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  "I need another drink!" the hero called out. He slammed a finely made drinking horn on the table. In the uncertain light from the fire pit, Grainne saw gray hair, wrinkled skin, and thin limbs. The hero lurked behind the fire as visible as air and less vital. She turned to the druid beside her.




  "Why did Fionn come to Tara today?"




  Daire fingered his gray beard. "You know that yourself, Grainne."




  Grainne glanced over to the head of the table, at her father, King Cormac mac Airt. Fionn was seated next to him. The King was richly gowned and jeweled, but no more than the head of the Fianna or his men. The warriors gathered at the table all wore colorful cloaks and polished torques, golden beads glinting in their long hair.




  "I want to hear it from you," she murmured.




  "He has come to wed you."




  "Why doesn't he want me for his son Oisin? Fionn is older than my father. His hair is gray."




  The druid took a deep drink of his spiced wine. "It is said he heard the tales of your beauty and decided to take another wife."




  "But I have not chosen to take a husband."




  "Perhaps you have too often chosen not to take a husband," Daire said, shrugging.




  Grainne ignored the comment. "Who is the one next to Fionn?"




  "That is Caoilte, the quick-witted."




  "And the big, magnificent one with the strange mole on his cheek, who speaks so softly?"




  The druid hesitated a moment before answering. "That is Diarmait, beloved of all women."




  Grainne called to one of her women and spoke softly in her ear. The maid returned with two large jugs and Grainne stood, taking one herself.




  "A drink for Fionn," she called out, "from Grainne." Fionn extended his cup, and Grainne approached and filled it. She and her maid continued around the table until everyone's cup was full.




  Grainne returned to the head of the table, poured herself a cup and raised it. "Fionn — may you always get what you deserve. You have lived through many tales of tana and catha, cattle-raids and battles. Here's to your own tale of love — a serca tale."




  





  ****




  





  Diarmait watched as his leader's chosen wife made her way around the table with the jug of spiced wine. She wound her way through the men like smoke, wafting by them, teasing. Her long braids glowed in the flickering firelight, bright against the checkered green of her tunic. Her hips swayed provocatively. Fionn had been advised well.




  When she came to him, he couldn't resist looking into her eyes. Speckled green and shimmering gold; a forest at the end of summer. He suddenly knew the years ahead would be long and hard.




  His eyes followed her, drinking in the movement of her hips and her slim, straight back.




  "You're staring, my friend," Caoilte said next to him.




  Diarmait nodded. Grainne was raising her cup to Fionn.




  Caoilte emptied his drinking horn, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and burped. "If I were you, I would put my eyes back in my head, quickly."




  Diarmait chuckled and looked down at the rough, wooden table of the great hall. "I will do my best. But it's no easy task."




  There was a loud rumble from the man next to him; a sound that Diarmait took to be agreement. He smiled and raised his eyes to meet Caoilte's. But his friend's eyes were closed, his upper body listing dangerously to one side.




  Diarmait shook his shoulder. "Caoilte?"




  His only answer was a deep snore.




  Diarmait eased Caoilte back to lean against his chair and turned to Oisin. He too was fast asleep, slumped in his seat, his chin sunk onto his chest. At the head of the table, Fionn slept with his head thrown back and his mouth open wide. Grainne stood next to the leader of the Fianna, but she was watching Diarmait.




  Their eyes met and Grainne took a step towards him. "I want you to take me away from Tara. Tonight."




  Diarmait shook his head in disbelief — the entire party was drugged. "You're promised to Fionn, leader of the Fianna. My duty is to him."




  "I made no promise."




  "But your father did."




  "Am I to be given away without my consent, like a cow or a slave?"




  "Fionn was sure you would agree."




  The life went out of her eyes. "Because he is a hero."




  He dragged his gaze away and stared at the fire. "I cannot help you, Grainne. I cannot."




  "You have no choice. I put you under a geis."




  Grainne approached him, moving so close he could barely resist the urge to take her in his arms. If she had cast a geis on him, then he really didn't have a choice. Not even a hero could break the power of a geis. She had taken the decision out of his hands.




  He looked into her eyes and wondered if she had cast the spell the moment he saw her.
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