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Recollection

I was dreaming of Meghan when the harsh wave of dark magic tore me from my much-needed sleep.  The moment the shock of waking up to such unpleasantness wore off, my anger grew hot and fierce.  My dreams were never reminiscent of pleasant memories from the past, for most memories I dared to recall were anything but pleasant.  But this one had been joyful and whatever unnatural faelah awaited me outside in the courtyard had ruined it.

Often when I slept I didn't dream at all, or the dreams would reflect the darkness I spent my time shying away from.  Simple charcoal on paper landscapes that held no light or joy.  Lately, however, my dreams had stretched and contorted themselves into nightmares, horrific scenes of my mother's monsters tearing people to pieces.  No, not people, only one person: Meghan Elam.

Groaning, I scrubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands and tried to shake the horrors away.  How many days had passed since I last saw Meghan?  Oh right, just the one.  I had left her to heal from the wounds my mother had inflicted upon her.  I grimaced.  My mother . . .  Even thinking of the Morrigan in those terms turned my stomach.  She was no more a mother to me than an oak tree was to one of its acorns.  As soon as I was born, she cast me aside to fend for myself.  That is, until she realized I could be of some use to her.  I had, after all, inherited my father's gift of battle fury, something that the Morrigan could use to her advantage.  So, she had returned for me in the end.  And if it wasn't for my sister, I never would have succumbed to her wishes . . .

Enough Cade.  Those thoughts do you no good, I reminded myself as I rolled over, throwing my legs over the side of the bed in order to sit up.

"Fergus?" I called out, my throat dry enough to make me choke.  Once the coughing fit was over, I remembered that Fergus wasn't with me.  He was in the mortal world guarding Meghan.

Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and drew upon my magic.  It hadn't completely returned to me after undergoing my riastrad, but enough of it was there to accomplish my next task.

Fergus, I sent, the effort of reaching out to my spirit guide across the boundary between our worlds demanding my utmost attention.

Yes, he responded.  Meghan is well.  Her injuries are healing and she will rest a few days more before returning to school.  Only a small number of faelah linger on this side, and I have been vigilant in my night hunts.  None shall harm her.

Thank you my friend, I sent back, breathing a sigh of relief and letting my magic return to where it resided next to my heart.

Before I could take much comfort in Fergus's news, however, a wave of cold, evil glamour trickled over my skin.  I clenched my teeth as the intrusive feeling left, hissing as the circular tattoo just above my heart burned like a poisonous brand.  Almost involuntarily, my arm snaked out and I pressed my palm to my chest, trying to rub the ache away.  It was no use.  The tattoo had been placed with the Morrigan's magic.  All of those she had enslaved bore the same mark.  It was her way of keeping track of us as well as keeping us under control.  If the tattoo started to hurt, then she was getting impatient.  I squinted through the darkness of my room and peered out the far window.  Sunrise was probably an hour or two away, judging by the deep, inky blue of the sky.  Guess I wasn't sleeping in this morning.  Once I set my mind to answering the Morrigan's call, the pain abruptly vanished.  I was tempted to lie back down just to see if her magic would do anything to me, but I didn't really feel like playing games with my mother, not this soon after expending my battle fury.

It took me longer than usual to get dressed.  Perhaps it had something to do with my weakened state, but I think it had mostly to do with the fact that despite my misgivings, a part of me was always willing to irritate the Morrigan.  Bracing myself, I took a deep breath and looked into the mirror hanging over my bathroom sink, the flicker of candle light banishing some of the early morning darkness.  The mirrors of the Otherworld were clearer, somehow more revealing than those in the mortal world, and this one was no exception.  It had been a gift from my sister, one of the few fine things I kept in this ruined castle I called home.  That little detail would be changing soon, however.  Someday, I was going to bring Luathara back to its former glory, but right now I had the consequences of a broken geis to deal with.

Sighing, I glanced once again at the figure staring back at me and winced.  Oh yes, warping into one's battle fury sure did a number on one's appearance.  The first thing I noticed were my eyes, their normal changeable green now a dull pond-scum hue underlined by dark circles.  My skin was pale and my face thin and drawn taught.  I looked centuries older than I truly was.  Not that age ever really showed on the Faelorehn, but then not all of us had the gift of transforming into a berserker warrior bent on using every last physical resource to do the most damage possible.  Turning away, I shook those thoughts from my mind.  I never considered myself a vain person, but there was a difference between vanity and being horrified at what a fierce fight could do to my appearance.

Grabbing my heavy cloak, I blew out the candles and strode across the room.  I didn't bother making my bed or closing the door behind me.  No one ever came here, except for me, and if I delayed the war goddess any longer, she might drive that painful magic deeper than the surface of my skin.

The morning greeted me with thick fog, wisps of it shredding away from the treetops and raining down in streamers of damp gray.  I guess it had taken me longer than I thought to get ready, because I could tell from the dim light that the sun had begun to rise somewhere in the east.  Bracing myself, I descended the stone steps and headed toward the opposite end of the courtyard.  About halfway to my destination a low, demanding cackle split the air, forcing my heart up into my throat.  I spun around, my eyes darting around the crumbling courtyard walls.  I expected to find a large black raven watching me from somewhere, so when my gaze fell upon a huge white bird, a slight prick of surprise stabbed at me.

The bird tilted its head and regarded me with one eye, the eye that hadn't been damaged in some battle long ago.  It gave another one of those blood-chilling caws and then ruffled its feathers and shook, waiting for my next move.

"Tell your mistress I'm on my way," I growled as my hands balled into fists.

The white raven gave another croak before flapping its wings and disappearing into the mist.  As it headed east, I could have sworn it was laughing at me.

Speirling was waiting for me in the field, his dark ears pricked forward as he sensed my approach.  Letting out a deep whinny, he tossed his head and dug at the damp earth.  My misgivings melted away as my mouth curved into a smile.  My fingers found Speirling's velvet nose, and I was further comforted by his positive thoughts.

"You're always looking on the bright side, aren't you?" I murmured, pressing my forehead to his.

I didn't bother saddling him, since I was running late already and since I didn't really need a saddle.  A swift pace and five dolmarehn crossings later, Speirling and I found ourselves at the foot of the eastern mountains and on the threshold of the Morrigan's underground fortress.  Taking a deep breath that coated my lungs with ice, I slid from Speirling's back and ordered him to take refuge where he could.  No horse should ever have to cross into the Morrigan's territory, let alone follow me down the haunted crevasse that waited several yards ahead.  Wrapping my wool-lined cloak tightly around me, I took the first step down a path that would surely lead to pain.  Every instinct I possessed, and believe me I possessed more than the average Faelorehn, bit and clawed and chewed at me to turn around and flee.  I could have, in fact I would have been smart to turn and forget the Morrigan and her evil demands.  My geis was broken and she had decided not to kill me, not yet at least.  But if I disobeyed her now, the first thing she'd do wouldn't involve coming after me.  No, she'd aim straight for Meghan and kill her, or worse.

Calling on my glamour to help fight my anxiety, I trudged on, kicking aside broken skulls and fighting the shivering chill that coursed through me.  Forever, it seemed, I walked.  The walls grew steeper, the skeletons and mummified flesh of long dead animals became more frequent.  Fortunately, the air was so cold it kept most of the stench at bay, but every so often a small breeze would stir up the scent of death and rot and I'd have to pause and swallow several times in order to keep from getting sick.

Finally, after what felt like hours, I reached the end of the narrow valley.  A great stone doorway complete with a skull-studded border, loomed before me.  On the branches of two dead, bleached oak trees perched three or four dozen ravens, all hunkered down against the cold, their stark blackness contrasting greatly against their bleak white and pale gray surroundings.  Not one of them uttered a sound or ruffled a feather.  Then, just as I reached up to touch the ogham letters adorning the stone doorway, one of the ravens let out a grumbling caw, setting all the others off.  I shot a glance upward, narrowing my gaze at the raven I hadn't seen before.  He was so pale that he'd blended in with the ashy rock behind him.

"Alahníl," I said, remembering the name of my mother's spirit guide.

Just then, a deep rumbling sound rolled up from the earth and the door cracked open, exhaling a frozen breath of fear and death.  I got my panic and the overwhelming urge to shiver under control before I looked back up at the white raven.

"I take it you told the Morrigan of my arrival," I stated more than asked.

All I got in return was a self-satisfied grumble.  Forgetting the birds, I turned and faced the yawning darkness before me.  I had no idea how long the tunnel was, or if there was a tunnel at all.  Like many of the caves found in Eile, this one was a dolmarehn.  But instead of leading to another part of Eile or even to the mortal world or some other realm beyond our own, this one led directly into the Morrigan's cavern.  Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and stepped into the darkness, asking myself if I was making the right choice and wondering what horrible, unconscionable thing my mother would have me do for her next.

​Two

Penance

The dolmarehn didn't take me all the way to the foot of the Morrigan's throne.  I was dropped at a crossroads of sorts, deep in the heart of the mountain, or so I assumed.  Having taken this path more times than I'd like to remember, I knew where each of the tunnels led, and not one of them led somewhere pleasant.  Grinding my teeth together, I rearranged my cloak once again and stepped forward, the torchlight making the sconces that held them look like retracting claws pushing out to impale me.  The sound of my boot heels cracking upon the stone echoed against the vasiform passage, and the incessant dripping and distant cries of some wretched soul didn't help ease my trepidation.  By the time I reached the great chamber that was my mother's throne room, my nerves were wrung tight and the barest flicker of firelight had me jumping out of my skin.  After all the years of making this same walk and entering this same chamber, you would think I could handle this.

For several moments I merely stood there, my hands on my thighs, my head hanging loose from my shoulders and just breathed.  I would have preferred the crisp air of Eile over the stench of the Morrigan's domain, but I wasn't about to be picky at this point.  As soon as I got my panic under control, I lifted my head and stared across the massive chamber.  Perhaps a hundred feet wide and nearly twice as tall, I could see why the Morrigan would choose this as her castle.  It had all the features that a morbid goddess could ask for: glistening stalactites and stalagmites that resembled teeth in a closing maw, a small stream of dark water and the creaking voices of Otherworldly bats and other nightmare-inspiring faelah calling out from every nook and crevice.  Despite the morbidity of my current setting, at least my mother had the decency to make the place somewhat welcoming.  Rich dark red and gold fabric hung from various ledges and an enormous indention carved right into the back wall served as a fireplace.  More gold and black candelabra and even an intricate chandelier brightened up the cave.

"So, you've made it at last, and with the morning only halfway gone."

Adopting an expression of distaste, I turned to face the great throne located near the far end of the room.  The Morrigan sat there, as relaxed as a lioness after a large meal, but looking as if she had room for more.  Shoving that dreadful thought away, I straightened my posture as best as I could.  No reason to appear weak before my tormentor.

"Might I remind you that I reside on the opposite end of Eile, and dolmarehn or no dolmarehn, it takes time to travel this far."

"Then you should have left the night before," she sniffed as she stood up, her movements as graceful and deadly as a viper's.

I clenched my jaw and fought against the stirring of my magic.  Oh yes, my riastrad always begged me to let it break free when in the presence of this particular goddess, but considering I was still recovering from the last episode, staying in my current form would be most wise.

"Never mind all that," the Morrigan said, flapping her hand around as she approached me, her dark skirts billowing out around her and making the candles and fire flicker in protest.  "You are here to make up for that broken geis of yours, and like I told you before, don't get any dreamy ideas about dying.  I couldn't possibly spare you now."

"What do you want?" I snapped, a question I was growing weary of asking.

Apparently the growl in my voice was a bit too aggressive because my mother's hellhounds, her Cumorrig, who had been reclining in front of the fireplace, jerked to attention and bared their carrion-stained teeth.

Abruptly, the room darkened and the Morrigan's magic flared.  The hellhounds yelped and whined.  The flames on the walls danced and sputtered, and the cavern trembled, disturbing ancient dust and debris from far up the walls.

"Only for you to do your duty to your mother!" she hissed.

My own glamour, instead of quailing like most, rose up to challenge hers.  No, we will not win this fight! I reminded it.  Gradually, it settled down but my temper remained singed.

"You are not my mother.  You may have given birth to me, but I am not your son."

She snorted, then laughed.  Her voice reverberated through the heart of the mountain, making my skin break out in goose bumps.

"Oh Caedehn!  But that's all that matters!  You are flesh of my flesh, and blood of my blood.  Geis-bound to me the moment you were born!  I decided early on that if I was to be burdened with your parasitic presence those long months, and then to suffer the inconvenience of bringing you into this world, then you might as well be of some use to me someday!"

I batted the stinging words away.  Deep down, in the furthest reaches of my soul, it still hurt to know that my mother, the person who should love me above all others, had hated me from the moment she knew of my existence.  But, it would do no good to show any weakness now.

"Then why get rid of me in the first place?" I countered, my throat hoarse from the emotional turmoil and anger that boiled just beneath the surface of my skin.

The Morrigan sighed again and rolled her eyes toward the tall ceiling of the cave.  "Really Caedehn, I would think you were smarter than that."  She leveled her crimson gaze on me, her lips drawn in a jagged line, just short of a grimace.  "Why take the time to raise you when I could get someone else to do it for me?"

My muscles relaxed a fraction and an image of my sister flashed through my mind.  The Morrigan had abandoned me, but she had made sure Enorah found me.  Of course, that had all been part of her plan as well.

No, I hadn't been the only one to suffer as a result of my mother's greed and malice.  Although this meeting was about me, the conversation had led to another sore subject.  Against my own better judgment I heard myself whisper, "You should have never brought Enorah into this."

"Oh, but she proved so useful in the end, didn't she now?"

"You used her love for me against her," I spat, my eyes burning with anger as I turned my heated gaze once again on my mother, "you destroyed part of her soul, turned her into a murderer!"

"Yes," the Morrigan sighed as she tapped one slender finger against her chin, as if mourning the loss of a favorite pet.  "Enorah was my best assassin, second in Eile only to Donn's whelp.  And it is because of you she became that way."

The rage of my battle fury rose once again, and with it something else, something even more profound and more destabilizing than my glamour: sorrow.  Soul-deep sorrow, the kind of anguish that turned my bones to liquid and blinded me to all that surrounded me, roaring through my head as it tore my heart asunder.

"Hmmm," the Morrigan continued as if I hadn't just been crushed by the guilt I tried so hard to keep buried deep inside of me, "she was so gifted, so obedient.  Never once failed to follow through with a mission, until that final one."

I managed to find my voice, despite the roar of self-hatred in my head.  "You sent her to kill children!" I rasped.  "Of course she refused!  And the only reason she ever allowed herself to be molded to your will was because of me!"

A glint of pure malice flared red in the Morrigan's violet eyes.  "That's right, Caedehn dearest.  All those lives, all those Faelorehn men and women snuffed out, dead because of you.  And no number of years spent wiping the noses of those filthy little Wildren will ever wash away the horror of what she has done."

For a split second, I almost lost control again.  "She was trying to protect me," I hissed, my shoulders beginning to shake as my knees threatened to buckle.

"And I never would have caught her if it hadn't been for you, either.  Tsk, tsk.  What a typical, selfish little brother you were.  Sneaking away from your foster-father."

She laughed then, as if realizing something for the first time.  "You know something odd?  When I captured your sister, I still had no idea how you might be useful to me.  You were so small and helpless, but I knew Enorah was also the spawn of Cuchulainn and I had already caught fleeting glimpses of her potential.  To think, I might have had you both and we could have avoided all this unnecessary, emotional tug-of-war between the two of you.  Really," she sighed heavily and dropped her hands to her hips, "first, Enorah suffering to protect you and now you, suffering to protect her.  How exhausting!"

Finally, I managed to regain some modicum of control.  Time to change the subject.

"But we're not here about Enorah, are we," I murmured.  It was a statement, not a question, and it was meant to encourage her to get on with this torture session, so that I might get on with my day.  That is, if I had the capacity to walk, or even crawl, once we were through.

The Morrigan slowly turned and glared at me, the light of the fire casting ghostly shadows across the crimson and black walls of her cavern.

"Oh no, my dear boy, we are here for some other woman you insist on suffering for.  And since you are so eager to move on to that subject, why don't we start with you telling me more about this fae strayling of yours."

"No," I growled, my fingers curling into fists, my fingernails cutting into my palms.

A searing, invisible whip of magic lashed across my nerves, the pain and suddenness of the attack catching me off guard.  I wanted to scream, but all I did was suck in a harsh breath.

My mother crossed the space between us in all her horrific glory and came to stand mere inches away from me.  I was taller than her, but when present before the goddess of war, even the great giants of myth stood cowering.  But I wouldn't give her the satisfaction.

"You have violated your geis by defying and disobeying me," she hissed, the little shred of patience she'd had before gone.  "You will answer."

No.  I wouldn't.  I owed a debt because of that accursed geis, but I would tell her nothing more about Meghan.  She could fry me to death with her magic if she wanted to, but I would not yield.

The Morrigan snarled and brought her arms up once again, invoking her strong glamour before throwing it out in another lash of agony.  I had already been driven to my knees, but now I had to plant my hands on the rough stone floor to withstand the pain.  This particular brand of glamour didn't burn up a lot of energy, but it did pack a punch.  My mother could raise painful welts on my skin with her punishment without even touching me.  Not even my cloak and shirt could protect me from her wrath.

"The pain will end Caedehn, just tell me what makes this girl so special.  What are her weaknesses?  Her strengths?"

I didn't answer.  I had nothing else to say to her and my jaw was clamped too tightly against the burning onslaught of her magic.

How long the Morrigan punished me, I cannot say for sure.  At some point, I managed to block out the pain and torment of her words.  When it finally occurred to me that the ordeal was over, I found myself curled up on the damp, icy floor of her cavern, one side of my face pressed against the stone.  I blinked several times to get rid of the blurriness before the shaking set in.

"Very well," a cold voice whispered next to my ear.

I flinched and curled up even tighter, the shame of my weakness taunting my own glamour.  The only reason I can think that my riastrad hadn't reared its ugly head is because of how drained I was.  Normally, my glamour took control when my body thought it was dying, but in this case my instinct stayed put.

"I can see you are not going to yield, so a compromise must be in order."

I turned my head just enough to look at my mother.  Her expression was sour and filled with disgust.  Whether that emotion was aimed at me, or at the fact that she would be forced to negotiate, was up for debate.

The Morrigan stood and with a huff, marched back to her throne.  Had I imagined it, or did she stumble a little while climbing up to her dais?  My lips tugged up in a smile, but an aftershock of pain, my nerves still reeling from their ordeal, changed my grin to a grimace of shock.  Looks like I wasn't going to be sitting up for a while . . .

"I want you to take down the barriers you've built against me," she proclaimed, raising her voice so that it filled the entire room.

What color had returned to my face now drained completely and the shivering that had taken over my body intensified.

No.

I hadn't realized I'd spoken the word aloud until the Morrigan said, "Yes, you will because if you don't, I will kill one member of that girl's mortal family each day until you do.  I promised to leave her be if you continued to be my servant, but I said nothing about her family.  Besides," she added as an afterthought, "you've used up all of your glamour trying to resist me, so I'm afraid it won't take much to shatter that bothersome barrier you put in place to keep me out."

What little moisture left in my mouth evaporated and I felt myself choking again.  She was right.  Years ago, I had acquired a spell to keep my mother out of my head, the type of charm that could only be used once against someone with her degree of power, and it required a constant supply of my own glamour to remain in place.  But now that I was nearly drained of that glamour, all she had to do was prod it just a little and then . . .

The goddess lifted her arms once more, her chant slowly filling the cavern like a foul smell.  I didn't have time to let the panic consume me, so instead I gathered what little glamour I had left and concentrated on another spell.  The Morrigan was determined to bring down my resistance, and she would succeed.  I was also pretty sure I knew what information she would be after the most: anything pertaining to Meghan.

Very well, I thought, gritting my teeth against the lingering pain her magic had caused, force your way into my thoughts if you must, but you won't get anything about Meghan.  Instead of using my magic to continue the fight, I turned it toward another cause; another spell Enorah had taught me long ago.

Taking a deep breath, I dredged up the words my sister had given me.  As the Morrigan wormed her way into my consciousness, I muttered the spell under my breath, my heart pounding against my ribcage as the time dragged on.  Only when I saw the little spider taking up residence in the dark recess of my mind did I take a breath and allow myself to collapse back against the floor.

The first wave of dark magic slammed into my mind, forcing a hairline fracture to zigzag its way across the shield that had been in place for so many long years.  My eyes rolled back and I sucked in a deep breath against the pain, but I didn't let those words of magic leave my mind.  Another wave hit me, then another, as my mother continued her relentless and cruel onslaught.  Despite the fact that I could feel the black world of unconsciousness rolling over me, I sucked in another breath and muttered the words of the ancient spell over and over again.

"What's this?  Are you sniveling like a child?  Too late Caedehn, and no amount of pleading will save you from my intent!"

I ignored her; let her cruel words pour right over me.  She couldn't do any more damage than she'd already done and besides, I could already see in my mind that little spider frantically spinning a web and gathering up all my thoughts pertaining to Meghan.  I felt my lips curve up in a small smile and only when the web was complete and the spider solid and fully formed did I breathe a sigh of relief and finish my spell.  At the same time the Morrigan let out a crow of victory as the magical shield that had kept her out of my head for so many years shattered.

"And now, I shall know what you refuse to tell me," my mother cried, the magic of her spell still swirling around us like a polluted whirlwind.

All I could do was lay there on the cold stone floor of the cavern, too weak and in too much pain to fight back.  But it didn't matter.  Even as I felt the tendrils of her mind reaching into mine and prodding around, I wasn't worried.

Such a keen mind you have my boy, but even you are not clever enough to hide all of that strayling's secrets from me . . .

With the reference to Meghan, and me being in such a weakened state, an image of her face immediately splayed across my conscious like a movie scene from the mortal world.  The Morrigan squealed in delight, reaching toward the memory like an eager child reaching for a toy.  Just as her conscious was about to latch on to all my thoughts regarding Meghan, that small magical spider stretched out its legs and snatched those memories up.  The Morrigan shrieked in anger when she realized what had happened.  She closed the distance between us and kicked me in the ribs.

"How do you know that spell!?" she screamed.

I grunted and rolled away from her before answering.  "My sister and I are very close," I wheezed.  "She was well aware of the cruelty you were capable of before I could learn of it, and she made sure to teach me everything she could, so that I might protect myself."

The Morrigan's eyes blazed red and she just barely seemed to have a grasp of her fury.  The cavern began to rumble as if it were the throat of a dragon preparing to spew fire.  A stalactite or two broke loose from the ceiling, crashing down to the floor and splintering into a thousand pieces, causing her Cumorrig to yelp and leap from their place beside the fire.  Fortunately, none of the shards hit me.  Just as I was sure the Morrigan was going to release the brunt of her power, the rumbling stopped and the fire receded from her eyes.  I didn't know what was worse, the wild rage that had caused such turmoil, or the icy silence that followed.

With a great sigh and an exaggerated brush of her skirts, my mother stepped over me and moved to stand beside the entrance to her underground chamber.

"Very well, Caedehn.  You can keep your little Meghan's secrets safe, but that won't keep me out of your head."

Eventually you'll break my dear boy, and I shall relish the process, she whispered into my mind.

My teeth clenched in response to the icy, uncomfortable feeling of her shil-sciar words.

"You are free to go, so please get your pathetic self out of my sight."

With that, she turned and strode back to her stone throne.  Not wanting to tempt her into abusing me further, I began to drag myself across the cold, rough floor.  Yes, the aftermath of her magical lashing seared my skin anew with every movement I made, and yes, I was the pathetic heap of flesh she implied, but I did not want to linger.  Eventually, I made it to the archway and slowly crept up the stairs, wincing and sweating against the effort.  Somehow, I managed to get to my feet after that and a century or so later, I was standing in the open air, my sweat-stained face aimed toward the sky.  I kept my eyes closed because the weak sunlight filtering through the thick clouds only made my head pound worse.  I had never been so grateful to feel the frosty air of the Morrigan's realm before.

Getting through the narrow canyon proved detrimental to my already flagging health, but I overcame that obstacle as well.  Speirling waited for me beside a clump of half dead bushes, his eyes wide, his ears pricked forward and his stance wary.  Once he realized that the beaten creature limping toward him was his master, he eased up and greeted me with a familiar but light whicker.  I murmured a few words of thanks to him in the language of my ancestors and pulled myself up onto his back.

Speirling carried me across the rocky earth, his footsteps as swift as the treacherous terrain would allow him to go.  We were only a few dozen yards from the dolmarehn when a vivid image of Meghan, her face bruised and bloody, slammed into my conscious.  In my mind, she cried out in pain, begging for my help as the Morrigan gave her the same treatment she had given me.  I gasped and nearly fell off of Speirling.  Lucky for me, he registered my sudden shift and made up for it by slowing down.  The black stallion whinnied with concern as I gritted my teeth against the vision.

In the back of my mind, I could hear the Morrigan snickering.  Oh Caedehn my boy, this is only the beginning . . . just the beginning.

We passed through the dolmarehn, the Morrigan's shil-sciar voice mocking me the entire way.  Fortunately, the magic that carried us away from her domain broke the link and the horrible picture of Meghan suffering was thrown from my mind.

It's only a matter of time before she does that again, my conscience told me.

Sadly, I knew that internal voice was right, and not only that, I was certain whatever thoughts and images the Morrigan sent would only get worse.

​Three

Sanctuary

Speirling carried me all the way to Luathara and into the courtyard where I fell from his back in an ungraceful heap.  He whickered lightly, as if to remind me that a great warrior such as myself should have a little more dignity.  I grunted and embraced the smooth cobblestones just outside my somewhat ruined castle, relishing their cool, familiar comfort.  He was right, of course, but at the moment, I didn't have the energy to care.  I lay there for the gods know how long, drifting in and out of consciousness.  Only when Fergus's internal voice invaded my mind did I stir.

Caedehn, are you unwell?

Ah, the polite concern of my spirit guide, another welcome balm to my soul.

I just returned from my visit with the Morrigan.  It didn't go very well.

I see.  Do I need to return?

That awful image of Meghan flashed through my mind once again, this time without the aid of the Morrigan.  I grimaced and pushed myself up into a sitting position.  Time to stop being pathetic.

No, stay and watch over Meghan.  How is she?

Very well, though I think she misses you.  She often glances off into the swamp when she doesn't think I'm around and gets that same look on her face that you get when you are thinking about her.

A small fire blossomed in my heart and spread throughout my whole body.  I smiled, though it hurt, and allowed myself to believe Meghan cared for me the way I cared for her.  My moment of bliss only lasted for a split second before another attack of my mother's punishment hit me like a clap of thunder.

What must you be thinking about to make your thoughts so warm my dear Caedehn?  Could it have something to do with that little strayling I'm going to destroy?  It would be in your best interest to forget about her now because you will never have her.

I shook my head to get my mother's voice out of it, but it didn't help much.  I could still hear her muttering in the darkest recesses of my mind.  So this is what it feels like to go crazy, I thought bitterly.  How I will hold onto my sanity from this point on, I have no idea.

Caedehn? Fergus prompted.

Sorry, I sent back to him, my mind straining to reach him in the mortal world.  The Morrigan has decided to reinstate shil-sciar with me.  It is her way of tormenting me for breaking my geis.

Fergus's mental growl didn't do anything to help my headache.  He could remember when, long ago, the Morrigan had been able to whisper her words and thoughts into my head and the toll it had taken on me.

I shall return to be by your side, he insisted.

No, you must stay with Meghan.  I cannot risk leaving her unguarded with the Morrigan ready to harm her at a moment's notice.  Please Fergus, I promise I'll be well enough on my own.

Fine, my spirit guide said, but do not stay at Luathara alone.  Go seek refuge in the Weald.  At least until you are healed.  I can sense your injuries are extensive.

I sighed and leaned back against the stone steps leading into my castle.  Fergus was right.  It would do me good to visit my sister and allow the deep magic of the Weald to heal me.  When I was well again, I could visit Meghan.

Thank you Fergus, I sent.  I'll leave first thing in the morning.  Please take good care of Meghan and let me know if there is any threat from the Otherworld.

Yes, he responded, and then the connection was gone.

Somehow, I managed to make it into Luathara, take a shower, and crawl into my bed.  It wasn't yet dark outside, but considering the state I was in, I could sleep a week and still not feel fully rested.  Gradually, I drifted off to sleep, hoping my mother wouldn't send me visions of death and suffering throughout the night.

* * *
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I woke early the next morning having not dreamt at all, which was a small blessing, but the act of getting out of bed and putting on my clothes proved to be a nearly impossible challenge.  The welts on my back from the Morrigan's abuse burned as if they were on fire and every bone and joint in my body ached.  When I bothered to look at my reflection in the large mirror in my bathroom, I shuddered.  It was far worse than it had been the morning before.  Bruises and scrapes covered my face and torso, some of the cuts deep enough to leave scars.  As much as I longed to have Meghan at my side, I was glad she couldn't see me now.

Enorah is not going to like this, I mused as I limped my way down the stairs and out into the foggy morning surrounding Luathara.  My sister would lecture me to no end when I arrived in her village in the Weald, but there was no helping that.  I needed to heal, and I needed someone to make sure I didn't do anything stupid.  Like run off to the mortal world to guard a young woman who had somehow worked her way into my heart . . .

No more of that kind of thinking, my inner voice chastised.  You need to regain your full strength and rebuild your glamour reserves.  Then, you can go back to Meghan.

I made it through the front gate without breaking a sweat, which I considered progress, and whistled for Speirling.  The stallion came galloping over one of Luathara's many rises, his ears pricked forward and his gait casual.  He stopped a few feet in front of me and tossed his head, his long black mane cascading down his back in a dark silken ribbon.  I smiled, even though it hurt my face to do so, and rubbed his forehead.

"I'll be staying with Enorah in the Weald for the next several weeks," I murmured.  "Do you think you can manage on your own?"

Speirling only whickered softly while he lipped at my shirt sleeve.  I knew that if he grew lonely or had trouble finding food, he would return to Epona and her herd of wild horses until I returned.  I hoped that he did.  The queen of the horses would keep him safe, and he would be terribly lonely without me or Fergus to keep him company.

With one last scratch behind the ears, I left Speirling and headed back to the castle.  Climbing the stairs proved just as cumbersome as before, but it took me less time to reach the third floor than it had the previous night.
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