcomed thoughts of a shower and a sit down with a good book and some hot chocolate. Summer was in full swing, yes, but the coastal fog was already creeping in and the early evening would turn chilly.
I planned on crossing our backyard and slipping in through my sliding glass door, but a barrage of young boys accosted me before I could even step foot on the lawn. Apparently my brothers had been waiting for my return.
“Meghan!” Logan whined as he rushed forward. “We wanted to go with you this time!”
He crossed his arms, and yes, actually stomped his foot.
I blinked at him and my other brothers as they gathered around me, a small army of Elams.
“Huh?” Despite my claims that my hunting ventures helped purge my mind of everything Otherworldly except the faelah themselves, my wandering thoughts still found ways to wrestle free of the bonds I’d placed on them. I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. I’d been too busy reminiscing.
“We want to help you hunt!” Bradley offered, thrusting out a fist which happened to be clutching a small bow.
Oh. That. I cleared my throat and took a breath. When would they realize no meant no? I was still getting used to the fact that my parents and brothers knew about my Faelorehn blood. After keeping my identity a secret for so long, I found it easy to forget I had told them (and shown them) what my Otherworldly power could do.
I squatted down so I would appear less imposing to them. Hah, me, imposing . . .
“I’m sorry guys,” I said, feeling only slightly guilty. “But you can’t go faelah hunting with me. It isn’t safe for you.”
“You go,” Bradley put in.
I rolled my eyes. “I’m Faelorehn Bradley. I have magic, remember?”
Not that it would make any difference. Whatever power I managed to store up in Eile during my last visit had most likely burned out after my battle with the Morrigan. I was running on empty and it would take another extended stay in the Otherworld to get me back up to a level where I could do some real damage. But they didn’t need to know that.
“And I’m glad you didn’t come with me,” I continued. “I encountered something really creepy today.”
And just like that, their scowls were replaced with wide eyes. “What?” Jack and Joey, the twins, whispered together.
I grinned, despite the fact that the encounter had been more ghastly than usual.
“Well, I’m calling the faelah I killed a pocora, but I’m not sure what it’s called in the Otherworld.”
They remained silent, waiting for me to continue. “It looked like a cross between a rabbit, a possum and a coyote, and I think it might have been mummified.”
I had explained early on, right after telling my family the truth, that anything concerning Eile would have to be kept top secret. I made all my brothers double swear, spit and shake on it (tantamount to a blood oath, or in the Otherworldly sense, a geis). They were not to repeat a single thing they saw or heard to their friends or classmates. Having to keep this promise, and not being able to go on my hunting adventures with me, was practically killing them. So, whenever I came back from one of my faelah target practices, I distracted their disappointment with a detailed description of whatever I happened to kill. Worked every time.
“Did you shoot anything else?” Logan piped in, forgetting his previous irritation at being left behind while I got to have all the fun.
“No,” I said.
Their shoulders slumped, so I thought the conversation was over. I started to stand back up and nearly fell over when Bradley blindsided me with a completely different question.
“So, when do we get to meet your boyfriend?”
After regaining my balance, I blinked down at him. “What?”
“Your boyfriend,” he crooned, “the guy in the Otherworld you always talk about. When do we get to meet him? Or is he imaginary?”
I blushed and gritted my teeth. I did not always talk about Cade. Always thought about, yes, but I only ever talked about him with Mom, long after my brothers’ bedtime. Little, eavesdropping cretins . . .
“He’s not my boyfriend,” I grumbled, glaring at Bradley.
Then I paused. Or was he? Before the Cumorrig had overtaken him, Cade had told me he loved me, but the last several weeks had given me plenty of time to think about it. Did he really mean it, or had he only said so because he realized he wouldn’t survive the fight? Did it mean he might have acted rashly? Of course, it didn’t change the fact that I loved him . . .
“Sure he isn’t,” Bradley snickered.
“I bet you let him go hunting with you,” Logan muttered.
I scowled at him again. I’d have to try and analyze my scattered thoughts later. “He’s my friend, and he’ll meet you guys when he’s better. He’s very sick right now.”
That’s right, because being brought back to life and recovering from what had killed you in the first place could be considered a sickness . . . sure.
To my immense relief, my younger brothers decided not to hound me about Cade anymore. We all headed back up towards the front of the house, but before we even got clear of the backyard, Meridian dropped from her perch in the eucalyptus trees above and came to rest on my shoulder.
The boys all started arguing and crowded in again, forcing me to stop so I wouldn’t trip over them. They absolutely adored Meridian. She used to use her powerful glamour to keep herself hidden from them, but now she understood it was safe to be seen and she no longer bothered with the disappearing act. Besides, I think she was rather infatuated with my little brothers as well, and I often wondered if she thought of them as her own little merlin chicks.
Chase game! Meridian sent as she chittered excitedly, leaping off my shoulder and darting around the backyard as my crazy brothers ran after her. She loved playing this game with them. Even Aiden, all too often happy with simply watching from the sidelines, joined in. My heart warmed at seeing him play like a normal boy, but a painful lump rose in my throat again. This was all temporary. I couldn’t stay with my mortal family forever.
Feeling rather morose, I reached into my pocket again and brushed my fingers against the thick paper of the Dagda’s note.
Be safe Cade and come back to me soon, I thought.
I turned to sneak back into the house, but the sudden presence I detected near my leg made me pause and glance down. Aiden. Apparently he was done playing chase. Yes, I would be leaving the family who took me in and raised me so I could live in Eile, where I belonged. In Aiden’s own quiet way, he was telling me how we all felt about it: none of us wanted to let go. I wasn’t human, though; I needed the safety the Otherworld and its magic would grant me, especially now that my power had shown itself. Moving to Eile would be hard, and I think I would miss Aiden the most, but I had to be brave.
Fighting the well of pain in my chest, I removed Aiden’s hand from my shirt and curled my own fingers around his. He looked up at me, his blue-green eyes trying to tell me something, but like always, his autism kept him from saying what he needed to say. Luckily, I’d become rather good at reading his face.
Taking a deep breath, I stood with him as my other brothers kept at their game with my spirit guide. I set my quiver down and leaned my bow against the house, then bent over and pulled Aiden into a rib-crushing hug.
“I know buddy, I know,” I whispered as he wrapped himself around me. I managed to hold on a little longer before a tear escaped. “I’ll miss you too.”
 


-Two-
Recovered
 

The next morning I woke up feeling groggy and slightly dejected. I didn’t know exactly when I’d be going back to the Otherworld, but I knew it was inevitable. I wanted to go, don’t get me wrong, and not just because it meant more one-on-one time with Cade. There had been something about feeling the full extent of my very own Faelorehn glamour that urged me to return, almost like a drug I couldn’t get enough of. Despite the terror and anguish I had felt when facing down the Morrigan, the whole experience had been exhilarating. It was almost as if the magic of Eile itself was crying out to me; coaxing me to cross over into the Otherworld and soak it in like warm sunshine.
Yet, there was also that part of me that hated leaving my friends and family. Not that I would disappear and never come back, but to not wake up and see my brothers every day? To find my dad reading his newspaper while the house erupted in chaos? To wake up without the smell of my mom’s cooking filling the kitchen? The ache that swelled next to my heart threatened to overwhelm me, but I quickly got a hold of it and banished it away. All children left their parents’ homes at some point in time, whether to go to college or start a life of their own. How was this any different? Okay, most young adults weren’t going to live in a different dimension full of magic, monsters and goddesses bent on destroying them, but hey, most people my age were human.
Sighing to dispel some of my negative mood, I rolled out of bed and headed to my shower. I took my time this morning, letting the steaming hot water pour over me, imaging it was washing away all of my worries. After the shower I brushed my teeth, combed out my unruly hair and threw on a pair of old jeans, a t-shirt and a sweatshirt.
It was still foggy out and I planned to go down into the swamp to get some more practice in with my longbow. I wasn’t about to slack off, despite the fact that I’d found only the one faelah creature the day before. I located the torque and mistletoe charm Cade had given me on my desk, placing them around my neck as if they were pieces of armor. Ever since the day I’d returned from Eile in late spring, I’d been wearing them almost constantly. I had been questioned by Robyn almost immediately about the torque (let's face it, the piece of jewelry kind of stood out and Robyn knew her Celtic stuff), but I had merely brushed her off and told her that Cade had given it to me. She was still the only one of my friends who had actually met him. Of course, she thought he was human, a conviction I wasn’t about to correct. Soon I'd have to tell them the truth, or at least some version of the truth, but for now I'd let them go on believing the lies as long as possible.
I sighed and placed my hands loosely on my hips, scanning the room for my spirit guide. Meridian, another gift from Cade, snoozed in the corner, making soft chirruping sounds as she slept. I grinned. I hated to wake her, but she was my bodyguard on mornings like these.
Meridian, I sent to her.
She snoozed on. I smiled and tried again.
Meridian!
She woke with a snort, well, her version of a mental snort. Up! she sent as she ruffled her feathers and tried to act as if she had been alert the whole time.
I laughed, threw my quiver over my shoulder, grabbed my bow with my left hand and held out my forearm to her.
Ready for practice? I asked
Yes. Hungry.
She landed on my sleeve, then crawled up my arm to settle herself on my shoulder, tucking her head back under her wing.
I turned towards my sliding glass door, expecting to see the fog-dimmed vista of our backyard and the eucalyptus trees that trailed down into the swamp. But something else was waiting for me and my heart nearly leapt out of my chest. There, standing on the concrete slab that served as a small patio stood a huge, white wolfhound.
My bow thlunked to my carpeted floor as I dropped it, my eyes wide and my jaw hanging open in shock. The dog panted and scratched at the door, his tail wagging. But all I could do was stand there, frozen. The memories of the month before flashed through my mind: the Morrigan, the faelah, Cade dying, Fergus nowhere to be found. He had fallen somewhere during the battle, dying when his master had, and we’d been forced to leave him. But if he was here now, alive and eager to get my attention . . .
“Cade!” I cried out, barely even a whisper.
My senses returned to me in a rush and I bent down to scoop up my bow, nearly tripping over its length in my rush to get to the door. Meridian dug in with her claws as she got jostled about on my shoulder. I dove for the handle of my door, flipped the latch, slid it open and tumbled out. Fergus took a few steps to avoid me, but he wasn’t fast enough to escape the hug I threw around his great neck.
“I’m so glad to see you!” I proclaimed as he panted next to my ear.
I let go and he gave me a quick canine grin before trotting towards the horse trail. I didn’t even hesitate to follow him, my heart lurching once again when he didn’t stop at the oak tree to indicate Cade had left me a note. Could Cade really be here? I shook that thought from my mind before I tripped over myself in a jumble of nerves, but the idea wouldn’t leave me alone. My heart sped up even more. The last time I’d seen Cade, he’d been lying in bed in one of the Dagda’s rooms, barely alive. Would he be glad to see me? Would he regret what he had done? I bit my lip and tried to move faster to keep up with Fergus.
We came to the point in the trail where the path led over the small land bridge and between two thick rows of willow trees. On the other side was the small meadow where my normal, well, somewhat normal life had all started to go downhill. I passed it without giving the memories of my first meeting with the Cumorrig a second thought. I walked a few steps further down the road, and then stopped dead in my tracks. Leaning against a tall eucalyptus tree stood a tall young man. Cade.
For a few breathless moments I merely stood there, my eyes taking him in, my heart galloping in my chest as my emotions tried to settle. He wore the clothing of the Otherworld; brown leather pants with knee-length boots and a loose, cream colored shirt beneath a beautifully worked leather vest. Instead of the old trench coat he had worn when we’d first met, he wore a long green cloak lined with fleece, the hood thrown over his head. But I could see his face well enough. He was pale, but not as pale as he had been after fighting the Morrigan’s - his mother’s - monsters. His green eyes met mine and he smiled, but it was guarded, as if he was unsure of how I would react to his presence. He looked worn down, weary, older almost, but I had never seen anything or anyone more beautiful in my entire life.
Finally he spoke, only one word, but it was enough to make my scattered emotions burst forth.
“Meghan,” he said, his tone so quiet I barely heard it.
That was all it took. The sob that had been hovering in my throat broke free and I dropped my bow and quiver. Meridian took off in a flurry of white feathers and irritated chattering as I sprinted across the small space that separated us.
Cade straightened just in time to step into my aggressive embrace. I buried my face in his shoulder and threw my arms around him, forcing myself to be gentle when he rocked back against the tree. He was still recovering from death, after all, and squeezing the life out of him might not be the best thing for his health at the moment.
I cried into his cloak and held on. I could hear him murmuring words in the ancient language of Eile as he stroked my hair. I was pretty sure I could stand like that all day, but at some point I pulled myself away, or maybe he somehow pried me off of him. Either way, I found myself gazing up into his face, wanting so badly to kiss him but not having the gall to make that move on my own.
He grinned, his eyes tired, and brushed a loose curl away from my forehead so he could kiss it. I shivered.
Somehow, I managed to find my voice. “How are you? Are you okay?”
He lowered his hand to take mine and squeezed it, grinning. It made his expression seem less grim, so I smiled back and relished the feeling of his hand in mine.
“I am,” he said.
An awkward silence fell over us, as if we were two strangers or casual acquaintances meeting for the first time. Finally, Cade spoke again, his demeanor stiffening. He dropped my hand and leaned back against the tree once more.
“Meghan, the Dagda wanted me to come see you, he thinks-”
He paused and took a deep breath, running his hand through his hair and pushing back the hood at the same time. “He thinks you should come to Eile as soon as possible.”
My heart nearly stopped its erratic sprint. Go to the Otherworld. I knew it was coming, heck, I’d been planning on it. But so soon? I had just received the Dagda’s letter less than two weeks ago.
I opened my mouth to speak, but all I did was croak, “Why, why so suddenly?”
Cade cringed and I could almost feel him withdrawing somewhere deep inside of himself. I didn’t like that feeling.
“We think the Morrigan is planning something, and now that your geis is broken, we don’t want to risk her getting to you here.”
I blanched. It was my own fault my geis was broken. Two years ago, when I had first met Cade, the Morrigan had tricked me into entering the Otherworld. At the time I had just learned I was Faelorehn, from the Otherworld myself, but I didn’t know that my mother had placed a geis on me. Apparently I was safe from all Otherworldly creatures, as long as I never entered their domain. Now I was as vulnerable as a popsicle on a hot day.
“Can I . . . can I at least say goodbye to my family?” I whispered harshly, retreating into my own emotional bubble.
Cade flinched, then reached out a hand to me. Reluctantly, I took it, slightly ashamed at how much comfort that one act brought me. He brushed his thumb over mine and my unease melted.
“We don’t have to leave right away. I was hoping,” now he paused again and looked away. He heaved a great sigh and forced himself to look me in the eye. “I was hoping I might stay with your family for a time, perhaps a week or so. Get to know them, let them get to know me, so they don’t feel as if I’m just tearing you away from them.”
Immense joy, then terror, shot through me at the thought. Cade? Stay with my family? So he could be glared at by my father, studied by my mother, and harassed by my brothers? Part of me tingled at the thought of having him staying under the same roof as me, but another part was petrified that my family might actually drive him away.
While I was slowly panicking, Cade turned away and reached behind the tree, pulling a large bag and his own longbow and quiver of arrows from where they had been sitting.
“I’m prepared to stay for quite some time,” he said, somewhat uncertainly.
I cleared my throat. “Of course you can stay with us, it’s just-” My dad will probably interrogate you at gunpoint, my mom will most likely ask you embarrassing questions under the pretense of making small talk after she’s coerced you into helping her in the kitchen, and my brothers will launch an all-out attack.
I cringed at the image of Cade stirring a pot of gravy while Mom prattled away about starting a family and settling down properly while my dad stood looking on, his arms crossed and his expression grim. Then, when Cade went to move the pot of gravy off of the burner, my brothers would burst out from behind the kitchen island and attach themselves to his legs, causing him to spill the hot sauce all over my dad while my mom tsked at his poor domestic skills . . .
“Meghan?”
I snapped myself away from the horrifying image and felt my face turn pink. Oh, this was such a bad idea . . .
I smiled and said, “I think that would be wonderful. You staying with us for a while.”
The look Cade gave me made me think he didn’t quite believe me, but he smiled anyways. He set his bag and bow back down and crossed his arms, looking me over carefully. I squirmed, but inside I was glowing. The old Cade had returned and he no longer looked so uncertain. And, despite my fears about immersing him in my family, he was coming to stay. With me. I could have hopped up on the closest log and done a jig. If I knew how to jig. And if I didn’t mind embarrassing myself to death.
“How’s your archery coming along?” he asked, changing the subject.
I smiled, a genuine one this time, and said with utmost confidence, “I’ve practiced all summer, and I think I might just be able to beat you now.”
He lifted an incredulous eyebrow, so I picked up my bow, strung it, and proceeded to prove my claim.
As we practiced together, I tried to forget about what my parents might say when I walked through the door later that morning with Cade in tow. I tried to block out the uncomfortable images of my brothers and my father and their own version of welcoming my guest. Most of all, I tried to block out the niggling feeling that something wasn’t quite right. There was so much Cade and I needed to discuss: the Morrigan’s attack, my outpouring of magic, the fact that he had told me he loved me . . .
I'd let my joy of seeing him alive and well overwhelm me, so I hadn't noticed that Cade greeted me like an old friend, not as someone he was in love with. Hadn’t he said those words to me? Just before sacrificing himself so that I might have one last chance to escape the Morrigan? The memory was still so strong for me; his declaration of love, the way he had held me, his kiss . . . I nearly lost my balance as I remembered that kiss. Had it all been an act? Or worse, had he just said those things on a whim? Had he just kissed me to make me feel better because he knew we were going to die?
I bit my lip and focused on the target far ahead of me. After all, I had just boasted that I could beat him at archery, and the last thing I needed to do was fall apart and lose my concentration. I took a deep mental breath, centered my arrow on the bull’s eye of an old target from our last practice, and released the bowstring. Funny how the glorious sound of my arrow hitting the central red dot was an eerie reminder of just how I felt at the moment.
* * *
After over an hour of target practice, I ran out of ways to stall the inevitable. I’d tried small talk and telling jokes, anything to avoid the one thing we both didn’t want to talk about: the Morrigan’s attack. We could have easily called it a day and headed back up to the house, but I was trying to avoid that as well. Unfortunately, small talk was called small for a reason, and honestly, I wasn’t that good at telling jokes, so we gathered up our things and headed up the equestrian trail.
It wasn't long before Cade and I were standing outside the front door of my house. At first I was just going to walk in with him, but I had given it some thought on the way up from the swamp. My family knew the truth about me now; I had told them at the end of the school year, when I had gone missing for the weekend. As soon as I had returned home and after the police department had been called and informed that I was fine, I had burst into tears and told them everything I'd learned about my heritage.
Now, once again I stood on the threshold of another one of those situations where I was going to hit my parents and brothers with another whopper.
I licked my lips, took a deep breath and said, “Let me go in first, okay?”
My hand reached for the doorknob, but I paused before turning it. So Meghan, what to say to them . . . Hi guys! Guess what, Cade’s back! You know, the guy I told you about? The one who enlightened me about who I am? The one that was so sick? Yeah, he’s better, and guess what! He wasn’t really sick. Nope, he was murdered by his mother's Otherworldly monsters and I took him to the Dagda’s Cauldron . . . what’s that? Oh, long story, but it basically brings people back to life. So here’s Cade, standing here before us now. And he’s come to take me back to the Eile with him! Yes. That would go over very well.
I blinked up at Cade and found him giving me an odd look. Oh, oops. Must have let my mind wander again . . . what had I just said? I was going to go in first, right.
I shrugged. “I think it’s best that I let my family know what's going on before we both come bursting in.”
I looked him up and down, biting back a grin of admiration. Oh yes, he sketched a fine image indeed, but my family wasn’t used to seeing anyone quite as, uh, striking, as Cade. His broad shoulders and unusual height, his perfect face framed by dark auburn hair, and those changeable green eyes . . . Combine all that with his Otherworldly clothes and he looked like some fairytale prince who'd just stepped off the pages of a book.
He relaxed a little and nodded, setting his bow and travel bag down next to the old rickety bench that guarded our front porch. He crossed his arms and sat down, the wood creaking in protest against his weight. I feared the bench might break, but I had more daunting things to worry about. Steeling myself, I tried the doorknob, grateful it was unlocked. I cast Cade a final, nervous smile before slipping inside.
The energetic melody of a video game soundtrack greeted my ears and the smell of Mom’s pancakes infused the air as I stepped into the great living room. The quick snap of folding newsprint told me that Dad was sitting in his recliner, catching up on the local news.
“Logan! You just shot me!” Bradley complained as his digital self crashed down in flames.
“Meg, is that you?” Mom called from the relative area of the kitchen. “Want to come cut the tops off of the strawberries?”
I took a deep breath. Keep cool Meg, this doesn’t have to be so difficult. Despite the fact that it was almost eleven, the Elam family was just getting started on breakfast. During the summer months, morning in our household generally began anywhere between nine and ten in the morning, sometimes later.
I walked into the kitchen, taking note of where everyone was located. Bradley and Logan were glued to the TV and Dad was absorbed in his paper. Aiden was watching the video game commence as if it were a cartoon, and Jack and Joey were busy constructing something out of blocks, presumably a city for their toy T-Rex to destroy. I could see the green dinosaur waiting in the wings, a mouth full of white, plastic teeth ready to do some damage. I shivered and told myself that it didn’t remind me of some of the faelah I’d seen.
The strawberries were in the fridge, still tucked in the green plastic crates they always came in. I pulled them out, dumped them in a colander, and wandered over to the sink where I rinsed them off. Cade had been sitting outside for a good two or three minutes. Maybe five. I had better get this over with before he took it upon himself to knock on the door and proceed with introductions on his own. I picked up a knife and started to carve the green stems off of the red berries.
“So, Mom,” I started off weakly.
“Yeah hon?”
Her back was to me and she was busy pouring batter on the griddle. I clenched my teeth. Just tell them already!
“Remember the boy from the Otherworld, Cade? And how he had been very sick?”
I waited for her response, and it seemed like it was taking her a long time. We had talked about Cade a few times before. They hadn’t been long conversations, but I had fed her enough information that she should remember him. I glanced over my shoulder to find my mom looking at me carefully. Uh-oh. I knew that look. I had her full attention now; no going back.
“Well, he’s much better and, well, he’s . . .” I fished around for the right way to tell her he was currently sitting outside the front door, expecting to stay with us for a week. Before I could come up with the right words, however, the sound of Bradley’s voice cut through the room.
“There’s an elf on the porch!”
I almost choked. Oh crap!
Several things happened at once. First, Mom’s attention got diverted from me. Okay, good. Then, all of my other brothers promptly stopped what they were doing to run to the window and peek through the blinds like Bradley. Third, my father stood up and set the newspaper down on the coffee table with a slap. And finally, Mom said, “What on earth are you talking about?”
By this time everyone had migrated to the window. I could only bury my face in my hands, my cheeks turning bright red in mortification.
Eventually, I said, “That isn’t an elf, that’s Cade. And he’s come to stay with us for a while. If that’s okay.”
Good. I’d said it. But now everyone was staring at me as if I’d sprouted feathers. Ugh. This was not how I wanted this to go . . .
“You’re boyfriend’s an elf?” Logan asked.
“Logan! He’s not my boyfriend! And he’s not an elf.”
My frustration was ringing clear, because everyone became silent, quietly watching me.
“Look,” I continued, “can I invite him in? It’s kind of rude to just stare at him through the window, don’t you think? He met up with me down in the swamp and I asked him to wait outside while I broke the news to you.”
“What news?”
So far, Dad had remained relatively quiet, taking everything in with a grain of amusement. Now he looked serious again.
Oh Dad, I thought miserably, you know what I’m going to say, don’t you?
I let my shoulders slump and said, “I’ll be going to the Otherworld soon. Cade said I’ll be safer there and that we should be leaving in a week or two.”
“Meghan, I don’t think you should just run off with this young man. How can you even know if you can trust him?”
Mom would worry, and I couldn’t blame her. I decided to go with the truth without telling her everything.
“Trust me, Mom. Cade and I have been through a lot together. I can’t tell you everything because it would make you worry even more. But believe me, he has my best interests at heart.”
I could tell my parents didn’t like the situation at all, but they knew, as well as I, that I was eighteen, legally an adult, and that I could leave the house whenever I wanted to without their permission.
“So, are we letting the elf in now?”
“Bradley!” my mother hissed, then looked at me.
I nodded and moved towards the front door, burning in embarrassment and hoping Cade hadn’t heard anything that had been said. I opened the door and stepped outside quickly, before my family could get a better look at him. He sat on the bench where I had left him, the hood of his cloak pushed back and his longbow resting in his lap. Despite the uncomfortable scene I had just left behind, I couldn’t help but smile. No wonder Bradley thought he was an elf; he looked like a character out of one of his video games.
“Um,” I said, my hands behind my back, one still grasping the doorknob, “my family is ready to meet you.”
Cade merely nodded, then stood, placing his bow beside his travel bag. My heart began to speed up again. Was he nervous? Would he scare my family? And more likely, would they scare him?
I thought it prudent to warn him before we went inside. “My family,” I began, then took a deep breath. “They can be overwhelming. They are going to be curious about you, just so you know, and my brothers, and Dad and Mom, might ask you some awkward or inappropriate questions.”
I gritted my teeth and studied my toes, feeling embarrassed again. The light touch to my shoulder brought my gaze back up. Cade was looking at me, his mouth turned into a crooked grin, a mischievous glint in his eye.
“They can’t be any worse than my family, can they?”
I stared blankly at him for a moment or two, wondering if he was referring to his mother, the Morrigan, his father, the Celtic hero Cuchulainn, his foster father, the Dagda, or his sister, Enorah, the wild woman of the Weald. It didn’t matter. His statement made me laugh and my anxiety instantly melted away.
“No, I guess they couldn’t. Though my brothers can be fierce in their own way.”
Cade smiled for real this time, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Good. I’ve always wanted brothers.”
Before I could even fathom exactly what he meant by that statement, he gently nudged me aside and opened the door.
 


-Three-
Welcome
 

To my utter surprise, my family’s reaction to Cade went quite well. After introducing himself to everyone as Caedehn MacRoich with an annoyingly impeccable display of manners, my brothers moved to ambush him, as I had anticipated. But just before pouncing, they stopped short and gazed up in awe at the Faelorehn man who now seemed to take up the entire room with his presence. I had to bite my lip to hide a grin as Logan and Bradley, and even the twins, all burst out with ridiculous questions. They wanted to know if he had magic like their sister, if he owned a sword, if he lived in the forest, why he was so tall . . . The only one remaining silent was Aiden, but that was normal. Instead, my autistic brother just watched the whole thing unfold from a distance, his eyes wary but curious.
Mom was the one to pull me away from the scene. “You boys be nice to our guest. Logan and Bradley, why don’t you show him to the spare room and help carry his things in.”
My brothers groaned but obeyed, chattering like chipmunks as they grabbed Cade by the arms, leading him away like a prisoner. He didn’t seem to be bothered by it at all. As soon as they disappeared around the corner, Mom grabbed my upper arm and wheeled me into the kitchen. “Oh Meg! What a nice young man, and so handsome!”
I went crimson and nervously pushed a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Careful Mom,” I murmured, trying to lighten the mood, “Dad will get jealous.”
She snorted and waved my remark off as she promptly got me working on the strawberries again. Dad stood off in the living room, eyeing me carefully and making me feel even more awkward than I already did. When I felt a pair of arms wrap around my waist, I knew Aiden hadn’t joined Cade and his flock of admirers. I glanced down at my brother only to find his eyes swimming and his lip quivering. I stopped what I was doing and took a steadying breath. I placed a hand on his head and whispered, “Not yet Aiden. I’m not leaving yet.”
Cade emerged from the hall ten minutes later with a water gun in his hand. I arched a brow and paused in my current task of setting the table. He had a huge grin on his face and his eyes glinted.
“Bradley and Logan have challenged me to a battle,” he proclaimed.
I heaved a great sigh and placed my hands on my hips. “You know you don’t have to cater to their childish demands, right?” I told him.
The look he gave me was one of pure disbelief.
“What? Forfeit and lose my honor?” he asked, placing a hand over his heart.
I couldn’t help it, I laughed, and then my two younger brothers emerged from the hallway with their own weapons.
“Don’t get too dirty! Brunch is in half an hour!” Mom called after them as they disappeared outside, the squealing twins right on their heels. Even Aiden left my side to go watch.
Twenty minutes later, Cade stepped in through the door, followed by my brothers. They looked like a litter of puppies trailing after the alpha dog, eagerly leaping up and vying for his attention.
“You have to teach us how to sneak around without making any noise!” Logan demanded.
“And how did you duck away from me like that?!”
Bradley’s face was glowing with admiration.
I turned away and bit my bottom lip again as I carried a pitcher of orange juice to the table. This introduction could not have gone any better.
“Boys," Mom said as she carried over a plate full of pancakes, "leave our guest alone and come to the table. Breakfast is ready.”
We all took our customary seats, with Cade and Dad sitting at opposite ends of the table and the rest of us filling in on either side. I chose to sit closest to Cade and tried to hide a small blush when my mom gave a knowing look.
The food was passed around and I noticed that Cade politely took a little of everything. For a few minutes, we merely ate in silence, and I couldn’t help but feel the knots growing in the pit of my stomach. This was where serious conversations took place, at the dinner table, and I was nervously waiting for one of my parents to break the ice.
“Tell me, Caedehn is it?” Dad asked.
My fork almost skittered off the plate as I missed the strawberry I was aiming for. Oh no. Here it comes . . .
Cade carefully finished chewing his food before looking my dad in the eye and answering, “Yes, but please, call me Cade.”
“Alright, Cade, do you mind telling me what your intentions are towards my daughter?”
Oh good lord . . . The happy sound of silverware scraping and cutting came to an abrupt stop. The room went dead silent and I could feel my face going white. Cade reached under the table and took my hand, squeezing it as he straightened his shoulders in what I imagined was meant to be a confident posture.
“I intend to bring her back to Eile, the Otherworld, so that she may learn how to use and control her power. I wish to be her friend and to provide what help I can.”
That seemed to satisfy my dad for the rest of meal. Thank goodness. I was relieved, sure, but I was also disappointed. A friend? Was I just a friend to Cade? I cast him a sidelong glance, but he had returned to his pancakes. Sighing, I decided I should follow his example and not draw any more attention to myself.
The rest of the day was spent sharing stories. Cade answered all of the questions my brothers threw at him and thankfully, Dad’s prodding followed a more typical male theme that didn’t fall under the ‘Let’s Embarrass Meghan’ category. Mom asked him about his own mother, and Cade had to pause before answering. I was the only one to see the dark expression cross his face, though. He never mentioned the Morrigan, but told my family about his sister and how she had helped raise him until the Dagda took him in. I laughed along with everyone else as he recalled some of his more rambunctious exploits as a boy. By nine that evening, everyone was ready to call it a night.
“Oh, Meghan, I forgot to tell you,” Mom said as she got up with Dad to head to their room. “Robyn called while you were out this morning and wanted to know if you were going camping with them this weekend.”
I winced. I hadn’t planned on it.
“I think you should consider it, dear,” she gave Cade a quick look. “Your friends will be heading off to college soon and you’ll be going . . . well, you might not be seeing each other again for quite some time.”
Yes, I would be going to live a new life in the Otherworld. She didn’t need to say it, and she was right. I should go camping with them. But if the faelah found me . . .
“Cade could go with you,” Mom continued, smiling over at him. “Then your friends could meet him. It’s this weekend, so it gives you two plenty of time before you have to leave.”
Cade cleared his throat and said, “It sounds like a great idea.”
Mom smiled. “Good, it’s settled then. Goodnight you two, don’t stay up too late.”
Despite a strong temptation to take advantage of some alone time, I bid Cade goodnight as well. I was tired and emotionally overwhelmed by the day’s events and I could use some time alone to think about . . . things.
After Cade assured me he had everything he needed for the night, I gave him one last smile and headed downstairs with a slightly heavy heart. He’d been the perfect gentleman and it was clear that my brothers loved him and my parents, at the worst, tolerated him. Mom liked him, it seemed, but it was harder to tell with Dad. Sighing, I burrowed under my comforter and tried to focus on sleep. Only problem was, there were still so many questions I wanted to ask, but I had no idea when I'd get the chance (or gather the courage) to ask them.
* * *
For the next few days, Cade settled in with my family like a long lost friend. He played with my brothers, showing a patience I had seen only practiced by my parents. He helped my mom with preparing our meals and he took part in insightful discussions with my dad. After that first morning at the dinner table, when Dad had established his authority as my father, the tension surrounding all of us seemed to ease. I grinned, realizing that Cade had passed the rigorous Elam litmus test.
The few times Cade wasn’t being held captive by my family, he accompanied me into the swamp and helped me eradicate any wayward faelah we stumbled upon. When I showed him how much my archery had improved by shooting one of the demented, Otherworldly squirrels that were common in the neighborhood, he smiled broadly and gave me a look that was enough to melt my heart. He even showed me some basic sword and fighting techniques, promising I’d be learning a lot more once we left for Eile.
I enjoyed the training. Not only was it exciting and exhilarating, but it gave me one more excuse to be close to Cade. My favorite move, by far, was one which required him to wrap his arms around me in order to show me how to escape. I was really tempted to just succumb to the attack, but a girl shouldn’t be too obvious.
One afternoon, after we were done with our practice for the day, but before we returned to the house, Cade invited me to sit next to him on one of the old, fallen eucalyptus trees that were so common in the swamp. I silently obeyed, wondering what he wanted to discuss. He had that look on his face, the serious one that meant something weighed heavily on his mind. My heart sped up, half fearful, half hopeful.
“There is something else I’d like to teach you Meghan,” he said, his tone almost grim.
Uh-oh. Why did he sound so reluctant?
“Okay,” I answered, my fingers absent-mindedly pulling at the bark of the tree.
“We, the Faelorehn, have another gift, one you have already started using to some capacity,” he went on.
Okay, I said once more in my mind, subconsciously urging him to spit it out. What could it possibly be?
“You see,” he dropped his head and joined me in peeling away old bark. “We have the gift of mind-speaking.”
Huh? What was that exactly?
My arched brow and silence must have expressed my confusion because he smiled at me and seemed to relax a little.
“How do you communicate with Meridian?”
I blinked, not expecting the question. “Uh, she tells me things, in my head and I answer her back the same way.”
“How do you do it?”
I shrugged. I couldn’t tell him. True, he had told me that when she was old enough, Meridian and I would be able to speak telepathically, but I couldn’t tell him how we did it. It just sort of happened.
“It came naturally, correct?”
I nodded.
“The Faelorehn can also speak, mind to mind, to one another. I’d like to teach you how.”
He went quiet again and that gave me a few moments to gather my thoughts. So, did that mean I could speak with him the way I spoke with Meridian? I shivered inwardly, delight suffusing me. To be able to communicate telepathically with Cade? It seemed so . . . intimate.
I turned back to him and smiled. “I think that would be a useful skill.”
He released a great sigh and returned my smile. Why was he so nervous about this?
“I was afraid to tell you Meghan. I was afraid you might think I’ve been reading your mind all this time.”
Ah, that explained his nervousness. And made me reconsider my earlier thoughts. I froze. Had he been reading my mind? And if so, what had he seen? Oh no, had he seen all those times I’d daydreamed about him? Could he hear what I was thinking right now?
He must have noticed my panic, because he lifted a hand and moved over an inch. “Meghan, I swear to you, I’ve never once read your thoughts.”
“Then how is it you know what I’m thinking right now?!” Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap . . . How mortifying! I could feel myself blushing to the roots of my hair and I stood up, ready to bolt.
“Meghan, I don’t need to read your thoughts, they are written plainly all over your face.”
There was laughter in Cade’s voice and darn him, he reached out and gently took my hand. It had the opposite effect of lightning, soothing me instead of jolting me.
“Sit, and let me explain.” He patted the spot next to him on the fallen tree.
Sighing and willing my burning cheeks to return to their normal, paler color, I sat down, grumbling under my breath.
“Mind-speaking, or shil-sciar, is different than communicating with your spirit guide. First, the conversation takes place in a completely different part of your mind. When you share thoughts with Meridian, they appear on the surface, within the shallowest part of your conscious. Shil-sciar with another Faelorehn, however,”
He paused and seemed to be reluctant to go on.
“Mind-speaking, uh, shil-sciar, with another Faelorehn . . . ?” I prompted.
Cade took a breath. “It requires something more. Trust, of the deepest kind, and complete honesty. One cannot lie when conversing using shil-sciar.”
How . . . interesting, and daunting. I wondered how that worked, considering I’d lied often enough to myself. And people lied all the time in regular conversation, why couldn’t they do the same with mind-speaking? Maybe it was a Faelorehn thing and not a human one.
The sound of Cade’s voice again prompted me to leave my thoughts for later.
“When we use shil-sciar our thoughts, our internal words, come from the same place where our emotions reside, so mind-spoken words are the purest form of conversation, even more pure than words spoken aloud in the most sincere way. The words often show up as writing, appearing and disappearing across the darkness of the mind.”
“Like typing on a keyboard?” I asked.
Cade nodded. “It’s slightly different with each individual. The words are also accompanied by a feeling of who the person is and tinged with the color of the emotion they are conveying.”
I crinkled my eyebrows.
Cade's mouth quirked in a smile. “It’s an indescribable sense. The only two people I mind-speak with, at the moment, are the Dagda and my sister. I can tell them apart by the feeling that I get when I receive their words in my mind.”
I nodded. I guess that made sense. After all, I got a different feeling each time I interacted with my brothers and parents. They were all feelings of love, but they were all different in their own way.
“Anything else I should know?” I asked.
“Yes. The words are also accompanied by colors. Each color represents the emotion the speaker is feeling. Reds often depict forms of distress, blues represent calm, yellow caution and so on. You’ll come to learn them as you get better at mind-speaking.”
“So, how does it work?”
“First, I need you to find the place in your mind that is most perceptive to magic.”
I gave him a look. How was I supposed to do that?
Cade smiled and said, “Close your eyes and seek out your Faelorehn power. Remember how I showed you how to find it when we were in Eile?”
Oh, I remembered. It was the first time he had kissed me. Well, the first time he had kissed me when I had been fully aware of it. I shivered and then my skin grew hot as my mind conjured up the memory.
I gulped. “Uh huh,” I whispered.
Cade moved closer to me. “It’s almost the same thing, only instead of trying to feel it, you are going to try and see it. Close your eyes.”
Okay . . . Shrugging I did as I was told.
“Concentrate on the feel of your magic. It won’t be very strong since you’ve been in the mortal world for so long, but it will be there.”
I focused, trying to block out everything but the darkness of my mind. Slowly, a small pinprick of light came into view. It grew brighter until I was seeing a blue flame glowing in the darkness. It warmed my heart and made me smile. My magic.
“Have you found it?” Cade asked.
“Yes,” I said with a smile, still keeping my eyes closed.
“Good. Now I need you to look away from your magic, into the darkness just beside it.”
I did as he asked, feeling a bit reluctant to leave my beautiful fae power behind.
“Okay,” I said, “all I see is darkness now.”
The words, Very good Meghan, scrawled across the dark space, pale blue in color, accompanied by the whispering echo of Cade’s voice.
I gasped and my eyes flew open. I stared at him, my face surely white with shock. Yes, I had heard his voice, but not with my ears. What the hell . . . ?
Cade held up a hand, his own face looking uncertain. Don’t be alarmed. This is mind-speaking. I want you to try to project your own words towards me. You have to think about what you want to say, find the dark spot next to your magic, and then say them, in your mind.
Once my initial shock wore off, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes again. I found the dark cavity next to my magic and thought of something to tell Cade. How is this possible? I sent.
Cade’s words and essence blossomed, a warm yellow in my mind. It is because of our Faelorehn glamour.
This is so weird, I sent back, wondering what color my words were in his head.
It is strange at first, but you’ll get used to it. Shil-sciar can be a very useful skill, especially once we reach the Otherworld.
I gulped, trying not to think about the Otherworld.
Until then, Cade continued, we will practice.
Okay, what shall we talk about? I asked, starting to like this way of talking. It was odd, no doubt about it, but it was nice as well.
I can tell you a little more about your glamour and how to use it. The essence of our magic, like I told you once before, stems from the earth but is cultivated in our blood. We borrow from the earth, and being in Eile makes our glamour more powerful, yet it is in the blood where our magic is most potent. That is why some of the tribes of ancient Ireland made blood sacrifices; they thought they could harness the power of Faelorehn magic through the blood of animals. Unfortunately most earth born creatures don’t contain nearly as much magic as those from the Otherworld. It is often said that a wounded Faelorehn is far more dangerous than one that is not. An open wound has the potential to release an incredible amount of magic since the skin is not there to keep it in check. Think of it as an electrical wire that is encased in rubber. You won’t get shocked unless you touch the bare wire. Your blood is the conductor and your skin helps keep it in check.
I listened to Cade’s lesson, letting his words flow into my mind. I had never thought of magic as electrical, but I guess it made sense.
When you call upon your magic, and if you are very still and concentrate hard enough, you can sometimes feel it coursing through your veins, along with your blood.
Another thing you need to know is that using your glamour can be dangerous for you. Magic is something that must be carefully administered and controlled. If you use too much at once, it can damage you, even kill you.
Worry tainted the pale red words Cade scrawled across my mind, and I realized he was telling me this not only because it was something I should know, but because I had been careless with my magic before. Not that I could have known any better. I thought about how I had overcome the Morrigan’s faelah army after Cade’s defeat, careful to keep those thoughts away from the place in my mind that would project them towards Cade. Could I have killed myself that day?
I swallowed. How do you know if you are using too much?
Cade moved closer to me and I could feel the heat pouring off of him. I resisted the urge to close the distance between us and simply sat there, willing my heartbeat to slow down. He placed a hand over the spot where my magic resided, next to my heart. My mouth went dry and my heart sped up.
Whenever you need to use a large amount of magic, always remember to bring it into your inner sight so that you can monitor it. Meghan,
Cade’s words stopped flowing into my mind and he placed his hands on both my shoulders, turning me so that I faced him. He looked into my eyes, his own a deep, golden green. I wondered what color mine were at the moment.
Meghan, never, ever, let your magic burn out. If the flame that represents your glamour ever becomes faint and starts to flicker like a candle about to extinguish itself, you stop whatever it is you are doing and pull your magic back into yourself. To let your magic burn out is to die.
The grip on my shoulders tightened and I actually cried out.
“I understand,” I croaked as I tried to pull away from him.
Cade released me, taking several steps back. He ran his hand through his hair and took a deep, shuddering breath.
“Meghan, I’m sorry,” he said aloud. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, it’s just-”
He sighed again as I stood back and rubbed my shoulder. He had gripped me pretty hard.
“It’s just?” I prompted.
He glanced up at me, his eyes even darker than before, his mouth cut in a grim line. “It’s so easy to over-extend your power, especially if you have not had proper training in how to utilize it. If anything ever happened to you because you didn’t know how to rein in your glamour, I’d . . .”
“You’d what?” I asked immediately, the slight pain in my shoulders forgotten as my heart raced to catch up with my thoughts.
Cade lifted his head once again and gazed at me, the look in his eyes so beguiling that I almost started drooling.
He opened his mouth to speak again, but at that very moment Bradley decided to scream at the top of his lungs from somewhere up the equestrian trail.
“MEGHAN!!! Mom says dinner’s ready!”
Cade straightened immediately, losing his intense composure.
No, no, no! What were you going to say?! I wanted to scream at him.
Instead I gritted my teeth and we started up the trail. I was dying to know what he had been about to say, but I guess it could wait for later. Perhaps we could find a private moment this weekend while at the lake. Then again, did I want to risk Robyn, Tully and the boys overhearing? But if it involved another declaration of love followed by a passionate kiss, I don't think I'd care very much who was there to see it.
 


-Four-
Truth
 

Lopez Lake was crowded with the usual family vacationers, looking for a weekend away from lying around the house. The buzz of motorboats and the muffled sounds of radios playing across the campsites drifted through the window of Cade’s Trans Am as we rumbled slowly through the camping area. Robyn, Tully, Thomas and Will were meeting us there, and as we drew closer and closer to our destination, the knots in my stomach became even tighter. The night before, Cade joined me in my room after everyone went to bed so we could discuss the camping trip and the meeting of my friends.
“I want to tell them everything,” I’d said nervously. “Well, not everything. I want them to know the truth about what I am. They have been my closest friends all through high school and they deserve to know why they won’t be seeing me so much anymore.”
I had kept my head down, talking to my hands as they worried away at the tattered cuffs of my sweatshirt’s sleeves. Cade had gently taken one of them, distracting me from my nervous fretting, and squeezed my fingers.
“Then you should tell them, and I’ll help you.”
He kept my hand in his for a long time before dropping it, and once again I'd wondered about the big question that was my constant shadow. Would we just go on forever pretending like nothing had happened between us? I tried to forget it as I'd tossed and turned in my bed after Cade left, wondering if he was doing the same thing in the guest room upstairs. Eventually, I managed to force the thoughts from my mind, again, and fell into a fitful sleep.
“This looks like the place,” Cade said, jerking me out of my reflection.
He turned his car down a paved lane that ended in a cul-de-sac of sorts mere yards from one of the lake’s small inlets. I noted the numbers of the campsites until I spotted the one that matched the name scrawled on the paper I held: Toro, site eight. If the sign hadn't been an indication, the image of Will and Thomas struggling with a partially raised tent while Robyn and Tully looked on in mild disapproval would have cinched it.
Cade rolled up next to Thomas’s van (on loan for the weekend) and killed the engine. I’d been too busy finding amusement at my friends’ expense that I had completely forgotten that I was about to spend a night alone with Cade with only my friends to chaperone us. Friends who knew nothing about him, nor how I had met him . . . My heart shuddered to a stop as the last rumble of the Trans Am’s engine came to an end. Not even Robyn knew how I'd met Cade. For some reason, she had been so dazzled by his Otherworldly beauty that she'd kept her boundless curiosity alive only on the tidbits I was willing to feed her.
Okay, she had asked me once where I had found him, but I had flippantly responded that he had found me. Sooner or later my friends were going to want to know more about my good-looking, mysterious pseudo-boyfriend, and I would have to either invent something or bite the bullet and do what I'd planned to do all along: tell them the truth. For some reason, informing my friends that I was an immortal, Otherworldly being who'd met Cade while being attacked by monsters seemed far less daunting than admitting I wasn't all that clear on what our relationship status was. Yeah, and just what did that say about my sanity?
I took a deep breath and climbed out of the car, putting on my best smile as my high school buddies came to greet us. In all honesty, I still wasn’t ready to tell them about my unusual ancestry, but I had a weird feeling that Cade and I weren’t going to leave this camping trip without something happening that would give us no choice.
* * *
To my immense relief, no one charged at me spouting questions regarding Cade and his sudden appearance. They all had been aware of his existence for a little while (or, according to everyone but Robyn, his feigned existence), so his appearance wasn’t too shocking. Last spring, Cade was supposed to go with me to prom and he would have met everyone then, but that was before his mother sprung her neat little trap and kind of ruined my whole weekend. Now, as the two of us slowly walked up the short drive to the campsite, I would finally get the chance to show them I hadn't invented him after all.
“Meghan! Cade! So glad you guys could make it!”
Robyn dropped the tent stakes she’d been holding and came sauntering over. Though not as short as my best friend Tully, I still had quite a few inches on her and I had to bend down to give her a hug. Robyn let go of me and I looked up at everyone else, expecting the same casual, Aw-shucks-how's-your-summer-been? expressions on their faces. What I saw instead made me want to laugh out loud. Tully, Will and Thomas stood ramrod still, their eyes wide and their mouths open in different stages of shock. Their gazes were fixed on Cade, like a Pointer spotting a duck. I covered my mouth to hide my amusement. Yes, even in his civilian clothes Cade had that effect.
Robyn hadn’t given Cade a hug, but she did give him a once over. I noticed admiration on her face, but it wasn’t the dumbstruck look she had plastered on him the first few times they'd met.
I cleared my throat. “Cade, you know Robyn of course, and this is Will, Thomas and Tully.”
I gestured towards my mute friends as I named them. Cade smiled politely and nodded at each of them in turn.
“Pleased to meet you all,” Cade said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
He indicated the tent and, as if some hypnotist somewhere snapped his fingers, Tully and the boys became alive with purpose, instructing Cade on how he could be of assistance. I glanced at Robyn, but she only gave me one of her sly looks.
“I’ll get our stuff out of the car,” I blurted, and turned on my heel before she could start interrogating me.
Half an hour later the tent was up, our food organized in the cooler, and our camping gear stored securely inside our canvas abode. The tent itself was big enough to hold eight people and had two smaller rooms off to the sides, their fabric doors rolled back to let it air out before nightfall.
“I moved yours and Cade’s stuff to one of the side rooms, you know, in case you two want some privacy.”
Robyn winked at me and I gritted my teeth. It didn’t help stop the blush, however. I pushed past her and went to join Will and Thomas, who had taken out their fold up chairs and were each enjoying a soda. I plopped down next to them and released a great sigh.
“In case you’re wondering,” Will said after taking a loud sip of his drink and pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose, “your boyfriend decided to take a walk.”
I had been leaning back in my chair, my eyes closed against the warm sun above. Upon hearing Will’s comment, I did a full body cringe and leaned forward, my hair falling into my face, as I glared at him.
“He isn't my boyfriend. He’s just a friend.”
Yes, I wanted him to be my boyfriend, but I couldn’t tell my friends that without talking to Cade first. The last thing I needed to do was ruin our friendship by going around and telling people something that might not be the truth.
“Well, if that’s the case, can I have him?” Thomas asked.
My annoyance disappeared in a flash and I cast him a quick look. He gave me his crooked grin, brown eyes dancing with mirth. I snorted out a laugh and in the next moment the tense mood had vanished.
“What are you guys talking about?” Tully asked as she and Robyn came walking up the road.
“How hot Cade is,” Thomas answered wistfully as he dug around for another drink in the cooler.
Will groaned and rubbed his face, but I only smiled. I kind of felt sorry for him, getting stuck with all us girls and Thomas and the gorgeous son of a goddess and the Celtic version of Hercules. It was definitely going to be a long camping trip for him.
Tully took a seat next to me and looked like she was about to ask me something when Cade appeared out of nowhere from the oak trees behind our tent. He startled all of us into a fit of laughter and when it died off, Will clapped his hands together and proclaimed it was time to start the fire so we could barbecue the chicken.
Cade offered to help and Will begrudgingly accepted. Thomas, without an ounce of shame, offered to watch, which only resulted in Will casting him an annoyed glare. Not surprisingly, I had to stifle another laugh. Cade, to my relief, didn’t seem to notice his newest admirer and proceeded to make a teepee out of the wood they’d gathered earlier.
I helped Robyn and Tully get the meat and vegetables ready, and since Cade was in the immediate vicinity, we kept our conversation to books, movies and the like, though I could almost feel the waves of curiosity rolling off of them, Tully especially. She had been my best friend since childhood, but ever since I stumbled into the swamp in the middle of the night and met Cade for the first time, we had been drifting apart. Not that it was anything she or I meant to do, it’s just how everything had turned out. I regretted keeping things from her, but I had done it for her own safety.
The sun was dipping low on the horizon, but the chicken was over the fire, the potato salad waited on the table with the chips and drinks, and we had all retreated into silence. Of course, the sounds of other campers nearby intruded on our thoughts, but I think for the most part we blocked it all out.
After eating and packing away the extra food, we gathered around the fire pit and cracked open the graham crackers, marshmallows, and chocolate. Thomas and Will sat across from me in their fold out chairs, Tully and Robyn on either side of them, and Cade and I took up one side of the bench. We had dragged it closer to the fire so we could make our own s’mores.
I flicked a glance at Cade. He gazed into the flames, his expression free of any emotion and his eyes dark. He had remained relatively quiet the entire time, taking part in polite conversation but only speaking when he needed to. Perhaps he was taking this time to study my friends; to get a sense of what they were like. Mostly, though, I imagined he was deep in thought about what awaited us in Eile. I bit my lip and turned my eyes back towards the fire. I didn’t want to think about what might be occupying his mind at the moment.
I returned my attention to the marshmallows turning golden brown over the fire. Mine was done, so I got to work making a s’more. Cade watched me with curiosity, and then began mimicking my actions. I was simply glad that look of deep contemplation was gone from his eyes. It always worried me when Cade adopted that expression.
With nimble dexterity, Robyn plucked the crispy marshmallow off the end of her own fork and wedged it between two graham crackers with a piece of chocolate. “So, now that we are all here with no pesky parents to eavesdrop, why don’t you tell us how the two of you met?”
I inhaled a cracker crumb and proceeded to cough uncontrollably. Cade gently patted my back as the blood rushed to my face and my eyes watered. When I regained my composure, I looked up at him while blinking the tears from my eyes. He didn’t look at all phased by what Robyn had said.
How couldn’t he be? She had just insinuated that we were an item. And it only bothered me because he had never indicated one way or another that we were (or were not) an item. Somehow, between the day he arrived in the swamp at the beginning of the week and this very moment, Cade and I had never found any free time to discuss it. Okay, if I was being completely honest with myself, I’d admit it was because I was scared to death to broach the subject, but it was easier to blame it on time constraints. Yes, a week simply wasn’t enough time to ask the boy who claimed he loved you if he wanted to be your boyfriend.
I opened my mouth to give an answer, what answer I wasn’t sure. Cade, however, beat me to it.
“My little sister goes to school with Meghan’s brother, Aiden.”
The unformed answer died in my throat. I turned my surprised face towards his, but he was looking at Robyn.
“I had to pick her up one day after school and Meghan happened to be there as well.”
Robyn grinned and took a bite out of her s’more, chewing with relish and losing that gleam of mischief in her eyes. I quietly exhaled my relief and Cade turned to study me, a soft look in his expression and a gentle curve at the corner of his mouth. Wait, what just happened? One minute Robyn was swooping down, talons open, to tackle the mystery of Cade once and for all, and he just stepped right in and thwarted her with a simple little lie.
I turned my attention back to the fire. Robyn was never that easily diverted. She had been surreptitiously fishing for information; trying to get one of us to claim Cade and I were a couple, and he had stopped her dead in her tracks. Normally such a question would be followed up by another more intrusive one, especially given his answer, but no. Robyn was content with Cade's response, one that neither claimed nor denied what our relationship status was. Had he used glamour to suppress her curiosity? I blinked and looked at Cade again. He was still gazing at me, his features calm, calculating. I swallowed. Could he be waiting for me to acknowledge our relationship? But how could I do that when I didn’t even know what our relationship was? Ugh!
“Well, I’m bushed,” Tully said, yawning as she pushed herself out of her chair.
Eventually, the fire died down and my three other friends claimed exhaustion and climbed into the tent. Robyn, of course, was the last one to rise.
“Goodnight you two, don’t stay up too late.”
In the dim light of the dying fire, the suggestive waggle of her eyebrows made her appear downright demonic. I glared at her and she chuckled, the harsh grating sound of the tent zipper sealing her inside and cutting her amusement off.
Cade and I sat in silence, side by side on the wooden plank of the bench, gazing into the orange glow of coals. I took a slow breath and swallowed back my rising fear very carefully. All week I'd managed to put off saying anything about what had happened between us on the battlefield with the Morrigan. At home my family acted as a nice distraction, but now I only had the gentle lap of the lake a few dozen yards away, the quiet rippling hiss of the fire, the general racket of fellow campers joking and enjoying the night, and my own heartbeat to chase my errant thoughts away.
Stop being such a coward Meghan! He said he loved you, didn’t he? And are you going to try and convince yourself that that kiss meant nothing?
I gritted my teeth, squeezed my eyes shut, and told my conscience to take a hike. I turned to Cade with every intention of bringing up the subject we were both avoiding, but the words died in my throat. First mistake: I should not have glanced at his face. Second mistake: I should have diverted my eyes right away.
“Uh . . . um.” I raked my hair behind my ears and glanced down. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t find the words. Cade sat there, patiently, expectantly, and I knew, somehow I just knew he was waiting for me to say something, anything. What could I say?
I licked my lips and tried again. “I-I think I’m going to go to bed. Do you mind putting out the fire?”
And because I was such a wuss, I stood up quickly and headed into the tent without so much as wishing him a goodnight.
Way to go Meghan. I think you just blew it. I didn’t even bother opening the tent quietly and I’m sure the muffled grunt was Thomas’s way of letting me know he didn’t appreciate being tripped over.
I pushed past the nylon divider that cut off the small room on my side of the tent and plopped down on my sleeping mat. I never liked sleeping zipped up in a sleeping bag; made me feel claustrophobic, so I was the dork who always brought a sleeping mat to lie on so that I could use my sleeping bag as a comforter. I yanked the sleeping bag over my head and did my best not to burst out of my own skin. I took several deep breaths and tried to calm my heart and settle my mind. It didn’t help.
Something tickled my cheek and I reached up, expecting to find a mosquito or some other unpleasant insect taking advantage of me, but when I pressed my fingers to my skin all I felt was moisture. I turned over on my side and burst into tears, great, big muffled sobs that I hoped no one else heard.
A few months ago I had had my heart wrenched from my body because I believed Cade was dead. And now he was here, right in front of me, and I didn’t even have the courage to tell him I loved him. No, apparently I only had the nerve to do that when he had no way of responding or understanding my declaration.
I can’t say how long it took me to fall asleep, but eventually my body stopped shaking and I dozed off, wondering if I had ruined my only chance to really tell Cade how I felt.
* * *
Sometime later that night I woke up with a start. I was lying on my side, staring at the outside wall of the tent, the bright moonlight shining down through the mesh roof above me. I strained my ears, thinking that maybe some noise had woken me, but I heard nothing except the soft snoring of my friends and the occasional cough from a neighboring campsite. I sighed and focused on getting back to sleep before I could remember why I felt so empty inside.
Meghan?
The sight of my name popping up in my head, blue script against a black abyss, made me jerk. And when I did, my shoulder came into contact with something, no, someone, just behind me. Cade?
Meghan, are you awake?
Blue again, but not as harsh. I could detect Cade’s essence in the words and I relaxed.
Yes? I sent back.
I was hoping we could talk, like this.
Oh. He wanted to have a conversation using shil-sciar, a conversation that no one else could hear. Why now, in the middle of the night? And then the memory of what had taken place around the campfire came rushing to my mind like an unexpected wave on the shore. My skin flushed with anxiety.
Alright, I answered tentatively as I tried to swallow.
I’m sorry I’ve been distant these last several days, but I wanted to give you space and give myself time to think. I've been trying to figure out the right words to use . . .
He sighed out loud, but then the silent words returned to that dark place in my mind.
What happened on that plain, with my mother and her Cumorrig, I didn’t want you to have to ever see me like that.
Ah, so here it was: the conversation I had been yearning for and avoiding at the same time. So far it sounded as if Cade was just as afraid as I was, and I guess I could understand that. He had been rather frightening when the battle fury took over. Both his appearance and what he had done to those mutated hounds was enough to give the Grim Reaper nightmares. Not that I blamed him, nor was I in the least bit ungrateful for what he had done. Maybe this was why he had been so quiet on the matter since coming back to the mortal world; perhaps he had been worried about my reaction all along.
And-
Cade’s word hung in the darkness for a long time, fading towards yellow in my mind.
And? I prompted, my heartbeat quickening.
He released another sigh, but this one wasn't physical. It was a feeling that appeared in my head as a wash of blue and green.
And I didn’t want you to think you were obligated in any way. I didn’t want you to feel like you owed me a debt for what I did.
This night, and the entire week if I was being honest, had been an emotional roller coaster for me, so my ability to process simple thoughts was a bit off. I rolled over to face Cade, hoping I might be able to discern something from his expression. I could see him clearly enough, his features limned in the silver light of the moon. His eyes looked darker than usual and his hair was slightly mussed from sleep. Only when he lifted a hand and placed his fingers gently against my cheek did I realize that he had crawled under my open sleeping bag with me. I tensed slightly as my heartbeat kicked up its pace once again, but the soft stroking of his thumb against my temple soothed me.
I meant what I said the last time I saw you in Eile, before I fought the Morrigan’s hounds.
All uncertainty was gone from his eyes. The entire week he'd kept his distance, being careful not to touch me too often or let his gaze linger too long. Now he looked as if he saw nothing else in the world but me; as if he had given himself a pep talk after my rude departure earlier that night and was ready for the challenge ahead of him. This was the Cade who had held me close before taking on the Morrigan’s monsters; he was holding nothing back. My toes and fingertips started to tingle, and I bit my lip, not allowing myself to breathe.
I am in love with you, Meghan Elam, and you mean more to me than you can possibly know.
The proclamation was so soft, so sincere, his words in my head so pale blue they were almost white. Tears began to form in my eyes and a cloud of butterflies took flight in my stomach.
I love you, he sent again, his thumb continuing its soothing caress, but I don’t want you to think that you owe me anything for what I did for you. I don’t want you to feel that you need to love me ba-
I cut off his thought process by leaning forward and pressing a kiss against his mouth. I don’t know what possessed me to be so bold. It was as if my mind had stopped working and my heart had taken control.
Cade didn’t miss a beat. He deepened the kiss, bringing both of his hands forward, lacing his fingers in my hair and molding his body to mine.
Reluctantly, I pulled away so I could catch my breath and suddenly I was ready to talk.
You didn’t hear me after you . . . after you died that day. You couldn’t hear me, I sent to him, my own words rich with emotion.
Cade’s fingers loosened their hold in my hair, but he didn’t let go completely. Taking a deep breath and trying to make my head stop spinning, I managed to continue. But I’ll repeat what I said when you were gone and as Speirling carried us across Eile: I love you too, Caedehn MacRoich, and I want to be with you more than anything else.
He smiled, his eyes shining in the moonlight.
And since my fear was now obliterated and since we were being so openly honest, I continued, I was afraid you had changed your mind. That you regretted what you had said to me.
Cade’s hold tightened for a split second and his face grew stern.
Never, his pale words whispered across my mind.
He drew me forward for another long kiss that sent me reeling, and then he wrapped his arms around me. I snuggled against him, resting my head on his chest, my heart glowing contentedly. Cade did love me after all, and now I had no fears about going to the Otherworld, for he would be with me. I fell asleep listening to his heartbeat and the occasional terms of endearment he sent into my mind as he drifted off. For once in what felt like a very long time, I was indescribably happy.
 





-Five-
Evidence
 

I think it was the horrendous screech scraping at my eardrums that woke me up again. I jerked and flung out an arm, wondering why I felt disappointed when it only tangled in my sleeping bag. Then I remembered. Cade had told me he loved me, again, after curling up next to me last night. And this time he heard me tell him I loved him back. I recalled falling asleep in his arms, but he was obviously no longer lying next to me. A black shadow formed above me and I nearly screamed, but it was only Cade, crouching low in the dark.
“Meghan,” he hissed, “there are some faelah in the campground. I need to go take care of them.”
I sat up, the color draining from my face. I knew this was going to happen! This was exactly why I hadn’t wanted to go camping in the first place.
Cade moved to stand up, but I grabbed his hand.
“Wait, I can help,” I insisted.
Sure, the thought of confronting faelah in the middle of the night wasn’t my idea of a fun camping trip, but I didn’t want to be that girl: the one who sat quivering in fear as her boyfriend took on the role of knight in shining armor. I grinned despite my fear and annoyance. Cade really was my boyfriend now, wasn’t he?
“No, you’ll stay here.”
It wasn’t really a demand, but I crossed my arms and narrowed my eyes. “I've been practicing with my bow, which is in the back of your car, and this is a much more public place than the swamp. What if the faelah decide to start searching tents? The people two campsites down from us have a baby.”
Cade hesitated, then drew his mouth into a hard line.
“Alright,” he finally conceded, drawing me up so he could give me a quick kiss.
My stomach fluttered again and I was disappointed when he pulled away.
“Put on some shoes and a sweatshirt and follow me.”
I quickly obeyed and soon we were picking our way over the lumps of my sleeping friends.
“Wha . . ?” Robyn mumbled as she sat up from her sleeping bag.
“Shhh, lie back down Robyn,” I told her.
“What’s going on?” Will grumbled.
Robyn slumped back down and turned over in her sleeping bag. “Meghan and Cade are sneaking out for a lovers' tryst,” she huffed. “Go back to sleep, it’s probably three in the morning.”
I didn’t correct her assumption, nor did I grow annoyed at her claim. As much as I would have liked to be fulfilling Robyn’s hypothesis, I had more important things to worry about at the moment.
The sound of the tent zipper as Cade opened it was much louder than I thought it should have been. We stepped out into the night, still bright with moonlight but obscured by the dark shadows cast by trees, trailers and tents. Cade took my hand again and we went straight for his car. He unlocked the door and drew out my bow and quiver, leaving his own behind. I gave him an odd look, barely discernible in the pale moonlight, but before he could answer my questioning gaze, he had somehow flipped the seat bottoms up in the back of his car to reveal an impressive collection of weapons. My eyes grew wide when he chose a sword. Not just any sword. This thing was a good three feet long, plus another foot for the hilt. Cade’s grin told me my jaw had dropped open.
“I need you to pick off the little ones Meghan,” he said. “Can you do that?”
I nodded numbly, wondering just what we were going up against. I had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t going to be those demented gnomes or even one of the bigger things I’d managed to take down over the summer. I got an arrow ready and started following Cade quietly, my heart beating a fierce tattoo against my ribs. I wanted to go back to the tent and hide under my sleeping bag. Then I gave myself a mental kick. Stop being so pathetic Meg! You wanted to go with Cade, and besides, you’ll be facing this stuff every day very soon. You won’t last a week in Eile if you can’t handle a few stray faelah.
Breathing deeply to calm my nerves, I crept silently along, always following Cade and keeping my ears open for stray sounds. I felt a little ridiculous sneaking around the campground in the middle of the night, dressed in my pajamas and tennis shoes, holding a bow like some sleepwalking nerd who had taken her hobby of live action role playing a little too seriously.
Eventually we came to a low spot in the campground, only a few dozen yards from the closest tent, the one with my snoring friends in it. I caught a clear glimpse of the lake in the distance, the moon pooling in the silver dimples over its black surface. A dumpster and several trash cans formed a dark obstruction of the view, and the dozens of oak trees clinging to the hilly campground offered many good places for faelah to hide.
A sudden crash sounded to our left as one of the trashcans fell over. Cade whipped around, keeping his sword low but pointed away from him. I fought the urge to press myself against his back. Instead, I lifted my bow and chose an arrow, getting ready to do battle.
A heartbeat later, two small creatures came rolling out of the trash bin, snarling and fighting over a chicken bone. At first glance they looked like raccoons, but as I watched them I could see they were definitely Otherworldly. Bushy tails and patchy fur covered their hides, but it was the legs and heads that made me blanch. The faelahs' arms looked mummified; shrunken skin stretched over bone, and their heads were completely devoid of flesh. Cade tapped his sword tip on the asphalt and the horrid creatures stopped their argument to look at us. I felt my stomach turn. Bloody eyes peered out from gore-stained skulls.
“Now Meghan,” Cade hissed under his breath.
Pushing aside my fear and disgust, I drew my bowstring back, took aim, and let an arrow fly. It pierced the side of the first creature, causing it to scream in agony. The other one scrambled to get away, but I had already found a new arrow. As it tried to scurry up the hill into the shadows, I took aim and released my bowstring. This time the arrow lodged into the back of its neck.
I grinned, very proud of myself, and it was only when Cade leaned in to give me a one-armed hug and plant a kiss on the top of my head did I realize how badly I was shaking. I had always managed to stay relatively calm in the swamp, but then again, that was always during the day and practically in my backyard. Here, it was dark and there were other people who could be immediately hurt.
“You did great Meghan,” Cade whispered against my hair.
I didn’t have much time to enjoy the moment because the dark campground was shaken by the roar of some Otherworldly monster. Cade’s grip tightened right before he released me and stepped away. He made ready his sword again, this time positioning it so that its length protected his torso.
“What was that?” I breathed, feeling cold sweat break out on my forehead.
“Cuthra,” Cade growled, his jaw tight. “They don’t normally visit the mortal world, unless-”
He paused, so I prompted him, “Unless?”
“Unless they are sent by someone with great power,” he finished, turning his head to give me a grim look.
Sent by someone with great power . . . The Morrigan. I gulped, tempted once again to run and hide, but I never got the chance. In the very next moment the huge beast stepped out of the shadows of the trees. I think the smell hit me first, that clinging scent of death and rot and evil. The monster was about the size of a Clydesdale horse and walked on all fours. Instead of hooves it had long-fingered hands and feet with wicked claws at their tips. A bedraggled mane ran down the back of its neck all the way to its small tail. Like most of the Morrigan’s evil faelah, it appeared to have been dead for a week. Its face, so disturbingly similar to the two faelah I had killed, was broad and ridged with bony spikes. Saber-like teeth lined its mouth and its small eyes glowed with a malevolent orange.
As if the Cuthra's size and muscle mass weren’t terrifying enough, it stopped and stood up on its hind legs. Oh, it could walk like that too? Now it could use its long, powerful forearms like spiked wrecking balls. Wonderful.
“Meghan, I want you to go back to the tent, wake your friends, and get out of here.”
Huh? My mind was still numb from processing what it was seeing.
“What?” I rasped.
Cade whipped his head around, his eyes fierce. “I want you to get out of here!”
“No!” I said without even thinking. “I’m not leaving you!”
Cade gritted his teeth. “You don’t understand. I have to use my riastrad against the Cuthra, so I want you as far away as possible.”
Riastrad. Cade’s battle fury. The same battle fury he had inherited from his father, Cuchulainn. I had seen it once before, when he had died protecting me from the Morrigan’s mutated hounds.
I placed a hand on his arm and forced him to turn and look at me. “I have seen you use it before Cade. I’m not afraid of you.”
His mouth was set in a grim line, the sword in front of him gleaming in the moonlight. “I don’t want to hurt you Meghan,” he murmured.
I tightened my grip on his arm. “You won’t. But I’ll keep my distance just in case.”
Terrified as I was, I couldn’t leave him to fight this battle alone.
His shoulders drooped insignificantly and then he nodded once. Reluctantly, I stepped back several paces before turning and looking for a good place to watch the battle. There, behind two boulders marking the boundary of the campground. My heart was in my throat and I was tempted to crouch behind the stones, but Cade might need my help. I positioned myself so that I faced the monster, then drew an arrow from my quiver.
The creature moved forward, close to fifteen feet tall now that it stood on its hind legs, and swiped at the air in front of Cade with a massive paw, its razor sharp, bear-like claws almost making contact. It opened its mouth and let out a great roar, its nose, eyes and throat glowing with red coals like the Cumorrigs’ had. My knees went weak again and what little sense I had left spent its energy wondering how this thing wasn’t waking up the other campers. Perhaps its glamour disguised the sounds it was making, or maybe they thought it was a bear and they were hiding in the false safety of their tents.
I didn’t have much longer to think about whether or not the Cuthra could actually be heard, because in the next second Cade lunged at it. I almost screamed as I ducked my head. What was he thinking? That monster’s reach was far greater than his and it was obviously much stronger. When the Cuthra bellowed again, I risked a peek. Cade was back to where he had started, his chest heaving, his sword, dripping in near-black blood, held to the side. He had managed to cut the faelah, but now it looked angrier than ever.
Cade hesitated, and as I squinted in the pale moonlight, it looked like his eyes were closed and he was trying very hard to concentrate. The Cuthra moved forward slowly, back on all fours, twitching its tail like a lion about to pounce. I wanted to shout out a warning, but then I realized what was happening. Cade began to grow larger, his hair gathering in spikes. His arms seemed to dislocate and his eyes grew wild. The riastrad. When he was done with his transformation, he was a full two feet taller than usual and more closely resembled the Cuthra than the young man I loved.
The sword he carried looked like a dagger in his hand, but as his battle fury took full control of him, Cade made quick work of the Cuthra. It wasn’t an easy fight, not in the least, but I could tell by Cade’s quick movements and the monster’s flagging strength that soon the problem would be gone and we could return to the tent.
As I watched the fight from afar, I spotted a few more of those little faelah I’d shot before the Cuthra arrived. A pack of them, like rats smelling blood, waited on the outskirts of the ensuing struggle. Feeling a rush of adrenaline, I aimed my arrow and shot. The first creature squealed and fell to the ground, twitching. I readied another arrow and took aim at another one. Twelve arrows later, they were all dead. I wondered at their intelligence, since none of them fled after witnessing their comrades fall. Perhaps they were too focused on the smell of blood to care.
“Well done Meghan.”
I jumped. I had been so fixated on killing the faelah I hadn’t noticed that Cade had finally killed the Cuthra and morphed back into his more human-looking self. I grinned sheepishly and glanced up at him. He looked tired and bedraggled in the torn remnants of his clothes, but not nearly as exhausted as he had the day he fought the mutated Cumorrig.
He must have seen something cross my face because he asked, “What’s wrong?”
“Oh,” I flapped a hand, “nothing. I just thought you would look more, uh, worn out after your riastrad.”
He grinned, that grin that made my bones melt.
“Normally it takes a lot more out of me. But a Cuthra, in the mortal world, isn’t that tough to defeat.”
I blinked up at him. He thought that had been easy? Of course, I shouldn’t be that surprised. After all, he had managed to take on ten of the Morrigan's giant hounds at once.
We headed back to our tent, staying alert in case any more faelah showed up. It was when we were returning our weapons to Cade’s car that the glare of a flashlight fell on us.
“Meghan, what the hell?!”
I froze. Robyn. Of course.
“Is that, is that a sword?! Crap, I thought you guys were just going out for a make out session or something.”
She gasped. “Is that blood?! What happened to Cade's clothes? What have you two been doing?”
I sighed and started to turn around. Maybe I could make up some excuse . . . But when I noticed Tully, Will and Thomas standing behind her, all three of them with looks of horror on their faces, I knew there was going to be no easy way out of this.
“What’s that smell?” Tully asked, crinkling her nose.
Oh no.
“Hey, what’s that over by the dumpster?”
Will adjusted his glasses and picked up a lantern, Thomas close behind. Robyn cursed and started after them.
“Wait up!” she grumbled.
Oh no, oh no, oh no!
I twisted around and shot Cade a panicked look. Would they be able to see the dead Cuthra? His face was grim.
In the next breath, Cade’s words entered my mind: Meghan, it hasn’t been dead long enough to turn to ash and it no longer has control over its glamour. They are going to see it for what it truly is.
Crap! What do we do?! I sent back.
Cade sighed, then gave me a long steady look, his eyes appearing black in the pale moonlight. We tell them the truth.
Could we? Tell them the truth? I mean, I'd wanted to tell them something about my true identity, but could I really do it? After hiding it all these months, and would they believe me? Was I really ready to tell them?
A panicked curse coming from Will and a blood-curdling scream that could only belong to Robyn was my answer. I let my shoulders slump as Tully bolted towards our other friends. Ready or not, my friends were about to learn what I'd been keeping secret for the past few years. That I was from an entirely different world than they were, one that grew monsters like old bread sprouted fungus. And I thought the worst part of the night was over . . .
* * *
Half an hour later, we were sitting around the inside of the tent. Cade had changed into a new set of clothes and I had pushed back the screen that separated our small alcove from everyone else. And at the moment we were being very closely scrutinized by my friends, the light of the two lanterns we'd switched on illuminating four unreadable expressions.
“So,” Robyn said, her voice sounding uncharacteristically subdued.
“So,” I repeated.
I had just finished telling them, in a rush, everything I had been withholding from them for the past two years. I told them how I had always heard voices, how I had stumbled upon Cade in the middle of the swamp, how he had told me about Eile and how I'd been jumping back and forth between the two worlds for some time now. I didn’t, however, tell them about the Morrigan, only that the creature they found by the dumpster had come from the Otherworld and that it was Cade’s job to take care of them. Cade had held my hand the entire time and I was certain he was only being a gentleman by not complaining about my death grip.
Now we sat silently, Cade and I, facing my friends and waiting for the judgment, the questions, and the horror to come pouring out of them.
Next to Will I could hear Thomas muttering something about God and the devil in Spanish. I couldn’t blame him. The Cuthra had looked like something straight out of hell.
“I must admit,” Robyn said, “that this all seems a bit far-fetched, and I would in no way shape or form believe you if it weren’t for that, that,”
She gave me a hard look.
I closed my eyes and released a deep breath.
“Cuthra,” Cade offered, his voice a bit clipped and defensive.
Robyn cast him a quick, wary glance. “Yeah, that, thing lying next to the trash bins in plain sight. But, I mean, how is it even possible? This is the stuff I’ve been telling you about for years Meghan! It’s mostly mythology. It isn’t real!”
I blinked in surprise. It was the first time I had ever seen or heard Robyn doubt her Wiccan beliefs.
“But Robyn, I thought you believed in this stuff,” Will said, voicing my question aloud.
“Well, yeah, some of it!” Robyn answered. “There are spirits and ceremonies and the like that need to be observed, but nothing like this!”
She gestured towards Cade, and I sucked in a breath, suddenly feeling resentful. Cade must have felt it too because I could have sworn he growled under his breath.
“What more proof do you need!?” I hissed, pulling my hand away from Cade’s so that I could throw my arms up in annoyance.
Robyn snorted and crossed her arms, turning her head to stare at the wall of our tent.
I gritted my teeth, trying not to grow angry. This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell them.
Then Will surprised me by saying, “How the hell could you be keeping this from us Meghan? I thought we were your friends.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but the emotion that had been building up got caught in my throat.
But Tully, who had remained calm and quiet this whole time, only nodded somberly. “No Robyn, Will, you’re both wrong. How could Meghan have told us something this big? Think about it. Would you have told anyone?”
And that was Tully. Always level-headed, always coming up with the right answer to smooth out all of our problems. She was probably life’s greatest gift to me simply because she knew that not every predicament could be solved by talking about it.
Tears burned my eyes. I had lied to her all these years and she should be upset like Robyn and Will and Thomas. But she wasn’t. No, she understood. Somehow, with all the hurt and anger and fear that was permeating the space around us, she understood. I was going to miss her more than anything when I left for Eile.
“Oh Tully,” I cried, swiping at a wayward tear, “I’ve been such a horrible friend.”
She only smiled sadly and crawled over to give me a hug. “No you haven’t Meghan. I knew something must be bothering you all this time, but I knew you would tell us when you were ready. Of course,” she added with a soft laugh and a smile, “I never imagined it could be anything like this.”
I sniffled and returned her hug.
Robyn, Will and Thomas had quieted down and were now donning looks of guilt.
“I’m sorry Meg,” Robyn finally said, the tone of her voice telling me she had let go of her anger, “I didn’t mean to yell at you, it’s just, well, this is a big shock is all.”
I nodded grimly. I didn’t think I deserved such kindness. Deep down, I thought what Robyn and Will had said was true. They were my closest friends and I should have told them the truth.
“Well, now what?” Will asked, crossing his arms after adjusting his glasses.
“There’s no way we’ll ever get back to sleep,” Thomas offered quietly as he eyed Cade suspiciously for what seemed like the hundredth time that night.
Or was he just checking him out again?
I bit back my amusement, glad to be distracted with silly thoughts instead of angry, hurtful ones.
“I don’t know about you guys,” Robyn said with her usual brusque confidence, “but I would kill to hear more about the Otherworld.”
I grinned again. So, Robyn was finally going to admit this was real, huh? And just like that, Cade started in with details and stories from Eile and my friends hung on his every word. I relaxed and moved so that I was settled between his legs, my back leaning into his chest. I sighed when he draped an arm around me as if it were the most natural thing in the world. I added a few tidbits here and there as he retold some of our experiences in the Otherworld, but left most of the talking to him.
We stayed like that until dawn, exchanging stories like kids spending their first night with their cabin buddies at summer camp. At some time during Cade’s regaling, it dawned upon me that I may have told my friends where I was from, but I hadn’t told them I was going back.
“Well,” Robyn said, yawning as Cade finished off another story, “anything else we should know?”
Cade looked at me and whispered in my mind, Well?
I think I should tell them that I’m leaving.
I studied my fingers, folded together over the hand Cade had placed against my stomach.
Now would be a good time.
His thoughts were gentle, soothing.
Gathering my courage, I took a deep breath and let my eyes trail over Thomas, Will, Robyn and finally Tully.
“Yes, there is one more thing you should know.” I took a deep breath and dropped my gaze. “I’ll be leaving soon, with Cade. I am going to go live in Eile.”
“What?” Tully asked, her voice quiet and slightly strained.
And that’s when the lump, which had snuck up on me in the last few seconds, lodged itself in my throat.
“I don’t belong here Tully,” I whispered.
I drew my legs up to my chest and wrapped my arms around my knees. Cade tightened the arm he had draped around me. I felt somewhat comforted but not entirely.
“But, your family, your friends!” she said, a little louder but not shouting. Tully never shouted.
The guilt was nearly overwhelming. She had been so calm earlier, so ready to accept the fact that I was much more different than she had always thought. Now it was Tully’s turn to let me know how upset she was.
“They know, and now you know,” I murmured. “I’ll be living in Eile Tully, but it doesn’t mean I’ll never come back and visit you again.”
Tully made to say something else, but then closed her mouth and gave a short nod.
“Can we come visit you?” Robyn asked eagerly.
I grinned despite my sadness. Yes, now that Robyn was willing to believe my crazy story, she would be the first one to hitch a ride through the dolmarehn. If only she could . . .
I sighed. “You can’t come visit me. Humans can’t cross into the Otherworld.”
Her face fell and I could almost feel her disappointment weighing heavily in the air.
“But Meghan, what about that demon you guys killed,” Thomas said. “There must be more of them in the Otherworld.”
I regarded him and gave a small smile. He was worried about me. It was a nice change from the distrustful anger. I took a deep breath to answer him, but Cade beat me to it.
“I won’t let anything hurt her.”
His voice sounded determined, fierce even. My smile broadened. “Besides,” he continued, “Meghan is extremely strong. She has more glamour than most Faelorehn and as soon as we get to Eile, her magic will grow even stronger.”
That caused everyone to pause and look at me with great awe.
“Magic?” Will practically breathed. “Oh Meghan, can you show us?”
Cade shook his head. “She’s been in the mortal world too long. She needs to spend some time in the Otherworld in order for her magic to work properly.”
“Oh, darn.” Will sounded so disappointed, but then Cade released a soft chuckle.
“She can’t,” he said, moving to stand up, “but I can.”
What followed was a modest, yet impressive, display of Faelorehn magic. Cade simply gathered his glamour in the palm of one hand and proceeded to make a dark green flame flicker and dance and take on the shape of various images: a bird, a leaping fish and a raindrop splashing into a puddle to name a few. I merely sat back and enjoyed the show alongside my friends. I had seen Cade do so much more, but I appreciated this little offering. It helped to ease the tense mood and took my mind off of what had passed earlier in the night.
By mid-morning we had packed up our sleeping bags and taken down the tent. Before leaving for home, I wandered down to the lakeshore and just stood there, staring out over the water as the breeze tugged at the loose strands of my hair. I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply through my nose, my thoughts wandering off into the Otherworld.
“You know, I always thought there was something special about you Meghan Elam.”
I jumped, then turned to look at Tully. She was smiling, but her eyes were sad.
“Oh Tully,” I said quietly, lowering my head and returning my gaze to the lake. “I can’t believe you still want to be my friend after the way I’ve treated you these last few years.”
Tully didn’t say a word. She merely stepped forward, bent down to pick up a flat rock, and threw it out across the lake. We watched it skip four times before it dove below the surface. Eventually she shrugged.
“Sometimes the measure of a good friend is knowing when to simply be there in case you’re needed.”
“Tully,” I said, my voice harsh, “I practically ignored you for the last year and a half! What kind of a friend does that?”
She reached out and pulled me into a hug. I couldn’t return it because my arms were crossed, but I let my chin rest on her head.
“You didn’t ignore me Meghan,” Tully murmured. “You just didn’t know how to tell me what was wrong, and I knew that.”
She released me and stepped back. “I’ll miss you,” she said, sniffling a little, “but I’ll just pretend you’ve gone away for college. Promise you’ll come back and visit?”
I took a deep breath and placed my hands on Tully’s shoulders. “I promise.”
We both turned back to watch the small waves ripple across the lake once more.
“So,” Tully said, all traces of sadness gone from her tone. “Cade. Was he your reason for being such an emotional wreck last year?”
And just like that, we were teenage girls once again, talking nonsense and giggling with reckless abandon. Soon I would be facing down the worst Eile had to offer, but at that moment I just wanted to be young and carefree one last time.
 


-Six-
Luathara
 

Cade and I left for Eile the next morning. I tried to hold it together as I packed what I could carry into the Otherworld with me. Most of my stuff would be left behind, and Mom had told me it was because I would need somewhere to stay when I came to visit. Every weekend. I had smiled at that. I would try to come back as often as possible, but I was sure that getting settled in to my new life would take a while. After all, I had to learn how to use my magic, somehow make peace with my birth mother, and avoid the Morrigan all at the same time.
I sighed, gave my room one more remorseful glance, and headed upstairs. Cade was in the living room, standing at attention with my family gathered around. I gulped. It felt like I was going to my execution.
“I guess this is it,” my mom said with a trembling lip.
No Meghan, you will not cry . . .
And then Aiden ran up and gave me a fierce hug, followed by the rest of my brothers. It took me a long time to compose myself enough to speak.
“It’s just like if I was going off to college,” I assured them as I sniffed. "As soon as I've got my life in order in Eile, I'll come back for a visit. I promise."
“Cade, a word if you don’t mind,” Dad said, opening the door and gesturing for Cade to follow.
My mouth went dry and my stomach plummeted. Oh no.
Cade gave me a calm look and used shil-sciar to speak to me. It will be alright Meghan.
I took a deep breath. I had to believe him. He was the son of a goddess and could turn into a faelah-killing superhero on a whim, but I feared for his safety when he was alone with my dad.
They were gone for twenty minutes, twenty agonizing minutes. While we waited, I helped Mom and the boys make some cookies, one last family activity before I left. When Dad and Cade finally returned, we all stopped our laughter and chatter. Dad’s eyes had a misty quality to them and Cade looked the same way he had before he left. I bit my lip to keep the tears from coming.
Before Cade and I started down the horse path, my brothers handed me a picture album my family had put together for me. The photos depicted scenes from my life. My mortal life. I hugged everyone for a long time, crying silently as I hung on to them one last time. I would miss them, but I would come back to visit. They were still my family.
Cade whistled for Fergus, who had been keeping a low profile in the bushes, and I called out to Meridian. She swooped down from the treetops to settle on my shoulder, nibbling me affectionately to try and cheer me up.
Sorrow? she sent.
Yes, I answered, but it will get better.
I smiled. Mind-speaking with Meridian seemed less colorful, less complicated than the shil-sciar method with Cade, but her words were comforting nonetheless.
We reached the dolmarehn fifteen minutes later. I took a deep breath and tried to will my tears to stop falling. Cade looked at me and I was tempted to ask him what my dad had said to him. Tempted but currently too afraid. Maybe someday I’ll get the nerve to ask him, I thought to myself.
“Are you ready, my love?” he asked gently, stepping up once again to take my face in his hands, my heart singing at his term of endearment. He wiped away the tears with his thumbs, a gesture that I was quickly becoming addicted to.
I nodded and he leaned in to give me a gentle kiss. He dropped his hands and reached one out to me. I took it and he carefully led me into the small cave. Fergus had run ahead of us and I could feel Meridian’s talons digging into my shoulder as she hunkered down.
We moved slowly through the dark and my mind kept itself busy by thinking about where my life was headed. I had left my family behind and I was going home, to the world where I belonged. I was terrified and depressed, but I was also filled with excitement and wonder. I’d learn how to use my glamour properly, now that it was fully awake, and I would have Cade by my side. I allowed myself to smile through the tears, but before I could contemplate another thought, that familiar tug of Otherworldly magic latched onto me and we were pulled into the deep darkness of Eile.
* * *
The Otherworld was the same breathtaking sweep of green rolling hills and ancient forest I had grown used to, welcoming me in that cool rush of ancient magic that could never be found on Earth. We quickly made our way towards Cade’s castle, and once there I gaped at the difference. The ruined fortress was alive with activity. Men worked at replacing old crumbled stones and broken windows. Women and children were interspersed throughout the fields, tending to what looked like a combination of potatoes, carrots, onions and several grains. As we took our time walking up the dirt road, I got a full view of the side of the castle facing us. The stone wall that surrounded it was being patched up, but a narrow gap that still needed attention gave me a glimpse of a small kitchen garden that I hadn't noticed the last time we'd visited the castle.
I looked up at Cade and he merely smiled down at me.
“I wanted to make Luathara ready for you, so you'd have a place to stay in case you didn't want to live at the castle in Erintara,” he said.
I shivered at the idea of staying with my mother, under her suppressive rules. I didn't think she'd allow Cade to visit me even if I asked nicely. No, I wasn't ready to jumpstart a working relationship with my birth mother, the high queen of Eile. Best get my bearings in my new world first.
I sighed and let my eyes sweep the castle once more, then I remembered what Cade had said. I blinked up at him. “You did this all for me?”
Cade nodded.
I regarded the old castle, the one that had somehow worked its way into my dreams those many months ago. Luathara Cade had called it. I liked that name.
“The construction isn’t quite complete, so after tonight we'll be staying with the Dagda for a while.”
My face split in a huge smile. I loved Cade’s foster father and I couldn’t wait to see him again. The Dagda was an overwhelming presence, but he had shown me nothing but cheer and acceptance since the moment I'd met him.
"Unless, of course, you'd rather go to Erintara," Cade added with a smirk.
I punched his arm. "No, I wouldn't. I mean, yes, I eventually want to go see my mother again, try to make peace with her, but I'd much rather stay with the Dagda for now."
As we passed through the castle gates and stepped into the noisy courtyard, we were welcomed by a man Cade introduced as Briant, his steward. He was a kind looking man, tall, middle-aged with brown hair and intelligent eyes. Like all Faelorehn, he had a handsome quality to his looks.
“So this is the young Miss Elam. Welcome, my lady.”
I blushed, as usual, but took his hand and allowed him to escort me deeper into the courtyard. All around, people in work clothes were bustling about. Men and women both hauled stones in wheelbarrows while those who were younger carried baskets full of berries and fruits to be prepared and stored for later. My head swiveled on my shoulders as I tried to take it all in and Briant laughed, a hearty, strong chuckle that reminded me of the Dagda. Cade strolled leisurely by my side, and when I glanced up at him I realized he was watching me with a soft smile on his face. I recognized that look. It was a look of pure bliss. I returned the smile, unable to help myself.
At the large door leading into the castle’s main hall, a tall woman with strawberry blond hair, snapping blue eyes and perfect posture greeted us. She came off as stern at first, and when Briant caught her glance he dropped my arm and handed me off to Cade.
“Melvina!” he exclaimed. “Cade has come back with the Lady Meghan!”
The woman lost a little of her sternness and her rigid face melted into a brilliant smile. The result was enchanting.
My distraction at the change in the woman standing before us was short lived when the steward spoke next.
“High Queen Danua’s daughter. The princess.”
I flinched so hard Cade felt it. He glanced at me, one eyebrow arched and a look of amusement painted across his face. I glowered at him.
Melvina’s bright eyes widened and she descended into a graceful curtsy that would do my birth mother proud.
I gritted my teeth. When I managed to find my voice I said, “Please, I’m the furthest thing from a princess.”
Cade detected my distress and stepped in closer to me, the cloak he had thrown on that morning sweeping his sides and partially blocking me from those who had been close enough to hear Briant’s loud announcement.
He pulled my head close, pressing his lips to my hair, and whispered, “Technically, you are a princess.”
I reached out and grabbed the loose fabric of Cade’s shirt with my hands and drew him closer.
“A princess is someone who grows up in a palace, wears expensive clothes, has nannies to raise her and servants at her beck and call. You saw where I grew up,” I hissed.
You are the daughter of Eile’s high queen, Meghan. I know you don’t like it, and I understand why the title grates at you, but it doesn’t matter where you grew up. Danua’s blood runs in your veins and you are her daughter.
The silent words were soothing, and I understood Cade's point. Didn’t mean I had to like it. I released a deep breath and pulled away, glancing up at him.
Fine, I returned, but please, could you ask them not to call me ‘princess’? Just because I’m the daughter of a queen doesn’t mean I want to be treated differently than anyone else.
Cade grinned and kissed the top of my head again.
“Briant, Melvina,” he turned to both of them. “Meghan would be eternally grateful if you would forget who her mother is while she’s at Luathara.”
They both widened their eyes in horror, but Cade stiffened his jaw and gave them both a stern look.
“What will we call her then?” Melvina asked, her voice warm and welcoming. The very tone made me relax.
“Meghan, just call me Meghan, please,” I said, stepping away and holding my hand out to the woman at the top of the stairs.
She took my hand as if she had no idea what to do with it. I shook, and she quickly caught on.
“It's nice to meet you,” I said.
“And I you, Meghan.”
She smiled again.
“As Briant said, my name is Melvina and I am the head cook here at Luathara. If you have any complaints with the food, please let me know and I’ll do all I can to improve it.”
Briant huffed and said, his voice full of pride, “No one can make a better meal than my wife.”
Melvina pulled a dish towel from the belt she wore around her waist and smacked him with it.
“Hush you!” she hissed, her cheeks turning slightly pink.
I turned and looked at Cade. First a steward, now a cook? Where had all these people come from? They hadn't been here the last few times I'd visited the castle. I asked him using shil-sciar.
They all have homes in Kellston, but I invited them to live in the castle and aid me when I started the construction. Melvina and Briant have an older daughter who is married and she now lives in their old house. We can’t live in a castle without the proper staff.
I swallowed. We. Living together . . . in a castle. Sure, he had said it was up to me whether I lived with Danua or stayed with him, but it really hadn't hit me until just now. Was this really happening? Had he discussed this with my dad? Was I really going to live in the Otherworld with Cade in a castle? I snorted inwardly. And to think, I had just told him I wasn’t a princess.
Once we were properly ushered inside, and my wayward thoughts were left for another time, I discovered more wonderful changes. Colorful rugs decorated the floor and detailed tapestries hung on the tall, stone walls. All the windows were repaired and clean, making the place feel bright and airy. Melvina excused herself, claiming she had to prepare the evening meal, something that would be grander than usual since I had arrived. I tried to tell her not to worry on my account, but she only brushed me off and disappeared down one of the many hallways branching away from the entrance hall.
“Well, I shall leave you two alone then,” Briant said, clapping his hands together. “But there are some missives in your study you might want to look at, my lord.”
He bowed to Cade and then turned to leave.
I arched a brow and gave Cade a questioning look. He only smiled.
“My lord?”
He shrugged, unbothered by the comment.
“When you own a castle in Eile, you officially become the lord of the castle and the land belonging to it.”
“How much land?”
Another shrug. “Several thousand acres.”
I dropped my arms and gaped. Several thousand?!
“Cade! Why did you never tell me any of this?”
He backed away slightly, stepping out of the ray of light streaming in from one of the tall windows. Some of that smugness he’d been exuding a few moments ago vanished and he looked uncertain. He ran his fingers through his hair and took a breath.
“For the same reason I never told you about the riastrad and my own heritage. I was afraid you would realize I wasn’t good enough for you.”
Tears sprung into my eyes, not because I was hurt he hadn't trusted me enough to tell me these things, but because he had been afraid to do so.
“Oh Cade.”
I stepped forward and pulled him close, wrapping my arms around him beneath his cloak. Cade returned the embrace and rested his cheek against my hair, one hand placed behind my head.
“How could you ever think you weren’t good enough for me?”
“You are the daughter of our high queen, and I am the son of her worst enemy,” he whispered.
I cringed, remembering the conversation he had overheard the last time I’d talked to, no, argued with, Danua.
I pulled away just enough to look him in the eye. I lifted my hands and held his face, the way he often held mine. “Nothing will ever convince me to stop loving you Caedehn MacRoich, nothing.”
He sighed and I reached up to kiss him, a gentle brush of our lips that left me wanting more. I dropped back down to lean into him again, resting my head against his chest so I could hear his heartbeat. We stood like that for goodness knows how long, the bright mid-day light streaming down into the massive entrance hall, bringing the brilliant earthy reds, greens and golds of the rugs and tapestries to life. The sounds of men shouting, children laughing and stones being fitted into place rung throughout the castle, but I didn’t mind. This was my new home and I wanted to soak in every last detail of it.
Eventually, Cade planted a kiss on my forehead and took a step back.
“I have to check on those missives Briant was talking about. Why don’t you go rest or find one of Melvina’s undercooks to make you some tea.”
I regarded him with an arched eyebrow but only said, “I’d like to explore the rest of the castle, if that’s okay.”
Cade grinned, seeming pleased. “I’ll be in my study if you need me.” He indicated a carved oak door down one of the side passages, opposite to the one Melvina had disappeared down earlier. I nodded.
“Your bags were taken up to your room if you need anything. Your bow and quiver as well.”
Cade’s eyes glittered and I wondered if maybe he had set up an archery range somewhere on Luathara’s several thousand acres. I shivered in anticipation. I had grown very fond of my bow and arrows. Perhaps we could practice later.
A sharp bark and the familiar screech of a merlin broke through the general ruckus outside, and Fergus and Meridian came flying through the open door. Well, technically Meridian was the only one flying, but Fergus was moving at top speed.
I smiled again. Somewhere between the dolmarehn and Luathara’s courtyard, I’d lost track of them.
Meridian came to rest on my shoulder and started cuddling against me with excitement.
Home! Magic! Happy! she sent.
I laughed. Yes, pretty Meridian. Home.
Cade gave my hand one more squeeze, then dropped it and headed down the hall. I took a deep breath and spun around, Meridian clinging to my shoulder with her sharp claws. It was a little daunting, exploring Luathara while everyone around me seemed busy with work. Perhaps I could find someone who could use my help. Despite having visited the castle a few times before, I’d only ever seen this entrance hall, my room upstairs, and the great patio out in back that led to the cavern full of dolmarehn in the hillside.
"Want to explore with me?" I asked my spirit guide.
She chittered happily and fluffed her feathers. Fergus panted and wagged his tail at my side. Looks like I'd have company after all.
Smirking like an imp ready to make mischief, I decided to start with the first floor.
Luathara was filled with many rooms, some small, some larger. Most of them looked like spare bedrooms, but a few spaces resembled studies as well and I even found a set of doors that led down further into the belly of the fortress. I imagined a wine cellar or even an old dungeon awaited at the bottom. Shivering at the thought, I didn't venture any further than where my imagination took me.
At one point I popped into the kitchen, the vast room bright, spacious and warm from the fires in the ovens, to see if Melvina needed any help. She promptly shooed me away, claiming that she wanted the meal to be a surprise and that she didn’t want Fergus getting into anything. I had just enough time to catch a glimpse of the dried garlands of herbs and vegetables hanging from the rafters and to detect the scent of something delicious bubbling in a cauldron over one of the fires before my curiosity was cut off with the click of the door closing in my face.
Of all the rooms I discovered, however, the library was the most impressive by far. Located towards the back of the first floor, it was the largest room next to the entrance hall and just a tiny bit bigger than the dining room I’d stumbled into just a few moments before.
Several comfortable looking chairs and a few couches were scattered about, and a giant, diamond-paned window stretched from ceiling to floor, taking up most of one wall. The rest of the walls were dominated by bookshelves housing tomes that looked as old as the Book of Kells. I desperately wanted to take my time exploring this one room, but there was so much more to see. I shut the door with a soft click and made a mental note to come back one day when I could take my time looking around.
Once I was finished with the inside of the castle, I made my way out the front door, Meridian still gripping my shoulder and Fergus trailing us like a puppy. The courtyard was noisy and dusty, what with all the construction going on, so I looked around for a way out. If I wanted to get away from all the ruckus, I could simply slip through the portcullis and cross the bridge. Perhaps I might even find Speirling, Cade’s black stallion, grazing in the fields. But I already knew what lay that way. I wanted to see more of the castle grounds. A sharp whistle pulled my attention to a small stone archway. Fergus released a bark, then took off to chase a young boy through a small gate. Aha, that would be a good place to start . . .
I quickly followed after him, passing through the arch and stepping into the small gardens I had seen earlier. Up close, the space appeared to be much larger, the far end backing into the same hillside where the waterfall and dolmarehn could be found. Luckily, the water cascading down the hill fell on the other side of the castle, so no mist bothered us here, although a narrow creek snaked along the garden’s edge to disappear under the great stone wall I recognized as the base to the patio on the second floor. I suspected it flowed past the garden to join up with the larger stream that formed a makeshift moat around the castle.
Fergus barked somewhere in the maze of herbs and plants up ahead, so I followed the crushed gravel track around flower beds overflowing with lavender, rosemary, thyme, yarrow and a variety of other herbs whose names I didn’t know. I trailed the wolfhound's excited barks and after bypassing a bed of mint, a happy scene greeted me. In the center of the garden stood a small fountain and around the fountain ran the boy who’d whistled at Fergus. Two little girls, their looks so similar they might have been twins, chased after the dog and the boy, squealing in delight, their light red hair trailing in braids behind them.
“Niall!" a young woman kneeling in a muddy flowerbed shouted. "Stop playing with that dog and get back over here and help me with these weeds!”
“He’s not a dog! He’s a spirit guide, Lord Cade’s spirit guide!” the boy responded, out of breath as Fergus yipped at his heels.
Play! Meridian sent before leaping from my shoulder.
Before I could say anything, she dropped from the sky and made an arc in front of the boy. I knew she was just joining in the game, but her sudden appearance startled him and he jerked to a halt, letting go a small screech. Fergus didn’t have time to stop, so within the time span of two seconds, the boy, the spirit guide and the two little girls were in a jumbled heap, legs and arms, both Faelorehn and wolfhound, scrambling to get up.
“Niall! Oriana, Wynne!” the girl weeding the flowerbed cried, jumping to her feet and lifting up her mud-stained skirts to run towards the others.
“Oh no!” I shouted, bolting from where I stood to join her. “I’m sorry, it’s my fault. My spirit guide, Meridian . . . she likes to play.”
I felt guilty, even though I know Meridian meant no harm. Eventually, the girl was able to pull the boy and two other girls free of Fergus, and to my relief they only had a few scratches. The two little girls were crying, but only sniffling at the shock of being rolled around on the gravel with a giant wolfhound. Fergus had trotted off to the side, tail between his legs and looking somewhat shamefaced.
I knelt down to help. “Is everyone okay?”
The young woman looked up for the first time and I saw Melvina’s double, only younger, gazing back at me. The expression of concern on her face was briskly replaced with surprise.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“Uh, sorry, I’m Meghan. Meghan Elam.” I held out my hand and grinned, but the girl’s eyes only widened.
She stood up and backed away, giving a quick curtsy, then glanced at her skirts and grimaced.
“Forgive me, Princess, I’m not looking my best.”
“Princess!” the boy shouted.
He quickly scuttled behind the older girl, clutching at her skirts and trying to hide.
“Niall!” the girl hissed, kicking him lightly with her foot and nodding towards me.
The boy, Niall, reluctantly let go of the girl’s skirts and stepped forward, sketching a bow that might have been featured at court.
I hadn’t realized I’d been standing there gaping like an idiot until the older girl cleared her throat.
“I’m sorry Princess Meghan, my name is Birgit, and this is my brother Niall and our sisters Oriana and Wynne. Our father is Briant, the steward of Luathara, and our mother is Melvina the cook.”
The two girls scuttled from where they stood to go press against their sister’s other side.
Finally, my voice learned how to work again. “No, don’t, I’m not-” I babbled.
The four of them gave me an odd look, and somehow I managed to find my composure.
“It’s very nice to meet you all, but please, just call me Meghan, or Meg.”
I tried out a smile, but they looked even more frightened.
“But mum says we have to always give respect to our elders. What if I called you Lady MacRoich instead?”
Birgit hissed at her brother again, and I couldn’t tell what shocked me more, the fact that he considered me an ‘elder’ or that he thought I should be called Lady MacRoich. I’m sure I paled, and then flushed scarlet right after.
I cleared my throat. How had this strange encounter grown so awkward? “Um, no, I’m giving you permission. I’m not Lady MacRoich so you can just call me Meghan. I’m not that much older than you.”
“Why can’t I call you Lady MacRoich? Aren’t you the one Lord Cade brought back from the mortal world?”
“Niall! Do I need to glue your mouth shut?” Birgit growled, giving him a look that would scare the audacity right out of me.
Before I could let his question sink in, Birgit plastered her face with a smile and said, “Don’t mind my brother, he has this horrible habit of speaking without thinking, all the time. Is there someone you were looking for Prin-, uh, Meghan?”
I could tell Birgit wasn’t very comfortable using my name, but I was determined to show the people of Luathara that I was one of them.
“No, I was just exploring the castle and Fergus took off through the fence. I think I’ve seen everything, though. Would you like some help with the garden?”
Birgit’s eyes grew wide again. “Oh no, you can’t be pulling weeds!”
I arched a brow. “Why not? I used to do it all the time at home with my brothers.”
The sudden thought of home and my brothers brought a pang to my heart, but I shrugged it off.
Birgit looked like she was going to protest again, but I walked past her before she could speak and knelt down in the partially weeded flowerbed.
“Um, you might want to show me which ones are weeds. These don’t look anything like the plants in the mortal world.”
I peered over my shoulder to find Birgit, frozen in place with Wynne and Oriana still clinging to her skirts. All three of the girls resembled Melvina, but Birgit had her mother’s graceful posture, despite the mud and dirt. Niall, on the other hand, was a spitting image of his father.
“I’ll show you!” he cried, instantly getting over his fear as he sprinted up to me.
I studied him as he slid into place beside me. His hair was dark with a bit of curl to it, and his dark brown eyes were flashing to gold as he pointed out the weeds and explained that they had to be grabbed at the base if you wanted to get them all the way out of the dirt.
We had created a nice little pile of discarded plants before Birgit joined us. She remained silent, and I wondered why she was so quiet until I remembered that I was a princess to these people. I sighed, but kept at my work. Cade must have told them about me, but how much had he told them? Obviously they knew I was Danua’s daughter, but wouldn’t he have told them that the high queen and I were estranged? Yet maybe he felt that it was my place to share that bit of information. Then Niall’s words from earlier hit me full force: Why can’t I call you Lady MacRoich? Aren’t you the one Lord Cade brought back from the mortal world?
What had he meant by that? I shook my head, reminding myself that my goal at the moment wasn’t to analyze the ramblings of young boys, but to try and make friends with the residents of Luathara.
I cleared my throat. “So, uh, Birgit, how long have you and your family lived in the castle?”
She was quiet for a moment, methodically pulling weeds from the flower bed.
“A few months now. Lord Cade asked my parents if they would like a position at Luathara Castle, and they happily agreed.”
She paused and pressed her hands to her thighs and looked at me with a small smile. “We all love this place and it has been empty and sad for so long. It's good to know that it will be occupied once again.”
I yanked at a weed and felt the satisfying tear of roots leaving the soil.
“Do you always call him Lord Cade?”
She shrugged and got back to work. “Mother and father insist upon it, though he would rather we just call him by his first name. He says it makes him feel strange, but Mother and Father would be angry if they knew. It took them long enough to stop calling him Lord MacRoich.”
I nodded. I knew exactly how Cade felt. He and I had a somewhat similar past, growing up with foster parents and not really ever belonging. Just as being called 'Princess' felt so very wrong to me, I’m sure Cade shied away from the title of 'Lord'.
We spent ten more minutes pulling weeds, Birgit telling me about life in Kellston and Niall piping up every now and again to add his own details while their two younger sisters, who I learned weren’t twins but only a year apart in age, played in the flower bed a few yards away. I thought about my own family back in the mortal world and I had to suppress the pain. I wondered when I'd get a chance to visit them again, if only to make sure Aiden was okay. He'd taken my departure the worst.
A sharp bark and the sound of heavy footfalls on the gravel drew my attention away from the weeding.
“Over here, my lord.”
I glanced up to find a young man following Fergus. And behind him was Cade.
Cade stopped in his tracks and eyed me from head to toe. I glanced down at my jeans and shirt and suppressed a grimace. I was filthy.
I met his eyes and gave him a sheepish grin, blushing a little, then shrugged my shoulders. “I wanted to help.”
Cade simply crossed his arms casually and shook his head, a humorous look on his face, his green eyes flashing to pale gray and back again.
Birgit and Niall had leapt to their feet the moment they saw Cade and now had their heads slightly bowed. I was still kneeling in the mud, so I had to crane my neck to look up at them. Ugh, I was so not used to this kind of behavior. I would expect it at Erintara in my mother’s court, but not here.
“Thank you, Arlen.” Cade nodded to the young man.
Arlen bowed his head once, then he glanced up and gave Birgit a quick smirk before turning and leaving the garden. I craned my neck again and noticed the slight blush and smile on Birgit’s face. I felt the corners of my own mouth curve upward. Looks like I’d have something to ask Birgit about the next time we met.
Cade strode forward, so I made some effort to get up. My legs were stiff from kneeling on the ground for so long and Niall was quick to come to my aid. I thanked him when I was on my feet and his eyes widened with pride. I laughed. He’d be a charmer when he was older.
I turned my head and found Cade standing right in front of me, arms still crossed and one eyebrow arched in question.
“Look, I made some friends,” I said, turning to indicate my weeding partners. “Birgit, Niall and their little sisters. They told me that Briant and Melvina are their parents.”
Birgit and Niall curtsied and bowed at the mention of their names, but Oriana and Wynne were too busy making mud pies to notice us.
“I see you’ve done a good job getting the anchor root out of the chamomile patch.” Cade waved a hand to indicate our handy work.
“Anchor root?” I asked.
“Oh! That’s what we’ve been pulling out!” Niall jumped in. “It’s called anchor root because the roots are really hard to yank out of the ground.”
I felt Birgit more than saw her stiffen behind me. Niall noticed too because he suddenly became silent and his brown eyes grew wider as his face paled.
“I’m sorry, my lord,” Birgit said in a pained voice, “Niall has a problem with manners.”
Ahhh, that’s right, the whole ‘lord’ and ‘lady’ thing I was wholly uncomfortable with.
I glanced at Cade, hoping to gauge his reaction. To my great delight, he was smiling warmly and stood just as relaxed as ever.
“Birgit, we’ve had this discussion many times, you Niall and I. You don’t have to call me ‘lord’ and you don’t have to worry about offending me simply by sharing your thoughts. Please, I am the furthest thing from nobility and the last thing I want is for those who work and live here at Luathara to think that they are in any way beneath me.”
“But, you’re the grandson of-”
Cade raised his hand to stop Niall from continuing, and to my surprise, the boy stopped mid-sentence.
I arched a brow at Birgit, but she only turned her face away, scowling down at her talkative little brother. I gave Cade a sidelong glance, but he wasn't looking at me. He had never mentioned grandparents before, but with Niall's outburst I was curious. Very curious. Unfortunately, now wasn't the time to probe. I made a mental note to ask about it later.
“That doesn’t matter," Cade said, answering the boy. "I know your parents wish for you to act a certain way, and I won’t argue against that, but Meghan and I both would like you to feel comfortable around us. Show us the same courtesy you would your fellow neighbors in Kellston.”
A strained silence fell over us all until Cade held his hand out to me and said, “Melvina has informed me that dinner will be ready in an hour, so if any of us needs to clean up, we best go about doing so.”
He eyed me again, that glint of mirth in his expression, and I had to bite back a small smile. I took Cade’s hand, wiping as much dirt off as I could before I laced my fingers in his. He didn’t seem to mind. I turned and waved at Birgit and Niall and told them I’d see them later, then Cade and I made our way back to the castle.
“Did you have a good day?” he asked as we stepped through the archway into the courtyard.
Everyone seemed to be packing up for the night. The men and women who were rebuilding the crumbling wall climbed down from the scaffolding, and those already on the ground stacked loose stones up in neat piles.
I sighed, somehow gladdened by the scene. “I had a wonderful day. What time is it?”
“Five thirty,” Cade answered as we ascended the few stairs that fanned out in front of the castle keep’s main hall.
I almost tripped over the top step. “Five thirty?! Have I been in the garden that long?”
“Birgit and her brother and sisters must have made an impression.”
Cade tugged me forward and we stepped into the hall, now suffused with the wonderful smell of home cooking. My stomach rumbled at the scent.
“Well,” I said, “I might have spent a lot of time exploring the rooms of the first floor before actually heading out into the garden.”
Cade smiled again and led me upstairs.
“I’m afraid there isn’t a shower or tub in your room, but I have both in mine.”
The thought of a shower after spending hours digging around in the dirt sounded blissful. We reached the top of the stairs and Cade led me down the hall, past the door to the room I had stayed in before, and on to his own. A large, four poster bed occupied the center of the room and a huge glass door stood open on the opposite end. A stone patio, complete with a balustrade, waited invitingly just through those doors.
“Oh, Cade!”
I couldn’t help myself. I pulled free of his hand and made my way across the room. The view from this terrace was amazing. I could see the stone courtyard off to the right and the rolling, wooded hills and ponds scattered in the distance. To my left, a set of stairs led down to another small patio, then climbed back up once more onto the great terrace behind the castle. Directly below the low point of the staircase was the garden, its herbs and plants organized in a beautiful maze resembling a Celtic knot.
Cade stepped up behind me, so quietly he almost startled me. He wrapped his arms around my waist and rested his chin on my head.
“Do you like it?” he whispered.
I bit my bottom lip and turned around so that I faced him.
“I love it.”
He bent down and kissed me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and returned his kiss, but he pulled away before I was ready.
“Dinner soon,” he whispered. “I need to show you how the shower works.”
I nodded, disappointed but also eager to get clean.
In Eile, they didn’t have modern plumbing like we did in the mortal world, but they had something close. The shower looked familiar, like something I’d find in a nice house in my hometown. The entire interior was composed of stone and sunken deep into the room so that a shower door or curtain wasn’t necessary.
“The water is drawn up from a well and kept above the showerhead. All you need to do is release it with this knob,” Cade indicated a lever, “and warm the water with your magic.”
I turned and blinked at him. “How do I do that?”
He grinned. “It’s really simple. Fortunately, it doesn’t take much glamour to heat water. All you do is press your hands to these stones and let some of your power loose. The more you release, the warmer the water becomes.”
He showed me and then I tried. It was simple and I almost got us both wet when I turned the nozzle to check to see if it was working.
Before leaving, Cade informed me that I could find my bags in my room, then he pointed out the robe and towel neatly folded on the countertop. The distinct click of a closing door informed me that Cade was gone, so I moved forward and began searching the bathroom shelves for soap. After opening and closing two cupboards, I finally discovered what I was looking for. Five minutes later I was standing under the steaming stream of water, thinking about what I’d learned during my exploration earlier. Luathara was a beautiful castle, there was no doubt about it, and Cade seemed to want me here as well. Yet I was still bothered by what Niall had said about calling me ‘Lady MacRoich’. Did he think Cade and I were married? That sent shivers down my spine, despite the hot water. I sighed and worked some liquid soap I'd found in a jar into my hair. The strong scent of lavender suffused the air, helping relax my nerves a little. Cade and I had admitted our feelings for one another, but was he ready to take our relationship to that level? Was I?
The water momentarily became cold and I had to turn and press my hands against the stone again, tainting it with my magic. My bags had been sent to my own room, so I could safely assume that he wanted to take this slowly. I breathed a sigh of relief, despite the tiny pinch of disappointment. I wanted more than anything to be close to Cade, but I also didn’t want to mess things up by moving too fast.
I finished rinsing away all the stray soap and turned the knob. I dried off using the towel on the edge of the stone basin Cade had said was the tub, and wrapped myself in the robe. I pushed the bedroom door open and checked the hallway, darting to my own room when I realized no one was wandering about on the third floor. I changed into a clean pair of jeans and one of the nicer shirts I'd packed. Dinner might be formal, and the last thing I wanted to do was make a bad first impression.
 


-Seven-
Interruption
 

The hall was busier by the time I made it downstairs. Many of the people I had seen working earlier stood around looking less dusty than before. Cade spotted me from the middle of the crowd and walked over to meet me at the bottom of the stairs. He too had cleaned up a little, though he wore the same clothes he had worn that day. The hall grew quiet when the crowd noticed me. I felt odd again, like the time I first met my mother in Erintara.
“Everyone, this is Meghan Elam. Meghan, these are the people from Kellston who are helping to rebuild Luathara.”
I smiled, despite my awkwardness, and everyone nodded and murmured something about being honored to meet the daughter of the high queen. To my immense relief, nobody said anything about my being a princess.
“They’ll be joining us for dinner,” Cade continued, smiling happily as he took my hand and led me down the hall towards the dining room.
A great rectangular table, loaded down with dishes brimming with a variety of food, greeted us as we entered. I liked the dining room. It was situated on the side of the castle closest to the waterfall and had windows that ran from ceiling to floor all along the outer side. A narrow patio sat just beyond the windows and I was able to get a clear view of the fall in the near distance.
Cade led me to the far end of the table where two chairs waited. We sat down and I felt a little ridiculous, images of a nobleman and his wife dining before their subjects coming to mind. I winced. Maybe that was a bad analogy, considering what I'd heard in the garden and what had occupied my mind only a half hour ago.
The image vanished from my mind as everyone started pulling out chairs and taking their seats, casually talking to one another. I soon learned that even though Luathara was a castle, and although Birgit and her family insisted on addressing Cade and I with the proper titles, it was nothing like the formal court at Erintara. Thank goodness. People started passing around bowls and plates, chatting and laughing and sharing gossip. I blinked up at Cade only to find him watching me closely. I smiled and he returned it, but I could tell he was wondering how I was taking all this. I reached down and grabbed his hand under the table, squeezing it to let him know I was doing fine. After that, his composure was much more relaxed.
I glanced up and spotted Birgit and invited her to come sit in the chair next to me. Never in the mortal world would I be bold enough to actively seek out new friends, but that was the old Meghan. Besides, I really liked Birgit and I was in desperate need of some friends now that I was starting a new life.
Birgit’s eyes widened as she made her way gracefully to my side. Before she sat down, I noticed her glancing towards the opposite end of the long dining table. The boy from earlier, Arlen, was watching her carefully. I had to hide a grin as she turned to give me a shy smile.
Borrowing some courage from thin air, I took a sip of mead and said, “So, tell me about Arlen.”
Birgit choked on her own drink and I cheerfully patted her back as she regained her composure. When she glanced back up at me, her blue eyes were wide with surprise and her face had grown redder than her hair. I only beamed at her. So that’s how I looked all those times Robyn prodded me about Cade.
“You don’t have to sit next to me, you know. You can go sit with him if you want.”
Birgit took a deep breath and shook her head. “That’s alright. My father doesn’t really approve of my spending time with him.”
All of a sudden, all the fun of talking with her about her crush left the room. I frowned. “Why?”
She shrugged. “He thinks Arlen isn’t interested in more than what he sees.”
Birgit blushed again and I nodded. I wondered if that was the truth or if Briant was just being a typical father. I wished to find out more, but I didn’t want to spend the evening talking about a sore subject between father and daughter, so instead I asked Birgit about growing up in Eile. Any thoughts regarding Arlen soon left our minds as my new friend answered all of my questions. The meal lasted long into the night, and as the dinner plates were exchanged for dessert, I turned to Birgit once more.
“Do you see many faelah around here?”
Birgit finished a bite of pie before turning to me to answer. Unfortunately, I never got a chance to hear what she had to say because the distinct sound of breaking glass cut through the dining room like a gunshot.
I jerked back only to catch sight of something pushing its way through the window twenty feet up. People started shouting and screaming and moving out of the way as another window shattered.
I stood, almost knocking my chair over, but before I could so much as duck under the table, strong arms grabbed my shoulders and a large body folded over me. Cade. The sound of shattering glass continued to permeate the room, so I pulled my head free of Cade's arm and glanced upwards. Dark creatures were struggling to crawl through the broken windows, their shapes almost impossible to trace because they matched the black sky outside.
“Briant!” Cade shouted over my ear, “Gather those with fighting experience and go get some weapons from the arms room, then spread out. It looks like they’ve got us surrounded!”
Briant’s strong voice cut over the panicked ones and I caught a glimpse of several people trailing him out of the dining room to follow Cade’s orders. Birgit had left my side to join her father and I wondered whether she was seeking to find a safe place to hide or if she was going to help fight off the creatures.
Cade pulled away from me just enough to grab my hand.
“My sword is in my room,” he said as he half-dragged, half-led me into the main hall. “And your bow and arrows are in yours.”
I stopped my stumbling and gained my feet but didn’t let go of his hand. My heart pounded and I could feel my magic stirring. At first I thought it was fear, but to my surprise and delight, I realized what I was feeling was excitement. I was getting another chance to test out my archery skills on some of the Morrigan’s monstrosities and I was looking forward to it. I didn’t know if I should be proud of myself or shocked.
Cade let go of my hand at the top of the stairs and I sprinted to my door as he headed for his. I flew into my room, not bothering to pause, and walked into chaos. My window had been broken and Meridian, who I had let in before dinner, was flying around in the dark, screeching.
Meridian! I sent.
Angry! she returned, Kill creature!
A quick, blinding flash and a sharp screech informed me that Meridian had zapped whatever faelah had managed to invade. I shuffled over to the corner where my bow had been earlier, relying on touch since the room was so dark. The acrid smell of scorched death greeted my nose and I had to fight back the urge to be sick.
Meridian, shoulder, I demanded, and in the next moment I felt my spirit guide’s talons digging into my skin. Her overly tight hold told me she wasn’t happy about the rude awakening.
I came back out into the hallway in time to meet Cade, brandishing his sword before him. Something black covered half the blade and I had a feeling his room had been broken into as well.
“Are you alright Meghan? I shouldn’t have let you go into your room without checking it first.”
“I’m fine,” I breathed, “Meridian zapped whatever managed to get in.”
Together, we ran down the stairs, Cade holding his sword in front of him while I slung the quiver on my back and readied an arrow in my bow.
The main hall was deserted, only a few torches and lamps burning to lend us light.
“Where is everyone?” I asked, my voice panicked. Could the faelah have hurt them?
“Most likely outside,” Cade answered.
Something flashed in the corner of my eye and I breathed a sigh of relief when I realized it was only Fergus. He crept up close to us, a silent ghost with his hackles raised. Cade paused for a moment and then the wolfhound shot off ahead of us and through the open doors of the hall. I assumed he’d given his spirit guide instructions to wreak havoc on the Morrigan's creations.
Meridian, I sent, do you think you can help Fergus?
Yes, she replied eagerly, attack!
Meridian took off from my shoulder the moment we stepped through the door and into the courtyard. What greeted us was nothing short of pandemonium. The people of Luathara had spread out, all brandishing swords, spears, bows and clubs. Several torches had been lit and placed in iron sconces hanging along the walls, and someone had started a fire in a stone pit in the center of the courtyard. I almost wished they hadn’t, for the flames cast a plume of bright light over the army of faelah. Odd, winged atrocities that resembled mummified possums crawled along the castle walls. Dark, rotten dog-like creatures snapped and snarled at someone with a battle axe, and some of the demon bats I remembered from the football game last fall swooped down at us, screaming and trying to whip people with their barbed tails.
“Meghan,” Cade growled, “see if you can’t take out some of the faelah crawling up the wall. I’ll help with the others.”
I nodded, my mouth going dry. My blood felt chilled and my heart pounded in fear, but this was my life now. I had a feeling that I’d never get away from the Morrigan's minions, so I would have to fight them instead.
Cade moved to leave, but before he leapt off the stairs, he grabbed me and pulled me close. The air whooshed out of my lungs and I hardly had time to take a breath before his mouth pressed hard against mine. The cold blood in my veins caught fire and I almost forgot about the monsters and the sounds of battle around us. Before I could really enjoy it, however, the kiss was over and Cade released me.
“Be careful,” he whispered harshly before stepping away.
It took a few moments for my knees to grow solid again, but once they did I took a deep breath and jogged down into the courtyard and joined a group of people with bows. I allowed myself a split second of delight when I found Birgit among them, her serene face cut in anger and concentration as she let loose an arrow, piercing one of the creatures crawling up the castle's side. It shrieked and fell from the wall, slamming against the stone below with a sickening crunch.
I came to a stop several feet away from her and breathed, “Nice shot!” before readying an arrow and letting it go. To my relief, I caught one of the faelah in the wing, not killing it but bringing it down so that someone else could finish it off. It would have been mortifying to miss on my first attempt.
The battle cries of the Faelorehn combining in the air with the angry baying and howling of the faelah brought back memories I'd rather not revisit, but I tried my best to block the noise out. The small group of archers I’d joined managed to pick off most of the creatures climbing the walls, so they turned their attention, and their arrows, towards the faelah that were still airborne. When I noticed no more black shadows crawling towards the upper windows, I paused to see if I might be able to help those on the ground. What little glamour I'd soaked up since arriving in Eile this morning burned in my chest, recognizing its homeland and clawing to be set free. I ignored it for the time being, remembering what Cade had said about using too much. I was still untrained, and the last thing I wanted to do was kill myself by letting my magic lose control. Besides, I might hurt the people who were on my side. It was frustrating, not being able to use my magic, especially knowing what it was capable of, but I simply clenched my teeth and focused on the battle.
I can’t say how long we fought the faelah, but it couldn’t have been very long. Cade and Briant and everyone else wielding swords and spears seemed to be driving the remaining creatures out of the courtyard, and only a few demon bats were diving at us now. I jogged to reach Cade’s side just as he thrust his sword into one of the half-dead dogs I’d seen before. Not a Cumorrig, to my utter relief.
I kept my bow in my hand, an arrow ready just in case. We drew closer to the open drawbridge, pushing the monsters out so that we could close the gates, but then something bizarre happened. The handful of faelah who were still fighting us simultaneously froze. A heartbeat or two later they turned and darted under the newly built portcullis, over the drawbridge, and then disappeared into the night. I stopped and let my arm drop. What the hell? It was as if someone had broadcasted a silent command, telling them all to flee in unison. Luathara’s defenders, covered in sweat and some sporting bloody cuts, lowered their weapons to their sides and grew still. I glanced around Cade's large form and caught sight of what had silenced the monsters.
Just outside the gate several torches flickered, casting just enough light to reveal something horrifying, something familiar. I gasped and dropped my bow, covering my mouth with both hands.
The creature opened its mouth, revealing sharp, rotting teeth and spoke in a voice that conjured up images of deep, dark chasms and skeletons rattling in the wind.
“Hellooo Meghaaan, spaaawn of Danuaaa,” it hissed, drawing out its words.
Despite the bravado I’d displayed that night, I reached out to Cade and pulled myself against his body. The horrible thing chilled me to the bone and its fetid stench burned my nostrils.
“Puca!” someone growled nearby. It sounded more like a curse than a statement.
So that’s what this particular faelah was called . . . The last time I’d seen this creature I had been running for my life down my street, trying to reach home before it caught up to me. Luckily, that was before I'd broken the geis my mother had placed on me. I’d been terrified then and I was terrified now, especially since it had taken up the gift of speech. The faelah, the puca, resembled a twisted molding of a human and a goat. It had the torso and arms of a man, but the head of a demented goat, complete with burning eyes and long curved horns. The puca made me think of a satyr who'd visited Hades but had managed to somehow escape by swimming across the river Styx.
The creature lifted one cloven foot and slammed its hoof down while letting out a terrible wail. I gritted my teeth when its call was answered by similar screams from the hills and trees surrounding Luathara.
“My Queeen wishes to seee you, Meghaaan,” it continued, its eyes burning with dark magic.
"No!" Cade growled, squaring his shoulders and moving so that he stood more solidly in front of me. “I’ll give you one chance to turn and walk away. You know what I’m capable of puca, and you know I will not hesitate to kill you and any other faelah that come within ten yards of Meghan.”
For several moments, all I could hear was the whispering of torch flames and the slight noises of the shifting feet of the people around me. The faelah, wherever they had disappeared to, remained eerily quiet. Then the puca started to laugh. It began as a light chuckle and soon grew into an echo that played across the expanse of Luathara. I had never felt so cold in my life.
“So, you dooo live, after aaalll Caeeedehn MacRoich. There waaasss taaalk you had risennn from the deaaad. My Queeen will waaant to know of thisss. For nooow, Caeeedehn, I shall not haaarm the little Faeloraaah. But youuur mother is ooowed a debt, and sheee’ll be wantiiing payment sooon. There isss nowheeere to hiiide.”
The puca opened its mouth, the lower jaw dropping further than what would normally be considered possible. A deep, horrifying rumble rose from its throat and a black, swirling cloud poured from its mouth. In one moment the puca was there, gaping as if it meant to swallow us whole, and in the next second the swirling black cloud engulfed it and the nightmare was gone. The magical backlash hit me like a sudden headache, but the pain soon passed. I hadn’t realized how tense I’d been until I collapsed against Cade.
“Meghan!” he hissed, turning to support me as several others rushed forward to help.
“It’s okay lass,” a gruff male voice said, “evil magic like that can knock you off your feet if you’re not expecting it.”
I turned to see a huge bear of a man, black hair and silver eyes regarding me. Despite their fierceness, there was kindness in those eyes. I remembered spotting him working on hot iron when I’d explored the grounds earlier. The local blacksmith maybe? His appearance certainly fit the stereotype.
“Thank you, Torec,” Cade murmured as I gained my balance.
“What do you want us to do for the remainder of the night?” the giant called Torec asked.
Cade’s face grew grim and I wondered what he thought, but the look vanished as he said aloud, “I thank all of you for your help, and I can’t express how sorry I am that you had to fight my mother’s abominations tonight when you should have been heading home to your families.”
A woman, tall and with the build of a warrior, held up a gloved hand and shook her head. “Lord MacRoich, you have given us a castle and a home to defend once again. We are happy to help you.”
“I agree with Liadan,” Briant spoke up from further back, “let us set up a guard and keep watch in shifts, just in case the Morrigan’s minions decide to return.”
There was a general murmur of agreement and Cade relaxed a little. I leaned into him and put an arm around his back, hoping to add my own form of comfort. He returned the gesture and nodded.
The guard was posted in pairs, one couple for each wall of the castle, and four people to stand guard on the tower of the drawbridge, which was now shut tight. The rest of us filtered into the great hall where Melvina used her glamour to get a roaring fire going in the massive fireplace. It shouldn’t have been cold out, since it was still summer, but the faelah had left a nasty chill we couldn’t seem to get out of our bones.
Once inside, Cade pulled Briant and me into his study. The room was dark, but after lighting some candles, I took note of more bookshelves, an oak desk and thankfully, a window that hadn’t been smashed.
“We can start cleaning up in the morning, and I’ll send a message to the glazier to start making replacements for the glass that got broken.”
Cade stepped up behind his desk, placed both hands on its smooth top, and released a deep sigh. I quietly took a seat in one of the stuffed armchairs by the fireplace, waiting to see what Cade had to say.
He glanced up at me, his eyes sad and his face grim. My heart quickened. I did not like seeing Cade like that, and if it wasn’t for Briant’s presence, I would have walked over to him and done my best to erase that look from his face.
“We’ll be leaving as soon as possible,” he said quietly, so quietly I almost didn’t hear his words.
Cade glanced at his steward, and the man merely blinked at him.
“Meghan and I. We’ll have to forego our stay at the Dagda's and go directly to the Weald, but I’ll need to contact my foster father and the other Tuatha De to find out how much they know.”
Cade looked at me again. “I didn’t see the damage Meghan caused that night the Morrigan cornered us, but from what my foster father told me, it was something to behold. We should have had more time than this-”
He cut himself short, his eyes glimmering with worry as his gaze lingered on me.
“For the Morrigan to be able to bounce back from such an attack so soon . . . it makes me think she is receiving help.”
Briant gasped. “From who?”
Cade gritted his teeth and shook his head. “I have my suspicions, but that is all they are, suspicions. Until I know for sure, I need to get Meghan somewhere safe. The rest of you should return home. The Morrigan isn't after any of you and I couldn't bear it if any of you were hurt while her monsters tore the castle apart looking for us.”
Goose bumps broke out along my skin as Cade's words registered. The Morrigan, getting help from someone else? She was terrifying and volatile enough on her own.
“Is it safe for you to go now?” Briant murmured.
Cade stood up and ran both hands through his hair, then dropped them to rest on his hips.
“The dolmarehn that leads to the Weald is in the caves, and I doubt there will be any faelah waiting for us on the other side. As soon as we’re done here, we’ll pack what we need and go.”
Briant nodded and I remained quiet, my mind reeling. Just this morning, I had been making cookies with my mom and brothers, looking forward to the Otherworld and seeing the Dagda’s friendly face again. Now Cade and I would be taking off in the middle of the night to go to the Weald, the huge forest that covered much of the western edge of Eile, a place dripping with wild magic. But I knew why Cade had chosen the magic wood, and it wasn’t just because his sister lived there with the wildren, the unwanted children of this world, but because the Weald was the one place in Eile the Morrigan could not reach us. And since I still needed to recharge my magic, it would be the best place for me to be at the moment, especially if the bane of my existence had found someone to nurse her wounds and assist in quickly refurbishing her army of monsters.
Cade gave his steward a few more directions on how to proceed with Luathara’s construction and what to do with any more faelah that might show up before turning towards me. His eyes were cheerless, but a fierce determination shone through. Briant glanced between Cade and me, then excused himself to give us some privacy.
The moment the door snapped shut, Cade let loose a deep sigh. “I cannot even begin to apologize Meghan. I hoped to show you the progress here at Luathara before heading to the Dagda’s, but instead you’ve been met with violence and fear.”
He dropped his gaze and took another rattling breath. Quietly, so much so that I almost didn’t catch it, he added, “I had hoped we would be able to avoid this for a little while longer.”
I cleared my throat and decided to speak for the first time since entering the room. “I knew the Otherworld would be more dangerous than the mortal one, so you don’t need to make apologies, Cade.” I leveled my eyes with his. “I made the choice to come here with you, and despite what happened tonight, I won’t change my mind.”
I smiled, despite my rattled nerves. The encounter with the puca and the other faelah had been terrifying, but I couldn't help but admit, the pulse of my magic mixing with adrenaline as I helped defend the castle had been intoxicating. It felt good to finally have the means to fight back.
“Are you up to traveling to the Weald tonight?”
I shrugged. “Sure. Besides, if we stick around here that puca might come back.”
The very thought froze my blood, and although wandering into the caves and then through the dark trees of the Weald was just as daunting, it was better than listening to that demented goat-man speak to me about the Morrigan’s hatred again.
Cade nodded, his eyes softening a little.
“Very well, let’s go pack and be on our way before my mother's servants have a chance to tell her where you are.”
I was out of the chair and through the door before Cade even finished speaking. Apparently, it didn’t take much to motivate me when I though the Morrigan might be arriving at any moment.
 


-Eight-
Departure
 

The caves were dark, darker even than the night sky we had just left behind, so I had to rely on Cade’s guidance to lead me to the dolmarehn. It had only taken me fifteen minutes to pack since most of my stuff was still in the suitcases I'd brought along. The short time it took us to cross the space between the third floor doorway and the cavern's mouth seemed minutes longer than usual. I kept waiting for the faelah to return and overwhelm us. Meridian clung to my shoulder, as usual, and Fergus remained a silent guardian at our sides. Didn't matter. I was still jumpy after what had happened earlier that night.
Cade led me by the hand through the caves and I had to trust that he knew his way in the darkness. Eventually, he stopped and pulled me closer.
"Ready?" His voice was a rasp against the rough, damp cavern walls.
I swallowed hard and nodded, then remembered he couldn't see me.
"Yes," I whispered back.
I felt a small tug as the dolmarehn pulled me into its depths. When the magic spit us out on the other side, the black, towering beast that was the Weald loomed before us. The air was cool and held the sharp smells of a summer night. Thankfully, there were no corpse hounds with glowing eyes or other zombies waiting to ambush us. We didn’t linger long, quickly making our way to the edge of the Weald and finding the trail that would take us to the village where the wildren lived. Cade had borrowed a torch from Luathara and sacrificed a few minutes to light it, so at least we weren’t tripping around in the dark.
Fergus led us, always moving at an easy lope and staying well ahead. Meridian clutched my shoulder, grumbling in her avian mind about traveling at night. I spotted many eyes, flashing in the shadows as we passed. My bow was in my hand, an arrow ready just in case, but I drew closer to Cade when the eyes started following us. He had told me before that the Weald was safe from the Morrigan’s henchmen, but it was clear my nerves were suffering hearing loss.
When I crashed into Cade for the fifth or sixth time in the same number of minutes, he held up the torch so I could see who the eyes belonged to. I smiled with relief when I recognized the twig people through the flickering light, the twigrins, trying to spy on us from the trees. Their tiny arms and legs were covered in lush, green leaves. I looked back at Cade, who was just a step ahead of me. His mouth curved in a small smile, his eyes lighting up and making the night seem less dark.
At Spring Solstice, I’ll bring you back and you can see them when they’re in bloom.
My smile chased away any lingering, dismal thoughts. He knew what I was thinking without even asking me.
Our nocturnal trek eventually brought us to the edge of a small community, and we were greeted by some of the older wildren standing guard. Cade quickly explained to the young man and woman that he needed to see his sister immediately. The woman left to wake Enorah, and Cade and I joined the other guard around a small campfire. By the time Enorah came marching up in all her determined glory, several of the cabins closest to us had started showing signs of life. Despite the early hour, it looked like word had spread about our arrival.
Enorah, taller than me by a few inches, her softly curling brown hair pulled back in a neat braid, stopped a few feet in front of us and drew herself into a domineering pose. She wore an outfit similar to the one she'd been wearing the last time I saw her: leather pants and vest, an old worn cotton shirt, and knee-length boots. The string of her longbow cut diagonally across her torso and I suspected that that was the hilt of a sword peeking over her shoulder. If I hadn’t met her before, I’d be shaking and cowering behind Cade. I had half a mind to do so anyway. Enorah pursed her lips, her sharp eyes running over the two of us like a wolf assessing a possible threat.
“So, you’ve come to visit again have you? And at such a horrendous hour.”
Her voice sounded casual, but I could tell she was suppressing her joy at seeing her brother.
Cade smiled and strode over, scooping her up in a bear hug. Enorah actually squeaked and spluttered, surprised at her brother’s show of affection.
Eventually, Cade put her down and she punched him. “What is wrong with you?!”
Cade only smiled as he rubbed his arm. “Glad to see you too, sis.”
At that moment, she glanced at me, her look of irritation disappearing. “Meghan! Have you no sense girl? What are you still doing hanging around my oaf of a brother?”
She strode over and gave me a hug, though not as powerful as Cade’s. I returned it, truly glad to see her despite our relatively new friendship. A moment slipped by and she held me at arm's length. I almost gasped at the look on her face. Her grey-green eyes were swimming with unshed tears.
“Thank you,” she whispered harshly, “for bringing Caedehn back to the Cauldron.”
Ah. I had been so swiftly swept back to the mortal world after taking Cade to the Dagda that I had forgotten there were people who cared about him in the Otherworld. And with everything that had happened in the last twenty four hours, I was sure it wouldn’t be the only thing that slipped my mind.
I smiled tentatively and grasped her elbow with one hand. “You don’t need to thank me,” I glanced over at Cade. He had his arms crossed and was watching us closely in the bright light of the campfire. “I would do it again in a heartbeat.” I took a breath and carefully added, “Your brother means a great deal to me.”
Enorah blinked, her tears fading away as her eyes grew wide with joy. “Did the idiot finally admit that he’s crazy about you?”
I bit my lip, trying not to smile, and nodded once.
Enorah snorted and threw an arm around my shoulders. “It’s about time! Oh, we shall be like sisters now!”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cade stiffen. Uh, this could be disastrous if not handled properly.
“Well,” I said, clearing my throat and pulling away from Enorah. I methodically hooked my hair behind my ears as I fished for something to say. “We’ve just-”
Just what Meghan? my conscience asked me. Started dating? Did the Faelorehn date? Okay, he had just started courting me. Eww, no, that sounded lame. Uh . . .
“Oh, calm down you two! I’m just teasing. Now, do tell me, what on Eile possessed you to come stumbling into our village before dawn?”
I released a great breath, feeling intensely better. I braved a glance at Cade and was pleased to see he had relaxed again as well. Despite my relief, something must have been bothering me about the whole exchange because I could feel a little prickle of pain in my heart. What could I be upset about? It was the truth. Cade and I may have admitted we loved one another, but it wasn’t like we were a serious couple. It wasn’t like we were . . . engaged.
The very word sent prickles of fear and joy through my nerves. Whoa Meghan, you’re only eighteen. Way too young to think about marriage. But why did it make me feel so giddy to imagine myself engaged to Cade?
I glanced up at him once more and noticed the shadows in his eyes.
“The Morrigan has decided she doesn’t want to wait," he said in a glum tone. "A contingency of faelah attacked Luathara several hours ago and a puca gifted with the power of speech threatened Meghan.”
The joy that had lit up Enorah’s face vanished and her smile disappeared.
“Oh no,” she murmured. “But how, Cade?”
She darted her eyes in my direction before returning her gaze to her brother. “I thought Meghan’s release of power put a nice dent in the Morrigan's armor.”
Cade nodded, his own face grim. “I think she has recruited help.”
Enorah flinched, her crossed arms tightening about her. “Who? The Fir Bolg? Fomorians?”
I blinked between the two of them. I hadn’t heard of the first thing she mentioned, but I had heard of the Fomorians. Heck, my father was of Fomorian descent. But why would they help the Morrigan? All Tuatha De despised the Fomore. Unless she, or they, were desperate. I swallowed hard. Oh, if my glamour had done the damage everyone seemed to think it had done, then the Morrigan might very well be desperate enough to recruit the help of a sworn enemy.
Cade released a ragged breath. “I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”
Before the conversation could continue in its current direction, we were attacked by a flock of small children, all yelling and laughing and trying to get a better look at their visitors.
Enorah laughed and scooped up a small red-head, the same girl who she'd kept a close eye on the last time we visited.
“What are all of you doing up?! Honestly, if there were chores to be done you’d all still be hiding in bed.”
She turned to face Cade and me. “Come on the both of you. Enough serious talk, let’s go get a good fire going and make something to eat! Apparently everyone is ready for breakfast.”
I readily stepped forward to join her, but Cade caught her arm and said, “I’m afraid I can’t stay.”
Enorah furrowed her brow at him, then set the girl down and drew herself up to her full, authoritative height.
“What do you mean you aren’t staying?”
I was just as surprised as Enorah, but Cade's sister beat me to the question on both our minds.
“Meghan is staying, but I have to go inform the others that she is here and that we need to start thinking about how to deal with the Morrigan, because you know she won’t rest until she gets what she wants or until someone stops her.”
Enorah looked like she was about to argue, but Cade cut her off. “Someone has to tell them, and you know Meghan can’t come with me. Her power isn’t strong enough yet and this is the best place for her until it is. If she comes with me then the Morrigan will surely hunt both of us. With just me she is less likely to care.”
“Meghan, what have you got to say about all of this?”
Enorah turned to me, her face impassive. Honestly, I didn't like it one bit, and if I had been at all lucid during his meeting with Briant before we left, I would have paid closer attention to what was said. Cade had mentioned getting in touch with the Dagda and the rest of the Tuatha De. It just hadn't occurred to me that he meant to go visit them himself.
I hated the idea of him going out into the outside world alone. Yes, he had more experience in the Otherworld and definitely had more experience dealing with the Morrigan, but that didn’t make me feel any better. Especially since I knew she was capable of murdering her own son. But Cade was right. It made more sense for me to stay in the Weald. As much as I despised the idea of him being vulnerable, I knew if I were with him then the two of us would be a bigger target. And unlike the last time we encountered the Morrigan, I didn’t have a nice store of magic just waiting to wreak havoc.
I took a deep breath through my nose and released it before answering Enorah. “I don’t like it, but I’m going along with it because Cade is right. I’m safer here than anywhere, and I’d just draw the Morrigan's attention if I went with him.”
Enorah thought about that for a while, then nodded sharply. “Very well. And of course Meghan can stay here with us.”
Cade released his breath, clearly relieved, then addressed his sister, “While she's here, I was hoping you could teach her how to control and use her power properly. I had hoped to teach her myself, but now that the Morrigan seems to be preparing for war, Meghan will need all the knowledge she can get, as soon as she can get it. Perhaps you can even take her to the Tree of Life.”
I blinked in surprise. The Tree of Life? Where was that? What was that?
Enorah nodded. “I’ll take her once she's had a chance to sleep. From what you've told me I can safely presume you've been up the whole night.”
Cade nodded then opened his mouth and called, "Fergus!"
The spirit guide trotted up to us, as silent and ethereal as ever.
"Go wait for me down the trail."
Without so much as a wag of his tail, the wolfhound took off towards the edge of the settlement, disappearing down the path.
Cade turned to follow him, but paused and gave me a long look. Accompany me to the edge of the village? His shil-sciar voice felt smooth in my mind.
I sighed, then closed my eyes. I didn't want to do this, not this soon. I had hoped for at least a good week or two in Eile before I had to worry about the Morrigan. Now Cade was leaving me in the care of his sister and I wasn't even sure if I'd ever see him again. No tears Meghan! my conscience told me as my eyes threatened to well up.
I took a deep, shuddering breath and whispered back to him using the same, private method of communication. Of course.
Cade stepped away from Enorah, but she caught his hand before he could move any further. “Be careful brother. Now you have two women who would be heart-broken if you never came back.”
He gave her a curt nod, then looked at me again before walking away.
“I’ll be just a minute,” I told Enorah. My voice shook a little, but I hoped she didn't notice.
“Take your time Meghan, there is no need to rush and it's still plenty dark out.”
Despite the somber mood, she managed to lighten it by winking at me. Ugh, I could appreciate her attempt to make me feel better, but I didn't appreciate the flush creeping up my neck . . .
Shaking off Enorah’s suggestive remark, I wrapped my arms around myself and followed after Cade. We walked like that, in silence, until the village was out of sight and we were blocked by a bend in the trail. The sky was still very dark, but I could see the beginnings of pale grey coloring the eastern sky. My skin prickled with goose bumps, but I knew it wasn’t just because of the cold. I was worried beyond belief. True, Cade knew what he was doing. He was a faelah bounty hunter for goodness’ sake and the son of a goddess. But I had seen what the Morrigan could do and I didn’t ever want that to happen again. I'd be worried about him the entire time he was gone.
When Cade finally stopped walking, he stepped to the side and leaned against a great beech tree covered in moss and shoved his hands into his pockets, his cloak falling all around him like an extension of the green forest. I just studied him like that for several moments, grateful for the encroaching light of dawn. I sighed in appreciation. He looked like some long forgotten god of the old forest, beautiful, strong and intense. He was just standing there, still as the trees, but the power he exuded was almost too much to take in. I felt my heart swell again, reminding me how much I loved him.
I’ll come back Meghan, I promise, his mind whispered against mine.
I know, I answered, my own thoughts shaky and raw as I transferred my gaze to the leaf-plastered ground. When will you be back?
He took a long time to answer, but finally he said, No longer than a month. Maybe five weeks.
A month! Five weeks! That was an eternity! Cool it Meghan, I told myself. You’ve waited longer for him, remember? Okay, so maybe it wasn’t that bad, but it would seem like forever. I would just have to spend every waking moment focusing on fine-tuning my magic so that I could defend myself when it was time to leave the Weald.
The soft sound of rustling clothing was the first clue that Cade had moved from his resting spot against the tree. I glanced up, only to catch his gaze as he stepped towards me. My heart caught in my throat and I froze on the spot. When he was mere inches away, he reached up and took my face in his hands.
Without thinking about it, I lifted my own hands and placed them on his forearms. I knew my eyes were filling up with tears, and I knew it made me look pathetic, but I was too overwhelmed with emotion to care. I had just left my family behind, perhaps never to see them again, only to learn that Cade was leaving me for a month to traipse across the wilds of Eile in clear sight of his bloodthirsty mother.
“Shhh,” Cade murmured, resting his forehead against mine. “Hush, love. When this is all over, we’ll go back to Luathara and start over again properly.”
I tried to swallow, but there was an annoying lump in my throat. So, did that mean Cade wanted to marry me after all? If so, why had he nearly panicked when his sister joked about it? And, despite the fact that I loved him beyond all reason, was I even ready for such a huge life step, especially when I had the potential to live forever?
Shut up Meghan and just enjoy the moment while it lasts, my oh-so considerate conscience told me. Okay, good advice.
I licked my lips and turned my face up to Cade's. He smiled and leaned in closer, kissing me softly at first, but then deepening the kiss so that my nerves sparked all the way from the tips of my toes to the very ends of my hair.
I wrapped my arms around him and added my own fervor. Hey, why not play along if he was willing? Cade responded by wrapping his cloak around me and moving his hands from my face to my lower back. We were both lost in sensation for who knows how long, but at some point a screech from above forced us to break the kiss and we were left standing there, staring at each other as we caught our breath. Cade’s eyes were flickering from green to brown to grey and I’m sure mine were doing the same. The screech sounded again and I saw a flash of white tear by. Meridian. I bit my lip to hide a grin as my cheeks turned pink.
Cade smiled back at me and leaned in to give me another kiss, this one not nearly as disarming as the last. I tried not to feel disappointed. After all, he did have to get going.
I grabbed the edges of his cloak and pulled myself up on my tiptoes to give him one last peck on the lips, then I forced myself to step away.
I quickly turned and walked back towards the village, glancing every now and again over my shoulder. Cade stood there, in the middle of the trail, looking like some cloaked avenger, watching me. I smiled and turned back around, telling myself the sooner he left, the sooner he’d return.
Just as I was entering the village again, I felt Cade’s words sift into my mind.
A few weeks, my love. One short month.
I know, I returned. Be careful and come back to me whole and alive or I shall make your life miserable after I take you to the Dagda.
Cade’s soft chuckle was the reply I got, but that heartwarming sound soon drifted out of my conscious like smoke in the wind.
Five weeks max,
Meghan, I told myself as I met up with Enorah and the sleepy children in the center of the village. Only a month.
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When I woke up later that day, I nearly panicked. The bed I was lying in wasn’t my own, the air held the distinct scent of wood smoke and damp earth, and there were several pairs of eyes (not belonging to my brothers) gazing at me with intense curiosity. Fortunately, I didn’t scream, but I came darn close. Then it all came flooding back to me in one painful rush: leaving my family and home for the Otherworld, fighting off the attack on Luathara, the horrible puca delivering the Morrigan’s threat, traveling to the Weald, Cade leaving to take care of business without me . . . A wave of emotion overtook me and a sob escaped my throat. I clasped a hand over my mouth before I lost it completely. That action alone scared the kids off, but they were soon replaced by Enorah.
“What’s wrong Meghan?”
“I’m fine,” I managed as I wiped away the stray tears.
I would not break down in front of Cade’s sister. What was wrong with me? I had been fine earlier that morning after Cade left and I’d had something to eat. Perhaps the shock was just now wearing off.
Enorah sank down onto the thin mattress next to me and swung an arm over my shoulder, pulling me close and leaning the side of her head against mine.
“If you need to cry, go right ahead. You have every right to be upset right now. No one will judge you harshly for it.”
I shook my head. No, I could control myself. I was just taken by surprise is all. I kept my tears at bay and refused to lose it. Time to be strong, Meghan, my conscience told me. And for once, I agreed. Instead of crying, I simply took several deep breaths, willing myself to remain calm.
Ten minutes later Enorah was leading me out into the middle of their small town. From the angle of the light pouring through the canopy above, I judged the time of day to be around noon. Huh, guess I hadn’t slept that long after all. Would explain why I still felt groggy.
“Sorry, our accommodations are a little primitive, but we do have a shower,” she said, grinning as she pointed out what looked like a shed with steaming cauldrons of water simmering beside it.
I smiled. Despite the rustic set up, a hot shower would help soothe my nerves.
When I was done cleaning up and had donned a fresh set of clothes from my backpack, I sought out Enorah again. She sat with a few other adults her age around the central mid-day fire. Several children, ranging in age from two to fifteen darted around, either helping their older comrades with chores or playing games of chase. There seemed to be a lot more kids than what I remembered from my last visit and quite a few extra adults as well.
I asked Enorah about this and her usually bright face turned gloomy. She nodded once and said, “The Morrigan’s creatures have been more active of late. I think Cade is right; she is up to something and everyone in Eile can feel it. Those who think they might have wronged her, and those who live too far away from established settlements to protect themselves have sought shelter with us and others who will take them in.”
She turned and looked at me, her grey-green gaze hard. “A war is brewing Meghan, I can feel it in my bones. The trees can feel it,” she glanced up at the boughs high above us, “the animals and the very earth can feel it.”
A stone seemed to have formed in my throat, only to slide down to the pit of my stomach.
“Oh no,” I whispered harshly, “this is my fault. Cade had warned me about this, when we first met, before I'd even come to Eile.” I looked up at her and I knew my eyes were flickering with my magic once again. “He told me that my mixed blood would bring turmoil to the people of the Otherworld.”
Enorah only shook her head, then placed a hand on my shoulder. “No Meghan, don’t look at it that way. Yes, your presence has brought about this change, but it has been a long time coming. The Morrigan has been working for years to inflict her reign upon our world. Only now does she think she stands a chance, but it is a risky bargain.”
I furrowed my brow. “How so?”

“She wants you Meghan, she wants your glamour. If she succeeds, the power she steals from you will make her all but invincible. But if she fails, then she may be rendered powerless for centuries.”
I shivered at that. I knew the gods and goddesses couldn’t be killed, but I could, immortal or not. That gave me an even greater reason not to fight the Morrigan. And despite what Enorah said, and what the Dagda had once told me, I couldn’t help but feel guilty about all of this. Only one thing to do about it though . . . I sucked in a deep breath and let it out just as forcefully.
“Okay, maybe I should start learning how to use this immense power of mine then.”
I grinned, despite my unease, and Enorah laughed. “That’s the spirit. Let’s have some lunch and then I’ll take you to the Tree of Life.”
As we headed towards the village square, I said, "Cade mentioned something about that this morning. What is the Tree of Life exactly?”
Enorah’s eyes took on that mischievous glint once again and all she said was, “You’ll see.”
Great, I thought, more surprises . . .
* * *
Meridian volunteered to be our lookout as we made our way deeper into the heart of the Weald. I had no idea where exactly this Tree of Life was supposed to be and Enorah wouldn’t tell me. What she did do, however, was point out all of the wondrous creatures that lived deep within this magical place as we hiked. I saw several more twigrins, following quietly after us for a few minutes before disappearing into the branches again, and even some of the pixies that had greeted me in the swamp those many months ago. A few times we passed by a small clearing bedecked with what looked like a cluster of small, dome-shaped houses. I probably wouldn't have noticed them except several had streams of smoke rising from their roofs. I lifted an eyebrow at Enorah and she said with a smile, "A cranobh village."
"Huh?"
"They are distantly related to brownies but prefer to live in the forest. Cranobhs are generally shy and keep to themselves, but are incredibly strong and ferocious if you anger them."
My eyes must have been huge because Enorah let loose a string of laughter, pausing long enough to slap a hand against her thigh.
"Don't worry Meghan! The only way to offend a cranobh is by cutting down a tree in its presence. They are very protective of the forest."
We started walking once again, moving deeper and deeper into the ancient forest. On more than one occasion, I stepped on a moss-covered rock only to squeal when it jerked itself out from under my foot, scuttling off into the brush while emitting clicking sounds. The first time this happened I gave Enorah a look of horror, but she only smiled and said, “Litterbug.”
Oh, right. I’d encountered one of those before, only it had looked different than the living rock version.
“Um, do they all blend in so well with their surroundings?”
If Enorah said yes, I didn’t think I was going to make it through this day with my nerves still intact. And just like that, my wonderful imagination conjured up an image of me grabbing onto a branch for support only to find that it was some creepy crawly thing that didn’t appreciate being touched.
Enorah chuckled and nodded her head to answer my question, looking like a woodland elf ready for mischief. Great.
Eventually, we came upon a wide, flooded meadow and the natural magic of the Weald, which had been brushing against my skin for the past several hours, intensified into something far more substantial. I glanced down at my arm, expecting to see goose bumps. Instead, an almost imperceptible pale blue glimmer shimmered just above the surface of my skin, making my blood sing and my own growing glamour flare ever so slightly.
Shaking my head, I tore my attention away from the sudden influx of magic and returned my eyes to the glorious scene before us. The water flooding the meadow was shallow, maybe two to three feet deep at most, and there were several large stepping stones creating a path across the natural moat. As beautiful as the shallow pool was, however, the enormous tree perched dead center on the largest piece of dry land brought me to a sudden stop. I felt my mouth drop open as I gazed upon one of the most beautiful things I'd ever seen. Most of the tree's boughs curved downward and several of its roots reached up towards the sky, intertwining with the twigs and branches above them. All around the entire tree, the roots and branches joined together like this, forming a great sphere of woven natural beauty. The leaves were gone from the tree, and I couldn’t tell if it was always supposed to look that way or if this particular species lost its leaves in the summer. This was the Otherworld after all, and anything was possible.
“Meghan,” Enorah said softly, all of her earlier mirth gone from both her voice and her face.
Cade's sister now donned a quiet demeanor of respect, one I was quick to mimic. I glanced down at her arm. She was indicating the pathway of stones that crossed the shallow pool. “All Faelorehn are welcome to enter within the joining of roots and branches of the great Tree of Life.”
I stared at her in surprise, still under the spell of the tree and the magic that thrummed throughout this meadow like the resounding hum of a plucked guitar string. Releasing a great sigh, I looked more closely at the collection of stepping stones stretching out in front of me, my gaze tracing where they led. On the other side of the pool I noted a narrow gap in the tree’s branches; an entrance large enough for someone to pass through.
Then Enorah’s words hit me. “Wait, you want me to go in there?”
It didn’t seem right. Sure, I was technically Faelorehn and the daughter of their queen, but I hadn’t grown up here and it wasn’t as if Danua was welcoming me into her castle with open arms. I knew next to nothing of their ways and although I had come a long way since my internet searches, I still had plenty to learn about my heritage. And Enorah wanted me to walk up to this tree, which looked to be as old as the earth itself and probably contained more magic than all the Celtic gods combined, and . . . do what exactly?
I almost leapt out of my skin when Enorah placed her hands on my shoulders. “The Tree of Life is here to help guide us, to give us wisdom and show us our true selves. And to soothe us when we are distressed. Can you not feel it beckoning you?”
I swallowed, but nodded. Yes, I could feel it beckoning me, almost like the feeling I got before being pulled through a dolmarehn. Only this sensation tugged on my heart, or maybe it was my magic. I couldn’t quite tell, but it was there. Still feeling a bit reluctant, I took the first step towards the tree. After all, I could definitely use some guidance and soothing, even if it came from a giant, magical plant. Slowly but surely, I crossed the shallow moat, barely even noticing the enchanted aura of the meadow anymore.
When I was only a few feet away from the tree, I reached out a hand and carefully touched a knot on one of its roots. Instantly my nerves sizzled, as if icy lightning had struck my hand. I hissed in a breath, but didn’t move my fingers away. Instead, I squared my shoulders and stepped through the gap. Suddenly, the world went quiet and all I could hear and feel were the whispers of hundreds of voices, all trying to speak to me at once in that Otherworldly language that seemed more ancient than time. My small well of magic flared, stronger than ever, and for a moment I thought my heart might burst.
The murmuring voices all came together and suddenly, I could understand them: You have goodness in you Meghan Elam, but you are not meant for mere goodness. You are destined for greatness . . .
The words swirled around in my mind, and although I could see them the way I saw Cade’s thoughts when he used shil-sciar, I could hear these words as well. What did they mean, I was destined for greatness? Me? The nerdy teen from Arroyo Grande? But then again, that wasn’t quite who I was. I was also Meghan of Eile, daughter of Danua the high queen.
I gritted my teeth and let the meaning of the words sink in. Could I really be destined for greatness? I snorted. Sure, why not? I had gone from being the most unpopular girl at my high school to being an immortal Faelorehn princess with a powerful arch enemy and a hot, faelah bounty hunter as a boyfriend. My world of possibilities had gone from ‘Not a chance in hell’ to ‘Anything could, and would, happen’ in just a few months. And that’s when it hit me, like the first icy drop of a winter storm, insignificant but shocking at the same time. I wasn’t Meghan Elam of California, nor was I the daughter of a Celtic goddess queen. I was just me, but unfortunately I hadn’t quite figured out who that person was yet. I mean, I had a pretty good idea, but I was still in the process of becoming who I was supposed to be. Maybe that is what the voices, the Tree of Life, meant. I was destined for greatness because I still hadn’t discovered my true calling yet.
And just like that, my magic, which had been swirling around inside of me like a freight train tearing down a mountain side, died back down to the candle flame I always saw it as.
You are well on your way, Child of Eile . . .
The voices whispered in unison one last time, dissipating as my heart rate slowed back into a normal pace.
Feeling suddenly drained, I plopped down on the bed of soft moss surrounding the base of the tree and rested my back against its gnarled trunk. I just needed a few moments to regain my composure, then I’d return to Enorah. I think I was at my limit when it came to powerful Otherworldly things for the day and I needed to clear my head to sort out the ‘words of wisdom’ the Tree had shared with me.
Taking deep breaths, I glanced around, sighing at the beautiful knot work weave of the interlinking branches and roots once again. Nothing in the mortal world ever grew like that, unless diligently trained by a gardener, and even then it didn’t come close. I was so distracted with tracing the pattern with my fingers that I didn’t notice the pale blue light slowly growing and overtaking the marshy glen. Eventually it caught my attention and I whipped my head around, expecting to see Enorah performing some tricks with her glamour in order to pass the time while I recovered.
What I saw instead took my breath away. A great stag, closer in size to an elk than a deer, stood stoically on the other side of the shallow pool. The numbing silence that had surrounded me melted away and the enchanting music of the forest played softly across the glen. As I tried to blink the incredible image of the stag from my vision, he took several soundless steps, moving gracefully through the water as if he were composed only of spirit. I stayed absolutely still, afraid that I might scare him away. Where had he come from? And where was Enorah?
And then something even stranger happened. That pale magic dancing around the Tree gathered behind the stag and he started melting into something different, something more familiar. By the time he reached the opening in the Tree, he had taken on the shape of a man with only his great antlers remaining. And all I could do was stare up at his impressive figure like an idiot.
He smiled and tossed a lock of earth brown hair out of eyes the same color and extended a hand out to me. I swallowed and continued my staring contest, trying for the life of me to figure out who he was. He wore leather hunting pants and simple moccasins, and his bare chest revealed toned muscles hidden only slightly by a deerskin vest. Around his throat was a torque, similar to Cade’s and mine, only this one portrayed the heads of deer instead of hounds. Not too surprising, considering he had been one only a few moments ago.
“Don’t be afraid Meghan,” he said gently, his voice so in tune with the sounds of the forest.
“Wh-Who are you?” I croaked, still staying put on the ground.
He smiled again, his face lighting up and his gentle brown eyes flashing gold.
“A friend,” he answered.
Feeling that I was trapped in this spherical nest of branches and roots, I took my chances and let him pull me up and out onto the stepping stones.
“Thanks,” I mumbled, brushing off mud and leaf litter while at the same time casting quick glances in his direction.
He now stood with his arms crossed, studying me openly. He didn’t feel threatening, but that didn’t mean anything. He was tall and those antlers made him appear even taller. What was with that anyways? Obviously he was some sort of shape-shifter, but why wouldn’t he get rid of the antlers after taking on his human form?
I tried to get a better sense of who he might be, but before I could ask any more questions, he sighed and said, “I’ve come to be of some help to you, Meghan.”
"How do you know my name?" I whispered.
The strange man smiled. "The spirits of the forest told me."
Uh, okay . . .
“I know about your troubles with the Morrigan as well.”
Ah, wonderful. First I had the spirits of the forest and a sacred tree telling strangers my name and informing me I was ‘destined for greatness’, and now I had some antlered shape-shifter I'd never met before telling me he knew about my biggest problem. Did everyone know everyone’s business in Eile? Or was it just because I was the clueless newbie? Or worse, was he here to escort me back to the mortal world? Sorry Meg, we can’t have you stirring up trouble in the Otherworld so you'll have to leave . . .
“I also know who your mother is and that you are capable of producing great magic.”
For some reason, that sparked enough anger in me to burn away my trepidation. “Oh? And did she send you? To try and talk sense into me?”
The last time I’d seen Danua, my mother, she had insisted I give up my friendship with Cade and move into the castle at Erintara with her to take on my proper role as her daughter. I had refused and she hadn’t been too happy about it. Oh well. I hadn’t cared at the time and I didn’t care now. If she wanted me in her life, then she needed to make an effort to get to know me and not try to mold me into something I wasn’t.
The strange deer man must have felt my irritation, but all he did was smile. It was a bit disarming because, after all, he had the same beauty about him that all the Faelorehn had.
“No, she didn’t. I came on my own,” he finally said. “As soon as you entered my realm I could sense your glamour. You have great potential to become very strong, but not strong enough to defeat your enemies. I am here to offer you a gift, a gift no other Faelorehn has ever been granted.”
I opened my mouth to share a few more terse words with him, but choked on whatever it was I was about to say. Instead I offered a garbled, “Huh?”
“I am the Guardian of the Weald, Meghan, and all the wild things of Eile. I know of the threat that looms over our world, and I know that you are a central player. The fight to overcome the Morrigan will not be an easy one, and since you are her main target, I thought you might benefit from a little extra magic.”
I stared at him again and this time it wasn’t because I found his antlers a bit disconcerting. How did he know all of this?
“Are you serious?” I finally managed, placing a hand behind me as I groped for something to keep me steady. A rough root or branch finally gave me some support.
“Would you like to have as much magic as one of the Celtic gods?”
I shook my head to clear it of my disbelief. If what he was telling me was true, then perhaps I stood a chance against the Morrigan after all. But a prickle of doubt pierced through me and I hesitated. What if this was a trick? I didn't know who this person was. Sure, he had emerged from the woods in the shape of a giant deer, the magic of Eile clinging to him like a cloak woven from starlight, but I was in the Otherworld now. I really had no idea who was on my side.
Taking a deep breath, I opened my mouth to tell him I wasn't interested, but then an old memory played across my mind. It was an image of Cade, standing in the middle of a bloody battlefield, looking at me one last time before collapsing to the ground. The reminder of what the Morrigan was capable of made my chest hurt, and I had to grit my teeth and squeeze my eyes shut until the nightmare passed. Suddenly, I wasn't so certain of turning the shape-shifter's offer down any longer, and something, intuition or some deep instinct, made me think that this chance might not come my way again. I steeled myself, then looked the antlered man in the eye.
“Yes,” I said, hoping I was making the right choice. It was so hard to think straight with so much magic saturating the air. “I would appreciate your help.”
The stranger stepped forward and showed me his palm. “I’ll have to touch you to make it work,” he explained. “One hand I must place over the spot where your magic sleeps, the other I will place on your forehead. Is that alright?”
I bit my cheek, but nodded.
“Now, this might feel strange and it may even make you unaware of your surroundings for a while, but it will have no lasting effects, other than creating another pocket of magic next to your own. However, I must warn you,” he paused, giving me a look that didn’t reflect his general kindness, “this gift comes with a price.”
I felt my stomach sink and a raw bitterness gnawed at my heart. Of course. I knew it must be too good to be true.
I swallowed my disappointment and whispered, “And what price is that?”
“A geis,” he murmured.
I cringed and pulled away from him. In my experience, nothing good ever came from being pinned down with a geis. Would I be willing to pay the price? To have a taboo hovering over me in order to gain the power of a god? I thought about what I intended to do with that power once I got it: defeat the Morrigan so that she could no longer hurt me, my friends or my family. Yes, that was worth the price of a geis. But I still wanted to know what it was going to cost me.
I clenched my fingers into fists. “Very well,” I said rather boldly, “what would the terms of this geis be?”
The antlered man studied me for a long while, then gently nodded his head before saying, “The power I lend you can be used only once, so you must use it wisely. It is also a secret and may not be shared with any other Faelorehn man or woman until after you've used it.”
I blanched and gave him a look of horror. What!? I had to keep this a secret?
“Why can't I tell anyone about it?”
A flash of gold crackled in his brown eyes, and for a split second he lost his smile. Pressing his fingertips together he gave a slight nod, “It is just one of the conditions of your geis.”
I gritted my teeth in frustration. What kind of an answer was that? Huffing a breath of annoyance, I asked, “So, what happens if I violate this geis?”
Hey, I needed to know all the details, right? Would be foolish to swear an oath without knowing all the consequences.
The man’s humor vanished once again and his brown eyes darkened, taking on a somber aura. “If you share any details of this gift before you've made proper use of it, then you will lose all of your magic, never to gain it back again. You will become mortal; unable to live in Eile.”
I’m pretty sure my knees buckled, because one minute I was standing there, trying to look tough in front of this weird guy with antlers, and in the next moment I was sitting down in the shallow pool. The shape-shifter tried to help me up, but I really didn’t care if I got soaked or not. I could lose my magic. All of it. Not that it was something I was terribly attached to. Heck, I hadn’t known it existed most of my life. But if I had no magic, I wouldn’t be able to protect myself from the Morrigan. Sure, she wouldn’t want to make me her own personal, glamour cash cow any more, but after the fight I’d given her the last time we met, she would most definitely kill me simply out of spite.
Eventually, I allowed myself to be helped up. I had a decision to make. A life-changing, possibly life-ending, decision. The deer man must have known this because he stood patiently as if allowing me to think. Okay, he was offering to give me a lot more magic to be used only once, the kind of magic the Morrigan and my mother could wield. Enough to possibly defeat the Morrigan, someone who threatened everyone I loved. I had no reason to trust the validity of what he said, but something about the power that emanated from him and something maybe more instinctual, told me he wasn’t lying. His offer was very generous, and tempting, but that was one heck of a gamble to take on a future I had no way of predicting. And even then, would it be enough? Could it stop the Morrigan for good?
Then I thought of Enorah and the wildren, and Danua and the Dagda. I thought of my family back in the mortal world. And finally, I thought of Cade. I loved them all, in one way or another, and the Morrigan was a threat to all of them. Yes, the Dagda and my mother were immensely powerful, and even Cade and I had our fair share of glamour. But what if the Morrigan had even more? Especially now that she had an ally. And who knows what other unknown advantages she had hidden up her sleeves. If I knew the Morrigan, she was no fool. She would have planned for everything and she would never take on her Tuatha De brethren if she didn’t think she could win.
I took a long, deep breath and closed my eyes, trying to ease the ache in my chest. When I opened my eyes again, I found the strange man exactly where I had left him, standing only a few feet in front of me. His mouth cut a grim line across his face, his eyes studying me closely once again.
“I will accept your offer,” I heard myself say over the fierce pounding of my heart.
I reached out my hand and he took it carefully, shaking to seal the deal. A jolt of magic coursed up my arm and joined the flame of my own glamour, sizzling and sparking for a brief moment before becoming that docile little flicker once again.
“Wait,” I said suddenly, jerking my hand back. “Why me? Why offer this gift to me?”
The antlered man grinned and his eyes glinted. He may have been a deer, but that look was all predator.
“The Morrigan presumes too much; she takes things too far and thinks we’ll sit back and allow her to do so. She is wrong. Besides, you’re the one she wants the most. You need this magic more than anyone else.”
I gritted my teeth. Yes, I was the little Faelorah with the gall to stand up to her without dying, so it was no surprise I was on the top of her 'People Who Must Die' list. I just wish everyone would stop reminding me of that fact.
"Are you ready?" the shape-shifter asked.
I nodded, bracing myself.
He took a step forward and lifted both hands, placing one on my chest just to the right of my heart, and the other on my head, as if I were a child he was blessing. Immediately, I felt my magic shimmer and quiver with life.
“This may feel strange,” he whispered, “and when it is all over, I will be gone. My gift of magic will be its own separate entity, but it will reside next to your own glamour. Just remember what you promised, and follow your heart. It will tell you when it is time to use this gift.”
Before I could so much as nod or voice one of the five hundred other questions that sat on the tip of my tongue, a great flash of light pierced the landscape and seared my retinas. I cried out in shock and felt myself falling once again. The candle wick that had once embodied my magic shuddered as a new flame, a much paler shade of blue than mine, flashed and burst forth like a super nova. Just as quickly, the great whirlwind of sensations overwhelming me vanished. The bright light that had accompanied the stag faded and I was left in a world caught between twilight and evening. Eventually I heard Enorah calling out my name and felt someone shaking my shoulders.
I wanted to keep my eyes shut; keep the world locked out until I figured out what had just happened, if that was even possible, but Enorah’s frantic voice forced me to look in her direction.
“Meghan! What happened!?”
“The stag,” I managed, “I mean, the man. I-I don’t know.”
A wave of painful dizziness swept over me and I felt my head loll to the side. Enorah grabbed me and shook me gently, forcing me to sit up and open my eyes.
“You stepped through the gap in the branches and sat down for no more than a minute Meghan, then you keeled over into the pool. I dragged you over here and tried to get you to wake up, but you weren’t responding. You were out for a good ten minutes or more.”
Enorah propped me up against a moss covered stone and looked me in the eye, her own eyes now pale grey and bright with worry. “What happened in there? Why did you black out? What did you see?”
My mind felt fuzzy and incoherent, as if I was chasing words around in my mind, trying to catch them and string them together to form lucid thoughts. I pressed a hand to my head and tried to think. That only made my head hurt worse, but I was able to recall a fragment of what had happened. Eventually, everything cleared and I licked my lips to answer Enorah’s question.
“Didn’t you see him? The giant stag?” I blurted, “He was standing right where I left you, then he came over to me and turned into a man, only he had antlers.”
Had that been real? It seemed so real, but now that I was conscious again it seemed more like a dream than reality. Could I have imagined it all?
“What?” Enorah breathed in response to my babbling. Her grip on my shoulders tightening.
I bit my lip as the rest of my conversation with the stranger came flooding back. Tell no one of my gift, it is a secret . . . Oh no. I had sworn an oath and accepted a geis, promising the shape-shifter I wouldn’t tell anyone about my new extra dose of glamour. Had I already broken my geis? I started to panic, but then a soothing voice, nothing more than a breath of wind, crooned, I never said you couldn’t speak about me . . . just don’t tell her about your secret . . .
I pressed a palm to my forehead and tried to think again, but Enorah pulled my hand away and cupped my face in her hands.
“Meghan! Do you realize who you saw?”
I shook my head and frowned, then felt the blood drain from my face. Oh no. Oh Meghan . . . Had my first instincts been right after all? Had I just accepted a geis from one of the Morrigan’s allies? Did I just sign my own death warrant? A sob worked its way up my throat and I nearly choked on it.
“Meghan? What’s wrong? No, don’t be upset!”
Enorah gently shook my shoulders, but the tears wouldn’t stop.
“Meghan! You had a vision is all, a vision of Cernunnos! Don’t be upset, please.”
She pushed back my tangled hair and gave me a hug, trying to shush me and get me to stop crying.
“Cernunnos is the Guardian of the Wild, Meghan. He hardly ever comes this close to our village. Many people say that he lives in the farthest reaches of the Weald, where no one dares tread. It is said that his magic is so vast he is the wilderness itself.”
She let go of me and held me at arm's length, smiling brightly. I sniffled, finally forcing myself into a calm state.
“He’s not a friend of the Morrigan?” I murmured, my relief making my bones feel weak.
Enorah released a great sigh and then chuckled. “Oh no! Is that why you are so upset? Did you think the Morrigan was sending her minions to terrorize you when you were unconscious? Poor Meghan! I can’t say I blame you, after what happened at Luathara the other night.”
No. I was thinking I had just made a deal with one of her henchmen and I would soon lose all of my magic.
I wiped my sleeve across my nose, not caring that it was totally unladylike, and nodded. Hey, I had a secret to keep. It wouldn’t hurt to let Enorah keep believing it was only my fear of the Morrigan that had forced me into hysterics. And the memory of the attack on Cade’s castle helped me keep up the whole 'emotionally disturbed Meg' act.
“So, are you okay now?”
Enorah was sitting on her knees, her hands pressed against her thighs.
Finally, I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m fine, really. I’m just a bit tired of being clueless when it comes to the Faelorehn nobility. If another god or goddess pops up and doesn’t bother to tell me who they are, I might just punch them.”
I could have sworn there was another person laughing along with Enorah, someone with the smooth, rich voice of the forest, but I brushed it aside as she helped me up.
“Come on, let’s get back to the village,” she said.
“Good idea. I think I need to go to bed and not wake up until morning.”
We made our way back through the forest and while we walked in silence I couldn’t help but reach inside of myself to examine my new source of magic. Its wild flare had died down, but I could no longer picture it as a candle flame. Instead, I envisioned a pale sapphire rose, closed up tight as if it was sleeping. Brilliant, electric cerulean tendrils of light glowed between the tight petals, and somehow I knew that this is how I'd always see Cernunnos's gift. And then another thought struck me like a well-placed arrow. What if Cade noticed this new change in me when he returned? After all, he had been able to sense my Faelorehn glamour long before I even knew about it. Would he be able to sense this power too?
"Meghan, you okay?"
The weight of Enorah's hand on my shoulder made me jump.
She pulled her hand back immediately and donned a worried look.
"Sorry. I'm okay, really. Just thinking about what happened back at the Tree."
I gave a half-hearted grin, hoping she bought my lie.
Enorah nodded, then smiled and gave my shoulder a friendly nudge with her fist.
"Let's get a move on then. If we stick to this pace then we'll get stranded in the forest after dark."
I sighed, but started walking again. I really wanted to think about more pleasant things as we made our way back to the village, but what had happened with Cernunnos insisted on taking center stage in my mind. It would be hard keeping this knowledge to myself, I knew that for certain, but I also knew that the lives of those I loved (and my own life as well) depended on it. And then, when the time arrived, I would let that bud of power blossom and release its potent, brilliant blue magic and stop the Morrigan in her tracks. I just needed to figure out when that would be.
As the lingering, magical essence of the enchanted meadow wore off, I pictured the Tree of Life in my mind once more. Despite the stressful interaction I'd had with Cernunnos, the whole experience hadn't been all that bad. In fact, I had the itchy feeling that the Tree was pleased with my choice. How I knew this, I couldn't say. I only hoped that I'd made the right decision.
 


-Ten-
Training
 

Dusk had begun encroaching upon the village by the time we got back, so Enorah fetched me a quick dinner then left me in one of the small cabins to sleep off my ordeal. Of course, I never told her it had been an ordeal, I simply explained that I was still tired from the night before. Either way, I was left to simmer in the near silence, listening to the children playing outside as I tried to gather my thoughts. So the wild deer man, Cernunnos, had given me an overdose of magic, enough to rank me among the Tuatha De; the gods and goddesses of the Otherworld. And I had to keep it a secret from everyone I knew and I could only use it once. Alright Meghan, I told myself, don’t screw this up. You made the right choice in accepting his help, now you have to figure out how you are going to keep something this big a secret.
I turned over on the lumpy mattress and huffed a breath of frustration. I didn’t think I would have any trouble keeping quiet with Enorah, the Dagda, my mother and any of the other Faelorehn I came into contact with, but how on earth was I going to keep this information from Cade? Especially now that I knew how to talk to him using only my thoughts. Don’t forget Meghan, just because you can communicate mind to mind doesn’t mean you have to tell him everything. Right. I simply wouldn’t speak about it, out loud or internally. But would the guilt eat away at me? We were in a relationship now and the last thing I wanted to do was ruin it because I couldn’t be honest with him.
Once again, the image of the Morrigan using Cade as a chew toy for her horrible hounds flashed across my mind. I ground my teeth. I would hang onto that image like a leech, despite the pain it caused me. If ever I was tempted to spill my discovery to Cade, the memory of his fight with the Cumorrig would keep me in line.
Trouble?
The sudden thought from Meridian made me jolt upright. I sighed and leaned back into the pillow when I realized it was her. She had been scarce all day, so I wondered where she was now. Probably perched in the tree behind my cabin.
Yes and no, I responded, then paused for a moment. I could tell my spirit guide about my magic, couldn’t I? She didn’t speak with anyone else and spirit guides were the very form of loyalty. And she wasn't a Faelorehn man or woman.
I drew in a slow breath, deciding it best not to risk anything. Just feel a little odd in this new place, I sent. There, that should be safe.
Yes, new great magic inside, she said, Bright Flower.
My eyes widened in surprise, though there was no one to see me.
You know?
Of course, she responded, and I could just see her fluffing her feathers smugly. Wild Lord told me.
Huh. Well, if Cernunnos took the initiative to inform my spirit guide of my secret power, then I guess it was okay to speak with her about it.
We can’t tell anyone, I whispered into her mind, not even Cade or Fergus.
No one. Secret.
I grinned. Yes, I sent as I finally allowed myself to relax, my eyelids fluttering shut as I lay back down. Very secret.
It wasn't long before sleep crept up on me, but before I lost complete awareness of my surroundings, a cool, inviting voice as old as the earth itself whispered against my mind, so gentle I wondered if I imagined it: Rest now Meghan, for you will meet many trials before you can truly rest again . . .
* * *
I woke to the sound of metal clanging and a male voice shouting, “Breakfast!”
Groaning, I sat up and placed a hand to my forehead. Had I slept straight through the night? Feeling somewhat sheepish, I crawled out of my cot and slipped on my shoes, then pushed the door open onto a scene of rambunctious chaos. Children, young and old, were scattering everywhere. Some squealed in delight, abandoning their morning chores, while others grumbled as they dragged themselves from their cabins, still in their pajamas. I followed the stream of children to the town center where a great fire heated the bottom of a pot-bellied cauldron. It wasn’t as big or ornate as the Dagda’s, but the vessel reminded me of Cade’s foster father anyways. I smiled, a bit ruefully, wishing that the attack on Luathara had never happened. I could be at the Dagda’s house right now, enjoying his company and warm hospitality.
I stood behind the others, not sure what to do, until a small girl thrust a wooden bowl and spoon into my hand and took off running, giggling as she continued passing out her wares. Small hands, belonging to a gaggle of boys no older than five, gently shoved me forward and I realized that I had somehow joined a line. Eventually I found myself face to face with a boy about my age. He lifted up a large ladle, dipped it into the cauldron, and pulled up a heaping portion of oatmeal. The smell of cinnamon and sweet spices hit my nose, making my stomach growl and my mouth water simultaneously. I blushed a little as I smiled. The boy emptied the thick oatmeal into my bowl and jerked his head to the side. I turned to find a group of young girls offering up baskets of steaming biscuits. I grabbed one from the smallest girl, holding her basket up with all her might as if the fate of the world depended on it.
“Meghan!” a familiar voice called.
I turned my head. Enorah was sitting on the great log of a fallen beech tree, surrounded by a few others I'd seen the day before. I side-stepped a few more of the wildren and made my way towards them.
“Feeling better?” Enorah asked.
“Much,” I responded as I dipped my spoon into my breakfast. I took a bite and my eyes grew wide as the sweet, crisp flavors of late summer filled my mouth.
I quickly dug in, hardly noticing Enorah’s dancing eyes as she watched me.
“Were you not feeling well last night?” one of the boys asked me.
I glanced up, my mouth closed over the spoon, and thought of an answer. He was tall, but looked a little younger than me. He had the natural beauty and grace I had come to expect from the people of this world, something that would have caused me to gawk a year ago. Being around Cade had raised my standards, apparently.
Enorah swallowed a mouthful of oatmeal, then waved her spoon around like the drunken conductor of a band.
“She isn’t sick. She simply had a run in with Cernunnos when we visited the Tree of Life.”
The comment had been nonchalant, but by the way everyone’s eyes widened, I could tell my so-called run in wasn’t something that happened every day.
I glanced up at Enorah. She merely grinned and winked. At the time of the incident, she had been rather floored herself. Obviously she’d had time to let the surprise wear off.
Eventually everyone got back to their breakfast, and by the time I was scraping the last bits out of the bottom of my bowl, it had grown brighter.
A flurry of small children scurried through the scattered diners, collecting dirty bowls. They were quick, too. One minute my bowl was in my hand, the next it was gone. I blinked as a young girl disappeared into the darkness like a twilight sprite.
“So, are you ready to start using that magic of yours?” Enorah asked, planting her hands on the trunk of the beech as she shoved herself back down to earth.
I froze, and for a split second I thought she was talking about the new magic Cernunnos had gifted me. Fortunately, my brain jumpstarted itself and I remembered Cade had left his sister with the responsibility of training me.
"Yes," I said, relaxing a bit, "I'm so ready to learn about my glamour."
"Excellent," Enorah piped. "Why don't you go back to your cabin and change and meet me back here."
I nodded, pushing away from the giant log and headed back towards the small cottage that had become my new, temporary home. I quickly pulled on a pair of pants, a clean shirt and a different sweatshirt than the one I'd been wearing the day before. I considered the small pile of dirty clothes before me and wondered if there was a way to get them clean.
I hope so, I thought, because I only had a few more spare sets with me.
Grabbing my longbow and quiver, just in case we met up with anything creepy, I pushed open the door and stepped out into the early morning light. Meridian, who'd made herself scarce the past several hours, dropped from the treetops somewhere and landed on my shoulder.
Hunt? she sent.
Not planning on it. Magic practice, I returned.
Meridian grumbled her contentment and tucked her head under her wing for a snooze. Sometimes I thought I must have the laziest spirit guide in Eile.
* * *
“Now I hope Caedehn has at least taught you how to find your magic,” Enorah cast over her shoulder as she came to a stop at the top of a hill.
We'd left the wildren's village about a half hour ago, taking one of the many paths trailing off into the forest. The day was sunny and pleasantly warm, just as any mid-summer day should be. Enorah led the way, her stride strong and confident, reminding me so much of her brother. I bit my lip as a pang of longing hit me, but just as quickly I shook the thought from my head. Honestly Meghan, he's been gone two days . . .
Readjusting the quiver of arrows on my back, I tried not to think about it anymore. If I dwelled too long on what could be happening with Cade, then I was certain to drive myself crazy. Instead, I tried to remember what Enorah had just asked me. Oh yeah, if Cade had taught me how to find my magic. Taking a breath, I answered her, “Yes, he has.”
I felt slightly winded from climbing the hill, but then the land leveled out. Enorah nodded towards a small clearing and started setting her own gear next to a large stone. She gestured for me to join her in the meadow, and once we were standing opposite each other, she crossed her arms and studied me for a moment.
“We’ll start with just getting used to the feel of your magic and how it works," she said. "I want you to locate the source of your glamour, then let it expand to its furthest limits. Don’t go too fast; you want it to suffuse your blood slowly.”
I nodded and closed my eyes, picturing the small flame burning next to my heart. I almost gasped when the image of a pale blue rose jumped into my mind with it, but then I remembered that the extra magic had taken up residence next to mine.
The magical rose petals started to peel back and the glittering, pale blue power of Cernunnos's gift began to spill forth, hungry to be released. No, not yet. You have to stay closed inside the flower until you’re needed! I bit my lip and thought about how I was going to do this without letting it all escape and without giving away its presence. I gritted my teeth and willed the petals to close just a little. Reluctantly, the new power obeyed and the bright blue magic dimmed. I took a deep breath and winced at my pounding head. Ignoring the ache in my temples, I shifted my internal view just enough to catch a glimpse of my own magic. The flame greeted me like an old friend, and to make sure I had the right magic, I made it dance and flicker ever so slightly.
“Got it,” I hissed past the pain.
“Good, now let it grow. Fan the flame until it can’t get any bigger.”
Taking a deep breath, I carefully willed the flame to grow. Slowly, the fire next to my heart grew brighter, bigger. As my own magic flared, the blue rose of Cernunnos began unfurling again. This time it was harder to coax it into submission.
When it seemed like the rose wouldn't obey me any further, I quickly capped my own magic, not allowing it to grow any larger. The rose stopped blooming, and with sheer willpower alone, I forced it to close back up. Sweat beaded on my forehead and my jaw hurt from clenching my teeth so tight. The power in the rose tickled my senses, but I refused to let it go. I could feel more than tell the amount of magic that still wished to be released. Like the heavy weight of a massive lake pressing against an unstable dam. Well, I just had to figure out how to reinforce that dam.
“Okay,” I said, my mouth feeling parched, “I’m at my limit.”
Technically, I felt like I could release loads more of my magic, but I was afraid it I did, the rose would burst into full bloom and join it. I'd just have to make do with what I had control over at the moment.
“Good,” Enorah answered. “Now, all I want you to do for today is practice expanding and drawing in your magic so you get used to the sensation. Hopefully by the end of the week, if you practice every day, you’ll be able to do it without consciously thinking about it.”
I nodded, then drew my magic back down into a tiny flame and opened my eyes. A sharp pain cut across my vision as the rose tried to crack open once again, but the glamour obeyed me more quickly this time when I forced it down. A slight thrill of triumph shot through me. I was certain I could learn to balance both my sources of power with enough practice.
I made a mental note to wander off on my own whenever I could to practice that particular drill in full force. I wanted to be prepared when the Morrigan struck, but I had no idea what letting my magic flare to its full strength might do. Best to do it where no one could see.
For the rest of the morning, Enorah simply taught me some basic spells I could cast using my magic. As I practiced fluctuating my own glamour, she helped me memorize the words and actions that went along with these simple charms. For instance, by speaking the ancient word for 'sleep' and whispering it into someone's ear, or pointing my finger to my own while gathering a small bit of my magic, I could put someone or myself into a deep sleep.
When I arched my eyebrow at her, she merely shrugged. "It might come in handy some day. I've used it many times on myself when I didn't want the children disturbing me after a long night standing guard."
Once I felt like I had a good grasp on the expanding and contrasting exercises for my magic, she showed me how to gather up a small bead of glamour to use in the spells she'd taught me.
For another hour, I worked on drawing away small beads of my magic. It was simple, really, once Enorah explained the concept to me. First, I had to let my magic grow to a large flame, then I would simply pull away a tiny fragment of it, like gathering cotton candy on a paper cone, only instead of making a beehive of spun sugar, I was concentrating the glamour into a tiny pebble of magic. It took me a few tries to get it just right, but after several minutes I was whipping out beads of magic like I'd done it all my life. By the time we headed back for the village, I was glowing with confidence. Enorah couldn't stop telling me how well I'd done and that she was certain by the end of the month, I'd be a force to reckon with.
We made it back home just in time for lunch, and after I finished eating with the others, I sought out a quiet spot just beyond the edge of the village to think. I wanted time to let my thoughts wander, without any distractions.
Despite my determination, and so far, success, at hiding my new wealth of magic, I was still terrified that somehow I'd let it slip that an antlered being of power had placed a god's share of glamour into my hands. Yes, it was only my first day of practice and so far Cernunnos's gift had obeyed me when it tried to flare, but I had also only been able to expand my own magic to half its potential before I couldn't control that other source of power any longer.
Picking up a stick and pushing away a few of the leaves plastered to the ground, I opened up a small space on the damp earth and started drawing random images. After a few moments I paused, glancing around the open meadow I had settled in. I wondered if this would be far enough away to practice taming Cernunnos's magic. Regardless of my fear and trepidation, I was pretty certain that I could whip it into shape if I just worked with it; practiced that simple exercise Enorah had taught me over and over again until I could open my magic up entirely without affecting the pale blue rose that sat next to it.
You'll have your chance, I promised it.
As if the foreign well of power heard me, the rose pulsed once, a brilliant, electric blue, then settled back into being a young, dormant bud.
Breathing a mental sigh of relief, I continued doodling and another worry invaded my mind. I had no idea how I was going to keep this secret once Cade returned. Surely he'd notice I was hiding something and despite what he'd told me about the practice of shil-sciar, I couldn't risk the truth slipping out that way.
"Something troubling you?"
I yelped at the sound of Enorah's voice, snapping the stick I'd been using to draw. She smiled and dropped down from behind the giant beech tree I'd been using as a backrest.
"So, spill. You can talk to me, I'm the only friend you've got right now in this strange and wonderful world of ours."
Enorah arched her eyebrows in anticipation and I allowed myself a little smile. I couldn't tell her what was really bothering me, so I went with what she probably already assumed.
"I'm worried about Cade, well, and all of us. I can't hide here forever and it's only a matter of time before the Morrigan figures out how to get beyond the magic that protects the Weald."
Enorah crossed her arms and leaned back against the tree. She nodded and sighed.
"True, but Cade is very capable. He's been dealing with her his whole life you know. If anyone can evade the Morrigan it's my brother."
"I know, but I still worry."
We remained silent for a while, listening to the fires from the village crackle, the scent of their smoke spicing the pleasant summer air. Animals, some familiar to me, some not, scurried in the branches above and the underbrush below, evading predators or searching out food. The brilliant colors of the forest seemed more vibrant here than they ever were at home, and I wondered if it was a result of the living magic that thrived all around us. I so wanted to forget about all my worries and drink it all in, but then a new thought occurred to me. Enorah had taught me a few handy spells this morning, could there be a charm that might help me hide the secret of my new magic?
Clearing my throat, I glanced over at Cade's sister. With her arms still crossed, she had her face tilted towards the sky. I imagined she was doing what I wished to do: taking in the beauty of the forest in all its glory.
"Enorah," I said tentatively.
She made a sound of acknowledgement.
I took a deep breath. Okay, here goes . . .
"Is it possible to use my glamour to, um, hide information I don't want anyone else to know?"
She lowered her head and trained her sharp eyes on me. I pursed my lips and reached for a new stick, hoping to seem only slightly interested in an answer.
"Why do you ask?" she said after some time.
I shrugged. "Just in case. There are some things I want to keep to myself for now and I'm afraid I'll accidentally let them slip before I'm ready to share them."
"No one can force you to share your secrets Meghan. Well, perhaps the Morrigan could if she got a hold of you and used her dark magic."
Ignoring her use of the word secret and instead latching onto the Morrigan's name, I nodded vigorously. I had only really been thinking about keeping the knowledge of my new magic from Cade, but if his mother found out . . . ? I shuddered. That would be beyond disastrous.
"Yes, that's exactly it. I'm safe for now, but as soon as I leave the Weald there's a good chance the Morrigan could corner me. I'd like to be prepared."
"There's a way," Enorah said slowly, quietly. "It isn't known to many, and I learned it a long time ago, when I lived a different life."
I arched a brow, but she held up a hand.
"Please, don't ask." She smiled a sad smile. "In fact, it's this very trick I'm going to teach you that keeps those memories away from prying minds."
My curiosity ached to know what her dark secret was, but I could tell from the sudden change in her demeanor that her past was a book best left unopened. Besides, Enorah was my friend and a good friend didn't pry.
"Oh," I said instead, "I'd never press you Enorah if you didn't want to tell me-"
Again, she held up a hand and shook her head, cutting me off. "I know Meghan, don't fret. Now," she inhaled and pushed away from the moss-encrusted tree trunk, "the convenient thing about this spell is that you only have to use it once for every secret you want to keep, and then it takes care of everything else for you."
I gave her an incredulous look.
Enorah merely smirked and said, "Imagine a spider, with a hundred legs instead of eight."
I wrinkled my nose at her. I had nothing against spiders, but they weren't my favorite things in the world. And to imagine one with a hundred legs? Eww. But if that's what I had to do, then so be it.
"Now, this spider lives in your subconscious, sort of like your magic, and it spins a web in the corner of your mind. Once it's established, you give it the knowledge you want to keep hidden from all prying minds and it will wrap it up like an insect and place it in the center of the web. Any words or other thoughts that come to you about the secret you keep will be snatched up by the spider's legs and added to the web. Only you can look at them, no one else can, no matter how powerful they are."
Wow. I simply gaped at Enorah. That was a convenient trick.
"Where on earth did you learn how to do that?" I breathed.
She shook her head. "Can't tell you that, and you mustn't let anyone know I taught you. Very few Faelorehn know how to cast this particular spell and it's not something I should be teaching others."
"Oh Enorah, I'm sorry," I reached out to her, feeling guilty that I'd put her in such a position. But I wasn't sorry I'd be learning this rare bit of magic. I needed it.
Enorah grabbed my hand, her eyes shining. "You are my friend, Meghan. And you are dear to my brother. Of course I don't regret teaching you. Now," she cleared her throat and smiled, "are you sure you're up to this? You did spend half the day practicing with your magic. Do you want to wait a day or two?"
"No," I said automatically.
At her slight look of surprise I smiled sheepishly. "I feel perfectly fine, honest."
"Okay then. Here's how you create your very own spider . . ."
I stood up straighter, all my attention on my tutor.
"First, you have to separate out a small granule of your magic, about the size of a marble, just like we practiced today. With me so far?"
I nodded and closed my eyes. Since it was so fresh in my mind, creating the marble-sized sphere of glowing blue was a cinch. And even better, Cernunnos's rose remained tightly furled.
"Next, repeat these words after me: Caerah nost, foreth setten aevoreh feain."
I opened my eyes, almost losing control over my tiny ball of magic. "Huh?" I said. "What does that mean?"
"It basically means: Hold fast the secret I wish to keep. Simple enough words, but since they are spoken in the language of the ancients, they hold more power than others."
"Is that the same language I hear you and Cade and the Dagda speak sometimes?"
Enorah shook her head, her eyes somber. "No, that's a different language."
I opened my mouth to ask more, but Enorah interrupted me.
"Do you need me to repeat them?"
"Please," I answered.
She said the phrase several more times and when I was sure I had it, I closed my eyes again and found that little sphere of magic waiting for my instructions.
"Caerah nost, foreth setten aevoreh feain."
My accent wasn't as smooth as Enorah's, and I'm pretty sure I mispronounced a few of the words, but the blue sphere of my magic burst forth like a supernova. I squeaked and fell to the ground, my rear end making contact with a damp pile of leaves. I blinked away the shock and when I focused inwardly, I saw a tiny blue spider, busy making a web in the corner of my mind. She was pale turquoise, just like my magic, but had a lovely red and black pattern on her back. She was actually kind of cute.
"It worked!" I breathed.
"Good," Enorah said, standing somewhere above me. "Now, take whatever information you want to remain hidden, and hand it over to the spider. Just picture it and say it in your mind. When the spider grabs it and takes it to the web, you're all done."
I nodded, closing my eyes again and forgetting about the soggy earth soaking into my pants. I found the spider again, busy with her web, and told her about the secret magic Cernunnos had given to me and how I needed her to hide it and any other thoughts I had about it. The spider reached out with her multiple legs, long, delicate strands of pure, raw magic, and grabbed up all the thoughts about my extra source of power. She gathered them together, like those little word magnets used to write poetry on a refrigerator, and spun her beautiful silk around them, securing them in her web. I smiled again and sighed.
"All finished?" Enorah asked as she gave me a hand up.
"Yes," I said with relief.
"One more thing to know. You can destroy the spell any time you wish. Just simply find the spider and its web in your mind and speak the word duantis. It means 'done'. Also, if you let your glamour run down, like if you visit the mortal world and stay there for a long time, your spell with die off on its own."
I nodded, committing the word to memory with the others I'd learned.
Feeling a hundred times better now that I'd found a way to keep my secret safe, I headed back to the village with Enorah. We planned on going out tomorrow once again to practice with my glamour, but I had the whole afternoon free.
"So, is there anything else you'd like to know about our daily life here?"
Enorah's bright tone of voice was a pleasant change from her earlier, somber mood, so I took advantage of the situation and said, "Actually, I'd like to know how you clean your laundry."
Laughing, Enorah swung an arm around my shoulder and led me towards the creek.
"Unfortunately, we have to do it the old fashioned way. However," she added, a glint in her eye, "I can show you another trick with your glamour that might help get the job done faster."
 


-Eleven-
Arrival
 

I kept a tally of the days Cade was gone. Yes, it was silly and pathetic and practically drove me crazy, but I couldn’t help it. Besides, it helped me keep track of my progress with my magic as well. Every morning, Enorah and I would hike to that hilltop meadow, far enough away from the village that if my magic got a little out of control, it wouldn't damage anyone or anything. We would spend hours there, going over what I'd learned the day before and then Enorah would teach me something new. I always warmed up with the same expand and contrast drill from that first day, and as the days progressed, I became better and better at pushing my magic further without Cernunnos's glamour butting in. A few times it tried to join my own glamour, but I always managed to force it into submission. And anytime I thought about it, that little magical spider living in the corner of my mind would work furiously to keep it secret.
On the tenth day of my stay in the Weald, Enorah taught me how to create a shield of magic. By releasing small amounts of glamour, and sending it out in wide, flexible sheets instead of rolling it up into pebbles, I was able to construct a force field over myself.
“Think of it as one of those fountains that looks like a sphere of water,” Enorah said.
I wrinkled my nose and pictured water flowing in a continuous stream, a thin film of liquid pouring around a central geyser. Like everything new I tried with my magic, creating the shield was tricky at first, but gradually I became better at it. By the end of our lesson I had the hang of it, and when Enorah threw a stick at me, it bounced off of my invisible shield and clattered into the shrubs growing under the great beech trees surrounding us.
“Good!” she barked. “Now for invisibility . . .”
Invisibility was easily my favorite. Enorah coached me through the process of coating myself in magic. I closed my eyes and took deep breaths through my nose.
“It’s just like the fountain, but this time the water pressure isn’t nearly as great. You want it to feel like a steady stream of water flowing over every contour of a stone statue.”
At first, my magic burst forth and I merely created another shield. My heart skipped a beat when this happened, because the rose tried to burst open once again.
No you don’t, I growled inwardly, you stay just as you are until I need you.
An image of Cade, standing against the Cumorrig with the beast’s long claws stabbing into his abdomen came to mind. The sharp lick of pain that sliced my heart managed to force the wild magic back where it belonged and only the hairline cracks along the petals’ edges showed pale blue. I hated drawing on those memories, but sometimes they were necessary to get Cernunnos's magic to obey. Every time it fought to be released, I got the impression that it was used to being free and didn't like its confinement.
“Okay, steady, let’s start over again,” Enorah’s calm voice crooned.
I nodded and dashed away my fears and anxiety. Focus Meghan, focus . . .
An hour later I’d mastered it, and by the end of the second week I could create a shield, become invisible and even fling small bursts of my magic in long tendrils from my fingers or throw it like fireballs in one of my brothers' video games. It was exhilarating and terrifying at the same time, but I always managed to accomplish what challenge Enorah set for me without letting Cernunnos's power slip from my control.
The first few days of the third week progressed almost exactly as the previous days had. I would get up early and eat breakfast with the other wildren and then spend a few hours practicing (I only practiced now since Enorah was satisfied with my progress and thought it best if I just strengthen what I'd learned). After practice, we would return to the village and either play games with the younger kids or participate in archery with the older ones. Enorah even taught me some self-defense maneuvers that we tested out on the bigger boys.
After the evening meal, I would sometimes help out with the chores or read stories to the younger children as they got ready for bed. More often than not, they'd want to hear about the mortal world, so I'd tell them about my mom and dad and brothers, or share tales from my adventures with Tully, Robyn, Will and Thomas. I tried to tell them that my high school woes with my friends weren't real adventures, but they didn't care. They begged for them every night and I always gave in, grateful to somehow reconnect, even on this basic level, with the ones I'd left behind in my other life.
It was no surprise, then, that I soon lost track of the time Cade had been gone. I had grown so used to my new routine and had settled in so well with the wildren that I no longer had time to worry.
Of course, when Enorah caught me gazing off longingly into the east one afternoon, she murmured only for my ears to hear, "Three more days Meghan."
I started, not realizing I'd let my mind wander, and then smiled back at her, returning my focus on the arrow I'd placed in my longbow. Gazing at the target in the distance, I took a steadying breath and drew the string to my cheek. Three more days. In three more days the four weeks would be up, and Cade would be coming back. My stomach fluttered with anticipation, and as my arrow found the ring just on the outside of the middle of the target, I only hoped that nothing would impede Cade from keeping his promise to return.
That night, I watched the wildren place the wood around the base of the cauldron, their movements well-practiced and fluid, and savored the smell of fresh smoke as the flames licked the side of the great black pot. The muted light of early twilight spread over us and I found my mind wandering off with thoughts of Cade once again.
Now that my magic was well under control, and with Enorah's reminder earlier this afternoon, my mind had the energy to conjure up an image of Cade standing on the edge of the village, telling me he'd be back soon. My heart sped up and I began to fidget with anticipation. I couldn’t wait to see him, though I was also afraid of what news he might bring back. I'd been so fixated on getting my magic (and Cernunnos's) under control that I'd forgotten about why Cade had left in the first place. Had he been able to tell the other Tuatha De about the Morrigan’s attack? Had he told my mother? And if so, were they going to help us do something about it?
“Thinking about my brother?”
Enorah’s voice just a few feet away caused me to fall off the log I was sitting on.
I grumbled and brushed the dead leaves off of my pants as I made room for her. She sat down next to the spot I’d made and dismissed the older children who had managed to get the fire under the cauldron going.
“So,” she said as they scattered to get in some good playing time before dinner was ready, “was I right? Were you thinking about Caedehn?”
It was hard to avoid her eyes, even when that was the only thing in the world I wanted to do at the moment, but I sighed and glanced up. There was humor there, like always, but warmth and sorrow as well. There was no doubt in my mind that Enorah loved her brother, but why did she look so sad? Didn’t she know I loved him too?
The best way to go about this situation was to answer honestly and then go from there. “Yes, I was thinking about Cade." And just in case she any doubts, I added, "I love him, Enorah.”
Enorah bent over, her elbows resting on her knees, and ran her fingers through her curly hair.
“I know you do,” she answered softly, “I just need more time to get used to it is all.”
I gave her a troubled glance. All this time she'd been helping me with my magic, treating me like a close friend, and she had doubts about my devotion to Cade?
Enorah shook her head and smiled.
“Oh no, not like that." She snorted, then ran her fingers through her hair again. "We've been so busy practicing your magic that we never had time to have this conversation."
I watched as the flames of the fire flickered in her eyes. Suddenly nervous, I swallowed and gave her my full attention. What conversation would that be?
Enorah took a deep breath and said, "I am so happy that my brother found you Meghan. You have no idea how grateful I am. It’s just that long before he met you he would bring girls here to introduce to me. I could tell they made him happy, but there was always something off about them. Like deer in the meadow during summer. No inclination to look elsewhere until the good food ran out. They were simply waiting until something better came along. Cade couldn’t see it because, well, because he thought he’d finally found someone to love him for who he was.”
I listened to Enorah, remaining calm and silent. Strangely, I didn’t feel any jealousy towards these previous girlfriends, though a few months ago I may have. Perhaps it was a sign that I understood that there was no need to resent the people who had been too blind or selfish to see the young man I’d grown to love; so shallow that they couldn't look beyond his unfortunate ties to the Morrigan and the battle fury that sometimes overtook him.
“Cade and I, we have been alive a long time Meghan, you must understand we’ve been looking a long time for that perfect companion.” She smiled, but it was the furthest thing from joyful. “Some of us are still looking.”
I glanced up and gave her a concerned look.
She shook her head. “Oh no, don’t you dare feel sorry for me. I have chosen my life here, among the unwanted children of Eile. I have enough love here to last several hundred immortal lifetimes.”
She laughed, but I was not convinced. My heart gave a small twinge of remorse for Enorah’s sake, but I didn’t press the issue. Sometimes it was best not to talk about regrets.
"I just wanted you to know that it means a lot to me, that you care for my brother. For once, I feel like I can trust someone else with his heart."
Her statement was so honest, such a reflection of what I could see in her eyes and sense in her presence that I almost started crying. Here was a sister who genuinely loved her brother and although she was grateful for me, I was grateful towards her as well.
I sniffled and placed my hands no her shoulders. "And it means a lot to me too, knowing that Cade has a sister who loves him so much."
Enorah beamed at me, then wiped at her eyes.
"Don't you dare make me cry, Meghan Elam. I can't risk tarnishing my image."
We both laughed then and I gave her a hug.
"Come on, help me stir this soup until the second dinner shift gets here."
We stood, pulling each other up, then took one of the several, giant wooden spoons sticking out of the great cauldron. As we mixed the soup, we laughed and joked together. Enorah told me tales about Cade when they were younger and I told her stories about growing up with my brothers.
By the time the other kids showed up to keep the soup from scalding, both Enorah and I had tears running down our cheeks from laughing so hard.
That night, Enorah and some of the other adults brought out a few bottles of mead to celebrate Lughnasadh. The harvest festival was still a handful of days away, but as Enorah put it, "The denizens of the Weald begin celebrating early and stretch the party out for as long as possible. Besides," she added with an impish grin, filling mugs as she walked around after dinner, "we must acknowledge Meghan's progress with her magic lessons."
A few of the children knew how to play musical instruments, so in no time we had a full-out, forest festival underway in the village square. Enorah even pulled several people up to dance and as a group, we laughed and jigged around the fire, making utter fools of ourselves and having a great time.
By the time I made it to bed in my small cabin, I was dizzy from the mead and general cheer of the evening. As I fell asleep, I thought of the conversation I'd had with Enorah. Smiling, I welcomed dreams of friendship, love and loyalty, and for once I felt like I truly belonged in Eile.
* * *
I woke slowly the next morning, my head still slightly fuzzy from the mead last night, only to find Meridian perched on my headboard. I had been letting her in before bed since the nights had been growing cooler, but she usually slept in the corner where I'd constructed her a small perch.
Meridian hopped down onto my pillow, then fluffed her feathers and nibbled at my ear. Ugh! What a way to wake up in the morning. Grumbling, I rolled over and grabbed the spare pillow, clamping it over my head. Meridian screeched in avian outrage at my attempt to ignore her.
Up! she blared into my head.
Meridian! Go back to sleep. I don't even know if the sun's up yet!
Outside! she insisted.
Groaning, I threw back the sheets in frustration, immediately hissing as the cold air hit me. I grabbed the warm cloak Enorah had lent me and slipped on my shoes, yawning and cursing my spirit guide at the same time. Honestly, the way she disdained the cold you'd think she'd want to stay in as long as possible.
I stepped outside into a fog bank, the light of dawn barely cutting away at the dark morning. No one else was stirring. Uh huh, just as I'd thought. I envied them their lack of pestering spirit guides. I wrapped the cloak more tightly around myself and turned to go back inside. I could probably get one more hour of sleep in before Enorah woke me up for breakfast, and I was more than ready to get back under the warm covers. Unfortunately, Meridian darted out the door and almost slammed into me.
"Hey!" I shouted, falling back so her wings wouldn't smack me in the face.
Glowering as she disappeared into the thick mist, I made to turn back towards the door when something caught my eye. I squinted into the distance, trying to figure out what was moving behind the thick wall of mist. A heartbeat passed and the shape grew more solid, mimicking a figure wearing a long, hooded cloak. I froze in place, my heart pounding against my ribcage. Who could be coming into the village this early and why hadn't the people standing guard warned us?
Just as I was about to dart into my cabin and bolt the door, the person stopped and pulled back his hood. I sucked in a breath and clasped my hands to my mouth. Cade. Forgetting my warm bed and that coveted extra hour of sleep, I bolted from where I stood and sprinted across the village square.
Cade watched my progress, his calm face slowly changing, as if a light within had been lit and was slowly growing. When I was five feet away from him I threw myself into his open arms. I couldn’t help myself. I had missed him so much and his smile was enough to charm the common sense right out of me.
For a long minute I simply stayed where I was, pressed up against Cade’s solid strength and blocking out all other senses. From the way he pulled me close, his arms like a vice, I could tell he shared the sentiment. I could feel the tears forming in my eyes, but I ignored them.
"You're early," I said.
Then I wanted to kick myself. You haven't seen him for nearly four weeks, worrying almost the entire time that he might be getting torn to shreds by a pack of faelah, and that's what you come up with to say to him?
"I would have been even earlier if I could have managed it. I missed you so much," he murmured into my ear.
Pure joy unfurled in my stomach and I sighed, leaning into him even further.
“Well!” someone said rather loudly.
Cade reluctantly let me go, setting me gently on the ground. Oh, I guess I'd had him in another one of my tourniquet hugs . . . I bit my lip and turned my head, my hands still resting on Cade’s arms.
Enorah stood there with her hands placed casually on her hips. Of course she was up. She was always up this early. And behind her stood a group of sleepy-eyed children. Yay! An audience for my lovely display of overactive hormones.
“If I knew keeping Meghan captive here would result in more frequent visits, brother, then I would have dragged her to the Weald long ago.”
There was humor in Enorah's voice and after our conversation the night before, I knew there was sisterly affection there too.
Cade grinned and I relaxed even further.
"Hello, sister mine. I'm glad to be back."
“Breakfast is in half an hour.” Then she added with a glint to her eye, “That should give you plenty of time to get reacquainted.”
Enorah turned and walked away, barking out orders to the children who'd stood behind her. Groaning, they scattered to start getting the breakfast ready.
Suddenly, the village was silent once again, the approaching dawn softening the blanket of fog that surrounded us.
Meridian chittered in the tree above and a soft whine from behind Cade let me know she was talking with Fergus.
Go play, I sent to her.
She responded with a joyful screech and Fergus’s spirited bark let me know that Cade had told him the same thing.
I turned my head and glanced up only to find Cade’s green eyes regarding me so intensely that it became hard to breathe.
“Meghan,” he said, right before pulling me close into another embrace.
I returned the hug and pressed myself as close to him as possible; to ensure myself that he was truly here and that he was real. Silently, Cade led me away from the center of the village and headed towards a small meadow, conveniently screened by a thicket of brush and large stones.
We were blessedly alone and there were a million things I wanted to ask him: did he find out about the Morrigan's plans? Was she organizing her army of faelah? Did she really have someone helping her? Could the Dagda aid us? Did we need to stay in the Weald longer? But none of those questions came up. Instead, I stood up on my toes and leaned into him, eager to simply absorb his essence.
Feeling suddenly mischievous, I whispered into his ear, “Would you like to see what I can do?”
I didn’t wait for an answer. Drawing on my several days worth of practice, I merely allowed some of my magic to flood over me. Only the tightening of Cade’s hold on my arms let me know I had disappeared from sight. I wiggled out of his grip and slipped away from him before he could realize what I was doing. He turned in place, reaching out as he scanned the surroundings looking for me.
“Not so fun when the joke is on you, is it?” I crooned from his right.
I had no idea what had come over me. I had missed him terribly all these weeks, and now that he was back I was trying to hide from him? But the idea of Caedehn MacRoich, faelah bounty hunter extraordinaire, fumbling around in a foggy clearing searching for me, sent a thrill of exhilaration through my blood.
Cade darted and I just barely missed getting caught. My heart was pounding and a flood of adrenaline helped me get out of the way. I’d have to be careful; he was incredibly fast and I needed to concentrate if I wanted the magic to keep working.
Cade repositioned himself and bowed his head, his eyes closed, as he took long, deep breaths from his nose.
What on earth was he doing?
Nervous, I took a small step back and a leaf crunched under my foot. I could barely hear it, but it was enough for Cade to locate me and pounce. I squeaked when his arms wrapped around me, secure but not painful. I squirmed, but there was no way I was going to escape that grip.
My back was to his chest and he lowered his mouth, pressing it against my ear, then murmured, “Looks like you’re trapped. Whatever will you do now Meghan?”
His voice was low and seductive, and I couldn’t stop the tremor that ran down my spine. Answering him was also out of the question. He kissed me lightly below my ear and I willingly turned in his arms. The cool sensation of my invisible shield of magic melted away and when his lips finally met mine, I no longer cared about escaping. I no longer wanted to escape. Cade’s grip loosened and he dropped his hands to my hips. I mimicked him, but instead of staying at his waist, my hands began pulling at his shirt. Following my lead, Cade pushed his fingers under my t-shirt and ran his palms up my bare back, bringing me closer. I was utterly lost in sensation and all I wanted was to be as close to Cade as possible. The timid Meghan had disappeared, along with all my other inhibitions as well, apparently.
Someone cleared their throat and Cade stopped, dragging his mouth away from mine. One of his hands remained pressed against the bare skin of my back, while the other rested halfway up my stomach. My own fingers were gripping the hem of his shirt and we were both breathing heavily. From the look on Cade’s face, his mind had to be just as scrambled as my own.
“I hate to interrupt your reunion,” Enorah said, her voice dripping with amusement, “but there are young children present just around that rock outcropping and if I don’t stop you now, I’m afraid you’ll both forget you're in the great wide open. Besides,” she added with a wide smile, "breakfast is almost ready and I'm sure you're both very hungry."
Enorah winked as she turned to leave, and I silently cursed her for the blush her comment caused. Cade hadn't seemed to notice, however. He pulled me closer, his arms wrapped around me again, and took a long, deep breath.
"I missed you," he murmured against my hair.
Forgetting my embarrassment, I returned the gesture. "Me too."
We walked back to the center of the village, hand in hand. Fergus and Meridian returned just as the first rays of morning light pierced through the fog. As we ate, Cade entertained the youngest of the wildren with tales of his battles against the faelah. Me, well, I just sat back and enjoyed the fact that Cade had come back to me in one piece.
Once breakfast was over, Cade and I helped everyone clean up, despite their protests. Afterwards, I led Cade away to the meadow where Enorah and I had practiced. We spent the entire morning there, with me showing Cade all I had learned and him demonstrating a few more tricks. By the time we returned to the village we had missed the noontime meal, so by nightfall we were starving.
Dinner that night was a casual event. Some of the older teens had gone hunting earlier, so we ended up roasting hunks of meat and vegetables over the bonfire. I did my best not to hoard Cade all to myself. After all, Enorah deserved some time with him as well.
As the fire died down, the younger kids headed off for bed. Eventually only Cade, Enorah and I were left. The logs crackled and popped, the hot flames whispering along with the sounds of the forest creatures at night. Silence descended upon us, but then Enorah let out a big yawn, dumped the dregs from her mug into the fire and stood up, stretching.
"I'm going to call it a night, but I'll see you in the morning, okay?"
She glanced at me, then her brother, and although it was hard to see in the dark, a glint of regret crossed her eyes. I frowned, but Cade nodded before I could ask what was wrong. With one last smile, Enorah turned and headed towards her cabin, leaving Cade and me to soak up the warmth of the fire.
Cade reached over and pulled me close, kissing my forehead and wrapping his cloak around me.
We have to leave in the morning, his shil-sciar words brushed against my mind.
I sighed. So that explained Enorah's morose mood. I figured as much.
You seem disappointed. I thought you were eager to get to the Dagda's, he continued.
I am. I've just grown fond of the Weald, I guess.
Cade took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. I would rather you stayed here, where you're safe.
I can't hide forever Cade, and that's not the reason I'm reluctant to leave.
I lifted my chin up so I could see his face. I like it here and I'll miss Enorah and all the kids.
Cade chuckled and murmured, breaking the silence, "Oh, you're definitely a keeper if you have the patience to like Enorah."
I smacked him. "Is that the only reason you can think of for keeping me?"
I meant it as a joke, but his green eyes darkened and his voice grew deeper as he answered, "Oh no, far from it. You're so beautiful Meghan. Your eyes," he bent down and kissed each of my eyelids, then gently ran his fingers through my hair. "Your hair, your nose with its freckles." He smiled and nipped my nose with his lips. "And your unrelenting spirit."
He lifted a hand and pressed it against my skin, right above the space between my heart and my magic. And of course, my glamour let out a burst of energy, the blue rose next to it cracking open to see what was going on.
I felt as if I was melting under the warmth of Cade's endearments, but I had just enough sense to get control of Cernunnos's gift. Stay shut, you, I growled at it.
"You're perfect Meghan. How could I ever let you go?"
He bent down and kissed me for real that time, drawing it out so that I thought it would never end. The fire grew suddenly hot and I had to pull away to catch my breath.
I cuddled next to him so that my hand was placed over his heart. "I don't plan on ever letting you go either," I murmured drowsily, then yawned and felt my eyes drift shut. I could so fall asleep just as I was, with Cade as my mattress and blanket all in one.
Before I could register what was happening, Cade had lifted me up into his arms and was carrying me across the dark village square.
"What are you doing?" I murmured, my eyes still working to remain open.
"I'm going to get you settled in your cabin. You can hardly keep your eyes open."
"Not true," I said as I fought another yawn.
Cade snorted as he managed to push open my cabin door. In one second I was safe in his arms, and the next I was being tucked under my quilt. It wasn't nearly as warm and didn't smell quite as good as Cade.
Go to sleep Meghan, he whispered into my mind. I need to check the perimeter of the village one last time, then I'll join you.
A shiver coursed through me at his promise and I was determined to stay awake until he got back. Unfortunately, that resolve waned and I was asleep within five minutes of curling up in bed. I never even heard Cade come in after his inspection, and it wasn't until morning that I realized the warm sense of safety I felt was really his arms wrapped tightly around me.
 


-Twelve-
Lasair
 

The sky was still dark when Cade and I left the small village behind. Enorah was up to see us off of course, but none of the other wildren were awake.
Cade's sister met us outside of our cabin, her arms crossed with her elbows resting in her hands. She was like a silent wraith of the forest; serious and grim. Her current mood, so unlike the general cheerful one from the past several weeks, made my stomach churn into knots. She was worried about her brother; about the both of us. Suddenly, the idea of leaving seemed extremely unappealing. Why couldn't we just hide in the Weald with all the other castoff children? Why not just wait out the Morrigan's fury?
Because she will not rest until she has had her revenge, Meghan, or your power . . .
The words seemed to whisper in the wind, though the eerily still forest was blanketed in a thick, static fog. I shivered. The words weren't from Cade or Meridian, perched far above us. Nor were they from my own conscience. Yet I knew who they had come from, and he was right. Cernunnos didn't give me that magic so I could sit in the middle of the Weald and hide. He had given it to me so that I could go out and fight against the evil that threatened all that I loved.
Suddenly I was angry and that anger helped burn away the fear. How dare the Morrigan threaten me, threaten all of us? Who cares if she was an all-powerful goddess. What right did she have to take what she wanted and hurt those who couldn't defend themselves? For some bizarre reason, an image of Michaela West and Adam Peders and their gang of friends popped into my head. I hadn't thought about my high school tormentors in months, yet, in a way, they were very similar to the Morrigan. They too took what they wanted and treated people like dirt. Well, I had fought back against them and I'd fight back against the Morrigan as well.
"Meghan?"
Cade's voice snapped me out of my internal tirade.
I blinked up at him.
"Are you okay? You seem tense."
Quickly, I smiled and hoped my face didn't reflect the way I felt.
I leaned into him and said, "Yes, just a little sad about leaving."
Cade relaxed, then helped me settle my now full backpack and quiver on my shoulders.
"Before you go," Enorah said, lifting up her hands. Resting on her forearms were two daggers, one slightly larger than the other, enclosed in identical sheaths. "For both of you, to keep you safe."
"Enorah," Cade whispered, his voice gruff as he lifted the larger knife, "where in Eile did you get these?"
He drew the dagger from its cover, the bright silver blade clean and sharp. It was about the length of his forearm and the head of a hound decorated the pommel.
Not knowing what else to do, I mimicked him and examined the other dagger. Mine was shorter and instead of a hound's head, the profile of a merlin adorned the top of the hilt.
"This is so beautiful Enorah," I murmured, tears returning to my eyes.
"Keep them on you at all times, it will give me peace of mind."
Cade reached out and grabbed his sister into a tight hug. Enorah left one arm free, so she used it to pull me into the embrace as well, the three of us fighting our brimming emotions. Eventually, Cade loosened his grip and we both paid Enorah our final farewells, waving as we turned down the trail that would take us out of the Weald.
"Let me know what the final plan is," she called after us. "Those of us who are able would be honored to help in the battle against the Morrigan."
Cade only nodded, waving one last time as Enorah's figure disappeared behind the shroud of mist.
By the time we made it out of the cave behind Luathara, the sky was bright with morning light. The castle itself stood quiet, so different from how it had been when Cade and I had fled four weeks ago.
We entered the back of the castle, through the great oak door that now stood in the repaired wall. Inside, the castle was dark and cold and I could barely make out some of the colors in the tapestries decorating the walls.
"Where is everyone?" I whispered.
Despite my attempt to speak quietly, my voice carried through the vast hall.
"At their homes in Kellston. My mother could still target the castle just to spite me."
"Oh Cade," I murmured as I moved closer to him, "I'm sorry."
He stopped his forward movement and stepped up to me, taking my face in his hands.
"It's not your fault, Meghan. We'll continue with the construction when we've defeated the Morrigan."
I nodded, my thoughts grim nonetheless. And how are we to defeat a powerful Celtic goddess?
By pooling our resources.
I frowned at him.
He smiled and traced one of my eyebrows with his thumb. "I managed to visit most of the Tuatha De while you were stuck in the Weald with my sister, busy training your glamour to answer to your beck and call. Remember? They have agreed to meet with Danua and discuss our options with regards to the Morrigan."
Just because they'd agreed to meet, didn't mean they would help. I wondered if Cade had learned anything else about the person who was helping his mother regain her power so quickly, but that was a question for another time.
Taking a deep breath, I nodded, my head moving between Cade's hands.
"In a week we'll meet up with them at Erintara."
I tried not to wince, but Cade noticed and arched a brow. I sighed and glanced away, attempting to find something to focus on in the dark hallway.
"I haven't spoken to my mother since that day I told her I'd have nothing to do with her."
Cade chuckled and pulled me closer, resting his chin on the top of my head. "She is your mother, Meghan. No matter how often you might disagree, she will always care about you."
I took a breath and said softly, "You're mother doesn't care about you."
Cade stiffened and I immediately regretted my words. I pulled away and looked him in the eye, "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that."
He only shook his head and took my hand, drawing me towards the stairs. "No Meghan, it's the truth, and that's why I have no qualms about challenging her. She wishes to overthrow Danua and to be the new high queen of Eile. Imagine what life would be like for all of us if she succeeds. That is why the entire contingency of the Tuatha De have agreed to this meeting. We must take action before it is too late. We can no longer turn a blind eye as the Morrigan grows in power."
As we wound our way downstairs, I thought about why Cernunnos had given me the extra power that day I visited the Tree of Life. Could he, for some reason I couldn't fathom, really be trying to help me? Or did he have some other ulterior motive? Naturally, that thought didn't comfort me as we stepped through the castle's main doors.
Speirling greeted us in the courtyard, whinnying and tossing his great black head. I smiled, forgetting my dismal thoughts. I'd missed the huge horse. Once we were both secure on the stallion's back, Cade led him out into the fields and up the hill towards the dolmarehn that would take us to the Dagda's. Meridian followed us from the sky and Fergus trotted ahead, keeping an eye out for faelah. Being at Luathara again had made me nervous, but between the castle and the large dolmarehn, we saw no sign of the Morrigan's underlings.
Once through the great stone gateway, Cade nudged Speirling in the ribs and the black stallion veered to the left, stepping gingerly around the stones and lumps of grass that decorated the otherwise barren landscape.
"Where are we going? The Dagda's is east of here, not north."
Cade turned and threw me a mischievous smile. "We have a stop to make along the way."
"What stop?"
I leaned forward and tried to see further ahead of us. A crop of tall, rugged hills loomed far in the distance, their jagged tips standing stark against the sun's early light.
You'll see, Cade whispered in my mind, his words a beautiful pale pink.
I grumbled to myself but simply leaned in closer to him and rested my cheek against his broad back. I inhaled deeply, and his scent helped calm my spirit. Speirling's easy breathing and rhythmic plodding must have lulled me to sleep because I jerked awake some time later.
How long have I been out? I sent to my spirit guide.
Meridian swooped from the sky and came to rest on my shoulder.
An hour, she answered.
That surprised me. Who would have ever thought I could sleep for an hour atop a horse?
I glanced around at our surroundings, not bothering to question Cade any further about our destination. I would find out eventually. We had reached the rugged hills I had seen earlier, but a broad, smooth river snaked along their base, cutting us off from the thick woods on the other side. There were plenty of trees on our side as well, but those across the river seemed to have a more powerful aura to them, as if they were guarding something.
"It's beautiful," I whispered.
Cade turned his head to glance down at me. He looked weary, but a smile graced his perfect face nonetheless.
"I have a surprise for you."
I returned his smile. "You always seem to have a surprise for me."
He laughed and nudged Speirling on.
We followed the river's edge for another half hour and I occupied my time listening and looking for the birds I could hear chirping in the trees. Eventually the land sloped downward and drew level with the river. A small stream flowed from the hills to meet up with the larger tributary and a wide beach on either side suggested that it was shallow enough to cross.
Cade pulled Speirling to a stop and slid off his back, helping me down once he was steady on his feet.
Fergus, who had been jogging between us and the unseen Otherworldly creatures he chased, broke free of the brush and joined us on the small stretch of bare land.
"Let's see if our friends are nearby," Cade murmured.
He lifted his fingers to his mouth and let loose a harsh whistle.
A moment went by, then another. In the distance a horse whinnied and Speirling answered it.
I glanced up at Cade, the question plain on my face.
He lifted a hand and grinned. "Just wait," he said.
I turned back towards the river, my eyes on the opposite shore. Soon the air filled with the voices of several horses, calling out to one another. A faint rumble followed shortly after, and then the rumbling overtook the sound of the wide, rushing river. A film of dense mist still hugged the low parts of the land, but the sun had managed to burn through a few patches of it, the bright rays painting pools of yellow on the ground.
The pounding grew louder and in the next moment a herd of horses broke free of the trees. Like a flock of birds, they moved as one and followed the stream down to the river bank. I gasped so loud that I stumbled in place, Cade catching hold of me.
Led by the most beautiful cream colored mare I had ever seen, the herd tore through the shallow river, sending up great plumes of water. I had half a mind to bolt; to find a tall bolder to take refuge on so I wouldn't get trampled, but the magnificence of the herd kept me glued in place. Well, that and Cade's firm grip on my arms.
The herd's leader didn't pause until she was a few feet in front of us. Her ears were pinned back against her head and she was breathing heavily.
"Steady now, you know me," Cade said firmly but calmly.
The pale horse drew back on her hind quarters and let out a loud whinny, but as she descended back to the ground, her form faded and morphed into something else entirely.
My mouth dropped open and my eyes grew wide. No longer was I staring at a horse, but a tall woman with great tangles of pale blond hair falling over her shoulders and reaching the backs of her knees. I had seen the Faelorehn transform before, particularly the Morrigan and then Cernunnos, but for some reason this change took me by surprise.
I made a sound that could have been a squeak and pressed myself against Cade. He only smiled softly, squeezing one of my hands in his own, and all I could do was chastise myself for being lame. Honestly, I had within me magic powerful enough to rival the gods, and I was afraid of a tall woman?
The woman who had been the horse just seconds ago turned to her herd and raised a hand. The agitated horses stilled immediately and perked their ears forward, their large eyes now gleaming with intelligence and curiosity. The woman turned back around and eyed me suspiciously, her sharp, clear grey eyes flashing to hazel then gold. She drew in a deep breath through her nose and I distracted myself by counting her freckles. I had a feeling I could be at it all day and I'd never reach the final number.
"Caedehn," she finally said, her voice clear and crisp and her eyes now trained on him. "What brings you to my realm? Is this the lost Faelorehn girl everyone has been speaking of?"
I instantly snapped out of my daze. Okay, two things. One, I wasn't lost and two, everyone was talking about me? Alright, maybe that was a pointless thought. After my mother had announced to her entire court that I was her illegitimate daughter, I couldn't be too surprised that I had become the latest source of gossip in Eile. But I resented being considered lost.
Forgetting my earlier apprehension, I cleared my throat and stepped away from Cade. The horse woman snapped her eyes back to me and I ignored the unease that formed in the pit of my stomach.
"I am Meghan Elam, daughter of Danua, and you are?"
Cade stiffened next to me and for a dreadful moment I was afraid I might have said something to anger the woman. I didn't know her, after all, and the fact that she could take on the guise of a horse meant she was very powerful. Probably one of the Tuatha De; a goddess of the Celts.
I bit my lip and fought the urge to back down. Way to go Meghan . . .
The woman merely arched a pale eyebrow at me and, without smiling or adding any emotion to her voice, she said, "I am Epona, but some call me Rhiannon. I reside over the horses of Eile."
For about five seconds I simply stared at her, at a loss. Then I remembered reading about her in some of the stories in my Irish mythology book.
"Oh, I'm sorry," I fumbled with my words. "I'm just tired of being talked about like I'm some sort of novelty. I didn't mean to offend you."
I stuck out a hand, hoping to make peace, but Epona merely stared at it for a split second, her own eyes wide. Eventually, her lips quirked up into what could only be considered a smile. She reached out her own hand and took mine, shaking it firmly. A jolt of power shot up my arm and I hissed, fighting the urge to let my own glamour break free. I struggled against the rush of power and gradually my magic quailed. Unfortunately, it took a little more effort to get Cernunnos's gift back in line. A half a minute (and a slight headache) later, it finally settled. Thank goodness I'd had all that time to practice controlling it . . .
Epona released my hand and took a breath, casting her glance on Cade. "So, she has spirit, your Meghan. I guess I shouldn't be surprised, considering she's Danua's daughter."
The horse woman crossed her arms and smirked at me.
Speirling, who had remained strangely quiet this entire time, decided to make his presence known and let out a small whicker, his ears pricked forward and his eyes bright with joy.
Epona forgot us for a moment and glanced over at the black horse. Her face broke into a genuine smile and she stepped forward, her hand reaching out to Cade's stallion.
"Speirling! My dearest, how is Caedehn treating you?"
Speirling tossed his head once and dug at the earth with his hoof.
Epona patted his face and murmured something in the language of Eile.
Without looking back at us, she sighed and said, "I take it you've come for a horse for Meghan."
"Yes, if you have anyone to spare," Cade responded.
Huh? A horse for me? I blinked up at Cade and though his smile was small, his eyes were bright with humor.
"Very well, I shall ask them."
Epona stepped away from Speirling and faced her herd of horses. She crossed her arms and simply stared at them. As we waited, I took this time to study all of them. They all resembled Speirling: strong, sturdy animals with that aura of Otherworldly power and intelligence about them. Some were as dark as Cade's horse, while others were pure white or grey or brown. Many were all the shades in between and several more were multi-colored.
Finally, a red stallion trotted forward, tossing his head and whinnying. He was the most brilliant shade of chestnut I'd ever seen on a horse, and he was a bit smaller than Speirling.
The goddess eyed him and said, "Are you certain Lasair? You will be the horse of the high queen's daughter. That's a big responsibility you know."
The red horse merely dug at the ground and rumbled. I could only assume it meant he was sure about taking on the task of carrying me around the countryside.
"Very well," Epona replied, dropping her arms to her sides. "Come, meet your new mistress."
She reached out a hand and gestured for the horse to step up to me. I stiffened for a moment, nervous once again, but the Otherworld didn't have any cars and it would be nice to have my own horse.
"Meghan, this is Lasair, and Lasair, this is Meghan. You will need to rely on one another and trust each other's instincts if you are to work together. My horses do not belong to anyone, Meghan, they serve you willingly and may return to me whenever they please. If you wish Lasair to serve you, then you must be prepared to work as a team. Do you think you can do this?"
I nodded, trying not to flinch as she took my arm and placed my hand against the horse's forehead. As soon as my skin made contact, I could feel his thoughts and concerns. It wasn't exactly the same as speaking to Meridian or using shil-sciar with Cade, but somehow I knew what he was thinking, what he was feeling.
"He'll obey you now, but you must never abuse his loyalty or his trust."
I pressed my lips together and nodded.
"Thank you, Epona," Cade said, giving her a slight bow.
She nodded sharply, and stepped away from us.
"We will see you in Erintara at the end of the week, I believe."
"Yes," she answered, her voice growing grim and her eyes burning with anger. "I am ready for the battle to come. I will lose no more of my horses to the Morrigan."
She glanced over at Lasair, who had pinned his ears back against his head. I could feel his anger pouring over me, and I took a step back.
"Fear not Meghan. He lost his sister to the Morrigan several years ago, and he has not forgotten it. I believe this is what encouraged him to become your companion. He is ready to defeat her great evil as well."
I nodded and reached out a hand to my new horse. I stroked his neck and slowly his anger melted away. I smiled, sending thoughts of encouragement his way.
We took the extra saddlebags from Speirling and draped them over Lasair's shoulders. He didn't seem to mind, holding still until we had everything secure, including my longbow. I decided to keep the quiver on my back. It seemed more secure there and I didn't want to lose any arrows, especially if there was a chance of being ambushed by faelah at any given time.
Cade gathered up Speirling's reins and climbed onto his back. He then reached out a hand and helped me up behind him before leading the black stallion over to the red one. I was reluctant to get onto Lasair's back without a saddle or bridle, but the horse was calm and I could sense his encouragement. Once settled securely behind his neck, we turned to look at Epona.
"Until I see you in Erintara then. Be sure to stay clear of the faelah and anything else the Morrigan throws your way."
With that, the goddess transformed back into the cream-colored mare, tossing her head and whinnying as she led her herd back across the river.
Lasair watched her and the other horses as they disappeared behind the trees on the opposite riverbank. He whickered softly and I leaned forward to pat his neck. I ran my fingers through his mane and smiled. I could feel his sadness, but his pride was stronger. Casting aside my own doubts and fears, I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around his neck. Lasair nickered with affection and before I knew it, we were on our way toward the Dagda's once again.
* * *
We followed the river for an hour before turning south again. The trees eventually gave way to the rocky ground I had grown so familiar with when traveling to the Dagda's. The horses moved at an easy pace, not too fast and not too slow. Just after mid-day I caught a glimpse of a familiar group of hills rising up from the level earth.
"Not much further now," Cade called over his shoulder. "Fergus, go on ahead and let them know we're on the way."
Fergus barked once and took off, Meridian chattering as she hurried after him.
Yes Meridian, I sent after her, go right ahead.
I smiled when she sent me an apology. She had grown rather fond of Fergus and ever since nearly losing him in spring to the Morrigan's wrath, she had been even more intent on watching over him.
Settling back into the rhythm of Lasair's smooth gate, I relaxed and prepared myself for an easy end to our journey. Unfortunately, that's not what Fate had in mind. The first wave of faelah exploded from the earth a split second before Meridian's warning screech tore into my mind. The dark creatures rose from the uneven ground as if the soil had been as heavy as tissue paper on their backs. Of course, by the way they were built it didn't surprise me that bursting from the earth was no difficult task. Compact and close to the ground but with powerful legs, the creatures didn't even bother to stop and shake the mud from their hides. They simply emerged and charged, their broad, crocodile-like mouths hanging open, their long spiked tails trailing behind them. Let's just say shock didn't even come close to describing my first reaction.
"Meghan, your bow, quickly!" Cade snarled from Speirling's back.
I snapped out of my stupor and reached down, trying my best to untie the knot holding my bow in place while simultaneously staying atop Lasair. We were still moving forward at a steady pace and the faelah were charging towards us, covering the distance at an alarming rate.
My fingers shook and I could feel sweat breaking out on my forehead. I gritted my teeth as my adrenaline surged, awakening my glamour. I would have loved to just fry our approaching enemy, but unfortunately I had to use my own power to suppress the magic Cernunnos had given me. The blue rose was fighting harder than ever to burst open and spill its magic into the world. Too bad my gut instinct was telling me this wasn't the right time to use it.
I cursed as the first monster slammed into Lasair. He gave a fierce whinny, but kicked out with his front legs, catching the faelah before it could do any damage. I slipped and almost fell, but managed to catch a handful of the horse's mane.
Lasair didn't shy away from the Morrigan's minions like Speirling did. Instead, he rushed towards the downed faelah, lashing out with his hooves and trampling the creature into the ground. For a mere moment I sat stunned, almost forgetting to shift with his movements so I wouldn't tumble to the ground. This wasn't just a horse, this was a warrior.
"Meghan!" Cade called out again.
I looked up to find him clear of Speirling's back. He stood still with his arms spread slightly.
"Don't let their tails lash you and try not to get bitten."
Cade let his head fall back and he closed his eyes, taking long, steady breaths. The reptilian faelah kept emerging from the earth and in the distance I heard the baying of the Morrigan's hellhounds; her Cumorrig. We were under full attack. She had known we would eventually travel to the Dagda's. All she had to do was wait.
Lasair's furious scream reminded me that we had stopped moving. I glanced at Cade once more as the power of his riastrad took hold, but a horrible noise demanded my attention elsewhere. I sucked in a breath. More of the scaled faelah had moved in. I gave up on trying to untie my bow and instead reached down and drew the dagger Enorah had given me from its sheath. Thank goodness I had taken her advice and kept it on me.
"Try to stay steady Lasair," I whispered as I crouched low against his back, my heart in my throat. I had practiced defending myself during my stay in the Weald, but none of it had covered fighting from horseback. Still, my instincts told me I stood a better chance if I could just stay on Lasair.
The red stallion whickered softly, his sides heaving from the effort he'd used to kill the first monster. Having Lasair on our side gave me a sense of security, but that slight moment of peace vanished as something dark appeared over the rise in land to the north. I squinted, losing my concentration for a moment as I tried to see what that darkness was. Then it dawned upon me and my heart dropped to my stomach. The hellhounds I'd heard earlier. Dozens of them, and several other faelah as well. Their numbers far outshone the ones we faced that afternoon the Morrigan had lured me into her trap. We were doomed.
Meridian, go get the Dagda. Tell him we need his help! I sent in desperation.
Yes, swift! Meridian sent back.
Lasair pinned his ears flat against his head and snorted in fury, baring his teeth and stomping his feet. I let the three faelah that had surrounded us see my dagger, but whatever Otherworldly magic it might contain, it did nothing to intimidate them.
The creature in front of us hissed and leapt, aiming for Lasair's throat. The horse moved quickly, rising up on his hind legs and striking out with his hooves. He caught the faelah in the head and it went down. Unfortunately that gave the others an opening. They both jumped at the same time and one landed on Lasair's rump. The other aimed for me but I reacted quickly and lashed out with the dagger, stabbing the creature in the chest. It screamed in agony, but the forward momentum threw me off of Lasair. I landed with a thud on the ground, the faelah landing on top of me. I gasped for breath and thrashed at the creature, nearly throwing up as its stench filled my nose. Finally I struggled free, then quickly scrambled to my feet, my dagger ready for another attack.
Fortunately, the creature was dead, a giant welt growing and spewing smoke and gore where I had stabbed it. I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth, fighting the sickness that threatened to rise up. The magic within me still struggled to break free, but I gritted my teeth and fought it along with the nausea. If that army of Cumorrig fell upon us I might use it, but right now I was willing to fight with what I had.
A harsh whinny tore my attention back onto the battle scene and worry laced my blood as Lasair fought to remove the faelah. He bucked once, getting the one on his rump off, then reached around and bit into another, tearing it free and kicking it. I watched in awe and admiration as the horse pummeled the beasts with his hooves.
He tossed his head and screamed, jogging over to me and turning so that he stood between me and the approaching sea of evil. In the distance I could hear the rumbling of feet pounding the ground and Cade's harsh howl of anger as his battle fury aided him in taking out the first line of monsters.
This couldn't be happening. We were only yards away from the Dagda's home. We had to make it. I wasn't ready to risk using the magic Cernunnos had given me; I wasn't ready to risk losing my only secret weapon . . .
Suddenly furious, I shoved the dagger back into its case and then went to finish untying my bow from Lasair's saddle bag. More of those ground-dwelling faelah closed in, snarling and growling, but they didn't scare me. I calmly drew an arrow from my quiver, placed it in my bow, and took aim. The closest monster was only ten feet away, trying to get around Lasair. It lashed its long tail out like a whip and caught my horse on the shoulder. Lasair screamed in pain and I gritted my teeth, allowing just enough of my magic to flow free in order to ease the tension building inside of me. I released the arrow, letting it take some of my glamour with it. The arrow caught the creature in the throat and brought it down instantly. I sacrificed a few seconds to test my magic again. Straining against the strength of the other source of power, I drew just enough of my glamour out to establish a weak shield. Hey, something was better than nothing, and Enorah would be terribly disappointed in me if I couldn't create a simple defense after all my practice.
Once both my sources of magic were stabilized, I sought out another arrow and readied it, taking aim at one faelah, then the next as they charged towards me. I used just enough of my glamour to keep my shield up and to add extra killing power to my arrows. That other well of magic still burned and clawed to be set free, but I held it in place as sweat poured down my face. I took out three more faelah and listened for Cade among the clatter and cries of battle. His angry shouts assured me he was still fighting, so I kept up the combat on my end. Lasair, too, had proven himself a fierce fighter and he continued to kick and bite and trample as I aimed and shot my arrows.
A screech from above and the thundering of hooves tore me from my concentration. Meridian swooped down out of the sky, diving at the faelah who had managed to sneak up behind me. A shockwave of power hit me and I fell to the ground, my weak defense bursting like a bubble. Oh well, wasn't much of a shield anyway. The five monsters behind me collapsed and turned to ash, helpless against a spirit guide's power.
Dagda follows! Meridian sent as she moved on to another group of faelah.
A bark and a snarl announced Fergus's arrival as well. He must have gone with Meridian.
I stood up, wincing at the pain in my arm as I pushed against the ground. I glanced down at it and sucked in a breath. A long gash ran from my elbow and halfway down my arm to my wrist. The sleeve of my sweatshirt was soaked in blood. How had I missed such a huge injury? Had I been that focused on the battle?
A shout of fury rose above all the rest of the noise and I glanced up to see a small army of horses carrying men in chainmail charging towards us. Leading them was a huge man on an equally giant Palomino charger. Pale red hair streamed from beneath his helmet and he had a great sword raised above his head. The Dagda.
My knees buckled and I collapsed with relief. The Dagda and his guard thundered past me and behind them were dozens of other men armed with crude weapons and simple leather armor. I tried to stand back up so I could continue helping with the fight, but my legs wouldn't hold me. I mentally kicked myself for being weak, but there was nothing else I could do.
Lasair came up to me, his sides wet with bloody cuts where the tails of the faelah had lashed him. He knelt down beside me and at first I thought he was just as exhausted as I was, but when he turned his head to regard me with brown, intelligent eyes, I realized he wanted me to climb on his back.
Nodding grimly, I complied, trying to ignore the injured arm that had gone from aching to burning. I scooped up my bow before he rose and despite my pain, I continued to shoot the faelah from Lasair's back. The battle lasted a half an hour longer and although the Dagda and his men managed to kill several more of the Morrigan's faelah, most of them fled to return to their master.
"Meghan!" a familiar, yet muffled voice yelled.
I blinked and turned around, smiling in great relief.
"Dagda!" I nearly sobbed.
He still sat astride his large blond horse, but he'd removed his helmet, his red hair sticking out in every direction. His face was grim and his eyes burned with the fury of battle. He climbed down from his horse, the armor he wore clanging with every step. Without stopping, he reached me and pulled me up into a great hug. I yelped in slight surprise, but returned his embrace without a second thought. He smelled of leather and oil and sweat and the earth itself. I sighed and let the tension in my body melt away.
"Dear girl! Are you well?"
He put me down then held me at arm's length, checking me for missing limbs and any other injuries.
"Your arm," he murmured, taking my hand and gently stretching my arm out.
I winced, but held still. His mouth cut a grim line across his face.
"It looks bad, but I'm sure it will be fine once it's cleaned."
Throughout the Dagda's fussing, the last vestiges of the fight came to an end. The dead faelah were all but ashes thrown to the wind and the Dagda's men were wandering the great field, checking to make sure all the monsters that remained were truly dead. Well, dead in the sense that they wouldn't be rising up again.
The sound of approaching footsteps made me turn around. Cade stood there, looking tired but not nearly as tired as he had looked in the past after going through his battle fury.
He nodded at the Dagda, silently thanking him for his aid, then stepped up to me, pulling me from his foster father's protective shadow and into his arms before I could so much as squeak in protest.
"Are you well?" he said against my hair.
I only nodded, taking a shuddering breath, though that action alone was difficult with Cade's death grip on me.
A sharp whinny reminded me that Lasair was still hurt and bleeding.
"You're lucky," Cade said as he reluctantly stepped away from me. His eyes were bright and fierce. I attributed it to the remnants of his riastrad, but it could have been something else entirely. I swallowed hard as my nerves started acting up again.
After looking at me like that for a good fifteen seconds, he cleared his throat and said, "You picked a good horse."
I laughed, despite our surroundings and my fresh anxiety. "I was lucky he picked me, remember?"
Cade grinned and took my hand, the sharp, primitive look in his eyes fading a little.
"Now, that's enough fraternizing for now. Let us return to my abode where there awaits a hot bath for the both of you and then a meal afterwards. We have a Lughnasadh celebration planned for this evening, and with today's success on the battlefield, my men will be eager to begin the festivities as soon as possible."
The Dagda patted Cade on the shoulder, though it was more of a wallop, then climbed back into the saddle of his own horse.
Cade squeezed my hand once, casting me another quick glance, then left to retrieve Speirling. I turned to find Lasair gazing at me with great brown eyes. I walked up to him, placed my hand on his forehead and sighed.
"Lasair, you did such a wonderful job," I said, trying not to think too much about the crushing power of his hooves.
At the sound of his name, his ears pricked forward and he pushed out his head, nudging me with his nose. I laughed and hugged him, happy to hear his contented whicker.
With the help of a nearby soldier, I was back atop the red stallion, and within ten minutes we were all headed towards the Dagda's home. It wasn't until we passed between the first two hills, however, that I noticed the large black raven glaring at me from the edge of a copse full of dead trees.
I sucked in a breath and Lasair slowed to a stop, his ears swiveling as he tried to detect what had alarmed me.
Danger? Meridian sent as she snoozed on my shoulder. The tightening of her claws let me know she felt my unease as well.
Yes, I sent swallowing back a lump of fear, but it will remain at a safe distance.
For some reason I knew the Morrigan would not act today. Mustering up as much courage as I could, I sat tall on Lasair's back and faced the raven straight on. A hundred yards separated us, but if I didn't know any better, I would have sworn I saw the horrid bird twitch.
That's right, I thought as the Morrigan released a low grumbling caw, I have friends now to help me, and I'm not nearly as weak as you think I am.
Tempted as I was to let some of my glamour flare, the last thing in Eile I needed to do was hint in any way at the magnitude of my power. The Morrigan was far too observant and powerful. Magical spider or not, showing off in broad daylight would definitely give my secret away. Besides, it would be in my best interest to play the victim.
Yes Meghan, show her you are defiant, but under no circumstances let her know what power you now possess. Your life and the lives of others may depend upon it.
With one last lift of my chin, I turned back towards the Dagda and his soldiers. My arm ached and Cade waited for me up ahead. If that wasn't incentive enough, then the opportunity to get clean, have something to eat and then take a nap before the party cinched it. I sighed and urged Lasair onward. The Morrigan and I would find another opportunity to meet and work out our differences, I was certain of it.
 





-Thirteen-
Lughnasadh
 

The Dagda's underground home met us with the same overwhelming sense of hospitality and cheer I had grown used to. The grand hall was teeming with people preparing the mid-day meal (a bit late because of our little conflict), and the Dagda's female friends scooped me up the moment we entered the house and started leading me towards the ground floor bathroom.
I cast an exasperated glance over my shoulder, but the Dagda only slapped his knee and let out a roar of laughter. "Don't mind them my girl! They love to fuss over every young person who enters my home."
I gave him a wry smirk and shrugged. I already knew this, of course, but I could have done with a little less fuss at the moment.
Before they ushered me down the hall, however, my eyes fell upon Cade's face. Instantly, my smile vanished. He was watching me like a hawk, his jaw working as if he was grinding his teeth together. He stood utterly still next to his foster father, but if I didn't know any better I'd say he was having a very hard time keeping his battle fury in check. Which was odd, since he'd just exhausted quite a bit of it.
Cade's gaze flashed up to mine and he jerked back ever so slightly. His eyes lost their aggressive edge and he blinked several times, his shoulders lowering as he grew more relaxed. I lifted an eyebrow in question, but in the next moment I was swept around the corner and lost all sight of him. This strange emotion I'd seen in him worried me. He hadn't been like that before the battle and I'd never really seen him so worked up before after coming down from his riastrad.
Sighing, I let my worries go for now. Later, when we had a chance to be alone, I could ask him about it. At the moment I was very much looking forward to a long, hot bath, and when the women leading me away pulled me into a huge, airy room, I almost melted in delight.
A great copper tub, modeled after the Dagda's precious cauldron I suspected, awaited me with steaming hot water. The women who had escorted me showed me where the towels and soaps could be found. When I was left alone, I gathered up one of the larger towels and a handful of lavender scented soaps. I quickly stripped out of my bloody, sweaty clothes and sighed in bliss as I immersed myself in the near-scalding water. I soaked for a while, then scrubbed myself down, cleaning all the grime and stench of the faelah from my skin, taking extra care with the cut on my arm. Once cleaned, the pain all but disappeared from the wound and it actually looked like it was healing before my eyes. Perhaps the magic of the Otherworld helped faelah wounds heal more quickly than they would have in the mortal world.
I can't say how long I stayed in the bath, but when I finally emerged into the great hall, my hair still wet and wearing the spare clothes the Dagda's women had left for me, I felt like an entirely new person.
I found Cade and his foster father sitting in the kitchen enjoying a cup of tea. As I approached, both men turned to regard me. To my great delight, the weird tension remained free of Cade's face and I had to stop myself from running and flinging myself at him. He, too, had cleaned up and was wearing the simple pants and tunic of the common folk of Eile. True, I enjoyed seeing him in finer court clothes, but there was something about Cade in this very moment, his dark red hair still damp and curling above his collar, the way his mouth curved gently in an almost smile and his eyes . . . Right then, the way he looked at me made me feel like I was the only other person in the entire world. The dark anger that had dominated his eyes was gone and all that was left was the young man I just couldn't get enough of. I bit my lip to keep it from trembling and fought the sudden urge to cry. I never imagined that I could love someone as much as I loved Caedehn MacRoich.
I took a deep breath and continued into the kitchen, accepting a clean mug from a dark haired woman and smiling my thanks.
"The Dagda and I were talking about the battle, Meghan. I saw some of it, though I was pretty preoccupied myself," Cade said, reaching out a hand to take mine. "How did you manage to throw off that first faelah?"
Did his eyes just flash with that unfamiliar, aggressive emotion again? No, it must have just been a play of the light. I took a breath and said, "I used the dagger Enorah gave me, the one like yours. Well, and Lasair was a huge help."
My mouth curved in a goofy grin and I looked up at Cade. "That horse is a faelah killer Cade."
He smiled and squeezed my hand, a tremor running down his arm as he did so. Alarmed, I shot my eyes back up to his, but he had returned his attention to his mug.
The conversation stopped for a few minutes while we all got back to our own thoughts and sipped our tea. The savory scents of beef stew and fresh baked bread floated all around us and the warmth of the kitchen fire fought off the chill of the autumn air that seeped in through the windowpanes. I had to admit, sitting there in silence was eating away at me. I wanted to ask Cade if he had seen the raven after the battle, but I was afraid that savage look in his eyes would return if I did. Besides, the Dagda's soldiers had made sure all the faelah were gone. No point in bringing it up and making everyone worry.
A young boy and two servants entered the kitchen and walked over to the small cauldron hanging over the fire. The first woman, old enough to be the boy's grandmother, lifted a ladle and sipped the broth. After a moment's hesitation, she proclaimed it to be ready and started scooping the thick soup into wooden bowls. The boy and who I now assumed was his sister, placed a bowl in front of each of us, then set a basket of hot bread in the center of the great table before leaving to pass out more stew.
Before he even glanced at his stew, Cade cleared his throat, breaking the silence, and said, "I was wondering if your offer still stands, Dagda, for us to stay here as long as we need to. As you may well know, plans have changed. The Morrigan's attack on Luathara a month ago has made the castle too dangerous for Meghan to stay there."
He took a heavy breath and continued, his eyes now shifting to the bowl in front of him. "Meghan may decide she'd rather stay in Erintara with her mother, but I cannot ask the queen to extend her hospitality towards me. And now that this fight, this war with my mother, seems to be approaching at a much faster pace than I had previously anticipated, I cannot give you an exact time as to when I'll be able to return to Luathara."
Cade squeezed my hand. "But the bottom line is, the Morrigan is after Meghan and my priority is to make sure she is safe."
The Dagda arched a brow, though his face was serious. "Only Meghan is the target, you think? I would say you're a pretty big mark as well, my boy. Especially after defying her so openly. And now that you've been saved by my Cauldron, she'll be even more determined to bring an end to you."
Cade drew a long, ragged breath and said, almost too faintly for me to hear, "Meghan's life is the one most at risk."
I shivered, but hoped Cade didn't notice. His words frightened me, not because I knew I was in danger, but more so because they finally drove home what I had known all along but could never really fathom: my life may very well be over soon. Between the Morrigan's obsession to kill me and Cernunnos's unpredictable glamour, I was a walking time bomb or a match in a drafty room. Any day, any minute, I could go off or be snuffed out.
Before, the notion of dying was just this daunting idea hovering over me like a storm cloud, but now, for some reason, Cade's words took that storm cloud and expanded it until it engulfed me completely. The Morrigan wanted my magic, and she would stop at nothing to get it. She would kill me, and my life would be over. It was as simple as that. Or I could use the magic Cernunnos had given me. That option came with a heavy price as well. If I acted too early, I might end up breaking my geis and become mortal. I'd lived most of my life thinking I was mortal, I'm sure I could manage it again. But if I lost my immortality, I would lose Cade as well. The very thought made my heart clench with anguish.
I glanced up at Cade, brooding over his stew, and a sudden, desperate realization swept over me. I had been cautious my entire life, carefully living from one day to the next, expecting the future to be a constant stretched out far ahead of me. That was no longer a guarantee, and if I really thought about it, I hadn't been living at all. I'd just been existing, always worrying about what others thought or what the consequences of my actions might be. How those insignificant things would affect my future. Well, turns out I might not have much of a future after all.
My own glamour and its fussy neighbor started a slow burn in my chest, responding to my new, sudden determination. It was time I started taking part in my life instead of just watching it drift by. Yes, I may not have much time left, but darn it, I would make it worth something.
The Dagda's great sigh broke me out of my internal, self-inflicted lecture. I clamped my teeth shut and wrapped my fingers around the warm bowl of stew, willing my nerves to settle.
"But of course you are welcome to stay with me as long as you wish, and Meghan as well," the Dagda continued. "Whether the battle comes to us tomorrow or next year," he added, throwing me a quick look, "you both are always welcome here."
I didn't want to think about my impending doom any longer, so I turned back to my stew, my stomach growling in appreciation.
We finished our meal in relative silence, the only sounds to disturb us being the general clatter and conversation coming from the great hall just beyond the kitchen door. When our bowls were empty, the Dagda personally escorted us to our rooms, located on the very top of the hill.
"Since you plan on an extended stay, you can have the two guest suites. They're adjoining you know. Just a single wall and door between them."
The Dagda winked and for once my face didn't turn bright red. Maybe my subconscious decided that being embarrassed was a waste of time. Yes, that had to be it. The new, fierce, I'm-ready-to-take-life-by-the-horns Meghan was afraid of nothing.
Cade moved aside, waiting for me to follow his foster father up a rather large staircase. We climbed the stairs to the very top and came out onto a circular landing. Three, evenly spaced doors greeted us.
"That one will take you out onto the wrap-around ledge." The Dagda pointed to the largest door, the one closest to the stairwell. "Back in the time when Eile was overrun with Fomorians, that ledge served as a marvelous lookout. Now I'm afraid it only encourages me to play tricks on my guests. Tis a wonderful place to launch projectiles from."
I turned around and arched an eyebrow at our host. His smile was wide and his blue eyes sparkled silver with mischief.
The Dagda cleared his throat and turned towards the first door. "This will be your room Meghan, and Cade, yours is the door opposite."
He opened each door as he spoke and I took a moment to glance inside. The rooms were almost identical and richly furnished. I stepped inside the room he'd designated as mine. One, curved wall seemed to be covered in circular windows, their diamond-shaped panes glittering in the afternoon light. I cast my eyes around the comfortable space, noting the fireplace, the desk and massive shelves filled with books. The small room to the side I assumed was a bathroom. The thick rug on the floor looked soft and the large, four poster bed even softer.
Suddenly, I was incredibly tired. I had been through a lot that day and I really needed a nap, especially if there was to be a party later. The Dagda's home always exuded welcome and warmth, and I felt so very safe here. The faelah were gone, Lasair and Speirling were settled in the Dagda's famous stables, their wounds being tended to while Meridian and Fergus kept them company. My own arm felt a hundred times better and I was the cleanest I'd been in weeks. Enorah's makeshift shower was functional and lived up to its purpose, but there was just something about taking a hot bath with a variety of scented soaps to choose from that made a girl feel really refreshed.
I leaned back from the doorframe and attacked the Dagda with a fierce hug. He let out a small noise of surprise before returning my gesture.
"Thank you," I murmured, my eyelids drooping sleepily as his beard scratched the side of my face.
Gently, he peeled me off and held me in front of him. "You're always welcome here, darling girl."
I smiled and then glanced over at Cade. He was watching me carefully, an expression of sheer admiration on his face. I walked over to him and lifted up onto my toes, giving him a quick kiss.
"I'll see you when I wake up," I said.
Cade nodded, smoothing one hand lovingly over my hair.
I bit back a smile and slipped into my room, shutting the door behind me. To my surprise, I found my backpack, bow, and quiver of arrows neatly tucked into a corner. Before retiring to the bed, I took a few more moments to examine the room. It was shaped like a half dome, one wall traditionally straight, the other a sloping arc. Through one of the windows I could see the wrap-around ledge the Dagda had been talking about and beyond that, a gorgeous, unobstructed view of the other hills and rolling countryside.
Sighing, I plopped down on the mattress and started taking off my shoes. I was all ready to fall into bed when the soft murmur of voices caught my attention. I glanced over towards the flat wall. Ah, the infamous door that separated mine and Cade's rooms. On quiet feet, I padded over to the wall and pressed my ear to the crack where the door and wall met.
"Whom do you expect to make an appearance in Erintara?" the Dagda asked, his voice muffled and gruff.
Cade released a heavy sigh and I pressed myself even closer to the rough wood.
"Danua of course. Lugh, Nuadu and Epona. I spoke to Lugh and Epona in person, but I can't guarantee the rest. For many of the Tuatha De I simply sent out a royal message in Danua's name, requesting their presence. I can only hope they received the missive and will comply."
"And what of Donn?"
I froze where I stood, eager to hear what was said next and trying to remember who Donn was. I knew the other names; they were all key figures in the battle of Maige Tuired, the famous conflict that was the dominant subject of one of my Celtic mythology books.
"I fear he may be the one aiding the Morrigan."
The Dagda swore and once again silence greeted me.
"The goddess of war and strife and the god of death and the afterlife," he murmured after a while. "I was hoping it wasn't one of the Tuatha De, but I can't say I'm surprised. We have much to discuss and prepare for then. Now I regret the planned celebration later this evening. We should be discussing strategy, not drinking mead and laughing over the slaughter of a handful of the Morrigan's mindless minions. Donn may keep to himself most of the time, but his power is vast and he'll show no pity when it comes down to the final hour."
A heavy sigh worked its way through the thick wood of the door before the Dagda continued, "I'll leave you now. You and your Meghan need to get some rest."
Cade was silent for a while and I was so tempted to knock on the door and demand to know every detail of what had just passed between them. But something stopped me, a whispering voice against my conscious and the tiny, but sharp bite of my new magic. A warning. It was a warning from Cernunnos. I closed my eyes and let some of the tension ease out of my shoulders. The strange forest god may have insinuated I was on my own when it came to deciding the time to use his gift of magic, but this wasn't the first time he'd offered a hint. I wasn't about to ignore these small offerings.
"Very well," Cade's voice drifted through the door. "But don't regret the celebration, Dagda. A party would do us some good; help get our minds off of negative thoughts. Besides," he continued, his voice taking on a lighter air, "it is the eve of Lughnasadh, and if Lugh were to learn we neglected to observe his holiday we might have his wrath to contend with as well."
I listened as the Dagda moved towards the door, his heavy footfalls causing the boards in the floor to creak. When the distinct click of a shutting door echoed in the circular hallway, I pushed away from the wall and crawled back into bed.
For fifteen minutes I waited for Cade to slip into my room and join me, but only bitter disappointment hit as exhaustion took over. Before I fell asleep, I registered the quiet sounds of him climbing into his own bed through the door that separated us. My wandering thoughts from earlier revisited me and again I wondered at his strange mood just after the battle. Was he angry with me? I bit my cheek and pushed against that idea. Now was the absolute worst time to create a rift in our relationship. With my recent epiphany about the fragility of life, I longed more than ever to have Cade close to me. If we were going to war against the Morrigan and another powerful god, then I wanted every moment to count.
Stop it Meghan, you're going to work yourself up into an emotional frenzy and then you won't be able to function at all. For once, my subconscious was giving me some good advice. I was tired of thinking; tired of analyzing and worrying. And I was tired of the comfortable, proper distance Cade and I had been so careful to keep between us. He had died for me and I would die for him if I had to, I was certain of it. Growling into my pillow, I fell asleep telling myself that before the night was out, I would make sure Cade and I were okay.
* * *
When I woke up again it was dark out. The fire in the hearth had died down to bright coals and I could hear the distant muffled hum of voices and laughter. I climbed out of bed only to find a beautiful dress, in the style of the Otherworld, spread out over a chair. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I padded over and reached out to touch the raspberry colored material. It was soft and cool; not too formal but not casual either. Sticking out of one of the folds was a note. Curious, I picked it up and started reading.
Meghan,
The Dagda has been saving this dress for you and would like you to wear it to tonight's celebration. Sleep for as long as you need to, we had a harrowing afternoon and you deserve the rest. I will meet you downstairs when you are ready.
Love,
Cade
Crinkling the note in my hands, I pressed it to my heart and glanced back at the dress, smirking. I wondered when the Dagda had commissioned the dress for me and had a suspicious feeling that the wardrobe in the corner held all manner of clothing that happened to be just my size.
Smiling, I stripped out of the clothes I'd slept in and slipped into the dress. To my great relief, I didn't require any extra help with buttons or ties. For a small moment I simply stared into the mirror across the room, strangely reminded of the last time I'd been in this situation, dressing up for one of the Dagda's famous parties. Shivering, I cast those thoughts aside. I hoped that this night didn't end with Cade and I racing across the countryside to face down an evil goddess. Fortunately, the faint sound of music decided to drift up the stairs at that moment and I quickly finished making myself presentable, taming my hair into something other than a tangled mass of dark curls. I quickly slipped into a beautiful pair of fuchsia shoes, then scooped up the string of pink topaz gemstones with matching earrings that had been left next to them. Suddenly I didn't feel so morose anymore.
Thirty minutes after waking up, I was weaving my way through party guests as I headed down the long hallway towards the dance hall. Men and women alike were moving freely through the Dagda's house, laughing and wishing each other a good Lughnasadh as they toasted the successful battle against the faelah with various tankards of mead. I ducked under most of them, smiling and returning their cheer as I searched for Cade.
The dance hall was even more crowded with people, and the murmur of lively voices and the joyous tempo of music mingled together in harmony. A sudden burst of laughter drew my attention away from my general surveying and I grinned when I spotted the Dagda, hands on his hips and head thrown back as someone spoke animatedly to him. He wore his finest, a beautiful green vest embroidered in gold, his beard braided in an intricate pattern that must have taken him (or more likely, some of the women of the house) the entire afternoon to complete.
The Dagda was standing closer to the far wall, but centered in the great dance hall. And next to him stood Cade. I paused where I was and just took a few minutes to drink him in. Dressed in pale cream pants and black knee-length boots that accentuated his athletic figure, he was very hard to miss amidst the Dagda's guests. His dark auburn hair was brushed back neatly and his face was clean shaven. A dark mulberry hued vest, made of the same kind of material as my dress, only made him look even more regal than he usually did. The effect hit my senses like a sledgehammer, and I had to grab hold of the wall to keep from falling over.
A raucous bout of laughter snapped me out of my daze and I shot my eyes towards the noise, sucking in a breath of annoyance as I did. Standing in the corner closest to the refreshment table was a familiar face. Dark hair and grey eyes brought back the memories from the night the Morrigan tricked us, but I couldn't remember the vile boy's name.
"Drustan!" a girl with dark hair shrieked. "You promised a dance with me."
Ah. That's right. Drustan. The little jerk who was too good to be within the same vicinity as me.
With a toss of her curls, the owner of the shrill voice marched over, shoving her way between the other young men and women gathered around the table, and grabbed Drustan's hand. It was in that same moment that he glanced up and caught me watching him. At first he started in surprise, then a sly smile curled at the corner of his lips.
He pulled the girl's ear up to his mouth and whispered something, then let go of her hand and headed in my direction. Oh, wonderful, he'd found his source of amusement for the evening.
I straightened and crossed my arms, a look of disgust taking up residence on my face. Bring it on, pretty boy.
The couple in front of me moved to the side and Drustan, in all his conceited glory, leaned an arm above my head, rocking forward so that he came uncomfortably close.
"Well, well, well. If it isn't the princess. Nice fighting this afternoon, but did you happen to see me out there? Took out ten faelah on my own."
He leered at me and I blinked up in surprise. Had he completely forgotten how he'd treated me the last time I was here? Or was this some sort of trap? Get the clueless little Meghan to gush and swoon at the attention so he can make a spectacle of her on the dance floor.
Oh, I don't think so . . .
"What do you want?" I snapped, crossing my arms and trying to lean away from him.
"I was hoping for a dance, then maybe afterwards we can find a nice little alcove and get comfortable. What do you say?"
Ewww! Not going to happen pal.
I gaped at him. "Have you lost your mind? You hate me, remember? Practically had a meltdown because you'd touched me."
Drustan shrugged. "That was several months ago. I've grown up a lot since then. And besides," he trailed his eyes over me, from head to toe, "my tastes have changed."
Suppressing a shudder, I opened my mouth to tell him off, but a hard voice broke through the music and did it for me.
"She's already spoken for."
Drustan's eyes grew huge and he jumped away from me, almost bumping into Cade. I froze when I saw the look on his face. That aggressive vibe was back, and Cade looked like he was ready to tear Drustan's throat out.
"Sorry Drustan, but my boyfriend's right." I smiled up at Cade, hoping to diffuse the situation. "He promised me the first dance."
I walked forward and linked my arm in Cade's. Holy crap he was tense!
Drustan swallowed and bobbed his head in a nod. "Uh, yeah, sorry. Didn't know."
As he scurried away, I placed a hand on Cade's chest and turned my face towards his.
"Thanks, but you don't need to look so fierce. I could have handl-"
Cade cut off my words as he pulled me into a ferocious kiss. My nerve endings fired and I lost complete control of my knees. Luckily, he had me wrapped up pretty tight in his arms, so I didn't collapse to the floor. The music, the happy chatter, the aromas of spiced apples and roasting pork fled from my mind and all I could sense was Cade. Man, if Drustan had any doubts as to who had a claim on my heart, he'd know for sure now.
Slowly, Cade drew back, his lips moving more gently against mine.
"Sorry," he mumbled huskily, "didn't mean to attack you like that."
I smiled up at him, my eyes half-closed. The tension in him earlier had drained and I just made myself comfortable in his arms.
"No need to apologize. And you got rid of Drustan, which just made my whole evening."
Cade smiled back, his eyes flashing from green to brown and back again.
The music, which had been rather upbeat and joyful, transformed into a more languid, smooth tempo.
"Would you care to dance my lady?" Cade asked, still pressed firmly against me.
He was already leading me in a slow rhythm when I answered, "Yes, I would like to dance. I'd like to dance with you all evening long."
* * *
It was well past midnight when I decided I'd had enough of the party. Cade had stepped away from me for a moment to talk with one of the Dagda's soldiers about the fight with the faelah, and I found myself yearning to head upstairs. I wasn't ready to go to bed, but the stuffiness of the dance hall was finally getting to me, and I wanted to move away from all the people. If I simply stepped out into the courtyard, I'd only run into more revelers, and maybe Drustan and his friends, so casting a look over my shoulder, I headed down the hallway and up the stairs that led to mine and Cade's rooms.
Instead of going into my room, however, I pushed open the heavy wooden doors at the top of the staircase and stepped out into the cold, crisp night. The wooden balcony was larger and wider than I'd imagined, and a section of it even extended further away from the hill. I spotted a bench and went to sit down, sighing as my aching feet thanked me. I sat still and listened to the sounds of the Dagda's guests standing and chatting around a bonfire below me, and the music floating through the open front door was a soft accompaniment to the still, moon-lit night. Now I was alone, and now my mind returned to the thoughts I'd managed to banish earlier.
Sighing, I leaned forward and sought out my well of glamour. There, that little blue flame dancing strongly next to my heart. I decided to practice with it, pushing it out until the magic suffused my every cell. I grinned as I held the power at my fingertips and the small rose next to it remained tightly shut. I'd come a long way since that first lesson with Enorah in the Weald.
A slight rustle behind me indicated that I was no longer alone. I stood up and turned before presenting a wide smile. Cade walked towards me, looking resplendent in his simple but elegant clothes. His face appeared shuttered, uncertain even, as he quietly moved towards me and I wondered if that odd aggressiveness was back. For the life of me, I couldn't figure out what had caused it. I wrapped my arms more tightly around myself and shivered.
“Are you cold?” he asked as he moved closer.
Yes and no, but not for the reasons you might think, I mused. I shook my head.
He stepped in behind me and wrapped me in his arms. Even though I wasn't all that tired, I wanted to fall asleep just standing there like that. The moon was bright above us, basking the rolling land in silver light. I took a deep breath, allowing the warmth of the mead from the party and Cade’s closeness to fill my senses. I wanted to stay in this happy place forever and forget that an impending war was trying to force itself upon the Otherworld.
I took a deep breath and released it slowly. No more dismal thoughts Meghan. Now's the time for living, remember?
I turned in Cade's arms and rested my cheek against his broad chest, breathing in his scent and letting it flood over me.
Gently, Cade took a step back and lifted my face so that he could look me in the eye.
"What's wrong?" he asked, is own eyes dark with concern.
I shrugged, unwilling to burden Cade with all my worries.
"I can sense it Meghan, tell me."
Sighing, I decided to give in a little. "I hate that your world is facing down a war because of me. I feel this is my fault, no matter what you or Enorah or the Dagda says. If I hadn't stepped through that dolmarehn so many months ago, the Morrigan may never have decided to build up her army so that she could get at my glamour. If I had just accepted my life as it was, then your world might not be in danger now."
"Do you regret coming after me?"
There was no playfulness to his voice, no flirtatious glint to his eyes. He was dead serious.
"No," I breathed, "I don't regret it one bit. If I hadn't crossed over into Eile, the course of my life may have taken a different turn and I might not be standing here with you now."
“Then why can't you see it, Meghan?” His voice became suddenly quiet and seductive. “This isn’t my world; it is our world. And nothing, in all of Eile, matters more to me than you.”
He kissed me then, one that did not, in any way, hide what he felt. I returned the kiss with equal fervor, my heart racing and my mind losing control of rational thought as my magic flared to encompass us both.
Cade broke the kiss and pressed his forehead against mine. His breath was ragged and he was wound so tight I thought he might break.
"Meghan," he said roughly, "I've been so careful for so long, but I don't know how much longer my control will last. If we keep going like this, I might not be able to stop. I'm afraid-"
I pressed a finger against his lips and looked him in the eye. My heart was racing and I was terrified, for many reasons, but I whispered the truth that sang from my heart, "I don't want to stop Cade."
He searched my eyes then whispered softly, "Are you sure Meghan?"
I bit my lip and nodded, then admitted my other great fear. "We could both die when the Morrigan unleashes her fury. I don't want to miss anything. I don't want to have any regrets."
"I won't let the Morrigan hurt you Meghan," he whispered desperately against my mouth.
Then, without another word, Cade bent over and put an arm behind my knees. In one swift movement, he swept me up against his chest and carried me back to his room and for a while the both of us forgot about the Morrigan. We forgot about the possibility of an unstoppable army of faelah destroying everyone and everything we knew. That night, we forgot about all our worries and fears and simply lived.
 


-Fourteen-
Onward
 

I woke to the warmth of the morning sun on my face. Stretching, but not opening my eyes, I basked in the heat of the sun and the glow of my own happiness. I turned onto my side and cracked my eyes open. Cade lay next to me, his elbow propped to support his head as he watched me intently. My eyes met his and he grinned. I felt my cheeks flush as the memories of the night before bubbled to the surface.
Cade reached out a hand and brushed my cheek, his silent words blooming across my mind, I love this.
What?
Your blush.
Of course, that only made me blush harder. Guess my great epiphany about an early death had only scared my old self into hiding. Easily embarrassed Meghan was back in full force.
Cade dipped his head and kissed my arm where the faelah had scratched me. I had almost forgotten about it.
How are you this morning? I didn’t hurt you last night, did I?
His words were tinged with the pale orange color of concern.
I smiled. I knew he wasn't talking about my arm. No, you didn’t hurt me and I couldn't be happier.
Cade’s answering smile melted my heart. He pulled me close and pressed his lips to my temple.
Do you know how long I've dreamed about this moment?
No, tell me.
Since the night you were attacked by the Cumorrig, the first time we met, when you sat in the dirt, your nightgown bunched up around your waist, giving me a wonderful view of your long legs.
I gasped and punched him in mock outrage. It was a good thing he liked my tendency to blush because I could feel the heat spreading across my face again. Cade caught my hand and kissed my palm.
You were terrified Meghan, but even then I knew you had spirit; that you were made of something more. That, all the Celtic gods willing, I had finally, finally, found another Faelorehn who could understand me and maybe one day grow to love me.
I bit my cheek as hot tears spilled from my eyes.
I love you Meghan. I love you so very much, he sent to me, his thoughts smothered in bliss.
I sighed contentedly and snuggled up against his chest, reveling in how warm his bare skin felt against my own. Last night had been wonderful, scary and nerve-wracking and absolutely wonderful. When we had first entered Cade's room and he'd set me on his bed, I had sensed that uncharacteristic violence in him once again. As the night progressed, however, that darkness behind his eyes and beneath his skin slowly melted away, our glamour flaring up and mingling together as we let go of everything but each other. The sensation had taken my breath away and I wondered, what with the fact that my self-control had been all but absent last night, how I had managed to keep that other well of magic silent. A miracle. It must have been some sort of miracle.
Taking a deep breath, I decided now was as good a time as any to ask Cade about that strange darkness.
"Cade?" I murmured.
"Mhmm?"
"Yesterday, after the fight with the faelah," I paused, not sure how to go on.
A few moments ticked by and I took a deep breath. If I couldn't have an open conversation with him after what we'd done last night, then I was in trouble.
"You seemed different, like a piece of your battle fury decided to stick around. The way you kept looking at me all afternoon, and how you reacted to Drustan."
"That little asahl was trying to abscond with my girl."
He kissed my forehead and I bit back a grin. "What does asahl mean?"
Cade cleared his throat. "Something unpleasant I don't wish to teach you."
"Will you teach me the language of Eile someday?"
"Yes," Cade murmured, "but not the crude words."
I giggled and then took a deep breath. Alright, where had this conversation started . . . Oh, yes, Cade's strange aggression.
"So, is that what happened then? Did part of your riastrad linger behind after the battle?"
Cade drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. I tensed up as I waited for his response, which was a bad idea. What with us being so close together, both physically and emotionally, Cade picked up on every minute detail.
"I'm sorry Meghan, please don't be afraid." He held me tighter, as if he feared I would bolt. "I don't really know what caused it, but I think your theory might be correct. At the end of the fight, while the battle fury was leaving me, I saw something that made it flare just a bit before I was myself again. I think the riastrad was trying to stay with me as long as possible and when I saw you after the battle, and when Drustan was speaking to you, all I could think of was protecting you. My battle fury runs on pure instinct when it takes over, so although I was mostly in control, I think that tiny lingering piece of it came out when I felt the need to keep you safe."
I tilted my head back so I could see his eyes. Worry was etched in their depths, but I couldn't see anything else other than the Cade I knew so well.
"What did you see?" I murmured. "At the end of the battle. What convinced that little part of your battle fury to linger?"
His eyes darted away from me and I noticed a struggle there. When his gaze caught mine once again, he took a small breath and whispered, "The Morrigan. In raven form."
I drew in a quick breath. So. He had seen her after all.
"I saw her too," I admitted, burrowing my head back into his shoulder. "I didn't say anything because I didn't want to worry you."
He nodded. "Me too."
Then he chuckled a little and dropped a kiss to the top of my head. "Look at the anxiety we cause in each other by keeping secrets."
A jolt of panic shot through me and I flinched.
Cade noticed right away. "Meghan? Are you alright?"
"Um, yes, just my nerves recalling the fight yesterday," I lied.
In the corner of my mind, I saw a sharp image of the spider, furiously working to gather up all the thoughts that suddenly sprang into my mind. Cernunnos's gift, the great secret I had to keep. Couldn't tell Cade, couldn't tell anyone . . .
The bitter bite of guilt soon followed my flush of alarm and I had to work really hard not to start shaking. I'm sorry Cade, I thought, careful not to send the words into the space that I used for shil-sciar. But I have to keep this secret from you . . .
Eventually, I polished my intense worry down to nothing more than a smooth pebble of concern. I picked the pebble up for a moment, felt its weight in my imaginary palm, then tossed it away to consider at some future date. I was lying in bed with Cade, the two of us blissfully alone and wrapped up in each other's arms, and I wasn't about to let my stupid problems ruin the moment.
The gentle caress of Cade's hand down my spine quickly brought me back to the present. When he leaned into me and whispered playfully into my ear, "Are you up for a repeat of last night?", the only thing I was concerned about was answering him fast enough.
I mimicked his attentions and when he gasped against my mouth, I said with a grin, "What do you think?"
* * *
By the time Cade and I were ready to face the Dagda and the rest of his household, it was almost noon. I gathered up my dress from the night before and scurried over to the door that connected our two rooms, casting Cade a bashful glance over my shoulder. He was still reclined in bed, his hands folded behind his head. His auburn hair was unkempt and the sheets were bunched up around his waist, leaving his entire bare chest in plain sight. A few more tattoos, similar to the intricate knot work on his arms, decorated his torso. One stretched down his side from the bottom of his ribcage to his hip, the other was a circular design just below his collar bone on the opposite side. I had noticed them last night, but now that they were on full display in broad daylight, I could see them better. I must have been gawking because Cade cleared his throat. My eyes flicked up to his face and I was greeted with a lazy smile.
“Are you going to go get ready, or have you changed your mind? Because I wouldn’t mind in the least if we spent the whole day up here.”
“No,” I answered quickly, my face warming, “the Dagda will worry if we never come downstairs.”
I smiled and disappeared before I let the appeal of Cade’s comment tempt me into running back to the bed and curling up next to him. I wouldn’t mind staying upstairs either.
After seeking out the bathroom and teaching myself how to use the shower (luckily, it was very similar to the one at Luathara), I donned some fresh clothes and returned to Cade's suite. He must have been in the bathroom because he was nowhere in sight. Shrugging, I closed the door and glanced around the room, noting the sparse furniture and simple design.
A moment later Cade stepped around the corner, wearing nothing but a white towel around his waist, and I bit my cheek to keep from smiling like an imbecile. He strode past me, planting a kiss on my forehead, then reached out for the pair of pants draped over the back of a chair. I tried not to stare, but the image of male perfection standing in front of me was too tempting to resist. Before I could start drooling, however, I forced myself to turn around and study one of the oil paintings on the wall. A minute later I felt the heavy warmth of Cade's arms as they draped over my shoulders. Sighing, I fell back into his embrace. He pressed his face into my damp hair and took a deep breath before leaning forward and kissing me on the cheek.
“Good morning my love,” he murmured, and I felt my nerves melt all over again.
I savored his touch, absorbing his heat and breathing in his own unique sent. I allowed my eyes to drift shut and the memories of last night flooded my mind. I sighed, no longer feeling shy or embarrassed.
"Shall we let my foster father know we are awake?" Cade asked, taking me by the hand and pulling me towards the door.
The Dagda's grand hall was empty and quiet except for a few servants bustling about their mid-day chores, and a small pack of wolfhounds snoozing by a crackling fire. Cade never dropped my hand, even when we made our way into the kitchen.
"There you are!" the Dagda roared, his face bright with amusement.
He wore the robe I'd seen him in so many times; an all-purpose garment meant for everyday lounging.
"I'm assuming you two must be hungry," a red-haired woman said.
"Yes Mairin. Thank you," Cade answered, leading me to an open seat.
The woman, Mairin, smiled warmly in my direction, curtsied, then left, claiming she had errands to run. When I turned around, there was a plate sitting in front of me, heaped with some sort of meat and vegetable pie, the flaky crust golden and already split open. As soon as the wonderful scent reached my nose, my stomach growled loudly.
The Dagda grinned and gestured towards my fork before picking up a steaming mug of tea. "Please. Eat! We've already had our morning and afternoon meals."
He nodded at Cade, his blue eyes almost sparkling they were changing color so fast. Cade grumbled something under his breath in that old language and got busy with his own meal.
A comfortable silence fell, but like all quiet moments in the Dagda's abode, it didn't last long.
"So," our host drawled after taking a long sip from his mug, "I take it you two had a splendid evening?"
My fork froze in midair and I cast Cade a startled look.
He arched a brow at me and then glanced at his foster father. "Of course, Dagda. Your parties, no matter how large or small, are always enjoyable."
"Oh, I was referring to the after party."
As calmly as possible, I set my fork down and glanced up at the Dagda. He looked as relaxed as a bear in his den after a huge meal, but his eyes were bright and his mouth was curved in a knowing smile. Ugh. He knew about Cade and me.
"Dagda, I should think that your hospitality has not waned over the years, or that you are so desperate for entertainment that you have taken up the practice of spying on your guests."
Cade's voice was formal, but beneath the cool tone was slight irritation.
"Relax my dear boy! I have never, nor will I ever, spy on my guests. Alannah went up earlier to check on your Meghan and when she didn't find her in her own room, she merely put two and two together. She came to me this morning, grinning from ear to ear, so I insisted on knowing the reason for her obvious joy."
He huffed out the last part of his sentence, as if Cade's tone had insulted him, and gave me an exasperated look. "Be warned Meghan, there are no secrets in this household. Just know that eventually everyone will know what you're up to."
I gave a half smile and got back to my meal. I wasn't comfortable with the idea that the Dagda's entire household knew Cade and I had spent the night together, but it's not like I was ashamed. Maybe I just needed to get used to the idea before everyone else did.
Cade's hand found mine under the table and he gave it a gentle squeeze.
I'm sorry, he said using shil-sciar.
I'm not, I sent back. I mean,
I'm not thrilled your foster father knows, but I don't regret it.
I turned to look at him and he smiled at me. My stomach did a flip and all the sensations from last night and this morning came flooding back to me.
Pressing my lips together to prevent looking like a lovesick fool, I got back to finishing my lunch. Cade, you can't look at me like that. It's distracting.
Then you had better get used to walking around with your eyes closed because I simply can't help myself.
That only made it harder to keep my composure. I tried to focus my thoughts on the Dagda's cheerful voice as he told us the most amusing events from the Lughnasadh party the night before. Cade's hand never left mine, but I made a point not to look directly into his eyes for the rest of the afternoon. I honestly didn't need the distraction.
* * *
Despite the relaxed atmosphere of the Dagda's house, the following week passed by swiftly, with Cade and I hardly spending a single moment out of one another's company. During the daylight hours, we would go for short rides on Speirling and Lasair, or Cade would help me practice my magic or teach me how to fight with my dagger. In the evenings we would join the Dagda and listen to him weave tales of the past. He was a wonderful storyteller and he loved our company (or so he claimed), so it was no trouble to spare a few hours indulging him with our presence. After the night of the Lughnasadh party, I moved most of my stuff into Cade's room. Having another body sleeping next to me was a new experience, but the sense of protection and warmth I got from sharing a bed with Cade was worth those first few awkward nights. By the time I got used to our new routine, however, it was once again time for us to go. The week was up and we would be traveling to meet with my mother and the other Tuatha De. The night before we left, I was even more grateful to have Cade so close to me.
The next morning the entire household was up early preparing for the journey to Erintara. Lasair and Meridian met me in the stables and I was glad to see that the red horse's injuries from the battle the week before were finally completely healed up.
As soon as I stepped into the hay-scented building, Meridian descended from the rafters to come to rest on my shoulder. I offered Lasair an apple while my spirit guide nestled up against my neck, then headed back out into the main yard. The second we left the warm stable behind, Meridian pulled her wings in close.
Ice! she sent to me.
I nodded and wrapped my arms around my torso. It was freezing, but then again the bright colors of summer had begun fading a week or so ago. Autumn came cool and early in the Otherworld.
We followed the wide dirt path around a small hill and found several of the Dagda's guard, milling about in the open, preparing their own horses and packing their bags. Among them were Cade and his foster father, donning serious looks and giving out orders to the other men and women.
Cade looked up and saw me, his expression softening. He said something to the Dagda, then grabbed Speirling's reins and headed my way.
"Are you ready for this?" he asked quietly.
I knew he was talking about seeing my mother again and not the ride to Erintara. Pulling a slow, cold breath into my lungs, I glanced up at him and said, "I'm ready for anything with you by my side."
Cade's eyes glinted as his face split into a huge smile. He gave me a quick kiss then helped me climb atop Lasair. Once Cade was settled on his own horse, we turned to face the Dagda and his retinue.
"There is a dolmarehn a few miles from here that will take us to the woods behind Erintara," the Dagda said as he nudged his giant horse closer to us. "But we'll ride swiftly. I don't know if any of the faelah from the other day still linger."
Cade's foster father led us out of the hills and onto open ground. Once we were clear of his domain, the horses broke into a faster pace. I was no expert rider, but Lasair's smooth gait, along with the fact that he now had a saddle, made the ride easier than it could have been. Cade rode by my side on Speirling, and Meridian and Fergus trailed after us, keeping a lookout for faelah. At the pace we were going, we reached the dolmarehn in half an hour. The structure was huge, like the one behind Luathara, and in no time we were all through, emerging in the middle of a sparsely forested area.
The trees here were mostly beech and oak, their leaves wearing the first, burnished golds and rusts of autumn. Cade and I eventually caught up with the rest of the group, all who had stopped in response to the Dagda's raised arm. Cade urged Speirling forward and I followed him. The Dagda and his horse stood near the edge of the woods on a ledge that overlooked rolling farmland. He lifted an arm and pointed.
"Erintara," he said.
I raised my hand to shade my eyes and squinted. In the distance, the glassy surface of Lake Ohll stretched on forever. Rolling hills continued to the east of the lakeshore, and resting on top of the tallest hill was a great castle. Erintara. The home of Danua, high queen of Eile. My mother.
I settled back down in the saddle and gave Cade a solemn look. The last time I had spoken to Danua things hadn't gone so well. She had told me to stay away from Cade and I had refused, informing her that she had no say in my life. Now I was returning, and Cade and I had grown closer than ever. I was afraid of how she would take that little morsel of news.
What's wrong? Cade asked me using shil-sciar.
I sighed. Just thinking about how Danua and I parted the last time we were here.
He brought Speirling closer and reached out to take my hand. It will all work out Meghan. Don't fret.
That was easy for him to say. I'd been confident when we left the Dagda's home this morning, but now that we were within sight of the castle, those pesky nerves started their tap dance once again.
Gritting my teeth and telling myself I was silly to be nervous, I nodded and clicked Lasair on as the Dagda began leading us down the side of the hill. The countryside proved to be a welcome distraction, its beauty shining forth as it succumbed to fall's approach. Most of summer's green had given way to duller hues, but every so often we crossed paths with a pile of golden leaves or several red apples clinging to an orchard tree, waiting patiently for the harvest.
As we got closer to the city of Erintara, we began to see more people out working their land. Many stopped, leaning on a pitchfork or resting against their plow horse, gawking at the Dagda and his guard. Some even removed their hats and bowed, clearly aware of who it was passing by on their road.
Despite the cold morning, the city of Erintara was alive with people scurrying about, but once they caught a glimpse of the god riding the golden horse, they paused in their tracks and showed reverence. Some bowed like those in the countryside, others cheered. By the time we reached the gates of the castle, we had the entire city treating us like the spectacles of a town parade. Cade remained gallantly silent the entire way and I did my best to mimic him. I never liked being the center of attention and Cade had been alone for so long I imagined he shared my sentiment. But, despite what Cade had told me, I still dreaded the idea of facing my mother, and something told me he wasn't looking forward to it either.
* * *
I didn't see Danua right away. The Dagda, Cade and I were welcomed into the castle by the many servants who worked there while the men of the Dagda's guard were shown to their own rooms in the soldiers' quarters. My heart beat faster as we walked through the castle of Erintara, all the memories from the previous spring flooding through my mind: the cold, disapproving attitude of my mother, the general disdain of her courtiers, the disregard of Cade's presence . . . It all sent a chill through me, but I stood up straight and held myself with dignity. I had suffered far worse after leaving the castle last time. I could handle these memories.
A woman in a green gown greeted us at the top of the stairs. I suppressed a growl when I recognized her; the older lady in waiting who had been so rude to Cade the last time we were here. She clearly remembered me as well, if I was judging correctly by her unnatural stiffness and the sour look on her face.
"Three rooms, I presume?" she said with haughty formality.
I forced a small smile and said, before anyone else could answer, "Two, actually. Cade and I will be sharing."
Her eyes widened and she stopped some automatic response in the back of her throat. A strangled noise from behind me told me that the Dagda was doing his best to smother a laugh and the warm weight of Cade's hand caressing the nape of my neck gave me more confidence than I felt.
She turned abruptly and led us down the hallway, showing the Dagda to his room and then Cade and me to ours. She bowed quickly, informed us that the other Tuatha De had not yet arrived but were expected later that afternoon, then turned and scuttled down the hallway. I was convinced she was headed directly to my mother to inform her of the change of my relationship with Cade and the only thing keeping her from full out running was her own frigid sense of decorum.
The Dagda had excused himself and shut the door to his room, so all that was left was for Cade and me to settle into ours. Cade carried the bags with our clothes inside and set them in the corner. The moment I closed the door he pounced, wrapping me up in his arms and spinning us both around. I squawked and smacked at his chest, but I didn't put much effort behind it and by the time he pulled me down onto the bed with him, we were both laughing.
"What was that all about?" I asked, still smiling as I pulled a plush pillow under my head.
Cade shrugged and mimicked me. "No reason. I just felt like it."
I arched a brow at him, my mouth tugging up into a grin. Cade was always so careful and serious around me that it was nice to see him behaving like this. I even unabashedly gave myself credit for this change in his demeanor.
A piece of Cade's hair came loose and fell across his forehead. Reaching out a hand, I gently brushed it aside but let my fingers linger on his face. His eyes darkened, but they were anything but dull.
"I love seeing you so happy," I whispered.
And then my dreary thoughts returned, thoughts about dying under the wrath of the Morrigan. Thoughts about losing Cade again. My magic jumped in response, the flame flaring for a split second before settling down once again. I bit my lip and Cade reached up with his own hand to capture mine. He pulled me gently forward. I closed my eyes, anticipating his kiss, but someone knocked abruptly at the door.
Cade growled in frustration and released me, getting up off the bed to go answer the door. I sat up, crossing my legs and resting my elbows on my knees. One of my mother's many ladies in waiting stood on the other side of the door. She was younger than the woman who had showed us to our room, but still held the same frozen stiffness. She looked Cade up and down, then glanced past him at me.
"Your mother requests your presence," she said. "She is taking tea in ten minutes." She wrinkled her nose and added, "You might want to reconsider your wardrobe."
I glanced down at myself. I had put on a pair of dark jeans and a knit turtleneck that morning. Some of the clothes from the mortal world I had brought with me to the Dagda's. I shrugged then stood up and strode over to her.
Crossing my arms, I came to a stop next to Cade. Might as well get this over with, I told myself.
"I'll wear this," I replied. "Please, take me to her now."
 


-Fifteen-
Tuatha De
 

Danua waited for me in a spacious room that was located just off of her throne room. A floor to ceiling window let in a stream of weak light and a cheery fire crackled in the fireplace at the far end of the room. Bookshelves lined one wall while a collection of portraits decorated another. My mother sat in a stuffed chair beside a table holding a large teapot and several trays of small sandwiches and desserts. She sat regally, as always, with her hands folded primly in her lap. The dress she wore today was a creamy pink color inlayed with tiny rose vines that looked like they'd been embroidered by hand. Suddenly, I felt grubby in the comfortable jeans and turtleneck I'd insisted on wearing.
I sat down, squirming a little to get comfortable before realizing no matter how I sat, I'd never get truly cozy around Danua. Well, I might feel at ease if I had Cade sitting next to me to offer his silent support, but he had opted to wait in the hallway. Yet as much as I wanted him by my side, I couldn't begrudge him his decision. Danua had summoned me, not me and Cade, and I owed her, and myself, a chance to talk where it was just the two of us.
The moment I lifted my eyes to glance at Eile's queen, she started speaking.
"It would seem you have gone against my wishes and developed a deeper attachment to Caedehn MacRoich."
She picked up her delicate teacup and took a sip as if we were discussing something as tedious as the layer of dust on the bookshelves.
I stiffened in my over-stuffed chair.
"I thought I told you to stay away from that boy."
So this was how it was going to start. Not so much as a "Hello darling daughter" or, "It is good to see you Meghan" or, "How have you been since I last saw you my child?" Fine. If she wanted to be unreasonable, then so be it. I wasn't going to apologize for my actions, especially if I didn't regret them.
"And I thought I made it clear that you had no say in the matter," I retorted.
I was nervous as hell, but high queen or not, my biological mother or not, she wouldn't be making the decision on who I wanted to date, especially since she'd been absent from my life until recently, and also because she went around insisting that her orders be followed instead of talking to me like a civilized person.
She sighed and leaned back in her chair, ignoring the tea cooling in front of her.
"Meghan, I have no wish to fight with you."
I opened my mouth to snap out a response, something along the lines of then you shouldn't have started this conversation by trying to order me around, but she held up a hand and continued. "We started off on the wrong foot the last time, and I'm afraid I'm still not reconciled with that. Unfortunately, right now isn't the best of times in Eile and I'm afraid this upcoming confrontation with the Morrigan has kept my mind occupied. I haven't had the time to worry about the strained connection I have with my daughter, and the last thing I need right now is a distraction."
I gritted my teeth and took a long sip of my tea, disregarding the scorching sensation as the hot liquid went down my throat. As inconvenient as it was for me to show up now of all times, I resented being called a distraction.
"I called you down here to let you know that I do wish to try and salvage what's left of our shattered relationship, but that it will have to wait."
I tried not to feel hurt, really I did. Sure, I still disdained her for the way she treated me and the way she so callously cast me aside, but she was right. Now was not a good time to let our emotions get the better of us. If the Morrigan had any notion of the anger that brewed between my mother and me, she would pounce on it like a starving flea on a dog. Yes, waiting to sort out our differences, no matter how much it scraped at my raw emotions to put it off, was the best.
"Now," Danua said, clasping her hands together as if she were about to use her glamour to clean off the table, "the day grows late and some of the Tuatha De have yet to arrive. We will not meet until mid-morning to discuss this threat that looms all around us, so you are dismissed. Use the afternoon to rest and prepare yourself for tomorrow's schedule."
I stood to leave, a bit confused by her abrupt dismissal. Yet, perhaps her only reason for calling me down here was to chastise me about Cade and to inform me that she'd be willing to try out that whole bonded mother-daughter thing once the Morrigan situation had been taken care of. And she had handled the whole conversation as if it was simply a business meeting discussing the variety of wheat grown in her realm. I had to hand it to her, she had a talent for shrugging off emotion like an old coat.
"Dinner will be served to your rooms tonight," she said as she ushered me to the end of the room, "so don't bother coming down to the dining hall. We'll be having a more formal welcome when everyone has arrived."
Nodding, I stepped through the ornately carved door only to find the same lady in waiting ready to take me back upstairs. Cade wasn't in the hallway any longer, and neither was he in our room when I returned, so I killed time by browsing the bookshelves. Once I found something interesting to read, I settled into a great stuffed chair beside the fire place. The unremarkable day had faded into afternoon, and a gray wash of clouds on the horizon signaled an approaching storm.
Appropriate weather, I mused as I flipped through the pages of my book.
Cade arrived just before dusk settled in. I glanced up from my reading and lifted my eyebrows in surprise. His hair was damp and ruffled and his clothes looked muddy in some spots. I gasped and jumped out of the chair when I caught sight of a red smear near his temple.
"You're bleeding!" I exclaimed, lifting my hand to touch the small gash above his ear.
Cade quickly caught my hand, turned it over, and planted a kiss in my palm. His eyes sparkled and a grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. My stomach fluttered and I breathed a small sigh of relief.
"I was only sparring with Danua's guard," he said, sounding slightly sheepish. "How did the meeting with your mother go?"
My moment of joy faded and I took a breath. "Honestly, as well as I had imagined."
Cade grimaced. "I'm sorry Meghan."
Shrugging, I said, "All is not lost. She wants to mend the rift between us, but she wants to wait until after everything with the Morrigan blows over."
My heart twinged at that thought. I might not make it past the war . . . Shaking my head, I turned back to Cade and tried on another smile.
"It hurts that she doesn't want to work on our relationship now, but I can understand why."
Cade nodded and pulled me into a hug. He kissed me once on the forehead, his favorite display of affection, I'd come to learn, then disappeared into the bathroom to take a shower. I sat down on my chair once again and let my mind wander back to the meeting with my mother. She had been as cold as ever, but even as my own mind fought against her distance, I could sense something hovering just below the surface. A spark of yearning perhaps? A desire to reach out to her daughter?
A sharp knock at the door yanked me out of my reverie. I rose to open it just as Cade stepped out of the bathroom wearing his casual shirt and pants. A servant with a tray gave me a quick bow and I realized that dinner had arrived. Cade stepped up and took the tray, setting it on a small table in the corner. As we ate, he told me about his day and I told him about mine. Despite the uncomfortable and emotionally draining encounter with my mother, a cloud of comfort surrounded me. Who would have thought that such joy could be squeezed out of a simple conversation with the one you loved?
After taking my own shower, I pulled on some old pajamas from my bag and snuggled into bed next to Cade. He wrapped an arm around me and tucked his face up against my neck, his warm breath stirring my hair. A wash of happiness flooded over me, chasing my worries away, and I soon drifted off to sleep.
* * *
The steady rhythm of rain pelting the windows woke me the next morning. The fire had died down to tiny, glowing embers and the room had grown cold. It was still dark out, but not so much so that I couldn't see the objects in the room. Cade's soft breathing came from behind me and I rolled over so that I faced him. He was splayed out on his stomach, his arms reaching in front of him and his head turned in my direction. His hair, a tousled mess since he went to bed with it wet, falling against his cheek. Slowly, so I wouldn't wake him, I cuddled up against his side to keep warm. I hadn't realized I'd been shivering until my body came into contact with his. Heat flooded over me and I sighed, letting my eyes drift closed.
Cade mumbled something and took a deep breath. He shifted, rolling up onto his side and curling his arms around me, pulling me close. I welcomed the gesture without any complaints and fell asleep for who knows how much longer. The next time I woke, it was to the sensation of Cade stroking my hair out of my face. My eyes flickered and I found him staring at me.
"What's wrong?" I whispered.
He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Nothing," he answered in the same silent tone. Just reminding myself how lucky I am, he murmured into my mind. He leaned forward and kissed my forehead gently.
I could have easily fallen back to sleep, but I knew it was probably already getting close to mid-morning and Danua had expected us to meet in her throne room. I wondered if all of the Tuatha De Danann had made it last night. Cade and I had gone to bed relatively early and I couldn't recall hearing any sounds of a large party arriving in the courtyard far below our window.
Reluctantly, I got out of bed, Cade not far behind, and we donned our formal clothes. I had brought one of the dresses I'd found in the wardrobe at the Dagda's, this one a lovely dark plum color with some silver needlework. Once we were ready, we slipped from our room and headed down the hall, the soft patter of rain against the tall windows accompanying us along the way.
As we walked, I contemplated how the day might go. The last thing I wanted to do was sit in a council meeting with my mother and the other kings and queens of Eile. Okay, I wasn't being completely honest with myself. I was dying to meet the other Tuatha De, excited but terrified at the same time. What would they be like? Would they shun me? Demand that I leave their secret meeting? I was also afraid to learn what the Morrigan was up to. Discussing it with the high queen and her brethren made the path towards an actual war valid, and I had been so enjoying this time out from real life with Cade.
Sighing, I tucked my arm into Cade's and moved in closer to him. He arched a brow at me, but I gave a nervous smile and said with shil-sciar, I'm a little nervous about meeting all the gods and goddesses of the Celts.
He leaned down and pulled me closer with his free arm, almost making me trip over his feet.
You'll do fine, he responded. They're not like the courtiers who think they are far above you.
They're not?
Nope. They know they're far above you, so they don't even bother with proving it.
I blinked up at him, then caught the smile that was fighting against his tight lips. I smacked his arm and he let out a laugh. My apprehension didn't go away, but Cade's attempt at making me feel better helped.
* * *
Cade and I were the last to arrive at the meeting of the gods of Eile. I had assumed we'd be gathering in my mother's throne room, but instead one of her guards led us through the massive hall into a side chamber. As soon as he threw the doors open and we stepped in, a blast of power, raw and unchained, hit me in a great wave. I stopped walking and wavered, both trying to catch my balance and keep control of my own power and the glamour right next to it.
"Steady, love," Cade whispered against my ear as he held me up.
I took several deep breaths and waited for my heart to slow its erratic beating. Fortunately, no one had noticed our arrival yet. The room was buzzing with conversation, both serious and casual. I stood up straighter, but kept my fingers wrapped around Cade's collar, and took a few moments to study the most powerful Faelorehn in the Otherworld.
There was of course my mother, Danua, reclining at the head of the grand table. Next to her sat the Dagda, his radiating charm spread out like an invisible mantle all around him. He had his arms crossed casually over his chest as he talked with my mother. His hair had been swept back and he'd trimmed his beard. When he glanced in our direction, he winked and smiled at me, never once losing track of his conversation with the high queen.
On the other side of Cade's foster father sat another familiar face. Epona, the fair-haired woman who ruled over the wild horses, spoke quietly with an intense, dark haired and dark eyed man. As I observed him, I noticed that one of his hands was hidden inside a finely-wrought glove of chainmail. My eyes and thoughts must have lingered on him too long, because I detected Cade's gentle words in my head.
That is Nuadu, the famous king from the battle of Maige Tuired.
His hand was severely injured and it pains him if the bare skin comes into contact with anything other than the metal used to make that special gauntlet he wears.
I scrunched up my face and thought about the folktale that mentioned the famous battle. It had been a long time since I'd read it, but eventually the details came back to me. In the book, Nuadu had lost his hand and the surgeon of the Tuatha De had created a new one out of silver. I silently prodded Cade about it.
The story said he lost his hand, and therefore couldn't be king, because he was flawed. That's why the false hand was made for him. There was never any mention of a glove.
I felt Cade's smile as he pressed a kiss to my temple. Legends often skew the facts a little.
Well, I couldn't argue with that. Once my curiosity about Nuadu was satisfied, I let my eyes continue their journey around the table. A fire-haired giant sat next to Nuadu, Oghma according to Cade, and next to him another large man with brown hair and what looked like a few burn scars on his neck, face and arms.
Goibniu, Cade told me in his silent words when I asked, our blacksmith. If anyone wishes to learn the art, they study under him or someone he's trained. He's the best there is.
I took note of the handful of other attendees, most of whom were daughters or sons of those present, or Faelorehn of great power but not so strong as my mother and her brethren. Many of them looked my age, but then again, being from the Otherworld, they could be hundreds or even thousands of years old. I shivered a little. Yeah, I was still getting used to this immortality thing. My wandering gaze skidded to a stop when they fell upon a man with golden hair and beautiful blue eyes. For a few seconds my mind went blank as I admired him. This was no common Faelorehn.
Who is that? I asked Cade in awe.
He glanced up and searched for the god who had captured my attention. He laughed softly when he discovered who I was talking about. That, my love, is Lugh. The Celts called him the Master of all the Arts, and he is one of our most talented and powerful rulers.
As I ogled him, I had no doubt that he was everything Cade claimed him to be. He was stunningly beautiful, his hair such an unusual shade of blond and his skin almost glowing with life. He sat back and casually surveyed his fellow Tuatha De, joining cheerfully in a conversation every now and again. In fact, I was so distracted by his radiant presence that it took me a while to notice the quiet man sitting at his side. When my eyes finally left Lugh's striking face and caught sight of his companion, I nearly gasped out loud. How I hadn't noticed him before was a mystery, what with the antlers protruding from his head. Perhaps he had been making himself invisible before now, but at that very moment he was as real and present as the golden god sitting next to him.
Cade and I had been moving gradually deeper into the room, but after spotting Cernunnos I froze, my feet rooting in place. Cade stopped with me and gave me an inquiring look, but my thoughts and attention were somewhere else entirely. My gaze was fixed on the god of Eile's wild places, and as the memories of our strange meeting in front of the Tree of Life poured forth, that little magical spider sleeping in a dark corner of my mind burst to life and started working frantically to gather up my thoughts.
I had not expected to see him here. Why I had thought he wouldn’t heed my mother’s call, I couldn't say. Maybe because he had seemed too unreachable, too wild, to be influenced by something as simple as Danua’s summons. But here he was, leaning against the window pane, as close to the wild as he could get in this beautiful castle, his arms crossed as he listened to something Lugh was saying to him. Yet, he wasn’t really listening, for he had seen and recognized me. His brown gaze was captivating, and his mouth gave a slight upward tilt, but that was all the acknowledgment I got. After having his thoughts in my head on more than one occasion, the gesture was almost ridiculous.
Cade, apparently, noticed the exchange as well. He moved in closer to me, stepping just so and breaking my eye contact with the antlered god of the woods.
“Why is Cernunnos looking at you like that?”
It was a murmur, but it sounded like a death threat. I gave Cade a troubled look. Had that sliver of his riastrad returned? His green eyes had flickered to a dark brown and he looked almost violent.
I swallowed, only to find my mouth dry. “He-he spoke with me in the Weald, when you were gone those first several weeks after we arrived in Eile.”
There. That was all I was going to tell him. The gift Cernunnos had given me was still unknown to others; my little magical spider still keeping my secret wrapped up securely. My heart raced and I was afraid Cade would notice my pulse as he grasped my hand more tightly.
He stepped even closer and placed his hand on my face, his fingers splayed and trailing down my cheek. I sighed and closed my eyes.
“Did he threaten you Meghan? Did he try to seduce you?”
Wait, what? My shock must have been clear on my face because Cade continued with shil-sciar, He has a reputation, Meghan, of charming young women and taking advantage of them. Especially beautiful young women.
I felt dizzy all of a sudden, both from the implication of what Cade had said and from his sincere compliment. Had Cernunnos been trying to seduce me? I frowned and tried to remember the details of that day in the meadow with the Tree of Life. As hard as I tried, I could not recall the horned god’s conversation or actions being seductive in any way. Yes, he had talked me into accepting his gift of Tuatha De magic, but even then, when he touched me, it didn’t seem inappropriate in the least.
No Cade, he was kind to me, I finally managed. I was just surprised to see him here is all. I grinned and looked Cade in the eye. I didn’t think my mother’s influence was strong enough to entice the god of wild things to come to a fortress.
The vice-like grip on my hand loosened and I could feel Cade physically relax.
“Good,” he murmured, leaning down to press his lips to the top of my head. And then with a mischievous grin and a challenging glint to his eye, he said, “Because he can’t have you.”
I snorted at that, having half a mind to tell Cade no one could have me; I was not a possession, but then someone in the room cleared their throat. Oh. I guess we were causing a scene. I hooked my arm around Cade’s and leaned into him a little, biting my lip to keep from blushing. Okay, I guess he could have me, just as long as I could have him back.
Danua eyed us with slight annoyance as we took our seats beside her. I was glad to see that she had reserved one for Cade as well.
The moment we were seated, my mother rose, the heavy skirts of her sapphire gown flowing around her like water. She lifted her hands and a cool flush of power poured over everyone. I actually shivered, but managed to stay calm.
The moment the friendly chatter ended, my mother took a breath and said, "As you all know, we are here today to discuss a problem that has been growing for quite some time. During the past several weeks, the young Caedehn MacRoich," she paused and acknowledged Cade with a formal nod, "traveled throughout Eile seeking both counsel and aid from each of you. The fact that everyone is present today gives me great hope that we will come to some desirable conclusion with regards to our common plight. That plight being that the Morrigan has become more determined than ever to take my throne and unleash her evil power upon all of us.
"She plans on doing this by either enslaving or destroying my daughter and taking her magic," she paused and gestured towards me. Nearly every set of eyes turned to look in my direction and it took all my willpower not to shrink into the cushion of my chair.
"Why not take the magic from another Faelorehn?" a young man with dark hair called out. "She can't possibly have any more power than the rest of us."
Despite the slight sting of insult in that comment, I was thankful for the distraction. Everyone lost interest in me, and I joined them as we cast our eyes in the young man's direction. He was rather good-looking, I couldn't help but notice. Tall and broad, his dark brown eyes flashing to hazel.
My mother sighed and rolled her eyes to the ceiling.
"Bowen," the man next to Epona, Nuadu, growled in warning.
Danua held up a hand. "No, it is alright Nuadu. He has a point. The reason I believe the Morrigan is after my daughter is complicated."
I froze, utterly horrified. Where was Danua going with this . . . ?
"The Morrigan has never liked me, and when Meghan was born, I was forced to send her into the mortal world so that she would never know the evil of that goddess. Unfortunately, Meghan discovered our world and broke the geis of protection I'd placed over her. The Morrigan tried to take her magic then, since she was an easy target having not grown up in Eile and ignorant in the ways of wielding her own glamour properly. But Meghan proved she was stronger than the Morrigan anticipated."
Wait, was it just me or was that a hint of pride in my mother's voice?
I blinked up at the high queen, and she gave me a small smile before throwing her mask of sovereignty back on. My heart nearly stopped. Was my mother, in her strange, silent way, trying to reach out to me? Despite the fact that she had wanted to put our healing process off until after this war?
Danua took a breath and continued, "Now I believe it's mostly about revenge for the Morrigan, and as we all know, when the war goddess is on a mission of vengeance, she is twice as dangerous."
Silence descended upon the room and I gritted my teeth. I appreciated my mother's sincerity, but now everyone knew my story and that the Morrigan was on a rampage because she couldn't handle being outdone by a pathetic Faelorehn who didn't know how to use her magic. Despite my general unease, however, I allowed Danua's small bit of praise and acknowledgment bring me some joy. Maybe she was warming up to me after all.
"Does that answer your question Bowen?"
The young man nodded once, shot me a quick, appraising look, then sat back down. For some reason, his quick yet efficient assessment of me made my skin tingle.
"Are there any further concerns?" Danua asked, casting her eyes over those sitting around the grand table.
When no one spoke up, she continued, "Then I'll give each of you a chance to speak. If you have any information or any ideas on how to take on the Morrigan, please feel free to share your thoughts now."
The Dagda rose out of his chair and cleared his throat. "My foster son and I spoke at length just recently." He gave Cade a nod of acknowledgement. "He informed me that the Morrigan has enlisted help from someone of great power."
A light murmur grew in the room and I clenched my hands into fists.
"How do you know this?" Danua asked, her voice sounding a bit strained.
I looked at Cade and his face was as serious as ever. Had he and the Dagda not told my mother about their theory?
"Because she has already launched two attacks on us, your Majesty," Cade said without getting up.
The high queen shot her eyes in his direction, her face paling ever so slightly. "When? How?"
"Just after Meghan arrived in Eile," Cade continued. "A small army of faelah descended on Luathara the very evening Meghan and I returned from the mortal world, and we were overwhelmed by faelah once again on our journey to the Dagda's. The only way she could have gained enough power after losing it the day she tried to capture Meghan is if she had help. And not just any help, but the assistance of someone of great power."
A cool silence descended upon the room once again as everyone let Cade's words sink in.
"And I'm assuming by your tone that you know who this ally of the Morrigan is?" Danua said slowly.
Cade nodded. "Donn."
Surprised gasps, some louder than others, filled the room.
Before the chatter could get out of hand, Lugh stood from his chair, graceful as a lion, and the Tuatha De quieted down. He splayed his fingers out to support his arms as he leaned over the table and let his head hang.
“Caedehn is right. The moment he arrived at my doorstep a week ago, I sent out spies to see if what he claimed was true. The Morrigan has, indeed, enlisted the help of Donn.”
"How on Eile did she manage that?" the man with the scars, Goibniu, asked.
Cade shook his head. "We don't know."
"Donn has more power than any three of us combined!" Epona cried.
As the murmurs of disbelief made their way around the table, I glanced at Cade.
You didn't tell everyone your suspicion about Donn and the Morrigan when you left to summon them?
No, was his answer. I told them I suspected the Morrigan had found an ally in her evil plot, but I never told them who I suspected.
I thought about that, then took a moment to survey the faces around me. It was clear now that none of them were the culprits, but I could understand why Cade had been careful not to share his thoughts. Well, except with one of them . . .
Wait, Lugh . . . You told Lugh about Donn.
Cade's hand tightened on mine.
Why did you trust him and not the others?
The strange essence of a shil-sciar sigh washed across my mind.
Because he is my grandfather.
This time, my hand tightened on his.
Your grandfather?! Lugh is your grandfather? And the Morrigan your mother and Cuchulainn your father . . .
I turned and gave him a fierce look. Anything else I should know? I tried to keep the bitter sarcasm from my words, but I suspected their color reflected my emotions too well.
Cade winced, then responded, No Meghan, you now know all my secrets.
And just like that, my irritation evaporated into thin air. He had to use that word, secret, didn't he? Who was I to be angry when I was the one keeping a huge secret? Nervous, I darted my eyes in Cernunnos's direction, only to find him regarding me with curiosity. I swallowed back my sudden fear and took a mental inventory of my spider. Yup, she was there, spinning away.
I let out a deep breath and sent to Cade, I'm sorry I got upset. I guess you just never really got a chance to tell me about Lugh.
I planned on introducing you two later tonight. I'm sorry you found out this way.
He pulled my head forward and kissed my hair and I no longer felt offended. Unfortunately, I was the only one. The room was still abuzz with the angry, distressed voices of the Tuatha De.
Lugh lifted a ring-encrusted hand and waited for the room to become quiet before continuing. “As you are all well aware, Donn and the Morrigan working together is a big problem. If we had every single able-bodied man and woman here with us to fight, we might be able to overtake the two of them. Unfortunately, I was only able to rally my guard and perhaps half of those living in my realm. What say the rest of you?"
A light murmur of ascent traveled through the room, most of those present agreeing with Lugh.
"We could always send word to our people," Nuadu said. "Perhaps we can stir them to action when they are aware of what has developed."
Danua nodded in his direction. "And you and your men and women are all welcome to remain in Erintara until we receive further word of the Morrigan's plans, if you wish."
Many heads nodded in thanks.
"Thank you, Danua," Lugh said. "But I feel we still have some time before the Morrigan acts."
"How much time?" Epona called out.
Lugh sighed, then glanced up at me. It was a quick, brush of his gaze, nothing more, as if he was trying to assess me without my knowledge. My stomach turned.
"I don't know for certain," he said. "But it's as if she is waiting for something."
More troubled murmuring broke out at the great table and I felt myself shrink inwardly. Right at that moment I imagined the Morrigan sitting in her own dark castle, pacing as she drew out another plan, one that had to take place before she launched herself into a war against her fellow gods and goddesses. A plan that involved capturing me and draining me of my magic so that she could be all but invincible. And how much more invincible she'd be when she got a hold of the magic Cernunnos had given me . . .
Unconsciously, I shot my eyes up and met the antlered god's gaze once more.
Yes Meghan, she waits for you . . .
I hissed and tore my eyes away, only to attract the attention of Cade and my mother.
"What's wrong Meghan?" Danua asked, her question plunging the room into silence.
Suddenly, every pair of eyes was on me. I took a deep, shuddering breath and released it slowly.
"Nothing," I mumbled, "sorry."
I felt my face flush.
My mother regarded me for a few moments more, then stood and said, "Is there anything more we need to discuss for today?"
When no one spoke up, she continued, "Very well. We will call this meeting to an end. As I said, you are all welcome to stay here for as long as you need. The Morrigan and Donn are preparing for a war, and so must we. I'll have my swiftest messengers travel to your lands with missives asking for help. Let's hope we get some volunteers.
"For now," Danua took a deep breath, "feel free to rest. In an hour's time I would like to welcome you properly with a formal dinner and after party. Regardless of the dismal circumstances for which we've been called together, I would be ashamed if I didn't offer you the proper food and entertainment you all deserve."
My mother gave a small grin, her eyes flashing between blue, green and grey, and then dismissed us.
Without a second glance, I bolted for the door, dragging Cade close behind me by the hand. His surprised grunt was drowned out by the light chatter of the Tuatha De as they followed us, but I ignored it. I couldn't wait to get back to our room. In one hour we would be thrown back together in the dining room, then the dance hall, and I knew every last one of them would want to meet me. The girl who had antagonized the Morrigan into starting a war.
Meghan? Are you alright? Cade sent as we headed up the stairs.
I just need to prepare myself is all, I returned, hoping he didn't pick up on the panic in my thoughts.
Finally we reached our room. When Cade excused himself to go meet with the Dagda, I shut the door securely behind him and then slid to my knees as the tremors took over.
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I spent most of my free hour trying to wrangle my emotions into some semblance of normalcy. Fear, anxiety and anger reared their ugly heads, but I think the guilt clawed at me the most. A nice, long, hot shower helped get things under control, and when Cade quietly rejoined me, I was able to face him without bursting into tears.
Get a grip Meghan! No meltdowns in front of the Celtic gods! my oh-so considerate conscience told me.
Dressed once again in formal attire, Cade and I joined the Dagda and we headed towards my mother's grand dining hall. Fortunately, we were seated next to Danua again and I wasn't forced to make small talk with any of the Tuatha De.
A hand on my arm snapped me out of my self-loathing funk. I glanced up to find the Dagda's kind eyes regarding me.
"No one blames you for this Meghan. I know you don't want to believe me, and I know you weren't convinced when I told you before, but it's still the truth."
For some reason, his words comforted me. Maybe because when I set my fork aside and took the time to glance around the table, all I met were kind, curious eyes. Perhaps their curiosity had nothing to do with my connection to the Morrigan but with the fact that I was the daughter of their high queen. That thought alone helped warm me and dispel some of my fears.
Casting the Dagda a brilliant smile, I nodded my thanks then got back to my dinner.
Afterwards, we all converged on Danua's ballroom floor. There were only about fifty of us altogether, the soldiers having remained in their own lodgings. A small party of musicians were setting up their instruments in one corner, and soon the light, airy flow of music mingled with the many voices echoing throughout the spacious hall.
The young man from earlier, Bowen, wove his way through the crowd, heading in my direction. I felt myself tense and instantly Cade's hand was in mine.
Bowen stopped a few feet away and gave a polite bow. "I was wondering if Meghan would like to dance."
I froze. He'd called me by my name. Not 'Princess' or 'Lady'. And he had a very kind voice. I studied his brown eyes and couldn't find any of the vicious humor I'd seen in the young men who frequented the Dagda's party.
Go ahead Meghan. Bowen is honest and it will do you some good to get to know more of your peers, Cade spoke into my mind.
Are you sure? I returned.
Cade's answer was a light chuckle and a quick kiss on my neck before he nudged me forward.
Yes I'm sure. I have no fear of Bowen stealing you from me. He knows better.
Releasing a mental snort, I gave Bowen my full attention and said, my voice a little wobbly, "Sure, uh, Bowen. I'd love to dance."
Bowen took my hand in a firm but not overbearing grip. The first dance wasn't a slow one, but it wasn't too fast either.
"So, Meghan, daughter of Danua, why don't you tell me a little about yourself."
His words were friendly and he sounded genuinely interested, so I opened my mouth with the intention of only telling him little, insignificant things. But once I began, the floodgate came down and I simply gushed stories from my childhood and high school years, as well as those from my time spent in the Otherworld. After three songs, the band took a break and I found myself standing in front of Bowen, a bit dazed. Had I really just spent all that time babbling without once giving him a chance to share?
"I'm so sorry!" I said, pressing my hands to my cheeks. "I just spent a good fifteen minutes talking about myself!"
I was horrified, but Bowen only laughed. Man, he had a nice smile . . .
"Don't worry about it. I enjoyed your stories, but I'm afraid you'll have to ask me about mine some other time."
He nodded towards something over my shoulder and I turned to find Cade approaching. Grinning sheepishly, I thanked Bowen for the dance and rejoined Cade. He met me with open arms and as we moved to the rhythm of the music, he asked me if I had enjoyed Bowen's company.
He's very nice, and almost as cute as you. If you ever change your mind about me, I'm going directly to him.
Never! Cade returned, pulling me closer. I bit my lip against a smile. His shil-sciar words had been pure conviction. I would never give you up my love.
We danced for a little while more, and when the musicians stopped for a longer break, Cade took me around and introduced me to some of the Tuatha De. They were so overwhelming, what with their pure, raw magic practically pouring off of them and their ancient, all-knowing eyes. Epona and the Dagda I already knew of course, but when Cade pulled me over to Lugh, I broke out in a nervous sweat.
"Lugh," Cade said, "I would like you to meet Meghan Elam, daughter of Danua."
The magnificent god turned away from his companions to consider me, one perfect eyebrow arched over a sapphire eye. For several endless seconds, he studied me but then his face broke into a brilliant smile.
"Why young Meghan, I've heard a lot about you, both from my grandson and his foster father."
My knees almost buckled as relief coursed through me. "And I've read a lot about you," I blurted.
Lugh adopted a look of slight surprise and I felt my face flush scarlet. Brilliant Meghan, brilliant . . .
But then Lugh burst out laughing.
"Oh yes," he said once he'd regained some composure, "for some reason the Celts were extremely impressed with me."
His smile was enough to light the room.
Oh, I can see why . . . I thought as I self-consciously brushed back my hair. When I was certain my face had regained its normal color, I glanced back up, taking a few moments to study the Tuatha De king before me. Lugh. The Master of all the Arts. Cade's grandfather. Although it wasn't immediately apparent, I could see the similarities between them. They both had the same strong, straight nose and there was a familiarity in Lugh's smile I'd see so many times in Cade's.
Feeling a bit bold, I cleared my throat and said, "So, why do they call you the Master of all the Arts?"
The man who had been standing beside him, the one with the silver glove, Nuadu, rolled his eyes then tilted his glass of mead towards the blond Tuatha De. "Because he is well learned in everything there is to know."
I looked back at Lugh with a question on my face. Could someone really be the best at everything?
Lugh sighed and set down his own glass. He crossed his arms and focused all his attention on me. I did my best not to squirm.
"When we first crossed over into the mortal world, into the realm of the Celts, I was several thousand years old. Many of the skills that their people trained for, I had already mastered. Think about it for a moment, if you had an eternity of time on your hands, wouldn't you grow bored of the same old thing?"
He paused and waited for my reaction. I nodded. Anyone would get bored.
"So, since I was so well practiced in such a variety of skills, I have come to be known as the Master of all the Arts. In Celtic myth at least."
He grinned, picked up his glass once again, saluted me with it, then drained what was left.
We spent several more minutes talking to Lugh and Nuadu, but when the music started playing again, Cade led me off into another round of dancing. After several dances, I was ready for a break. As Cade and I headed away from the center of the dance floor, I spotted an open door leading onto a large balcony.
Breathing a sigh of relief, I turned to Cade. "I'm just going to go get some fresh air."
Cade nodded and lifted my hand to his lips, planting a kiss just below my wrist.
"I need to go speak with Nuadu and Goibniu. I'll come find you when I'm done."
I nodded then lifted my skirts and headed for the open door. Long, heavy drapes blocked most of the entrance, but I simply swept them aside and sighed at the cool caress of night air that met my heated skin. I hadn't realized how warm it was in the ballroom.
For fifteen minutes I simply stood there, leaning against the stone balustrade and studying the city far below. Erintara wasn't exceptionally large, but the buildings closest to the castle were crowded and several stories high. A few bonfires decorated the dark landscape like brilliant little stars, farmers burning off what remained of the harvest. I wrinkled my nose at the sharp smell of smoke and smiled. I loved that smell. Taking a deep breath, I imagined staying out here all night and forgetting about the room full of Tuatha De Danann and their plans for war. I could disregard what my mother had said to me and everything that had been discussed at dinner. I could simply be a young woman enjoying a break from dancing with a handsome young man. Unfortunately, my little fantasy didn't last for very long.
I felt more than heard someone approaching. I whipped around, expecting Cade, but felt a pang of unease and disappointment when I recognized the man who'd broken free from the crowded ballroom. So much for forgetting about the doom and gloom that loomed so close in my future . . .
Cernunnos smiled and sketched a neat bow. "I'm losing my touch, I can see. I'm usually able to sneak up on anybody, but I guess I can't fool you."
I stood up tall, the thick skirts of my formal dress pooling around the stone floor of the balcony. I tried to adopt an air of grace and importance that would do my mother proud, but I'm afraid I was shaking a little too much to pull off the whole haughty princess act.
"May I stand with you for a spell?" the antlered man asked.
I narrowed my eyes, but nodded. I didn't trust him. So far I'd managed to keep his magic nice and hidden, and under control, but I'd been doing a lot of thinking since leaving the Weald. It seemed strange how he had singled me out to give me that extra supply of magic. Kindness had been my first assumption, but why would a god want to be kind to me? Especially when he didn't know me? Then slowly, the truth began to reveal itself, the way solid earth became apparent once winter's snow gradually melted away. The Morrigan was after me, she planned on attacking me. I had more than thoroughly convinced myself of that fact, despite the constant denial of Cade and the Dagda. Cernunnos was aware of this little detail, and since I was still relatively ignorant of the ways of Eile, why not give me a boost of magic and send me on my way? Give me the impression that I could handle the Morrigan on my own? What a perfect plan it was. Send Meghan out to face her enemy with her extra magic, to weaken the Morrigan so that she may be easier to deal with. Yes, these thoughts had been brewing over the past few weeks in the back of my mind, and here was the perfect opportunity to confront Cernunnos about it.
As soon as the antlered god was standing beside me and I was certain the noise of the crowded ballroom would cover our voices, I whispered harshly, "I know why you really gave me that extra magic. You needed a pawn to distract the Morrigan, and I was the perfect candidate."
He had the good grace to start, so I looked him square in the eyes. Yes, he was surprised, but not in a guilty sort of way. More in an I-can't-believe-she-figured-it-out sort of way.
I crossed my arms over my chest and released a bitter laugh. "I knew it. You're nothing but a coward. You strut around, flaunting your power and happily accept the status of godhood, but when one of your own decides she wants more power than the rest of you, not only do you turn a blind eye when she resorts to nefarious means to get it, but you seek out the naive people you believe to be your underlings to do the dirty work for you."
Cernunnos released a huff of breath. "I, and the rest of the Tuatha De for that matter, allowed the Morrigan no such thing. She has been performing her wicked deeds against our better knowledge."
I gasped in disbelief. "Unbelievable! How can you say that? How can you say that when Cade has been shunned from society for his entire life because of the acts of his mother?!"
My fingers curled until my hands made fists, and if it wasn't for his impressive height and the pointy antlers protruding from his head, I'd have slapped the man standing before me right in the face.
"Listen Meghan," he growled, his teeth gritted. "Yes, I did use you, but I didn't do it in order to avoid playing my part in all of this. For awhile the Morrigan did act in secret. We all knew what she was, yes, but by the time we realized her ultimate plan, her magic had grown too vast. So, we appeased her by fighting little battles to keep her power in check. She was happy with this arrangement because she could still play the war goddess but it never led to actual war. Now that she's had a taste of your power she wants more, and since you had the guts to stand up to her, she's even more determined."
"But why give me some of your power? Why not just join us and help us fight? What was the point?"
He released a heavy sigh and placed his hands on the balustrade, leaning his head over so that his chin nearly touched his chest. His antlers must have been heavy, because it seemed to take great effort to lift his eyes back up to mine. A sad, desperation lingered in their brown depths.
"I didn't give you some of my power, Meghan. I gave you all of it."
I felt like I'd been slapped in the face. Stunned, I gathered my voice and managed to ask, "What?"
Cernunnos sighed and drew himself to his full height. He was a robust character, what with his broad shoulders, lean build and the wild energy of the forest seeping out of him. A presence to be felt in every sense, just like all the other Tuatha De. But in this moment I noticed something was missing, something that had been present the first time I'd met him. He had hidden it well, but now that I gave him a good look, I realized he was telling the truth.
"You have in your possession all of my magic. Not the natural magic that all Faelorehn contain, but that special degree of glamour that only the Tuatha De possess."
So many thoughts burst forth in my mind, all of them concerning this great secret I held. The many legs of my hidden spider whipped madly about as she worked to capture them all. No wonder I'd had so much trouble getting his magic under control. My head was spinning, but again I managed to get out another word.
"Why?" I murmured.
"Because of a geis."
I blinked dumbly. Huh? Then I grew angry.
"Ugh, I'm so damn sick of that word! Is it a requirement or something? In order to be Faelorehn, you must have a geis placed on you? Everyone and their mother seems to have a geis around here."
Cernunnos stood straight and arched an eyebrow. "Trust me, it isn't something to take lightly."
I snorted. "Oh, believe me, I know."
"Mine has to do with something I learned one day while wandering the Weald. Every now and again I simply travel though my forest to make sure all its inhabitants are following the natural order of things. Sometimes, the Spirits of Nature speak to me. Other times, they offer me information."
He paused and looked at me to make sure I was listening. I flapped my hand. "Go on."
"About a month ago, the Spirits told me a great battle loomed on the horizon, a battle that could mean the end of the Morrigan's tyranny for several centuries. They also said they'd tell me how to defeat the goddess of war if I paid the right price."
My skin was prickling, and not because of the cold air of the open patio. This had something to do with the power I now held next to my own. Cernunnos's power. And that bud of magic knew as well. I'd been fighting it since he stepped out onto the patio; clamping it down with my own magic as it struggled to unfurl.
Cernunnos took a deep breath and continued. "They told me that if I gave my power over to another, a young woman who was new to our world but very important to its future, then I could learn of the secrets to winning this inevitable war. So, I accepted their offer."
"And?" I whispered, my voice coming out hoarse and demanding. "What did they tell you."
He smiled, his teeth reflecting what little light had seeped through the curtains.
"That, like your own secret, I cannot tell you lest I break my geis and forfeit all that I am."
I reached my hand backwards and was relieved when it came into contact with the back of a stone bench. I sat down, not worried about crumpling the rich, dark folds of my gown. For a few moments I simply took in air, breathing slowly through my nose. In and out. In and out.
Eventually I found my voice again. "What, what happens to your magic when this is all over?"
Cernunnos shifted his weight. "I get it back. As long as I keep my end of the bargain, my glamour will be returned to me. So, if you reveal your secret before it's time, or if you die before then or use it when it is needed, I'll get it back."
He smiled, a smug look on his face.
Anger shot through me then. So, in a nutshell, he gets his magic back no matter what happens to me. I rose to my feet, my hands clenched into fists.
"And when am I supposed to use this magic exactly?"
"Come now Meghan. I've given you a few clues here and there; nudging you along in the right direction so you don't flare out too early."
My jaw dropped. He didn't care. He had set me up for this and he didn't care. He had received all the information about how the outcome of the war against the Morrigan was going to go down and all he had to sacrifice was his glamour for a temporary amount of time. Which was no big deal because now he had me to go in and do the hard part for him. And no matter what happened, he'd get all his nice, lovely magic back. And what could I lose? My Faelorehn identity, my life, Cade . . .
"You bastard!" I hissed, ready to burst forward and punch him. I didn't care about his antlers anymore.
I drew my arm back to hit him, but he figured out what I was doing and grabbed my wrist before I could make contact. Unfortunately, at that very moment someone threw back the thick curtains separating us from the ballroom. I whipped my head in that direction and all the blood drained from my face. Cade stood there looking like a bull ready to charge. He darted his dark green eyes between me and the god standing only a few feet away from me, gripping my wrist as I fought against his hold. I could only imagine what he saw: Cernunnos looking as if he wished to drag me off someplace against my will. Oh, this couldn't end well . . .
Cade moved so quickly I hardly had time to see it happen. His fingers were wrapped around Cernunnos's throat and he actually lifted the god off the ground.
"If you hurt Meghan in any way, if you so much as make her frown because of something you say to her, you'll regret it."
Cade's teeth were clenched and his arm grew before my eyes, the muscles bulging, the bones lengthening and straining the sleeve of his shirt.
"Cade!" I cried.
He ignored me, his focus entirely on Cernunnos. "I may not be able to kill you, but I sure as hell can incapacitate you for a few days."
Cernunnos kept a tight grip on the fingers that were wrapped around his throat. Cade held him a few moments more, but then dropped him. The antlered man bent over, struggling to catch his breath. Before long the coughing turned to laughter.
He stood up, his eyes watering and his face slightly red. He smiled and his eyes were alit with mischief.
"Well done Caedehn! But have no fear, I mean your sweet Meghan no harm. A pity though. It would be fun to take you on in my stag form. But alas! Not tonight. Not with your foster father and grandfather just in the other room."
He stepped forward, but kept his distance from Cade. Before reentering the ballroom, he turned and gave me another bow, this one more sloppy than the one he'd greeted me with.
In my mind, his words whispered across my conscience. Remember Meghan, you can't tell a single Faelorehn man or woman about that magic I gave you.
My eyes narrowed. I knew this already, why was he repeating it? Did he think I was stupid enough to forget?
He must have sensed my irritation because his face softened ever so slightly before his words reached out to me again. I am allowed to offer you one more sliver of information the Spirits of the Wild shared with me. You will have spent some time in the Morrigan's lair before you can act. That is all I am permitted to say.
I drew in a sharp breath as my eyes grew wide. The Morrigan's lair? That could not be good. But at least he was giving me more to go on.
"Remember what we discussed, dear Meghan," Cernunnos said aloud, his dark eyes hard and locked with mine. "And keep an eye on that boy of yours. Quite the temper he has. It could get him into trouble."
I crossed my arms and glared at him but made no response. He chuckled and slipped past the curtains to join the other revelers.
Cade stepped forward, reaching out an arm. "Meghan," he said quietly.
I threw my arms down and shoved him hard in the chest. Cade grunted in surprise as he took a step back to catch himself.
"You idiot! What is wrong with you? Why on earth would you entice a Celtic god like that? Do you have a death wish?"
Cade merely rubbed his chest, frowning in slight confusion. I sighed and dropped my face into my hands.
"I was the one trying to hurt him," I grumbled.
Cade gently took one of my hands and pulled it away from my face. I looked up at him, my expression one of misery.
"Why?" he asked.
When I didn't answer immediately, his eyes grew hard again and he asked with a clipped tone, "And why was he out here confronting you to begin with?"
Oh yes, why indeed. What could I tell Cade without making him suspicious?
I shrugged, trying to shake off this new batch of unease. "We had a misunderstanding is all."
As I turned to head back into the ballroom, Cade's hand fell on my shoulder, stopping me.
"Meghan," he said, his voice gentle but insistent.
I cursed inwardly, my little spider working furiously to capture and bind all the thoughts about Cernunnos's magic that now poured into my mind. Quickly Meghan, invent some excuse . . .
"He wanted to introduce himself properly, so he said. Then he made some off-hand comment about Danua I didn't care for."
Cade's eyebrows rose. "Oh?"
Nodding, I swallowed and continued with my fabricated explanation. "Yes." I smiled and stepped closer to Cade. "He couldn't understand why the high queen of Eile would allow her daughter to traipse around the countryside with a ruffian like you."
Cade returned my smile and pulled me close, molding me against his chest. I took a deep breath, inhaling his scent and letting his presence relax me. After what I'd learned tonight, I needed Cade's comfort like a fish needed water.
When the weight of Cade's heavy arms settled around me, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, letting my mind drift off.
"I'm sorry Meghan," he murmured against my hair, "about the way I reacted. But when I saw Cernunnos's hand around your wrist . . ."
He trailed off and I felt his muscles tense and his body heat spike. With some effort, I imagined, he got his anger under control. The last thing either of us needed right now was for a piece of his riastrad to rear its ugly head once more.
Cade sighed again. "I guess I just went blind with rage."
He gently removed me from himself and put his hands on my face. "I thought he was trying to hurt you."
I smiled and stood on my toes, settling my mouth against his. He accepted the kiss and transformed it into anything but the innocent caress I had initiated.
When he finally let me go, I put a hand on his chest, his heartbeat playing strongly against it. I bit my lip to hide a grin.
"I understand Cade. Just try not to anger the gods too much, okay? You need to be whole and healthy when the Morrigan decides to attack us."
And just like that, the little bit of peace Cade had created shattered. Why did I have to go and remember what lay ahead of us?
Cade drew me close again. "Don't think about that now Meghan."
Behind the curtains, where my mother and her court and all the other Tuatha De stood around talking and sharing news, the orchestra started in with a new song. The music was gentle, soothing, as if somehow the people playing the instruments knew I needed some comfort right about now.
"Dance with me princess?" Cade whispered against my temple.
I turned and nipped his ear. He grunted in slight surprise but I merely answered back, my own voice hushed, "Oh, of course my young man. But we must remain out here on the dark balcony so that my mother, the queen, doesn't catch me consorting with a rogue such as yourself."
He laughed and swept me around in a circle. I squealed and allowed my dismal mood to vanish as Cade drew me near again into a slower dance.
We spent a good half hour on that dark patio, dancing to the music drifting past the velvet curtains, before someone finally found us. My worries had been eating away at me for weeks, but at least for that one evening, for those few, precious minutes, I was able to forget my qualms and enjoy the cheerful music, the warmth of Cade's arms and the happiness of knowing I was loved.
 


-Seventeen-
News
 

Cade and I left Erintara a week after the meeting with the Tuatha De, returning to the Weald in order to wait for news from the Morrigan's realm. Although my mother had invited us to stay in the castle, I couldn't stand being there any longer than the seven days that had already passed. It wasn't that the Tuatha De were cruel or rude, or that my mother's cold indifference left me feeling drained (and it wasn't Cernunnos's presence either; he'd been kind enough to keep his distance since our strange confrontation), it was mostly a combination of other factors. The subtle build up of Faelorehn magic was grating away at me and making it harder to control my own glamour, and the constant undercurrent of aggression as everyone scurried about, preparing themselves for the coming war, didn't help either. I could sense the stress in Cade as well, his every muscle tense whenever I put a hand on his arm or leaned against him. It didn't take long before he insisted we return to the Weald.
"It's not so far away that we can't make it back here if anything should develop," he'd told Danua and the Dagda at afternoon tea the day before we left. "Besides, Enorah offered her help and now would be a good time to let her and her best fighters know we will gladly accept their assistance."
"Very well," my mother had replied, as cool and collected as ever. "We will send word when you are needed."
I hated the idea of hiding out, but staying in the castle with all that raw magic bouncing around was out of the question.
My mother rose early the next morning to see us off, the great hooded cloak she wore to ward off the cold hiding her face. To my great surprise, she reached out and took my hand in hers. "Be safe daughter, and know that we will do all we can to thwart the Morrigan."
I nodded once, fighting the tears that suddenly wanted to escape. Turning away, I called out for Meridian, my silent words brushing her mind. She'd been hiding out in the stable, and complained in her own avian way as she found a spot on my shoulder. The stable workers had saddled Lasair and Speirling, and as I spotted the two stallions, the odd sadness that had visited me vanished. The red horse pricked his ears forward at my arrival, tossing his head and whickering softly, his warm breath misting the air.
Cade helped me into the saddle, and once I had my loose riding cloak situated around me, I leaned forward and whispered, "Did you miss me boy?"
Lasair tossed his head again and dug at the cobblestones with his front hoof. I smiled. "Yeah, I missed you too."
Cade led Speirling around to me. "Ready?" he asked, his eyes glimmering with anticipation.
I smiled in return and nodded. I couldn't help but agree with him. The journey to the Weald would do our troubled minds some good. So long as we didn't meet any faelah along the way . . .
With one more wave to my mother and the Dagda, we were off, our horses' hooves clattering along the cobblestone streets of Erintara. The Otherworld had cooled down at autumn's arrival, but that lingering hint of summer still suffused the air. I laughed, despite the relative melancholy still clinging to me. Lasair's whicker matched my mood and he picked up his feet, dancing a little as we made our way down the road.
With my smile still bright, I turned around and glanced at Cade. He had the hood of his long riding cape pulled over his face, but the flash of his teeth told me he enjoyed my antics. My heart all but melted in reaction to his small but sincere gesture.
We climbed into the hills, and in no time we found the dolmarehn we had passed through the week before. Once on the other side, we encouraged the horses into a faster pace, Fergus increasing his own speed to keep up with us. We bypassed the Dagda's, the grouping of hills strangely still and quiet without the cheerful god's presence, and headed directly for the dolmarehn that would take us to Luathara. We had decided early on that we would spend the night at the castle and then head for the Weald first thing in the morning. How long we ended up staying in the magical forest, I couldn't say.
By the time we reached the wooded hill behind Cade's castle, it was nearly twilight. Cade pulled Speirling to a halt and I followed his lead. When Fergus left our side and disappeared down the hillside in complete silence, I knew Cade had sent him ahead to make sure all was well.
Fifteen minutes later the wolfhound reappeared and we urged the horses onward. Briant and his family greeted us in the courtyard.
"Lord Caedehn! Lady Meghan! We have worried about you since last time we parted. How is your sister my lord, and the Dagda?"
"You were supposed to remain in the village," Cade grumbled as he climbed down from Speirling.
Briant brought himself up to his full height. "We live at Luathara now, my lord. It is as much our home as it is yours. Besides, someone had to make sure it didn't become overrun with the Morrigan's abominations."
Cade merely shook his head and sighed. Who could argue with that logic? As he filled his steward in on the past several weeks, I followed Briant's wife and daughter inside as the stable master led our horses away. Lasair called out to me, seeming agitated as the stranger took his reins. I whipped around and looked at him, his brown eyes flashing with unease.
Leaving my friends on the stairs of Luathara's main entrance, I walked over and pressed a hand to the red horse's forehead. He blinked once, twice, and then he seemed to settle.
"This is home, Lasair. Cade and I must travel to the Weald soon, but it is safe enough for you here. We'll return as soon as we can."
I hated the idea of leaving the horses behind, but they would not fit through the dolmarehn that would take us to Enorah and her wildren, and the people who had returned to keep Luathara's castle in running order would take good care of them. I only hoped the Morrigan was too busy preparing for war to bother with attacking Cade's castle again.
That evening, Cade and I shared a light dinner with Briant and his family. I chatted a little with Birgit, but my heart wasn't in the conversation and I was pretty certain she sensed it. I just had too many other worries on my mind.
Later that night, as I enjoyed the feeling of cozying up to Cade in his great bed, I contemplated what the future might reveal. We had a lot going for us, if I really thought about it. Sure, the Morrigan was the Celtic goddess of war and she had the god of the afterlife on her side, but we had everybody else. I had my own glamour and that extra helping from Cernunnos. And we had the Dagda's Cauldron. A piercing tingle of joy shot through me at that sudden thought. How on earth could I have forgotten about the Cauldron? Suddenly I felt much better about everything that had been keeping me awake at night. Perhaps we weren't so lost as I had thought. Sighing in pleasure, I snuggled in closer to Cade as his arms wrapped around me.
* * *
The moment we arrived in the small village in the middle of the Weald, we were descended upon by dozens of children. The two guards who had spotted us a few miles out wandered off to fetch Enorah, and when she came stepping out of one of the many cabins, Cade let go of my hand and wrapped his sister up in a great hug. She grumbled and struggled to escape, but smiled the entire time. When he let go, it was my turn. Enorah grunted in surprise as I mimicked her brother's gesture.
"I've missed you!" I said, stepping away.
"And I you," she answered, looking at both me and Cade. "Why are you here? Has the war started?"
Cade shook his head. "No, but it shouldn't be long now. We've come to stay with you until Danua summons us. All that Tuatha De magic was wearing us down."
Enorah pursed her lips and nodded. "I can imagine. Well, let us make use of what time we have then. I'll have to get some of the other adults prepared for looking after the young ones while I'm gone. I have at least a dozen good candidates to take along with us when the time comes."
We followed Enorah as she led us to our very own cabin. Once we dropped off our stuff, we headed back out into the village square. We had gotten off to a late start that morning, so by the time we settled into the routine of the village, it was time for the evening meal.
"Tomorrow morning we practice, Meghan," Enorah proclaimed as we enjoyed the rustic cooking of the wildren of the Weald.
The fire felt warm and inviting, and the memories of my month spent here in mid-summer came flooding back. It was good to be within the embrace of the forest again, the safety of its ancient magic settling my nerves.
"Good," I said, taking one more bite of bread. "I haven't had a chance to use my longbow in days."
Enorah only grinned, her eyes glittering with anticipation. Before Cade and I headed for our cabin, we regaled the tale of the attack outside the Dagda's and what had been discussed in Erintara. Enorah listened with full attention, her usually jovial face slowly becoming weighed down with the bad news.
"We're going to have a real fight on our hands then," she finally said. "But that's the one thing about the Faelorehn. We do know how to put up a good fight."
As I drifted off to sleep that night, I tried to keep Enorah's positive attitude close to my heart.
We can defeat the Morrigan and Donn, I told myself. We have all the Tuatha De and the Cauldron on our side. I just have to have faith.
My thoughts sounded convincing, but for some reason they did little to ease my mind. Yes, it seemed we had a good chance against the Morrigan, but something I couldn't quite grasp remained hidden under the surface; something unknown and unseen. A haunted spirit that knew something I didn't, but couldn't tell me. I had a bad feeling that whatever it was, it wouldn't reveal itself until much later.
Suddenly, Cernunnos's words came rushing back to me: Before you use my magic, you must first visit the lair of the Morrigan.
I shivered and Cade, sensing my distress even in sleep, stirred next to me. Forcing myself to calm down for his sake, I tried to think happy thoughts and eventually I fell into a restless sleep.
* * *
Focused. I was utterly, and entirely focused. Breathe in, breathe out. Nice and steady. Eye on the target and . . . release!
I let the arrow fly and it hissed through the air, slicing the apparition in half.
"Good!" Enorah cried as she conjured up another false faelah.
We had been in the meadow a good two hours, Cade's sister creating targets for me with her magic while I practiced my archery skills. This exercise was a lot more difficult than aiming for the non-moving kind of targets, but then again, what good was it trying to kill stationary targets when the ones that mattered in the real world would be moving all over the place?
I shook my head and got back to my task at hand. Cade and I had been in the Weald for well over a month now, biding our time and passing each day in dreaded anticipation for news from Erintara. The temptation to cross into the mortal world and visit my family was great, but so was the fear of drawing attention to them in case the Morrigan was watching. Yes, she knew about my family in Arroyo Grande, but if I stayed away, maybe she wouldn't think I was attached to them any longer. Instead, Cade and I kept our minds occupied by spending most of our waking hours practicing any fighting skills we could think of. Usually Cade or Enorah or some of the older wildren would run me through one drill after another until the moves became second nature.
This morning, however, I had opted to practice archery with Enorah. Cade had left before dawn to check the perimeter and hunt for the evening meal with some of the adults and older children. I was happy to stay back with Enorah. My archery could always use some improvement, especially when it came to moving targets. Another shape came at me, and my focus sharpened. I blew out a great breath, took aim and shot, the arrow tearing through the center of the smoke monster. The magical form disappeared and another soon followed.
Ten more minutes passed before a frantic cry from Meridian forced me to lose my concentration. The arrow missed Enorah's smoke faelah and glanced off a rock.
What is it? I sent, trying to mask my annoyance. If she was just sharing her excitement about something she caught, then I'd be tempted to lock her in the cabin for the rest of the day . . .
Trouble. Village, was all she sent.
My heart nearly stopped. Every last nerve I possessed drew taught and my magic simmered in my chest.
"What's up?" Enorah asked, drawing her magic back into herself and following me as I headed back towards the settlement.
"Don't know. Meridian just told me there was trouble back at the village."
Enorah cursed and picked up her pace, jogging ahead of me. Dread curdled in my stomach as I trailed after her. Had the Morrigan finally made her move? Had she somehow found a way into the Weald? As I hurried down the trail, I pulled an arrow from my quiver and got it ready just in case.
A large crowd was gathered as we came upon the low cabins of the wildren's woodland town. Several of the children stood surrounding a stranger, murmuring and reaching curious fingers out towards his semi-formal clothes. Wait, no, not a stranger . . .
"Briant!" I shouted, dropping my bow and rushing over.
"You know him?" someone asked.
"Yes," I breathed, "he's Cade's steward. What are you doing here Briant? Did something happen at Luathara?"
The steward turned to look at me and the stress in his eyes made me cringe. Oh no . . . Had the Morrigan attacked them? What about his wife, his kids . . . ?
Before my mind could go into full blown panic mode, he held out a shaky hand. I blinked and looked down at a crumpled piece of paper clasped between his fingers.
I swallowed and took it, my eyes flying over the words.
Strayling,
I hope you are enjoying your time hiding away in the Weald with my dear boy, but I am tired of your cowardice. Since you refuse to face me like a true Faelorehn of noble blood, I took the initiative to entice you out into the open. I am just returned from visiting that hovel you once called home in the mortal world and I now have in my possession something I believe is rather precious to you. The next move is yours.
My hands were shaking by the time I reached the end of the note. It wasn't signed, but that made no difference. There was no question who the letter had come from.
"I'm sorry Lady Meghan," Briant said, his voice hoarse.
I didn't ask where he had found the letter, or whether it had been given to him. None of that mattered. I took a deep breath and I felt my magic swell with my emotions.
Cade! I called out using shil-sciar. I tinged the words with my anxiety, letting him know it was an emergency.
Meghan, he sent back right away, are you hurt?
No, Briant is here. He's brought a letter from the Morrigan. She has taken something from my home in the mortal world . . . We have to go see my family.
I let my words trail off as I fought down a sob, but my anger helped burn it away. It would do me no good to lose it now.
I’ll be right there, Cade replied.
I let the letter slip through my fingers, and before I knew what I was doing, I felt my knees hit the cold, wet, earth. Briant and Enorah dove for me, shouting my name, their voices strained. The overwhelming black cloud that threatened to take over lingered for a moment, but I clenched my teeth and forced it back to where it had come from. If I was to stand any sort of chance against the Morrigan, I needed to keep a level head.
The hunting party must have been close, because it seemed like only moments passed before Cade had me wrapped up in his arms. He cupped the back of my head with his hand and pressed me against his chest.
"What happened?" he demanded over my shoulder.
No one spoke, but I heard the distinct rustle of paper and knew that someone had passed him the note. After several seconds, he cursed harshly in the language of Eile.
He sighed deeply and I felt some of the strength leave his body. "We were waiting for a sign," he murmured. "Looks like we got it."
Cade released me and tucked me into his side, then gave his sister a grave look.
"We're going to the mortal world right now, but I want you and those you have chosen to fight to head to Erintara. We'll meet you there as soon as we can."
 





-Eighteen-
Acknowledgment
 

An hour later Cade and I were racing towards the dolmarehn that would take us to the swamp. We urged Lasair and Speirling on until even Meridian and Fergus had trouble keeping up. When we reached the point where the horses could no longer pass, I threw myself off Lasair’s back and nearly hit the ground running. Cade was right behind me, his mind and voice silent.
On the other side of the gateway, the swamp was characteristically silent and a light mist worked its way through the treetops. We ran up the equestrian trail, bypassing the backyard and squeezing through the fence with the ‘dead end’ sign. I hadn't been home in weeks, having been so caught up in my new life in Eile, and being back so suddenly like this felt strange. It was as if I'd been gone for years. Without even pausing to knock on the front door, I turned the knob as if I was coming home from school.
Mom was sitting on the couch, Logan and Bradley and the twins trying to comfort her, while Dad paced in front of them. Their heads jerked up in surprise when they heard me come through the door. Mom reacted first.
“Meghan!” she screamed. And then she began to sob.
I hated to see my mom lose control like that, so I went to her and wrapped her up in my arms. My brothers piled in on top of us.
“What’s wrong? What happened?”
I looked up and scanned the living room, trying to think of what the Morrigan could have taken. I wondered if she'd visited my room and rifled through my things. The only thing of worth to me in there would be some old pictures, and as much as I treasured them, they were here in the mortal world and hardly the type of thing that would draw me out into the open. I wasn't about to offer myself up to the Morrigan over some old photos.
I sighed and pulled away from Mom, sniffling a little and glancing around at my siblings. Logan and Bradley looked shell-shocked, Dad was still pacing and the twins were subdued. Wait . . . Someone was missing. My heart froze in place despite the sudden rushing sensation of fear and my magic surging forth.
“Where’s Aiden?”
Oh, but I knew the answer to my questions. I already knew . . .
For an unbearable moment, the room went deadly silent. Then, in a small voice that was far from normal for him, Bradley whispered harshly, “We were playing down on the trail when this lady walked up to us. We thought we should just head back to the house, but she seemed so nice, so we waited a bit. Aiden was the first one to start pulling on us, as if she was a zombie or something. She tried to get us to come with her, but we told her no.”
A strange, sick prickling sensation started creeping down my spine, joining in with the pounding of my heart and the flaring of my glamour. Next to it, the rose began to peel open. I bit my lip and forced the magic back where it belonged. I'd held onto Cernunnos's gift this long and I wasn't about to let it free, not when I knew I'd really be needing it soon.
Bradley took a quick, deep breath and continued, “She said she was from the Otherworld and that you needed our help, so we started to change our minds. But Aiden screamed, as if someone had burned him, and started pulling harder on us. I thought it was weird, but before I could tell him to knock it off, the strangest thing happened. The woman,” he paled a little before finishing, “she started to do something like magic. Her eyes got red and the sky got darker. We all turned to run but then she grabbed Aiden.”
Bradley sniffed as his eyes filled with tears. “We held on as long as we could and we screamed and screamed, but she was too strong.”
“Dad heard us and came running out of the house,” Logan cut in, “but the strange lady was already going back down into the swamp. Aiden wasn’t making a sound or struggling any more but his eyes were huge.”
Fear and anger churned in my stomach and I so desperately wanted to scream or hit something or both. The Morrigan. The Morrigan had come to our world and had taken my little brother.
Meghan.
I could hear Cade’s words, feel his presence in my mind and I jumped a little. In the rush to get here, with the revelation of what had happened, I'd forgotten he'd been behind me the entire way. Now that my mind was open to his, I knew that he was just as angry as I was.
I turned to my mom, fighting back my rage and despair so that I could get as much information as possible.
Mom still looked rattled, but she was able to tell me the rest of what had happened.
“Meghan, your father followed her down there, down into that swamp. He said she disappeared into some sort of cave, but when he went in after her, it just dead-ended.”
I looked back at Cade, confusion written all over my face. Aiden was mortal. How could she take him into the Otherworld?
Cade must have been thinking the same thing because his face looked uncertain. He glanced over at Dad and asked, his tone quiet, “A cave at the end of a culvert littered with fallen trees? About a mile from here? She went in with Aiden and never came out?”
Dad could only nod and I felt that fear and anger that was swelling in my stomach take on one more emotion: disbelief. Only the sobbing of the person next to me drew me away from my stunned silence.
“The dolmarehn,” Cade said, loud enough for everyone to hear him.
He didn’t have to elaborate. Everyone in my family knew what a dolmarehn was and where it led. Ever since their daughter had told them she was from the Otherworld.
My mom became hysterical and I couldn’t blame her. My head was spinning and it was becoming hard to breathe. I could feel my well of magic reacting to my emotions and I had to fight to keep it under control. What my family was telling me was impossible.
Mom grabbed my hands, her own shaking and cold. She looked up at me with frantic eyes and cried, “I thought you said we couldn’t cross over into the Otherworld!”
“No,” I answered, my throat growing dry, “no, you can’t. It isn’t possible for humans to enter Eile.”
“Then how?!” she cried.
I didn’t know. I looked up at Cade. Could it be possible? Could there be some humans who were able to cross into the Otherworld?
He shook his head infinitesimally. No. There are a few who have both mortal and Otherworldly blood in their veins, but they contain the essence of our world and can pass through the boundary. But no human being has ever entered Eile.
Maybe she’s taken him somewhere here, in the mortal world. Maybe she used her magic to hide from Dad when she was in the cave.
I don't know. But her note said she had something precious to you, and Aiden definitely fits that description. And my instincts tell me that if she entered the cave, then she was returning to Eile.
But how? I felt my eyes fill with tears once again.
Cade sighed, then sent, I don’t know Meghan, but I think we should get back and start planning. The Morrigan has finally made her declaration of war and if we wish to get Aiden back, we'll have to inform the queen and the Tuatha De of what has happened.
I nodded, gritted my teeth, and looked my mom in the eye. She was a mess and my heart broke again at the sight of everyone looking so defeated.
I stood and glanced at all of them in turn. “We’ll find him, Mom, Dad. We’ll find him and bring him back.”
Everyone remained quiet, but they nodded. I turned to leave but Mom reached out and grabbed my hand.
“Be careful Meggy,” she whispered.
I squeezed her hand back and strode to the door where Cade waited for me. We returned to the dolmarehn in silence, both of us thinking furiously about what we had heard and what we were now going to do. According to my family, the Morrigan had carried Aiden into the Otherworld. I knew she intended to use him as a pawn to control me, but strangely, that wasn’t what bothered me. What troubled me was that she had done it in the first place. Mortals could not enter the Otherworld, so how on earth had the Morrigan managed to get Aiden through the dolmarehn?
* * *
We returned to Luathara, feeling dejected and emotionally drained. The clouds that had been building that morning had finally arrived, and we decided that stopping for lunch was a good idea. Yes, it meant we'd most likely be traveling in the dark by the time we reached my mother's castle, but we couldn't afford to take the time to stay overnight. The Tuatha De needed to know about the Morrigan's recent move so they could start organizing their troops. We needed to arrive in Erintara as soon as possible.
The door to Cade's room creaked open and Briant's daughter walked in with a tray full of food. For some reason or another, my mind flashed back to the first time I had met her and my heart let out a pang of regret. If not for the Morrigan and her selfish, vindictive obsession with power, Birgit and I might be good friends by now, tending to the kitchen garden and laughing over frivolous things. Not that I was one who did much of that, but it would be far better than carrying around all the secrets and fears that had been weighing me down of late.
Birgit set the tray on a table and the tantalizing scent of roast beef greeted my nose. Too bad my stomach was too upset to enjoy it. I felt like tearing my hair out and screaming at the same time. I paced back and forth over the beautiful rugs, imagining I was wearing them out as I wracked my brain, trying to puzzle out how the Morrigan had done it. How had she brought my brother with her to the Otherworld? It was impossible for mortals to come to Eile. Had she employed some unknown form of magic? And if so, what did that mean for us when we finally confronted her?
“Meghan, please sit down, you’ll wear yourself out.”
Cade walked over to me and tried to take me in his arms.
“No,” I hissed, batting his hands away, “I can’t stay still. I have to keep moving, keep thinking.”
Nodding grimly, he returned to the windowsill where he’d been leaning and gazed through the rain-speckled panes. The fire crackled and popped in the fireplace and I detected the smallest flinch in Cade's shoulders. Sighing heavily, he braced his hands against the stone ledge and let his head hang as if trying to regain some misplaced strength.
I frowned, regretting the way I had pushed him away, but my emotions were too frantic to worry about Cade's feelings right now.
Think Meghan, think! I told myself. How did she do it?
Part of the problem was that I was angry, furious really, and I had to fight to keep my power from overwhelming me again. If that happened, I might finally lose control of Cernunnos's magic and end up breaking my geis. As if I needed any other disasters at the moment . . .
Calm down Meghan, calm down . . . But that bitch had taken Aiden. Aiden, of all my brothers! He was the most helpless, and the closest one to my heart. My small, autistic brother who had trouble letting the world know what he felt. He was so vulnerable and reminded me so much of myself when I was his age, what with his mumblings of sometimes seeing things that weren’t there, and his dark hair and pale eyes and . . .
I stopped dead in my tracks and gasped so loudly Cade was beside me in an instant.
“Meghan! Alright, enough, you are going to lie down right now.”
Cade grabbed my elbows and started leading me to the bed.
“No,” I said, feeling my knees nearly buckle. My voice was a rasp and my skin felt clammy. “Cade!”
I looked him straight in the eye and I was sure my face was a haunting picture. The idea that had so suddenly bloomed in my mind was a shocking one. Yet, the strange tingling sensation that prickled along my spine told me my instincts were correct.
“Cade,” I said softly as I allowed him to support me, “we need to go see my mother.”
“Meghan, we were just in the mortal world,” he said, his voice sounding tired. "And we need to get to Erintara."
“No.” I shook my head, then added bitterly, “No, we need to go see Danua. Right now. I have some questions to ask her.”
* * *
Our lunch turned cold in Cade's room as we flew to Erintara, driving our horses as fast as they would go. Kellston was quiet as we passed through, everyone locking themselves away from a sky that promised rain, and as we passed through the dolmarehn on the opposite end of town, I found it appropriate that the weather should match my own dismal thoughts.
When we reached the castle, we were ushered in by Danua’s guards. Dusk had settled in and Erintara's hallways were gloomy despite the freshly lit candles and lamps. The only sounds that accompanied us as we made our way towards my mother's throne room were the cracking of our heels against the stone floors, a tempo that kept in time with my heart. Once we'd reached our destination, I burst through the great doors leading into Danua's throne room. As the huge planks of solid oak slammed against the stone walls, everyone turned to stare at me. Epona, Nuadu, Lugh, Goibniu. Even the Dagda looked annoyed. Lovely. I'd rudely interrupted a meeting with all the Tuatha De. So, they'd all decided to take advantage of my mother's hospitality and stuck around. Good. It would take us less time to get ready for an attack this way.
The gods of the Celts glared at me and Cade, taking in our mud-stained clothing and disheveled appearance.
"What in Eile has possessed you two to burst in here like this?" Nuadu asked, his dark eyes flashing.
“I need to speak with my mother,” I snarled. "Right now."
How strange it was that I could so easily throw my weight around like an all-powerful monarch. Even more shocking was the silent but obedient response I received from the men and women who had enough power to squash me like a gnat should they wish. Once everyone had shuffled from the room, I spun around and faced Danua, pain, worry and anger molding my face into a contorted mask.
Cade murmured somewhere behind me, “I'm going to go see if my sister has arrived yet,” then made to exit.
I turned just enough to reach out and grasp his fingers in mine. We still wore our riding gloves, but I could feel his strength through the leather barrier.
“No,” I whispered, “stay.”
Memories from earlier that morning fought their way to the surface, pushing away my fear and anger for a split second. I had been far too agitated earlier to think straight and had pushed Cade away. But now I needed his strength if I were to face Danua, high queen of Eile, my blood mother, and ask her the questions that fluttered around in my head like panicked birds thrashing against a confining cage.
He nodded and moved to the side of the room, his presence obvious, but giving my mother and me the space we needed. I turned towards Danua once again.
She stood waiting for me, standing tall and elegant and as cold and beautiful as a marble statue on her dais. Her hands were clasped just above her waist and her brilliant eyes shone with challenge, as if she knew the reason behind my abrupt appearance and was daring me to demand answers from her.
“You lied to me,” I ground out, my hands curling into fists.
She didn’t even bat an eyelash.
“You lied to me!” I repeated. “I am not your only child, am I? You have a son, younger than me, and you abandoned him to the world of mortals as well.”
There. I'd said it. The realization that had been clawing at me since it dawned upon me earlier that morning at Luathara. I could feel the tears burning my eyes and the painful ache swelling in my throat. Aiden. My beautiful little brother, who I had always felt connected to but had never really understood why. Until now. Somehow, he was Danua’s natural child, just as I was.
“What do you want me to say, Meghan?”
I sucked in a sharp breath. That was Danua, my mother, always calm and collected; heartless, callous, uncaring of the feelings of others. And to think, I'd been moved when she'd shown some compassion at our last parting.
“I want to know the truth! How is it that my foster parents think he is their son? Who is his father? Tell me!” I demanded.
Danua’s mouth twitched and finally, finally, the mask she always wore began to crumble. She let out a soul-deep, ancient sigh and melted into her throne, pressing her forehead against a palm.
“I didn’t lie to you about your father. I merely left Aiden out of it when I told you of your heritage.”
She looked up and smiled at me, her eyes shining. My breath caught in my throat. Danua was showing emotion; she was finally letting me see that side of her the Dagda and Cade had always assured me was there.
“You have the same father Meghan, I have loved none but him these past twenty years and more.”
My heart lurched. Aiden and I, we were siblings, full-blooded siblings. I wanted to cry out in joy, but then I remembered why I had come here in the first place. The Morrigan had taken him. She was able to bring him to Eile because he wasn’t human. Because he was Faelorehn like me.
The anger at my mother vanished and I looked back up towards the throne. We had to tell the rest of the Tuatha De that the Morrigan had sent her message loud and clear. We had to work out a plan on how to get Aiden back, but I had more questions for my mother.
“How could I not know he was Faelorehn? And why don’t his eyes change like mine?”
My voice was a whisper, but it carried well in this cavernous room. I heard Cade shift his feet just to the left of me, but I fought the temptation to look in his direction.
His thoughts brushed my mind. Beloved? he sent.
He had never called me that before and the sincerity behind the endearment tugged at my heartstrings. I doused my own words with calm when I responded, I am well Cade. I just need to get through this.
Danua took a breath and answered quietly, “Because of the geis I put on him.”
I felt my muscles tense and a cold dread filled the pit of my stomach. My mother must have sensed my reaction because she lifted a hand. “Only in the mortal world will he be restricted. In Eile, he will be healthy and whole. He will be able to speak and act like a normal child.”
“What did you do to him?” I asked, my voice a harsh whisper.
She looked up at me, her eyes haunted once again. “I suppressed his magic completely. This is why his eyes never changed like yours. Your brother had a very strong aura when he was born, and since it was such a big part of him, I had to hide it from the other mortals.” She sighed heavily. “I had made that mistake with you. People notice you Meghan, because of your Otherworldliness. I would go back and do the same for you if I had known it would have helped you fit in more.”
A hot tear made its way down my cheek. “Why would you do that to him? Do you have any idea what it was like for him the last nine years? Growing up as an autistic child in the mortal world?”
How could she do such a thing to her own son?
As if she could read my mind, Danua stood up in one swift movement, the room growing darker as her magic reacted to her sudden change in mood.
“I did it to protect him, just as I did it to protect you! Think Meghan, think! I made it so your magic would be with you, small and dormant, but with you. And look at the trouble it caused. Aiden had more power than you when he was born. Imagine what it might have done to him were it allowed to sleep unchecked! His magic might have come to life on its own, despite the drain the mortal world brings upon it.”
I reeled back as if slapped. Aiden? More powerful than me? My skin prickled with pride and fear at the same time. What might he be capable of? What would happen if the wrong people found out about his potential? What if the Morrigan knew about his power . . . ?
I gasped and my knees buckled. Cade was at my side before I knew it, gathering me up in his arms, pressing my head gently against his shoulder as he murmured my name between words of comfort.
“I don’t think she knows,” Danua whispered. "The Morrigan. I received a letter this morning, and I'm assuming you received a similar message, or else you would not have burst in here like this."
She sounded closer, and when I had the strength to look past Cade’s embrace, I saw that she had stepped down from the dais. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to block out the pain. Oh Aiden . . . The Morrigan had been so desperate to have my power and now she had Aiden. He was only a little boy. How could he protect himself from her?
A gentle touch ran down my arm, and I could feel Cade carefully drawing me away from him. I turned towards the touch and found my mother’s eyes, so like Aiden’s, gazing at me. For the first time in my life, I forced myself to look deeper than the surface. I drew in a breath as I finally found what I had been looking for for so long. Beneath the hard shell of a queen who had ruled an immortal race for centuries there lived a woman who had been torn from the man she loved and had been forced to give up her children to keep them safe. I knew then that Danua wore her aloof, harsh demeanor as a suit of armor, to protect her heart from the terrible reality of the world.
A sob escaped my throat and I took my hands from Cade’s shoulders and fell into my mother’s embrace.
“I am so sorry my daughter,” she whispered against my hair. “I am so sorry for everything. We will find him Meghan, my heart, we will find him and somehow we will be a family once again. I will bring you both here and we will be a family. Please, just let me in, give me a chance to prove to you how much I love you and Aiden.”
I cried and I cried as she held me, all of her hard angles becoming soft and welcoming. I stood there and poured my heart out as she hushed me and rocked me and soothed away all my pain.
 


-Nineteen-
Atonement
 

I can’t tell you how much time passed before I finally pulled myself together, but at some point my mind started registering lucid thought once again. I peeled myself away from my mother and sniffled. I could barely detect Cade, once again standing in the shadows of the room.
I was very grateful that Danua and I had somehow finally breached the chasm in our relationship, but the flimsy rope bridge that stretched between us was a far cry from the steel and concrete structure it needed to be.
“Tell me," I said as I exhaled a deep breath. "Tell me everything.”
“Meghan,” Danua said quietly.
“No!” I hissed, “I need to know, please!”
I clutched my arms to myself, shivering at the bite of cold air that filled the cavernous space. My mother sighed and gestured towards the chairs at the end of the room. I moved numbly along, trying to organize the questions in my head. Once we were both settled before the fire, I opened my mouth and said, “What happened to the baby Aiden replaced?”
I feared the answer to this question the most, so I figured it was best to get it out of the way. Mom had been pregnant, I had been old enough to remember that, so there had to have been a baby.
When Danua failed to answer me, I feared the worst. Before I could ask again, she finally answered in a small voice, “She was stillborn.”
“Oh no,” I said, “did you . . ?”
Danua gave me a harsh glance, her clear eyes slicing through the thick air. “No Meghan, I did nothing to make such a thing come about.”
She sighed and began to rub her forehead with one hand. “I always knew what was happening with you, did you know that? I had someone watching you, making sure you were happy. When your foster mother got pregnant with her fifth child, I had every intention of sending my own unborn baby into your world.”
She looked up and smiled at me, her own eyes filling with tears. “Your foster parents had already had twins, so it wouldn’t be too unbelievable if they had twins again. My plan was to make it look like Aiden and their own child had come into the world together.”
“How?” I asked, my throat feeling raw. “How could you pull something like that off? The doctors would know if Mom had been pregnant with twins.”
“Meghan, there are so many ways to use glamour, some of which you haven’t learned yet,” she said almost to herself. “Glamour powerful enough to erase or even change memories.”
She glanced up at me, her eyes sad but determined. “I would have had my most trusted advisors and assistants change the memories of all those involved in the birth of the infant and Aiden’s joining it, but I learned early on in the pregnancy that the baby would not be born alive. I had a trusted friend use glamour to disguise herself as one of the nurses, then quickly change the memories of all those in the delivery room. Your foster mother never even knew her child had been stillborn.”
It was all so horrifying. My mom, who had raised me as her own, who loved all of her sons beyond description, had lost a baby and didn’t even know it. I wanted to jump up and slap Danua, to scream at her and tell her what a monster she was, but at the same time I wanted to thank her. What would life have been like for my parents if she hadn’t given them Aiden? Would the Elams now have a cloud of sorrow and loss hanging over them? Would my brothers have turned out differently because my parents would always, in some way, be mourning the loss of their child? I shuddered at the thought, but there was still more I wanted to know.
“What happened to the baby?”
“She was buried properly in the cemetery of your town, with other infants who had been abandoned or parentless.”
I shot up then, anger coursing through me once again. “She wasn’t unwanted! How could you!?”
Danua stayed seated, her hands folded in her lap, her forlorn face gazing up at me. I wanted to shake her, and I was about to step forward to do so, but Cade materialized in front of me and wrapped me up in his arms. I couldn’t hold the emotional wave back any longer. I broke down into tears, again, sobbing freely as he rocked me and spoke my name softly.
“You should have let her hit me Caedehn,” Danua said from her seat. “I deserve it more than anyone.”
"No, my queen," Cade murmured over his shoulder, "she would have regretted it."
I forced the anger and the tears to fade away as Cade comforted me. I was livid and hurt and confused. I wanted to claw Danua's eyes out, but another part of me wanted to hold her close. She had opened up to me only a few minutes ago, and despite all the times I'd told myself I didn't give a damn about what she thought, her willingness to let me in was like a balm to my soul. We all made mistakes and most of us spent the rest of our lives trying to make up for the worst of them. My mother, the high queen of Eile, was no different than anyone else. She was trying to right a wrong she had made a long time ago and I could either continue to hold it against her or I could help her through it.
Sniffing back my tears, I pushed Cade gently away, smiling weakly up into his worried face.
It's okay Cade. I've got this.
Are you sure? he asked as he brushed a hand down my cheek.
He had finally removed his gloves and his fingers were warm and rough. I shivered slightly from his touch and reached up to take his hand.
I lifted his fingers to my mouth and brushed his knuckles with my lips. It's just a lot to take in at once, but I can get through this.
His fingers squeezed mine before releasing my hand.
“Meghan, I know you think that the Morrigan is after your magic, that this whole mess is your fault, but you’re wrong. It isn’t about you, it’s about me.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but she held up a hand, halting whatever speech I was about to make.
“No,” she said harshly, her eyes growing hard again. “No, you wanted to know everything and so you shall. I lied to you Meghan, I know this, now give me a chance to make amends. Your father is Fomorian, I did not lie about that, but I wasn’t honest about the details of our relationship.”
She gazed up at me, her eyes growing soft once more. She quickly flicked her glance towards Cade before looking at me and continuing once again, “As you have now gathered, I did not stop seeing him after you were born. He crossed over into our world to visit me, and I crossed over into his. We tried so hard to stay apart Meghan, but we couldn’t.”
She glanced up from her lap and grinned crookedly as she looked at Cade again. “I can only imagine you understand what I’m talking about.”
The soul-deep burn of my anger subsided a little. Was she no longer so averse to Cade? And then a strange, but very likely, thought invaded my mind. Danua had been so against Cade because she didn’t want us to end up like her and my father, separated by the inconvenient conventions of society. I should have been furious at her, but if I listened to her words without letting my emotions tarnish them, then all I could see before me was a woman trying to protect her own heart and those her heart belonged to. Not a queen, not a powerful Faelorehn goddess, but a mother. My mother. And just like that, all my anger fled.
“The last time I saw your father was the day after Aiden was born. He was the one who took him to the mortal world and made sure he became part of your foster family.”
Fresh tears filled my eyes, but my hatred and distrust was gone.
“I know you cannot forgive me Meghan, but please, for Aiden’s sake and your own, please believe me.”
I stepped away from Cade and he let me go. I knelt down in front of my mother, the all-powerful Danua, and took her hands in mine.
“I believe you mother, I believe you.”
She cried out, standing up and pulling me into her arms as she did so. We both had tears in our eyes as we stood there, making that bridge stronger and allowing our hearts to heal, if only a little. I felt light on my feet as I finally allowed myself to forgive my mother, and although I welcomed the feeling like a gentle winter rain, the acrid sting of severe anger threatened to spike through me once more. One wound had been repaired, but another was still torn wide open. The Morrigan had my little brother; Danua's son, and from the sudden rush of magic swirling around us, I could tell the high queen of Eile was thinking along the same lines as I was.
"Now," she eventually said, holding me at arm's length and screwing her beautiful face up into an expression of vengeance, "we get back your brother and knock so much power out of the Morrigan that she'll be nothing more than a legend for the next thousand years."
* * *
The moment my mother and I recomposed ourselves, Danua asked Cade to inform the Tuatha De to meet in her counsel room as soon as possible.
Cade gave her a short, formal bow then cast me a reassuring look before quietly stepping out of the room.
Once Cade was gone, silence descended upon us like a heavy frost. Yes, Danua and I had just taken that first step in healing our mother-daughter relationship, but it would take time for us to get used to each other. When a heavy log fell in the fireplace, crackling and sending up a flurry of sparks, the high queen cleared her throat and said, "Shall we?"
She held out a hand, indicating a door that I knew led to her council room. Nodding, I went ahead of her, opening the door and stepping into the familiar room from those several nights ago when I saw the Tuatha De gathered together for the first time. At the moment, the large room was silent, the huge, oval table sleeping like a beast in the darkness. In the next few minutes my mother used her glamour to light the candles and the fire, then summoned someone to bring us tea.
Danua sat in her chair, the one with the highest back, and gestured for me to sit next to her.
"And now we wait," she said simply as she took a sip of her steaming tea from a delicate cup.
I copied her, but before long the oppressive silence returned. I had absolutely no idea what to say to her. I wanted so badly to ask her about my father, but when I opened my mouth, the words just wouldn't come. You've just been through an emotional blender Meghan, and now it's about to be set on high speed. No wonder you can't speak. Thank you, conscience . . .
Instead of trying to come up with a meaningless conversation, I glanced out the window. An icy rain pelted the landscape, painting it in various shades of grey. I alternated between chewing on my fingernails and drinking my tea, trying so very hard not to think about what I knew was coming. This meeting that was about to commence would be it. We were going to war. And not only did I have to worry about protecting Cade and myself, but I had to worry about Aiden too.
Without knowing it, I took a deep breath and released a huge sigh.
"I know Meghan," my mother said softly, causing me to start.
I turned my eyes to her. Carefully, she set her teacup back on its saucer, the delicate chirp of porcelain meeting porcelain ridiculously loud.
"This is a terrible test on someone so young, but I want you to know, no matter what happens in the coming days, I am very proud of you."
Suddenly, I was blinking back tears again. I wanted to believe her, but her behavior from several months ago, when we had met for the first time, and even more recently, had me doubting.
Danua only smiled and shook her head, tears gleaming in her own eyes. "I was a fool, my dear daughter. Seeing you made me think of myself, so many years ago when I was young, and the anger I expressed was more towards myself than towards you. But you stood up to me; you refused to budge. You are far stronger than you think Meghan. Don't you ever forget that."
The tears streamed down my face, and as I lifted my sleeve to wipe them away, the door burst open and in poured Cade and the Dagda.
For some reason, seeing Cade's foster father sent one final fissure through the dam and the flood burst free. I jumped up from my seat and threw my arms around him.
"Whoa! Meghan dear! What's amiss?"
I felt the heavy weight of his arms wrap around me, one of his hands patting me on the back.
"Your young man here woke me from a dead sleep. Has the Morrigan attacked?"
Without thinking, I peeled my head back and blurted, "She has Aiden! The Morrigan has Aiden!"
Confused cornflower blue eyes regarded me for a few moments.
"Aiden?" the Dagda said.
I bit my lip. Stupid emotions. I guess I should have thought this through before assuming that Danua wouldn't care if everyone knew about her other child.
"Aiden is my son, Dagda, born of the same father as Meghan. Like my daughter, we hid him in the mortal world, conveniently within Meghan's own family. The Morrigan somehow discovered this and passed through the dolmarehn, taking him from his foster parents. She holds him hostage here in Eile."
I felt all the muscles in the Dagda's arms grow stiff, then he cursed.
Danua sighed deeply, her age showing on her face for a split second, then lifted her clear, ocean-colored eyes to Cade's foster father. "We no longer simply have a war to fight, but we have a rescue mission to attempt as well. I suspect the Morrigan wishes to keep Aiden as a way to bait Meghan and myself."
The Dagda carefully set me down, then crossed his arms. He furrowed his brow in that all familiar thinking stance I had often seen him in, then took a deep breath and released it.
"The others will have to be told. And we cannot make any plans until we know exactly what we're dealing with."
Danua nodded grimly.
"We'll have to create a distraction," Cade added, resting his hands on his hips and letting his head hang low.
After a while he glanced up at me, his emerald eyes gleaming. "If anyone knows how to antagonize the Morrigan, it's me. Besides, she isn't exactly pleased to know that my death didn't stick. She'll find it hard to concentrate on the big picture with me standing in her trail and reminding her of her weakness and failure."
"No," I blurted, stepping forward and grabbing onto Cade's arm. "No, you will not offer yourself up as bait."
"Meghan, we need a diversion," Cade said in a lower voice. "I'm the best candidate besides you, and there is no way-"
"Enough!" Danua said, throwing her arms in the air. "We will not discuss this any longer, not until the rest of the Tuatha De get here."
She picked up a large bell and rang it twice. "Now, let's have something to eat. Meghan and I had some tea, but we'll need several more pots soon."
In the next breath, a door at the side of the room swung open and two male servants came in carrying a tray. The tantalizing aroma of savory stew and fresh bread filled the room and soon our worries were set aside as the four of us paused to eat. I couldn't put Aiden from my mind, not entirely, but it was nice to have a distraction if only to let my emotions take a breather.
"Caedehn," Danua said looking up from her meal, "did you relay my message to all my guests?"
Cade nodded. "They told me they'll be down as soon as they can."
"What about Enorah?" I asked, suddenly remembering Cade had wanted to check for her.
"Not here yet. I'm guessing she had a slower time getting away from the Weald than us. I expect she'll arrive by tomorrow at the latest."
I nodded, but before I could get back to my meal, the door burst open again and in strode Epona and Nuadu, followed by Lugh, Goibniu, Oghma, Cernunnos and a few others. I gritted my teeth at seeing the god of the Wild, his magic flaring in my chest as it recognized his presence.
"What is the meaning of calling us all together on such short notice?" Lugh wanted to know. "Has the Morrigan struck?"
With all the grace she possessed as high queen, my mother calmly explained the situation, and as the details of her story unfurled, the tension in the room wound tighter and tighter.
When she finally finished with her tale, Nuadu spoke up, his voice silent but resonant, "Well then, there is no question as to what we must do. We must try and rescue the child."
I nearly melted in relief. I'd been so afraid they would meet our dilemma with anger and dissidence.
"It is clear she has tossed the first stone. Now we must prepare for war, as soon as possible," Epona said, pounding her fist against the table.
"Yes, it's inevitable, but let's go about this with as much reason as possible," Lugh added. “If we pool all of our resources and gather all the men and women willing to fight, we still stand a poor chance against the Morrigan and Donn and their army of faelah.”
Cade's grandfather looked at me. "While you and Caedehn were away, we sent word to our people. We won't receive as much help as we'd previously hoped."
The room burst into worried argument, and I felt my magic stir in response to the frustration permeating the air. My own panic was threatening to overtake me. When Cade and I had left Erintara, I'd been convinced we stood a decent chance. Perhaps that was just another silly daydream on my part.
"Each of my men is worth fifteen faelah!" Bowen yelled angrily, his voice carrying over the commotion.
In the aftermath of everything that had happened since the night of the dance, I'd almost forgotten about the young man. He now sat next to his father, his dark eyes looking like they were on fire, his handsome face twisted with annoyance.
"And how can our combined power not be enough to defeat two Tuatha De?" Epona asked, her pale, flyaway hair taking on a life of its own.
"And what about my brother?" I added, but no one, except for Cade, heard me.
Lugh lifted an arm and tried to shout above everyone. “Wait, quiet, please! I’m not finished.”
Reluctantly, everyone quieted down. I shot my mother a glance. She sat regally, looking cool and calm, but her fingers were hooked around the ends of the armrests on her chair, her nails practically digging into the wood. I knew exactly how she felt.
“The Morrigan alone we could handle. As everyone knows, she recently spent most of her power trying to destroy Caedehn and Meghan. She is weak, but she has two advantages over us. First, she has Donn's aid. The Lord of the Afterlife has been soaking in his glamour for centuries, allowing it to build up and become a nearly unstoppable force. He hardly ever uses it, and frankly, he really doesn't need to use it. If we assume he has given most, if not all, of his power to the Morrigan, then we have good reason to worry. Secondly," he took a deep breath, one I doubted gave him much relief, "she has the high queen's son. If we value his life at all, then we must act more carefully than before. Despite these obstacles, however, we do have a few things at our disposal.”
And then the golden-haired god turned his gaze onto the Dagda.
“My Spear contains a bit of power, but not nearly enough to help us much. And I will need it during the battle. But Dagda, your Cauldron, it has been absorbing Eile’s magic for centuries, probably longer than Donn has been storing up his own power.”
Cade tensed up next to me and a knowing stillness permeated the room. Wait, what was going on?
“Until recently. I used it a few months ago to restore Caedehn."
"But it still contains an incredible amount of fae magic, am I correct?"
The Dagda sat up a little straighter in his chair and said carefully, his tone harder than usual, "Yes. What exactly are you suggesting?”
Lugh sighed and took the time to look at everyone sitting at the table. When his pale eyes met the Dagda’s blue ones once again, he drew a deep breath and said, “I am suggesting that we borrow the magic from the Cauldron to strengthen the natural magic of our soldiers.”
An audible, unanimous gasp played across the room, but no one dared speak their opinions.
The Dagda’s jaw worked and I could tell he was fighting against some emotion.
“If you take the magic out of the Cauldron,” Nuadu, said carefully, his deep voice rumbling through the silence, “then it cannot be used to regenerate the dead.”
Now I understood the reason for everyone's reaction. And now I knew why I could feel my own blood growing cold.
Nuadu continued to run his fingers up the stem of his goblet. He looked up from what he was doing, his dark brown eyes troubled. “You would be able to make our men and women harder to kill, but once they died, they would stay that way. You know the Cauldron would never regain enough power in time to save them.”
“Exactly how long would it take, to absorb enough power from Eile to work again?” my mother asked, her voice containing the slightest shake.
I trained my eyes on her. I was wondering the exact same thing.
The Dagda folded his hands and then pressed his mouth against them. I had never seen him look so troubled. Finally, he took another deep breath, cast a regretful glance in my direction, and said, “A few hundred years.”
The room burst into conversation, partially angry, partially frantic. All I could do was sit there, numb. When my brain started working again, all I could think about was the epiphany I'd had the other night; the realization that we always had the Cauldron to fall back on. But if the Tuatha De agreed to drain the vessel's power, then the one thing I was counting on would no longer be available.
“Stop!” Lugh shouted, his frustration gradually transforming into anger. “We have no other choice!”
“Yes, we do!” Epona growled, standing up to face off her fellow Tuatha De. “We fight, as we are, with the power we have, and then use the Cauldron to regenerate those who fall!”
From the far end of the table Nuadu started chuckling, but it wasn’t the laughter of someone amused. No, it was the laughter of someone who pitied others for their ignorant foolishness.
“Don’t you get it?” he said, his voice almost a whisper. “This isn’t a band of renegade Fomorians like the last time. This is the Morrigan and Donn. The Celtic goddess of war and strife and the god of the dead. If we don’t borrow the magic from the Cauldron before this war starts,” he continued, his voice growing in power, “then there won’t be enough of us left standing to drag the dead into the Cauldron to bring them back. We ourselves, the Tuatha De, could be weakened so severely we might not be able to rise from the ground for several days. By then it will be too late!”
A hush fell over the room as everyone absorbed what Nuadu had said.
The Dagda cleared his throat. “He is right. We have a better chance draining the magic from the Cauldron and dispersing it amongst our people now, than if we wait and try to revive them later. It is the only chance we have of freeing your son.”
He lifted his eyes and gazed directly at my mother, sitting at the head of the table. He was imploring her, his queen. He and Lugh and Nuadu had laid it all out before her. They had been honest and done their best to come up with the strategy that would be the most likely to succeed. They were telling us, telling Danua, that the only chance we had against the Morrigan and Donn was to pull the power from the Cauldron and to give it to those who would be fighting. It meant they would be more powerful. It also meant that they had no chance of survival if they were struck down. But they were leaving the decision up to her. Perhaps this conversation would have ended differently if the Morrigan hadn't taken Aiden, but I couldn't let that distract me now. We had absolutely no way of knowing Aiden's safety would have been part of this whole mess. Well, at least I had no way of knowing.
The Dagda released a great sigh. “We have to accept that there will be sacrifices. But I’m afraid it is the only way.”
Suddenly, the part of me that wanted to believe them because they were far more experienced at warfare than I went into hiding, and my emotional side clawed its way free for a split second. No! I wanted to shout. No, mother, don’t agree to this! Fortunately, my rebellious thoughts stayed in my head.
It took Danua a long time to respond to the Dagda, and I could only imagine what was going through her mind. We were not only fighting this war because the Morrigan insisted on it, but because she had something that was precious to the high queen and myself: Aiden. If the Morrigan didn't have my little brother, would this choice be easier for her? Whatever my mother decided, would she fear her personal attachment had driven her to that conclusion? I wanted to save Aiden more than anything, but the Cauldron had proven to me once just how important its magic was.
Finally, she squared her shoulders and glanced around the room. “Very well. We will go forward with the plan. We will utilize the magic stored in the Cauldron, and pray that it is enough to defeat the Morrigan.”
“No!” I cried out, standing up out of my chair.
My protest went unnoticed, for I wasn’t the only one to make an outburst. Everyone, save for my mother, the Dagda, Nuadu and Lugh had burst forth from their chairs, shouting or protesting in anger or disbelief.
Cade, who had remained sitting next to me, tried to draw me back into my seat, but I shrugged off his hands. We could not borrow the magic from the Cauldron. What if those who had less magic in them, everyone except for the Celtic gods, fell in battle? They would die; they would be lost forever. Enorah, Cade . . . No. I gritted my teeth and fought the panic rising in my chest. No, they couldn’t take away the one thing that would keep Cade alive if he was lost in the fight. I couldn’t watch him die. Again.
My magic flared in response to my emotional state, and that’s when it hit me, above all the clamor and chaos, one resounding thought broke free. Cernunnos's magic Meg, the secret you’ve been keeping all this time . . . perhaps now is the time to speak of it. You can use your extra magic and the Tuatha De won't need to drain the Cauldron of its life-giving force. Cernunnos had said I couldn't tell any Faelorehn men or women, but the Tuatha De weren't technically Faelorehn, were they? And neither was Cade. He was the son of a goddess and the grandson of Lugh. Maybe that's why Cernunnos had been so adamant about reminding me who I couldn't tell. Perhaps he was trying to give me a hint. My eyes grew round and my hands, which had been clenched at my sides, stopped shaking. I licked my lips and opened my mouth to speak, but the words got caught in my throat. Something, instinct perhaps, stopped me short.
And then some unseen force made me whip my head around, my eyes hooking onto an earth-brown gaze. Cernunnos. Amid all the gesticulating arms and booming voices, Cernunnos sat in his chair, as still as a hunter in the forest, his arms crossed and his eyes trained on me. He didn’t send any words into my mind, something I was expecting at this point. He only kept me still with that death glare of his, his mouth cut in a grim line, and gave a small shake of his head. I knew what that meant. No, not now. Not yet. Remember, you must visit the Morrigan's lair first. I didn’t hear the words, but I knew he would have said them if he needed to.
I fell back into my seat, dropping my face into my hands in despair. No. This had to be the time! It had to be! They could use my extra magic instead of the Cauldron’s.
No Meghan, that rich voice whispered across my mind, my glamour isn’t nearly vast enough to replace what the Cauldron can provide.
I wanted to scream and leap across the table. I wanted to take those stupid antlers and twist them and break his neck. But I couldn’t. He was immortal, in the most permanent sense. He could not be killed, no matter what. He was one of the elite few who would never die, even if taken down in battle or overcome by disease. My anger flared then, and so did my magic.
Calm down Meghan, do not let my power unfurl. Do not break your geis.
He sounded concerned this time, as if he really cared about my well-being. But I couldn’t help that my magic was getting out of control. I was so angry. And it was so unfair.
Meghan! he shouted into my mind, and I jumped this time, lifting my tear-stained face to look at him. He was glancing off to the side, but his jaw was tight, his face strained.
Do not lose control. I understand your pain and anguish, but you will have your chance to prove your worth yet, I promise you that. Do not give up the fight now. You are stronger than that!
His silent words hit me like a slap, not because they were harsh, but because they mirrored the very words my own mother had spoken to me only a few hours ago. Suddenly, I felt my magic draw back as my nerves calmed. At first I thought it was Cernunnos helping me along, but then I realized it was me. He was right. Danua was right. I was stronger than this. After living for seventeen years in the mortal world, oblivious to the life that waited for me in Eile, I had somehow overcome all my weaknesses and had proven myself capable of defeating every challenge thrown my way. Yes, this current obstacle was bigger and far more terrifying than all the others put together, but really it was my own terror that acted as a barrier. I could not let my emotions, my fear, rule me; I had to be practical; I had to figure out a way around this difficulty.
Cade distracted me from my internal pep-talk by pulling me close and stroking my hair.
“Hush, Meghan, hush,” he crooned softly into my ear. "Don't be upset."
Easier said than done, I thought. Then I gave myself a mental shake as I absorbed Cade's comfort. Time to be strong Meghan, remember? I reminded myself.
I gave Cernunnos’s words some more thought and as my tears dried up and the shaking stopped, I realized his reminder had reawakened my determination. Fate was trying to steamroll me again, but I wouldn’t let it. I felt helpless and frustrated and angry, but I would take those emotions, give them their chance to run their course, and then I would stiffen my spine and face this thing head on. We were going to war, sooner probably than later, and we were going to drain the Cauldron of its power so that we had a better chance of winning. Several people would die, and we would not be able to bring them back. One of those people could be me, or Enorah, or Cade. I would just have to accept that. But I couldn't forget, I had that extra magic hidden away, and Cernunnos assured me I would get my chance to reveal it to help those I loved. All I had to do was stay strong, trust that he was telling me the truth, and trust myself that I would know when it was time to let my magic free to enact its wrath upon the Morrigan.
As Cade rocked me gently, and as my mother and her fellow Tuatha De, the gods and goddesses of the Celts, continued their out of control argument, I breathed in deeply and told myself that I would, somehow and someway, defeat the Morrigan and get my brother back.
 


-Twenty-
Conference
 

The Dagda left with his soldiers the next day in order to bring back the Cauldron. The rest of us remained cooped up in the castle for almost a week as we waited for his return. Outside, the sky remained slate gray and a mixture of ice and rain pelted the earth with vengeance. My mother tried to lighten the mood by providing entertainment, but the board games and music only just took the edge off of our anxiety.
At sundown on the fifth day, and an hour before the Dagda's return, we received a message from the Morrigan in the form of the puca who had tried to entice me out into the open at Luathara. Seeing the goat man once more made my skin crawl, but luckily I was in the room I shared with Cade when the creature arrived. Despite the dismal weather outside, Cade opened the window so we could sit on the ledge and hear what it had to say. Danua, unfortunately, had to stand in the massive doorway of her castle and listen to the monster's rattling voice up close and personal.
"Dawwwn tomorrooow. My Missstresss requests a meeeting to discuss the terrrms of waaar."
"How can we trust her word?" my mother shouted over the patter of rain.
"Youuu have nooo choiiice. Answeeer naaay to this requeeest and she shall attaaack toniiight. Answeeer yeaaa and you will haaave a channnce to speaaak with herrr."
There was a long pause before my mother said, "Very well. Tell your mistress we will meet her at dawn on the edge of her realm."
That night, the entire castle sought their beds early, but despite my weariness and Cade's warm presence, it took me several hours to finally fall asleep.
* * *
The sky had just begun to turn pale gray with dawn's approach as we left the grand courtyard of Erintara behind. Despite the early hour, many of the city's residents had risen to give us their blessings. Perhaps it was because the rain and sleet had stopped, even though the sky was still dark with more clouds building on the horizon. Or maybe they just knew we needed their moral support.
Lasair walked silently beneath me, his thoughts, like mine, kept to himself. All the other horses were also strangely quiet, as well as Meridian and Fergus. My spirit guide sat on my shoulder, but for once she didn't have her head tucked under her wing. She kept her sharp eyes trained forward, her mind as still as the frosty air. Fergus kept pace with Speirling, his feet drifting quietly across the ground. The only sound that met our ears that morning was the sharp clipping of hooves against cobblestone. And then there was Cade, raging like a soundless storm beside me, his intense silence scraping at my nerves like a cheese grater.
I know you think this is too dangerous for me, I sent using shil-sciar, but I am more a part of this fight than most.
Cade growled, but I ignored him.
She can hardly do anything while I'm surrounded by Danua and her guard, I insisted.
We had had this argument already, out loud, in our room upstairs earlier this morning. I insisted on going with the Tuatha De to meet with the Morrigan, and Cade had forbidden it. Blinking at him in surprise, I had burst out laughing, telling him he could go ahead and try to forbid me, but he'd fail. For once I played the whole daughter-of-a-queen card and reminded him that I was a princess and technically outranked him because my mother was the high queen. In the end it took the Dagda's intervention to first stop our fight and then get Cade to see reason. That had been a few hours ago and I still felt like we'd resolved nothing.
We traveled east for a few miles, passing through a wooded area, the trees bare of their leaves as they waited for winter. Not much conversation took place between the gods of the Celts and their soldiers, and I said nothing further to Cade. He knew how I felt, and even though he didn't like my coming along with them, he understood why I needed to be at this meeting with the Morrigan. Cade feared that this was just another trap to draw me out and capture me. I couldn't deny the thought hadn't crossed my mind, but the need to learn that Aiden was unharmed drove me despite my own nagging dread.
Gradually, the trees thinned and the land descended into a seemingly endless plain. In the distance I could just make out the white and violet tips of mountain peaks.
"The Morrigan's realm," the Dagda murmured, pulling his horse up next to Lasair. "Those mountains are miles upon miles away, but luckily we have the dolmarehn to bypass the distance."
He nodded towards the massive stone structure that stood like a beacon about a hundred yards away.
I set my jaw and nudged Lasair forward as the small army continued to crawl eastward. It took us a few minutes to reach the dolmarehn and I noted that it was even bigger than the one on the hill behind Luathara. Cade tried to dissuade me once again, to turn me back, but I stubbornly shook my head and said to him, This is my battle as well. If I cannot fight to defend myself, then I hardly deserve to be Faelorehn.
Cade moved Speirling so that we faced one another. He stretched out a gloved hand and gently caressed my face, his own expression grim and forlorn. I just don't want to lose you Meghan.
I reached up and touched the back of his hand with my own. But you would leave me behind and go fight without me? So that I could wait in fear that you wouldn't return? No Cade, we fight together, you and I. And this is just a meeting. We won't be fighting today. I hoped.
Cade sighed and dropped his hand, curling it around my own.
"Besides," I whispered hoarsely as we stepped beneath the cold arbor of the dolmarehn, "she has my little brother."
* * *
Cold. The first sensation I registered when we came out on the other side of the dolmarehn was cold. And not just in the temperature sense of the word, though it was freezing, but in the down-to-the-depths-of-your-soul cold. From the way the Tuatha De and their soldiers tensed on their horses, I could tell they felt it too. I glanced at Cade. He had hardly changed, though the bleak cut of his mouth seemed harsher.
Cade? I asked him, reaching out with my mind.
I am used to it Meghan, was his reply.
I settled back in the saddle, stretching out a hand to reassure Lasair. He'd grown restless below me, just like all the other horses.
As we traveled across the rock-strewn, desolate land, I thought about Cade's response. I am used to it . . .
It didn't take me long to realized that the reason he was used to this awful place was because he had been here so often; because his old geis had required it. I turned my head and blinked up at him. Oh, my poor Cade. Without saying or sending a word to him, I reached out and touched his forearm. He tensed a little, but his face softened when he saw that it was me. I merely smiled, trying to put as much joy on my face as I could.
We traveled in silence, my mother and her retinue, the Dagda, Nuadu, Lugh, Cernunnos and Epona in her horse form. The clouds overhead continued to threaten sleet, and as we approached a rise in the dead land, I squinted my eyes to make out the dark band of earth that rested on its crest. My stomach churned and my skin became even more chilled when I realized what it really was. Faelah. Thousands upon thousands of faelah. And then the Morrigan came into view, along with another tall figure standing next to her.
Danua ordered us to spread out in a line to match the Morrigan's formation and I stuck close to her and Cade as the other Tuatha De and their men and women dispersed.
My mother lifted her hand for us to stop when we were a hundred yards away, then she motioned for Cade and I to join her. As we closed the distance, gradually climbing the small incline, I gritted my teeth and forced my glamour to stay put. It sensed my unease and knew my enemy was near. Perhaps it had learned of her essence when it had driven her away last spring. In any case, I had to work hard to keep it, and the magic Cernunnos had given me, under control.
When we were a couple dozen yards away, Danua slowed her horse to a stop and we followed suit. Good. I didn't want to get any closer to the Morrigan and the domineering man standing next to her. I took a moment to study him. Other than being tall, his hair and beard were black, his eyes the same color. He emanated an evil coldness that had my every instinct screaming at me to flee.
Before I could consider him any further, the Morrigan opened her mouth and said, loud enough for everyone to hear, "I called this parley in order to give you one more chance to hand over the girl and avoid war."
I blinked up at her, wondering why she was even bothering with the pretense of striking a bargain. The Morrigan I knew took what she wanted and never kept her word.
"I would never volunteer one of my children over to you. I've seen what you've done to your own," Danua retorted, jerking her head in Cade's direction, "and I know what you have planned for my daughter."
The Morrigan thrust her hands on her hips and glanced at Cade.
"Oh yes, my dear Caedehn. You broke your blood oath. It was never in our agreement that you use the Cauldron to undo what my Cumorrig had already done. I have something extra-special in mind for you."
"And you broke your oath as well," Cade retorted. "Meghan was to be left alone."
"Well then, I guess we're back to square one." She sneered and turned her attention back to my mother. "Tell me Danua, is the daughter worth more than the son?"
Both my mother and I hissed at this, an instinctual response I was sure.
"They are both dear to me, Morrigan, but I will not trade one for the other, especially when I have no proof you have my Aiden."
The Morrigan lifted one of her hands and a ball of red magic swirled above it, small wisps of scarlet shredding away from the sphere in the slight breeze. The orb grew and its center became transparent. As we watched, a familiar face peered out at us. Dark hair, bright blue-green eyes . . .
"Aiden!" I screamed, almost kicking Lasair into action.
Cade grabbed the horse's reins before he could take a step.
"No Meghan," he growled, his voice hard and authoritative. "That's not Aiden, only a window to him."
I cast Cade an angry look, but he returned it with a sad one. Fighting my anguish and my glamour, I settled down, then took a deep breath and glanced at my mother. Danua's face had grown stony, her eyes flashing between their many hues; her own magic rising up to match the icy bite of our surroundings.
The Morrigan snapped her fingers below the sphere of magic and Aiden's image disappeared.
"So, as you can see, I have him locked away, nice and safe, where none of you will ever tread. You can only get him back by handing over your dear daughter. Of course, you can meet me here tomorrow on the battlefield, if you wish, but with that option comes no guarantee you'll see that half-breed son of yours again, win or lose. And there is always the chance you'll lose your daughter as well, should you choose to fight."
The faelah, which had been adding their own grunts and small squeals for the past several minutes, must have taken their master's words as encouragement, because they chose at that moment to make their voices louder. The baying and howling clawed at my soul, but I forced myself to keep my eyes on the Morrigan and her companion. The tall man, Donn I decided, for who else could it be, stood with his arms crossed over his chest, the black leather pants and sleeveless gambeson he wore matching his hair and eyes perfectly. He looked like death warmed over, or more accurately, death anticipating a great party. In this case, I could only imagine that the party he waited for was the war that would begin in a matter of hours.
"I will not sacrifice one child for another. We will meet you in battle tomorrow Morrigan, Donn," my mother nodded to both the Tuatha De standing before us, "and wipe your overbearing evil from this world for a good ten centuries."
The Morrigan threw her head back and laughed, her curling black hair swirling around her as her magic flared. When she looked back down at us, her eyes were like brilliant rubies.
"I was so hoping that would be your choice. Oh, how I love a good battle! Tomorrow morning then, my liege."
In the next breath the Morrigan vanished in a dark red swirl of smoke, a giant raven taking her place. The black bird let out a cackling caw and flapped her wings, heading north and east into the mountains. I watched her, my heart pounding, my resentment building, my magic urging me to follow. No, not yet, I told it as it burned to seek revenge and save my brother. Tomorrow we fight.
Another blast of magic drew my attention back towards the line of faelah, and instead of seeing Donn's silent, menacing figure, I spotted a huge black bull with burning eyes and an extra set of wicked horns. I gasped and tensed up, making Lasair dance below me.
"Don't worry Meghan," Cade said in a low voice, "he won't attack us today."
Cade's entire body was drawn taught, his muscles straining against his skin, his teeth clenched. It didn't take long for me to realize he was fighting his riastrad. Yes, it would be bad for him to change at this moment; best to save his battle fury for tomorrow.
I reached up and ran my hand over his cheek, into his hair, murmuring his name until his wild eyes returned to their usual green. Once the initial aggression seemed to pass, he looked down at me. Cade grabbed my hand and pressed it against his face. I smiled as he took deep breaths and closed his eyes, the tension draining out of him.
"Thank you Meghan."
"I didn't know if I could soothe you or not, but I didn't think it would hurt to try."
His mouth quirked into a smile and he said into my mind, Your presence always soothes me.
I pursed my lips and arched one of my eyebrows, thinking about our fight earlier that morning. Unless we're arguing, I reminded him.
He smiled lightly and kissed my hand. Even then, having you near is a blessing.
The high queen and all the other kings and queens of Eile stood their ground, watching as the faelah burrowed into the earth or turned and scattered, chasing after the raven and the bull. When we were certain none were left and none would attack after we turned our backs, my mother ordered us to return to Erintara.
"We eat well tonight from the Dagda's Cauldron and absorb the magic Eile has poured into it, and tomorrow we return to fight the battle of our lives."
Everyone cheered and I couldn't help but notice the warrior coming alive in my mother. Her dark hair whipped around her like a banner, and despite the fact that she wore a beautiful dress best suited for court, I could imagine her in a suit of armor and bearing a sword. I smiled, a small speck of pride growing in my chest. So, I guess my relationship with my birth mother was healing after all.
The journey back to Erintara was a dismal one. Everyone seemed to be geared up for a fierce battle, everyone except me. At first I had been ready to take the Morrigan on, but as we continued westward across her desolate territory, the fight in me gradually burned off to be replaced by overwhelming helplessness. We had only been given a quick look at Aiden, but from those few moments I could read the terror in his eyes.
I held my breath and clenched my teeth as we passed through the dolmarehn because the anger threatened to take root again. As soon as we were back in the courtyard of Erintara's castle, I climbed down from Lasair. Cade was beside me in an instant, pulling me into his embrace. Like me, the tension coursing through him was almost loud enough to be heard. I immediately wrapped my arms around him, then buried my face into his chest and just breathed.
My mother's guard and those of the other Tuatha De gave us our space as they moved about, handing their horses off to eager stable boys and making their way back into the castle.
"I'm sorry Meghan," Cade rasped against my ear, "but I just need to be close to you for a moment."
Oh, you can take more than a moment Cade, I responded.
He sighed. I'm so sorry about all of this. About Aiden, about my mother, about not being able to protect you well enough.
I pulled away just enough so that I could look into his face. His eyes were stark, his expression drawn. How much of this mess did he consider his responsibility? How long had he been accepting the blame for all of this?
Cade, none of this is your fault, do you hear me? I sent, my words painted with the harsh color of conviction. It wasn't your responsibility to protect Aiden, it was my family's and just because the Morrigan took him, it doesn't make it their fault either. You don't need to apologize for your mother. You are as much a victim of her evil as the rest of us. And I don't want to hear any more of this talk of not being able to protect me. I'm far more capable of protecting myself than I ever was and you have already done plenty.
Can't help it, he sent, kissing my temple gently, it's instinctual.
I wiggled away from him just so I could get my next point across without getting distracted.
We fight tomorrow Cade. Together. I don't want you trying to send me off in order to protect me. Understood?
Yes, my Princess.
I punched him in the arm then grinned when he pulled me in for another close hug.
Before I could really get into the moment, however, the Dagda's booming voice cut into our privacy. "Enough lollygagging in the courtyard everyone! Let me fetch my Cauldron and begin the ceremony. We'll need all the power it can lend us, and it wouldn't hurt to have one last celebration before tomorrow's big fight, now would it?"
The men and women still lingering outside sent up an appreciative cheer. Soon, plans were made and messengers were sent to gather all those who would be taking part in the battle against the Morrigan and Donn tomorrow.
As the castle came to life with activity, Cade and I slipped upstairs to get ready. On our way, we learned that Enorah and her fellow fighters had arrived while we were gone. She had been put up in the spare room down the hall from ours, and when Cade and I were ready to head back downstairs, we first stopped to collect his sister.
When we knocked, Enorah opened the door with gusto. Her eyes gleamed and she gave us a wicked smile.
"I hear there is to be a party tonight," she said after giving Cade and I one of her death hugs. "Come on, let's get to it. I'm sure my men and women are already celebrating without us."
By the time we made our way back outside, a huge fire had been lit with the Dagda's Cauldron suspended above it. An aromatic steam rose from the great vessel and I caught a hint of beef and barley and onions. From the open castle doors, people poured out into the courtyard carrying baskets and trays full of fruit pies, fresh bread and everything else needed for the huge feast. My stomach growled in response and Cade gave me a rakish look.
It took quite a while for the stew to cook and as we awaited the meal that would feed not only our stomachs, but our magic as well, several people pulled out pipes and harps and fiddles. Cade drew me into a dance more than once and held me closer than what might have been deemed appropriate. For those several blissful minutes, I was able to forget about all that had been worrying me since coming to Eile. Thoughts of the Morrigan and her hatred of me, of my mother's cold aloofness up until recently, of Aiden's capture, of the burden of the extra magic I carried and kept secret . . . All of it seemed to vanish as Cade led me in one dance after another. For a few hours I was simply the Meghan I was before, carefree and unburdened by troubles greater than not fitting in. That afternoon I caught a glimpse of what my life might be like if we won the battle tomorrow and everyone I loved came out of it alive. Cade and I would be together, happy, not worried about what his mother might do next.
We were in the middle of a slow dance when the Dagda called for everyone's attention. By now, the courtyard was crowded with men and women; all those from Erintara and those who had traveled with their Tuatha De king or queen to fight. Enorah stood off to the side with about twenty people dressed in the style of the Weald, all of them looking eager for tomorrow's battle. Cloth-draped tables, weighed down with a variety of food and dinnerware, stood waiting against the courtyard's tall stone walls.
As the cheerful murmur of voices died down, the Dagda lifted his arms and said in a loud voice, "I will now begin the ceremony to transfer the Cauldron's power into the food we shall eat. Remember, if you feel a little strange after eating, that is perfectly normal. It is only your body absorbing the extra glamour."
The crowd fell utterly silent, and we formed a large circle around the bonfire and the Cauldron suspended above it. Cade and I had managed to find a spot close to the Dagda, with my mother beside me and Enorah stepping forward to take a place next to her brother. The others were scattered about with their own people; Lugh and Nuadu were across from us, and next to them were Epona, Goibniu and Oghma. Much further out, Cernunnos watched like the silent tenant of the forest that he was. The antlered god caught my gaze and held it.
Soon, Meghan, his thoughts seemed to float on the air, soon . . .
I clenched my teeth and returned my gaze to the Cauldron. I was so tempted to curse Cernunnos for this so-called gift he'd given me. It had seemed to be more trouble than it was worth, but at least I'd get to finally set it free tomorrow during the fight. I only hoped it was enough to get Aiden back.
The Dagda lifted his arms, the strange silence of the courtyard and cold, damp breeze making room for his unmistakable presence. He closed his eyes and threw his head up to the grey clouds, muttering under his breath and slowly speaking the ancient words of Eile.
For a while, nothing happened, but then I felt it. A tiny reverberation that started in my core, making my bones vibrate. It was a strange sensation and I wondered if anyone else could feel it. Suddenly, the courtyard flared with a brilliant, violet flash of magic. It lasted no longer than a lightning strike, but I blinked my eyes and took several shallow breaths, as if the air had been driven from my lungs. When I'd managed to blink all the stars out of my eyes, I looked up at the Cauldron. A deep purple glow emanated from the thick soup it held.
The Dagda drew a few ragged breaths and I glanced over to see that he was slightly bent at the middle with his hands on his knees. Sweat beaded on his forehead and he looked genuinely tired.
"Dagda?" I asked tentatively, releasing Cade's hand and reaching out to his foster father.
The Dagda lifted a hand. "I'm well. It just takes a lot of effort to pull so much magic out of the Cauldron."
He glanced up and smiled at us. I returned the gesture, though my own smile felt a bit weak.
Eventually, the Dagda straightened and gestured towards my mother. "Your Majesty," he said, his voice hoarse, "this is in your hands now."
Danua nodded once to him, cast me a look I imagined was meant to give me strength, then climbed the stone steps that hugged the Cauldron. A biting wind ruffled her skirts and tossed her hair into dark streamers, but she remained steadfast as she inspected the men and women crowding the castle's courtyard. Some were her own soldiers, others served under the Dagda, Nuadu, Lugh and Epona, away from their own realms to protect the wellbeing of all those living in Eile. Some were formally trained for battle, others were merely farmers and business owners who knew their high queen needed all the help she could get. Or perhaps they were too familiar with what could happen should the Morrigan get her way and seize Danua's throne.
The people in the courtyard and the thousands more I could see crowding against the wide open castle gates grew still and silent as their high queen prepared to talk. Cade and I listened as my mother, with the diplomacy and elegance only a queen could possess, told her people about the common enemy they faced tomorrow. She explained that we fought not only to free ourselves of the Morrigan's terror, but for the life of her other child, Aiden, as well. At the end of her speech, Danua gave her people the opportunity to step down if they believed this fight was not theirs. Not a single person turned to leave, and I was touched by their loyalty. It seemed they had finally forgiven my mother for loving a Fomorian warrior.
As the sun dipped below the eastern horizon, many of the soldiers worked together to remove the Dagda's Cauldron from the fire. Several bundles of wood were thrown into the blaze and soon the flames were roaring higher and higher, lighting up the courtyard with their brilliance.
The party was just getting started, but I had no desire to stay. I wanted to be with Cade. I was resigned to accept whatever fate awaited me, but if either of us was destined to die tomorrow I wanted to spend as much time alone with him as possible.
Taking Cade's hand, I led him through the throngs of people, their boisterous voices working in unison as they regaled the war stories of old. We were jostled and saluted as I pulled Cade behind me, heading for the stairs that would take us up to our room. The castle itself was crowded with random people high on the Cauldron's power and the mead that had been passed around, but they paid no attention to us as we made our way upstairs.
Finally, I reached the door to our room. I threw it open, yanked Cade inside, and latched the door shut before reaching up and hooking my hand behind his neck. Cade let out a small noise of surprise when I jerked his mouth down to meet mine, but it didn't take him long to realize my plan. Soon he had his arms around me and he was leading the kiss and I was following.
"I don't want to feel anything else tonight Cade," I breathed as I pulled away from him to get some air. "I don't want to feel fear or sadness or regret. I only want to feel you."
"Well," he said, his own voice deep and raw with emotion. "I think I can arrange that."
He kissed me again, his lips trailing down my throat, then lifted me up and carried me to the bed. For the next few hours Cade kept true to his word, banishing all of my worries as our glamour and our love took us to a place no means of magic could ever reach.
 


-Twenty-One-
Omen
 

I jerked awake some time later only to notice that I was standing in the middle of a stone-littered field. My shoes were gone and I was wearing the clothes I'd had on the day before. Where was I and how had I arrived here? A cold wind drifted past me and I wrapped my arms tightly around myself, fighting the need to shiver. Maybe I had walked in my sleep again. If so, why hadn't Cade woken up?
Something, a small sound or my own intuition made me look up. I had been cold before, now I felt as if my body had frozen solid.
The Morrigan stood on that desolate plain with me, a dagger in her hand and a cruel smile on her lips. At first I was confused, but then I glanced beyond her and my eyes grew wide. I gasped as I brought both my hands up to cover my mouth. Cade . . .
He was naked and bound in chains, his skin pale and his eyes haunted, and surrounding him were two dozen Cumorrig.
I cried out and moved to rush towards him, but the Morrigan held up a hand.
“Ah, ah little Meghan. Make any sudden moves and I’ll instruct my pets to attack.”
I balled my fists, the bile rising in my throat. “What do you want?” I managed to bite out.
She sighed, as if immensely bored. “You know what I want. The same thing I have wanted since the beginning, and rumor has it you’ve been keeping . . . secrets. Tsk, tsk.”
My heart almost stopped as all the blood in my veins headed for my feet. Did she know about Cernunnos's gift? How could she know? Even now I could picture my little spider, working away to keep my secret hidden. I took a deep breath and pushed my panicked thoughts aside.
"You have another chance Meghan, another chance to keep your loved ones from harm. Before Danua and her army awaken, I must have you in my custody. Turn yourself over Meghan. Is it really worth all the pain and suffering the others will go through simply because you are too selfish to see the big picture?"
I clenched my fists, my arms shaking from fear and the cold. "You wish to use my power to harm others. How does sacrificing myself change the fact that many will still come to harm?"
The Morrigan regarded me with shrewd eyes. "As usual, you refuse to see things my way. Very well." She sighed, then continued as if I hadn't said a word, "When you wake, you will have exactly three hours to send word that you are on your way to the dolmarehn that separates my realm from Danua's."
"How am I to send word?" I asked, trying to catch her in a lie.
She only stared at me, her grin one of malevolence. "When you reach the edge of Erintara, you will know, believe me."
That made absolutely no sense. Angry at her arrogance, I shouted, “And if I refuse to give you what you want?”
She smiled again, and my spine turned to ice.
“Oh, silly, sentimental little Faelorah. I would tell you I'd release your pathetic little brother, but I fear that wouldn't be quite enough to ensure your cooperation, so, that is why I've set up this little insurance policy."
She gestured towards Cade. He wouldn't meet my eyes and I had the horrible feeling that his magic was nearly drained.
The Morrigan narrowed her scarlet gaze and continued, "The Dagda’s Cauldron can’t make your precious Caedehn whole again if you can’t find all the pieces. This is what will happen if you fail to obey my summons.”
She snapped her fingers and the closest Cumorrig lunged, clamped its jaw onto Cade's shoulder, and tore away flesh and muscle.
I felt myself gag and the horrible vision vanished as I tore out of my deep sleep, screaming and choking on my sobs. As I came violently back to consciousness, a frosty whisper caressed my mind: Three hours Meghan . . . You have three hours to decide . . .
I swallowed back my horror, ready to release another scream when I felt strong arms wrap around me.
“Meghan! Meghan, what’s wrong?”
Cade. Alive, safe with me. I immediately hugged him back.
He rocked me gently in his arms and I clung to him, the way a starved dog clings to a bone. He ran his hands down my bare back, over my face, through my hair, speaking soothing words in his ancient language. When my hysteria began to subside, he kissed me, carefully at first, but I reacted, purely on instinct. I laced my fingers through his hair and pulled his mouth back down to mine, kissing him so hard he gasped in surprise.
I broke away but didn't release him. Instead we simply lay there on the bed, gazing at one another in the dark. Cade ran a gentle hand through my hair once again.
Tell me about the dream, my love, he sent with shil-sciar.
I sighed and closed my eyes, trying to force the images away. They had been so vivid; so real, and the last thing I wanted to do was relive them.
I'm alright now, honestly, I returned. You know how dreams seem so realistic when you're lost in them. The edge has worn off.
Huh, liar, my conscience accused. That had been the most realistic dream I'd ever had, as if the Morrigan had somehow plucked me out of bed in order to force me to take part in her macabre little show-and-tell.
Cade pulled me in closer so that our bodies molded together. Instantly, the coldness that had been gathering just underneath my skin vanished as his body heat and what I suspected was the gentle aura of his magic permeated my senses. I sighed and tried to relax; tried to convince myself it had only been a bad dream. Unfortunately, every instinct I possessed warned me that it had been a message from the Morrigan, one I could not ignore.
I forced the dream to resurface. As much as I wanted to forget it, I had to consider it. The horrible goddess already had my brother, and if any of that dream had been true, then I could now safely say she would take Cade away from me again as well. She coveted my magic, and in order to get it she needed to strike at everyone I loved.
I tried to curl up into a pathetic ball of despair, but Cade shifted next to me. I could tell by his breathing that he was asleep, but he still wouldn't release me. And that was how it would be. No matter what happened, Cade would not let me go. If I ignored the Morrigan's message, then tomorrow, when we pitted ourselves against her and Donn and all the horrors they had at their disposal, Cade would have me as a constant distraction. He would protect me instead of focusing on the fight, and his mother knew this. She knew he would be an easy target, and he'd be the first one she would go after.
I bit my lip in order to keep it from trembling. Carefully, I extracted myself from Cade's embrace so as not to wake him. Once I was free, I studied his face in the soft light of the dying fire in the hearth. When he was asleep, all the strain of this whole mess disappeared from his features. I felt tears prick at my eyes. It was all because of me and my family. He despised his mother more than anything, but because of me and Aiden and Danua, he would confront her once again.
Pain and anger shot through me then. Danua and I had been near enemies up until a few days ago and now I was on the verge of losing the family I had always wondered about. The family I belonged to. But the Morrigan had my little brother. Aiden, who had been so helpless in the mortal world, must be terrified and so confused. How powerless must he be here, in Eile? He must think he’s in a living nightmare, and he couldn’t let anyone know, not with his autism . . . But, my mother had said something about that earlier. Aiden wasn’t autistic after all. In the mortal world, his magic had been suppressed, so much so that he couldn't even communicate properly with us.
Frustrated, I shoved my face into my pillow and let loose a silent scream. All the events of the past several weeks went swirling through my mind, as if a tornado had picked them up. Returning to Eile, the attack on Luathara, my four weeks in the Weald, learning about my magic with Enorah, Cernunnos's strange visit and the imparting of his magic, the Lughnasadh party at the Dagda's, the council with the Tuatha De, news of Aiden's kidnapping, the draining of the Cauldron's magic, the parley with the Morrigan and then her insufferable arrogance in my nightmare . . .
Around and around the thoughts went, scratching at the edges of my sanity until I wanted to tear out my hair. Gradually, the phrases of my memories became single words; Magic, Cauldron, Cade, Aiden, Secret, Sacrifice, Cernunnos, War, and the one that repeated itself the most: Morrigan.
Suddenly, my pain and anger honed themselves into a sharp point, one aimed directly at the goddess's heart. She had been controlling Cade’s life, my life, for far too long. And then, in a powerful wave of realization strong enough to sweep the frantic tornado in my mind off course and force the air from my lungs, I understood what I needed to do. As the storm of confusion in my brain lost its bluster, a few words lingered before disappearing completely. It was something Cernunnos had said to me on that balcony the night he told me I had all of his magic, and then repeated at the council meeting with the Tuatha De: You must first visit the lair of the Morrigan before you can use my magic. . .
Hissing in a breath, I slowly sat up in bed, my eyes wide and my mind working once again. Only, this time I had full control of my thoughts. For several minutes I merely sat there, thinking hard, and finally, a plan began to form. It was as insane as it was brilliant; reckless, crazy, and dangerous as hell. But if I was right and it worked out, then I could save both Aiden and my new found family. Only problem was, there was a good chance I might not be around to enjoy those I hoped to save . . .
I looked over at Cade, his face relaxed in sleep. Tears spilled from my eyes when I thought about how my plan could go wrong. This could be the last time I ever saw him. No Meghan, if you are to do this you must be strong, you must be willing to let him go.
Silently, I crept out of bed, threw on a robe, and took up residence in the tall, stuffed chair closest to the fireplace. Three hours, the Morrigan was giving me three hours to hand myself over. Although I had already decided what to do, I needed some time to get the details straight in my mind. As the middle hours of the night slipped away, I fine-tuned my plan, going over every possible detail and outcome.
An hour and a half after waking from my terrible dream, I felt there was nothing else to consider; no stones left unturned. I just needed to remain patient and follow the script I'd so painstakingly put together in my head. Digging deep into the recesses of my memory, I collected the ancient words Enorah had given me when I'd created my little spider. I was going to need another one, one that would hide every thought connected to my plan. When I had accomplished that, I gathered up my courage and recalled another spell Enorah had taught me, the one that encouraged deep sleep, and padded silently back over to the bed. I leaned forward and pressed my mouth against Cade's ear and focused a small cloud of my magic into a tiny pebble. I took a breath, drawing the speck of power up into my throat. As I exhaled, I spoke the ancient word that went along with the spell: codladh . . . sleep. I could feel the glamour traveling over my tongue, flowing into Cade's ear so that it could take hold and keep him unconscious longer than what was natural. I hated to do it, but it was the only way to guarantee my getting out of the room without waking him.
As the tension eased out of Cade's body and his breathing grew deeper, I leaned away from him. I sighed and ran my hand through his hair, down his perfect face, and over his shoulders. I studied his skin with my fingertips, memorizing every detail because I would need them to give me strength as I put my plan into motion. I counted his ribs, one at a time, and traced the dark ink of his tattoos. I felt fresh tears pool in my eyes when my fingertips lingered on the scars left by the Cumorrig that had killed him. I pulled my hand back and leaned forward, kissing him once on the mouth, just as I had done before leaving him in the Dagda's care those many months ago.
"I love you," I murmured.
His eyelids flickered, and for a moment I thought the spell hadn't taken hold. I released a breath of relief when he settled back against the mattress. If Cade knew what I was about to do, he'd tie me to a chair and lock me in Danua's dungeon until the battle with the Morrigan was over.
With careful movements, I crawled out of bed. Cade's arms crept forward as I stepped away, his fingers seeking mine, but the spell held strong. I released the breath I'd been holding and quickly found my clothes and my warm cloak, pulling them on as swiftly and as silently as I could in the dark. Fumbling through my bags, I also pulled out Enorah's dagger and some of the hawthorn arrows from my quiver. Pausing and glancing back at Cade, I quickly snapped a few in half, shoving the broken shafts down my boots. They might come in handy later.
When I was ready, I turned and glanced back at Cade. His huge frame took up most of the bed now that I was gone, his face turned towards me. Unconsciously, I reached my hand up to my throat and brushed my fingers over the torque that had been there since spring, the mistletoe bead on its leather string just below it. The torque and the charm could not protect me against the Morrigan, but they would bring me comfort because they had been gifts from Cade.
Last chance to change your mind Meghan, my conscience told me.
Oh, how was I tempted to listen to it, but I knew that if I wanted to save Cade and my brother and everyone else I loved, I had to do this. With one last silent prayer sent to whoever might be listening, I squeezed out the door and crept through the dark castle.
Luck was with me in those early morning hours because no one was awake, not even the guards posted at the kitchen door where I slipped out, or in the stables where I managed to saddle up Lasair in record time. At dawn the fortress would be alive with activity, my mother and the other gods getting their troops and all those willing to fight ready to march against the Morrigan. I would not be with them when they did.
As I led the red stallion through the dark city, a sleepy Meridian clinging to my shoulder and my heart pounding in my throat, I thought about my plan. So many unknown factors relied on its success, and I only hoped that my instincts proved correct. One thing I was counting on was the Morrigan's greed and cunning. If the Morrigan wanted to take Aiden's power, it would be easier to do so if he didn't know how to use it. Since this was his first trip into Eile, I was betting on this fact and the remote chance the Morrigan hadn't tried to get at it yet. After all, she needed Aiden whole and healthy in order to entice me and my mother into making a trade, and something told me that stripping him of his glamour would do far too much damage. Yet, if Aiden still retained all of his power and if I could somehow find a way to be alone with him, then perhaps I could teach him about his magic and then we could pool our resources and . . .
My thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the grating caw of a raven. Instantly, my senses came to life as Lasair whickered nervously and side-stepped on the road. Meridian clenched down with her claws.
Danger, she whispered into my mind.
Yes, I know, I returned, my head swiveling on my shoulders as I scanned our surroundings for a large, dark raven. I had been so caught up in my contemplation that I hadn't noticed we'd reached the edge of the city. Ahead of us stretched the hilly, wooded farmlands of Erintara, behind us, my mother's castle and Cade. Of course, the entire landscape was currently cloaked in darkness, but I could just make out the vague shapes of trees, hills and buildings.
The raven cawed again, snapping my attention forward. When I finally spotted it sitting in a nearby oak tree, I released a soft gasp. The bird was large, but not nearly as large as the Morrigan was in her raven form. And it was pure white. Nervous, I clicked Lasair closer, and the stallion obeyed me without any trouble.
Now that I was sitting just below the giant bird, I could see it better. The creature was blind in one eye, a great scar running down the side of its face, so it tilted its head to study me. That's when I noticed the feathers covering its ears. Despite the darkness, I could tell they were red, just like Meridian's. A spirit guide. And not just any spirit guide, the Morrigan's spirit guide.
Fighting back the urge to blast it with my magic, I took a deep breath and said with a shaky voice, "Tell your master I've decided to hand myself over to her. I'm heading to the dolmarehn that will take me to her realm right now."
The creature shook out its ghostly feathers and groaned out a long croak before flapping its wings and heading east, its pale form a stark contrast against the black sky. I heaved a deep breath and thought once more about what I was doing.
Once you step through that dolmarehn, there's no turning back, my conscience told me.
I clicked my tongue and tapped Lasair with my heels. “Come on,” I murmured as a shiver shot through me, "I have a job to do.”
* * *
Beyond the outer reaches of Erintara and my mother's kingdom, once the wooded and rock-strewn hills came to end, there stretched a vast reach of nothingness. Well, it wasn’t completely empty. There were stones and a random shrub every now and again, and small hillocks and lots of thick, tangled grass and low spots where water collected into shallow pools or deep ponds. But the land itself was desolate and wind-torn. Meridian, Lasair and I had passed through the dolmarehn an hour ago, the same one we'd crossed through just the day before with the Tuatha De Danann and my mother. I had no idea exactly how long it would take me to get to the Morrigan's castle, but I knew as long as I kept heading east, I would get there eventually. Until then, I had only my worrisome thoughts to keep me company.
Just before I'd urged Lasair through the stone gate, I'd heard Cade’s voice in my head.
Meghan?
He'd been curious at first, his words fuzzy at the edges, as if he'd just woken up. I shook my head and tried to ignore him. I imagined him lying in bed, reaching out for me before he was fully awake, the way he always did. But I hadn’t been there.
Meghan, are you with your mother? he'd continued.
I'd ignored him again, and planned to do so for as long as I could. I'd let him search for me, putting more space and time between us so that he wouldn’t come after me right away. No matter what, I couldn't tell him where I was.
When he tried to reach me a third time, I wove a small shield of my magic and placed it around my mind, blocking out his words. It tore at my heart to do so, but I could not let his worry distract me.
That had been over half an hour ago, and I estimated another hour or so would get me to the base of those mountains. If the Morrigan's spirit guide had brought her my message, then perhaps she would be waiting for my arrival. And it would be too late for Cade to do anything to get himself into trouble.
Eventually, the relatively flat land started sloping upwards and the great, jagged mountains I had been staring at for the past few hours jutted up before us in stark contrast to the rest of the landscape. Small growths of stunted, half-dead trees dotted the earth and just beyond them, spread out like a thick, black mist against the top of the rise at the base of the mountains, was an army of faelah.
Meridian screeched and took off from my shoulder and Lasair trembled beneath me, eager to charge at the monsters who were responsible for his sister's death.
I was stunned. I knew the Morrigan had Donn's unfathomable wealth of glamour at her disposal, but the endless legion of monsters waiting up ahead still surprised me. There were at least a hundred times more faelah here today than there had been yesterday, if not more. So this was the army my mother and the Tuatha De would soon be facing. And the Morrigan was apparently breaking her word again. Despite the fact that I'd practically offered myself up on a platter, she was still going to attack my mother and her people. I had dreaded this. Yes, I had counted this in as a possible outcome while I formulated my plot, but I had hoped my sacrifice would be enough to appease the goddess of war. Silly me; of course it wouldn't be enough.
I gritted my teeth and fought against the well of pain growing in my throat. This complicated things quite a bit, but I still had other options. I had committed myself to this plan and I was going to see it through to the end, whatever that end might bring.
Lasair moved forward until we were only fifty yards away from the line of faelah. I could smell them, a horrible blend of death and rot and evil. They screamed in their ancient voices, snorting and cawing and growling and snarling, like a primordial roll of thunder, up and down the base of the mountain. The low fog from earlier had lifted, only to reveal a sky dominated by inky rainclouds. It wasn't raining yet, but it could start at any minute. A cold, damp breeze pulled at my hair and blew the hood off of my head.
Suddenly, the monsters stopped their chatter and parted just in front of me. Behind them and extending far into the mountains was a deep, narrow crevice, and from its mouth strode a pale woman in a black dress whose skirts unfurled around her like living darkness. I swallowed hard and fought against my building magic. The Morrigan.
She walked with the grace and ease of a practiced warrior, all confidence and malice. Just behind her and to her right strode the tall, dark-haired man from yesterday morning's encounter. He had his black leathers on again, and as they moved closer, I busied myself with counting the wicked weapons he carried. But it was his eyes that startled me the most. Black and sharp and crackling momentarily to silver when he looked at me. Power rolled off of him in waves and I suddenly felt trapped. I swallowed back the sudden horror that boiled up like acid in my stomach.
No Meghan, don’t let them see your fear . . .
I could feel Lasair reacting beneath me, anger and aggression pouring off of him. I slid from the saddle and turned to look him in the eye.
"Lasair," I whispered as I leaned my forehead against his velvety nose, "I haven't known you long but you have proven to be a brave horse, full of honor and pride. What I have to do I have to do alone. I need you to return to my mother's castle and join the others. If we're all lucky, there will be no fight today."
The red stallion whickered his disagreement and dragged his hoof through the rocky soil. Somehow his thoughts reached me. He wanted to avenge his sister and protect me. He didn't want to run like a coward.
"No," I murmured, my voice growing rough, "you must do as I say."
I put as much force behind my words as I could. Slowly, Lasair's agitated state calmed. He backed away, threw his head in the air and reared up, screaming his irritation. But when he touched down he turned and fled. I breathed a sigh of relief, then turned my mind to my spirit guide.
Meridian, I said.
She dug her claws into my shoulder. No, she sent. Stay. Love. Protect!
Her own thoughts were full of despair and anguish and the lump in my throat grew larger. Tears formed in my eyes but I dashed them away. I could not look weak in front of Donn and the Morrigan.
They will kill you Meridian. They will take you and strip you of your glamour. I love you too, but you must flee. Please! You must go and protect Cade. This is something I must do on my own.
With a heart-rending screech, Meridian threw herself into the air, crying out as she tore through the sky after Lasair. And then I was alone, accompanied only by the raspy grunts and restless shuffling of the faelah lined up behind me.
The Morrigan and her companion closed the distance between us and came to stand several feet in front of me.
“Well, well, well, if it isn’t my son’s little Faelorah come to pay me a visit. I'm pleased to see you got my message.”
She crossed her arms and smiled. The images from the horrible dream slammed into my mind and I winced.
“What took you so long to come calling Meghan? You know my home is always open to you and I've extended an invitation more than once.”
She sketched a fake curtsy, gesturing towards the canyon from which she had just emerged. A strange babbling of haunted voices came rolling down the ravine at that moment, a hint of warning and suffering in their tones. My trepidation increased. The Morrigan shook her head and clicked her tongue as her army of faelah hissed and grumbled at me. Donn merely stood there like a statue, glaring at me.
I took a deep breath and decided I had best get this over with. “I’ve come for my brother.”
The goddess arched a perfect eyebrow. “Is that so? And do you really expect me to hand him over?”
“No,” I said, standing up straighter. “I’ve come to trade. Take me and let him go.”
The Morrigan had the good grace to look surprised. “Really? That is very noble of you my dear, and tempting, but you see, I don't want to trade anymore.”
“Then what do you want?” I said, my teeth gritted.
She looked up at me, her violet eyes adopting a lazy expression. She smiled sweetly. It made me think of the scent of flowers in a morgue. It did nothing to mask her evil, or chase away my disgust.
“I want you both. Think of how strong I’ll be with two Tuatha De-Fomorian bastards, both of you ripe with boundless, untrained magic.”
“I’ll fight you,” I blurted, letting my control slip just a little.
The Morrigan laughed, but it was my turn to grin. “You weren’t laughing when I nearly destroyed you after my magic broke free the last time. If I remember correctly, you fled in your raven form before I could hit you with its full force. And that was before I learned how to control it. You should see what I can do now . . .”
Her smirk vanished and the look she gave me next could strip paint from the side of a fighter jet. I tried not to feel smug at the slight look of fear in her eyes. Don't push this too hard Meghan; you have to give her just enough so she doesn't suspect anything . . .
“So, you can take me willingly, or we can fight. I may not win, but even if you manage to kill me, I’ll be sure to take a good chunk of your entire army with me in the process. It will be easy for my mother and the other gods to defeat you then.”
There. That should make an impression. I only hoped my nerves would stop threatening to give out on me.
The Morrigan seemed to consider it for a while, but as the clouds swept by above us and as the faelah that stretched for miles began fidgeting and grumbling again, she looked back up at me, a wicked glint to her now red eyes.
“Oh Meghan, poor, sweet little Meghan. Do you know what your problem is? You have too many people that you trust and care for.”
She took a breath and glanced down at my neck, then flicked her gaze back up at me.
“That’s a beautiful torque you're wearing my little witchling. You've grown awfully close to that abomination I so unfortunately call my son, and you're here now because of him. What did he promise you? Wealth? Fame? You may get both from him, but he’ll always be his father’s son. He’ll feed you pretty words and shower you with gifts, but in the end he will always stray.”
I flinched hard, and she must have noticed.
“Oh, I see. He’s already begun the process of winning your favor, hasn’t he? The torque, your spirit guide, that horse you chased off . . . Need I go on? It won’t be long before you catch him with one of the serving girls of your mother’s palace. Or perhaps with one of the maids at that run-down hovel he likes to call a castle.”
I clenched my fists. Cade was not like that. He wouldn’t do that to me, to anyone. She is feeding you lies Meghan, she is speculating. Just because Cuchulainn got the better of her, doesn’t mean that Cade will follow after him. Don’t let her manipulate you!
I forced myself to calm down, then gave her a long, cool look. “You lie. He wouldn’t do that. I’m growing tired of your crap. Time to make a decision. Either you can let Aiden go and take me instead, or you can taste the fury of my magic and risk losing your entire army.”
Her red eyes flared even brighter for a moment, then she sighed and said rather boorishly, “Very well. I had hoped last night's little preview would have been enough, but it appears I have no choice. It seems dear Caedehn means something to you after all, so I'll repeat my previous threat, if you don’t mind. Perhaps it will sink in if you see the kind of power I now wield in person and not in your dreams.”
Oh no. This couldn’t be good . . .
“You know all about my sweet hounds, correct Meghan? You like to call them Cumorrig, and you’ve seen the damage they can do, especially if I feed them a little magic.”
I shivered as I recalled the nightmare from last night.
“Well, they are nothing compared to the Dotarbh.”
I stared at her, not sure what to say.
She sighed pleasantly and turned to her silent companion. “Donn, do you mind?”
The dark god nodded once and, without speaking, strode forward to stand in front of the Morrigan. He took a deep breath and let his arms drift casually from his sides. He closed his eyes and titled his head towards the ground. The earth began shaking and all along the front line of the faelah, trailing off for miles on each side, small bumps in the ground began to form. The mounds grew in size until they were about as big as a horse, if not bigger. Then, with a final flourish of his arms, Donn released a silvery torrent of magic and the hills of earth burst open, revealing what grew within.
I almost screamed out loud. They were all identical, but my eyes were trained on the one closest to me. It was a bull. A giant bull with horrible, black horns and blood-red eyes, and there were so many of them. They opened their mouths and bellowed, revealing unnaturally sharp teeth and the same furnace-like throats the Cumorrig had. And like the Morrigan’s hounds, these bulls appeared to have been dead for quite some time. Their heads were nothing more than skulls covered in black hide, the rest of their bodies patched together carelessly. But I had no doubt they were strong, and there had to be well over a hundred of them.
“Magnificent, aren’t they? You see Meghan, the Dotarbh are Donn’s pets, and they will come in very handy when I march on your mother and my other fellow Tuatha De later this morning. But let me return to the point I'm trying to make. You have told me that unless I release your brother, you will use your power to destroy my army. Well, here’s what will happen if you do. You are powerful Meghan, I won’t deny that. But you aren’t powerful enough to fight me and my faelah and stop Donn and his Dotarbh. Their master has given them an order, you see. If you continue to refuse my demands, then they are to seek out my dear, charming son and, how did I put it?”
She cupped her chin in one hand and tapped her cheek with a finger as she looked up into the leaden sky.
“Ah!” she cried, then lowered her gaze and glared at me with such malice I almost fell to the ground. “Rend him limb from limb.”
“NO!” I shouted, unable to help myself.
“Yes, I will,” she spat. “You know I will. And he won’t stand a chance, you know he won’t. Even in his riastrad, he died fighting only ten of my Cumorrig. He will certainly perish against a few hundred Dotarbh.”
Tears stung my eyes, but I ignored them. "You said," my voice rasped, "you said that if you had me, you'd leave him alone, that you'd leave everyone alone! So here I am, take me and do what you will, but call back your army and let my brother go!"
The Morrigan’s cruel laughter crackled through the magic-tensed air. “Foolish, foolish Meghan! When are you going to learn that I never stay true to my word? I have no honor and you cannot outsmart me!”
I shot the goddess a look of pure hatred. She knew my weaknesses far too well, but I knew hers also: she was far too arrogant for her own good, and that's what I was counting on. I couldn't have anticipated the Dotarbh, there was no way for me to know that they were to be a factor in this horrible game. But all hope was not lost, at least not yet. Patience Meghan, patience. Your chance is coming soon . . . Cernunnos's magic burned inside of me, but I tamped it down with my own as the spider worked to hide my thoughts. Yes, my chance was coming. I just needed to get into the Morrigan's lair, find my brother, and then let that godly magic loose to wreak my vengeance.
“Come, come little girl, your sniveling bores me. Come join your little brother and I’ll leave Caedehn be. At least until he comes with your mother and her friends to confront my army. But by then you and that other whelp of Danua's, and your wonderful magic, will be locked away safe where I can use it to replenish my own glamour after the fight.”
I hesitated for a split second. Every instinct in my body was screaming at me to turn and flee. Unfortunately, my heart was now running the show. If I wanted to save Cade, my mother and Aiden, I had to be willing to make this sacrifice.
“Surrender!” the Morrigan screeched, sounding like the raven she often embodied. “Your attempt at swaying me has failed and you cannot escape!”
Very well, I thought as I stepped forward.
Immediately, the faelah acted, several of them breaking free of their line and moving around to encircle me, locking the Morrigan and Donn in their ring as well. My heart leapt into my throat. Yes, I was doing this willingly and for the ones I loved, but that fact didn't banish my instinctual desire to run. As the god of the dead continued to study me, I tried very hard not to squirm or break down into a full out panic attack.
"Check her for weapons," Donn said, his voice trembling with the raw power of an earthquake.
I sucked in my breath as the Morrigan turned her gaze on me. Her eyes flashed red once, and then I watched the dark cloud of her magic creep across the ground. The tendrils of smoky glamour poked and prodded me like fingers. When they got to the top of my right boot, the Morrigan chuckled, "What have we here?"
The magic worked its way down into my shoe, extracting the broken arrows I'd shoved there before leaving this morning. The tendril of power wrapped itself around the makeshift weapon and returned it to the Morrigan like some sick, ethereal tentacle. I bit my cheek. I had expected them to find Enorah's dagger, but I'd hoped they would overlook the hawthorn.
The Morrigan eyed my rudimentary weapon and arched a brow at me. "What did you plan to do with these? Carve a whistle whilst in confinement?"
She let loose a soft snicker of amusement as her dark magic continued its job. When it moved up to my torso, I tensed. Under my shirt and wrapped securely to my back was the dagger. It was too obvious to miss, and if she had found the broken hawthorn shafts, then she would definitely find the knife. The black smoke caressed the blade and I closed my eyes slowly, waiting for the Morrigan's cry of discovery, but the magic moved on in its search for more weapons. Finally, the smoke pulled away and returned to its wielder.
"Nothing more," the Morrigan said to Donn in a bored tone.
I felt my eyes grow wide with surprise. Her magic had been all over that dagger. How had she missed it? Then I remembered how the blade had so thoroughly destroyed the faelah outside of the Dagda's abode. Perhaps Enorah's weapon was more magical than I'd previously thought.
I turned to the Morrigan, my face set rigidly in what I hoped was a mask of defiance, and felt an invisible rope of glamour bind my arms to my sides.
The Morrigan looked up at her partner. "I'll just be a half an hour or so. If you want to start without me, I can catch up."
The god of the dead looked up and narrowed his eyes. "I think I'll join you in case she tries anything."
The Morrigan snorted a laugh. "What could she possibly do now?"
Donn remained impassive.
"Fine," the Morrigan snarled, "but first instruct your pets to lead my army onward. We'll have plenty of time to catch up to them before we meet Danua and her allies."
Before the Morrigan tugged me forward, I thought I heard Donn turn and mutter something in the ancient language. The demon bulls, the Dotarbh, let out a resounding bellow that echoed up and down the line of faelah, then started forward, moving west. The Morrigan’s monsters quickly followed suit, a black, oily wave of death rolling over the land and covering it with their filth. The earth trembled as the army moved out, and I couldn't tell if it was Eile herself protesting their existence or the result of so many feet marching in unison.
The ice-laced rain began to fall as we took our first steps into the crevasse I knew would lead us to someplace unpleasant. My magic shivered beneath my skin, but I held it back. We weren't finished yet, oh no, not by a long shot. But when the time came, I would let all the magic I contained come boiling forth like a storm of vengeance.
Sending up a silent prayer to whoever was listening, I hoped I would see Aiden soon and that somehow, I was going to get us out before Donn and the Morrigan could destroy everything I loved.
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The walls of the narrow canyon were practically vertical, the ground we walked on littered with stones of all sizes and the remains of unidentifiable, dead creatures. Three times I almost gagged as the stench cloyed at my nose. The few faelah that hadn’t followed the Dotarbh scurried around us, fighting with one another as they picked at the rotting flesh and broken bones. Hurrah. Another scene that would be giving me nightmares for all eternity.
The Morrigan strode before me, her dress of dark evil swirling about her like a black cloud as Donn, still chillingly silent, took up the rear. Eventually the canyon came to an end. Ancient, Celtic ogham letters and knot work designs adorned a massive stone doorway pitted with large recesses. I nearly fainted when I spotted what resided inside the primitive shelves. Human skulls, or more likely, Faelorehn skulls. At least twenty of them formed a gruesome border around the entrance to the Morrigan’s realm. Two great, dead trees, their limbs bleached white and free of leaves, protruded from the rock wall on either side of the door. A flock of ravens decorated their branches like nightmarish Christmas ornaments, the half-blind, white spirit guide who had brought my message to his master sitting higher than all the rest. The birds let out a chorus of caws when the Morrigan approached, and she smiled and scratched at their necks as they greeted her. Donn merely crossed his arms and gave a sneer.
Once the birds were appeased and they had returned to their guard posts, the goddess turned to the doorway and gently ran her fingers down its surface, muttering something under her breath as magic flared from her palm. I felt it as clearly as I felt all magic, a strange tugging at the back of my knees, as if someone had taken a rope and was trying to pull my legs forward into a bend. Could this be some sort of well-disguised dolmarehn?
The rock shifted and a stone slab in the shape of a massive door swung inward, the icy air hissing free like the first breath of the risen dead. Goose bumps broke out all over my skin despite my warm cloak. A black abyss yawned before us and as I peered reluctantly into the opening the Morrigan shoved me.
"Your cell awaits, princess. If you behave yourself I'll let you share with your brother."
I tensed, but forced myself to relax. Good. That's exactly what I was hoping for. Despite the fact that my every last instinct screamed at me to flee in the opposite direction, I made my shoulders slump and shuffled forward, attempting to adopt the guise of an acquiescent prisoner.
The Morrigan moved to follow me, but something stopped her. I peeked over my shoulder to see Donn's gloved hand grasping her arm. He pulled her closer and hissed something under his breath, his black, disheveled hair and beard hiding most of his expression. I strained to hear him, but he used the language of Eile. If only I'd asked Cade to teach it to me earlier . . .
The Morrigan jerked her arm back and snapped at him, her eyes flaring red. "I hold everything she cares about in the palm of my hand. Believe me, once she's in that cage with her brother, there will be no escape for her."
Donn growled at her. Actually growled.
"You wish to put the two offspring of Danua and that Fomorian in one cell?"
The Morrigan snorted and grasped her skirts, turning to walk away and herd me further into the pit of darkness that gaped before us.
I braced myself for another shove when Donn barked out, "You fool of a woman! To come this far and risk combining their magic?"
I froze where I stood, my heart catching in my throat. No, no, no! Could Donn have any idea what I had planned? Was I that obvious, or had he figured it out? But if he hadn't, wouldn't the Morrigan know what I was up to? Was she, like me, playing dumb until all the dice fell into place? I knew they hadn't read the thoughts in my head. My second little spider was keeping the details of my plot nice and out of reach, but that didn't mean they couldn't read my actions, actions I'd thought I'd hidden from their immediate observation. Then I swallowed hard as another thought came to me. True, they couldn't see what I was thinking, but could they have detected the magic I used to hide the secrets I kept?
The Morrigan, who was trying, unsuccessfully, to force me into her underground lair, paused and let loose a deep sigh.
"Donn, I'll tell you one more time: leave the thinking to me. This Faelorah may have power, but it is in no way greater than yours or mine, and she has not had time to hone it either. As for her brother . . ."
She yanked on my arm so that our eyes met. Look terrified Meghan. Appear meek and beaten, but make sure that burn of hatred shows as well. Huh, like that was difficult to do at the moment.
"He is in absolutely no condition to be aware of his magic, let alone use it."
Another jolt of dread coursed through me then and I felt my eyes grow wider. What had she done to Aiden?
The Morrigan smiled and I could have sworn the temperature dropped a good ten degrees.
"That's right Meghan dear, you have lost and any tricks you planned on performing with your brother won't work. He's a bit incapacitated at the moment."
"Wh-what did you do to him?" I asked, my voice raspy.
"Nothing, though I did give him a draught to make him sleep. He'll make a wonderful sacrifice once this is all over. Unfortunately, I haven't had the time nor the means to do much more than drug him."
I choked back the bile that threatened to rise as the Morrigan shoved me further down the tunnel. A sleeping potion would wear off, sooner or later, and I was praying it would be sooner than later.
* * *
The trip down into the bowels of the Morrigan's domain was one of the most terrifying experiences of my life. The tunnel, though spacious and lit with torches hanging in cruel-looking sconces, gave me a sense of extreme claustrophobia. Every now and then the path would branch off, as if we were following the trail of a giant ant hole, and the distant noises of pain and suffering came floating up from their depths. Five minutes into our journey I could no longer feel my fingers or toes and by the time we reached our destiny my whole face felt numb.
Eventually we spilled out into a massive chamber. Well, I stumbled but the Morrigan, with her usual grace, took the small staircase like a fog spilling over a range of hills. Donn opted to stand at the top of the stairs with his arms crossed. It's a good thing I couldn't feel my hands because the small stones that lodged themselves under my skin were the size of lentils. Shivering, I dragged myself to my feet, taking deep breaths of the icy, semi-fetid air and wondering why I felt so exhausted.
I glanced around and nearly gasped at what I saw. The chamber was, in reality, a huge cavern, complete with stalagmites and stalactites and a small stream meandering along the floor. That's not what surprised me the most, though. Several feet in front of me there was a natural formation of rock acting as a dais with a dark throne perched upon it. The tall chair resembled my mother's in Erintara, only this one was composed of black stone and the skeletal remains of several creatures I didn't know the names of. The perfect seat for a goddess of war and death.
The sconces, which housed the hundreds of blood-red candles and torches lighting the huge place matched the throne, but that was about as far as the macabre decor went. The cold floor was draped with thick, rich rugs in dark shades of red and gold. Delicate, tasseled curtains hanging from the walls suggested passageways into other rooms, and a great, roaring fire just behind the throne took away the bite of the freezing air.
The Morrigan turned to share a few clipped words with Donn. He nodded once, then turned on his heel, his boots grating into the hard ground of the cave and sending a raspy echo bouncing off the walls. I assumed he was satisfied with my impending imprisonment and was off to accompany his monsters to the battlefield.
"Is my domain not splendid?"
The sudden sound of the Morrigan's voice, cutting through the trickle of the stream and the soft breathing of the Cumorrig sleeping by the fire startled me out of my stupor. I could only nod. As much as I hated the Morrigan and everything connected to her, this cave was beautiful, in an underground, Phantom of the Opera sort of way.
She sighed and brushed past me, her skirts trailing far behind her as she crossed the wide room and climbed up the stone steps and into her throne. She threw one leg over the arm rest and crooked one elbow up onto the opposite knee.
"It's a pity things had to end this way. If only you and Caedehn could have seen things my way, we might have been able to work something out."
She shifted in her seat and brought her leg down so that she could lean both elbows on her knees.
"Unlike your mother, I would have blessed your union with my son if you two had joined me in my plans. But now you and your brother will be mine, slaves bent to my will. Or I may just destroy you both and take what magic you have to offer. Of course, that all depends on how today's battle plays out."
She grinned, a wicked cut to her mouth, and her eyes glittered like rubies.
I kept my mouth clamped tight and stood as straight as I could.
"It doesn't matter," I said once I'd gathered my loose emotions. "Cade won't have to worry about protecting me on the battlefield now. I won't be a distraction to him and he'll have a better chance of defeating your faelah army. And besides," I said, taking a quick and pity-filled breath, "if you kill us after all this is over, at least I'll be with Aiden, to offer him what comfort I can."
I hoped with all my might it wouldn't come to that, but if it did, I would have to push aside all my regrets. You knew this could be a possible outcome Meghan, my conscience reminded me, so you must live with that decision. Yes, there is still a chance that things will go your way, but this isn't over yet.
The Morrigan narrowed her scarlet eyes at me and then started clicking her tongue as she slowly shook her head back and forth. "You see, still the weak little Faelorah you were when we first met. Letting useless emotions rule your decisions."
The goddess sighed again and pushed herself to her feet, the dark cloudy smoke of her magic swirling around her.
"Well then, as you know, I'm going to be quite busy for the next several hours, so I'll have to lock you up until I have time to deal with you. They say you shouldn't keep all your eggs in one basket, but in this case, I think it would be wise."
She leveled those eyes on me again then raised a hand and snapped her fingers, the sharp sound bouncing off the walls. The Cumorrig jolted awake and quirked their half-rotted ears at her, only to pant when they recognized their master. I almost threw up at the sight of their decaying tongues.
The soft sound of a heavy blanket crumpling to the ground soon pulled my attention away from the hellhounds. Near the base of the dais, where a curtain had been hanging on the wall and covering what I had thought might be another passageway, was a small indentation carved out of the wall. Black iron bars ran from the tiny room's ceiling to its floor, a gate complete with a lock in its center. And there, curled up on a blanket in the furthest corner sat . . .
"Aiden!!"
My voice tore across the massive space, causing the Cumorrig to jerk to attention once again.
I ran, just put my numb toes to the floor and ran, tripping over both the thick rugs and my own clumsy feet at least three times. I crashed into the bars, my frozen fingers wrapping around the icy metal, tears streaking down my face.
"Aiden! Oh, Aiden, can you hear me?"
"No, he can't. I drugged him, remember? He should be out another hour or so and I wove a spell of silence around him so he can't speak either. So sorry Meghan, but you'll not be able to ask him any annoying questions."
I gritted my teeth, anger and sorrow boiling up, enticing my own magic and the magic of Cernunnos to flare. Oh yes, now would be a wonderful time to use that magic . . .
You must visit the lair of the Morrigan before you can use my glamour.
Cernunnos's words revisited my mind, bypassing my emotions and settling themselves firmly between that wall of magic and the tiny grain of control I currently had over it. My nerves tingled and a rush of adrenalin poured through me. I let the magic build a little, and just before I was about to let my defenses fall and push all that power forth, I hesitated. Aiden was still in that cage and I was still an emotional wreck.
Wait . . . a tiny voice whispered into my mind. Wait . . .
Reluctantly, I released the breath I was holding and drew my magic back within me. There was one more thing I had to do before I let all hell break loose, and that was to get to Aiden and make sure he was alright.
Before any other thoughts could cross my mind, however, the bars I clung to gave way and I stumbled forward. I didn't have to look behind me to know that they'd rematerialized. The Morrigan's cold laughter filled the massive chamber and with a sharp snap of her fingers, the Cumorrig stood and left their beds by the fireplace to lie in front of mine and Aiden's prison.
"Keep a close eye on those two and if, by some miracle of Eile, they figure out how to open the door, kill them," the goddess snarled as she whipped her skirts around and headed for the exit.
"I hope you take this time, little Meghan, to think of all the horrible things I'll do to my son once I catch him. Because I don't plan on killing him on that battlefield, oh no, I've got something extra special planned just for you."
She turned and smiled at me and all I could see across that dark space was the white flash of her teeth and the low, smoldering glow of her crimson eyes. The scene from my dream the night before flashed into my mind, of Cade bound and surrounded by the Cumorrig, of the Morrigan ordering them to attack. The sound of Cade's screams as they tore into his flesh.
A sob broke free of my throat and echoed throughout the cavern. I shot my hand to my mouth, trying to hide any other sounds, but it was too late. The Morrigan's laughter filled the room as she disappeared down the dark tunnel. The echo of a large stone slamming into place informed me that she was really gone and that Aiden and I were trapped in this hell hole with the hounds to keep us in check. I was distraught, Aiden was unconscious, and we hadn't a hope in the world. For a few brief moments I allowed myself to get lost in my despair, but then I gritted my teeth and shook myself.
Stop it Meghan, stop it! I told myself. You spent four weeks of intense training with Enorah. Yes, it wasn't nearly enough time to become a glamour-wielding expert, but you can't forget what you learned. You must find a way to use it to your advantage.
I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths through my nose. Eventually, my volatile mix of magic settled down and I could feel the distant warmth of the fire across the room. I glanced down at Aiden, wondering what the Morrigan had given him to sleep. I nearly gasped when he stirred, lifting his hand up to rub his eyes before curling tighter into a ball.
"Aiden?" I whispered, my voice mimicking the rasp of sandpaper. She had said the sleeping potion would last another hour. Could her calculations have been wrong? Could Aiden's own potent magic be protecting him?
My brother wiggled around again and moaned, but still didn't sit up.
"Aiden!" I hissed, sharper this time.
The ears of the closest Cumorrig swiveled in our direction but I ignored it.
"Aiden, it's me, Meggy. Please wake up."
Slowly, Aiden opened one eye, the one that wasn't covered by his tiny hands. For a few seconds he simply gazed at me as if he wasn't sure he was awake yet. All the while I sat there, still as a statue, holding my breath. But then both of my brother's aqua eyes flew open and he leapt at me, crying out in a muffled voice. I hugged him back, my grip fierce, as tears streaming down my own face.
"Oh Aiden! I'm so sorry the Morrigan took you! I'm so sorry!"
He simply clung to me, shaking as his own tears flowed free. When I pulled him away to look at him, I found bright, blue-green eyes staring at me. He sniffled and frowned, pointing to his throat.
I furrowed my brow then felt a cold prickle trace down my spine. "What did she do to you Aiden?"
He lowered his eyes as his bottom lip trembled. A moment later a fat tear slid down his cheek.
With a thick voice, I whispered, "She made it so you can't talk, didn't she? With magic?"
Aiden glanced up at me, his eyes full of terror. But there was something else there as well. A slow-burning anger. Good. Both Aiden and I had to be strong if we wanted to get out of here.
I glanced past his shoulder, making sure the hounds were still asleep, then lowered my voice and looked him in the eye. "I have an idea Aiden. I know a trick that might make it possible for us to talk, but you can't be afraid, okay? Cade taught me. You remember Cade, right?"
Aiden's eyes grew big and he nodded his head, placing his hand on my heart. I smiled, my eyes shimmering with tears again. "Yes, I love him very much. And I love you very much, too. That's why I let the Morrigan capture me and bring me down here."
Aiden's lower lip started trembling again so I shook my head.
"No Aiden, shhhh. I have a plan to get us out of here, okay? But I need your help. First, I'm going to teach you something called shil-sciar. I'm going to teach you how to talk inside my head and how to hear me inside of yours."
Aiden firmed his mouth and nodded.
"I'll send some thoughts your way, okay? If you can see them in your mind, I want you to try to send something back. It might take a while, but I think you can do it."
Crossing my fingers, I hoped that the Morrigan had only hindered his ability to speak and that entering the Otherworld really had awakened his magic.
Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and sent, Aiden? Can you hear me? This is your big sister, Meghan.
I opened my eyes and found Aiden concentrating. He looked confused, but I gave him a few more moments. Just when I was convinced my words hadn't reached him, his eyes and mouth shot open in surprise. Good. He'd heard my thoughts. I smiled, but before I could say anything else to him my mind was bombarded with words in vibrant, overpowering colors.
Meghan! She took me! Mom, Dad, Logan, Bradley, Jack and Joey! Are they okay?! She's so mean and her dogs smell bad and they growl at me and I didn't know where we were going and I thought it was a nightmare and it's so cold in here and she made it so I can't talk . . . but when we went through the first tunnel I could talk like you and Bradley and Logan and she understood me and I was so mad she made it so I couldn't talk because I could finally say what I was thinking . . .
I struggled to sit up, dizzy and overwhelmed by what was happening. Oh, Aiden understood how to use this magic, and he had figured it out really fast. Danua had said he had powerful glamour, but could the Morrigan know just how potent it was? My guess was that she didn't, or hadn't taken the time to check. My skin prickled and I had to swallow against my nerves. Perhaps this crazy, convoluted plan of mine would work after all. I had counted on the Morrigan bringing me here; I knew she couldn't resist my magic. I had also planned on being locked up with Aiden and to somehow find a way to combine our magic to break free. I hadn't counted on his magic being so strong, and as the realization flooded over me, I tried hard not to let my excitement show.
Settle down Meghan. You're still a long way away from being on the other side of that long tunnel, my conscience reminded me. Right. I just needed to take a few deep breaths and get my mind back on track. Unfortunately, I couldn't make it go completely go blank.
. . . And I wanted to see you because I knew you were here somewhere, but that mean lady just told me to be quiet and I wouldn't stop asking so she made it so I couldn't talk and then put me to sleep . . .
Ah yes, Aiden was still on his nervous rant. Not that I could blame him. I placed a hand on his shoulder and he immediately went quiet.
Okay Aiden, I sent into his mind, we're going to get out of this, but I'll need your help. We need to use our magic, together, to break the Morrigan's spell on that door. Cade's sister taught me some tricks, but I'll need you to help me.
I could feel my magic stirring, amping up as my body got ready for the fight ahead. Cernunnos's glamour burned right beside my own, but I still held it at bay. I wasn't out of the Morrigan's prison yet, and I was saving that for the last possible minute.
Aiden calmed and then nodded once, his face set in rigid determination. I took a deep breath and, not sparing another single moment to let my worry, anxiety and fear burrow into my heart, I began to teach him everything Enorah and Cade had taught me. First I showed him how to find his well of magic and how to draw it out and shut it down. Then I taught him how to become invisible and how to make a shield. I trained him how to transfer his magic to me and showed him what to expect when I wanted to give him some of mine. He learned fast, brilliantly, impossibly fast, and I thought for a fleeting second that perhaps the reason he was picking this up so quickly was because he'd been deprived the ability to learn for so long.
When we were done, I felt shaky and exhausted, but I drew Aiden close to me. We must have been at it for hours, and I feared that we were running out of time. That Cade and Enorah and my mother and all the other gods and goddesses were running out of time. Guilt hit me and stung fiercely. Saving Aiden was only the first part of my plan. We needed to get moving.
I took a shaky breath and pulled myself to my feet, dragging Aiden up with me. He felt lighter than I remembered and I gritted my teeth in outrage. The Morrigan would pay for her cruel treatment of him.
"We need to get this gate open," I whispered so as not to wake the snoozing Cumorrig.
Aiden pulled his hand free of mine and placed the palm to the locking mechanism. I furrowed my brow and bent over to examine it.
The Morrigan said some strange words to open it, Aiden sent with shil-sciar.
I felt my shoulders slump. Great. Probably words Aiden hadn't understood.
Suddenly my mind was flooded with a string of phrases that looked suspiciously like the language I'd heard so often here in Eile. I blinked in total shock.
What was that? I asked my little brother.
The words the Morrigan used to open the door.
He repeated them again, and several more times until I got the hang of them.
"Um, so how exactly did she do it? Did she just say the words?"
Aiden shook his head. She placed her hand on the lock and then said the words as her hand glowed.
No. It couldn't be that easy. She simply said some fancy words and released a stream of magic? Then again, how was she to know Aiden had a memory like a trap. I didn't even know that much. Shrugging, I turned towards the gate. It was worth a shot.
"Okay," I whispered as I reached around my back to pull out Enorah's knife. I still didn't know how the Morrigan's magic had missed it, but I wasn't about to complain. "The Morrigan said that her hounds would kill us if we broke the charm on the gate, so here's what we're going to do. You're going to stay in here, behind me, and I'll stand just inside the doorway so they can only come at me one at a time."
I replaced Aiden's hand with my own, gathered my magic at my fingertips, cleared my throat and repeated the phrase.
When my knees came into contact with the stone floor just on the other side of the bars I knew it had worked. Unfortunately, I didn't have much time to celebrate. The ruckus of our escape had woken the hellhounds.
"Behind me Aiden!" I hissed as I shoved him back and moved to stand in the door-sized gap in our prison.
He let out a whimper and dug his fingers into my coat.
I readied the long dagger and adopted a fighting pose.
The first Cumorrig leapt and I shoved my hand forward, stabbing its rotten heart with the blade. The hound yelped and fell to the ground, smoke pouring from the hole in its chest. I didn't pause to watch its demise. I fell back just behind the doorway and waited for them to come at me again. I managed to kill seven more before one got in a bite. I gasped as the hound's teeth sank into my thigh.
Meggy! Aiden screamed into my mind, trying to rush forward.
No! I returned, the pain making me grit my teeth as I shoved him further into the alcove. Stay back! Only five more.
I managed to cut the remaining hellhounds, but not before getting a few more bites, one on my arm, the other on the same leg as the first one. Once the horrible dogs were on the ground, writhing in pain as the magic of Enorah's blade slowly incinerated them, I limped around the cavern floor, plunging the dagger into the beasts' hearts and watching in macabre satisfaction as they turned to dust.
A light tug at my back made me turn around. Aiden gazed up at me with wide eyes, his skin looking slightly grey. Despite the pain in my arm and leg, I reached down and lifted him up, smoothing out his dark hair as I murmured in his ear.
"We're getting out of here now Aiden," I said, leaning my head against his, "but this isn't over yet. Outside we're going to find a war, and the Morrigan will not be happy that we got out. I need you to be strong and to do everything I tell you, okay?"
He nodded. Will Cade be there? he asked me as his arms encircled my neck.
I swallowed back a lump in my throat and kissed my brother's forehead.
Yes, I responded, he'll be there.
Aiden sighed. Good. Cade will help us, won't he Meggy?
Yes, but this time I hope to help him.
Although it was a struggle, what with my bum leg and Aiden's weight, I climbed the stairs, leaving the beautifully morbid cavern behind and making my way back down the tunnel. I had no idea what awaited me on the edge of the Morrigan's territory, but as I limped along, something began burning deep in my chest, and I had a feeling it was more than just my magic and Cernunnos's combined. It was the burn of vengeance, the demanding need to protect all those I loved.
No longer was I the naive Faelorehn girl who quaked in the presence of the almighty goddess of war and strife. Oh no, I was a warrior, my instincts honed to a fine point, a point I planned on driving straight into the heartless soul of my enemy. I almost laughed and I could feel the adrenaline pumping through my body. I had so much to lose, but I was through with being afraid. Win or lose, live or die, the Morrigan would grow to rue the day she ever thought to cross me.
 


-Twenty-Three-
Conflict
 

The moment I drew my first breath of air on the other side of the stone doorway, a single, frantic word bombarded my mind.
MEGHAN!
The brilliant letters actually seared my eyes and forced a hiss from my mouth. I fell to the ground, my knees digging into the sharp rock shards that littered the dead canyon leading from the Morrigan's underground fortress.
Meggy! another internal voice cried out.
Oh, right. Aiden's. He reached for my elbow, trying to help me up.
I'm okay, I sent to him, pressing my hand against my pounding head.
Meghan! For Eile's sake, where are you?!
I gritted my teeth and took another sharp breath. Looks like I'd let my shield of magic fail. Not that I was surprised, what with all that had just happened in the Morrigan's cavern. Drawing on some of my glamour, I quickly protected my mind again before I was tempted to answer Cade.
Aiden and I moved as swiftly as we could to get out of that canyon. I had a sense from my short connection with Cade that the battle had either begun or was mere minutes away from commencing, and we were several miles from the dolmarehn. I could only hope that the Morrigan's army moved at a very slow pace. Regardless of the fact that there was no way we were going to make it to the edge of her territory in a hurry, I held out hope for a miracle. After all, I had come this far and I was still alive. Perhaps Fate had one more use for me.
Once clear of the imposing granite walls of the ravine, Aiden and I paused a few moments to catch our breath.
Where are we going now Meggy? he asked me, his words, though not spoken, quiet nonetheless.
There was no point in lying to my brother. He had been exposed to enough horror already; it wouldn't hurt to tell him the truth.
We're going to fight.
The Morrigan?
Yes.
Good. She is evil.
That she is Aiden. But we're going to try and be careful.
Is that where Cade is?
My heart took another plunge and I fought against the panic and sorrow that tried to take over me.
Yes Aiden. He is fighting with all the kings and queens of Eile, of the Otherworld, and with our mo-
I was about to say, 'and with our mother', but I wasn't sure how much Aiden had been told about our birth mother. Best not to shock him as well as scare him.
I took a deep breath. And the high queen of the Otherworld is with him as well.
Aiden squeezed my hand. The Morrigan has lots of monsters, and that scary dark man as well.
Scary, dark man . . ? Oh, Donn. I found it odd that the god of the underworld was so silent and complacent with regards to the Morrigan. Then again, his part in all this was to lord over the lost souls of the underworld whereas the Morrigan's job was to stir the pot that sent them there. She would be the more violent one, naturally. Didn't mean Donn didn't scare the crap out of me, though.
Come on. We need to keep moving if we want to help Cade and all of our friends.
Your friends, not mine, Aiden corrected. His words were the color of doubt and sadness.
They'll be your friends too, I promise.
Just as I took the first step on what would definitely be a long, grueling journey, a sharp whinny cut through the air and brought me to a jolting stop. A fiery red horse came bursting around the corner, trampling what plants had managed to live in this desolate place. The stallion danced around wildly as several small, ugly faelah snapped at his heels.
"Lasair!" I cried, dropping Aiden's hand and moving to run towards him.
The horse let out another irritated scream and pinned his ears to his head, baring his teeth and snorting. I stopped my forward progress and instead flattened myself against the closest stone, Aiden at my back. Guess the stallion wanted to dispatch the faelah first. Who was I to argue?
With efficient grace, Lasair crushed the rotten creatures under his heavy feet and came trotting up to me, throwing his head back and digging at the earth with his hoof.
I stepped away from Aiden and the rock, crossing my arms and wincing against the lingering pain in my injured arm and leg.
"I told you to leave this place!" I demanded, though I couldn't hide the raw joy I felt at seeing him.
He tossed his head again and then nickered, as if reminding me I was wasting time.
"You're right," I breathed.
Grabbing his mane, I pulled myself into the saddle and then reached out a hand to Aiden. My brother gave me a wary look and swallowed hard, his aqua eyes filled with fear.
"Aiden, this is Lasair. He's my horse here in Eile and he is very smart."
When my brother remained where he was, I tried again. "He won't hurt you, he only kills faelah."
Lasair rumbled and lowered his nose to try and sniff at my brother.
Please Aiden, I whispered into his mind, Cade needs our help.
Taking a deep breath, Aiden stepped forward and reached out a tentative hand. I didn't give him a chance to change his mind. With a sharp tug, he was atop Lasair and sitting in front of me.
"Let's go!" I shouted, giving the red stallion full permission to head westward towards the epic battle that awaited us. As we left the canyon and rocky hillside behind, another screech filled the air and the sting of tears broke free of my eyes as Meridian landed on my shoulder.
"Does no one listen to me?" I sobbed as she nibbled at my ear.
Protect, she insisted. Never leave.
I hugged Aiden close as Meridian took off again, screaming her own battle cry as she led the way. I wanted my friends to be safe and I was unhappy that they hadn't listened to me, but I was also happier than ever to see them.
Luckily, the time it took us to breach the distance between the Morrigan's hold and the dolmarehn was so brief with Lasair running at full speed, I didn't have too much time to think about all that could go wrong now that everything was coming to a head. After what seemed like an eternity of monotonous landscape, the flat terrain began to lift into a patch of small hills. I knew the dolmarehn that would take us to the edge of the Morrigan's realm couldn't be more than a mile away now.
"Almost there," I breathed, pulling Aiden close.
As we crested one final hilltop, Lasair slowed to a stop and whinnied in distress. Far below us all hell was breaking loose. Literally. We couldn't have been more than fifty feet up, but on the flat plain spread out before the looming dolmarehn in the distance, a sea of carnage awaited our arrival.
For several heart-wrenching minutes I simply sat in Lasair's saddle, my mind numb as my eyes scanned the battlefield, seeking out those I held closest to my heart. Donn's Dotarbh dominated the scene, their black shapes barreling through faelah and Faelorehn alike, trying to cause the most damage. Quickly, I located most of the Tuatha De: Lugh using his Spear from horseback, impaling faelah like marshmallows, their rotted corpses going up in flames and burning away as soon as their flesh touched the wood of his magical weapon. Epona, in her horse form, stood out like a beacon, her pale coat and mane stained with the dark blood of faelah. The equine goddess and her fellow horses used their teeth and powerful legs to bring down the enemy. Lasair let out an eager whicker as he watched his friends run down and destroy any faelah standing in their path.
"Alright Lasair," I growled softly, sliding off his back before helping Aiden down.
I quickly removed the stallion's saddle, then his bridle. Before he took off, he turned to give me one last appraising look.
"Be careful," I murmured as moisture pooled in my eyes.
He tossed his head, then let out his own battle cry before charging down the hill. I wiped away the tears and made sure one of my hands held Aiden's tightly before I returned my attention back towards the fight.
The sights, sounds and smells of conflict bombarded my senses. The screams and roars of animals and Faelorehn alike scraped at my ears and forced goose bumps to break out on my skin. Death, its aggressive smell akin to a malicious parasite, made me sick to my stomach, and the grand image of suffering all around me, like a serial killer's slide show gone berserk, was almost enough to make me turn tail and run. But I couldn't. My loved ones were down there and if that wasn't enough to motivate me, I had that bone to pick with the Morrigan and the conviction that the Tuatha De needed me if they wanted to win this fight.
Gritting my teeth, I continued my search. I wasn't doing anything until I found Cade, so I kept scanning the ongoing carnage, holding my breath and hoping to see some sign of the one I loved the most. I spotted the Dagda and my mother next, both of them on horseback and holding their own. The Dagda used a great battle axe to take out his enemy, while my mother threw arcs of magic that blasted the faelah into clouds of black dust.
A sharp scream followed by the tell-tale thlunk of several arrows striking flesh jerked my attention to the small patch of trees off to the left. I squinted, then grinned when I spotted Enorah and her archers in the branches of the trees, picking off faelah with arrows. Good. She was still in the fight and still alive. But where was Cade . . . ?
My eyes darted around frantically, but it wasn't long until they came to a screeching halt. Just at the base of our small hill, something large and dark rose above all the dead monsters surrounding it. The Morrigan. She sat astride a great horse. No, not a horse, but a faelah that looked like a horse. She wielded a curved, black sword and the sleeves of her dress were torn away. Wild, unfettered bloodlust gleamed in her scarlet eyes and the skirts of her dress billowed around her like a black cloud of death.
Ice pooled in my stomach and I forced my hands to stop shaking. I could not lose it now.
Something big slammed into the goddess's demon horse and she was thrown from its back, only to land soundly, her sword ready to do more damage. I watched in horror, unable to look away, as she mowed down men and women with that weapon of hers. When someone wearing the uniform of the Dagda's guard caught the sword on the handle of his axe and tore it from her hands, she simply threw the smoky edge of her skirts over him, the black substance sucking the life right out of him and making him age before my eyes. When the Morrigan pulled her skirts back, nothing but dust and a bleached skeleton remained.
"Meghan!"
The familiar, guttural roar dragged my attention away from the slaughter. My eyes flashed to the left and my bones almost melted. Cade.
He was coming out of his riastrad, his arms shrinking to their normal size, his huge frame returning to its usual proportions. He looked utterly spent and he stumbled as he tried to make his way towards me. Too much blood. There was too much blood covering his body and I could only pray it wasn't all his.
The Morrigan stopped dead in her tracks. She had been busy burning her way through a group of soldiers wearing Lugh’s colors. I looked up and gritted my teeth. They were in the way of a direct path to Cade. The scorn and malice that gleamed red in her eyes only confirmed my suspicions. She wasn’t even bothering to check and see if she had killed any of her adversaries; she was far too intent on getting to her son.
Over my dead body, I thought with fury. I took in a deep breath and let my magic grow and surge. Aiden clung to me, but I felt him tense up, as if he were about to bolt.
Once her path was clear, the Morrigan gave her son one hard look, then followed his gaze up to where it rested on me and Aiden. As the shock rippled over her face, pure hatred and anger took its place. Her ruby eyes darted between Cade and I, and before Cade could close the gap between us, the goddess spoke a string of ancient words and sent the edges of her living skirts unfurling towards her son. The black cloud pooled at his feet and began climbing up his legs. He stopped mid-stride and lifted his hands to his throat, gasping for breath as the Morrigan continued her chant, her words becoming lost in the cries and screams of the battle still going on all around them.
"No!" I screeched. My magic reacted with me, bursting forth and saturating my every cell.
Not yet, I told it, let me get her a little closer first . . .
"Morrigan!" I shouted even louder.
This time she heard me. Jerking as if she'd been slapped, Cade's mother dropped her magical hold on her son and whipped her head around. As soon as the Morrigan's attention was on me, Cade fell to his knees, coughing to catch his breath, the aftermath of his battle fury having sapped all his energy. A few faelah noticed he was down, but out of nowhere something white blurred by and attacked. Fergus. A small flush of relief joined the rush of my magic as the wolfhound made mincemeat out of the Morrigan's abominations. Good. He would keep Cade safe for now. As the magic in my veins pulsed and cried out for action, I turned quickly to Aiden who had remained plastered to my side.
No more self-control, no more holding back. This was it. The final hour. My final dance with the woman who had been making my life miserable for the past two years. This ended, right now.
Taking a breath, I crouched down so that Aiden and I were eye to eye. Speaking into his mind, I tried my best to make my shil-sciar words seem calm, controlled.
Aiden, this is it. I'm going to use my power to try and end this. I'd send you away if I could, but I don't know where you could go that would be safe at this point.
Aiden's eyes grew large and worried and he shook his head.
No, listen, okay?
I had to take a few deep breaths to gather my bearings. I needed my brother to hide Cernunnos's magic; to create a shield of his own glamour to stretch around me as I allowed it to bloom to its full extent. This way the Morrigan would only be focused on his magic and not mine, and if I could gather Cernunnos's power and throw it at her in one large blast, I might just be able to obliterate her. But if I told Aiden about my extra glamour, then I would break my geis. How ironic it would be, to make it this far and lose everything. I gritted my teeth. The magic had to be hidden from the Morrigan. She had to believe I only had my little bit to use against her. The element of surprise would not be there if I revealed my extra glamour too soon.
Think Meghan, think . . . What did Cernunnos say to you? About your geis, about his magic, about not telling a single person . . . And then it dawned upon me, like brilliant, pure golden light bursting through an ocean of storm clouds after a week of rain. His words came rushing back to me: You cannot tell a single Faelorehn man or woman Meghan . . . That's right, I couldn't, and Cernunnos had told me this twice. Why? Because he'd wanted me to remember his exact words. I couldn't tell any Faelorehn men or women about my gift, but he hadn't said I couldn't tell any Faelorehn children . . .
I quickly turned my attention back on Aiden, the ridiculous urge to smile like an idiot flitting across my mind. Unfortunately, my intense fear and anxiety pulled the plug on that plan. Taking a deep breath, I prepared the words in my mind. Well, here goes, I told myself.
I have my magic Aiden, I sent to him, but I also have someone else's magic as well. I'm going to let it free, and I'm not sure what will happen, but I want you to stay by my side.
I paused for a moment to take a shaky breath, realizing that I had to use everything I had to make sure the Morrigan didn't rise again this day. It meant risking more than I was willing to sacrifice. It meant taking the chance that my own flame of magic might burn out, but as I cast one more glance over my shoulder to survey the fight below me, I also realized that this might be the only way to save Danua, the Dagda, Aiden . . . Cade.
A light touch pulled my thoughts back up to the hilltop. Aiden had placed a hand on my shoulder.
Don't worry Meggy, he whispered into my mind. I'll protect you.
I pulled my brother close, fighting the warning in my head that kept telling me not to do this, not to risk my own life. But I had no other choice. I would not lose Cade again, nor would I lose Aiden or anyone else if I could help it. I drew in a deep breath, my body shuddering as I did so. I had to make a sacrifice, and the only sacrifice I could live with would be one of my own offering.
I glanced over my shoulder and checked on the Morrigan's slow climb up the low hill. Her immense power was gathering and crackling around her like a scarlet web of electricity; her skirts of smoke and death billowing out over the ground, smothering anything that dared approach.
Meggy? Aiden asked, his own silent words tainted with terror.
I closed my eyes and let the tears fall silently as the clash and shouting of battle continued to rage on just below us.
It’ll be okay Aiden, but you have to do exactly what I say, okay?
He nodded and hugged me closer. A twinge of bitterness coursed through me, matching the tingle of the magic I was building up in my blood. I had to push it away. It would do me no good to reflect on what I was being forced to give up. No. I would not dwell on regrets.
I knelt down on the damp grass and looked Aiden in the eye. I’m going to use my magic to stop all this, I repeated as the first icy raindrop fell from the black clouds above, but I need your help.
Aiden nodded, his dark hair ruffling in the wind.
Remember what I taught you about your magic? How you can never let the candle go out?
He nodded again.
And remember how I showed you how to build a shield with that magic?
Yes.
Good. I blinked hard and took a deep breath.
How is all this possible Meggy? Why do we have this magic? Does anyone else have it?
I knew he meant the rest of our family in the mortal world. Biting my lip, I shook my head. I reached up and placed my hand on his cheek. Just us buddy, and when this is all over, I'll explain it to you. But first I have a job to do and so do you. I need you to build a shield and I want you to place it around both of us. But Aiden, you must never, ever, let your candle go out. That is the most important thing. Do you promise me to never let the candle flame go out?
I knew my fingers dug into his arms, but I could not loosen my hold.
Yes Meggy, I promise I won’t let my candle go out.
I pressed my head against his small chest and murmured, “Thank you Aiden.”
Then I pulled back and reached my hands up, lifting the mistletoe charm from around my neck. I never took it off anymore, but today I had good reason to.
This was the first thing Cade ever gave me from the Otherworld. It is a charm to protect you against evil. I want you to have it.
Aiden shook his head fiercely. You need it to keep safe.
No. I have my torque, see? I brushed my fingers against the smooth metal.
Reluctantly, Aiden took the necklace and looped it over his head.
I stood and carefully removed Enorah's dagger from its hiding place. I remembered what Cade had said to me long ago, about how magic was more potent when the barrier between blood and skin was breached. Despite the wounds I'd received from the Cumorrig in the Morrigan's cave, I didn't think they were enough.
“Look Aiden, look at how dark the sky is over there. I think I saw some lightning."
Once he turned away, I dug the sharp edge of the dagger into my arm. I gasped, but bit my lip so I wouldn’t cry out. I made several more cuts, two at the base of my neck, two on my palms and one on each of my forearms. I could feel the blood trickling over my skin and I could smell the metallic tang of it. But I could also see the pale blue aura of my glamour gathering around me like a small storm. And for the first time since acquiring it, I allowed the magic Cernunnos had given me to join my own. It flowed free, an exhilarating, cooling rush of darker blue as the rose burst into bloom. The strength behind the antlered god's glamour made me gasp, but I refused to give it full control, at least not yet. Behind Aiden's shield, away from the Morrigan's immediate sight, I let my magic and the foreign magic build and grow until it nearly consumed me. I had one shot to end the Morrigan's assault for good, and I couldn't blow it.
I took Aiden’s hand, my own bloody from the cuts I'd made.
His blue-green eyes held concern, but I smiled at him as the tears gathered in his eyes once more.
Now Aiden, keep the shield nice and strong. But remember, never let your candle flame go out.
What about your candle Meggy?
I gritted my teeth and fought the tremor that tried to take over me.
Don't you worry about my candle Aiden. You just take care of yours.
“Hold onto me Aiden," I breathed down to him in my best big sister voice, ending our silent conversation, "hold onto me no matter what and when I say let go, I want you to let go of me but keep the shield of magic over yourself, okay?”
His bottom lip quivered, but he sniffled and nodded, then buried his face into my side. Taking a deep breath, I sent a prayer out to the spirits of Eile and then I turned and faced the Morrigan once more.
My power crackled down my arms, making the small hair stand on end, and a supernatural wind stirred around me, but the goddess of death was undeterred. Pure fury engulfed her, her black skirts like a great cloud of death and strife spreading out behind her, the dark tendrils of smoke seeking out new souls to ensnare as she finally breached the crest of the small hill.
“How did you two fae straylings escape my fortress!?” she hissed.
Oh yay, we were going to have a little chat before we attempted to obliterate one another on this hilltop. Fine. I had lots to say to her.
“You put Danua's two children together then left us to be guarded by your worthless hounds,” I retorted, my voice shaking a little. "What did you expect?"
“The bars on that gate were charmed!” she ground out. “You should never have been able to break free!”
“That was your mistake,” I responded, calling my combined magic to gather into one, solid sphere of power.
Just a little longer, I whispered to myself. You just need to keep control a little longer . . .
A screech and a white flash flew into my line of vision, breaking my concentration for a split second. Meridian . . .
Too late, I realized what she was doing, but I screamed nonetheless. "No!!"
A red flash of power zapped through the air and slammed into my spirit guide, sending her cart-wheeling into a thicket of oaks growing up the side of the hill, white feathers flying everywhere.
Crying out in pure anguish and hatred, I turned my eyes on the Morrigan and almost charged at her.
No Meghan, you've come too far and suffered too much to let it all fall apart now, my conscience reminded me.
Gritting my teeth and fighting back a new wave of tears, I glared at my enemy. The Morrigan merely returned my look of disdain. I didn't have time to wonder about Meridian's fate, because in the next breath the goddess continued on, as if taking out my spirit guide were as noteworthy as smashing a mosquito.
"So then Meghan, after escaping my lair and killing my hounds, do you still think you are strong enough to fight me?" she hissed in a quiet voice that suggested she had a very thin hold on her own temper. "Even with the paltry power you're siphoning out of your brother, you stand no chance against me. Do you think I've simply been killing these Faelorehn scum and leaving them to rot?"
She cast her hand around, gesturing towards the plain below. "Do you have any idea the amount of power I've accumulated since this battle started? I've given you every opportunity to join me and I am weary of this game. You die today, Faelorah, you and your worthless brother and that pathetic son of mine. You all die and I get all that power I've always wanted without the headache."
The Morrigan wiped the blood and sweat from her forehead, seeming to take pleasure in the act.
“Your words don't frighten me, Morrigan," I retorted. "I have survived your murder attempts twice already, and you know what? I learned something from those experiences as well. I'm not the ignorant little Faelorah you once thought I was. But Donn was right; you let your superiority get in the way of caution.”
I lowered my voice, though it was still hard to speak over the building wind of the storm and the continued percussion of the battle below. "Just think about it. You laughed at him for believing it unwise to leave Aiden and me alone. Looks like he had a point, huh? Makes one wonder what else you've been wrong about."
The Morrigan’s eyes shifted, and for once I saw something other than anger, hatred and conceit in their crimson depths. I saw doubt. And I saw fear.
"You may be the most powerful goddess in Eile, but everyone has a weakness, and I know yours," I said, my voice harsh and angry. "Your arrogance has caused you to underestimate me, to become lazy on the details. All I had to do was behave the way you expected me to behave and bide my time. Well Morrigan, your time is up!"
I drew the immense ball of power closer, sending it spinning into a spiral just in front of me. I could feel Aiden’s shield of glamour wavering. He had done so well, considering how little he knew about magic, and I understood that it was now or never. One shot, I had one shot to either end the Morrigan's reign or annihilate all that I loved.
“You cannot kill me!” the Morrigan screeched as she covered the last several yards that separated us, lifting her arm as that dark power crackled along her skin.
“No,” I said harshly, my voice not sounding like my own. I could tell that my eyes glowed brilliant blue, like the magic I was building. “No, I cannot kill you, but I can destroy you.”
The Morrigan’s eyes grew wide and she pulled in a deep breath, calling upon every last reserve of her own immense glamour as it condensed into a brilliant crimson blaze in her hand. But before she released it, I screeched at Aiden to pull the shield away and simply let the power I controlled pour forth, the great, spinning sphere surging forward as it continued to pull more magic from my self-inflicted wounds and every pore in my body. It stung, the way a healing dose of medicine stings away infection, and the air was swooped from my lungs. I felt suddenly like an empty shell and I collapsed to the ground just as my magic crashed into hers. An explosion that rent the dark sky and sent shock waves rippling across the land rumbled like the roar of the earth itself. Above all the chaos and cacophony and pain from the magical explosion, a primitive scream, filled with hatred, anger and anguish, rang out.
It felt like my eardrums would burst and I recalled a few things before the darkness came. One, I didn’t feel any pain anymore, which in its own way was a blessing. Two, I could sense more than hear Aiden’s sob of realization when I crumpled beneath him. Good, that meant he had listened to me and hadn’t let his flame of magic go out. And the last thing I experienced before I lost all sensation was Cade’s anguished voice and his words splaying across my mind in brilliant red, Meghan! NO!
* * *
I floated in darkness for a long while, waiting to be taken to the afterlife of the Faelorehn. Did we have an afterlife? Or did we just drift around in nothingness? It didn’t seem fair, that we would have a conscious and have nowhere for that conscious to go once our bodies died. But maybe it was different for us because we were immortal; we weren’t supposed to die.
I inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly, wondering why I was breathing if I was dead. Maybe it was something that followed the spirit; something done more out of habit than necessity.
Time passed, how much though I could not say. Eventually the darkness that surrounded me faded away and I was shrouded in mist. Not a single sound disturbed the quiet, and as the mist swirled and unfurled before me, I saw something familiar. A huge tree, its many branches and upturned roots tangled together to create a sphere. The Tree of Life. So, I really was dead, my spirit returning the great Tree. It made sense and I had, after all, used up every last speck of my magic. I only hoped that I had taken the Morrigan with me, or at least hit her so hard she wouldn't be solid again for centuries.
The Tree seemed to beckon me, but before I could so much as set foot on the first stepping stone, I glanced down and saw my reflection in the water. The mist had parted, blown away on a gentle, indiscernible breeze, and the grey and white monotone of the glade became suffused with a golden light.
What I saw in that pool was shocking. The girl, no, the young woman, who stared back at me was absolutely beautiful. True, she had the same color eyes as me, only they were a clearer, brighter hazel than my own, and my hair . . . that tangled, curly mess that had more than once tempted me into shaving it all off, fell in perfect, dark curls down my back. A beautiful white, long-sleeved gown replaced the torn and bloody clothes I had worn when confronting the Morrigan, but my feet were bare. I looked like some little girl's guardian angel but without the wings.
“Yes Meghan, that is you.”
The voice startled me, and I jerked my head up. A tall man, a pair of many-pronged antlers protruding from his head, stepped out of the pale mist that remained and came my way. Cernunnos.
“It is you, but it is how Caedehn sees you.”
“I don’t understand,” I answered.
And I didn’t. I was dead, lost in the spirit world, I assumed. Cade was safe, I hoped, and alive in Eile. Along with Aiden. So why was Cernunnos here talking to me? Had he died in the battle too? Maybe because he didn't have his magic to protect him?
Cernunnos only grinned and gave a slight shake of his head.
“Not many of us ever know how lovely we look in the eyes of the one who loves us. This is my gift to you; to know how Cade sees you. This image represents more than just physical beauty, but your spirit also. As you can see, I chose well.”
I blinked at him, confused.
“I thought my gift from you was your magic, the magic of a god.”
“Yes, but that gift you paid for. You kept your word Meghan; you didn’t tell a soul about it, except for Aiden, and you used it when it had the best chance of helping others. When it could show you just how strong and great you could be.”
I tried not to feel bitter. “And yet, I am here.”
Cernunnos’s brown eyes sparkled and became almost green. “Yes, you are here.”
I gritted my teeth and tried not to regret my choice. I had known this could happen, so I had to live with it, so to speak. But now that this was all over, and now that I had the woodland god here with no one to interrupt, I took a deep breath and asked the same question I'd asked him the day he bestowed his magic upon me, “Why me? Why did you give this gift to me? Of all the Faelorehn you, or the Spirits of Eile, could have chosen, why did you choose me?”
Yes, he had already given me an answer, but there had to be more to it. And now that we were both in the spirit world, I thought maybe he'd be more honest with his response.
“Because you were the most innocent. Of course, your brother would have been an even better choice, but he is far too young to understand. You, Meghan, you who knows next to nothing of our world, who is not yet blinded by the power you possess, no one but you could have done this.”
“But to keep it secret from everyone, to let them live in fear for that long? To have sacrificed so much when they could have known my gift of power would make things right in the end?”
“Ah, but what is a sacrifice worth if it is not given from our hearts? It is worth nothing, Meghan, if there is nothing to lose. That is what makes it a sacrifice; that is what allows it to hold its own power.”
I glanced at him once again, then at the Tree looming only yards away.
"I think I have to go now," I murmured.
As I took a step towards the Tree, Cernunnos reached out and grabbed my hand gently.
"Oh no Meghan, not today," he said, his own words quiet.
"But," I turned towards the Tree again. "I think-"
"No," he said more firmly this time as he pulled me away from the stepping stones and deeper into the mist. "The Tree can wait."
Slowly, the warm, fuzzy orange glow of the enchanted meadow faded away and an image of Cade’s worried face appeared before me. I smiled, my eyes prickling as they filled with tears. Oh, how I had missed him, floating around in this strange state of death. But then my grin vanished and I felt a stab of pain. This was wrong. I had died so he wouldn’t have to. Had my sacrifice come too late? I bit my lip and choked on a sob. Not fair. Not only had Cade died too, but shouldn’t the afterlife be free of such painful emotions?
Then his hand found my cheek and he stroked my face gently. His eyes shone and he released a great breath.
“Oh my love, oh Meghan.”
He sighed again and drew me close, pressing his forehead against mine.
“I thought I had lost you.”
I was confused. What?
But you have lost me Cade. I’m sorry. I lied to you about my extra magic, all this time. But don’t you see? I did it to protect you, and Aiden and everyone else. Please forgive me. I thought it would be enough. I thought I could save you.
I didn’t realize I had been using shil-sciar until Cade’s lips met mine as he answered me. No Meghan, no. You did not die, but you almost did. Gods, you were so close I nearly went crazy. My riastrad is nothing compared to the state I was in when I found you.
His arms wrapped around me as he trailed kisses across my face. It felt as if he would never let me go and I sighed, enjoying this comforting fantasy while it lasted. There was no way what he told me was true. I couldn’t have survived that fight. My candle flame had burned out.
Eventually, Cade stopped kissing me and took a deep breath as he pulled me even closer, tucking my head in against his chest and under his chin, his strong hands splaying across my back. I melted into him, barely registering that it was our bare skin that touched. I sighed again and grinned, wishing with all my heart that what Cade had told me in this afterlife dream was true.
A moment later everything went dark again and I knew that the next time I woke, this bliss would be nothing more than a memory.
 


-Twenty-Four-
Consequence
 

I woke again to the sensation of someone stroking my face. Blinking the blurriness from my eyes, I noticed that Cade was with me.
"Where am I?" I murmured.
"In our room at Erintara," Cade responded quietly.
"Am I dead?"
Cade grinned, his eyes filling with tears. "No my love, no. You are very much alive."
But what about the Tree of Life? My conversation with Cernunnos? Then I remembered the dream I'd had of Cade just afterwards. Perhaps it hadn't been a dream after all.
I took a shuddering breath. "Are you sure?"
Cade tilted my chin up and kissed me gently, his lips lingering on mine.
Very much so.
My voice was rough when I spoke again. "How?"
And then he told me everything that had happened.
"I was halfway up the hill when your glamour hit the Morrigan, and the shockwave knocked me off my feet for a good thirty seconds. By the time I made it to your side, Aiden was there, crying silently over you with his hands pressed to your skin."
Cade shuddered but then forced himself to continue. "Immediately I sought out your magic and couldn't find any. I panicked, thinking the worst, but then I felt a steady stream of another's glamour keeping the tiny spark of your candlewick going."
"It was probably Cernunnos's magic, not mine," I murmured without thinking.
"No. It wasn't his," he replied, no question in his voice.
I stiffened. How did he know?
"Once we got you safely inside Erintara and I knew you were going to stay with us, Cernunnos pulled me aside and explained everything."
Cade pressed his lips to my temple and I could feel his mouth curve up in a grin. "I gave him a black eye and a few broken ribs before the Dagda pulled me off of him."
"What?!" I cried, struggling to sit up.
Oh no, that wasn't going to happen. It felt like someone had thrown me into an industrial strength drier full of broken glass and gravel and then hit the heavy duty button. I hurt all over.
"He deserved it for what he put you through, and he even said so after his nose stopped bleeding."
Ugh. I was so tired of people getting hurt. "Will he be okay?"
"Now that he has his glamour back he will be," Cade answered.
I sighed and snuggled back against him. "Cade?" I murmured.
"Hmmm?"
"Not that I'm complaining, but why are we naked?"
He chuckled and said, "Helps with the magical transfusion. I've been sharing my glamour with you to help you get stronger. That's what kept the spark of your magic from going out you know, the magic that was being poured into you."
Ah yes, the conversation we'd been having before I got sidetracked with my concern for the antlered god. "So who was it then? Who kept me alive?"
Cade turned my face so that I looked directly into his dark green eyes. "Aiden," he said quietly, "Aiden was the one who kept your magic from dying."
Tears welled and fell before I could even register them.
"Is he okay?" My voice was hoarse and my throat hurt, but I didn't care.
"He's with Danua right now. He's a bit weak, but she managed to break whatever spell of silence the Morrigan placed on him and when you're both well enough to travel, we'll pay a visit to your family in the mortal world."
I nodded. Now that I knew everyone I cared about was safe, sleep pulled at me. Before I drifted off, however, one more thing came to mind.
"The Morrigan?" I mumbled.
"Gone, my love." Cade kissed me again. "And when Eile raises her again in a thousand years or more, we will make sure she never gains back the power she once had."
* * *
I later learned that I'd been unconscious for three days, during which time the Tuatha De gathered their people to head back to their own realms. They possessed the task of spreading the news that the Morrigan had been vanquished and that those faelah who survived the battle, the ones not controlled completely by her power, had scattered to hide until she returned again. Or to cause their own mischief. As for Donn, well, Cade told me he had disappeared after my blast of power hit the Morrigan. No one thought that the god of the dead would be making an appearance any time soon.
On the fourth day after the great battle, I woke up to find a familiar set of dark eyes regarding me from the bed post.
"Meridian!" I cried, a sob catching in my throat.
Cade stepped out of the bathroom with a towel around his waist when he heard my cry.
I shot my glance to him, the joy at seeing Meridian distracting me from his splendid state of undress.
"I thought the Morrigan killed her," I said.
Cade shook his head, a small smile on his face. "We found her in a grove of trees under the care of a small colony of twigrins."
I continued to stare at him, confused.
Cade crossed the room and took a seat on the bed next to me.
"That's right, I never told you about that characteristic of your favorite Otherworldly creature. Twigrins like to fix things, well, repair things that are damaged. They use their special magic to mend broken branches or crushed flowers, or sometimes heal the twisted ankle of a fawn."
I was smiling broadly now. "Or cure a white merlin who has been hit with a blast of bad magic?"
"Precisely," Cade said, giving me a quick kiss on the top of my head.
I reached up and gave Meridian a scratch. She cooed and closed her eyes.
Safe, she sent on a mental sigh. No more hurt.
"What about Lasair?" I asked, my joy drying up only to be replaced with fear.
"He returned home with Epona," Cade said. "The faelah hurt him pretty badly, so he needs time to heal among his fellow horses."
I nodded, pained to hear he'd been hurt, but grateful he was alive. Then I asked the next question, somewhat afraid of the answer. "Will I ever see him again?"
Cade put his hand behind my neck and pulled me into a deep kiss. My nerves tingled and my fingers drifted towards his towel, but he escaped my grasp with a quick twitch of his hips, lifting up off of the bed and pulling away from me so that he could dress for the day.
"He told Speirling that once he has returned to full health, he'll be back to serve as your devoted companion."
Despite my disappointment at Cade's escape, the bright smile he sent me, along with the news of Lasair's impending return, kept my thoughts positive.
I started to get out of bed, insisting on a shower. Cade helped me, of course, because I could barely walk. I guess using up almost all of your power in one fell swoop took a while to recover from. Who was I to complain, though? It was better than being dead.
Once I felt clean and was dressed, I asked about Aiden and my mother again.
"Danua sent a message up earlier while you were still asleep. They are waiting for us in the parlor beside her throne room with tea."
I moved to stand up and as my legs crumpled beneath me, Cade stepped in and took charge, lifting me up into his arms.
"As much as I admire the chivalry thing," I grumbled, "I don't need you carrying me from room to room."
"Yes you do," Cade answered cheerfully, maneuvering us through the door.
As we passed down the hallway, people paused and stood aside, bowing and greeting me as if I had grown up here in this very castle. I guess risking my life and taking out their enemy improved my status in their eyes, and against my better judgment, their kind acknowledgment warmed me.
Danua and Aiden were waiting for us when we arrived, my mother in her usual, court dress and Aiden in a pair of fancy clothes that looked personally tailored to fit him. When he saw Cade carrying me in, he jumped up from his chair and came running over.
"Meggy!" he cried out.
Cade set me down just in time for Aiden to slam into me, wrapping his arms around me in a tight grip. Cade held onto my shoulders so I wouldn't fall over, and I reached down and ran my hand over my brother's dark hair. I couldn't help it. I started crying again. Aiden. My autistic brother, talking to me as if he'd done so his entire life.
"The lady says she's our real mother Meggy, is that true?"
Aiden looked up at me with those big eyes of his and I bit my lip, nodding. "Yes Aiden, she's our real mother."
He furrowed his brow and I waited for him to deny it, to break down and insist she was wrong. Instead he gave a little sigh and just leaned into me. "Then that means we're true brother and sister."
I sniffled and pressed my hand against his back.
"Meggy," he said again, looking back up at me. "If she's our real mother, why did she send us away to Mom and Dad?"
Danua had stood up and was moving our way, but upon hearing Aiden's words she froze and gave me a sad look.
I cleared my throat. "Because Aiden," I said, returning my eyes to his face, "she loves us very much and thought that we would be safer if we grew up with Mom and Dad."
Aiden seemed to turn that over in his head for a few moments, but then nodded again and closed his eyes as he rested his cheek against my hip.
I looked back up in time to see Danua approaching me with her arms open. I had to swallow back my surprise when she wrapped all of us, Cade included, into a great hug. Her shoulders shook and when she stepped back, tears streamed down her face.
"I never thought in a thousand years that I'd see the two of you again," she said softly, looking first at me, then Aiden. "And now I have both of you here."
After that, we all sat down to tea. Aiden asked one question after another as we enjoyed our meal, and he got an answer for each of them. I couldn't believe how comfortable he was here, sitting in Danua's castle and talking to us as if he had never had a timid streak at all. But maybe that had never been the case to begin with. Perhaps he had just been awkward about his inability to communicate with others. Whatever it was, I was beyond happy to see him so vibrant.
Cade trailed his hand across my thigh, seeking my fingers. When both our hands were clasped, I looked up at him. He grinned and whispered into my mind, Danua has sent a message to your parents, telling them that you both are well. She has also requested that Aiden start spending his summers here in Erintara.
I blinked in surprise at him. I hadn't thought about where Aiden would live. I'd kind of been too busy trying to rescue him and get rid of the Morrigan. What Cade suggested sounded like a good plan, but I only had one question.
Does Aiden know about this?
Cade nodded. He was present when we discussed it.
And?
He said as long as he got to spend time with his big sister, then it was fine by him.
Smiling like an idiot, I leaned back in my chair so that I pressed up against Cade. It would take me a bit longer to heal, but as soon as I could walk and function like a normal person once again, we would take a little trip to the mortal world and tell my parents everything that had happened.
That evening, my mother hosted a small dinner in my honor. Her entire court attended (along with their new, positive attitudes with regards to me) and when I entered the dining room and found the Dagda and Enorah waiting for me, both dressed in Erintara's finest, I almost fell on my face as I bolted away from Cade's side. I'd forgotten my legs still weren't working properly.
Aiden came in after me, flying away from Danua and latching onto my arm. I introduced him to Enorah and the Dagda, and although he hid behind the folds of my skirts at first, by the time the main course arrived, he was as chatty as he'd been with our mother earlier that morning. I still couldn't believe how much my brother had changed, but it was quickly growing on me.
The next morning, Cade, Aiden and I left for Luathara. I was well enough to travel, and it was long past the time we return Aiden to my parents in the mortal world. Danua came to see us off, her regal, controlled mask back on as she said farewell to a son and daughter she had almost lost.
"I'll come back again," I promised, squeezing her hand, "and hopefully our foster parents will agree to summer visits for Aiden."
Danua smiled, a tiny quirk of her lips, and nodded her head once. I turned to join Cade and my brother, but before I could take one step, Danua pulled me back and gave me a fierce hug.
"I am so sorry for all the pain I caused you before, and I'm proud to call you my daughter."
Sniffling, I hugged her back just as fiercely. "And I am glad to call you mother."
The Dagda and Enorah joined us on our trip back since their destinations were along the way, and by late afternoon we were gazing upon Cade's castle from the wooded hills above Luathara. Speirling, happy to finally be home, let out a cheerful whinny while the borrowed horse Aiden and I rode gave the black stallion a questioning look.
Briant and his family were there to greet us when the horses clattered into the courtyard. In no time we were ushered into the castle and taken directly to the dining hall where the staff who had remained for the evening insisted on hearing every little detail about the great battle against the Morrigan.
It was nearly midnight when we finally clambered up the stairs, Aiden out cold and draped over Cade's shoulder.
"Tomorrow morning we'll cross into the mortal world," Cade murmured closing the door to one of the spare rooms after tucking Aiden into bed.
Nodding my head and yawning, I happily used Cade as a crutch as we headed towards his bedroom. I don't actually remember making it to the bed, but I do know that my dreams were filled with light and joyful things.
I rose early the next morning, rubbing my eyes as I stumbled into the bathroom to take a shower. Cade was still asleep, so I did my best not to wake him as I fumbled around for a fresh towel and soap. Once I was clean and dressed, I returned to the bedroom to find the bed empty and Cade missing. Assuming he had gone downstairs to get the horses ready for our trip to the dolmarehn, I stepped up to the window, gazing out over the beautiful fields of Luathara. Far below, I could see people getting ready for work and I almost laughed when I recognized two familiar white shapes chasing each other around the courtyard.
A few moments later the door clicked open and shut. Cade stepped up quietly behind me and wrapped his arms around my torso a few seconds later. I leaned my head against his shoulder and drew air deep into my lungs, breathing in his scent. Closing my eyes and smiling, I said, "I could get used to this."
"As much as I'd love to stay here all morning," Cade murmured, "we have a quest to undertake, and I have something to show you first."
I turned and arched a brow, but Cade had already pulled away, taking me by the hand and leading me towards the bedroom door. I followed, my curiosity getting the better of me, and soon we were out in the courtyard and heading towards the garden gate. The sun was just peeking above the horizon and those helping with the castle's ongoing renovation were just arriving. We maneuvered around the neatly trimmed herbs and made our way through another archway that opened up into a smaller, secluded garden. A tiny section in the wall had been removed so that water from the stream could trickle into a pool, and a continuous stone bench wrapped around the four walls. Above, the branches of oak and ivy, bare of leaves this late in the season, intertwined to form a natural lattice. Once we were both tucked safely inside, Cade stopped and turned towards me, his face bright with a wide smile.
"Um, why'd you bring me out here?" I tried to make my voice sound curious and not accusatory. I think I might have failed.
"Look," he said, his voice barely above a whisper as he inclined his head upward.
I glanced up again, but this time I saw something that hadn't been there before, or maybe I just hadn't seen them. Looking down at me with big, kind eyes, their limbs interweaving and blending in with the branches above, were at least a dozen twigrins. I gasped in delight, pulling my hands free of Cade's so I could cover my mouth.
"I had Enorah bring some from the Weald to live here in our garden. For your birthday," he said smugly.
"My-" I began, but then stopped short. "Wait, what's the date?"
Cade's smile only widened. I groaned and buried my face in my hands again. Had I really lost track of that much time?
"What kind of a girl forgets her own birthday?!" I complained.
Laughing, Cade pulled me close, but sobered up the second our eyes met. He brushed back a loose strand of my hair and said in a quiet voice, "The kind that is too busy saving our world."
I sighed and succumbed to his embrace. For once, everything in my life seemed to be perfect. I had finally found my place in this world, and it was a very pleasant place indeed. I no longer had to worry about the Morrigan, for a long while at least, and my mother had finally opened up to me. I had so many new, wonderful friends and I had a brother who, assuming my mortal parents agreed, would be visiting me every summer. And I had Cade. Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought my life would end up here, standing in an enchanted garden with the young man I loved beyond all reason and who loved me back just as fiercely.
As the bright rays of the early morning sun streamed in through the branches above, I felt my magic rise to meet up with Cade's, enveloping us in a mantle of contentment no amount of words could describe.
 


Epilogue
-Imbolg-
 

The sun dipped low on the horizon, painting the fields of pure white with its golden light. I wrapped my cloak more tightly around myself and watched as my breath made small clouds in the frozen air. The waterfall at the edge of the patio was nothing more than a trickle this time of year, but I welcomed its simple melody as I let my mind wander. Nearly three months had passed since the Tuatha De had won their battle against the Morrigan; three months since I'd torn myself free from her wrath. Luathara's castle was nearly complete, but with the approach of winter the masons and construction workers had to postpone until spring's first thaw. I didn't mind. The interior of the castle was finished, so we were able to stay warm and protected from winter's wrath.
Today, though, had been pleasant. No snow had fallen and the sun had shown all day. I only hoped this trend continued through tomorrow for our Imbolg celebration, a holiday to mark the end of winter. I grinned as I rubbed my hands together. For some reason, thinking of Imbolg and the arrival of spring brought to mind the Solstice party my mother had hosted a month and a half ago. All the Tuatha De had attended and I had been so pleased to see them once again, even Cernunnos. I only hoped that our own small bonfire and festival would prove as joyful.
Sighing, I cast my eyes back over the fields and rolling hills of Erintara, wondering when Cade would be back from his outing. Once a month he insisted on taking a few days to ride Speirling throughout his property to make sure any stray faelah hadn't moved in. Sometimes I went with him, especially now that Lasair had returned from his stay with Epona's herd. The memory of his arrival flashed across my mind, and I allowed myself another small smile. He had just shown up one day, a red flame standing on the hilltop, and I had run to him while Meridian swooped down and chattered happily.
At the moment, however, he was most likely snoozing in the stables while I rested from my long day of preparation. Yes, the reason for my staying behind this time. I had to make sure everything was perfect for all of our guests tomorrow. Cade and I had invited the entire town of Kellston, as well as the Dagda and Enorah and several of the other Tuatha De. My mother received an invitation as well, but we weren't surprised when she politely declined. She was the high queen, after all, and could not leave Erintara at the moment.
Thinking of Danua made me think of Aiden, of course. I had wanted to invite my little brother to the Imbolg celebration, but Cade had made a good point. Aiden needed as much time to get over the shock of his kidnapping and the following trauma he'd been through. Even though he seemed like a changed boy, exuberant and cheerful just after our ordeal, the evil that had surrounded him for those few days had to be dealt with, and the best way to help him heal was to let him soak in the normalcy he'd been so used to in the mortal world.
Four more months Meghan, I told myself as I rubbed my hands together and blew into them, four more months and he'll be here for the summer.
I grinned, remembering how grateful I was to my mortal parents for understanding Aiden's need to get to know his mother and the world he'd come from. Although, telling them about how Danua had deceived them was hard. They had taken their time to grieve the loss of the child they never knew while at the same time rejoicing in the fact that they'd had me and Aiden for so long. I don't know how they could show such strength after all they'd been through, and I only hoped that someday I might show that same courage.
A distant whinny followed by sharp barking snapped my attention away from my reminiscing. Far below, a black smudge interrupted the perfect, snowy landscape and my face broke into a wide smile. Cade was back with Speirling and Fergus. Several minutes later they entered the courtyard, and Cade sent me a few words using shil-sciar.
Where are you?
Look up, I said.
He glanced up to find me gazing down at him from our patio. I waved and sent, Come join me, the sunset is beautiful.
Ten minutes later, the great wooden door leading into the third floor hallway creaked open and Cade stepped out onto the frost-encrusted terrace. I turned to study him, drawing in a deep breath of admiration. He looked resplendent in his dark green riding cloak, his hair tousled from the wind and his cheeks slightly flushed from the cold. With boots crunching against the thin layer of snow, Cade closed the distance between us and took me in his arms. I sighed and simply leaned into his solid warmth, closing my eyes and pressing my cheek against his shoulder. The day had been long and busy and I was ready for a break.
"I missed you. You were gone longer than usual," I breathed quietly as Cade rocked me gently in our very own slow dance.
“Yes, I had a few extra stops to make this time around,” Cade murmured, his lips pressed against my ear and dispersing my wayward thoughts. “You see, I've been doing some thinking . . .”
I grinned and looked up at him, his arms still encircling me. “Have you now?”
He nodded, and then dipped his head as he fished something out of his pocket.
“I have,” he continued, lifting his hand, his closed fist hiding something.
I blinked in confusion. With his other hand, Cade pulled my left arm from his waist and proceeded to wrap what looked like a gold string around my wrist. What on earth . . . ?
“I was hoping that you might want to make our current arrangement a little more, well, permanent.”
I lifted my arm and stared at the armlet, stunned. It was absolutely beautiful, a long, thin thread of gold bedecked with tiny chips of pale green, blue and topaz jewels, woven into an intricate knot work pattern to form a bracelet. It looked strangely familiar, as if I had seen it before.
And then it hit me like a ton of bricks. I had seen this before, on the people of Eile. On men and women alike. It was symbolic, a token of love. A representation of a bond made when two people wished to live and love one another forever. Cade had just wrapped an engagement ring, uh, bracelet, around my wrist. And when I glanced at his own arm, I could see he too was wearing a similar one, the gold thread of his a bit more masculine and the jewels a shade darker than my own.
I felt my mouth fall open in shock and tried desperately to say something, anything. Before the words would form, however, Cade took my face in his hands and tilted my eyes up to meet his.
“Marry me, Meghan," he whispered, his voice soft and sincere. "Bind your spirit to mine. Give your heart over to my keeping, just as I have already given mine over to yours.”
I said something, but I have no idea what it was and I think it might not have even been an actual word. Oh, very romantic Meghan . . .
Cade grinned, his eyes gleaming a beautiful jade green. “Is that a yes?”
Finally, some real words got out. Yay! “But, Danua?”
Ugh, why had I said my mother’s name?
Cade’s grin widened. “She was the one who suggested we go through with the bonding ceremony.”
He reached down and gently kissed my cheek, just below my eye.
"A princess of Eile cannot remain unmarried for very long once she reaches a certain age. It would be shameful and the last thing I would want to do is bring shame upon yours and your mother's names."
I took several shallow breaths and stuttered, “M-Mom will want to know about this . . .”
“She’s the one who helped me pick out the right bracelets.”
He kissed my other cheek, his lips lingering on my skin.
“Wait!” I breathed, my heart hammering against my ribs as I grabbed at his hands and pulled them away from my face. I could not think straight with him kissing me.
“What about Dad?”
Cade sighed gently and stepped in closer. He pulled his hands from mine and ran them along the sides of my face, threading his fingers into my hair.
“He said the same thing he did when he took me aside at your house those many months ago,” he murmured.
“Oh,” I managed, “and what was that exactly?” Why wouldn’t my heart stop beating so wildly and why were my palms so clammy?
Cade looked me in the eye and answered, “That if I ever hurt you he would find me and kill me, even if he had to cross into the Otherworld to do it.”
I bit my lip and stopped fighting the tears that were forming in my eyes. “And what did you tell him?”
Cade’s lips quirked up and his eyes took on a mischievous glint. He leaned forward and pressed his mouth against my ear.
“I told him,” he whispered, his warm breath sending goose bumps down my spine, “that I had already died for you once and that I would not hesitate to do so again.”
At some point I had curled my fingers around his shirt collar, but now my grasp was so tight my knuckles actually hurt. It was getting harder to breathe and I felt flushed.
“So Meghan Elam, daughter of Danua, high queen of Eile,” Cade said, kissing my neck, “will you marry me? Will you be my better half and live with me here at Luathara and help me destroy what faelah the Morrigan has left behind? Will you take care of me and let me take care of you?”
Finally, the answer I had been trying to give him all this time pushed its way past all the other silly, insignificant thoughts that had flooded my brain and burst forth.
“Yes Caedehn MacRoich of Eile, of course I will marry you. Of course I will stay by your side and help you rid this world and the mortal world of evil. And yes, I will take care of you.”
I laughed then, my smile hurting my face as he scooped me up into a great hug, twirling us both around on the stone terrace of Luathara as he kissed me again and again.
We remained outside until well after dark, dancing to our own music and to the natural rhythm and song that could only be found in Eile. Three years ago I was nothing more than an awkward teen, ready to move on with my life even though I hadn't the slightest idea where I wanted to go. And then Cade had stepped into my self-conscious, pitiful little world and turned everything on end. I had survived the wrath of a goddess, had made peace with a mother who had abandoned me, had discovered a brother who could share my life in the Otherworld, and had fallen in love with a young man who I knew, without a doubt, would always be by my side to help me through anything. I knew this because, let’s face it, he'd already proven his devotion to me.
As Cade and I slow danced under the moon and stars of Eile, I finally let my joy spread through me. I was so very happy, truly and blissfully happy, and I had an eternity to spend adding to that happiness. For once in my life, I couldn’t wait for the future to start.
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The Birth of a Trilogy
The creation of the Otherworld Trilogy started about a year and a half ago, but in all honesty, it may have even begun earlier than that. Although I can safely say my writing career officially took off some six years prior, I must admit that the stories I now bring to life on paper (or on screen for those digital readers among us) have been accumulating for years. However, the decision to actually sit down and write the Otherworld Trilogy is a rather recent development, in the grand scheme of things.
So, what prompted this decision you might ask, to set my Oescienne series aside for a while and dive, head first, into an entirely new world? Perhaps I simply needed a break from my other books and around that time I'd been reading quite a few novels in the young adult, paranormal genre. Many of these tales dealt with vampires, werewolves and the Fae (in some form or another, since, let's face it, the old stories can be obscure at times), and I realized that some of these authors were independently published and doing quite well with their paranormal series. Yet, that wasn't the only thing that encouraged me to begin Meghan's story. I also happened to have a wealth of knowledge at my disposal that would act as a nice backbone for a young adult paranormal series of my own, and it was dying to be put to use.
In a sense, I guess one could call my time spent taking Celtic and Norse mythology classes in college (an enterprise most people looking to build a useful degree might consider a pointless waste of energy) as time well spent. While reading and picking apart such epics as Beowulf, The Tain, and the Mabinogi, to name a few, I managed to accumulate quite a bit of useful information, mythologically speaking, of course. From there, all I had to do was gather up what I'd learned from my studies and add a dash of modern, teenage angst. Easy, right? Okay, that's stretching it a bit. Some aspects of creating this series could be considered less painful than others, but it was, by no means, a walk in the park. For example, I knew I wanted to incorporate the Celtic pantheon (since this is a lesser known set of gods than say Roman, Egyptian or Greek), and I wished to set the story in my hometown. Well, at least the mortal world aspect of it. Wrapping it all together into something readers might find believable and entertaining was the tricky part.
The characters, surprisingly, arrived early on the scene and were quick to establish themselves in my head. Meghan and Cade have been with me so long, I can't honestly remember sitting down and fleshing out all their little details. What I can say is that I always wanted Meghan to be someone who didn't quite fit in; someone who was a little lost in herself and unsure of who she truly was. Even in Luathara she is still struggling with her self-identity, and I believe this is a common trait among most of us, especially at that age. It took me a while to figure out who I was, and even now I'm discovering new outlooks on life.
Now with Cade's character I wanted an ideal male that someone like Meghan could look up to and admire, not just some pretty face with lots of charm. Yes, Cade seems perfect on the outside, but the real draw is everything he is fighting within himself. He's the son of Eile's hated warrior queen and a hero of old, and he has his own special magic to contend with. Although his riastrad proves helpful on many occasions, to him it's a curse. But the most significant flaw in Cade is his inner guilt and tendency to blame himself for much of the hardship from his past. He's a troubled soul, and in all the books I've read, the troubled souls were always the ones to draw me in. I wanted Cade to have this internal battle so that it would balance his outer appearance and teach him that, with the right amount of time and the right person to care about him, he could eventually heal.
Meghan and Cade may have been their own individuals when they entered the story line, but Meghan's mortal family, however, was inspired by some close friends of mine and their children (they have one girl and several boys, so that's where Meghan got all her brothers). One interesting thing I should mention is that Aiden, at the very beginning of this series, was never meant to be Meghan's blood brother. In fact, it wasn't until I started writing the second book, Dolmarehn, that that little plot twist revealed itself to me. Interesting how my Muse decided from the beginning that Aiden should have dark hair like Meghan . . . It's as if she knew before me how the story was going to play out. Good thing I went with my Muse's suggestion because Aiden's role in book three is rather significant, not to mention the fact that he'll be needing his own series further down the line.
Developing the Otherworld itself and all its wonders (and horrors) was another challenge (and a joy). As you already know, I had a whole mythological system to borrow from, and I did my best to make good use of it. Making Cade the son of Cuchulainn and the Morrigan helped stir the pot, or rather the cauldron, a little. In The Tain, the Morrigan does try to distract Cuchulainn by any means possible, including seduction. As far as I know, she fails to outsmart the Celtic hero, but I thought it would be a great plot point if I were to take that tale and bend it just a little. After all, so many of our folk legends have been twisted over time, why not this one as well?
One thing I worried about while writing the Otherworld books was getting the gods and goddesses just right, especially since some of them (Danua, the Dagda, the Morrigan), play such significant roles. For their development, I merely went on my gut instinct and tried to picture them as I had in all my classes over the years. The Morrigan became the selfish, heartless, violent queen I always imagined, but she still retained the fae beauty of Eile. Danua, in my mind, needed to be a harsh, strong ruler, but beneath it all she also had to have a caring heart since in these books she plays the role of a mother. The Dagda, by far, is my favorite among the Tuatha De kings and queens with regards to this series. With him, I pictured a giant, affable man who's hospitality and exuberance is impossible to resist. He acts as a good anchor for Cade, and later for Meghan as well.
Robyn, Tully, Will and Thomas took a little more time to develop. Thomas and Will are loosely based on a combination of my high school friends, and I suppose Tully and Robyn are as well, to some degree. I wanted Meghan to have the kind of friends who would appreciate her, given that she is an odd duck, and these four, being outcasts themselves, are a good fit for her. Michaela West and Adam Peders are also directly inspired by real-life people, people I considered my tormentors when I was Meghan's age. I think almost everyone has at least one or two people they can remember from their teenage years who made their daily lives miserable. Luckily for us authors, we can use this to our advantage in creating an antagonist or two to help our struggling protagonist build up his or her character.
The characters for my books were definitely central to the plot, but creating the setting for Eile and the creatures that live there was one of the most time-consuming aspects of writing this series. In the old Irish myths, any white creature with red ears is believed to be from the Otherworld. For some reason, imagining all the animals in Eile as white with red ears seemed rather dull, so alas, I turned those particular creatures into spirit guides and let all the other, everyday animals of Eile retain their more natural colors. The faelah were another fun creation. I know, they are horrible monsters, but trying to come up with a large variety of half-rotting, walking dead beasts was a delightful challenge. I was always thinking about what the Morrigan would come up with next to send after Meghan and Cade. As for the world of Eile itself and the dolmarehn that act as gateways, well, those are straight from the Celtic past. The ancient Celts believed in otherworldly things and they also believed that there were ways to cross into their otherworld. Bodies of water and caves were common passageways, and since Ireland is still littered with dolmens, stone constructs that look like gateways, I decided to incorporate them as my own passages throughout Eile.
Once the Otherworld had been sorted out, deciding on the mortal world setting was a bit more daunting for me. In the beginning, after deciding Meghan's family would live in my hometown of Arroyo Grande, I struggled with the decision on whether or not I should use the actual town names in my surrounding area. When it came down to it, however, I chose to keep the names as they are and to invent my own names for stores and schools and such. This way, I could give the reader a sense of an actual place while still leaving them to guess and wonder about some of the locations I mention. So the places Meghan and her friends frequent are real. The small town of Arroyo Grande does have an old village, and the swinging bridge where the Morrigan attacks Meghan in raven form really exists. As a child, I remember visiting the bridge and peering down at the creek far below. The shop where Meghan finds the book on Celtic myth is a wonderful little old post office where the store's patrons can find an eclectic mix of mystical fare. The campsite Meghan and Cade and her friends visit at Lopez Lake is an actual site as well. In fact, when writing that chapter of Luathara, I got online and pulled up a map of the campground and made sure I found a spot that matched the description in the book. Let's just say I can be a stickler for the details at times. And finally, across the highway from my house is a swamp of sorts (well, a swamp by California standards at least), and if you hike in deep enough, you'll find a small ravine where old, dead eucalyptus trees crisscross to impede your path. I haven't found the dolmarehn at the end yet, but I'm still holding out hope that it's there somewhere. Why did I go to all that trouble to incorporate actual locations in a fantasy series? I suspect it has something to do with my tendency to find at least a small amount of wonder in so many of the places I visit. I simply wanted to bring that wonder and awe to life for my readers.
The one thing I feel I struggled with the most while working on this series was deciding whether I wanted to write it in first or third person perspective. In the beginning, Meghan was doing the talking, but when some of my friends read over the manuscript, they encouraged me to switch back to third person. I had already written three other books in a completely separate series, all of them from the third person perspective, so for a while I seriously considered returning Faelorehn to this style of writing. Funny thing was, however, Meghan wouldn't let me. For a good two months I fought against her character until finally I realized that it wasn't so much my story, but Meghan's, and she wanted to tell it her way. That's the interesting thing I've learned as an author. We don't so much create stories and write them, but rather, we are the conductors of some other entity's creation. Sometimes that's the only way I can explain how I come up with my ideas. Sure, I've invented plenty of my own thoughts and plot twists, but sometimes the dialogue and story line and a character's personality come to me out of the blue.
In conclusion, I must admit that this has been one exciting, demanding year with regards to my writing. I can't even begin to describe how fulfilling it is to have finished a series and to know that there are readers out in the wide world somewhere who have really enjoyed what I've worked so hard to bring to life. Yes, Meghan's (and Cade's) story is over for now, but once a new world full of new characters makes itself known to me, it never really goes away. I look forward to returning to the Otherworld and continuing with the stories of some of my secondary characters, and I also hope to be bringing new realms and new adventures to life as well.
Thank you so much for taking the time to read my books, and please, if you ever get a chance, swing by my website (www.jennaelizabethjohnson.com) and see what extras I've got posted and also feel free to leave me a note, send me a message, or sign up for my author's newsletter for new book releases and news. Until next time, may you always find a good book to keep you company, and as always, happy reading.
-J.E. Johnson
 

 

Character Interview
Now that I have finished writing the Otherworld Trilogy, I thought it would be fun to interview the two main characters, Meghan Elam and Cade MacRoich. They have been kind enough to sit down with me and answer a few questions for all of you. Now, if you've not yet finished all three books in the series, I suggest you save this interview for later since there are some spoilers here. However, if you don't mind such things, by all means, read on!
 

JEJ: I'll start with you Meghan, since the story is told from your point of view. Did you ever imagine your life would be something worth reading about?
Meghan: Ha, no way. Okay, maybe now I can understand why my life might be interesting, what with all that has happened to me in the past few years. If you'd asked me before my seventeenth birthday though, I'd have looked at you like you were crazy. Let's face it; my life was pretty dull before Cade showed up.
JEJ: Alright, that's a pretty honest answer. Cade, I turn the questions over to you now. How about your life? You've been alive for a long time, just how old are you exactly and would the earlier part of your life make a good story?
Cade: Most of the events of my past are things I'd rather forget, though I can only imagine those experiences would make good material for an interesting tale. When you have lived several thousand years (no, I'm not going to give you an exact number), a lot can, and will, happen to you.
JEJ: Yikes, you have lived for a long time. Meghan, does it bother you knowing that Cade is so much older than you?
Meghan: I never really thought about it much, actually. He doesn't look that much older than me, and I can tell you from personal experience that it has only made him a better, kinder and wiser person.
JEJ: Cade, what about you? Do you worry about the differences in your ages?
Cade: I did at first, but the thing with being immortal is you can live for centuries before you find your soul mate. I fully believe that's the case with Meghan and me. It would have been wonderful to find her sooner, but back then I wasn't the person I am now, and I might not have seen how truly wonderful she is.
JEJ: Okay, I think I'll leave the personal questions for now and move on to something else. This next question is for both of you. Which of the faelah do you dislike the most?
Meghan: All of them are horrible, but I think the worst is the puca, especially when it came to Luathara and started speaking. A close second is the Morrigan's Cumorrig, after she transformed them. I'm just glad they aren't hunting us any longer.
Cade: I have to agree with Meghan on this one, especially considering my own personal experience with the Cumorrig.
JEJ: Do you think you'll ever have to deal with the Morrigan again?
Cade: Unfortunately, she will someday return to Eile, but we have a good thousand years or so before that happens. We'll just have to remain vigilant and make sure she never grows that powerful again.
JEJ: And now for some more pleasant questions. Meghan, why do you like twigrins so much?
Meghan (laughs): What's not to like? I wish everyone could come to Eile and see them. They're so cute! Like stick figures come to life, but with more detail of course. I'm still waiting to see them in the spring and I hope the ones Cade got me for the garden will get flowers on them.
JEJ: On that note, Cade has given you so many gifts: the twigrins, the mistletoe charm, the torque, Meridian . . . are you ever going to return the favor?
Cade (interrupts): She doesn't have to give me anything. I already have everything I could want.
JEJ: I'm assuming you're referring to the fact that she accepted your proposal of marriage?
Cade (smiling): Yes.
Meghan: That doesn't mean I can't give him something. I just haven't thought of the right gift yet. But don't worry, when I do, it will be something good, I promise.
JEJ: You'll be sure to tell me Meghan when you figure it out, right?
Meghan (smiling): We'll see.
JEJ: Okay, new question, this one's for Cade. It's clear your sister Enorah loves you very much, and Meghan as well. Do you plan on inviting her to live with you in the castle at Luathara?
Cade: I'd love for Enorah to come live with us, but she is very attached to the wildren of the Weald.
JEJ: I noticed she seems to be a troubled soul, despite the happy-go-lucky front she gives us. Is there a reason she seems sad at times, I mean, besides the fact that the Morrigan controlled your life for so long?
Cade: That's Enorah's story to tell, but I will say she has experienced as much hardship in her life as I have. I believe she is content in taking care of the children of the Weald, for now. It keeps her mind and her heart occupied, though I hope someday she'll find a way to banish the demons from her past.
JEJ: Meghan, if I may ask, how are things going with your mother?
Meghan: So much better now. We were both so stubborn and selfish with our own personal feelings before the war with the Morrigan, but I think we were hurting as well. I'm pleased to say that I see her a lot more often now and I've been slowly learning more about my past and even a little about my father.
JEJ: Speaking of which, and if you feel comfortable discussing it, whatever happened to your father?
Meghan: As much as I'd like all the questions about my father to be answered, I feel my mother doesn't like to talk much about their last parting. I think she's still pretty heart-broken, to tell you the truth. I don't even know if he's still alive, but if he is, I hope that one day I'll get to meet him.
JEJ: How about Aiden? Do you think he will heal from his ordeal with the Morrigan?
Meghan: Absolutely. I know I've only really known Aiden as he was in the mortal world, but in the short time we spent together here in Eile, I could tell he was ready to embrace his new life as my Faelorehn brother. In fact, Aiden's always been strong, even when something is worrying or scaring him.
JEJ: Are you looking forward to summers in Eile?
Meghan: Are you kidding? I've already planned it out with my Mom and Danua. Aiden will spend the first and last weeks of his summer vacation exclusively at Luathara, and I'll go and visit him in Erintara while he's there. Cade's also promised to teach him how to ride and hunt faelah.
JEJ: So, there are still some faelah around then, even after you demolished the Morrigan.
Cade: There are plenty left, but they are not controlled by her will. What that means is she was responsible for creating them, but she can no longer tell them what to do, and fortunately they aren't clever enough to band together like they did when she and Donn ruled over them. Several of us, Faelorehn men and women who are willing, will be keeping them under control. I know that Danua and the other Tuatha De plan on sending a few of us into the mortal world to take care of the strays there.
JEJ: Will you continue working as a faelah bounty hunter then?
Cade: I'd prefer to stay at Luathara and help keep the castle and its lands in running order. That might include hunting down any of the faelah and other dangerous Otherworldly beasts that choose to harass us. Of course, if I'm needed, I will go but only if Meghan will permit me.
JEJ: Meghan, would you be willing to let Cade keep up his old job?
Meghan: Only if he lets me go with him. I'm much better at using my magic now and after all we've been through, I'm reluctant to let him out of my sight for very long.
JEJ: And how about your old friends and family in the mortal world? Do you plan on visiting them?
Meghan: Cade and I are definitely going to visit them at least once a year around Christmas time. That way I know Robyn, Tully, Will and Thomas will be home from college. Mom and Dad have also insisted we stay with them and my brothers for at least a week when we are there, so I won't be completely cut off from my mortal family.
JEJ: Okay, one final question for the both of you. I've had a few readers telling me they are sorry to see your story end. Will we ever hear from the two of you again?
Cade: You're the author. That's up to you, isn't it?
JEJ: Well, yes, I guess so. But just because you were willing to give me your time before, doesn't mean you'll have any free time in the future, right?
Meghan: I'm sure you'll be hearing from us again, but for now Cade and I would like a little time to settle into our new life.
JEJ: Oh, I think we can all understand that. Thank you, the both of you, for answering my questions. I look forward to hearing from you again, whenever that might be!
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“Master Hroombra!” Jahrra yelled over her shoulder from inside the Castle Guard Ruin as she dug around in an old trunk. “Are these the only old clothes you have lying around?”
It was a stupid question, Jahrra knew that, but she cringed as she held up the old, age-yellowed shirt and leggings. Where on Ethoes did he get these? she wondered. They looked like something a noble would have worn a hundred years ago.
As Jahrra contemplated the antique clothing, her guardian walked through the dragon’s entrance of their home, blocking out the light for a moment as he came to stand over her.
“Your teacher’s note said old, white clothing,” he said blandly when he saw what she was doing.
Jahrra dropped the clothes back into the trunk and scowled at the Korli dragon. “Yes, old,” she emphasized, “not ancient!”
“Well, that is all I have.”
Jahrra sighed heavily and started digging through the trunk again. She could use some of her own clothes, but she didn’t want them to get stained in the game of Conquer the Castle she and her classmates would be participating in the next day. She would have to make do with what she found in the trunk. It held not just the two pieces she had found earlier, but an entire wardrobe of garments, nearly all of them well-tailored and of a high quality. They ranged greatly in size, but none of them were so big that she couldn’t fit into them. She also realized that they were boy’s clothes since there wasn’t a single dress among the lot. Thank goodness, she thought.
She leaned back on her knees and studied the pile from a short distance. Yes, where had her mentor acquired these clothes? At first glance she had assumed they were costumes. Of course, why the dragon Hroombramantu would have costumes was just as puzzling as why he might have a wardrobe more fitting for a Nesnan or Resai elf.
“Ah,” Hroombra said over Jahrra’s shoulder, startling her out of her contemplation, “a fine choice.”
He nodded towards the long white shirt and leggings Jahrra had set aside before he’d come into the room.
“Master Hroombra,” she started, ignoring his observation, “why do you have all these clothes anyway?”
The great dragon was standing behind her, but for a moment, only a moment, she thought she felt him tense up. She turned her head and furrowed her brow at him. He was very still and a dark look seemed to have occupied his face, but in the next breath he brightened up a bit and said, “They belonged to a past student of mine.”
Jahrra’s eyebrows arched at that.
Hroombra merely nodded. “Though the general presence of dragons is frowned upon in this day and age, there was a time when our wisdom was sought out by those wishing to educate their children. I like to currently think of myself as retired.” He gave her an amused look. “But I once had several pupils.”
Jahrra held up a rather gaudy short coat, sewn from dark green velvet and embellished with golden thread and beads.
“And were some of your past pupils royalty?” she teased, flapping the coat about in a haughty way.
The slight twitch of Hroombra’s mouth could have been rather telling, but before Jahrra could decipher whether it was an acknowledgement of her statement or a mere reaction to something he found humorous, a familiar voice called from outside.
“Jahrra! You up?”
Jahrra dropped the coat onto the unkempt pile and raced for the door.
“Yes!” she answered as she met her best friend, Scede, at the door. Gieaun, his sister and her other best friend, was just behind him.
“Did you find anything to wear for tomorrow?” he asked, crossing his arms and trying to peer over her shoulder.
“Ugh,” Jahrra moaned as she rolled her eyes and grabbed his sleeve, pulling him outside to join Gieaun.
“For some strange reason, Master Hroombra has a trunk full of boy’s clothes that belonged to an old student of his. I found something in there.”
Gieaun beamed. “Good! Now we can start looking for the stuff to make our face paint.”
Jahrra returned their grins. “Perfect! Let me go fetch Phrym . . .”
* * *
As the three friends rode their horses in the direction of the Wreing Florenn, the forest that loomed just beyond the old ruin where Jahrra and Hroombra lived, they animatedly discussed the plan for the following day. Professor Tarnik, their stodgy, overbearing boor of a teacher, had decided to test their survival skills this year by pitting them against one another. Conquer the Castle, a competition where the goal was to steal the banner from another team’s camp while trying to protect your own, was his idea of examining how they would fare should they find themselves lost in the wilderness. Jahrra didn’t think it was the best way to test their survival skills, but the anticipation of a good competition kept her silent on the matter.
“Why do we have to wear all white?” Gieaun complained as their horses kicked up dust from the road. “I don’t look that great in white.”
“Obviously so the dye will show up Gieaun!” Scede said, giving his sister a perturbed look.
They hadn’t been given too many details about the rules of the game yet, but they had been told it would involve crossbows, soft-tipped arrows, dye pouches and white clothing. The class had already been divided into five teams of six, and they knew that they had the entire city of Aldehren as their battle ground, so long as they avoided the townspeople during their game.
“Like Eydeth and Ellysian would even notice a local shop owner if they tripped over him,” Gieaun sniffed.
“They would if it made them easy targets,” Scede countered with a mischievous grin.
That made Jahrra snicker, for there was nothing better, in her opinion, than having a good laugh at the twins’ expense. Eydeth and Ellysian had been tormenting her since she was small and it had become second nature for her and her friends to blanch whenever their names were brought up.
Soon the three companions spotted a tangled bramble growing on the edge of the forest and all talk of the evil Resai twins and their unpleasantness was over. Jahrra climbed down from Phrym as soon as they reached the bramble patch and sighed with glee. The bushes were heavy with a dark purple berry. Archedenaeh, the enigmatic Mystic who lived in the center of the forest, had once shown these berries to Jahrra and her friends.
“They taste terrible,” she had told them, “but they make an excellent dye for face paint if you mix them with white mud.”
Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede had gathered some of the white mud near the creek the day before. Now all they had to do was mix in the right amount of berry juice to make the pasty paint the same violet shade as the banner they were charged to protect in tomorrow’s grand battle.
“What should we paint on our faces?” Gieaun asked, wrinkling her nose at the dollop of purple mud on her fingers.
Jahrra grinned, then proclaimed, “Dragons!”
* * *
By sunup the next morning, Jahrra, her friends, and all their classmates were crowded around the schoolhouse in Aldehren, patiently waiting for their teacher to show up and get the game started.
Kihna, Rhudedth and Pahrdh, the other three members of Jahrra’s team, moved over to the edge of the crowd to join them.
“So, what did we decide to do for the war paint?” Pahrdh asked over his sister’s head.
Rhudedth rolled her eyes at her brother and mouthed the word boys which resulted in a giggle from Gieaun and a snort from Jahrra. They quickly moved a few more feet away when someone from the green team glared at them.
“Dragons,” Jahrra whispered quietly, pulling out a piece of worn parchment on which she’d sketched a design. “We decided to make it look like we were wearing masks.”
Kihna peered over everyone’s shoulder and arched a brow. Jahrra had drawn a crude face with two dragon wings covering the person’s eyes like a mask. The dragon’s neck curled onto the forehead and the tail trailed around one cheek and ended at the person’s chin. Face paint wasn’t necessary for the game of Conquer the Castle, but all six teammates had agreed it would be a nice touch.
“How are we going to paint that image on our faces?” Kihna asked when she was done studying the picture.
Jahrra grinned. “With this,” she said, pulling out a jar of the dyed mud.
Fifteen minutes later, all six of them were sporting their dragon masks and Professor Tarnik was getting ready to read the rules. Several parent volunteers stood around him, holding canvass bags and small crossbows. As Tarnik cleared his throat, they started moving through the crowd of children, handing each one a crossbow and a bag full of arrows. Another adult had a sack full of paint packs for the soft-tipped missiles. When the team leader held up their banner, they were handed several of the paint packs in that flag’s color.
“Hey Nesnan,” Ellysian hissed in Jahrra’s direction. “Nice outfit! Did the used clothing store give it to you for free because it was so out of date?”
This drew a few snickers and giggles from those nearest Ellysian, but Jahrra just ignored them. She knew they would make fun of her team ‘uniform’, but she didn’t care. She was here to win the game, not compete for first prize in a fashion contest. Ellysian, of course, was wearing a brand new pair of fashionable white riding pants and a shirt and coat to match.
Jahrra sighed and waited patiently for their turn. The parent volunteers who were handing out their crossbows and arrows would also be monitoring the game; making sure all the rules were followed. Jahrra was grateful, for she knew of a certain set of twins that were prone to cheating in order to get their way. She gripped the wooden pole of her team’s purple flag tightly. No one, especially not Eydeth and Ellysian, was going to capture her team’s banner.
“You may place your flag anywhere within the boundaries of your marked territory,” Tarnik called out in his sneering voice, “but it must be clearly visible from at least one location. The volunteers will be checking to make sure you follow the rules, so don’t try anything sneaky.”
Jahrra shot a glance at Eydeth and Ellysian and the smug looks on their faces waned just a little bit. Ellysian leaned in to whisper something in Eydeth’s ear and his look turned even sourer.
Had her instincts been right? Had they been planning something? Will be a bit hard now, Jahrra thought with some satisfaction, what with referees walking about to make sure all the rules are followed.
“The points will be added up as follows: for each flag captured, the conquering team will receive fifty points,” Tarnik continued. “For each spot of that team’s color deposited on others, they will receive one point. For each spot of color deposited on you from another team, you will be deducted three points. Nothing above the shoulders will count.”
Jahrra filed the information away. Fifty points for each flag captured, one point for each time you hit someone, three points taken away for each time you are hit. Got it.
Tarnik lowered the scroll he’d been reading from and scanned the crowd with his eyes. Jahrra could have sworn that he sneered when he spotted them, but soon he was done with his surveying.
“You will have five hours to defend your flag, capture those belonging to other teams, and to shoot any enemies. Flags, once stolen, can be hidden in plain sight on your territory, but they can also be recaptured and your own flag must always be visible. Your banner must be hidden within the area marked as your territory.”
Jahrra listened intently as he explained that each team had a territory already marked with smaller ribbons to match the color of their flags; territories that they must find themselves. This should be interesting, she mused with anticipation. She delighted at the thought of the free-for-all that would ensue once everyone scrambled to find their territories while avoiding being shot by the enemy.
“Students, are you ready?” Tarnik shouted. “Remember, the winning team not only is assured full marks, but will also receive a full day off from school.”
Everyone cheered, declaring that they were more than ready to begin. He reminded them once more to stay out of the way of the townspeople and to not wander any further than a hundred feet away from the edge of town.
With one last domineering look Tarnik shouted, “Let the games begin!”
Everyone bolted at once, shouting and scrambling to get to their respective territories, wherever they might be.
Jahrra and her team headed south, since it was the only direction no one else seemed to be heading.
“Might as well check in this direction first and avoid getting shot,” Jahrra breathed as she and her friends jogged down the cobblestone road.
The town was still relatively quiet at this hour, but as the six friends scanned the side streets and patches of trees and bare hillsides for purple markers, the people that were out and about paused to watch their progress. Some even wished them luck in their game. Jahrra grinned. She hoped that their classmates’ antics would prove entertaining for those who had to put up with their entire town being invaded.
Eventually, Pahrdh shouted, “There! A marker!”
Jahrra grinned as she spotted the violet ribbon dancing in the breeze. They had made the right decision in going south.
Soon, the six of them had established the edge of their territory. It included part of a city block and a sizeable amount of a small, forested hill rising up behind a row of buildings.
Jahrra held her hand to her eyes, squinting hard as she looked for a good location to place their flag.
“Let’s see if we can find a place where we can blend in with the surroundings,” she said.
“It’s going to be impossible to blend in wearing white Jahrra,” Gieaun pointed out.
Jahrra sighed in frustration. Gieaun was right and any minute the other teams were going to find an appropriate place to hide their flags and be on the hunt. Although their territory was large and there were plenty of suitable places to put their flag, Jahrra and her team were having trouble picking a good location.
“We need to hide it on high ground,” Pahrdh insisted as they spun in circles in the middle of the street. “It will be easier to guard.”
Jahrra shaded her eyes again and glanced between the buildings in the center of their marked territory. Her gaze trailed down the alley between two buildings, then up the leaf-littered hillside behind them. The buildings were the typical small business establishments found throughout Aldehren with the lower floor sporting a shop while the upper storey acted as the living quarters. A railed deck wrapped around both buildings, and trailing from the edge of the deck into two redwood trees on the hill was . . .
Jahrra grinned. “Perfect!” she cried.
Pahrdh and Scede turned to give her scathing looks. “Are you going to help us find a place to make camp or not?”
“Already found it. Look.” She pointed up to the hillside and then to the lines running from the trees to the decks, the ropes sagging with the weight of freshly hung sheets and random articles of clothing, many of which were white.
“We can stake our flag between those two trees and two of us can sit in the branches closest to where the ropes are tethered.”
Jahrra turned a mischievous grin onto her friends. “Everyone will just assume we are laundry.”
“Excellent!” Pahrdh cried out with glee, already sprinting towards the alleyway, the violet banner flapping behind him.
The six of them quickly clambered up the hill and drove the flag pole into the ground. Jahrra ran back down onto the street to make sure the flag was visible enough to be seen by her classmates, then rejoined her friends on the hillside. From the center of the hilltop, they could just see over the rooftops of the buildings in front of them.
“Gieaun, you and Kihna stay here and guard our flag. Scede, you, Pahrdh, Rhudedth and I will split up and try to capture the others.”
“Here,” Pahrdh offered, pulling some of his own arrows out of his bag. “We were given a hundred arrows each, right? I don’t think we’ll need all of ours since we’ll be trying to get in and out as fast as possible.”
He pulled out a sizeable chunk, nearly two thirds of his supply. Scede, Rhudedth and Jahrra followed suit. Jahrra didn’t sacrifice as many as the boys had; she had a special purpose for some of her own arrows.
Gieaun nodded grimly and accepted the arrows and extra dye pouches from the boys, dividing them between her bag and Rhudedth’s. Once they were well armed, Gieaun secured the bag of arrows and extra dye to her back, then turned and started climbing the tree, muttering protests as her hair got tangled in the redwood’s needles. Kihna was already jogging to the other tree with her bag of ammunition.
“How’s the view from up there ladies?” Scede called up to Kihna and his sister.
“I can see everything!” Kihna cried out.
“I just hope these crossbows have good range,” Gieaun added. “If we can hit someone enough times, it should discourage them from making a run for our flag.”
Jahrra nodded her head in agreement. Three points wasn’t much, but multiply that by fifteen or even ten, capturing another team’s flag might not garner enough points to win the game. Oh, and Jahrra was determined to win this one. Even more so, she was burning to capture the golden flag belonging to a certain set of twins and their team.
“Alright,” Jahrra said, gathering her other three teammates around. “Scede, you’re going for the red team, right?”
Scede nodded.
“Rhudedth, you’re going for green and Pahrdh you wanted the blue team, correct?”
“Yes,” Pahrdh said.
“And I’m going for the gold,” Jahrra said with an air of vengeance.
“We wouldn’t dream of taking that honor from you,” Scede claimed, standing up straight and placing his closed fist over his heart in a gesture of obeisance.
Jahrra shoved him good-naturedly and in the next minute they were creeping down the hill to start the hunt.
“Be careful and good luck!” Jahrra called quietly to her teammates as they all took a different direction away from their base.
Although they had decided leaving two people behind to guard their ‘castle’ while the others used stealth and skill to sneak into the enemy camps was their best option, Jahrra felt nervous. She didn’t think it would be the easiest way, but she was hopeful nonetheless.
Casting aside her wayward thoughts and sending up a plea to Ethoes that her friends fulfilled their own goals, she crept back through the city, staying close to the backs of the buildings and using the occasional wooded hillside to hide her progress. She had caught a glimpse of Eydeth and his team heading northeast when they had first dispersed, but Jahrra couldn’t be sure that’s where they’d find their territory. She decided that a surreptitious check of the city’s perimeter would give her some answers.
She bristled in annoyance when the edge of her shirt snagged on a branch fifteen minutes later, drawing the attention of someone on the red team. She wasn’t fast enough to dodge the arrow they sent her way and as she dove behind a tree, the tip of the arrow caught her hip. Gritting her teeth in annoyance, she moved quickly and silently further up the hill to get out of sight. She would have to be more careful in the future.
An hour passed before Jahrra finally caught a glimpse of something promising. She had descended back into the city, keeping to the shadows of the buildings. At one point she used a passing cart to disguise her movement, ducking behind it as it rolled past a clump of her classmates, all three of them armed with green-tipped arrows.
She quickly ducked behind a building to wait for them to move on, but as she was waiting a splash of yellow caught her eye. Jahrra jerked her head to the left and spotted a yellow ribbon tacked to the corner of the building she was using for cover.
Feeling her heart leap into her throat, she swallowed hard and crept closer to the edge of the small shop. Another yellow strip of cloth was nailed to the corner of the city’s stable several feet away.
Got you Eydeth, she thought as her eyes narrowed. Now, all she had to do was locate the flag without being seen . . .
Jahrra peeked around the corner of the building once more, and then she saw it. There was the golden flag she sought, waving gently in the breeze as if beckoning her forward. She was tempted just to run for it. Taking time to check the area for guards could draw their attention, but if she just bolted, maybe she could use the element of surprise.
Sweat dripped down her forehead and stung her eyes. She gritted her teeth. It was so tempting just to run . . . But she had already been shot at twice, hit once, and she couldn’t risk acting before checking her surrounding area. Patience, she told herself, patience . . . Forcing herself to keep still, Jahrra carefully looked around the building again to assess her options.
Eydeth and his team had chosen well. Their flag, tied to a long, sturdy branch like all the other banners, was standing in the middle of an abandoned pasture behind the stables. Several rocks were piled up to keep the pole from falling over and most of the pasture was surrounded by a neglected yet sturdy fence.
Clever Eydeth, Jahrra mused wryly. Although the spare pasture was obviously not suitable to keep in horses, there was still plenty of good fencing to create an obstacle for anyone hoping to make a mad dash for the flag.
Jahrra narrowed her eyes and scanned the entire fence line. The most obvious entrance was several yards in front of her, where the gate had been left wide open. She spotted a few more gaps in the fence where a rail had fallen down, creating a hurdle. Those neglected areas wouldn’t be as hard to get past as a solid fence, but it would be just enough to slow someone up and make them vulnerable for an ambush.
So, Jahrra thought as she finished her assessment, you hope to lure us in and then trap us like sheep? Jahrra would be very shocked if Eydeth and half of his team weren’t currently hiding behind the thick shrubs just beside the open gate. Her suspicions were only confirmed when the tiniest rustle sounded from the bush closest to her. The leaves were thick enough to hide even the brilliant white Eydeth and his teammates wore, but Jahrra didn’t need to see them to know they were there.
Now all she needed was a plan. Could she distract them somehow? If she had Scede, Rhudedth or Pahrdh with her, they might be able to pull it off. But her other friends were off trying to secure the flags belonging to the other teams.
I hope they aren’t having the same trouble I am, she thought.
Minutes passed and no one from any of the other teams came by. Jahrra wondered if they were too intimidated to attack Eydeth’s camp or if they were simply doing what she was doing: waiting and biding their time. Jahrra sighed quietly, her mind going back to the idea of making a run for it. She knew where Eydeth and his teammates were hiding, at least where some of them were hiding. She glanced back around the building. The shrubs were far enough away from the gate to prove a bit of a challenge if they were to try and shoot her from their hiding spots.
Should I trust my instincts? she wondered. That they won’t shoot until I’m clear through the gate? Could someone be waiting on the far side of the field on the other side of the fence? Or will they just assume Ill run right in, not expecting an ambush?
Jahrra chewed at her nails and felt herself growing restless. If I’m going to run for it, I had better have a plan of escape. She eyed the wooded hillside beyond the pasture. If she could somehow grab the flag, leap the fence and make it into the trees, then she stood a chance. Jahrra studied the far end of the fence line one more time. There. A weakness. The top rail had come loose from one of the posts and was resting on the ground. She could hurdle that, easy. And if she just simply applied some of the skills she’d learn from her elfin trainers, Yaraa and Viornen, this should be a walk in the park . . . if her enemies were exactly where she thought they were.
It’ll be risky, she told herself, taking a deep breath and getting ready to bolt, but the reward will be so worth it.
Jahrra stood up straight and took a deep, calming breath. She shoved the small crossbow into the quiver with the arrows and dye packs, tightened the straps, and shifted the bag so that it rested against her stomach and not her back. For what she planned to do, she needed her arms and back free. She took another deep breath, counted to three, and leapt into a full sprint. She quickly picked up speed, eating up the distance between the building she’d hidden behind and the wide open gate. Sixty yards, fifty, forty . . . She flashed through the gate, running at full speed and felt more than heard Eydeth and his comrades leap out of the bushes and run to close the gates.
Jahrra kept going, grinning to herself. She had been right. The flag was waiting for her, only twenty yards ahead now, in the middle of the pasture. A golden tipped arrow struck the ground just to the right of her, its yellow dye splattering harmlessly on the grass as her boots sped past.
Ten more yards . . . Another arrow chased her, this one landing between her feet, the dye just speckling her pants. Not a true hit, she thought to herself as she pumped her arms, her breath coming faster.
The flag was only a few yards away, but Jahrra didn’t slow. She stopped moving her arms, but her legs kept up their speed. Just as she was about to pass the flag, she threw her arms forward, reaching out to grasp the wooden flag pole in one hand as she dived into a roll. Her fingers grasped the warm wood tightly as she tucked her shoulders and brought her head in to her chest. The back of her shoulders hit the ground with great force and the crossbow, in its bag with all the arrows, jostled about as she completed the roll, coming back up on her feet, her momentum barely changing. Without thinking, she tightened her grip on the flag, ripped free from its stone prison, and drove her legs even harder, aiming for the hole in the fence several yards ahead.
A few more arrows flew past her, one of them making a full strike in the low of her back. Cursing inwardly, she forced herself to speed up, this time zigzagging a little as she ran. You can do this Jahrra! This is nothing compared to what Yaraa and Viornen make you do!
She reached the fence, hurdled it with little effort, and continued sprinting up the rocky hillside, seeking the relative safety of the trees. Sweat poured down her face and her ribs ached from her hard landing, but she had Eydeth’s flag and nothing was going to make her stop now. Just as she disappeared behind the first row of trees, she thought she heard the livid scream of her nemesis at the far end of the pasture. Jahrra allowed herself a small grin, but she didn’t stop. She sprinted until she could hardly breathe anymore; moving deeper into the small copse but making sure she stayed within a hundred feet of the city’s outskirts.
After several minutes she slowed down and quickly stripped the yellow banner from its pole and tucked it into her bag before picking up her pace once again. This time she would make an extra effort at returning to her own camp unheard and unseen. The last thing she needed was to get ambushed by another team and earn enough dye stains to make her effort at capturing Eydeth’s flag all for nothing.
* * *
Jahrra spent an hour of slow and careful weaving through Aldehren as she made her way back to Gieaun and Kihna. Despite her effort, she’d been shot by someone on the blue team as she moved from a forested hill onto the streets, and then had a near miss when she paused to adjust the bag that carried her ammunition. After the second shot she had slowed her progress down even more. Won’t do any good if I keep getting shot, she grumbled to herself as she crept up to the boundary of her camp.
Before coming within range of the redwood trees, Jahrra cupped her hands and imitated the call of a mourning dove. Four more calls greeted her and she eagerly jogged the final incline to find Scede and Rhudedth leaning against the trunks of the redwoods, both speckled with their own collection of dye marks, but grinning foolishly.
“Oh no!” Jahrra breathed. “You guys were shot too?”
“Yeah,” Rhudedth answered, “but we gave them back as much as they gave us, and look!”
She held up a green banner as her smile widened.
“Excellent!” Jahrra cried as she pulled Eydeth’s yellow banner out of her bag.
“We managed to steal three flags!?” Scede added as he dropped the red banner on top of the others.
“And managed to keep ours safe!” Kihna said as she climbed down her tree to join them.
Gieaun was right behind her. “You should have seen all the people we shot!”
They all exchanged stories of their adventures for a few minutes, then Rhudedth looked up and said, “Where’s Pahrdh?”
At that moment, another mourning dove call reached their ears and the five of them returned it, letting Pahrdh know it was safe to enter camp.
He looked rather glum when he climbed up to the top of their hill. He appeared to have more paint marks on him than everyone else and he didn’t carry a blue banner in his hands.
“I was ambushed,” he muttered irritably. “It was a trap. Ugh! I should have known!”
“It’s okay Pahrdh,” Jahrra said grinning. “We managed to get all our flags, so I’d say we’ve done better than expected.”
“True,” Gieaun added, “but the game’s not over yet. Where are we going to put these other flags? We’re allowed to hide them, but they have to be in plain sight. That’s going to be hard to do, considering their colors.”
Jahrra frowned, studying the green, red and yellow flags. Gieaun was right. They had at least a few more hours left in the game and any one of the teams they had robbed could descend upon their camp at any moment to get back their flag and to take off with the others if they wanted to. It was one thing to guard one flag, but with four, every team would be after them.
“No it won’t,” Kihna said confidently, responding to what Gieaun had said about hiding them. “Look.”
She pointed over at one of the clotheslines that hung lower to the ground than the others. When they had first picked this spot as their camp, Jahrra had been slightly concerned that someone might trip over the line in the heat of battle, but had since dismissed it from her mind. Now, as she ran her eyes down the rope, taking note of the colorful sheets and towels that hung there, she grinned.
“Someday we’re going to have to pay for all our good luck!” she cried as she picked up the pile of stolen banners.
The six of them spent the next several minutes arranging the stolen flags on the clothesline so that they blended in with the other towels, sheets and clothing. After that, they huddled around their own violet banner to discuss the plan for the rest of the day.
“I think we should be done with hunting for more banners,” Pahrdh said with a hint of resignation.
“Agreed,” said Rhudedth, “we should stay here and spread out, shooting anyone who comes within a hundred yards of our base camp.”
Jahrra thought this was a good idea as well, but she feared Eydeth had something more sinister up his sleeve.
In the end, they went with Rhudedth’s plan and for the next hour, they managed to scare off the other teams as they shot at them from the cover of the redwood trees and the height of the hill. When Eydeth and Ellysian failed to show up, Jahrra’s nerves started to prickle. She called her teammates back down to talk it through.
“I know they are planning something,” she said, her eyes scanning the shadows.
“Well, what do you propose we do?” Gieaun asked, crossing her arms and arching a brow. “Do you want us all to go out and spy?”
Jahrra opened her mouth to make a retort, but then she thought about Gieaun’s words. “Not to spy,” she said slowly, “but to lure.”
“Huh?” Kihna asked.
“To lure!” Jahrra smiled mischievously and crossed her arms. “I have an idea . . .”
* * *
Jahrra was almost shot five more times as she crept back through the city, searching for any sign of Eydeth’s team. Curse them, where are they?! Dread pooled in her stomach and sweat trickled down her back once again as she imagined that perhaps this had been their plan all along; to make her think they were plotting only to sneak into her camp while she went out looking for them. Jahrra was just about to turn back when an arrow whizzed by her head, a flash of yellow catching her attention as it disappeared into a pile of hay.
Mission accomplished! she thought as she sent a violet arrow towards one of Eydeth’s teammates before turning and running directly back towards camp.
She was winded by the time she reached the top of their hill. She took a few moments to catch her breath before shouting, “Gieaun, Scede! Where are you guys?! Eydeth shot at me and I think he saw me come this way!”
She waited a few moments but was met with nothing but silence. She released a few curses then called out again, trudging back and forth between the redwoods, “Rhudedth, Pahrdh? Kihna? Where are you guys, you were supposed to stay and guard the flag!”
Jahrra turned to face the street below, one hand placed on her hip, the other letting her crossbow hang loosely at her side, as she donned a bewildered look. “Maybe they just left to scout the boundaries,” she mused in a not-so-quiet voice.
In the next moment something hard smacked Jahrra on the side of the face, causing her head to whip to the side and her vision to become clouded with stars. What the . . . ?
She quickly held her hand up to her temple and pulled it away to see if she was bleeding, but the moisture on her fingers wasn’t red, it was yellow.
Hot anger welled up in her stomach as she snapped her head upwards. She scanned the bottom of the hill and was nearly hit again with another bolt. This one managed to graze her hair.
“What are you getting at Eydeth!?” she shouted angrily. “Head shots don’t count you idiot!”
She moved herself more securely behind the redwood, willing the pounding in her head and the ache in her temple to go away. Her eye was watering and she was livid, but she had to control her temper or Eydeth would get what he wanted.
Eydeth casually stepped out from behind the building he was using as cover. Unfortunately, it would still be hard to get a clean shot at him. He held his crossbow loosely, another yellow-tipped arrow resting and ready to be fired.
“There’s something nasty on your face and I was trying to kill it,” he sniffed.
A torrent of chuckles answered him, all of them coming from the edges of Jahrra’s territory.
She seethed in anger. There would most definitely be a bruise on her face tomorrow. No Jahrra, she thought as she ran the plan through her mind once more, just have patience. Just get him and his cronies to move in a little closer . . .
“Where are your worthless friends?” Eydeth asked. “I heard you calling out for them, but you got no answer. That was pretty stupid. Now do I not only know the location of your base camp, but I know that you have no backup either.”
Despite his assurance that she was alone, Eydeth stepped carefully up the hillside, his head swiveling in every direction as he checked for an ambush.
Jahrra held her breath when he tried to peer into the redwood trees’ branches, but when his gaze returned to her, she let it out slowly. He hadn’t seen them . . .
“They didn’t leave me here!” she answered haughtily, hoping that her irritation would lead his thoughts in another direction.
“Oh really? Then why were you so angry just a second ago when no one answered? Ha!”
Eydeth relaxed a fraction and Jahrra took advantage of his claim.
“No! They’re hiding just a few feet away, waiting to attack you!”
Sometimes it was good to go with the truth, and this time it paid off. Eydeth threw his head back and laughed, lowering his weapon. “How could they be hiding? You can’t blend in with a wooded hillside when you’re wearing white with bright colors splattered all over it! We would have seen them by now!”
He turned his head and whistled. “You guys can come out, she’s here by herself.”
He turned back to face her, his eyes gleaming with malice as his sister and four of their friends stepped out from behind the buildings and climbed down from further up the hill.
“You’re dead Nesnan,” Eydeth breathed as he lifted his crossbow and took aim once again. His teammates followed suit.
“Oh, I don’t think so . . .” Jahrra muttered under her breath. “NOW!” she shouted as she quickly threaded her crossbow through her arm and threw herself into a back handspring.
All of a sudden, the hillside was alive with arrows, their purple and yellow dyed tips marking the ground, the trees, and anything else that got in the way. Jahrra managed to get to an oak tree just up the slope with only a few shots to the leg, but Eydeth and his team were faring far worse.
“Where are the arrows coming from?!” he screeched as he searched the trees once again, backing up to take refuge behind the buildings.
Jahrra managed to make it ten feet up into the tree before she stopped and pulled her crossbow off of her arm. She quickly readied an arrow and scanned the forest floor for possible targets, her grin growing wide when she noticed Ellysian retreating back up the hill. She was moving slowly, her eyes searching the redwood trees, so she didn’t see Jahrra following her progress with her own weapon.
Ellysian’s back was to Jahrra, so she took a breath, aimed for a spot between her shoulder blades and . . . lowered her aim to the middle of her back, her lower back . . . When the arrow was lined up with a spot just below Ellysian’s tailbone, Jahrra released the arrow and relished the screech that ensued as the Resai girl went scrambling up the hillside, her backside splattered with dark purple paint. Two more purple smudges decorated her back before she found cover.
Remembering that they had a flag to defend, Jahrra whipped her head around and breathed a sigh of relief when she spotted the purple banner, standing proudly between the two redwoods. She had guessed correctly; their territory was too well defended for anyone to just run in and grab the flag. It wasn’t worth the risk when six people were shooting at you from the trees.
“Retreat!” Eydeth screamed as he scrambled down the hill.
Jahrra caught one last glimpse of him before he rushed out onto the cobblestones below with his teammates. She laughed out loud when she counted the paint marks on his back. Plenty to put their team out of the running.
When they were certain that the enemy had fled their camp, the six friends climbed down from their respective hideouts: Gieaun, Kihna and Rhudedth from the redwoods and Pahrdh and Scede from the second storey porches of the closest buildings.
“That was fabulous!” Pahrdh proclaimed, throwing his arms in the air and giving Gieaun and his sister a hug.
Scede looked as if he wished to extend the same gesture towards Kihna, but before he could decide, she made the decision for him.
“You did so great!” she said as she stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “You shot everyone at least twice!”
Jahrra hid a grin as she watched her friend turn bright red.
Before any more celebrations could take place, the distant school bell began ringing.
Jahrra brightened immediately and glanced at all her grinning friends. “The game’s over! Let’s go see if we’ve won!”
The six of them gathered their own flag and carefully removed the other three from their hiding places and ventured back towards the schoolhouse. They walked confidently through the center of town, though they kept a wary eye out for people seeking revenge. Luckily, there were enough adult volunteers around to catch anyone trying to cheat.
The look on Eydeth’s face when they finally all gathered in front of the schoolhouse was worth all the hard work Jahrra and her friends had exerted that day. When he saw them, he glared maliciously, but all Jahrra did was smile widely and flap out his banner as if she were taunting a bull. He crossed his arms and darted his eyes in another direction, his face turning dark red in anger.
It took Professor Tarnik and the adult volunteers a good twenty minutes to tally up all the points for each team. Jahrra patiently tolerated their examination, wondering if maybe she'd been hit more than she thought. The other teams, she had observed, looked just as messy as she and her friends did.
Finally, Tarnik had all the tallies and he was ready to proclaim a winner.
“In third place is the blue team. Although they lost their banner, they suffered the fewest wounds and were able to inflict enough on the other teams to earn a sizeable score.”
Everyone clapped politely.
“In second place, the red team. They were able to successfully capture the blue team’s banner and receive very few wounds as well.”
The applause continued.
“And in first place, the team with the most points and the winners of a day off from school . . . the purple team!”
The clapping and cheering was louder this time, even though Eydeth’s team didn’t participate.
When everyone quieted down, Tarnik continued blandly, “Although they garnered the most wounds from other teams, they also inflicted the most onto others. And,” he paused and gave Jahrra a suspicious glare, “they managed to keep their own flag and to capture three others. Congratulations.”
Jahrra didn’t think his best wishes were sincere, but she smiled anyways as she and her friends started making plans for their day off.
* * *
Hroombra glanced up from the manuscript he was reading when Jahrra clambered through the door. He was reclining at his great desk and had been waiting eagerly to hear how she and her friends had fared in their game, though one would not know it from his relaxed posture and calm gaze. It wasn’t quite full dusk, but Jahrra started lighting candles anyways as she made her way across the room.
The dragon eyed her curiously as she approached. “I see you were hit,” he mused, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.
Jahrra sighed, but threw a smile over her shoulder as she stretched to light one of the higher candles. “Yes, but not nearly as much as Eydeth was. And besides, my team won.”
She beamed blissfully, recalling the events of the past several hours. Jahrra almost snorted at the sudden memory of hitting Ellysian right in the seat of her pants. Oh, what a glorious day it had been!
Jahrra finished with the candles and walked over to the great dragon, pulling up a chair and plopping down in it across the desk from him. She was exhausted, grimy and ready to fall asleep where she sat. She leaned back in her chair and held out her arm, examining the loose sleeve of her shirt. There were a few multi-colored stains there, but they had transferred themselves from her legs and torso. She knew she had at least three marks on her back, two on her stomach, one on her shoulder and hip, and several more on her legs. Yes, it had been a rather exhausting day.
Grinning, Jahrra leaned forward and stared at her guardian. He politely ignored her, his great amber eyes moving back and forth behind his spectacles as he read away.
Eventually, he took a patient breath and without looking up, he said, “Yes Jahrra?”
“Aren’t you going to tell me about the student that owned these clothes?” she asked with a grin, gesturing to the stained garments she wore. “If I recall correctly, we were interrupted the other morning when Gieaun and Scede came by.”
Hroombra pressed his great hand against the scroll he was reading and looked up at her, brow arched. He took off his spectacles and placed them aside, giving her his full attention.
“What would you like to know?”
Jahrra’s eyes grew wide. Wait, he’s actually going to tell me? Really?
Jahrra choked on her words for a few moments as they tried to fight their way free. “Was he a noble?” she blurted.
Eyes glittering and his mouth quirked in a small smile, Hroombra nodded once.
“How old was he when he wore these?” she continued, pulling the dirty shirt away from her stomach.
“Oh, a little younger than you I believe, ten or eleven maybe.”
Jahrra grinned. “Was he just as stubborn and determined as me?”
Hroombra gave a full smile, but Jahrra thought she saw a hint of sadness in his eyes.
“Oh, very much so Jahrra. In fact, you remind me so very much of him that I sometimes think I can see his presence in you somehow. It is impossible, I know, but that is the only way I can explain it.”
Jahrra was about to ask what had happened to him, but thought better of it. Perhaps he had moved on when he was too old for a dragon mentor anymore. Or perhaps he had fled in fear when dragons were adopted as the enemy throughout their world. Maybe, judging by her guardian’s moment of sadness, something even more tragic had occurred.
Instead, Jahrra cleared her throat and went for a safer question, “Did he wear clothes like this every day?”
“Yes, actually. And sometimes every night.”
Jahrra opened her mouth to ask something else, but tripped on her tongue when what Hroombra had said registered.
She switched questions. “What?”
Hroombra gestured at her outfit and said nonchalantly, “The garment you chose to wear as a shirt was his night robe and those, um, ‘leggings’ would be worn under a pair of trousers.”
Jahrra merely stared at him and then her eyes grew wide and she felt the blood rushing to her face. She shot her hands to her mouth and said, “You mean I just spent the entire day traipsing through Aldehren in, in, some boy’s underwear!?”
Hroombra merely grinned and said, “Afraid so.”
Jahrra screeched and bolted from her chair, heading for her room. She didn’t even hear Hroombra’s chuckle trailing after her as he got back to his manuscript.
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