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Chapter 1

Ragtag Family

“Donait! Donait! Where are
you . . . where are you?” Rosilda looked from side to side in a
panic, fearing the monstrous creatures of the swamp would eat her
precious daughter. She trudged through the life threatening mud,
feeling with her walking stick for safe ground.

“Donait . . . where are you, my
darling . . . where are you?” shouted Rosilda as adrenaline pumped
through her heart.

Saba heard a squeal in the distance
and ran, gasping for air as she broke a sweat, fearing the
worst.

“Donait! Donait! I’m coming!” Rosilda
called out with a tone of terror.

Donait screamed out in distress, “Saba
. . . Mother . . . help me!”

Saba ran up to Donait who was
struggling to escape the mud that was sucking her into its depths.
Feeling stunned at the sight before her, Saba saw only Donait’s
head and one arm protruding from the black thick sludge.

Donait cried out for help when Rosilda
ran up wide-eyed and dove to Donait’s rescue. Fearing that both
Donait and Rosilda might be lost to the mud, Saba began chanting,
loud and with purpose as she held both her arms up with fingers
pointing to the vines. Her words seemed to fill the air as her
chanting became shrill. “YA YA NO MA . . . ME DUE ME DA . . . YA YA
NO MA . . . !” Suddenly the vines hung down from the monolithic
trees into the mud.

“Rosilda, use the vines to pull
yourself out! Get Donait first,” instructed Saba still pointing her
fingers at the vines to control them.

With her left arm, Rosilda pulled
Donait over to her and held her firmly. Then, with her right hand,
Rosilda grabbed the vine that wrapped around her arm taking hold of
her. Saba held her hands up and chanted words of magic. “Cha-da,
du-may . . . Cha-da . . . du may . . . yeah no ma na . . . Cha . .
. cha-da . . . du-may” continued to shriek Saba in repetition,
making the vines pull Rosilda and Donait up into the trees where
the vines released them.

“Climb down . . . be careful!” shouted
Saba.

Donait was sobbing with great heaves
as Rosilda struggled to climb down, both covered in mud and fearing
they might fall back into the sludge. Nearly holding her breath in,
watched her family make their way through the trees and down to
safety.

Once they were directly overhead, Saba
put her arms up to get little Donait as Rosilda lowered her,
dangling her by an arm. When Saba reached her, she embraced Donait
to her bosom, shutting her eyes as she sighed in relief.

After she jumped down to safe ground,
Rosilda scolded, “Donait, why did you wander way over here! I am
sick to death of warning you not to wander off! What if the Liches
were about or . . .?”

“Let’s just go home. It will be dark
soon,” interrupted Saba, looking from side to side in
worry.

Rosilda angrily took hold of Donait’s
hand, fearing it would in fact get dark before they reached their
mound. The swamps were pitch-black once night fell. The thick trees
denied any hint of moonlight from getting through, making it very
dangerous. There were monstrous creatures that preyed on anything
that moved and mud dominated the ground, ready to suck anything
down to its depths. They hurried for home as Donait cried, feeling
cold and tired and thinking that her precious pet frog had
escaped.

Once home, Saba prepared bath water.
They had some pottery, which was old, cracked and chipped, left by
others who had lived in the mound long ago. Getting bath water
entailed filling and carrying leaking pots of water to fill a
larger pot, which also leaked. They had no luxury and every task,
no matter how simple, was a struggle.

Rosilda went into a rampage, scolding
Donait in utter frustration.

Donait wiped her tears as she
whimpered, “I was trying to get my baby. He got away and I couldn’t
catch him.”

Rosilda rolled her eyes as she flung
her hands in the air. She was beyond speech, feeling that Donait
would be the death of her.

Looking at Rosilda, Saba understood
how she felt and said, “Donait, I made you a baby to play with . .
. play with your dolls, my love. Why on earth do you prefer frogs
to the dolls I make for you?”

Donait looked down at her dirty bare
feet as she replied, “I love my frogs. They are special . . . they
are alive . . . they are my friends. The dolls Saba makes me
consisted of twigs, grass and rags . . . they had no eyes and are
so lifeless.”

After they washed up, hunger was their
only thought. Saba always had traps set about and caught a small
rodent struggling for escape. She began preparing the small
creature for dinner along with mushrooms and other ingredients that
most people would look upon with great distaste. After the meal,
their stomachs still rumbled as memories of better times filled
their minds.

Feeling rather melancholy, Rosilda
asked, “Saba, is Donait an immortal? I fear she will fall to
serious harm in this dreadful place.”

Saba looked at little Donait thinking
the child would certainly fall to the perils of the swamps. “I’ll
look to my magic, right now. Hold her while I get a few drops of
blood.”

Rosilda watched Saba do her magic. She
tossed animal entrails into a fire along with a few drops of the
child’s blood. Suddenly, the fire burst into great flames that
seemed to jump out at the two women. Then, the flames lay low as
smoke spewed up into the black sky.

Pacing anxiously, Rosilda asked,
“Well, what do you see?”

Saba squatted down and with a stick
turned the crackling embers, studying her magical mix. “Donait is
indeed immortal. However, she holds no powers, only her father
could have passed that onto her. Ragnarok’s powers died with him
and so . . . Donait’s birthrights are lost to her. Nonetheless, we
can overcome this impossible situation. I have an idea that might
free us from this place. Donait is obviously going to grow into a
beauty. We can teach her to be a lady of refinement, elegance and
grace. Then, we can teach her the secrets of flirtation and
seduction. When she is of a proper age, we can send her out to
steal the powers that are rightfully hers. Lord Gwydion has no
knowledge that you were pregnant with Donait when he condemned us
to the swamps, therefore, she is free to come and go as she
pleases.”

Rosilda narrowed her eyes as she
looked at her daughter and vowed, “I will avenge Ragnarok and my
poor tormented sister, Sorcha. Gwydion murdered them simply to
prove his power. He will pay and pay dearly. My daughter will bring
Lord Gwydion down to his knees. Then, I will take my rightful place
as Queen and Princess Donait will be a grand noblewoman of
stature.”

Rosilda smiled at her sweet little
girl, “My darling Donait, you will grow to be a grand lady and take
the Underworld for your own. We will take our rightful place in
society if it is the last thing we do. Saba, my dear and trusted
friend, when I take the throne you will be my royal adviser. I will
never take a king . . . I am sick to death of men trying to take
what is mine.”

Saba smiled in delight, relieved that
Rosilda came to understand that she did not need a man for
power.

Together, they would take the
Underworld and rule with an iron fist, freeing women from the
tyranny of men.

Donait had no comprehension of what
Saba and Rosilda were talking about. She walked to her corner, drew
the raggedly torn curtain aside for a degree of privacy and lay
upon her bedroll. Donait was a lonely little girl with no
companions or idea of the outside world. Her dreams took her to
stories Saba and Rosilda told her of their youth, of parties,
festivals and friends long since gone.

The dangers that lurked in the swamp
were many: wild life, carnivorous plants and the dreaded Liches.
The Liches were the undead and believed to feed on humans. They hid
in the foliage and mostly stayed to their own community. Many
Liches knew Rosilda from the war and respected her by staying their
distance. The Liches allowed an area of the swamp for Rosilda and
Saba but to wander out of their area put them at risk to fall to
the evil creatures.

Fearing the worst, Saba took notice of
a swamp pixie that often lurked about spying . . . watching from
afar. “Come here, little one. You have nothing to fear from me. You
like Donait, don’t you? Thank you for letting us know in which
direction she wandered off too. We will shelter you and feed you,
if you watch over our Donait. Guide her to mind our rules and stay
safe. Do you agree?” Little Rouella fluttered up to Saba and took
the berries she offered.

“Thank you, my lady. I am happy to be
guardian to Donait. She is such a sweet child and my kind respect
and admire her for her love of the swamp creatures. Tell me, how
did you come to live in the swamps?” asked little Rouella. The
village of Skye would be more to your liking... I
think?”

With a deep sigh, Saba explained,
“Rosilda was once betrothed to Lord Gwydion, the God of Unity.
However, when they were both very young and before Gwydion became
the God of Unity, he rejected her and took a mortal woman as his
wife. He publicly humiliated Rosilda and married a simple mortal
farm girl. Rosilda made her way as best as she could then met
Ragnarok, Prince of the Land of Shadows who fell in love with her.
However, Gwydion once again broke Rosilda’s heart by killing
Ragnarok, the Lord of Evil. Shortly after Gwydion took the reign of
the Underworld, he condemned Rosilda and I to the swamps, making it
impossible for us to leave this muddy wasteland. Rosilda gave birth
to Ragnarok’s daughter, Donait here in our bewildering hovel. Now
we survive the best we can, with no hope of escape.”

Rouella realized every story had two
sides there she had some doubts as to what Saba told her. However,
Donait was a different matter; she was a child and a victim of
circumstance. “I am Donait’s loyal servant, my lady... I will keep
her safe.”

And so, the bond began as Rouella
joined the ragtag family of females who plotted and planned a very
ambitious future.


Chapter 2

Path of
Destruction

Time is a funny thing; it seems to
drag and then before you know it, years have passed in a blur. For
Rosilda and Saba, time seemed nearly at a standstill. Their lives
consumed with the struggle to survive while planning and plotting
their escape from the swamps with only revenge on their minds.
Donait was lost to her childhood, happy with play and collecting
her pet frogs. One day, as Rosilda did the wash, she took notice of
Donait walking toward her with a great smile. Donait was even in
height as Rosilda now, and her voice and manner were taking on
maturity. Rosilda looked over at Saba and simply said, “It’s time .
. . we must get word to Grizel. Donait looks nearly of age. She is
no longer a child.”

Saba examined Donait from head to toe
with her eyes. Donait was a young woman, mature but far from being
wise. She opened her apron and released several frogs giggling in
delight as she gave a name to each. Saba could not help but to
think that Donait was a witless fool, filled with overwhelming
emotion. Great disappointment in Donait was what Saba felt.
Nevertheless, Donait was their only hope . . . the only course left
to them.

“You are right, Rosilda. It is time.
We’ll send Donait off to Skye first thing in the morn,” said Saba
wishing that luck would be with them . . . for once.

At first light, Rosilda and Saba woke
Donait. While Donait dressed and washed, Saba packed a small bag of
provisions. Both Rosilda and Saba escorted Donait to the edge of
the swamp, near the path to Skye.

“Mother, please don’t make me go, what
if I lose my way? Please . . . I want to stay with you!” pleaded
Donait with heaving sobs of fear.

Rosilda angrily huffed, “Donait, stop
carrying on so . . . really, you are such a coward. Just follow the
path and you will reach the Village of Skye before midday. What a
fuss you make over such a simple task. You always talk about
wanting to see other people. Well, here is your chance!”

Donait sighed deeply as she looked out
to the distance in worry, “Why can’t you come with me? I’m afraid .
. . . What if . . .”

Saba shook her bony finger at Donait
as she scolded, “Get a move on, girl! I am sick and tired of your
constant show of weakness. You always put yourself in danger while
you were growing up for those blasted frogs! Now, you are afraid to
tend to a simple errand. I will not hear any more of your fool
protests! Once you arrive in Skye, go to the dressmaker’s shop and
ask for Grizel and then tell her about us and our situation. Tell
her we need to talk to her on an urgent matter and to come at once.
Also, tell her we would appreciate honey, a bag of tea and soap.
Now, hurry!”

“How will I know when I am in Skye?”
Donait sighed, thinking she would certainly get lost.

Wide-eyed, Rosilda flung her hands in
the air in utter frustration. “Donait, it’s the only village down
this path, when you see a good deal of people and buildings that is
Skye. Just ask around for the dressmaker’s shop. Both Saba and I
are well known by the people there. They most likely believe we are
dead. Tell them that we are alive and well, here in the swamps.
Now, hurry and stop carrying on so, you wear me out with your
constant protests.”

Donait nodded, then turned and walked
down the path. “I wish we could go with her . . . I hope Grizel
still lives in Skye. Oh, Rosilda . . . forgive me for saying so but
Donait acts like such a fool at times . . . What if she in fact
gets lost? Or, maybe a man will try to take her, she looks to be
only fifteen but very lovely . . . anything can happen,” complained
Saba as she watched Donait leave the swamps.

Rosilda shook her head as she said
with a tone of despair, “She’s dressed in rags and barefoot, she
looks like a swamp-rat, no man will want her. My little girl is
nearly a woman now but the conditions she lives in cover her beauty
with filth. She won’t get lost, all she has to do is stay on the
path. Grizel will help her and us. Let’s get back to the mound, I
feel so tired.”

Rouella sat on a branch and watched
Donait walk off, hoping no harm would come to her. She looked over
her shoulder and watched Rosilda and Saba walk back to the mound.
Rouella never really left the swamps before and feared what might
lurk in the outside world. The little swamp faery sat and waited
for Donait to return.

Donait walked down the path frightened
of every sound as she looked from side to side. In all her life,
she had never been away from Saba or her mother. She longed to see
other people but now it terrified her. She started eating her
provisions as she walked down the road, despite that Saba told her
not to eat them until late in the day. Donait longed for the days
of her childhood with nothing to do but play with her frogs . . .
whom she called her babies. She walked on, taking notice of elves
that lurked in the trees, watching her curiously but not attempting
to speak to her. Frightened, she picked up her pace. Feeling her
stomach tight and her heart beating loudly she started running
until she was panting for air. She took a moment to catch her
breath then continued walking, staying on the path as
instructed.

Suddenly, a man raced past her on a
great beast causing Donait to gasp as he shouted at her, “Out of
the way, girl!”

Donait looked on wide-eyed as she
continued down the path. Then, she saw a wagon pulled by two of the
great beasts. A woman with four children rode by in the wagon and
laughed at Donait, pointing at her, “Where on earth did you come
from, rag doll?”

More people began passing her on the
path, coming and going in both directions. Then, she stopped and
looked upon the Village of Skye that was a bustle of activity.
Donait watched for a moment with her mouth open, many men rode the
great beasts and some people used the great beasts for pulling
wagons. She looked at the ladies, some dressed in lovely gowns,
others wore trousers, and tunics made of animal-hide. Donait
continued walking, forgetting her fears as she looked on in wonder.
An elf walked up to Donait and looked at her from head to
toe.

“Are you all right, girl? Are you in
trouble . . . what happened to you?” questioned the elf with a tone
of concern.

Donait nervously replied, “I am
looking for the dress shop.”

The elf raised an eyebrow, “You are in
trouble, aren’t you? Why are you looking for the dress shop, other
than the obvious reason?”

Confused, Donait asked, “Obvious? Sir,
my mother told me to look for the dress shop and ask for Grizel. I
am in no trouble.”

The elf rubbed his chin as he looked
at Donait from head to toe, “You are a sight, girl. Who is your
mother?”

“My mother is Rosilda . . . the Elf
Queen. She sent me to find Grizel,” replied Donait.

The elf ’s mouth dropped open in
surprise. “Rosilda is dead! She died long ago.”

Donait shook her head, “No, my mother
is alive and well. Lord Gwydion condemned her to the swamps. My
mother sent me for help . . . and tea and honey.”

“Over there, see there . . . that is
the dress shop where you will find Grizel,” the elf pointed
out.

Donait nodded, “Thank you sir . . .
thank you.”

The elf
watched Donait walk toward the dress shop, thinking
if Rosilda is still alive then trouble is in the
making.

Donait walked into the dress shop,
when suddenly a woman shrieked, “What on earth is this? Get out
before you soil my shop . . . what a filthy mess you are!”
Frightened by the woman’s tone, Donait ran out with a
gasp.

The woman looked out the door,
curiously at Donait. “What do you want here, girl? Have you never
bathed before? Or, are you in trouble? Who are you?”

“I am Donait, daughter of Rosilda. She
sent me to find Grizel. I mean no harm, my lady.” Mumbled Donait as
her heart hammered against her chest in fear.

The woman stepped out, surprised as
she eyed Donait from head to toe, before she questioned, “Rosilda?
Do you mean the Elf Queen . . . but she’s dead?”

“No, my mother is alive in the swamps.
She sent me to find Grizel for help. Oh yes, Saba wanted me to
fetch honey and tea,” explained Donait.

The woman folded her arms over her
bosom. “Saba loved tea and honey. Oh my! Rosilda is alive . . . how
wonderful! You must be Ragnarok’s daughter . . . You have your
father’s eyes. My dear, I am Grizel. Come with me and I will see
you have a bath and proper clothing. Then, we’ll talk about how I
can help Rosilda and dear Saba.”

Grizel went into her dress shop and
gathered a few changes of clothes for Donait then took her to her
home. Donait enjoyed a hot bath with bath oils and soap for the
first time. She brushed her hair, liking how silky it felt. Never
had she owned such an item as a hairbrush. Then, Grizel gave her
proper undergarments and a lovely gown to wear. When Donait looked
at her reflection for the first time in her life, tears came to her
eyes. She was a beautiful lady . . . a very beautiful young lady.
Grizel smiled, noticing how strongly Donait resembled her
parents.

They sat to a delicious, hot meal with
fresh baked bread. Donait watched Grizel dip her bread in the
butter dish and she did likewise. The warm bread dripping in butter
tasted glorious as Donait took in the smell that heightened the
taste. To be sure, Donait took small pieces of bread and did not
gobble them down but savored each piece. Grizel took notice that
Donait’s table manners were impeccable. Despite the state she
arrived in, she had the refined manner of a lady. Donait cut small
pieces of stew enjoying the tender and juicy rabbit.

The housemaid entered with a tray of
dessert. Donait tasted the sweet cakes and smiled, “This is the
most delicious food I have ever eaten. My mother and Saba always
told me about such food that made one’s mouth water.”

Grizel then asked, “Now, tell me your
mother’s situation and how I can help.”

Donait explained in detail about her
mother, situation and what she needed.

“Tomorrow, I will hire four female
warriors to help Rosilda. I will go with you back to the swamps.
Let us say you and I pack a wagon with things your mother and Saba
most likely need. My dear Princess Donait, I will help you take
your rightful place in society,” said Grizel, happy to hear her
long lost friends were alive and well.

The next day, as Saba skinned a snake
for supper, Grizel rode up with two wagons and four warriors
following her. Donait happily jumped off the wagon and embraced her
mother.

“Oh mother! I had a wonderful time.
Smell me . . . I took a bath with the most glorious oils and
perfumes. I ate sweet cakes and look at my clothes . . . is it
proper that I wear trousers? Grizel told me it was appropriate for
travel. Look mother, they call this animal a horse . . . isn’t it
magnificent?”

Rosilda looked at her daughter,
properly groomed for the first time, and tears came to her eyes.
“You are so beautiful, my love.” Donait’s hair shined like silk,
her skin was porcelain, smooth and flawless. Even her fingernails
were clean and well shaped.

Grizel cleared her throat to get
attention then asked with a joyful tone, “No greetings for a long
lost friend?”

Rosilda happily embraced Grizel as
Saba said, “I knew we could count on you. Thank you . . . thank you
for coming!”

Grizel introduced the four maidens
that accompanied her and then explained they were warriors and
would help Rosilda with her needs.

Saba looked through the things that
Grizel brought. She was happy to find eggs, flour, sugar and tea
among other supplies she so desperately longed for and needed.
Rosilda looked at the traditional elfin clothing made of animal
hides, consisting of a pair of trousers and a tunic.

Grizel explained, “Donait told me all
about your situation and under the circumstances I brought you
practical clothing and not the gowns of which you were once
accustomed. You understand, don’t you?”

Rosilda nodded, grateful for more
warmer and suitable clothing but still felt she would miss wearing
beautiful gowns and kidskin slippers.

That evening, Rosilda explained her
plot to overthrow Gwydion and take what was rightfully
hers.

“Rosilda, you taught Donait basic
table manners and she is literate. However, she needs to learn how
to act among people. I was shocked at the state she arrived in and
ordered her out of my shop. Instead of explaining her purpose, she
ran out in fear. That will not do. She acts cowardly because she is
not accustomed to the presence of people. I will be taking her to
my home for visits, so she can learn how to conduct herself with
more confidence. My housemaid tells me Donait looks about fifteen
considering the length of time since you were believed to have
died. We will wait until she is seventeen before she faces Lord
Gwydion. Tell me is Sorcha still alive? What of her daughter, are
they here with you?” asked Grizel.

“My sister died when the Land of
Shadows fell. Only Saba and I survived. As for little Oriana, well,
Sorcha sent her long ago to live in Hades, in foster care. I know
nothing about Oriana. She’s probably married and has children by
now. I cannot thank you enough for your help, Grizel. I assure you
that once I am in rule you will be part of my court,” replied
Rosilda genuinely.

*****

Over the next two years, Grizel saw to
Donait learning to conduct herself as a person of confidence.
Donait only went to the swamp for short visits now. Grizel took her
under her wing and taught Donait all the fine points of being a
lady of nobility. Donait wore elegant gowns and learned how to move
gracefully. However, to Grizel’s disappointment, Donait could not
attend social affairs. She was the key to their plan to overthrow
Gwydion and so she had to remain a secret. Grizel was patient with
Donait, understanding that since she grew up isolated she lacked
the personality to be outgoing. What bothered Grizel most was how
emotional and tenderhearted Donait was at times. She repeatedly
told Donait how important it was not to let her emotions rule
her.

Rosilda and Saba spent their time with
Donait, teaching her how to charm a man and the purpose of their
revenge. Rosilda’s revenge consumed Donait’s life as she prepared
to take Lord Gwydion’s throne.

Finally, the day came and Grizel saw
to it that they impeccably groomed Donait. Rosilda and Saba then
watched Donait happily wave farewell as she rode off to the Village
of Erui with her companions. The plot was now underway.

*****

Donait walked the festival grounds,
liking how all the men stared at her as she walked passed. She
simply could not get enough of all the wondrous sights. She enjoyed
the entertainers, and admired all the vendors’ wares. What made her
smile the most was all the attention she was getting from the
curious onlookers.

Donait whispered to her companions,
“Which one do you think he is? There are so many men about. I am so
happy that I can enjoy this Harvest Festival. It’s the best time I
have ever experienced!”

Donait was by far the
loveliest lady attending the festival. Grizel saw to an appropriate
disguise, temporarily exchanging Donait’s chestnut brown hair for
beautiful red curls that hung in a mass reaching the small of her
back. Her skin as fair as porcelain looked charming with a small
sprinkling of freckles across her nose to make her appear as a
normal mortal woman. All the men, young and old took notice of her.
Her four companions seemed like demure ladies of grace. No one
would ever suspect they were fierce warriors. Everyone watched the
young women with curiosity even Chieftain Swayzie stare fixed on
Donait as she walked passed. Swayzie stood with a group of men but
no longer able to resist, he looked from side to side to be sure
his wife was not watching. Then, like a wolf on the prey, he
casually walked up to lovely Donait and bowed at the waist like a
proper gentleman. “Excuse me, my lady . . . I am Swayzie, Chieftain
of Erui. I don’t believe we have met before. You are most welcome
in Erui. Our village is blessed to entertain such a beautiful young
lady and to be sure your lovely companions.”

Donait smiled as Swayzie took her hand
and kissed it. “I am Donait from the village of Avalon. I have come
with my companions on holiday for the festival.”

Suddenly, a plump woman walked up and
interrupted with a joyful smile, “My dear, you are by far the
loveliest young woman here today. You are not from these parts . .
. I know everyone in Erui.”

Swayzie took a deep breath and
introduced his wife, Iris. Donait looked at the young, handsome,
Chieftain who stood tall and proud. His hair was long and raven
black, his eyes were a light chestnut brown and he appeared full of
life and youth. Then, Donait looked at the heavyset woman next to
him whose hair was gray. She was quite abrasive in appearance as
she went on and on about something or other. Donait turned a deaf
ear on Iris and smiled again at handsome Swayzie.

“My lady, we must tend to the broken
wagon wheel before it gets dark,” Donait’s companion interrupted as
she tugged on her sleeve.

Iris suggested to Swayzie, “My dear,
we must help this lovely young woman. I fear harm may come to her
and her companions should they become stranded. I’ll fetch the boys
to help.”

“No Iris, I can tend to it. Let the
boys enjoy the festival,” protested Swayzie.

Donait batted her eyes flirtatiously,
as Swayzie place her hand on his arm and held it there as they
walked to the wagon. Her evil plan worked without a flaw. Little
did Swayzie know, he was walking into the path of destruction. When
they reached the wagon, Swayzie examined it. “It’s not serious.
It’s just that the wheel has come loose.”

Swayzie took off his shirt, revealing
a very well sculpted form. Donait admired his large arms as he
flexed his muscles, struggling to reinforce the wheel to be sure it
would hold tight. He straightened and warned, “It should hold well
but be sure a smith tends to it soon.”

Donait looked at his mesmerizing eyes.
Swayzie admired her long eyelashes, her incredible blue eyes and
her full round lips as they parted seeming to invite a
kiss.

Donait broke the moment of silence,
“Thank you, my lord. I appreciate your assistance.”

Swayzie took her hand and kissed it.
In fact, he kissed it twice before saying with a deep throaty tone
of lust, “It was my pleasure, my lady.”

He helped Donait and her companions
onto the wagon and watched them ride off as he released a deep
sigh, wishing he could pursue lovely Donait.

Donait turned and smiled at him,
thinking his seduction was going to be a great pleasure. Swayzie
felt his heart hammer. It had been a very long time since he had
felt the excitement of a lovely young woman.

As
Swayzie walked back to the festivities, he watched his wife in the
distance, acting too loud and abrasive. He sighed in despair at the
sight of Iris. There was a time when he could not imagine life
without her. How did it come to be? What
happened to my beautiful bride? I was the envy of every man when I
married her. Now, she is a fat cow and nothing more than an
annoyance . . . an intrusion on my life with her disgusting
ailments. 

The years were taking their toll on
Iris, as she became unsightly. Swayzie and Iris had four sons and
three daughters, who were all adults now. Swayze’s three daughters
and one of his sons were mortal, like their mother. However, his
three oldest sons were immortal like himself. Swayzie showed no
signs of age since he married Iris. There were times when strangers
mistook Iris for his housekeeper or even his mother. He grew to
dislike her caresses and avoided making love to her as much as
possible, causing many late night arguments. Swayzie however, still
craved the affections of a woman, but looked at his wife with
distaste.

As a ruse, Swayzie often visited his
brother Beltene, who lived in the Otherworld staying for days at a
time. Both brothers spent time with the faeries of which, were
lustful of men and experts in the art of love. Beltene enjoyed the
company of the white faery Celadine, having a long affair with her
since before his wife died. His wife had also been a mortal and
fell to fever four winters past.

Swayzie and Beltene had another
brother, Cormac, who was in the Fianna (National Guard) and had
gained fame as a warrior. Beltene, Swayzie and Cormac were immortal
like their father, the God of Unity, who ruled in the
Underworld.

Lost in thought, Swayzie did not
realize that Iris approached him, until she took him from his
thoughts with a kiss. He hated the smell of her decaying teeth and
instinctually turned his face to avoid another kiss.

Iris simply asked, not appearing to
take notice of his furrowed brow, “Did the young lady . . . what
was her name? Did she leave?”

Swayzie nodded, “Yes, she left. The
wagon had a minor problem and I easily repaired it.”

“I just told Balor about her. I was
hoping to introduce him to her at the ball tonight. Balor should be
married and have children at his age,” frowned Iris with a tone of
disappointment.

Swayzie shrugged his shoulders. “Well,
she left . . . excuse me Iris, I have a few friends waiting for
me.”

Swayzie joined a group of friends for
another horn of mead and envisioned Donait’s eyes and lovely
figure, thinking he would probably never see her again.

Iris however, hung her head in
despair, feeling on the verge of tears. She put on her usual fake
smile as a group of women approached her. Iris was the Chieftain’s
wife and therefore the focal point at social gatherings. The
community looked up to her and many women envied her for her wealth
and handsome, important husband. Iris held her position with grace,
always appearing happy.

On the road, Donait told her
companions, “Mother told me Lord Swayzie is not just the Chieftain
but Lord of Seasons. I expected an elderly simple looking farmer,
not the handsome and splendid gentleman who kissed my hand. How can
he stay with that fat sow of a wife? I could tell her presence
annoyed him. Did you notice she was missing some teeth? She was
disgusting as she smiled, exposing the fact. I wonder how he became
involved with such a woman. He should just kill her, put her out of
her misery and be free to seek a more deserving woman to be at his
side. I truly look forward to seducing him. What a shame to kill
such a charming gentleman though . . . I’ll bet he is a wonderful
lover.”

Aifa warned, “Don’t let your emotions
get the better of you. You must kill him.”

“Of course I will kill him and gladly.
Lord Swayzie along with his family denied me my father and forced
me to grow up in the cursed swamps. Saba said I am a Princess . . .
a lady of noble blood. I will kill him when I get the horn of a
unicorn and the time is right. I will take Lord Swayze’s
quickening, empowering myself with his powers of seasons. Then, his
brother, Lord Cormac will be next, followed by Lord Beltene . . .
and then, Lord Gwydion will fall to my hand. My mother and I will
rule the whole of the Underworld.”

*****

In the Underworld, there was a Harvest
Festival as well. Donait convinced her companions to stop and see
the festivities for a short while.

“We must leave, my lady. Remember what
your mother told us . . .,” warned Fia as she whispered to
Donait.

Donait rolled her eye in frustration
as she spat, “Yes, yes we’ll leave in a moment.”

Then, Donait noticed a platform where
Lord Gwydion sat on his throne. Curious, Donait stepped a bit
closer.

Deeply concerned, Aifa whispered in
worry as she pointed out, “My lady that is Lord Gwydion, he must
not see you. Finn MacCumhal is a druid and could probably see
beyond your disguise.”

Donait watched Lord Gwydion with
interest. He was a striking man sitting with an air of power about
him. She noticed four warriors approached Lord Gwydion; one was
female.

“Who are those people speaking to Lord
Gwydion?” asked Donait ignoring Aifa’s warning.

Aifa explained, “The fair-haired one
is Finn MacCumhal, the lady at his side is his wife, Tasha,
granddaughter to Lord Gwydion and the two other men are Kian and
Owain, sons of Lord Cormac and grandsons to Lord
Gwydion.”

Donait raised an eyebrow of interest
when she caught sight of Owain. He appeared to be perfect, nearly
beautiful as he stood proud and tall. Her face flushed as her heart
raced in excitement. Donait’s four companions pulled at her,
warning her that it was important to their cause that Lord Gwydion
and his family not see her. As Donait turned to leave, she took a
quick glance back at Owain.

Donait looked from side to side
wanting to take in all the sites as they walked through the
festival grounds headed back for the wagon. She wished she could
simply join in on the fun but her companions would hear no more
protest. When they reached the wagon, Donait boarded it and watched
the festival grounds fading to the distance as they rode off. The
music still echoed in Donait’s ears and the smells of roast pig and
Shepherd pie lingered in her memory as she sadly looked on, headed
for the swamps.

When Donait reached the swamps, she
felt disappointed at the sight; it was dark, bleak and cold. When
she entered her home there was a warm fire waiting.

Rosilda excitedly asked as she rattled
off questions, “Tell me Donait, did you see the Chieftain? What did
he look like? Do you think our plan will work?”

“Mother please, I can only answer one
question at a time. Yes, I did see the Chieftain. He is tall,
strong and very handsome and surprisingly young,” said Donait in
bewilderment.

Saba warned as she shook a bony
finger, “You must not let your emotions get the better of you. You
must look beyond his pleasing exterior. Now, did he kiss your hand?
It is vital that he kissed your hand.”

Donait sarcastically replied, “I know
. . . you need have no fear; my mother’s revenge is my only
purpose. And yes, he kissed my hand a couple of times, why is that
so important?”

Saba nearly screamed in exasperation,
“The potion . . . I told you to rub it on your hand! It’s a love
potion and no man can resist it. That is why I told you to be sure
he kissed your hand. Why must I keep repeating myself? I explained
it all to you before!”

“What is bothering you, my darling?”
asked Rosilda taking notice that Donait was upset.

“The realm of the Celts is beautiful.
There were many young girls, arm in arm with young men. They were
happy with life and enjoying the festival. I however, live in this
dreadful place. There are no festivities, no young men for me and
all we ever talk about is revenge,” whimpered Donait, feeling
cheated from the joys of life.

Rosilda placed her hand on Donait’s
shoulder, “I know your life has been unhappy and lonely but Donait,
once you gain the powers that our enemy denied you, we can leave
this place and you can take your proper position as Princess. Then,
you can find a young man and your heart’s desire. We will fill our
days with parties and social gatherings. You will be the center of
attention, envied by all.”

Donait embraced her mother without a
further word. She went behind the curtain, removed her lovely dress
and accessories, and folded them neatly. Her mind drifted back to
the festival. She envisioned Owain and tried to imagine herself in
his arms. Then, she squeezed her eyes shut realizing there could
never be anything between her and Owain. It was her goal to destroy
his family, after all. They were enemies. She rolled over onto her
pillow and cried, feeling unhappy and alone.

*****

Late into the night, Swayzie sat in
front of the fireplace listening to Iris sobbing. Once again, they
exchanged crosswords because he was unwilling to make love to her
and what made matters worse, he could not get Donait out of his
mind. He sighed, feeling trapped and desperate for
escape.

Swayzie stood up and walked back to
the bed. “Iris, please forgive me. It’s just that I’m tired and . .
. It was a long strenuous day and I had a lot to drink.
”

Iris wiped her tears. “Yes, you are
tired. You are tired of me. I am getting old and unsightly and you
. . . you are just the same as when we courted. You still look
young and handsome. I noticed how you looked at the young woman
today. I stood and watched you walk off with the lovely young lady.
I remember when you held my hand on your arm the way you did with
that girl. There was a time when you fought off suitors that came
to my door. Now, you avoid me. I know you are ashamed for people to
see us together!”

Iris bursted into tears again as
Swayzie sat next to her and embraced her. “Iris, it’s not like
that, you don’t understand.”

Despite
Swayze’s protests, Iris knew she was right as she cried herself to
sleep. He hung his head in despair thinking, you are right . . . I am tired and disgusted with you. I
cannot bear to look at you. You make me cringe at your touch. Your
foul-smelling breath sickens me. That disgusting ointment you use
on your ankles and feet make me what to turn and run away . . . far
away from you. I remember how beautiful you once were and feel so
angry with my father for letting you fall to this state. It is in
his power to make you young again . . . why does he turn his back
on me. I was always the obedient son and when I ask him this one
thing . . . he denies me. I cannot bear this life any longer. Iris,
I loved you once but now . . . I hate you. Swayzie lied down next to Iris, he would never leave her;
after all, she had given him the best years of her life and seven
children. He would stay with her until her end, and hoped it would
come soon.

*****

In the Underworld, Lord Gwydion
addressed a group of druids and Finn MacCumhal. Gwydion was
troubled and felt anxious; he knew something dreadful was going to
happen. Finn and the other druids did their magic in hopes of
assuring Gwydion all was well.

They used the bones of an owl and the
sacred runes to perform their magic. The elder druid Fiacha said,
“You are right, Lord Gwydion, There is a disturbance.”

Finn added, “Gwyd, I see death and
betrayal in the family.”

“How can that be? None of my kin would
betray any one of us. What do you mean death? Who will die?”
questioned Gwydion.

Fiacha explained, “I see more than one
death. It is unclear as to whom it could be. In addition, betrayal
will come from someone very close to you. We must warn Beltene,
Cormac and Swayzie to keep a cautious eye out.”

Gwydion nodded, “Finn, you and Tasha
leave at dawn and inform Beltene. I will send a messenger to Cormac
and then I’ll send Owain to inform Swayzie.”

Finn walked off to retire for the
evening, feeling worried for his family. He went to his sons’
bedchamber and found Tasha putting the children to bed. She was in
her nightclothes and looked the picture of loveliness. His eldest
son, Lugh, was jumping on the bed. Finn caught the boy in midair
and swung him around then laid him down. The child was the image of
his mother with fire red hair. Then, Finn covered his younger son,
Tristen and said goodnight to the two boys. Tasha kissed her
beloved sons and left the room with Finn.

When they entered their own
bedchamber, Tasha asked, “What is the matter Finn? You seem
troubled.”

Finn took her hand and led her to a
chair then explained what worried him. “We must leave at dawn for
the Otherworld to warn your father.”

Tasha shook her head in disbelief,
“But Finn, who could betray any of us among my kin?”

Finn shrugged his shoulders, “I don’t
know, but I worry about you and the boys.”

“Nonsense, I don’t believe
it,” said Tasha as she stood up and walked over to the
window.

Finn walked over to Tasha and looked
into her beautiful brilliant green eyes as he placed her hand over
his heart. “I could not bear it if anything ever happened to you,
my little spitfire.”

Tasha wrapped her arms around his
neck. “Nothing is going to happen to me or you or anyone in my
family, least of all our sons. Now hush and kiss me.”

Finn looked lustfully at his beloved
wife and gladly did as ordered.


Chapter 3

Innocence Lost

Grizel rode in a wagon headed for the
Swamp to deliver provisions to Saba and Rosilda. When Rosilda took
notice of Grizel approaching, she called out a friendly welcome,
happy to receive guests. Grizel stepped down from her wagon
assisted by her new husband as she ordered the warrior maidens to
unload the provisions.

Saba’s smile faded to a frown when she
took notice of the man with Grizel. She felt he was certainly some
kind of trouble. “Thank you for coming back to visit us so soon,
it’s only been a few days since your last visit. I take it you
brought honey. I can’t tell you how much we appreciate your
generosity,” said Saba as she glanced at the man by Grizel’s side,
feeling his presence was an intrusion.

Rosilda smiled flirtatiously as she
looked at Grizel’s companion from head to toe. “Grizel, who is this
handsome gentleman with you, perhaps he’s a relation? I don’t
remember you telling me that you had a brother,” questioned Rosilda
with a good deal of interest.

Grizel replied with mixed emotions,
“Rosilda, Saba, this is not my brother. I want you to meet my new
husband, Cathan from Winslow. Cathan, these are my dear friends,
Rosilda, Saba and Donait.”

Cathan kissed each lady’s hand, “A
pleasure to meet you. Grizel has told me all about you and your
situation. I wish you success in your quest. Forgive me for
stealing Grizel away from you.”

Feeling the hairs on the back of her
neck stand on end, Saba angrily grumbled, “What do you mean,
sir?”

Grizel sighed, feeling somewhat
annoyed at having to defend her choices as she explained, “I sold
my dress shop and my home. I found love and I am moving to Winslow.
I am sorry but I cannot help you anymore. In this wagon, I brought
plenty of provisions and there are three purses of coin. I brought
this horse for Donait to keep. Please understand, my situation . .
. you are set now . . . you really don’t need me
anymore.”

Rosilda nodded, genuinely happy for
her dear friend. “Of course we understand. I am happy for you,
Grizel, and I wish both you and Cathan the best of luck. When I am
in rule, I will send you word. Maybe you can come and visit on
holiday.”

Cathan smiled to see there were no
hard feelings. Saba however, was angry thinking that Grizel was a
fool to sell all her possessions just to run off with a man, who
would no doubt bring her heartbreak.

Donait and Rosilda sat and visited
with Grizel as she explained about Winslow and her plans. Saba
organized the provision feeling grateful that Rosilda no longer
needed or wanted a man.

However, Rosilda put her hand to
heart, listening to Grizel’s future of love and happiness. “When I
am queen, I’ll find myself a handsome lover, a man that will give
me his undivided attention. Romance will fill my days, just like
you, Grizel,” said Rosilda, with a sense of good cheer and
anticipation of a bright future to come. “Yes, a King to sit by
your side . . . that’s what you will have and you’ll give brothers
to dear Donait,” agreed Grizel with a bright smile.

Rosilda shook her head, “No, I won’t
take a king but only a lover. I miss the affections of a man.
Children to be sure will come . . . heirs, to carry on after
me.”

Saba stood infuriated; her lips pursed
with suppressed fury, wishing she could slap shut all the foolish
talk.

Rosilda was beaming with joy, not
taking a bit of notice how upset Saba had become as she directed,
“Saba, make a pot of tea for . . . ”

Shrieking in a rage, Saba
spat, “Get it yourself! . . . Or, get this . . . man . . . to make
it for you!”

Surprised at Saba’s outburst, Cathan
said, “I apologize if I offended the lady in some way.”

“Let me talk to Saba. I know what is
bothering her,” sighed Grizel, knowing all too well what made Saba
so angry.

Rosilda watched Grizel enter the
mound, and then she looked at Cathan. “You did not offend Saba. She
just tends to be temperamental at times. She is a good woman at
heart, but has some bitter memories that have caused her to dislike
men. Saba means no harm . . . please forgive her
outburst.”

Inside the mound, Grizel asked, “Saba,
no matter what, Rosilda will never leave your side. You have
nothing to fear.”

“I don’t know what you are talking
about!” hissed Saba, furiously.

Grizel studied Saba for a moment. “I
could tell ever since we were girls that you were in love with
Rosilda. My goodness, you dedicated your life to her. When your
mother remarried, you moved in with Rosilda and single handily took
care of her. I could tell it was more than friendship you felt for
her. Rosilda however, has always been blind to your feelings,
seeing you as a sister and close friend. It must be difficult for
you . . . I mean after all these years, you still have not
confessed your true feelings for her. You must understand that she
will never be your lover and she will always prefer men.
Nevertheless, she is loyal to you and appreciative of your
presence. You and she are like family and you must accept it. If
you try to deny her lovers, you will lose her.”

Tears came to Saba’s eyes as she
embraced Grizel. “I do love her, so much. Why can’t she love me the
same way? I have hinted at such a relationship but she simply does
not understand. What if she does take a man to sit by her as King,
what will become of me? . . . I will be nothing to her.”

“No, you will always be dear to her no
matter if she takes a king or a lover. You and she share a bond and
if you go into jealous rages then you will certainly drive her
away,” explained Grizel, trying to make Saba see reason and accept
life with Rosilda will never be as she would like.

Saba wiped her tears. “Do you think I
am a filthy, evil-minded and perverted woman?”

“No, I have heard of women who only
prefer other women. It is not wrong if it is right for you.
However, you cannot make a woman turn to such a way if it is not in
her heart. You must get control of your wits and go on being
Rosilda’s companion and sister. Maybe you should tell her how you
feel . . . she will never be your lover but she will understand
your feelings better,” suggested Grizel,

“NO, I could never tell her or she
will certainly turn her back on me,” protested Saba
firmly.

Grizel simply continued, “Rosilda will
never turn her back on you. She will not take to an affair with
you, but she will be more considerate of your feelings should she
take a lover one day. In her heart, she loves you, would give her
life to protect you and you can bet on it. Now, let us share some
tea before I have to leave. I think you frightened Cathan with your
outburst. Oh yes, I know you think I am a fool for selling all my
possessions to go off with a Cathan. Saba, I am desperately lonely
and need love. Moreover, my coin is my own and I plan to open a
dress shop in Winslow, so you see, I have lost nothing. Come, dear
friend, this is our last night together for a while. When you are
free of the swamps, you and I will visit each other
often.”

Saba nodded and began making tea,
wondering if she should tell Rosilda how she really felt about
her.

After a pleasant visit, Grizel waved
farewell to her friends wishing them luck on their quest for
freedom.

“Grizel is so lucky; I hope she will
be happy. Well Donait, tomorrow you are off to Avalon,” sighed
Rosilda with a great deal of longing.

*****

Just after dawn the next day, Rosilda
packed a bag for Donait and fastened it to her saddle. Then, Saba
placed a unicorn horn into a leather pouch and handed it to
Donait.

“When did you get the horn?” asked
Donait with a tone of surprise.

Rosilda simply replied, “Never mind
about that. Just remember what we told you. Kill him while he
sleeps; it is safer for you that way. You must lure him seductively
and be sure you use the potion to make him fall into a deep sleep,
before he tries to take your virtue.”

Donait felt somewhat nervous, “Mother,
do you think I can really seduce him? I have never been with a man
. . . and . . .”

Saba explained with her usual
authoritarian tone, “Just do what we told you. He will do the rest.
Donait, you said that Chieftain Swayzie kissed your hand. The love
potion will be impossible for him to resist. I assure you the
Chieftain will seek you out and remember, you must not leave the
horn behind. If they find the horn, then they will know that
someone from here murdered Chieftain Swayzie . . . then you can bet
that Lord Gwydion will come here looking to kill us.”

Donait nodded and mounted her horse.
Rosilda wished her daughter luck as she rode off. In the village of
Avalon, Donait found a bustle of activity as she watched people
walking about in different directions, wagons running up and down
the street and people haggling with vendors for their wares. To be
sure, many a man tipped their hat to lovely Donait. She smiled
flirtatiously and giggled to herself, loving the attention. She
went to the livery stable and checked her horse in. Then, she
walked the streets looking at the shops and stopped to enjoy the
street entertainers. A lady came by with a large basket filled with
bread and sweets. Donait happily gave her some coin to purchase
sweet cakes, whereupon she took notice of the Inn. She approached
the steps, entered the establishment, and rented a room as her
mother instructed. The maid took her to a lovely room that
overlooked the village. Donait happily stood at the window eating
her sweet cakes and watching the town’s people tend to their daily
routines. All Donait had to do now was simply wait for Swayzie to
find her.

*****

In Erui, Swayzie paced anxiously,
plagued with the memory of Donait. Her enchanting blue eyes seemed
to haunt him. All he could think about was that he had to hold her
in his arms. He informed Iris and his family that he was going to
Avalon on an errand. Iris felt suspicions as to his true purpose
but said nothing. At dawn, the following day, Swayzie prepared to
leave for Avalon.

“Father, let us go with you. The road
to Avalon is notoriously swarming with highwaymen. There is safety
in numbers, you know . . . you always taught us that,” said Balor
with a great deal of concern.

“I’ll be just fine, son. I have
traveled the road many times before. I need you and your brothers
to tend to the farm and hold court while I am gone. I will be back
in a couple of days. Now hush and mind me,” grumbled Swayzie as he
mounted his horse.

Swayzie rode off for Avalon, anxiously
anticipating meeting Donait. He did not have an idea where she
might be, what farm she lived on or where in the city to find her.
He had to go and there was no stopping him.

*****

In the Otherworld, Tasha and Finn sat
with her father, Beltene, the Lord of Death. Beltene huffed in
disbelief, “Nonsense. No one in my family is capable of betrayal.
Nevertheless, if you say so I will be on my guard.”

Beltene took hold of Tasha’s hands and
looked at her from head to toe. “My dear, you look ravishing and
Finn is nonetheless for wear.”

Tasha kissed her father’s cheek.
“Father, you and Finn have a pleasant visit. I am going to visit
the faeries. It has been a long while since I have seen
Celadine.”

Finn blushed, he always felt
uncomfortable about Tasha’s friendship with the white faery. He was
once intimately involved with Celadine before his marriage to Tasha
and he didn’t want her to know about it. Tasha turned and left as
Beltene served Finn a horn of mead.

“Tell me, how is Tasha? Has she
mellowed or is she still a wild cat?” chuckled Beltene at the
memory of Tasha’s temper-tantrums,

“Tasha can be serene and gentle at
times, especially with the boys, but her temper still flares and
when I least expect it. Yes, she is still a spitfire,” returned
Finn also with a chuckle.

On a more somber note, Beltene
questioned, “Tell me, have you seen Swayzie lately?”

“No, I have not seen him since the
Summer Solstice. Why, is all well with him?” asked Finn with a tone
of concern, remembering Iris and how dreadful she looked the last
time he visited them.

Beltene rolled his eyes. “No, he is
not well . . . not emotionally. My brother is very unhappy. He
comes here often, mostly to visit the faery mound. He was
distressed the last time he was here because Iris had to have
another tooth pulled. Decaying teeth with swelling and infection
plague her. He told me he cannot stand the sight of her and she is
always clinging to him. You are lucky, Finn. You and Tasha will
grow old together. You will never know what it is like for Swayzie
and me to watch our loved ones grow old, while we stay young. It
was difficult for me the last few years before Hazel died. When she
became ill . . . well, my only feeling was that of pity. I mourned
her death; she was a good woman but she died unhappy because she
grew old and I stayed the same.”

Finn remembered Hazel, feeling such
pity for her as she fell to the ailments of old age. He remembered
her funeral, thinking how sad the whole event was for her loved
ones. “Beltene, I hope when my time comes, it’s before Tasha. I
could not bear life without her. No one understands the bond I have
with her; it’s as if we share the same soul.”

Beltene placed a hand on Finn’s
shoulder, “Let’s change the subject. Let me show you the new
weapons Swayzie brought me. They come from a land called Hispania.
Perhaps you have heard of it.”

*****

That evening, Swayzie arrived in
Avalon, looking to every face, every wagon in hopes of encountering
Donait. He knew nothing about her and wondered how he was going to
find her. He approached the Inn and entered feeling such anxiety
like he had never known before. Swayzie asked the barkeep for a
horn of ale and if he had a room available for the
night.

The barkeep, happy for a renter
replied, “Yes, we have several rooms, clean and we include supper.
Will you only need the room for one night?”

“I will be staying two nights and
would appreciate supper,” said Swayzie as he hand the barkeep
coin.

The maid hurried to serve Swayzie pork
and fresh baked black bread. He picked at the food, feeling very
little appetite. After he was bored with the meal, Swayzie stood up
as the maid directed him to room, up the stairs four doors down to
the right. Feeling quite uncomfortable, his heart pounding and
having some trouble catching his breath. As he strolled down the
corridor, a door opened and there she was in all her glory. Donait
was a remarkable sight. However, Swayzie did not betray his
bedazzlement, despite the blush on his cheeks, and presented
himself in his usual cool demeanor.

Donait nearly gasped in surprise to
see Swayzie standing in the corridor. She bowed her head
embarrassed by the nature of her thoughts. “My Lord! I did not
expect to cross your path after our last encounter. What brings you
to my door?” she asked with a devious smile.

Swayzie fought back a smile as he
replied in a matter-of-fact tone, “I have business in Avalon. I
come here often. It appears as if I am at your door, but the truth
is I was on my way to my rented room. Destiny has brought us once
more to cross paths. Forgive my boldness but please join me in the
dining hall. The Mead of Avalon, they tell me, is the best by far,
seasoned with more than thirty spices.”

Donait could not help but to inspect
Swayze’s impressive figure with her eyes. She shyly protested,
“Mead has a reputation of stealing the constitution of a lady. I
prefer tea.”

Swayzie bowed at the waist, the
epitome of charm. “Very well . . . tea it is, then.”

“Get settled in your room and I’ll
meet you downstairs,” suggested Donait, feeling very giddy as
Swayzie kissed her hand, then he hurried off to his room to store
his bag.

Donait
could not believe it; mother was right, he
actually came looking for me. She changed
her gown and brushed her hair, wanting to look more alluring. Then,
she almost ran down the stairs with a feeling of great
excitement.

Swayzie was already waiting for her
when she entered the dining hall. She sat, taking the cup he
offered. They spoke until very late, when the Innkeeper informed
him that he was retiring for the night. So mesmerized he was by
Donait that Swayzie lost track of time and stood apologizing for
keeping her up so late.

Donait smiled, explaining she enjoyed
their conversation. Swayzie took her hand, placed it on his arm,
and held it there. “I’ll escort you to your door,” said Swayzie
with the look of a wolf closing in on its prey.

The
couple walked up the stairs and down the corridor then stopped at
Donait’s bedchamber door. They stood for an uncomfortable moment,
without a word spoken between them. Donait felt flushed and excited
about the attention Swayzie was giving her. She had never been in
the company of a man before, and she never imagined she could feel
so spellbound. He was so tall, his presence overwhelming as he took
her hand and kissed it, looking lustfully at her as his eyes stoked
the fire in her heart. He was trying with all his might to be a
gentleman, but he wanted to grab her and make her his in desire. He
felt so consumed . . . nearly intoxicated to be in her presence.
Never had he felt such strong desire for a lady before . .
. has this timid young lady bewitched me? What
has come over me to desire her to such an extent?


Swayzie politely bowed his head,
“Pleasant dreams, my lady.”

Donait stood up on her toes to kiss
his cheek, “Good night, my lord. It was an enchanting
evening.”

When Swayzie felt her so close to him,
he turned his face and kissed her inviting lips. The kiss was
lustful and made her feel lightheaded. It was her first kiss and
Swayzie was expert at it. She slid her arms around his neck as he
pulled her closer to him, wrapping his mighty arms around
her.

After a moment, Swayzie released his
hold on her, entranced with her beautifully brilliant blue eyes.
She looked at him with longing in her eyes as she whispered, “My
lord, you take my breath away.”

Swayzie opened Donait’s bedchamber
door, “Forgive me, I forget myself and offend you with my abrasive
manners. I will take my leave.”

Donait
stepped into her doorway and tugged his hand, pulling him into her
room. It was as though she were possessed; she could barely control
her own actions. The potion was to only
affect you . . . has it worked on me as well? I cannot bear to let
you go, my handsome Lord Swayzie. My heart is nearly bursting with
excitement . . . kiss me . . . hold me and kiss me!
Donait’s thoughts were racing. She felt consumed
with lust . . . with the need to be held and loved. She boldly
stepped up and slowly lifted his tunic and together they lifted it
over his head, making the leather cord on his hair come loose.
Donait kissed his chest, then looked at him without saying a word.
Swayzie leaned his head down and kissed her lips, then her neck.
They were beyond words, beyond reason and only wanted to satisfy
the desperate desire to find ecstasy.

Lost to lust, Swayzie scooped her up
in his arms and carried her to the bed. Not since she was a child
had anyone lifted her in such a manner. Donait felt protected; all
at once, she felt the safety of a father she had never known. She
also felt the passion of a man who found her desirable . . . wanted
and needed. The moment gave her confidence; she was not the
imbecile, the clumsy fool that Saba continuously called her. Naive
Donait thought she felt love . . . a moment of true
love.

Gentle Swayzie laid her down on the
bed and kissed her. This kiss was not the lustful, passionate kiss
they shared at the door, this was a dedicate kiss that made her
feel cherished and respected. Donait returned with her own
delicate, uneducated kiss--a kiss that gave Swayzie permission to
continue . . . to educate her on the thrills of lovemaking and send
her to ecstasy for the first time.

Saba’s
words echoed in her thoughts, before he
steals your virtue, perfume yourself with this potion. It will send
him into deep sleep. Only then can you finish him.
Donait glanced at the small bottle on the table
but Swayze’s sweet caresses caused her to betray Saba’s command.
Donait would do nothing to spoil this very beautiful
moment.

Swayzie treated her as a lover. He did
not steal her virtue she gave it to him. She had no idea that
lovemaking could be so splendid. Suddenly, she felt as if she
mattered, as if she was a worthwhile person . . . this powerful
Chieftain cared about her and desired her. At long last, Donait
knew what if felt like to be happy.

Just before dawn, she fell asleep in
Swayze’s arms. He held her as if to protect her.

Swayze’s
guilt and shame felt overwhelming as he thought,
she was an innocent and I spoiled her. If a
married man had done this to one of my daughters, I would kill him.
What can I do now? I cannot marry her while Iris lives. Yet
somehow, I still must take care of her. She said she has no family;
she is all alone in the world. I cannot help feeling that she is
precious. I want to love her and spend every night holding her in
my arms. She will be mine; I will put her up in a cottage and spend
what time I can with her. Iris will be dead soon, then Donait will
be my wife. Swayzie lay his head upon hers
and fell asleep.

At dawn,
when Donait woke, she turned and saw Swayzie in a sleep of
exhaustion, sprawled on the bed. She nervously looked at Swayzie
and then at the travel bag. Donait quietly got up and opened the
small sack that held the horn. Donait walked over to the bed, her
hand trembling with fear as a moment of doubt overwhelmed her. She
wanted to run away and let him live. Or, maybe they could run away
together and live happily ever after. I
could live happily with this fine man. He is so charming and
handsome. For a moment, he was no longer a
mission or a conquest, he was the man she gave her innocence too.
He romanced her in ways she could never have dreamed about. She
liked how he whispered sweet nothings to her. Saba came to her mind
and she knew she could not betray her mother. Tears rolled down her
cheek as she bent down and kissed Swayzie on the forehead
tenderly. I am so sorry Lord Swayzie. I
will always remember you with fondness in my
heart.

Donait held the horn with two hands,
her knuckles white as her heart hammered in fear. She plunged the
horn into his chest. It felt hard and the horn did not pierce
through his chest as easily as she expected. Startled awake,
Swayzie gasped as he looked upon Donait’s eyes over flowing with
tears. He took notice of his own blood sprayed on her face but
before he could react, she plunged the horn repeatedly, struggling
to make it reach through his heart. Then, with all her might, she
plunged the horn into his chest, this time deep into his heart.
Donait then withdrew the horn and dropped it on the floor panting
for air as she stood in fear.

In complete shock and feeling as if
struck by lightning, Swayzie began to gurgle as blood ran from his
mouth. His heart pumped out blood at an alarming rate. He had no
time to think or to even realize if what had just happened was real
or a dream. Swayzie began his journey to the void . . . to start
over in his next life. Swayzie died to his present life, lost to
Iris, his children and Donait.

Donait leaned and placed her cheek
against his and cried as she took his quickening, becoming the Lady
of Seasons. Now, with her blood stained hands, Donait had truly
lost her innocence. For, she was now a seductress, a murderess,
bent on the destruction of Lord Gwydion and his clan. Rosilda’s
revenge found roots and it might just possibly grow to bring the
downfall of the Great Samhain’s descendants.

*****

All the while, Owain arrived in Erui
and went to his Uncle Swayze’s house. He informed his Aunt Iris and
his cousins about the warning he brought from his
grandfather.

Iris was beside herself with worry.
She felt an uneasiness of coming doom. “Owain, you and Balor should
go to Avalon and find Swayzie. I fear for his safety.”

Owain agreed and set out for Avalon
with three of his cousins. When they arrived, there was a bustle of
activity in the small village. The stable boy explained that the
Inn Keeper found a man dead in a bedchamber. Owain and his cousins
went to the Inn.

The Innkeeper explained to Owain, “A
traveler spent the night with a young woman. When it got late in
the day, the maid discovered the man dead and the girl
gone.”

Owain went up the stairs and told his
cousins, “Let me go in and check first.”

Balor, Swayze’s eldest son, pushed
Owain aside fearing for his father. It was indeed his father dead
on the bed. Blood covered the bed thick and dark, bloody footprints
on the floor and blood sprayed on the wall. The room was a gruesome
sight and the smell of putrid blood was nauseating. Balor felt his
stomach tighten; he could not seem to swallow and all he could do
was place his hands over his face in shock. After a moment, trying
to gather his wits about him, he turned and looked at his two
brothers, all at a loss for words.

Owain took notice of the unicorn horn
on the floor and picked it up. Obviously, the murder weapon caked
in blood. Owain asked the innkeeper to describe what the young
woman looked like.

The innkeeper shrugged his shoulders,
“Well, she was very young with long red hair.”

Owain rolled his eyes in frustration
and angrily growled, “Sir that could be any young woman. What was
her name? Do you know her business in town? Possibly, she told you
from which town she came.”

The innkeeper thought a moment.
“Sarafina was her name and she said she was from
Scotia.”

Owain sighed deeply, feeling rather
distant to the situation. It felt all so unreal to him. He took
charge and told his cousins he would purchase a wagon to take
Swayzie’s body home.

The four young men rode home with
Swayzie’s body in the back of the buckboard. Owain informed them he
was going to Scotia the next day in search of the woman,
Sarafina.

Balor felt numb as he envisioned his
father’s corpse in a bloody sight. He took a deep breath, “I don’t
want mother to know that father was with another woman. I’ll tell
her that highwaymen tried to rob him and killed him.”

They all agreed and then
Balor told Owain, “My mother has been heartbroken lately. It has
been very hard on her to see my father so young in appearance while
she grows old. My poor mother is ill . . . frightfully ill, plagued
with infections and aching bones. She is such a bewildering sight.
It is wrong that mortals and immortals marry. The four of us are
immortal and we should never marry a mortal.”

“But cousin, what choice do we have?”
asked Owain.

“Well, the elf maidens are lovely;
they are mortal but at least they never show signs of age and won’t
fall to disease,” replied Balor.

“Brother, what do you suppose we do?
Take an Elf maiden for a wife then take her to Erui to simply tend
to the farm and family? An Elf maiden cannot leave the Underworld
and certainly cannot live among mortal men,” grumbled Drayton at
the impossible situation the future had to offer them.

Owain changed the subject and
continued, “Balor, you realize that the young woman that killed
your father must be from the Otherworld or the Underworld. How did
she know that only the horn of a unicorn could kill him? For that
matter, how did she even get such a rare object? Moreover, she may
have been immortal and taken his powers.”

“It makes sense. No mere mortal can
venture into a mystical realm and steal the horn of a unicorn. In
any event, the Power of Seasons is lost to me and you can bet
grandfather’s wrath will be great,” returned Balor.

Dalon suggested, “Before we search for
this woman, we should go see grandfather. He sent Owain to warn us.
Maybe he can help us find this murdering wench, Sarafina. He must
know something about her.”

They all agreed that it was a better
idea to see Gwydion first.

*****

When Donait reached her home, she felt
tired and hungry. Her body ached and she felt saddened at having
lost her virtue to a man with whom she could not share her life.
Rosilda and Saba ran to her aid, knowing instantly that Donait now
held the Power of Seasons. Rosilda wiped Donait’s face clean and
gave her a bowl of hot soup. Donait sat and looked into the bowl,
having lost her appetite. She wanted a moment of peace, a moment to
herself.

“Did all go as we planned? Did you
remember to retrieve the horn?” questioned Rosilda with a tone of
excitement.

Donait nodded, feeling worn out, “Oh,
I forgot the horn. Mother, it pains me to have killed him. It was
horrible, simply horrible. I stabbed him many times before the horn
pierced his heart . . . there was blood everywhere! He did not
deserve such a ghastly death. He was a good man and he treated me
well.”

Saba pursed her lips in anger, “I told
you to bring back the horn! They will know that only an inhabitant
from a mystical realm could have gotten such a horn to kill Lord
Swayzie. You never listen to a word I tell you! You foolish,
foolish girl! Moreover I can tell you let him take your virtue.
Donait, I told you to give him the potion to put him into a deep
sleep . . . BEFORE he had a chance to take your virtue. FOOL! And,
my dear, if he was such a good man, how could he take a young,
innocent girl on his first encounter with her? Have you forgotten
he was married? Do you think he was willing to abandon his family
for you?”

Rosilda added, “Have you forgotten he
helped kill your father and forced you to grow up in this mud
hole!”

Donait realized that her mother and
Saba were right. Swayzie did take advantage of her innocence
without hesitation.

“I’m tired. I just want to go to
sleep,” said Donait, feeling completely drained and frustrated with
her life.

Saba
gave Donait a potion to take away her aches and pains, knowing that
since she lost her virtue her body needed time to recuperate. She
watched Donait drink down the potion before she went behind the
curtain for bed. Saba shook her head in bewilderment
thinking, you little fool. You simply
believed what I told you about Lord Swayzie being a scoundrel. It
never came to your mind that he was under the spell of the love
potion; no matter how often I explained how the love potion works.
And, you left the horn behind . . . I can’t believe you left the
horn behind. 

Rosilda interrupted Saba’s thoughts.
“You must start her education on the use of the powers she now
holds, right after she kills the Lord of Darkness. We can let her
rest for a few days to wait for Lord Cormac to arrive. He will
surely come when he hears his brother is dead. Once Donait gains
his powers, she can rule the creatures of this realm and form a
powerful army.”

Rosilda smiled in anticipation as she
embraced Saba, who held her tight, reassuring her that their dreams
would in fact come true.

Saba sighed, happy to see a smile on
Rosilda’s face and suggested, “Let’s say you and I put a little
mead in our tea and toast Donait’s success.”

“Oh Saba, what would I have done
without you all these years?” returned Rosilda with a joyful
tone.

*****

The day after Swayze’s funeral fire,
Balor, Dalon and Keevan along with Owain left for the Underworld.
When they arrived at their grandfather’s home, Owain explained to
Gwydion that Swayzie was murdered and he explained how his death
came to be.

Surprised at this sudden news, Finn
asked, “Who was this young woman? Do you have any information about
her? How could she simply get away? She must have been a strong
warrior to kill Swayzie.”

“All we know is that her name is
Sarafina and they say that she is from Scotia. However, I do not
believe it. I think she may be from here or the Otherworld. After
all, she had the horn of a unicorn,” returned Owain.

Thunderstruck, Gwydion rung his hands,
trying to keep his emotions in check as he mumbled, “My eldest son
. . . dead . . . how can it be? I never imagined outliving my sons
. . . Swayzie, there is so much I wish I could have said to you . .
. I love you . . . Oh Swayzie.” Gwydion turned his back, trying to
fight the urge to cry. Images of Swayzie on the day of his birth
came to his mind. He hung his head as he remembered him learning to
walk and talk. He remembered what an obedient son Swayzie was,
always his right-hand. He envisioned Swayze’s wedding day and the
proud look on his face when each of his children was born. Then, as
Gwydion wiped his tears, he remembered how Swayzie had come
pleading for him to bless Iris, to prolong her youth and beauty.
Gwydion felt such sorrow as he remembered refusing to bless Iris,
explaining that it was not Destiny’s plan.

Gwydion took a few deep breaths,
knowing that his emotions led his powers as the God of Unity. He
tried to focus like his old teacher Angus taught him along ago.
However, when he spoke the ground rumbled and a thunderstorm began.
He was a God, Lord of Winter and as his tears flowed, the sky wept
with him. Gwydion’s head began to ache, causing thunderclaps. His
son was dead to this world. Swayzie was gone and Gwydion thought of
all the things he wanted to tell him. Gwydion wept . . .

After a few moments to collect
himself, Gwydion felt his sorrow turn to rage. “I will have the
head of the wench! Balor, do you have the horn that took my son’s
life?”

Balor handed his grandfather the horn,
then Gwydion asked, “Did you get your father’s
quickening?”

“No, I didn’t get the chance. Father
was dead for a day when we found him,” returned Balor.

Finn suggested, understanding how
Gwydion felt, “Gwyd, I’ll gather the druids and see what I can find
out.”

Tasha embraced her grandfather, trying
to comfort him. Gwydion shut his eyes and wrapped his arms around
his beloved granddaughter, who reminded him so much of his late
mother.


Chapter 4

Bitter Anger

The chapel within Castle Samhain was
the primary place for magic conducted by the druids. Lit only by
candlelight, the room appeared menacing with its sculptures and
paintings of mystical creatures now extinct. The altar used in the
past for human sacrifices now it purpose was for reading runes and
creating magic. Led by Finn, the druids entered, all dressed in
black robes, with the hoods covering their heads making them look
rather frightening. The druids surrounded the altar as Gwydion
entered followed by his present grandchildren who sat in the first
pew to watch and wait for the druids’ results.

Fiacha started chanting their magical
words. “Oh mon, de da . . . oh . . . tu-tray . . . ya-no, mon,
de-da . . .”

Placing the silver plate upon the
altar, Finn opened his crane bag and spilled out its contents. He
took three little leather pouches and sprinkling a little funeral
ash from each onto the plate. Then, he made a small cut on his
thumb and dripped a few drops of blood over the ashes.

Gwydion waited anxiously, wishing the
druids would hurry but understanding that their ritual could take
hours to conduct. The family waited and watched as the chanting
continued led by Fiacha as the other Druids repeated his every
word. Waiting and watching for a good deal of time, a few candles
burned out. The druids turned to Gwydion, their ritual complete,
their observations holding distressing news.

Finn pulled his hood off his head.
“Gwyd, there is a new force in this realm, which will grow more
powerful and might defeat you in time,” explained Finn with a
feeling of doom.

Gwydion cupped his chin in thought.
“Finn, could Rosilda be behind this trouble?”

Finn’s jaw dropped in surprise to hear
Rosilda’s name. “Gwyd, Rosilda is dead . . . isn’t she? You said
that you would take care of her . . . that you would . .
.”

Regretting that he did not kill
Rosilda years ago, Gwydion confessed, “No, I didn’t kill her. I
condemned her to the swamps. I thought that was a just
punishment.”

Finn grunted with a tone of
disapproval. “Gwyd, you should have killed her and been done with
it. I cannot believe she is still alive. How is it we never saw her
in our magic?”

“Condemned to the swamps, cut off from
society and therefore shielded from magic,” explained Fiacha, also
feeling rather upset to hear that Rosilda was still
alive.

Gwydion simply did not have the heart
to take her life. Despite the fact that she killed his beloved wife
and so many others, Rosilda had meant something to him once. He
remembered when she kneeled in front of him, pleading for her life
and how it tugged at his heart. Gwydion hated when his weaknesses
took control over his better judgment. At times, he was still a
frightened coward, overwhelmed with the Touch of Fear thereby
allowed his heart to rule him.

Furious, Owain nearly growled, sending
echoes throughout the chapel, “Finn said that Rosilda would die!
Finn told me that you and he would see to my mother’s revenge!
Grandfather, you let me believe that you killed Rosilda! You lied!
You both lied to me!”

In his defense, feeling he was
certainly not blame, Finn turned to his nephew, “Owain . . . I . .
.”

Owain, fully enraged, thundered even
louder, sending more echoes throughout the chapel. “Shut your
mouth! You will only lie to me again. You think you are so great .
. . such a powerful warrior. Well, you do not fool me and never
will. You could have killed Rosilda at any time. Grandfather, I
will never forgive you for lying to me. I . . .”

Fiacha interrupted, “Owain, stop it! I
am sick to death of your temper flares. Your grandfather did avenge
your mother by condemning Rosilda to the swamps. Now, I will not
have you disrespecting Finn and your grandfather. Why don’t you
follow Kian’s example? You don’t see him . . .”

Owain glared at Fiacha as Kian rolled
his eyes in bewilderment.

However, before Owain could reply,
Gwydion ordered, “That will be enough from you, Owain! Now, calm
yourself. What’s done is done. Raise your voice to me again and I
will certainly take a switch to you! Don’t think you are too old
for my discipline!”

Fiacha asked, attempting to change the
subject, “Gwydion, what are you going to do . . . regarding
Rosilda? I do not see how she can do anything if you condemned her
to the swamps. You cut her off from anyone who could help her. It
does not make sense that she is behind Swayzie’s murder. He died in
Avalon, after all.”

“You are right. It does not make sense
that she could be involved. Nevertheless, I am going to the swamps
to seek her out. I’ll question Rosilda and see what she might know
about this girl, Sarafina,” replied Gwydion.

Owain huffed, “I’m going with
you!”

Tasha nodded, “So am I.”

Finn sternly protested, “Tasha, stay
and mind the boys, we will handle this matter.”

Furious, Tasha stated with a tone of
determination, “You are my husband, not my keeper. I am going! Just
try to stop me!”

Finn felt the hairs on the back of his
neck stand on end. “Tasha, stay with the boys. We don‘t know what
we will encounter and it could be dangerous.”

Tasha shoved Finn, knowing he hated it
when someone shoved him. “Then, I should go to protect
you!”

Infuriated, Finn was about to further
protest when Kian interrupted, “Finn, you know she will not back
down. Let’s go.”

Tasha stood with her hands on her
waist in defiance. Finn looked at her with narrowed eyes as he
waited for the fight.

Gwydion clapped Finn on the back as he
said with a paternal tone, “Calm down, Finn. She will be all right.
You worry much too much.”

Balor
shook his head, thinking his cousin would drive poor Finn mad one
day. He could not help but to think, she
should stay and mind the children; it is her place, after
all. 

They armed themselves and went out to
the stables where they mounted their horses and rode out to the
swamps. As they entered the dark swampland, there was a dead,
unnatural silence. Thick, black mud nearly dominated the ground.
Kian looked from side to side, feeling as if someone or something
was watching them. Finn took notice of movement to his left
side.

Owain, sneered, “It’s only a couple of
Imps . . . afraid?”

Finn looked over his shoulder at
Owain, thinking he was always spoiling for a confrontation or a
fight.

Tasha looked about in worry.
“Grandfather, are we lost? I don’t think anyone can live out here .
. . not for long.”

Gwydion pointed out, “Just over there
is Rosilda’s mound.”

After a short while, Rosilda’s small
mound was in sight. Gwydion called out to Rosilda, feeling sorry
that she had to live in such a demeaning environment.

Saba stepped out and asked with a
croaky old voice, “What do you want here?”

Gwydion
looked at Saba from head to toe. She had lost her youth and some
teeth and looked quite unsightly. He remembered that although Saba
was never a great beauty she had still been lovely. Now, she was
nearly skin and bones, hair was grey and scraggly, her flesh
wrinkled and rough. The loss of her teeth made her cheeks sunken in
causing her chin to point out. Gwydion thought, Time is a cruel thing upon mortals. Poor Saba, she looks like
an old hag. “I wish to speak to Rosilda.
Send her out at once,” demanded Gwydion.

Rosilda stepped out of the mound,
still looking youthful (elves, although mortal, never grow old in
appearance). Gwydion examined her with his eyes and noticed her
dirty bare feet, remembering how she loved to wear the finest
crafted slippers that could be found.

Rosilda pursed her lips in suppressed
fury, “What do you want with me?”

The four warrior maidens that Grizel
left as Rosilda’s bodyguards showed themselves and took to a
defensive stance to protect Rosilda and Saba.

Her heart ached, as Rosilda looked at
Gwydion, still so handsome and dressed befitting his station. She
hated herself for still loving him. Trying to sound in charge, she
ordered, “Leave us! We ask nothing of you. Now, be
gone!”

Rosilda took notice how Finn looked at
her from head to toe and she suddenly felt ashamed of her
appearance. Dressed in traditional elf clothes, Rosilda realized
her attire was practical befitting her environment but left nothing
to enhance her beautiful figure.

Gwydion’s tone softened, thinking that
Rosilda could not possibly know anything about Sarafina, as he
explained, “We seek a young woman called Sarafina. I thought you
might know something about her.”

Rosilda looked down at her dirty feet
and shook her head. “I know of no one named Sarafina. Why would I,
have you forgotten that you condemned me to swamps, cutting me off
from anyone? Who is this Sarafina? Why do you want this
person?”

Gwydion stepped up to Rosilda. “She
killed my eldest son, Swayzie. Possibly, you know something about
her. I mean you no harm.” Yet, Gwydion turned and ordered, “Finn,
Balor and Tasha, search the mound.”

Aifa withdrew her sword. “You have no
right to search this home.”

Tasha withdrew her sword. “We are
going into the mound, now move aside!”

Aifa swung her sword at Tasha as Finn
and the others withdrew their swords. Tasha skillfully blocked and
disarmed Aifa as a battle resulted with the others. Finn turned to
protect Tasha as Gitta took the opportunity to stab Finn, catching
his shoulder. Tasha saw the blood on Finn’s sleeve and swung her
sword decapitating Aifa. Then, she ran her sword through
Gitta.

Rosilda grabbed a sword and swung it
at Tasha. However, Balor blocked it as Owain seized the moment for
his revenge and ran his sword though Rosilda’s heart, releasing all
his bitter anger. “Die, you evil-bitch! Die!” roared
Owain.

Gwydion gasped and pulled Owain back
before he decapitated Rosilda. Stunned, Gwydion just looked at
Rosilda bleeding to death in the mud. He felt such an ache in heart
as he remembered her, so happy in her home, elegantly furnished as
she catered to his every need, back in the time of their youth.
Now, she lay in the mud, bleeding profusely. He swallowed and
turned away, trying to fight back tears.

Saba’s jaw dropped as she looked on at
Rosilda in disbelief. For some reason, she could not speak. She was
deaf and stood frozen in time as she looked at Rosilda who gurgled
as her blood chocked her until she released her last breath without
being able to speak a word.

The battle was quick and the four
warrior women now laid dead. Saba stood alone and frightened as
Tasha shoved her aside and entered the mound with Kian. However,
there was no one in the mound.

Gwydion looked back at Rosilda’s
lifeless body and sighed, thinking that he was to blame for all her
despair.

Saba dropped to her knees as her voice
became shrill with horror. She held Rosilda’s lifeless body to her
bosom. “Murderers! Murderers! Oh Rosilda . . . don’t leave
me.”

Tasha angrily hissed, “If you had
nothing to hide then why did you attack? Her death was your
fault.”

Enraged, Saba stood up and turned to
Finn saying as she pointed her bony finger at Tasha. “Is this where
you will send this woman when you are done with her? Just as you
did Rosilda . . . leaving you free to bed the faery . . . what is
her name . . . Celadine, I think.”

Feeling a flash of rage because Saba
reveled his long held secret from his wife, Finn shot back, “Shut
up, you old crone!”

Tasha looked at Saba then to Finn in
surprise, feeling a flush of jealousy. Finn took Tasha’s hand, “Let
us leave this foul place, my love.”

They all
mounted their horses to ride off, but Gwydion looked back at
Rosilda as Saba cried over her body. He felt Rosilda had nothing to
do with Swayzie’s death. How could she,
trapped in this cursed wasteland? She died for nothing,
thought Gwydion. “I’ll stay and help with
Rosilda’s funeral fire.”

Suddenly nearly looking like a
Banshee, filled with rage, Saba shrieked, “No . . . I don’t want
you to touch her! Get out of my sight . . . I don’t need you . . .
you came here and murdered my only friend for no reason at all. You
took away her dignity and pride . . . you forced her to live cut
off from people in this dangerous mud hole. Now, you show pity . .
. What rights do you have to her funeral fire? Go . . . just go and
never return!”

Owain shot back with a lethal glare,
“What are you doing, grandfather? Leave her to rot and let’s
go!”

Gwydion narrowed his eyes in anger. He
walked up to Owain and smote him, “Hush your mouth . . . you don’t
understand the whole situation. I am tired of your disrespectful
outbursts and your reaction to the moment, without thought to
consequences! It was not your place to be the executioner . . . I
am in charge here, not you!”

Owain stood up to Gwydion, his stare
fixed for the fight he had been wanting with his grandfather.
Gwydion looked at Owain, understanding exactly what he wanted.
“Mount your horse . . . at once! You and I will talk at
home.”

Owain grunted and shoved Gwydion, who
smote him again. Owain turned to attack but Kian jumped between
them and simply said, “Let’s go, grandfather. The witch does not
want us here. It is not our concern. Let us give her some degree of
respect by leaving. Owain, please . . . I beg of you not pursue
this behavior.”

Owain pushed Kian, knocking him into
Gwydion and then mounted his horse and raced off. Tasha sighed as
she watched Owain ride off in the distance looking every bit like a
demon from the Land of Shadows.

As he
raced on for an unknown destination, Owain felt all the hairs on
the back of his neck stand on end, his anger consuming him as he
thought I wish I could kill you,
grandfather! You are nothing but a softhearted fool . . . a fool! I
should be in rule! Then, we will always carry out justice. I am the
oldest and I fear you will pass the throne to Kian . . . another
tenderhearted fool! I hate them all!

Gwydion
rode off, thinking Rosilda was his concern. He took Rosilda’s
innocence when she was a young girl and stole all her dreams from
her. He thought of Owain, wondering why hatred consumed him to such
an extent. Lately, Gwydion noticed that Owain was becoming more
disrespectful toward him. I will certainly
punish him for killing Rosilda and for his insolent
behavior.

No matter how wise, foolish Gwydion
took no notice of the fact that Rosilda wore elfin attire of the
finest quality. He never thought to question where she got the new
cauldron, or who her bodyguards were and where they came from. Even
Finn took no notice of such details. Neither Gwydion nor Finn
thought that Rosilda might still have followers who saw to her
needs.

All the while, Donait was safely
hiding in the root cellar, unaware that Owain killed her mother or
of any of the events that had just taken place.

Saba still held Rosilda’s body as she
cried from the depth of her soul. “Oh Rosilda, I loved you so much.
How will I bear life without you? I will honor you and my long
standing vow to you. Your cause will not die, Donait and I will
avenge you . . . Oh, my dear friend and sister . . . I’m sorry I
couldn’t protect you.”

At the castle, Finn sat in front of
the fireplace as Gwydion placed his hand on Finn’s wound, healing
it. “Finn, you put yourself in danger always trying to protect
Tasha. You must trust she can take care of herself. You fought in
battles with her, you know that she is a skilled warrior and still
you put your guard down to protect her,” scolded Gwydion in his
authoritarian tone.

Finn looked at Tasha; she was angry
but he pretended not to notice.

Once alone in their bedchamber, Tasha
asked straightforwardly, “What did the old witch mean?”

Finn pretended not to know what Tasha
meant but she repeated, “What did she mean? She inferred that you
had something to do with the elf, Rosilda and even
Celadine.”

Finn walked over to Tasha and took
hold of her hands. “My sweet, it’s not like she made it sound. She
was upset and wanted to stir trouble between you and
me.”

Tasha narrowed her eyes in suspicion,
“Have you betrayed me with Celadine or Rosilda or maybe
both?”

Finn rolled his eyes as he sighed
deeply. “No, I would never betray you, my love. Sit and I will
explain.”

Tasha sat in a chair and Finn
explained that when he was very young he became involved with Queen
Aideen of the faeries and in fact, was her champion.

“Rosilda had it in her mind to destroy
the faeries, with help from Ragnarok, the Lord of Evil. She sent
foul creatures, which I fought off but when I found out she was
going to send demons . . . well, I knew I could not fight off
demons. Therefore, I went to the Land of Shadows. I seduced Rosilda
and convinced her that I would kill Aideen for her. She then
withdrew the demons but I lied about killing Aideen. Later, Rosilda
went searching for me and she found Aideen and I in an intimate
embrace. I never had anything to do with Rosilda again.”

“What about Celadine?” further
questioned Tasha.

Finn continued, “Ragnarok and his
henchmen murdered Aideen and many faeries during the war, when you
were just a child. At the victory celebration, I met Celadine . . .
I felt . . . well, she reminded me of Aideen and I spent some time
with her, but long before I fell in love with you. I could never be
with another woman . . . I love you too much.”

With nearly a purr to her tone, Tasha
said, “Finn, what you did before you married me has nothing to do
with me. It is better my dear, if we have no secrets and can fully
trust each other. Moreover, grandfather is right. You must stop
endangering yourself to protect me. You realize that I saved
you.”

Finn stepped up to Tasha, “I would
gladly give my life for you. You are everything to me and without
you I am nothing.”

Finn took her into his embrace and
kissed her. Then, Tasha pulled on his hand leading him to the
bed.

*****

Gwydion approached Owain and looked
him sternly in the eye. “You have an issue with me? Are you
spoiling for a fight? You have been giving me nothing but
disrespect and I will not have it! Speak up, boy! I want to know
what . . .”

On the edge of pure rage, Owain
grunted, “You are a weak fool! You are not the great and mighty
ruler that you think you are. Your punishments do not fit the
crimes. You are a softhearted weakling. You are too generous to the
poor and let the people use you. If I were in rule, things would
certainly be different. Simply living in isolation will not grant
evil people a pardon. The poor can work in the mines if they are
hungry! And, I hate that you always put Kian up as the better
example even though I am the better man.”

Not liking his tone, manner or ideas,
Gwydion took a stand, “So you think you are better fitted for the
throne? You are indeed arrogant to presume you are better . . .
than anyone. Your idea of ruling is to enslave the poor and enforce
unforgiving laws. I do not mean to make it appear as if Kian is
better than you only that he has a more compassionate,
understanding manner. How dare you criticize me and place judgment
on what you do not understand. You were wrong to kill Rosilda . . .
I assure you the punishment I gave her was just.”

Realizing how to best teach a listen
of humility, Gwydion offered a challenge, “Prove yourself to be
better . . . Disable me and the throne is yours . . . I will step
down. However, if I disable you, then you will stop this
disobedient manner and do only as I order you to do. You will kill
only if I order you to do so. You will not be a self-appointed
judge, jury and executioner.”

Fiacha looked wide-eyed as he gasped,
“Gwydion, what on earth are you doing? The throne is not for a
wager in a sparring match. Have you gone insane?”

Kian and Balor now became quite
worried, thinking that Owain in a fight was in fact superior to
Gwydion. No one could outmatch Owain.

Owain sneered, “I’ll give you a fight
. . . and I’ll win and take the throne. You can go back to farming
where you belong!”

Gwydion stared down Owain, disliking
that he indeed felt that he could take the throne and dismiss him
as if he were a mere competitor. Owain removed his cloak, as did
Gwydion.

Fiacha ran between the two and sternly
ordered, “Stop this madness! Gwydion . . . you cannot hand the
throne over to Owain. You cannot!”

Gwydion gently shoved Fiacha aside,
disregarding his words. Owain smirked, realizing that Fiacha
believed he could win this match and the throne.

Owain took to a battle stance, as did
Gwydion. Kian and Balor did not know if they should step in and try
to stop this insane behavior. Before either could react, Owain
attacked Gwydion. The battle was on but to everyone’s surprise
Gwydion with a couple of quick moves had Owain down on the floor in
nearly a blink of an eye. Gwydion put his knee on Owain’s chest to
keep him in place as Owain now shouted obscenities and death
threats. Infuriated, Gwydion smote him repeatedly until Owain
ceased the struggle bleeding profusely.

“You insolent whelp! I disabled you in
a fair fight and you take to name-calling! Have you no shame? Stand
up like a man and accept defeat. How dare you think you can simply
take the throne. The throne will never be yours, of that you can be
sure!”

Gwydion stood and released Owain, who
wiped the blood from his lips, hating the sting of defeat, yet
Gwydion’s words stung more. For, Owain did love and respect his
grandfather.

“I apologize for my insolence and for
showing such blatant disrespect for my ruler and grandfather. I do
not know what got into me . . . At times, I am just so angry. You
won; the fight was fair . . . but there should not have been a
fight between us in the first place. I...”

Gwydion nodded, “I understand, son. I
know how you feel. Now, you will honor the bargain we made. I make
the decisions . . . and even if you don’t agree you will accept my
word.”

Owain held his head up, “I will honor
your word.”

“Off with you! Go wash up. We’ll talk
later,” grumbled Gwydion with a friendly wink.

Kian, Balor and Owain watched Gwydion
walk off, thinking how much they admired him.

However, Fiacha scolded, “I am not as
forgiving as your grandfather. Your behavior was treasonous. Shame
on you, Owain.”

With a menacing glare, Owain grunted,
“I know my behavior was wrong. You don’t need to add more salt to
the wound!” Owain then stormed off to his bedchamber.

Kian said to Fiacha, “My grandfather
was magnificent and Owain needed to see that. Owain only seems to
understand and respect those who are his superiors. He needed to a
reminded that Grandfather is superior and will be respected. It’s
simply Owain’s way and grandfather knows it.”

“What would you be saying now if Owain
had won the match . . . and was now the ruler, what then?” Spat
Fiacha as he walked off.

Later, Gwydion heard a knock on his
bedchamber door and called out to enter. Kian opened the door and
took notice that his grandfather was simply sitting in front of the
fireplace with a large drink. “What is it, son? You looked
troubled,” noticed Gwydion.

Kian sat in the opposite chair, “I
watched you today, out at Rosilda’s mound. You still loved her,
didn’t you? No matter that she killed grandmother and my mother . .
. no matter that she had so many people murdered . . . you still
loved her up to the end, didn’t you?”

Gwydion shrugged his shoulders, “No, I
didn’t love her. In fact, I never really loved her. Only your
grandmother touched my heart. It is just that I feel ashamed . . .
I am the reason that Rosilda did all that she did. I used her for
my own selfish desires without regard to her feelings or future. I
let her believe she would hold the throne with me one day while I
planned a life with your grandmother. I humiliated Rosilda and used
her, making her bitter and vengeful. I felt so sorry to see her in
the swamps in such a bewildering condition. If you would have known
her the way I did . . . well, I feel to blame. Owain did not need
to kill her. He can be such a hothead at times. Rosilda had nothing
to do with Swayzie’s death; how could she? No one even knew she was
alive to help her. We should have just left her alone.”

Kian studied Gwydion for a moment,
then suggested, “Grandfather, you are so tough and demanding at
times, then you appear so tenderhearted. I never know what to
expect from you. Rosilda met her fate and her pain is over now.
Don’t you see it was worse to let her live in such conditions and
wallow in her despair? She is better off dead as I see it and you
need to let the past die.”

Gwydion nodded, “Maybe you’re right .
. . I wish Owain could be as understanding as you. He’s so
temperamental; I fear it will be his downfall one day.”

Kian stood up, “Grandfather, I would
appreciate it if you wouldn’t hold me up as an example to Owain; it
only upsets him more. Yes, he is a hothead but not any more than
Tasha and yet you respect her and her outbursts. Do the same for
Owain.”

Proud of how wise Kian was to see the
larger picture, Gwydion nodded. “Yes, I will follow your advice.
Good night, son.”

Kian looked over his shoulder as he
was about to leave the room. “Most impressive . . . you took Owain
down so quickly he didn’t even have time to think. No one can best
Owain in a fight . . . no one but you.”

Gwydion chuckled, “I was rather
impressive, wasn’t I? Your old grandfather still has what it
takes.”

*****

The following morning as Tasha watched
the first rays of dawn enter through the window; she woke Finn, “I
need to talk to you.”

Finn stretched and then leaned up on
one elbow as Tasha continued, “Finn, you must stop dwelling on
death and loss.”

Confused, Finn asked, “What do you
mean?”

“You put yourself in harm’s way too
often to protect me. Finn, I can take care of myself as I have
proved to you repeatedly,” replied Tasha.

“You’re right of course. It’s just
that you have given me so much happiness. I never really had a
family and to be part of this one . . . well, I have such a feeling
of closeness, a bond of the heart. I belong to something wonderful
at along last. However, I live in fear it will all end and I will
be alone again. Everyone, whom I ever cared about in my life died
because of me. I live in fear of losing you, Tasha,” confessed Finn
with a heavy heart.

Tasha kissed his forehead. “Finn, even
if something did happen to me, you have the boys and grandfather
loves you like his own. No matter what, you will never be alone
again.”

Finn dropped his brow. “Yes, my sons
are my heart’s delight but they need you as much as I do. For that
matter, so does Gwyd. He loves you so much, more-so than any of his
other granddaughters. Tasha, you breathe life and love into this
house. We all need you.”

Tasha sat up. “Well . . . I need you
too and my sons need you. Promise me you will watch out for
yourself from now on because I need you now more than
ever.”

Alarmed, Finn sat up and asked, “Why,
is something wrong?”

Tasha folded her arms over her bosom
as she returned, “That is just what I mean. You always think the
worst. Nothing is wrong, my love. In fact our life is perfect . . .
I’m with child again.”

Finn embraced Tasha. “That is
wonderful, my love! Let’s go tell Gwyd right now!”

Tasha protested, “No Finn, everyone is
mourning my Uncle Swayzie, let’s wait a while.”

“All right. I love you, my little
spitfire. Just think, we are going to have another son,” said Finn
with a feeling of great joy.

Tasha looked thoughtfully at her
beloved husband for a moment. “No Finn, I want a daughter this
time.”

Finn stood up and started getting
dressed. “Oh no . . . I will not handle it well when suitors come
to call. I will most likely kill them all.”

Tasha laughed and put her arms around
his neck, “My handsome wonderful Finn MacCumhal, shut up and kiss
me.”

*****

Donait stood with Saba watching the
funeral fire. Saba chanted the funeral ceremony for the four
warrior maidens before she sobbed out Rosilda’s Eulogy. Saba was
beside herself with grief, having lost her life companion . . . her
best and closest friend. Images of Rosilda in the early days filled
her mind. She clutched the tattered handkerchief that was once
lovely with embroidered roses and the most delicate lace. It was
the one possession Saba was able to treasure, a gift from Rosilda
when they were girls. As the smoked billowed into the sky Saba’s
heartache turned to anger, bitter anger.

In a rage, Saba pointed her finger at
Donait, “Now, do you understand that these people are evil? They
care for no one but themselves. They had no reason to attack us and
certainly no reason to kill Rosilda!”

Donait burst into tears, ran into the
mound and sat in front of the hearth.

Saba followed her into the mound and
explained, “Donait, we will still go on as planned. I want you to
leave for Erui in a few days and this time, seek out a position as
a tavern-maid. I think it will be all right to use your real name.
You do not need a disguise; no one there has ever seen you in your
natural state. You know what to do. We have been over it many
times.”

Donait nodded, sobbing uncontrollably,
tears streaming down her cheeks.

Wishing she could strike Donait for
her constant show of weakness, Saba continued, “Mourn your mother
later, now use your anger to avenge her. Donait, your mother was my
dearest friend . . . like a sister to me and I want her
avenged!”

A week later, Donait entered the
tavern in the village of Erui and asked for employment. The old man
that ran the tavern examined her by walking around her, looking at
her from head to toe. Dressed in rags with her hair hanging in
tangles, Donait was still lovely. She pleaded for work stating she
had no place to stay. Donait played her part well, seeming alone in
the world with no means of support or help.

The old man pointed out, “There is a
room in the back where you can live. Go wash up and you can start
this evening. I will see to it that you get a more appropriate gown
to wear as that tattered dress will not do. My establishment has a
reputation to up hold, after all.”

Donait thanked him and went to the
back room to examine her temporary bedchamber and get settled
in.

Now that she had some experience, she
felt a little more confident; fear no longer overwhelmed her.
Donait was angry, and fully intended on avenging her dear
mother.

*****

Meanwhile, Bran the Chieftain of the
Fianna told Cormac that a pixie arrived with a message for
him.

Stunned, as a feeling of doom
overwhelmed him, Cormac stepped up to Bran. “I have only just
received a message from home a few days ago.”

The small pixie entered. “Lord Cormac,
I bring distressing news.”

The little pixie handed him a small
scroll. Cormac read it and his mouth fell open as he looked at Bran
in shock.

Bran took the scroll and read it. “How
can this be?” gasped Bran in utter disbelief.

Cormac rubbed the back of his neck as
he paced. “I don’t know. Bran, I must go home.”

Bran agreed. “Of course and I’ll go
with you. Gwyd must be so distressed. No man can bear the loss of a
son and his eldest son at that.”

Placing his hand on Bran’s shoulder as
a sign of gratitude Cormac replied, “Thank you, old friend. I
cannot believe Swayzie is dead. I never thought of losing one of my
brothers; it just does not seem possible.”

Bran handed Cormac a horn of mead. “I
will leave you to your thoughts. We’ll leave at dawn.”

When Cormac went into the stables the
next morning, he found Bran, Morda and Dermot strapping their
saddlebags and securing their saddles.

“We are with you, Cormac. Although not
by blood, Swayzie was like a brother to us and no one gets away
with harming our kin,” declared Dermot.

Cormac nodded. “Thank you for standing
by me and mine.”

It took eight days before they arrived
in Erui. Cormac entered Swayzie’s home and found Iris sitting and
staring out the window in a daze.

Stunned at her appearance, he could
not believe how old she looked. “Iris . . . it’s me,
Cormac.”

Iris made no reply and continued to
sit in a daze. Balor entered. “Mother doesn’t seem to acknowledge
anyone these days.”

Cormac gestured to Balor to step
outside where he asked, “Balor, the message I received simply said
that someone murdered Swayzie. How did it happen?”

Balor explained all the sordid
details.

“I think it’s best Cormac, if we go on
to visit Gwyd,” suggested Bran.

Cormac agreed. “We’ll leave at
dawn.”

Balor told his sisters to prepare a
meal and they would return shortly. The men went off to the tavern
for a draft of ale.

In the tavern, the men of the Fianna
and Swayzie’s sons sat and spoke of plans for finding the
mysterious Sarafina. A young tavern maid came up and served more
drinks. Cormac looked at her with interest. She was very young and
although dressed in a simple frock, she still seemed well-groomed
and had an air of elegance, like a lady of quality.

“Balor, who is the girl?” asked
Cormac, as she walked off.

Balor explained, “That is everyone’s
question. Her name is Donait. Her parents died of the fever and she
is all alone. She has been working here for a short time. She is an
incredible beauty, isn’t she?”

Donait knew she had the men’s
attention, especially that of Cormac.

She purposely went up to a drunken
patron and pretended to stumble a little spilling a drink on him.
The man was furious and shoved Donait to the floor. Cormac and Bran
approached the man, who was ready to strike her.

“Enough, friend . . . let the lady
be,” commanded Bran with a tone of authority.

“Who are you to tell me what to do?”
grumbled the drunken man barely able to stand. “I am Chieftain of
the Fianna. Continue with this unruly behavior I will have you
arrested!” spat Bran.

The man swung a sloppy fist at Bran.
However, Bran simply moved out of the way and the drunk fell,
hitting his head on the edge of the table and fell
unconscious.

Cormac helped Donait up and kissed her
hand. “I am Cormac, your loyal servant. My large friend is Bran,
Chieftain of the Fianna.”

Bran took notice of her incredibly
beautiful eyes. “What are you doing working in such a place? You
should take work as a nursemaid or household servant, my
dear.”

Donait straightened her dress. “Yes
sir, that was my intention but I could find no such work. My name
is Donait, sir.”

The old tavern-keeper went up to
Donait and sharply snapped, “I’ve warned you many times . . .
you’re sacked! Clear out!”

Cormac said in Donait’s defense, “It
was not the lady’s fault.”

The tavern-keeper bellowed pushing his
chest out in rage. “That is her problem, she is a lady! I do not
need a proper LADY here! She spills more drinks than she serves and
refuses to prostitute herself, no matter how much they are willing
to pay.”

Donait blushed as she looked to the
floor in embarrassment. Cormac noticed the blush on her cheeks,
realizing she was most likely an innocent. He handed a few gold
pieces to the tavern keeper. “She can do better than work for the
likes of you.”

Donait looked every bit a young woman
destitute with nowhere to turn for food and shelter as she pled,
“Please sir, I have nowhere to go!”

Cormac turned to Balor. “Can she stay
in your home for the night? I’ll take her with us in the
morning.”

“Are you taking her to work for
grandfather?” asked Balor.

“Yes, I‘m sure that father will give
her employment as a housemaid. It will be a more suitable position
for her,” replied Cormac.

Balor winked at Donait, thinking she
was incredibly charming. “Yes of course, let’s go and have some
supper.”

Donait
rode off with Cormac on his horse. At Balor’s home, his sisters
gave her a change of clothes and made her feel welcome. As they ate
supper, Donait kept looking at Iris, who sat dazed in a corner
looking like an abstract sculpture, a testimonial to the ailments
of old age and disappointment. She looked void of emotion, her hair
unkempt, hunched over, her ankles swollen and discolored. Donait
could not help but to think they should
put the poor thing out of her misery.

After a while, Cormac got up and took
a plate of stew to Iris. “You must eat something,” insisted Cormac,
feeling concerned for his sister-in-law.

Cormac squatted down in front of the
chair that Iris sat in, handing her the plate. She blinked and
touched Cormac’s raven black hair then ran her hand over his face,
feeling the curves and hollows.

“You look so much like Swayzie, so
young and handsome,” sobbed Iris.

She started to cry, knocking the plate
over and embracing Cormac. He embraced her to his heart, trying to
comfort her. Everyone fell silent as they watched. Balor and Keevan
went to their mother also trying to comfort her. As she embraced
Balor, he helped her up and walked her to her bedchamber, signaling
his sisters to assist him.

“Uncle, you got mother to finally
speak. We were very concerned because she was not responding to
anyone,” said Dalon with a sigh of relief.

Donait looked down at the floor,
feeling guilty for the heartbreak she had caused Iris. Keevan
turned to Donait, apologized for his mother and explained why she
was in so much distress.

“I should not be here during your time
of mourning,” said Donait shyly.

Cormac studied Donait for a protracted
moment, thinking her innocent manner enhanced her beauty. “I am
sorry if you are uncomfortable, but you are most welcome
here.”

Feeling strangely drawn to Donait
after kissing her hand, Keevan also studied her with his eyes,
feeling his face flush. “Donait, why don’t you come with me for
some fresh air while I collect firewood,” suggested
Keevan.

When Keevan met her, he kissed her
hand as any gentleman would. It was a common practice and Keevan
had done it repeatedly at greetings or introduction to ladies.
However, when he held Donait’s hand, he felt a kind of surge when
his lips touched the back of her hand. He felt overwhelmed and
kissed her hand a second time. Seizing the opportunity, he took her
hand to lead her outside for privacy.

Donait went with Keevan out to the
woodpile, liking the crisp feel of the night air. The moon was full
and seemed enchanting as it lit the night like a beacon. Keevan
asked Donait about her family, trying to make conversation. She
made up the story that her parents died of the fever and left her
all alone. Her beautiful eyes shone in the moonlight, mesmerizing
Keevan.

His heart raced as he took hold of her
hand and tenderly kissed it, feeling he could never stand her
leaving his home. “My mother could use a companion, would you like
to stay here? I assure you that your every need will be
met.”

Donait smiled, understanding Keevan’s
intentions and liking the attention. “You are very kind but I think
it‘s best if your sisters look after your mother in her time of
sorrow.”

Keevan tried to keep the conversation
going, but Donait yawned and stated she was tired. He kissed her
hand yet again and took her back into the house, forgetting the
firewood.

Early the next day, Cormac and his
companions prepared for their trip to the Underworld. Cormac held
Iris’s hands and said, “If there is anything I can ever do for you,
please let me know . . . Anything at all.”

“Thank you for coming. Cormac, my
heart breaks because Swayzie died so unhappy because of me,”
replied Iris.

Cormac blinked, the smell of her
decaying teeth was overwhelming but he pretended to take no notice.
“What do you mean, Iris? Why do you think Swayzie was so
unhappy?”

Iris’ eyes flooded with tears. “Look
at me, my hair is gray, my face sags and I grow fat. Cormac, I am
in constant distress because my teeth keep getting infected. I have
lost five already. I knew Swayzie was unhappy with me . . . he
never wanted to make love to me and at times, I am certain he
looked at me in disgust. We had harsh words the night before he
left for Avalon. I had a feeling he was going to meet a woman. All
I ever wanted was to make him happy but instead I made him
miserable.”

Cormac embraced her as she cried on
his shoulder. “Iris, you must not dwell on it. I will not tell you
that you are wrong because you know better. It is just wrong that
immortals and mortals marry for this very reason. Nevertheless, you
have your children and they need you. Therefore, be strong for
them.”

Iris kissed Cormac’s cheek. “Thank you
for your honesty. You are right and I will try to be strong for my
children.”

They embraced and Cormac turned and
left. Iris watched through the window as they rode off, she noticed
a rider dressed in a hooded cloak. “Who is that riding along side
Cormac?” questioned Iris curiously.

Mara, Iris’s eldest daughter
explained, “Uncle Cormac found her at the tavern. He rescued the
young woman from despair and thought she might be better off as a
housemaid for grandfather.”

Iris smiled. “Everyone speaks poorly
about Cormac because he is always after women. Nevertheless, he is
a good-hearted man and brings hope to the hopeless. No one
understands that he has a great respect for women. In fact, I think
he loves them all.”


Chapter 5

No Thought to
Consequences

When Donait arrived with Cormac and
his companions at Castle Samhain, Kian and Owain happily greeted
them. Donait removed the hood from her head, causing both brothers
to look on with great interest. Owain reached Donait first and
helped her off her horse. She looked at him with an enchanting
smile as he held her small waist, lowering her gently to the
ground.

Owain felt his heart hammer with
excitement as he kissed her hand rather affectionately; in fact, he
kissed it twice, having an uncontrollable need to feel her flesh
with his lips.

Kian went up and took her hand from
Owain to kiss it as well. “Who is this lovely lady? . . . A
princess I think . . . from an exotic land. Possibly the Fianna
rescued her from being sacrificed to a fire breathing dragon. Such
beauty would encourage any man to go to her rescue.”

Cormac
watched and listened with a smirk, thinking Kian was laying on the
compliments rather thick. The others chuckled under their breath as
well, but Owain angrily glared, thinking As usual Kian makes every attempt to
best me. The
bonnie lass is deserving of a real man with real charm, not my
conceited brother.

Cormac dismounted, giving his steed a
friendly pat. He walked up to his sons and said, “It’s my pleasure
to introduce you to Donait. I must agree she does look like a
princess, quite the little beauty. I brought her to seek employment
within Castle Samhain. And yes, I am glad to see both of you
too.”

Having felt overwhelmed with Donait’s
presence, Owain did not even take notice of his father. “Apologies
father, I did not mean to ignore you. Of course, I am happy to see
you. We have heard so many tales about you . . . some, rather
frightening. We were worried for your well-being,” replied Owain
with an apologetic tone.

“You must not believe such tales. The
good people of Ireland so enhance a tiny bit of truth that there is
nearly no truth to the stories at all,” chuckled Cormac.

Owain embraced Cormac, and then Kian
embraced his father as well. Upon entering the castle, Gwydion and
Finn welcomed Cormac and the Fianna with enthusiasm.

Tasha slipped into Cormac‘s embrace.
“Uncle, it is so good to see you. I missed you. Bran, Morda and
Dermot, I feel as if I should call you my brothers-in-law. It is
good to receive you.” Tasha embraced each man, happy to receive
them all.

“My dear Tasha, you are a vision of
loveliness,” said Cormac, holding both of Tasha’s hands, looking at
her from head to toe.

“Cormac, it is good that you have
finally come home. Bran, Dermot and Morda, it looks as if life has
been good to you. I see all the tales we heard were nothing more
than hogwash. Bran, I understand you stole the breath of a dragon
and turned the fire upon him, and then enjoyed succulent dragon
roast seasoned with herbs from Persia,” chuckled Finn, remembering
the old storyteller at the Boar’s Head Inn who lavished his
audience with outlandish lies.

Tristen and Lugh ran into the room all
excited to see guests had arrived.

“Well, who have we here?” questioned
Cormac.

Surprised, Bran asked, “Finn, don’t
tell me these are your sons?”

“Yes, you remember Lugh and this is
Tristen,” proudly replied Finn.

Tasha took notice of Donait who stood
to aside in silence. “Who is this young lady?”

“This is Donait. Father, I thought you
might employ her as a maid or something, here with you. She has no
family and nowhere to go,” explained Cormac.

Gwydion smiled at lovely Donait as he
looked at her from head to toe before kissing her hand. “Of course
you are welcome, Donait. Tasha, I will leave it to you to see that
Donait joins the household staff,” stated Gwydion without taking
his eyes off Donait. He could not help thinking her brilliant blue
eyes were almost mystical.

Gwydion’s stare remained fixed on
lovely Donait, feeling a sense of familiarity. However, he
dismissed it thinking it was only lust he felt . . . overwhelming
lust, at that.

Tasha addressed Donait. “My name is
Tasha MacCumhal. Donait, it would be wonderful if you could assist
our nursemaid. My sons are a handful and the present nursemaid
tires easily these days.”

Donait looked at little Tristen,
thinking that he was a very handsome child. In fact, he was
beautiful, seeming perfect. “I would love to care for your adorable
little boys, my lady,” replied Donait happy to fill the job. Donait
never had children in her life to play with and thought it would be
quite enjoyable to entertain these precious children.

Cormac then introduced, Finn. “Donait,
this is Finn MacCumhal, Tristen and Lugh’s father.”

Finn took her hand and kissed it but
as he studied her face, a chill ran up his spine. “Something is
familiar about you. Have we met before?” questioned Finn with a
wrinkled brow of foreboding.

“No my lord, I have never been in the
Underworld before. I am sure if we met elsewhere, I would
remember,” replied Donait with an enchanting voice.

Finn
looked on in mistrust, not liking the girl who stood so lovely and
demure. He looked at her from head to toe, feeling as if she was an
intrusion. Finn thought, for a mortal girl
from the realm of man, it is strange that she is calm and serene
and thinks nothing about being in the Underworld, while most people
fear it believing it is a place of evil.

“Never having been to the Underworld,
you take this new experience well, my dear. Have you not heard the
tales the good people of Ireland speak of this place known to be of
evil?” questioned Finn with a look of suspicion.

“Of course I have heard of the
Underworld . . . and the truth is I felt quite frightened when they
told me that we were coming here. However, these fine men make me
feel safe. They brought me here to help me. Therefore, I am sure I
have nothing to fear, my lord,” replied Donait,
genuinely.

Tasha took Donait’s hand. “Come with
me, Donait. I will help you settle in a comfortable bedchamber and
show you where my sons sleep. Do you have other bags?”

Donait said that all she owned was the
small sack she carried. Tasha went off with Donait, Tristen and
Lugh to get her settled in a room while the men began
conversation.

“Father, tell me, what do you know
about the woman who murdered Swayzie? I still find it impossible to
believe that he is dead. I don’t even know how to mourn him,”
asked, Cormac anxious to find out what happened to his eldest
brother.

Gwydion sighed deeply in bewilderment.
“I know nothing; only that her name is Sarafina and she might be
from Scotia. Although, Owain feels she might be from here or the
Otherworld, as she knew enough to use a unicorn’s horn to kill
Swayzie.”

Finn interrupted, changing the
subject. “Cormac, tell me what you know about Donait?”

Cormac shrugged his shoulders. “I
found her at the Boar’s Head Inn. It was obvious that she is a
proper lady and most likely an innocent, certainly unsuited to the
work. She told me her parents died of the fever and she was all
alone. I felt sorry for her; she is a lovely young woman and needed
a better, safer environment.”

Finn cupped his chin in thought. There
is something about her. She seems familiar somehow. It is in her
eyes . . . I have seen those eyes before.”

Dermot changed the conversation to old
times and friends long gone. Owain sat and pretended to listen but
his mind was on Donait. She was the most beautiful woman he had
ever seen. Kian in turn had the same thought . . . thinking of how
he could get a moment alone with her. Bran stroked the braids woven
in his beard, also thinking about Donait. Dermot sighed, wondering
if it would be appropriate to invite Donait to go out riding. Morda
looked at all the men present, thinking that there were many places
in the castle to sneak Donait off for an intimate moment alone.
Gwydion envisioned Donait, wondering if he should follow his
instincts to pursue her.

After a time, Tasha entered wearing a
lovely blue gown instead of the trousers she usually
wore.

Finn stood up and walked over to her,
taking her hand and kissing it. “Tasha, you look
ravishing.”

Finn looked at her with longing in his
eyes. Bran went up to him placing a heavy hand on Finn’s shoulder.
“If I didn’t know better I would guess it was the first time you’ve
seen Tasha. Get a grip man that is no way to look at a lady in the
presence of family. You look like a wolf in heat,” laughed Bran in
a good-natured way.

Gwydion chuckled. “They always look at
each other like that. I have never seen two people so
lovesick.”

The men laughed as Finn took Tasha’s
hand and placed it on his arm to escort her to the dining room
table.

“Is Donait joining us for dinner?”
Owain asked in hopes of running up to escort Donait to the evening
meal. “I know she is to be a servant but does she need to eat in
the kitchen?”

“I hired her as a nanny, but she is
most welcome to join us at the dinner table. She will live with us
like family after all,” replied Tasha.

Cormac stood up, before Owain had a
chance to react. “Let me fetch her. Where is her room, Tasha?”
asked Cormac, giving a piercing look at Owain as a signal to sit
and behave properly.

Owain sat with a frown on his face.
His father was the one person in his life who could give orders
without speaking a word and making one feel the need for
obedience.

Tasha
told Cormac that Donait’s bedchamber was across from the nursery.
Cormac pushed through the grand doors, went up the stairs and down
the corridor. He knocked on Donait’s bedchamber door and after a
moment, she opened it. She looked enchanting in the gown Tasha had
given her. Her hair arranged in a mass of curls hanging down her
left shoulder reaching down her waist. Cormac stood in awe.
She seems to have transformed into an even more
incredible beauty. She was lovely in rags but now . .
.

Cormac took a deep breath, feeling
rather mesmerized. “I came to escort you to the evening
meal.”

Donait smiled and took the arm he
offered. They walked arm in arm to the dining room. When Cormac
entered with Donait on his arm, all the men stood up with their
mouths open as they stared at her, each filled with lustful
thoughts.

After a few seconds of silence, Tasha
jokingly said, “You can all close your mouths and sit-down to
dinner now. Really, you all nearly devoured poor Donait with your
eyes. Come in, Donait, and sit next to Uncle Cormac and Owain. You
look beautiful, my dear. Please don’t mind the stares of these
ill-mannered wolves.”

Bran’s stare indeed seemed that of a
wolf eyeing his prey. He chuckled to break the spell and appeared
more relaxed.

Owain held a chair for Donait as she
sat down. He took a deep breath enjoying her glorious scent.
Gwydion looked at Donait with an intense stare, feeling very
attracted to her and not liking that she was to be a servant. He
never liked to get involved with servants, remembering how his
father told him it would only cause trouble.

Finn sat across from Donait and looked
at her with concern. He had a bad feeling about the young woman and
did not like her presence in his home, much less caring for his
children.

Dinner
conversation was mainly about Swayzie and how to find his
murderess. After the maid cleared the table, the conversation
continued about topics of which were uninteresting to Donait.
Nevertheless, she enjoyed how the men watched her, she understood
the look in their eyes and thought, Not
only does the love potion have a glorious fragrance and feel good
on my skin, but I like how the men watch me . . . I think they want
to kiss me. It feels good to have men desire me. Here I am no
longer the fool that Saba always calls me, here I am a beautiful
woman in a lovely gown, desired by all men and maybe even a little
envied by Lady Tasha.

The maid
entered and suggested they all retire to the great hall for drinks.
Morda quickly hurried over to Donait’s chair nearly running and
offered his arm to escort her to the next room. Owain glared at
Morda thinking, what is it about the girl
that excites me so . . . her scent . . . is it the look in her
eyes? Morda has a lot of nerve acting quite the foolish to sprint
over to Donait in such a manner. 

Cormac
watched Donait thinking, She tugs at me,
like no other woman has before. She is an innocent and unknowingly
acts like a seductress despite her sweet manner.

After a while, Tristen yawned and
Tasha asked Donait to accompany her to put the children to
bed.

Finn jumped to his feet, in alarm.
“No! I mean . . . Donait is probably tired after her long journey.
I’ll go with you instead,” snapped Finn.

Everyone turned and looked at Finn,
surprised at his rude outburst.

“Master Finn is right. I do feel very
tired,” Donait simply replied to calm the situation. She looked at
Finn, sensing his dislike for her. She recalled all the things her
mother told her about Finn MacCumhal with warning to stay clear of
him.

Owain took notice that Kian was about
to approach Donait, so he quickly suggested, “Donait, allow me to
escort you to your bedchamber door. This drafty old structure is
like a maze and we would not want you to get lost.”

Kian narrowed his eyes, hating when
his brother always tried to outdo him.

Donait nodded, taking Owain’s arm.
After they left the room, Tasha scolded, “Finn, what has gotten
into you? You insulted poor Donait.”

“Yes Finn, I think you frightened the
poor girl,” added Gwydion, not liking one bit how Finn
reacted.

“I just wanted to put my sons to bed
and tell them a story. I didn’t mean to offend her,” explained
Finn.

“Finn, I think you are a little
obsessed with your family. Really, you frightened the poor girl. If
she is to be a nanny, then it is right that she tend to the
children and bond with them. It appears that the family way has
turned you into an old worry wart . . . an old granny who grumps
about, feeling threatened by butterflies,” grunted Bran with a
heavy voice.

Finn spat back, “You all over react
and make more of the situation than need be. Donait agreed with me
after all.”

Tasha pulled on Finn’s hand as she
wished everyone a good night.

After they left the room, Cormac
curiously asked, “Father, is Finn always like that with Tasha and
the boys? Bran is right; Finn does seem a little
obsessed.”

“Yes, he’s always like that, although,
I have never seen him act so ill mannered before. The truth is, if
Finn and Tasha are not fighting they make those love sick eyes at
each other. Often they cannot be found going off to romantic
outings in secret. When Finn is with the boys, they get his
undivided attention. He is a family man and yes, I guess a little
obsessed with his family,” explained Gwydion in reply.

Bran leaned back in the great chair he
sat in. “I am happy for Finn. You don’t know him like I do. Finn
spent most of his life alone. His enemies always murdered anyone he
ever cared about and usually in cold blood. I am happy he has found
true love and the security of a family.”

“I wish Swayzie could have been as
happy. It was very distressing to see Iris so unsightly. I remember
when Iris was a young girl. She was the most beautiful woman in the
county. There were times I had to help Swayzie fight off rivals for
her affection,” said Cormac, feeling saddened at the loss of his
eldest brother.

Gwydion’s smile faded, at the memory
of Swayzie. “Yes, I know what you mean. You and I never had to see
our wives grow old. We never had to experience what Swayzie did as
he watched Iris grow old and give in to poor health.”

Cormac thought of his long lost love,
Laurel. “I never would have guessed that Laurel’s death would be a
blessing. I only remember her with fond memories and such love in
my heart for her. It would have been heart wrenching to see her in
the state that Iris is now in.”

Gwydion looked into his drink, still
feeling the heartache after so many years. “Yes, it would have been
devastating to see my lovely Verbena grow old and
frail.”

“Gwyd, I don’t understand . . . why
couldn’t you bless Iris and keep her young and healthy like you did
for us?” asked Bran.

Gwydion explained, “You remember
Mortianna, the Driad? Well, she told me never to bless Iris because
I would interfere with destiny. Nevertheless, I felt tempted to
help her but Fiacha insisted that I leave her to her
fate.”

“Well, haven’t you interfered with our
destiny by blessing us?” asked Morda.

Gwydion shrugged his shoulders. “The
thought did occur to me, but Mortianna told me to bless you and not
to question her on the matter. When Fiacha agreed with her, I
followed their word.”

Meanwhile, at Donait’s bedchamber
door, Owain asked, “Donait, I would like to show you something
before you retire for the night.”

Donait smiled and eagerly nodded in
agreement. Owain took her hand and led her up to the tower. As they
ascended the steps, Donait asked, “Where are we going?”

Owain whispered in her ear, “To a
magic place.”

When they reached the top, Donait
looked at the black sky saturated in stars. The crescent moon lit
the night, making the Underworld appear enchanting.

Donait looked around in awe. “This is
truly a magical place.” She said in wonderment.

Owain walked her around the top of the
tower, never releasing her hand. She felt delighted in this young
man’s company. She felt happy and at peace in this fine home.
Everyone treated her with dignity and respect. She looked at Owain,
admiring his handsome face. His eyes were brown with hair to match.
He wore a mustache that ran down each side of his mouth and joined
the cropped beard on his chin. His shoulders were broad and he
stood tall and strong. She looked at him, thinking him charming as
he tried to make pleasant conversation.

Owain feared she might hear his heart
hammering, thrilled to be with this young woman. Donait was nothing
like the other women he had known. She appeared to be a virtuous
young lady of quality. He wished he could just grab her and kiss
her but she had a sense of gentility. He did not want to frighten
her off or offend her.

Owain noticed she shivered from the
cold night air. “It’s late . . . I’ll take you back to your room
now,” suggested Owain, only wanting for her comfort.

Owain took her hand and placed it on
his arm as if it belonged to him. Donait shuddered with delight at
the feel of his body close to hers.

When
they reached her bedchamber door, Owain just looked at her for a
moment, feeling quite attracted to this lovely lady. A thought came
to his mind: I will take you off riding
tomorrow for privacy and hold you tight, kiss you until you cannot
breathe and make you mine. “Goodnight,
Donait. I would like to invite you to go out riding with me . . .
possibly tomorrow and show you the sights.”

Donait shyly replied with a blush on
her cheeks, “I would like that very much. Thank you, Master Owain .
. . for being so nice to me.”

“Just call me Owain and I was not just
trying to be merely nice, my sweet,” replied Owain with a deep and
lustful tone.

Donait smiled as her face blushed even
more. He thought her charming when he noticed her blush. Owain
kissed her cheek and her hand then wished her pleasant
dreams.

After
Donait closed the door, she spun around the room liking how her
gown twirled, then she dropped onto her bed, overwhelmed with
happiness. This is a truly a wonderful
home. Tasha gave me beautiful gowns to wear and I even had a hot
bath with rose petals scenting the water. I simply loved all the
attention the men gave me and Owain was incredible and such a
gentleman. Then, she felt her cheek where
he kissed her, still being able to feel the touch of his
lips.

Suddenly a voice squeaked, “Donait,
Donait!”

Donait turned and noticed the window
as Rouella flutter into the room, “Donait, I bring a message from
Saba.”

Donait took the small scroll from
Rouella and read:

Donait:

Stay with your purpose. Do
not let them fool you. You must gain the powers from the Lord of
Darkness. Kill him while he sleeps, late at night, so you have time
to escape. Remember your mother! You must avenge her!

Saba

Donait told Rouella to tell Saba all
was going as planned but she could not rush.

Rouella flew out the window as
Donait’s joy faded to dismay. She removed her gown and put on the
nightgown that Tasha gave her. She ran her hands over her body,
feeling the soft fabric; she had never owned anything so luxurious.
Donait was young and naive and took no thought to the trouble she
had caused herself. Saba told her to put the love potion on the
back of her hand for only Cormac to kiss. However, foolish Donait
allowed all the men to take in the love potion, not giving it a
thought to the consequences. As usual, her emotions guided her as
she longed to have love and attention.

Donait went over to the window and
tried to close it but found it jammed. She heard a tap at the door
and ran to open it.

“Do you need anything? I wanted to
make sure you were comfortable,” said Cormac, looking the epitome
of charm.

“Well, I cannot close the window. The
night air is quite cold,” replied Donait.

Cormac entered the room, walked over
to the window, and pulled it closed. He turned and was about to
speak but instead, examined Donait from head to toe with lustful
eyes.

He smiled, realizing he was making her
feel uncomfortable. “Well . . . if there is nothing else, I’ll say
good night.”

“I am well, Lord Cormac. Thank you,”
returned Donait.

Cormac took her hand, “I hope you will
be happy here.” He kissed her hand and took a moment to look at her
enchanting blue eyes. He liked how she blushed; thinking most of
the women he had known never seemed to blush.

Donait gratefully stated, “Thank you
so much for everything, Lord Cormac. Goodnight.”

In their bedchamber, Tasha scolded
Finn, “I cannot believe how insulting you were to poor Donait. You
can be such a brute at times!”

Finn rubbed the back of his neck in
worry. “Tasha, I have a bad feeling about the girl and I do not
want her watching the boys.”

Tasha stood up and began to pace.
“Finn, you are being ridiculous. She is a very sweet young girl who
has fallen on bad luck. It’s our place in society to help
her.”

Finn stood up and walked over to
Tasha. “You must trust me. I do not want Donait alone with the
boys!” His urgency was apparent, as he sternly demanded with
deliberation.

Utterly frustrated, Tasha complained,
“What am I to tell her? I already said she could watch Lugh and
Tristen.”

Finn narrowed his eyes, as
he said with a harsh tone, “Leave her to me . . .I’ll tell her . .
.”

Wide-eyed, Tasha protested. “Oh no! I
will deal with Donait and not have you bring her to tears. I will
not let her watch Lugh and Tristen since you feel so strongly about
it. I’ll see to her helping Cook or possibly tending to other
chores.”

Finn felt relieved and took Tasha into
his embrace. “You look incredibly beautiful tonight. I have not
seen you dressed up like you are for a very long time.”

Finn kissed her and once again they
were both lost to passion and desire.

Gwydion, Bran, Dermot and Morda sat up
late, talking about old times. Curious, Bran asked, “Gwyd, do you
visit the faeries?”

Gwydion shook his head. “No, I don’t
go there much but I have taken up with a lovely elf I visit from
time to time. I always felt attracted to elf maidens. I follow my
lustful needs but I simply don’t want a long term commitment to a
woman . . . I don’t ever plan to remarry.”

“Gwyd, do you mind if I bring Brigit
here during our stay? I don’t seem to have much time to visit her
these days,” asked Bran with a look of longing.

“I have already sent for Brigit. She
should be here in the next day or two,” replied Gwydion.

Bran thanked Gwydion. “You are a good
friend and I am at your service. We will find this heartless wench
who murdered Swayzie. We will bring her to justice, of that you can
be sure.”

Gwydion thanked his friends for their
support. Morda stood up and belched as he stretched. “I feel
exhausted and need sleep.”

Dermot grumbled, “Then go to sleep! It
will be good to have you sleeping in another room, so I don’t have
to endure your snoring. You sound like a wounded banshee and keep
everyone up at night.”

They all turned as Bran expelled gas
making everyone wrinkle their nose at the foul stench. “What
crawled up your ass and died?” Gwydion asked jokingly.

Bran laughed wholeheartedly as the
others followed up the stairs, each headed to their
bedchamber.

As, Gwydion slipped under the covers,
his mind flooded with thoughts of Donait. He smiled, as he
envisioned himself in bed with her. Then, he shook his head. He had
no desire to marry her and his sons would disapprove of him having
an affair with such a young and obvious innocent.

The next morning, Owain raced to Tasha
before Kian did, and asked her if Donait could have the morning
free to go out riding.

“Of course, you can go out riding with
Donait if that is what she wants. Get the horses ready and I’ll
tell her,” agreed Tasha.

Tasha went to Donait’s door and handed
her a riding outfit to wear. “Donait, my cousin Owain would like to
take you out riding today.”

“what about the children? I thought
you wanted me to take care of them,” asked Donait.

“Don’t worry. They are going to visit
their grandfather for a short time. You will have some free time to
get to know your new home. As I have given it some thought, I want
to inform you that the boys are rather big now and have lessons to
tend too. Therefore, your duties will not entail the children. You
will assist Donella and Cook in any way they see necessary. For
now, rest and enjoy a time of peace. Get to know this drafty old
building and bond with the family,” explained Tasha.

Donait gladly took the clothes and
thanked Tasha. She put on the trousers and slipped on the boots.
The trousers were a little tight but still fit comfortably enough.
She pulled her hair back and made one long braid to hold her hair
neatly in place.

As Tasha walked down the corridor,
Finn ran up to her. “Did you speak with her? Did she understand
that she is not to tend to the boys?”

Tasha nodded. “Yes, I told her and she
understands. For now, she is going out riding with Owain and I am
taking Lugh and Tristen to visit my father for a few days. It is
too dark and gloomy here. The sunshine will do them
good.”

“I’ll go with you,” said
Finn.

Tasha firmly protested, “No Finn, you
stay with grandfather, he needs you now. The boys and I will be
fine.”

Finn tightened his jaws as his anger
started to flare. “Tasha, I don’t want you going alone!”

“Enough Finn! I am going and you are
staying. I will take Kian with me to calm your nerves. You worry
like an old woman!” huffed Tasha angrily.

Finn rolled his eyes. “Well, if you’re
taking Kian, I guess it will be all right. But do you think Owain
will be safe all by himself with Donait?”

Tasha’s jaw dropped as she jokingly
slapped Finn on the shoulder. “Finn! Stop it!”

Bran smiled as he watched Tasha and
Finn walk into the dining room.

Tasha went up and kissed Gwydion on
the cheek. “Grandfather, I am taking the boys to visit father
today. Kian, would you please accompany me?”

Kian agreed but was disappointed
because he wanted to spend some time with Donait. He narrowed his
eyes at his brother, thinking he would be free to pursue Donait in
his absence. Owain mockingly winked at Kian, further infuriating
him.

Donait entered the room looking
lovelier than ever. She walked over and sat across from Finn who
looked at her with a wrinkled brow. Tasha kicked him under the
table and he looked at her with narrowed eyes but Tasha just blew
him a kiss, making him smile.

Cormac watched Finn and Tasha as he
laughed under his breath. Then, he asked, “Donait, did you sleep
well?”

“Yes, I never slept better, thank you.
It felt good to sleep feeling safe,” answered Donait
cheerfully.

Tasha asked Kian to hitch the wagon
when he was finished eating and she would meet him at the
stables.

Gwydion did not want Finn to leave,
wanting to council with him regarding catching Swayzie’s murderess.
“Finn, are you going with Tasha?”

Finn shook his head. “No. I think we
should figure out how we can find the young woman Swayzie was with
before it’s too late.”

“Finn, you are actually going to leave
Tasha on her own?” asked Owain in surprise.

Finn tossed a piece of bread at Owain
and raised a fist at him as everyone laughed.

After a short while, Owain stood up
when he saw Donait finished her meal and walked over to her, “If
you are finished, let’s take our leave.”

Donait nodded and began to stand up as
Owain helped her with her chair. Cormac raised an eyebrow of
disapproval, as he asked, “Are you taking Donait out
riding?”

Owain replied feeling rather jovial,
“Yes, father. I thought since Donait is new to the Underworld I’d
show her some of the sights.”

Cormac watched Donait walk out of the
room with Owain. The leather trousers she wore were tight and
outlined her shapely figure. He was disappointed that she was going
out riding with Owain, as he wanted to show her around the castle
and enjoy some privacy with her. After seeing her in her
nightclothes, he could not get her out of his mind. Now as he
watched her walk off, her attire heightened his desire.

Gwydion’s stare also fixed on Donait
as he admired how her hips swayed when she walked. Morda and
Dermot, both feeling somewhat jealous, watched Owain leave the
room.

Kian’s face flushed with jealousy when
he saw his brother enter the stables with Donait. He watched Donait
as she walked past him, liking the little wiggle in her walk. Kian
examined her from head to toe with great longing. His anger started
to flare as he watched his brother kiss Donait’s hand and helped
her mount her horse. They rode off as Tasha approached with Lugh
and Tristen. Finn ran up and kissed Tasha and warned Kian to take
care of his family or else.

“Damn Finn, Tasha can take care of
you, me and the boys single handedly from a group of Grimlocks.
Take a deep breath and stop acting like an old woman,” grumbled
Kian, feeling quite annoyed with Finn’s statement.

Finn chuckled as he watched Tasha and
his sons ride off, feeling a little anxious. The two boys excitedly
waved to their father as Finn waved back. Bran and Dermot stepped
out and saw Finn watching his family disappear into the
distance.

Dermot stated with a tone of
annoyance. “Finn, I never thought I would see you such the family
man. Relax. They will be all right. You have lost that adventurous
spirit . . . in fact, you now mind your belches and other bodily
discharges like a fancy pants gent. Really, you make me watch my
manners, next thing you know we’ll be sitting for tea.”

Bran burped up a great belch and
scratched his crotch “Dermot is right, Finn. You wear warrior’s
attire; you are a man of purpose and a man respected by all those
in your path. You were once a falcon. Have you turned into a finch,
looking to every turn for danger . . . for unexpected mayhem? Get a
grip, man. Tasha is a warrior and can give as good as she gets. Or
is there something you are not telling us?”

“I am very concerned about this girl
you and Cormac brought with you. She is not what she appears to be
. . . I feel it in my gut. She is a danger to all of us, to my sons
and my wife,” grunted Finn in reply.

Surprised at Finn’s statement, Bran
snapped a look of anger at him. “Finn, she is simply a lovely young
woman who has fallen on bad luck. She is as frail as a flower.
Tasha is safe from Donait and so are we! What has gotten into you?
I think you have passed your balls unto Tasha. She doesn’t seem to
feel that Donait is a threat. Dig down in yer trousers and pull yer
balls outta yer ass, possibly they are simply tucked away . . . for
safekeeping. It’s time to let the boys out!” chuckled Bran in his
crude nature to speak so bluntly.

Finn narrowed his eyes as he grabbed
his crotch as a gesture to prove his manhood. “How do you know
Donait is not the woman that killed Swayzie? And, my balls are
right where they should be . . . I fear no one, not Donait and not
you. . . I know an enemy when I see one and Donait is an enemy! You
are simply too old and worn out to take notice of the obvious
around you . . . too many blows to the head during battle I think,
have left you dim-witted.”

Bran folded his arms over his chest.
“Donait does not seem cunning enough to have taken down Swayzie. A
wee lass like that could not possibly outwit him. He was no fool.
And, I have all my wits about me . . . my balls and my young,
handsome good looks all intact.”

Finn persisted, “I don’t know what it
is but there is something familiar about her and I just don’t trust
her.”

Dermot clapped Finn on the back
reassuringly as he decided this battle of insults needed to find an
end. “Well, your family is away from her for a while so that should
make you feel better.”

Finn shook his head. “You don’t
understand. I cannot shake this feeling of doom and Tasha is with
child again.”

Bran happily bellowed, “Finn that is
wonderful news! Gwyd never said a word.”

Finn shrugged his shoulders. “No one
knows yet. Tasha wanted to wait until after the family passed a
time of mourning for Swayzie, so don’t say anything.”

Bran and Dermot agreed as Cormac and
Gwydion joined them.

*****

Owain and Donait rode through the
forests exploring the Underworld. When they came to a beautiful
spring, he helped Donait dismount, then laid out a blanket and sat
down. Owain leaned back on his elbows and watched Donait who stood
with her back to him looking out at the forest, watching the water
crash against the rocks. She stood with her hands on her small
waist and enjoyed the fragrance of the forest. Donait thought about
the swamps that had limited solid ground and the lack of running
water. The swamp stagnant with still waters and held many dangers.
Here in this serene place Donait smiled at the beauty of the
stream, of the forest and the lovely fragrance. Owain watched her
lustfully, thinking she had a stunning figure and the trousers she
wore enhanced her womanly curves.

Donait giggled with delight when she
took notice of a frog. She picked it up and held it in her hand
thinking it was so precious. She could not help loving the clammy
creatures that were truly beautiful to her.

“Donait, let the unsightly creature go
and come sit with me,” asked Owain with a deep and lustful
tone.

Donait stooped down and let the frog
go. She could not understand why everyone found the frogs
unsightly. She turned and faced Owain. “As a child, frogs were dear
to me. I would give them names and play with them. My parents did
not allow me many playthings and there were not any children where
I lived. So, I took to the frogs for companionship.”

Owain felt sorry for Donait, she
seemed so alone in the world and her sentiment for the frogs was a
tender story. He really had no comment to add so he put out some
fruit and bread with a container of water and made pleasant
conversation. He told her funny stories, making her laugh in
delight. His heart filled with joy to hear her laughter.

He looked longingly at her full round
lips as she placed a grape in her mouth. He envied the grape as he
said, “I am so delighted you have come to live with us.”

A smile as sweet as honey, Donait
confessed, “I feel like a princess to be able to live in your home
and share dinner with your clan as if I belong. Although, I fear
Master Finn dislikes me.”

Owain took her hand and cupped it
between his palms. “Never mind about Finn, he is obsessed with his
family and it’s in his nature to mistrust everyone,” explained
Owain, thinking Finn was a great fool and his presence an
annoyance.

“Then, his family is very fortunate
that he cares so much for them,” replied Donait simply, thinking
Finn’s family was truly fortunate. Yet, she feared Finn,
remembering what Saba told her about him.

They enjoyed a pleasant picnic and
conversation as morning faded into afternoon.

Donait held up a grape and put it to
Owain’s lips. He opened his mouth, taking it from her hand. As he
chewed it, he looked at her eyes thinking they were full of
passion. He swallowed the grape. Then, without a word leaned closer
to her and kissed her parted lips, at first tenderly and lovingly.
He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her closer as she put her
arms around his neck, inviting his welcome kisses. Owain had only
known women of a less reputable nature and he realized he should
not be so aggressive or he might offend sweet Donait.

“My dear Donait, I better take you
home before it’s too late,” said Owain with a sigh.

“But it’s still early,” Donait
innocently replied, not understanding his meaning.

Owain chuckled at her innocence, as he
warned sarcastically, “It’s later that you think, my sweet. Beware
of a wolf disguised as a sheep.”

Confused, Donait stood up and helped
pack up the picnic basket, not understanding one little bit what
Owain meant.

*****

In the Otherworld, Tasha stopped at
the faery mound. The faeries were a flutter of excitement at the
site of Tristen and Lugh. They played with the children while Tasha
visited with Celadine and Brigit, the purple faery Queen. “I just
got word from Gwydion to come for a visit because Bran is there,”
said Brigit happily.

Tasha suggested, “I am only staying a
short time with my father, why don’t you ride back with Kian and
me? We do not see each other often enough. I remember when I was a
girl, coming to visit nearly every day.”

Celadine nodded, remembering Tasha as
a child, so excited about everything. “Yes, I recall what joy you
brought when you visited me. To think, now you bring your children
here. So many years have passed, how nice that time has not faded
our friendship.”

Meanwhile, Kian sat outside feeling
miserable. He did not get to spend any time with Donait and now he
had to ignore the attention of the lovely faeries because he was
with Tasha and the children.

*****

That afternoon, Cormac found Donait
exploring the castle and offered, “Let me show you around. It’s
quite easy to lose your way in this maze of corridors. Over the
years many expansions have been done to the castle, some areas are
quite old and others new. We have even found sealed rooms with
skeletons and treasure.”

Donait smiled as she accepted his arm.
He showed her many rooms and took her to the top of the tower; it
was more beautiful in the daylight. It appeared as if she could see
forever into the distance. She took notice of the tiptop of the
trees within the swamps. Cormac leaned on the wall and studied the
young woman. Her beauty was beyond compare.

Donait turned to look at Cormac, whose
piercing stare nearly frightened her. “Is something wrong?” asked
Donait, feeling somewhat uncomfortable.

“Forgive me. I did not mean to stare.
You look very beautiful,” replied Cormac.

Donait blushed. “Thank you, my
lord.”

Taking her hand, Cormac stepped up
very close, causing her to back up against the wall. He towered
over her as he asked with a deep and lustful voice, “Did you enjoy
your outing with Owain today?”

Donait looked up at Cormac thinking
how similar he was to Swayzie.

“Yes, I had a delightful time,” she
answered in return.

Cormac was trying to control his
emotions but the truth was he felt aroused. Her glorious scent had
him captivated. When she looked up at him, parting her lips
slightly, they looked so inviting.

Cormac was nearly like a hawk circling
its prey, looking for the right moment to make his move or abandon
the prey to he who has marked her for his own. “What do you think
of Owain? Has he caught your attention?” asked Cormac.

Donait felt a little nervous at how
close he was standing to her, his stare so intense, she stuttered
nervously, “O. . . . Owain is a very charming gentleman. I am sure
that everyone has his attention.”

“I mean, what do you think about him?”
persisted Cormac as he approached a predator ready to
pounce.

Confused, Donait replied, “I don’t
know what you mean.”

Cormac smiled wickedly, thinking she
had no interest in Owain or she simply would have said so. “That is
answer enough,” said Cormac with a cocky smirk.

Donait looked away then back to his
face, not understanding his meaning. Cormac leaned his hands on the
wall on either side of her, almost trapping her there as he kissed
her. This kiss was not like Owain’s kiss. This kiss was lustful and
demanding and it frightened her, a little. Cormac pulled away for a
moment and looked at her. Then, he gathered her into his arms,
holding her body against his as he gave her another kiss. Donait
thought her heart would jump right out of her body. She felt her
knees weaken making her hold on to him. When he released her lips,
she looked at his lustful eyes. She wanted to speak but for some
strange reason she could not. Cormac tightened his jaws wondering
if this was not wrong. He looked at her intoxicating brilliant blue
eyes and met her lips again. His tongue danced with hers, heating
the fires within both of them. He clearly was expert at sweeping a
woman off her feet, as Donait felt that he nearly stole her breath
away.

Suddenly they heard voices. Cormac
stepped away and Donait walked over and pretended to look out at
the view.

Bran’s booming voice bellowed, “Well,
here you are. This old structure is like a maze . . . I think it’s
possible to get lost here and never be found.”

“I was showing Donait the view from
here,” explained Cormac casually.

Morda looked out to the distance
admiring the sunset breaking through the clouds, “It is a truly
magnificent view.”

“Cormac, we need to talk to you in the
weapons room. Excuse us, Donait. We didn’t mean to interrupt,” said
Gwydion with his stare fully fixed on her.

“That is quite all right, my Lord. I
would like to stay here for a while. I find it rather peaceful and
restful here,” replied Donait with a charming smile.

Gwydion looked at Donait from head to
toe, thinking she was perfection. Morda felt tempted to stay with
her and maybe enjoy a few intimate moments but Gwydion nudged him,
appearing to know what he was thinking.

Cormac looked at Donait as she looked
back at him, then he turned and walked away.

Donait leaned on the wall and put her
fingers to her lips. Swayzie’s kiss made her knees weak and it was
exciting. Her heart raced with joy when Owain kissed her, but
Cormac’s kiss was overwhelming. She felt as if her heart would stop
and she felt powerless in his arms. It was obvious he had
experienced many women and was no doubt skilled at the art of
lovemaking. The men were pulling her emotions in all directions.
Donait understood the look she saw in Gwydion, Dermot and Morda’s
eyes, yet, it never dawned on her what the consequences of her
actions would be. She loved the attention, she wanted all the men
to flirt with her and so she foolishly kept reapplying the love
potion to the back of her hands, causing the men to be drawn to her
like bees to honey. She was backing herself into a corner, into a
pit of destruction of which there might not be escape.


Chapter 6

Overwhelmed

Tasha embraced her father as he
received her with equal enthusiasm. Tristen and Lugh anxiously
tugged at their grandfather, wanting an embrace too.

“Father, could Tristen and Lugh stay
with you for a visit?” asked Tasha right out.

Surprised, Beltene snapped a look at
his daughter, knowing that Tasha and Finn never liked separation
from the children. “Is something wrong, sweetheart? Let’s go inside
and talk.”

Beltene told his other grandchildren
to look after Lugh and Tristen. Inside, Tasha’s brothers Calum and
Druce greeted her.

Concerned that there would be more bad
news, Beltene directed, “Now, tell us what the problem is,
Tasha.”

Tasha shrugged her shoulders. “Father,
there really isn’t a problem. Uncle Cormac, Bran, Dermot and Morda
arrived with a young woman. Her name is Donait, she is lovely and
the poor girl’s parents died and left her all alone. Well, Uncle
Cormac thought she needed rescuing. She is obviously a delicate
lady and has no idea how to take care of herself.”

“I don’t understand, what is the
problem?” asked Calum.

Tasha continued, “That’s just it, I
see no problem but Finn for some unknown reason, even to himself,
dislikes the poor girl. I wanted to have her watch the boys because
Nanny keeps saying she does not feel well and wants to retire.
However, Finn will not have Donait near the boys. He says he
doesn’t trust her and that he has a bad feeling about
her.”

Beltene stroked his beard, a habit he
had when he was worried. “Finn is no fool. Maybe he has reason to
be concerned. He is a great warrior and recognizes an enemy. After
all, he has fought enemies all of his life. As for me, I would
trust Finn’s intuition before my own.”

Tasha further protested, “If you could
see Donait, she’s harmless and is such a demure lady.”

“No, I trust Finn. Tasha, you must not
trust appearances. I have known of small innocent children that
have set traps to kill a man. I am returning with you. I want to
speak to Finn and see this girl for myself. Tasha, what if she is
the girl that murdered Swayzie?” said Beltene with a troubled
look.

Continuing to protest, thinking such a
thing to be impossible, Tasha pressed, “Father, no, she couldn’t
possibly do such a deed. Nevertheless, maybe she could be the
source of other danger, even if unintentional. Let us leave now . .
. You made me feel very worried.”

Beltene got his cloak, armed himself
and went out with Tasha, leaving his eldest son Calum, in
charge.

Kian was talking with a few of his
cousins when he saw Beltene and Tasha approach the wagon. “Uncle,
are you returning with us?”

“Let me get my horse and we’ll be
off,” nodded Beltene in reply.

“What is the rush, it will be dark
soon. Can’t we wait till morning?” asked Kian frustrated with the
long trip and the short visit.

Beltene thought a moment. “Tasha, I
think Kian is right, we should wait till dawn.”

Feeling anxious and not liking staying
a night away from Finn, Tasha protested, “But father, I told Brigit
we would be leaving right away.”

“I’ll send a pixie to tell her that we
can leave at dawn,” suggested Beltene.

Kian said with a sly smile as he
winked at Beltene, “No Uncle, let me go and tell
Brigit.”

Beltene took notice of his sons who
gave him a sly look, making it understood that they wanted to visit
the faeries for a night of pleasure.

Understanding, Beltene winked back at
Kian. “All right, go and tell Brigit, we will leave at first
light.”

Tasha felt a little nervous but agreed
to wait until morning. She spent the evening with Tristen and Lugh,
happily playing with them and telling them stories.

Beltene watched Tasha and her sons
enjoying the feeling of warmth and love of family and remembering
his own mother. “It does my heart good to see you with the boys
like this, Tasha. I mean a mother enjoying the company of her sons.
The time you spend with them will teach Tristen and Lugh to
understand women better. One day when they marry, they will be
close to their wives and have an understanding and respect for
their feelings.”

Tasha smiled at her little boys,
thinking of the day they would be grown men with families of their
own. “I look forward to the day when I can see my sons married and
with children of their own. I just know they will be fine,
honorable men that will make a positive mark in the
world.”

As the Nanny turned the beds down,
Tasha told her sons a tale about their father.

“Is it true, mother? Did father really
fight off a dragon?” questioned Lugh.

Tasha shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t
know, sweetheart. It’s a tale I heard when I was a child. When I
ask your father, he always makes light of it and will not say if
it’s true or not. However, he has a dagger that he made with a
dragon’s tooth embedded in the handle.”

Tristen asked with a tone of concern,
“Father will always keep us safe, won’t he?”

“Yes he will, my love. I will always
be close by to take care of you also,” replied Tasha
reassuringly.

Tristen furrowed his brow as he
confessed, “Mother, sometimes I am afraid to sleep at night . . . I
dream terrible things. I dream that when I grow up an evil witch
and sorcerer will make me hurt people that I love . . . and they
want me to hurt Lugh!”

Tasha held Tristen on her lap. “My
love, no matter what, I will always be sure you are safe and you
can count on it. Even if we are separated, wherever you go or
wherever you are, I will be close to you in spirit,” explained
Tasha to comfort little Tristen.

Lugh curiously asked. “Do you mean it,
mother?”

Tasha turned to Lugh. “Have I ever
lied to you, sweetheart? I will always be there for you and so will
your father. We both love you with all our hearts. Moreover, I
always want you both to take care of each other. That is why I have
you both share a room. I think it is important that brothers look
out for each other. Does that make you feel better, Tristen? Now,
get some sleep, you will be staying for a few days and I want you
well rested so you can enjoy time with your cousins.”

Lugh slipped under the covers. “I like
to come to the Otherworld. We have so many cousins to play with
here. I always feel so happy here and it feels so good because it’s
always summer,” said Lugh, wishing he could always live in the
Otherworld.

Tasha kissed both boys then tucked
them in and said good night.

*****

That evening, in Castle Samhain,
Donait wore yet another beautiful gown that Tasha had given her. It
was black and had a luxurious feel. The bodice was low, so Donait
put on a gold necklace to take away from the fact that it amply
exposed cleavage. She looked at her reflection and admired how
lovely she looked. Then, she went down to the evening meal. It
thrilled her as she walked into the dining room and all the men
stood up and complimented her on her appearance. She sat between
Owain and Morda, across from Cormac. Finn looked at her with
narrowed, mistrusting eyes but said nothing.

Donait sat with her hands in her lap,
waiting for her plate when Owain slipped his hand into hers and
squeezed it under the table. She looked up at Cormac who was
devouring her with his eyes. Her heart was racing at the attention
she was receiving from both men. Then, she took notice how Gwydion
looked on her and she smiled sweetly. He made a half smile feeling
his face blush then turned his attention back to his dinner plate.
Suddenly, Donait felt Morda give her knee an affectionate squeeze
and placed a note on her lap. She glanced down and took the note
into her hand, feeling thrilled to the bone.

After the meal was finished, Donait
stood, bored with their conversation. “Excuse me. I will leave you
gentlemen to your talk. Good night.”

The men stood up and they all said
good night. Cormac watched her leave, wondering how he could free
himself of his friends and family. Owain wanted to go after her but
did not want to be obvious. Morda was hoping she would accept his
invitation to meet him in the chapel after everyone retired for the
night.

After she was out of sight, Finn
asked, “Gwyd, are we going to find Swayzie’s murderess or are we
just going to talk about it?”

“You’re right. We must start the
search. This woman probably holds the Power of Seasons. We need to
capture her alive, so that Balor can take his birthright back,”
said Gwydion with a tone of purpose.

“Owain, you go to Avalon and find out
what you can. Someone must know something about her,” suggested
Finn.

Owain’s
heart skipped a beat; he did not want to leave Donait. He narrowed
his eyes at Finn, thinking, I hate that he
always gives me orders without giving a care to my feelings on the
matter. Then, grandfather simply agrees with Finn as if I have no
mind of my own. No, I won’t go!

However, before Owain could protest,
Dermot volunteered, “Morda and I will go to Scotia to see what we
can find out since Owain is going to Avalon.”

Finn added, “Bran and I will search
the Underworld.”

“Cormac, you and I will get the army
ready just in case it leads to that. My father always told me not
to take an enemy lightly and have the military ready, just in
case,” said Gwydion.

Cormac agreed as he stood up. “I will
be ready at dawn. Right now, I think I will get a good night’s
sleep. You should get some sleep too, Owain. You have a long
journey ahead of you tomorrow.”

Owain rolled his eyes in frustration,
realizing it was no use to protest.

Dermot and Morda retired for the
evening as well. Finn sat up with Bran and Gwydion, not wanting to
go to his bedchamber without Tasha.

Donait read the note that Morda passed
to her during dinner. It read:

Meet me in the Chapel
after everyone has retired for the night.

M. 

Donait crumpled up the parchment and
tossed into the fireplace wondering if she should actually meet
Morda. She liked how he was always staring at her, but he was not
part of her mission. She sat at the dressing table and began
brushing her hair, fearing that Cormac would come knocking at her
door. If he did, she would have to kill him and then she would have
to leave this glorious home. She felt the silky nightgown she wore
and thought of the mound in the swamps she called home. Suddenly,
without warning, a hand touched her shoulder. Donait gasped and
stood up in surprise to see Cormac standing behind her. She looked
at the door, it was still closed and she never heard it
open.

Cormac pointed at the panel on the
wall that led into the secret passageway. “Secret passageways run
throughout the house. Apologies if I startled you.”

Donait looked at him not knowing what
to say. Cormac took both her hands and kissed her knuckles. “I
simply can’t get you out of my thoughts. You are something
special.”

Donait’s pulse began to race as she
felt a flush to her face. She feared this moment but somehow, as he
looked at her with lustful eyes, she wanted him to take her, to
kiss her and make passionate love to her.

Cormac stepped closer to her. She
could feel his warm breath as he asked, thinking it was wrong to
take an innocent, “Should I leave, dear heart? Just say the word
and I’ll go.”

Donait seemed to have lost her voice,
caught in his hypnotic stare. Cormac took her silence as a meaning
that she wanted him to stay. He took her into his arms and kissed
her in such a fashion, she thought she might melt in his arms.
Cormac picked her up and gingerly laid her on the bed, kissing her
neck then went back to her lips. He stood up and started to remove
his tunic, thrilled at the thought of taking her innocence. Donait
eagerly sat up and assisted him with his clothing. Both felt
abandoned to lust, not giving a care to consequences. Their
physical needs were all that mattered to them as both felt their
temperatures rise in heated passion. Cormac made her shudder in
ways she could never have imagined. The couple made love throughout
the night, tossing and turning, rolling in a frenzy for release
until both collapsed in exhaustion, drenched in perspiration as
they slipped into deep sleep.

All the
while, Morda sat in the Chapel frustrated and feeling like a fool
for being stood-up. What was I thinking to
invite the girl to a midnight rendezvous as if she were a common
trollop? She’s an innocent, a delicate flower, and I am an old
fool. I hope she doesn’t mention this to anyone.

Donait woke when she heard a knock at
the door. She sat up with a jolt, surprised to see the sun at
high-rise and Cormac was gone. She quickly put her nightgown on and
hurried to the door. It was Tasha. Stunned and confused, Donait had
lost track of time.

“Are you all right, Donait? I just
arrived and Cook said you have not left your room all morning, it’s
nearly midday,” asked Tasha with a tone of concern.

Donait replied with a stutter, “I . .
. I . . . was not feeling well so I slept in.”

“Should I bring you some tea or
perhaps a midwife?” said Tasha, thinking that Donait was much too
frail to rear her sons or even deal with the mundane duties of
life.

Donait shook her head. “No thank you.
I’ll feel better after I have a bath.”

Tasha gave a half smile, not sure what
to think of Donait. “I’ll tell the maid to send up bath water for
you.”

Tasha ordered bath water for both her
and Donait then went to her own room. She looked at her bed and
could tell Finn did not sleep in it, so, she went in search of
him.

Donait opened the door for the maids
who brought in the bath water with the usual rose petals. She sat
and soaked her sore muscles. Donait felt drained of all energy but
remembered the night with fondness. She missed the chance to kill
Cormac, but with no feeling of regret, she smiled, thinking she
would have to make love with him again.

Cook told Tasha that Finn was out with
Master Bran. Tasha returned to her room feeling relieved to be back
home. All seemed well and Donait appeared to be no threat. In fact,
she seemed utterly helpless. After the maids left the bath water,
Tasha removed her clothes and got into the tub. She leaned her head
back and closed her eyes. She felt so relaxed in the warm water
that she drifted off to sleep.

When Finn heard Tasha was home, he
hardly greeted Beltene.

Beltene shouted, “Wait! Finn, I want
to talk to you.”

Finn turned as he ran off, shouting
over his shoulder, “We’ll talk later.”

Bran shook his head as he chuckled.
“He slept in a chair in front of the fireplace all night. I don’t
think he wanted to go to an empty bed.”

“No matter how many winters pass, Finn
and Tasha are like newlyweds. Their love is deep and everlasting,”
said Gwydion rather joyfully.

Finn crept into the room and kissed
Tasha as she slept in the tub. She opened her eyes, “Where did you
sleep last night?”

“I cannot sleep in this room without
you. I slept downstairs, in the big chair in front of the
fireplace,” replied Finn.

Tasha stood up and reached for a cloth
to dry off. Finn sat in a chair and watched her in awe as if for
the first time. He loved to watch her as she dressed and groomed
herself. He thought it amazing that even after having two children,
her body was still slim and firm.

Late in the evening, Donait dressed in
green and went down to the evening meal. Only Cormac, Gwydion and
Bran sat at the table. Gwydion told her everyone was away for a few
days and no one would probably see Tasha or Finn until
tomorrow.

The men laughed at the thought when
Beltene entered with Brigit on his arm. “What is so amusing?” asked
Beltene curiously.

Cormac explained. “We were laughing at
the fact that Tasha and Finn are absent from the dinner
table.”

Beltene chuckled, understanding their
meaning and thinking that Finn and Tasha only spent one night apart
and acted as if it had been months.

Turning his attention to Donait,
Beltene said, “This must be the lovely young lady Tasha told me
about?”

Gwydion made the introductions. “This
is Donait. Donait, this is my son Beltene, Tasha’s father and this
is Brigit, Queen of the Faeries.”

Brigit smiled sweetly at Donait but
felt a little uncomfortable as she looked at the girl. Beltene took
Donait’s hand and kissed it as he studied her. She seemed so
delicate and harmless. He was anxious to speak to Finn, but it was
obvious he would have to wait until tomorrow. Brigit went over and
sat in the chair Bran held out for her. As she sat, he kissed her
cheek and her hand. Bran gave Brigit his undivided attention. She
had wholeheartedly broken Donait’s love spell over him, which was
the natural way of the faeries even though unaware of a spell
clouding their lovers.

Donait blushed at the way Cormac’s
piercing silver eyes seemed to burn into her flesh. He watched her
put each bite in her mouth, remembering the erotic night they
shared. She was unskilled in lovemaking but she was no innocent.
Cormac thought he would enjoy educating her, although he would let
her rest this night. He knew she spent most of the day in her room
and he smiled wickedly at the thought of exhausting her.

After the meal was finished, everyone
adjourned to the great hall. They shared pleasant conversation for
a while before Donait returned to her bedchamber. Brigit followed,
giving a sly wink to Bran as the men poured another drink of
mead.

“Cormac, tell me about Donait. Tasha
told me Finn is troubled with the young woman’s presence,” inquired
Beltene,

Cormac explained what he knew about
Donait. “Finn acts like a nervous old woman these days; the girl is
harmless.”

Beltene did not want to push the issue
until he spoke to Finn, so he changed the subject.

Bran stood up and stretched then
belched loudly. He chuckled good naturedly as he grabbed his
crotch. “I’ll bid you all good night. You’ll all toss and turn in
yer cold and empty beds. You’ll not get a wink of blissful sleep .
. . Yet, I suppose I won’t get much sleep either . . . My bed will
be hot and my tossin’-n- turnin’ will be most favorable. I’ll not
know a moment of loneliness. I pitied ya, one and all for you’ll be
envying me ta-night.” Bran let out another belch and expelled gas,
loud and crude as he walked off laughing.

The men laughed as they envisioned
Brigit waiting for Bran, not sure whether to envy Bran or pity
Brigit.

In their bedchamber, Tasha asked Finn,
“Father wanted to speak to you. Did you have a chance to
talk?”

“No, I’ll talk to him tomorrow. All I
want to concern myself with tonight is you, my little spitfire,”
replied Finn.

Tasha caressed Finn’s face. “Finn, I
didn’t sleep a wink last night without you. I like the warmth of
your body close to mine at night. I think you should come with me
the next time I go to the Otherworld. I’m sorry I made you
stay.”

“I understand completely, my love, but
why did you stay the night? You said that you would be back for
dinner,” Finn questioned with a deepened tone of lust.

“Father and Kian insisted on waiting
till this morning to return. Finn, I told father about the baby,
but I still don’t want anyone else to know just yet,” said
Tasha.

Leaning up on his elbow, Finn said,
“Well . . . I told Bran, Dermot and Morda.”

Tasha sat up and angrily huffed,
“Finn, we agreed not to tell anyone. You never do what I say but
you expect me to obey your every command! How could you tell them?
I ...”

Finn sat up and kissed her, silencing
her. She began to protest but he pushed her back and kissed her
more aggressively. Tasha giggled and wrapped her arms around his
neck and returned his kiss with an equal amount of
desire.

In her
bedchamber, Donait put the candles out, realizing Cormac was not
returning this night. She started to wonder I do not know if I kill him or anyone in Castle Samhain. Lord
Gwydion looks at me with lustful eyes. I wonder what it would feel
like lie in his strong arms. Ah, tis a shame I could not put the
love spell on Beltene, he is quite a handsome man but the potion is
nearly gone, only a few drops left. Donait
fell off to sleep and dreamed of beautiful gowns, rose petal baths,
Owain at her arm and Cormac in the shadows.

Late into the night, Donait woke
feeling restless and could no longer sleep. She put on a silky robe
and wondered through the castle when she heard a soft whistle.
Donait turned and there stood Dermot in the shadows, his red hair
standing out like a smoldering flame. “Lost? Where are you off to
this time of night?” asked Dermot, his intentions obvious by the
look on his face.

Donait replied, “I was just restless
and thought to explore a little. I thought I heard noises . . .
perhaps ghosts roam the corridors at night.”

Dermot stepped up to her and took her
right hand, “Allow me to escort you through these dark
corridors.”

Donait sternly protested, “No thank
you, sir. I’ll be off to bed now.”

“Wait, what is the hurry?” said Dermot
as he grabbed her hand again.

“Sir, it’s late and it’s most improper
for me to . . .” Dermot did not allow her to continue as he leaned
forward and stole a kiss, pulling her into his embrace.

Stunned, Donait allowed the sweet kiss
but when he released her, she simply ran off. Dermot rolled his
eyes thinking he had behaved most inappropriately but could not
resist Donait any longer. He took a step to go after her when
Fiacha interrupted, “What are you doing up at this
hour?”

“I was a little restless. I think I’ll
go back to bed,” said Dermot as he marched off to his bedchamber,
not wanting a discussion on his sleep habits. Fiacha huffed but had
to chuckle a little to find Dermot acting like a young buck in
heat.

After a few moments, Donait looked out
into the corridor to be sure Dermot was not lurking about in the
shadows. She took notice that he was nowhere insight, so she went
to the kitchen for a bite to eat. As she cut a slice of bread, she
accidentally cut her finger and gasped. The knife made a clatter of
noise as it crashed to the floor sending out echoes. Cormac was in
the next room and went to see what happened.

He found Donait with her finger in her
mouth. “Is everything all right? Are you hurt?” questioned
Cormac.

“I cut my finger. A minor injury,
apologies for creating so much fuss,” replied Donait.

Cormac took her hand and wiped the
wound. “Here, let me cut the bread.”

Donait found a bowl of apples and
invited Cormac to stay and share a snack with her. They spoke for a
good deal of time. Donait relaxed and started to speak more
openly.

Rubbing his chin in thought, Cormac
boldly asked, “Have you been with many men?”

Flushed with embarrassment, Donait
dropped her stare to the floor.

Cormac realized it was inappropriate
to ask such a question. “You don’t have to say, for some reason I
was curious,” explained Cormac with a slight tone of
regret.

Donait looked at him with a troubled
brow. “No, it’s all right. I have only been with one man and he . .
. he forced himself on me. Late one night, back at the Boar’s Head
Inn . . . the barkeep sent him to my room . . . I tried to fight
him off, but . . .”

Cormac took her in his arms. “Don’t go
on. I should not have asked and it is obvious you are
inexperienced. I am sorry you had to endure such abuse and wish I
could have been there to help you sooner.”

Donait placed her ear over his heart
as he held her in his embrace. She felt safe in his mighty arms and
wished this moment never had to end. Nevertheless, she took a deep
breath, stepped back and handed him a plate of sliced
fruit.

Tasha and Finn entered the kitchen and
Cormac sneered, embarrassing Tasha. “I thought we were going to
have to send a search party after both of you.”

Finn smiled at the remark as Tasha’s
cheeks blushed. Finn didn’t want to spoil such a wonderful evening
so he was cordial to Donait as the two couples shared conversation
and food.

After awhile, Bran and Brigit entered
the kitchen also for a late night snack.

“I’m starving. So there you are Finn,
we were worried. What kept you all day and all night, as if I
didn’t know?” teased Bran as he winked at Tasha.

Tasha blushed with embarrassment again
as she slapped Bran on his arm to silence him.

Donait yawned. “Excuse me, but I’ll
say good night now.”

Cormac offered his arm, “Come Donait,
I’ll walk you to your door.”

After they left, Brigit asked, “Where
does that young woman come from? She seems very familiar to me. Her
eyes . . . I have seen those eyes before.”

Finn nodded. “That is what I have been
saying.”

Tasha put her hand over Finn’s mouth
to silence him on the subject. “Finn, don’t start that
again.”

Bran looked at Finn and Tasha then to
Brigit; it had been a very pleasant evening and he did not want it
spoiled, so he suggested, “I’m tired. You look tired also, Finn.
Let us get some sleep.”

Finn caught Bran’s meaning and agreed.
“Come Tasha.”

Tasha protested, “No, I’m still
hungry.”

Finn bent over putting Tasha over his
shoulder and said good night to Bran as he carried her
off.

Brigit laughed. “It’s wonderful to see
Finn so much in love, and Tasha seems to glow with
happiness.”

Meanwhile, Cormac stopped at Donait’s
door. “Good night. Or should I say good morning? It will be dawn
soon.”

Donait smiled as Cormac kissed her
forehead then walked off to his own room. She lie on her bed and
went to sleep with a smile on her lips.

As Finn carried Tasha to their room,
over his shoulder, Nanny approached with a raised eyebrow. Finn put
Tasha down and rolled his eyes, thinking Nanny was like everyone’s
mother keeping an eye on her mischievous children.

“What are you two doing up so early?
On second thought, never mind, I don’t think I want to know. Well,
since you are up, I want a word with you,” commanded
Nanny.

Finn suggested they talk in the
library, where Nanny announced, “I am so sorry, but I simply cannot
continue to watch the children. Lugh is a handful and Tristen needs
his mother to comfort him. Therefore, I am going home to stay . . .
Might I suggest that instead of letting that girl, Donait watch the
children that you do so yourself, madam. You only have two boys and
there are no other children in the household, you don’t need a
nanny. The children love you so much and I feel now that they are
old enough to tend to their personal needs, so you should tend to
their education personally. Madam, you must give Tristen more
attention. Nightmares plague the boy and at times to near hysteria.
He needs his mother to help him deal with his fears. I must also
say that although I know it is not my place . . . I do not like
Donait. The girl makes my skin crawl; something is not right with
her. I suggest you find her employment elsewhere.”

“Has she said or done something you do
not approve of, Nanny?” asked Tasha feeling somewhat
worried.

Nanny shook her head. “No, not at all,
in fact, she has been polite and courteous. I just don’t like her,
despite her impeccable manners . . . I can’t explain why. Well, my
son will be coming for me today. I wish you both luck.”

Nanny left the room and Tasha looked
at Finn. “I know. You do not have to say anything. I must say that
I do look forward to tending to Lugh and Tristen’s education
myself. I said from the start that I did not need a nanny but you
and grandfather insisted.”

Finn nodded. “You’re right. You start
their education in written word and lineage and I will start their
training in the martial arts as soon as they return. I must admit
that I am deeply concerned about Tristen’s bad dreams. Maybe when
they upset him, we can take turns sleeping with him. Tasha, try to
get him to tell you all about his dreams, to the smallest detail.
It will help him to understand them better and we can then see if
they come true. I have a feeling that Tristen might be dreaming
about the future.”

Tasha nearly gasped. “Finn, his dreams
frightened him a great deal. Tristen told me that a witch and a
sorcerer force him to hurt people he loves. I certainly hope this
is not what’s in the future.”

Finn shrugged his shoulders. “Well, it
might not be the future he sees. Lugh loves to hear tales of evil
witches and sorcerers. Maybe those tales are just frightening
Tristen. Most children experience bad dreams.”

*****

Bran and Gwydion went off to Erui to
check on Swayzie’s family.

Finn and Beltene went out to scout the
forest in the Underworld where they stopped to water the
horses.

“Finn, what is this Tasha tells me
about Donait? She says you dislike the girl,” asked
Beltene.

Finn explained, “Beltene, I have this
feeling of dread and when she arrived, Donait made me
uncomfortable. I cannot place it but see feels familiar to me, as
if I have known her before. I just have a bad feeling about her.
When Tasha wanted her to watch Tristen and Lugh . . . well, I was
afraid for my sons to be alone with her. Moreover, early this
morning, Nanny warned me about Donait. She told me she did not like
Donait, for no apparent reason. Nanny suggested that we find
employment for Donait elsewhere.”

Beltene stroked the beard on his chin.
“She does not appear menacing to me, but you say Nanny dislikes her
as well. I find that strange.”

Finn continued, “There is more: for
some reason I cannot explain I feel I might lose Tasha or the boys
and she is with child again.”

Beltene nodded. “I know. She told me.
I trust your intuition more than my own eyes. Maybe there is more
to the girl than appears, but she certainly cannot harm Tasha; she
obviously could not beat her in a fight. Don’t worry Finn, the boys
are safe in my home and we will keep an eye on Tasha and
Donait.”

That evening, Brigit had dinner sent
to her room and only Finn, Tasha, Beltene, Cormac and Donait sat at
the evening meal.

The conversation began to tire Tasha
and she stood up, excusing herself. “Goodnight. Donait let us leave
the men to their boring conversation and retire for the night. The
men can talk more freely without our presence. Finn, don’t be
long,” reminded Tasha as she walked toward the door with Donait.
Finn winked at her saying he would be up shortly.

Tasha spoke to Donait on the way to
their bedchambers. “Are you happy here, Donait?”

“I’m very happy, my lady. Living in
Castle Samhain is like a dream come true,” replied
Donait.

Tasha smiled. “Donait, just call me
Tasha and I am pleased that you are happy.”

They said good night at Tasha’s door,
then Donait walked to her own room. When she closed the door, she
found Rouella waiting for her with another note from Saba. “Tell
Saba that I am doing the best that I can and I simply cannot rush
the matter,” explained Donait with a tone of annoyance.

Rouella warned, “Be careful Donait . .
. Saba is so angry because you are taking too long. I think she is
lonely all by herself in the swamps. I hope you come home
soon.”

“I’ll come home soon. Stay with Saba
and keep her company. Ask her to tell you stories about my mother,
when they were both young. Saba loves to tell those stories and it
will help her not to feel so lonely.” Take care,” replied
Donait.

The pixy flew out the window and as
Donait began to undress, she dreaded the day she had to return to
the swamps. She was enjoying her time away from Saba who only found
fault in her and constantly belittled her. Here in Castle Samhain,
Donait was the center of attention and admired by all.

Beltene curiously asked Cormac,
knowing his brother all too well, “Tell me brother, have you
taken-up with Donait? She’s very young, you know and . . .
”

“No, she is not my type. She is too
genteel for my taste. I like a more spirited woman and one who has
something to offer a conversation,” replied Cormac in a
matter-of-fact tone.

Finn nodded. “I’m relieved to hear you
are not involved with her. It concerned me how you look at her at
times. She’s trouble . . . I can feel it.”

“Finn, you really must stop looking
for trouble where it does not exist. And, I don’t look at Donait
any differently than I look at any woman,” grumbled
Cormac.

Beltene changed the subject to avoid
an argument, taking notice of Cormac’s tone.

After a time, Cormac stood up and
stretched. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Finn stood up. “I think I will retire
for the night as well.”

Beltene walked off with them, each
going to their own room.

Cormac sat in his bedchamber and
removed his boots then thought of Donait. He went through the
secret passageway that led to her room. He entered quietly, finding
her sound asleep. Cormac removed his clothes and got into the bed
with her. He looked at the moonlight on her face thinking she was
like a mystical vision, then he kissed her awake. Donait put her
arms around his neck as he swept her off to ecstasy once
again.

Donait woke just before dawn and his
arms were still around her. She realized the time had come and she
would have to leave now. She sighed deeply, hating the fact that
she had to leave this life of luxury and go back to the swamps
where Saba awaited.

She started to slowly get up, but to
her surprise Cormac asked, “Where are you off to, my
sweet?”

Donait
looked at him in disbelief, thinking, doesn’t he ever sleep? Yet as she
faced him, she could not resist a smile thinking he looked so
handsome with his hair hanging loose about his shoulders and that
sleepy, lustful expression that he wore. How can I resist such a man?

“Don’t go yet, my love.” Cormac
whispered in a deep voice of lust. He kissed her repeatedly; he
kissed her neck and her breast and swept her away to ecstasy yet
again. Donait woke the next time when the maid entered with the
morning meal.

Looking from side to side Donait took
notice that Cormac was gone. She asked the maid, “Why did you bring
the morning meal to my room?”

“Lord Cormac said you requested it,”
replied the maid.

Donait blushed, wondering if the maid
knew that she had spent the night with Cormac.

All the while, Gwydion was having
restless nights, consumed with Donait. When he finally slept,
erotic images of making love to her consumed his dreams. He fought
his urge to pursue her, feeling it was simply not the right thing
to do. Dermot and Morda both felt troubled with sleepless nights
now that they were away from Castle Samhain both missing Donait.
All the men were fighting a losing battle as the love potion worked
its spell.


Chapter 7

Wild with Desire

Three weeks passed before Owain,
Dermot and Morda returned to Castle Samhain. All the while, Cormac
spent most of his nights with Donait. Finn and Gwydion were anxious
to learn of any news, but Owain had none and Morda also had nothing
to report. Gwydion was disappointed and now they had nowhere to
turn for answers, not one clue as to where the murderess Sarafina
hid.

The men gathered in the great hall
when Tasha entered and greeted her father and grandfather with a
kiss on the cheek.

Gwydion took her hand and examined her
from head to toe with his eyes. “Tasha, you look absolutely
radiant. I think there is something extra special about you,” said
Gwydion with a smile.

“Tasha, let’s tell everyone,”
suggested Finn anxiously.

“I’m with child,” announced Tasha
happily.

The men
embraced Tasha and congratulated Finn. Donait entered the room,
causing Owain’s face to light up with joy. The conversation turned
to family as Cormac watched Donait, who sat in a chair and quietly
did needlepoint. He began to worry, what
if I impregnate her? Donait is pleasant
enough to bed but I don’t want a wife I don’t love. And, father
will surely make me marry her. After all, she is in the family
home. I must stop my involvement with her before it’s too late. Why
can’t I resist her? I feel so obsessed with her and she isn’t even
the kind of woman I like . . . she is so frail and simple
minded. 

Beltene addressed Gwydion. “I am going
to return home for a few days but I will be back
shortly.”

Cormac took the opportunity to get
away. “Beltene, I think I’ll go with you,” offered Cormac as he
glanced slightly at Donait.

Beltene nodded, liking the company of
his brother, then Bran suggested, “I am leaving at dawn to take
Brigit home, we can all go together.”

Deeply concerned, Donait glanced at
Cormac. Saba had sent more messages pressing her to fulfill her
mission. Now, Donait would have to wait until Cormac
returned.

That evening, after dinner, the topic
of conversation was of old enemies. Cormac and a few of the others
spoke ill of Rosilda and Ragnarok. Talk was of how mean and
cold-blooded Rosilda was, having no mercy for the innocent. Gwydion
listened as his mind drifted to when he lost his beloved wife to
Rosilda’s spiteful revenge. The conversation was long and drawn out
as they recalled the bloody war against Rosilda and Ragnarok. The
men laughed with glee at how terribly the enemy fell to their
hands.

Donait
simply could not believe that her mother was capable of such cruel
deeds. My mother would have never simply
murdered an innocent woman or child for the sake of jealous revenge
. . . not my mother. Donait felt her anger
rise to hear such lies spoken about her poor dead mother. She could
bear it no longer. Thereby, Donait excused herself and went to the
tower to think. Foolish Donait refused to believe that Rosilda was
capable of murder. Yet, she planned and plotted all of Donait’s
life to take her revenge on Gwydion by killing his clan and taking
his throne.

Donait thought about Gwydion’s words
with bewilderment as he spoke about Rosilda. “In her youth, Rosilda
was determined to be a lady of refinement and have a grand position
in society. Her greed had no limits. Seeing her living in the
swamps with dirty bare feet and dressed in such simple attire was
indeed tragic. If her father had lived to see what became of her,
it would have devastated him. You all think I should have just
killed her to bring her to justice . . . but death is too simple,
and trying to survive in the swamps after all these years was more
of a punishment.”

Donait thought Gwydion was mocking her
mother, not understanding that despite everything she had done to
him, he felt sorry for Rosilda. Yet, tenderhearted Gwydion, upon
rethinking the event, still never noticed or questioned how Rosilda
got the new clothing she wore. He never gave a moment’s thought as
to how and when she hired warrior maids to protect her. He took no
notice that there was a new cauldron set up in front of the mound.
After seeing Rosilda, he felt sorry for her and felt it simply was
not possible for her to cause any harm to anyone while trapped in
the swamps. Foolish Gwydion and for that matter Finn MacCumhal
never considered Rosilda’s loyal followers who would easily assist
her in any task she wanted.

Donait looked out into the night, when
Owain came up from behind her. “I knew you would love this place,”
said Owain with a nearly seductive tone. He took her hand and
continued, “I missed you.”

“I missed you also,” returned
Donait.

Owain’s heart raced as he kissed both
her hands and asked her what she did while he was away. “I found
secret passageways that led into a maze of corridors. I have been
exploring this magnificent castle . . . I think late at night
ghosts roam the corridors! I quite often hear sounds of retched
souls who are lost to some empty void, not being of this time and
place and not being able to go on to places that the dead should go
to, to begin again,” excitedly explained Donait in wonderment.
Owain smiled to see her so excited and filled with fanciful
thoughts.

“I’ll show you some passageways
tomorrow. You should know how they run so you will not get lost.
You are right, you know, I do believe and have always believed that
ghosts roam through this old structure. Many ancestors have died
here, of natural causes, of betrayal and right out murder.” Not
wanting to continue with such a gruesome subject, Owain handed
Donait a small package to surprise her. “I thought you might like
this. When I saw it, I thought of your incredible blue
eyes.”

Donait examined the lovely wooden case
adorned with beautiful Celtic knot-work designs. Inside was a gold
chain with a single blue gem. She looked at him with tears flooding
her eyes; no one had ever given her a gift of such grandeur before.
“Thank you, Owain. It’s so beautiful.”

Donait handed the chain to him then
turned around, lifting her hair so he could put it on her. After he
fastened the clasp, he kissed the back of her neck making her
shudder with delight.

Donait turned around to face him.
“This is the first gift I have ever received from a gentleman. I
will treasure it always.”

Owain looked into her eyes and wiped
the tear that rolled down her cheek. He gathered her into his large
arms and kissed her, on her full pink lips. This time, his kiss was
not just of affection but lust, making her feel overwhelmed with
desire.

Trying to keep his emotions in check,
Owain stepped back and said, “Meet me here, after the morning meal.
I will show you some sights in this house you probably have not
seen yet. My brother and I used to play throughout all the secret
passageways when we were children. It’s quite exciting and even
frightening at times.”

Owain escorted Donait to her
bedchamber door, giving her a quick kiss goodnight. After closing
the door, Donait twirled around the room, liking how her gown
swirled. She felt so happy as she walked over to the bed and lied
upon it. She studied the blue gem Owain gave her thinking that she
could truly love him. He could give her the kind of love Finn and
Tasha shared. With Cormac, it was only lust. She could tell he
would never want marriage and she frowned at how he spoke ill of
her mother.

At dawn, Cormac and Bran left with
Brigit and Beltene. Donait was relieved, now she could spend more
time with Owain and not worry that Cormac would interfere. After
the morning meal, Donait raced to the tower to wait for Owain. He
arrived shortly after her and took her into the depths of the
castle. There was an old chapel used in the past for black masses,
which was now dusty and somewhat in disrepair. There was a newer
chapel made for weddings and funerals, which was lovely in a
menacing way. The room was dark with elaborate carvings, statues
and paintings. The altar was a work of art with its hand carved
knot work and detail.

Owain explained, “The castle has
always been under construction since before the time of Samhain.
Only the most skilled craftsmen and artisans throughout the ages
have worked on the structure. Now, it is kind of a family tradition
to keep expanding it.”

Owain showed her a passage that led to
underground caverns and out to the forest. “If you are ever in
danger or if enemies should storm the castle, come here and I will
find you. This is the safest place to hide; only the family knows
about it. And, the crystals will keep you clouded from magic so a
druid or sorcerer can’t find you in their magic,” advised
Owain.

He also took her to a room with
thousands of scrolls. There was a large table where Donait took
notice of supplies neatly laid out in piles of leather, wood and
linen pages. Owain explained that a new idea, of crafting flat
pages with a heavy cover to preserve the family archives and
records of births and deaths was under construction by a team of
scribes. Then, he took her to a magnificent room filled with
sculptures that his late great, great-grandmother had made,
explaining that she was an elf and wife to the Great
Samhain.

All that she saw fascinated Donait.
Then, Owain suggested, “Let me show you how to get to your
bedchamber. Since you’ll be taking care of Lugh and Tristen, I’ll
show you how to get to their room as well.”

Owain took her up narrow steps and
damp dark corridors. Some areas were so dark they had to feel the
walls to make their way through. Finally, they entered the
passageways that led into the children’s room, then into her
room.

“Thank you for showing me all the
secret places of this castle. I’m quite sure I’d still get lost
though, it’s a maze of secrets that dwell deep within Castle
Samhain,” said Donait happily.

Owain took hold of her hands and
looked into her eyes. She understood the look she saw, since her
eyes had the same expression of passion and desire. He leaned his
head down and kissed her, making him feel as if she was tugging at
his heart and this time, it was his breath taken away. He scooped
her up into his arms, looking at her, hoping there would be no
protest. Suddenly, a knock at the door disrupted the moment. Still
holding Donait in his arms, they looked at the door, hoping whoever
it was would leave. However, there was another knock at the door.
Owain put Donait down and kissed her hand then left through the
secret passageway.

Donait ran to the door, still feeling
flushed as she opened it. “Donait, are you all right? You spend too
much time alone in your room. You are so flushed . . . are you
ill?” asked Tasha with a tone of concern.

“No worries, I am well. I was just
resting and when you knocked on the door it startled me,” replied
Donait.

Tasha suggested, “Come and join me for
tea, we don’t spend enough time together. Let’s get to know each
other better.”

Donait went off with Tasha to the
great hall. Owain was close by listening, hoping he could still
have some private time with Donait. However, when he heard them
leave, he frowned and went to his own room.

Tasha
wanted to get to know this mysterious and very quiet young-woman
who disturbed Finn so much. The two women sat for hours talking and
getting to know each other. Kian entered and served himself a horn
of mead and sat to visit with Tasha and Donait. He watched Donait
with an intense stare. She was an incredible lady of grace and
refinement. He imagined it must have been
very difficult for her when her parents died, forcing her to turn
to work in a tavern.

“Excuse me. I do not mean to
interrupt. Donait, I would love to take you out riding before the
evening meal. I would enjoy showing you some extraordinary sights,”
offered Kian with his usual charming smile.

Donait politely replied. “I would love
to go another time, Master Kian. Just now, I am enjoying my visit
with Lady Tasha.”

Tasha shook her head in protest.
“Nonsense Donait, if you would like to go, we can talk any
time.”

“Tasha, you are too kind but although
I do not wish to offend Master Kian, I would rather stay in today,”
Donait politely protested.

Kian rolled his eyes in
disappointment, thinking women were always driving him insane, with
all their protests and constant rejection. “That’s all right. We
will go another time.”

Tasha could tell Kian was disappointed
so she suggested, “Kian, tomorrow you should take Donait to the
Cliffs of Crimson Death for a picnic. Donait, the view from there
is breathtaking.”

Donait smiled in agreement, genuinely
wanting to go out riding with Kian, wondering what his kisses would
be like. “I would love to go. It sounds like fun.”

Kian kissed Donait’s hand. “Until
tomorrow, then.”

Wearing a great smile, Kian turned and
winked at Tasha. She winked back at him. Tasha always had a special
bond with Kian. He was more like one of her brothers than a
cousin.

Gwydion and Finn entered the room
talking about military matters, and served themselves a horn of
mead. Then Morda, Dermot, and Owain entered and began conversation.
Owain however, stood drinking and staring at Donait. Finn noticed
how Owain was staring at her, not liking the idea of him getting
involved with her. Cook entered and announced the evening meal was
ready. Finn took Tasha’s arm as Owain and Kian rushed for Donait’s
arm.

Owain’s temper flared. “I will escort
dear Donait to the dining room,” grumbled Owain through clenched
teeth.

Kian narrowed his eyes and warned,
“Step aside . . . the lady deserves a gentleman to be her escort.”
Owain stepped up to Kian and shoved him, spoiling for a
fight.

Dermot saw the two brothers glare at
each other. Therefore, he stepped in, offering his arm to Donait.
“Let a true warrior and gentleman escort you to the dinner table,
my lady. We’ll leave these two pups to chase their tails.” Dermot
said as he winked at Owain and Kian.

Kian looked at Dermot and then back to
Owain. In his good-natured manner, Kian laughed at how Dermot
slipped in and snatched Donait away from them. However, Owain still
fumed with anger as he glared at his brother, not liking one little
bit that Donait was on Dermot’s arm. Donait sat between Dermot and
Morda and Owain sat across from her. His heart beat wildly with
desire as he watched her open her sensuous mouth and gracefully
take in each bite of food. When she took a drink, he envied the
cup.

Tasha attempted to involve Donait in
the conversation. However, a lady such as Donait could find very
little interest in the conversation that kept going back to
politics, military tactics and the technical uses of
weapons.

Dermot fought the urge to confront
Donait. However, now as she sat next to him, he gave her his
undivided attention, refilling her cup and going as far as to cut
her meat. He smiled and spoke close to her ear. Donait felt
flattered, enjoyed the attention and blushed when she felt Dermot
give her knee an affectionate squeeze.

Gwydion watched Donait, feeling
somewhat jealous. On two different occasions, he nearly approached
her. In Donait’s presence, he felt a heightened desire. In the
privacy of his bedchamber, he was wild with desire for her but
stood strong and fought his instincts.

Finn could not help but notice the
cow-eyes that Owain was making at Donait. Then, Donait stood up,
excusing herself, saying she was retiring for the evening. Dermot,
Gwydion and Owain sighed in disappointment as Kian wondered if he
should attempt to go to her room, late at night. Morda finally
decided to ask Donait to go out riding, at the first opportunity he
could get her alone.

Owain was waiting for the right moment
to leave. He did not want it to be obvious that he was following
Donait to her bedchamber.

Then to Owain’s delight, Gwydion
asked, “Owain, would you go out and tell the Captain of the guards
that I wish him to join me and Finn in the throne room at
dawn.”

Owain smiled as he stood up
enthusiastically. “I’ll go straight away, grandfather.”

“Gwyd, what are you up too?” asked
Finn.

“I want to send some troops out to
patrol the whole of the Underworld. I feel uncomfortable just
sitting and waiting for Swayzie’s murderess to strike again. Balor,
I want you to do the same in Erui. I think you should go home soon
and see to it,” ordered Gwydion.

After Owain delivered his
grandfather’s message, he hurried and tapped on Donait’s door. She
opened it, looking lovely in a lilac silk nightgown.

Owain stepped in quickly and closed
the door behind him then bolted it. “Donait, I . . . wanted to say
goodnight.”

Donait demurely started to say
goodnight. However, Owain lost all control, pulled her into his
arms and kissed her. He kissed her as if his life depended on it.
Both were lost to the moment when there was a knock at the door.
Owain put his hand over his forehead in frustration. Donait looked
at the door not knowing what she should do, when the second knock
came. Owain leaned against the wall behind the door as Donait
opened it.

Not wanting Owain to steal his time,
Kian said, “I wanted to remind you of our outing tomorrow. We can
go right after the morning meal.”

Kian took Donait’s hand and kissed it,
then looked at her a moment. He thought she was an incredible sight
with her hair down around her shoulders as she stood in her
nightclothes.

Donait replied, “Till tomorrow.” Kian
then turned and left.

After, she closed the door, Owain
angrily growled, “Are you going out riding with Kian
tomorrow?”

Donait stepped up close to him, “Kian
just wanted to show me the sights. He made no improper advances.
Would it disturb you if I went with him? I won’t go if you think
it’s wrong.”

“No, I don’t want you to go. I know
what Kian has in mind. I prefer that you spend the day with me.”
Owain sternly demanded.

Suddenly, there was another knock at
the door. Wide-eyed, Owain whispered, “If it’s Kian again I’ll kill
him!”

Donait whispered, “Shh . . . I’ll send
him away, don’t start trouble.”

Donait hurried to open the door and to
her surprise, it was Gwydion. “Excuse me, but I just wanted to be
sure you have enough firewood for the night. Allow me to . .
.”

Utterly flattered that Gwydion of all
people came to her door, Donait interrupted, “There is a sufficient
supply of firewood in my room. I’ll just say goodnight.”

Gwydion persisted as he looked passed
her shoulder, “Let me just build up the fire for you then . . . it
looks low.”

Caught between Owain and Gwydion,
Donait further protested, “No thank you, my lord. I can tend to it.
Goodnight.”

Gwydion nodded, feeling like a fool
for coming up with such a feeble excuse to enter her room. He
watched the door shut and took in a deep breath.

Dermot approached as Gwydion chuckled.
“I see you had the same thought. The young lady is an innocent and
just shut the door in my face. Better we both say
goodnight.”

Dermot laughed to hide his
disappointment. “I guess you are right and I am old enough to be
her father in any event.”

All the while, Owain kissed Donait as
he laid her down on the fur rug in front of the fireplace, kissing
and caressing her until they were both lost to desire. They made
love with heated passion until they were both panting from
exhaustion. Donait cuddled in Owain’s arms, feeling, loved. She
understood now that there was no love between her and Cormac
because with Owain it was different. Her whole heart went out to
him. It was as if she gave her soul to him in the process and she
could tell he felt the same.

In the meantime, Gwydion sat in his
bedchamber, not understanding what it was about Donait that
fascinated him so much. Something drew him to her. He thought about
going to her room again but resisted and went to bed. Nevertheless,
his night was restless as his dreams filled with lustful images of
Donait.

Down in
the great hall, Morda served himself a drink. He too felt restless
with thoughts of Donait on his mind. He wanted to go to her room
and maybe . . . No, I cannot! A girl like
that will expect marriage and I certainly do not want to marry her.
What is the wrong with me to feel so obsessed with the
girl?

Late into the night, as Donait cuddled
closer to Owain she looked up at his face, surprised to see him
frowning . . . looking angry. “Why do you look so upset? Have I
displeased you in some way?”

Owain leaned up on an elbow and looked
at her, finding it incredible that she could have deceived him to
such an extent. “I took you for an innocent,” grumbled Owain with
nearly a lethal stare.

Donait’s heart skipped a beat. She
felt adrenalin pulsate through her as she took a deep breath,
thinking of just the right words to justify her lack of virginity.
“Owain, you don’t understand . . . after my parents died I was left
alone. I had nowhere to go and no skills. Then, I lost the farm to
debt. I went to the village of Erui, seeking a position as a
housemaid or nursemaid but no one would hire me. The tavern owner
said he would give me a room in exchange for waiting on his
customers. Late one night, many warriors arrived and one of them
came into my room despite my protests. Then, he . . .” Donait took
a moment to control her sobbing before she continued with a look of
innocence in her eyes. “I couldn’t fight him off! I tried but he
was so large and so strong . . . I tried to cry out for help but he
struck me and threatened to kill me! Owain, what could I do? I
swear to you that I am a good girl.”

Owain’s look softened as he watched
her sob, looking little more than a child. He felt so sorry for her
as he gathered her in his arms to comfort her. Donait continued,
“The next day, your father and his companions brought me here, to
your grand home. Here I am safe and can sleep without
fear.”

Donait cried in deep heaves as Owain
held her to his heart. “My dear sweet Donait, no one will ever harm
you or take advantage of you again. I will always protect you and
you can count on it. Do you know who raped you? I mean, could you
recognize him if you saw him again?”

“It was dark, I was in bed at the time
and so the candle was out. He was a large man, and smelled of ale.
He spoke in a most distressing tone of drunkenness. I was so
afraid,” wept Donait, in a most convincing manner.

Owain
wiped her tears and kissed her, and then he just held her until she
fell asleep. Owain vowed to himself that he would find the man that
robbed him of her innocence and he would certainly kill him. He
knew most of the men of Erui and it would be easy enough to find
him. Warriors? Could it be possible that a
Fianna member raped her, possibly Dermot, Morda or even Bran? Maybe
that is why father brought her here, out of a sense of obligation
to protect a fellow member. Her description was vague but could
have easily been one of them. Should I ask her if it was one of
them? No, they most likely threatened her to keep her silent on the
matter. She is a lamb. A delicate lady and the shame is too great
for her, for me to pursue questioning her further. I will find out
who did hurt my beloved Donait and then I will surely kill
him.

Owain looked at Donait and remembered
how Dermot took an interest in her and escorted her to dinner. He
often noticed Morda staring at Donait with a lustful look. Owain
felt angry and decided to keep a close watch on Dermot and
Morda.

At dawn, Owain picked up Donait from
the fur rug on the floor and put her on her bed. Donait lazily
opened her eyes as Owain whispered, “Go back to sleep, my love. I
must report to the training-field as part of my daily
routine.”

Owain kissed her then got dressed. As
he stepped out of her room and closed the door, Finn was coming out
of his room and asked with a tone of surprise, “Owain, what are you
doing coming out of Donait’s room at this hour?”

Annoyed with Finn’s constant meddling,
Owain huffed, “I was not aware I had to report my activities to
you, my Lord. But since you feel it’s your business, I am going to
my bedchamber to change my clothes then I am going to the training
field.” Owain sarcastically bowed with a piercing look of pending
rage.

Finn felt concerned and advised,
“Owain, I don’t think it is a good idea that you get involved with
that girl.”

Infuriated, Owain growled, “Finn, it
is none of your concern!”

Finn persisted, “You don’t really know
her. She is not what she seems.”

Owain stood up to Finn, both men
powerfully built and stood just as tall.

“You don’t know what you are talking
about. Your concern is with Tasha and your sons, not with me! I
will do as I please!” shouted Owain ready to fight at the first
sign of threat.

Finn sighed in bewilderment. “Owain,
you’re young, you don’t understand women, they . . . ”

Owain interrupted. “Do you think you
can educate me on women? You can’t even control the one you have.
She leads you around by her little finger.”

Finn narrowed his eyes, “Tasha is not
the issue! Donait is not right for you.”

Owain shoved Finn. “Now you are going
to tell me who is right for me? For your information, I am going to
marry Donait. She will be part of this family whether you approve
or not!”

Finn shoved Owain back as he warned,
“Don’t you ever lay a hand on me like that again!”

Tasha stepped out of her room. She was
listening the whole time and decided to stop the fight that was
about to start.

Tasha stood between both men and
firmly ordered, “Finn that is enough! Owain, go to your
room!”

Owain’s lips pursed with suppressed
fury, “Tasha, he is the one you push around, not me!”

Tasha rolled her eyes, “Finn, please
stop it.”

However, before Finn could replied
Owain turned and left.

“Finn, he didn’t mean it. Calm down,”
said Tasha.

Finn looked at Tasha, her green eyes
seemed to tug at him. She put up her little finger and jokingly
said, “Come on . . . this little finger is supposed to lead
you.”

Finn kissed her finger. “I will gladly
follow that beautiful little finger to the ends of
time.”

*****

Donait felt all cozy under the covers
of the soft bed, but after a while she realized that she could no
longer sleep. So she got up, walking over to the window and opened
it, liking the feel of the crisp morning air on her face. She could
see the training-field under her window and watched the men in
training. She took notice of Owain, on horseback, the muscles of
the dark steed flaring as it darted across the land. Wind brushed
through the grass field, causing it to sway like slow rolling
waves. The horse and rider glided through the sea of grass as
easily as a water spirit dances on a lake. Owain, clad in the royal
guard’s traditional red and black, he was as handsome as the horse
was strong. His control of his horse was impeccable even at the
swiftest gallop. Donait watched as Owain withdrew his mighty sword
and aimed. With one powerful two-handed throw, he sent the sword
tumbling through the air, and amazingly, it found its mark in a
solid wood target.

Owain was a master of the two-sword
style. Not only had he received the expert tutelage of his father,
Cormac, but one of his tutors was Hibernius Equites, a famed Roman
fighter who was reputedly unbeatable with two swords. Without
pause, Owain withdrew his second sword and slashed the heads off a
series of straw dummies. Once he slew all the dummies, he raced to
the wooden pole where he left his sword imbedded and on a swift
pass, he retrieved it. Then, he rode across the hills for the sheer
joy of speed.

Donait stood at the window, mesmerized
by Owain. She wished in her daydreams that she was on the back of
his horse, riding like the wind with her arms around him. Whenever
she could, she spied on Owain’s training from the window. He was a
graceful fighter, though his brother Kian often bested him in
sparring matches. Donait smiled as she braided her hair, and then
closed the window to lie down a while longer.

At the morning meal, Kian was
disappointed not to see Donait. He asked Cook, “Have you seen
Donait this morning?”

“Yes, she asked for tea and said she
was not coming down to eat because she had a headache. She asked me
to send you her apologies but she cannot go out riding today,”
replied Cook in a matter-of-fact tone.

Owain smiled, feeling a sense of
victory. Tasha glanced over at Owain then to Finn, thinking trouble
was brewing between them and had been for a long time. Owain always
stood defiant against Finn, whereas Kian had a great respect for
Finn. Owain and Kian were at odds in such a manner on any and every
issue.

*****

After the meal, Gwydion and Finn went
out to organize the army and sent troops out in every
direction.

Finn ordered, “Arrest any female that
cannot explain herself or seems a little suspicious, Lord Gwydion
or I will personally question her.”

Tasha approached and suggested, “Finn,
let us go out riding.”

Surprised, Finn’s expression was one
of protest. “Tasha, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go
riding in your condition.”

Tasha put her hands on her waist.
“What?” She spat, wide-eyed and fully infuriated.

“Tasha please, I don’t want to argue
with you. We will go for a walk later,” said Finn, not wanting a
fight.

Tasha narrowed her eyes as Gwydion put
his hand over his forehead knowing that Tasha and Finn were about
to start another argument. Tasha noticed Owain leaning on the
railing with his arms folded across his chest and with a smirk on
his face. She remembered what he told Finn earlier, so she thought
she would help Finn save face and silence her cousin.

Finn was waiting for an argument but
Tasha sweetly replied, “You’re right, Finn, you’re always right.
After all, you are the Great Finn MacCumhal. If you think I should
wait in the house for you, then I will. I’ll see you at the midday
meal and afterwards we can go for a walk.”

Tasha kissed his cheek and walked off.
Stunned, Gwydion’s jaw dropped in surprise. Finn also stood with
his mouth open in disbelief, wondering what happened to cause such
contrary reaction to Tasha’s personality.

When Finn noticed Owain also looking
surprised, he stated, “Well, I am glad she has learned her place
and knows how to obey me.”

Utterly stunned, Gwydion could not
resist a bit of laughter as he said, “I must be dreaming. What is
the world coming too?”


Chapter 8

The Look of Death

Donait
went up to the tower to think. She was getting too involved, and if
she killed Cormac now, Owain would hate her. No one knows who I really am, so it would be easy enough just
to stay and marry Owain and become part of this wonderful family. I
love it here where is clean and pleasant. Everyone treats me with
respect. Here, I am a person of worth.

Suddenly, the pixie Rouella landed on
Donait’s shoulder. Rouella’s ears and nose twitched excitedly as
she said, “Donait, Saba is furious with you. She sends this
message.”

Donait unrolled the scroll and
read:

Donait

What are you doing? You
must follow your mission. You must think of your mother and your
birthright. Rosilda would expect you to avenge her.

Saba

Donait returned to her bedchamber with
Rouella tucked away in her sleeve. She sat at her dressing table
where Rouella climbed out of her sleeve then began to explore all
the jewels and perfume in elegant crystal bottles. Donait unrolled
the scroll and on the back of the scroll, she wrote:

Lord Cormac is in the
Otherworld for a few days. I have to wait until he returns. Please
be patient. I simply cannot rush.

Love D.

Donait then rolled the scroll up and
tied it with the thin twine. She handed it to Rouella and then
watched the pixie fly out the window. Donait’s eyes filled with
tears. She went to the great hall, sat alone and worked on her
needlepoint, wondering what she was going to do. Kian entered the
room and sat in the chair opposite Donait. “Are you feeling better?
Cook told me you had a headache again.”

“Yes, I feel much better. Thank you
for asking. I am prone to headaches for some reason unknown to me,”
explained Donait.

Taking the opportunity, Kian stayed
and shared conversation with Donait for quite a while. Owain
entered and furrowed his brow, when he saw both Kian and Donait
were laughing and enjoying each other’s company.

Feeling a surge of jealously, Owain
grumbled, “What is so amusing?”

With a lingering giggle, Donait
replied, “Kian tells the most amusing stories. Is it true, Owain,
the end of that tale about the festival where they found you
slumbering in a drunken stupor in the swine stall?”

Kian gave his brother an obnoxious
smile. It is the smile he always gave Owain when he
prevailed.

Owain said with an obvious edge to his
tone, ignoring Donait’s question, “Brother, grandfather was looking
for you.”

Kian stood up, “Oh, I didn’t know.
Where is he? What did he want?”

Wanting to beat his little brother
senseless, Owain narrowed his eyes, “It’s not important now, as
usual I took care of it for you. However, I think you could make
your time more useful elsewhere.”

Kian did not like Owain’s tone and
returned, “I understand, brother . . . you need a man to redo
correctly whatever you did for grandfather.”

Turning to Donait, Kian explained for
the sole purpose of infuriating Owain, “You see my sweet, the boy’s
chores are oft done poorly. I don’t know what he’d do without me to
look after him.”

Owain walked up to Kian and shoved
him, “Don’t think I don’t know your game! I know you are after
Donait. You are always after what is rightfully mine.”

Donait looked at both brothers, tall
and menacing as they were both spoiling for a fight. She was not
sure what to do or say.

Kian’s tone was thick with
insinuation, “I think you have that wrong brother, it’s you who are
after what is rightfully mine as you have constantly proved. As to
Donait, she is not your concern or your woman. You simply have this
need to constantly try to prove you are better than me. You are
always trying to take a woman’s attention away from me. Well, this
is yet another situation where you make a fool of yourself and end
up sleeping with the pigs again.”

Owain looked at Donait then turned to
his brother. It was satisfying to feed his brother his own
obnoxious smile. “She is my concern. Donait and I have an
understanding . . . so back off! Go to the brothels where you’ll
find women more suitable to your level.”

Kian turned to Donait and asked, “Is
it true, Donait? Do you and Owain have an agreement?”

Donait stood up, a little frightened
and started to speak when Owain roared, “You are frightening
her!”

“Is it true, Donait?” persisted
Kian.

Donait nodded, “Yes, we do have an
agreement.”

Kian glared at his brother, his pride
took a blow and he felt embarrassed to be outdone by his rude
brother. “What low trick or potion did you use to lure her into
your trap? You did this just to spite me, didn’t you? This is
really about Arlana, isn’t it, because she always prefers me to
you! It’s because I have always been the better man, isn’t
it?”

Owain stood up to his brother and
warned, “Kian, be silent! I don’t want to embarrass you any more in
front of lovely Donait.”

Kian’s anger erupted as he threw a
punch at his brother, hitting him square on the nose and causing it
to drip blood. Owain swung back, but Kian easily parried the attack
and knocked Owain off balance. Owain fell clumsily to the side,
knocking over a table.

Though enraged by his brother, Kian
felt that this had gone too far. He did not want any part of where
this confrontation was going, “Leave it be, Owain! Let’s both just
step off and cool down.”

Owain charged Kian furiously,
executing a double leg maneuver. The two brothers began wrestling
and punching each other with great skill.

Donait ran out of the room, frightened
out of her wits in search of help, to stop the two brothers’
violent attack on each other. Donait encountered Gwydion and Dermot
and shouted out in fear, “Quickly, they are killing each
other!”

Gwydion and Dermot ran to the great
hall where they found both Kian and Owain on the floor still
fighting each other with torn shirts and bloody faces. Gwydion
grabbed Owain and Dermot grabbed Kian.

“I’ll kill him!” Kian bellowed with a
lethal glare.

Owain flashed a superior grin, “Well,
what are you waiting for, little brother? Kill me then . . . If you
think you can?”

Gwydion thunderously ordered, “That
will be enough! What has gotten into both of you scrapping like to
mangy mutts?”

Due to all the shouting, Finn and
Morda entered with Tasha to see what was happening.

Surprised, Finn asked, “What is all
this? What happened? Why are you two whelps fighting . . .
again?”

For some reason, they all turned to
Donait. She looked terrified as she wiped tears. Tasha went up to
her, placing an arm around Donait’s shoulder. However, Donait
pulled away and ran to her room without a word.

Gwydion demanded, “Owain, explain what
this is all about. You promised me that you would stop this
constant fighting with your brother.”

Owain glared at his younger brother
and pulled himself free of Gwydion’s hold. “I have nothing to
explain.” Then he stormed off in a rage.

Finn asked, “Kian what happened? Why
did you and Owain get into a fight?”

Dermot released Kian who wiped the
blood from his face with his arm and simply replied, “Nothing
happened.” Then he stormed off to his room.

Finn turned to Gwydion. “Well, I know
what happened . . . she’s got Owain and Kian trying to kill each
other. Why don’t any of you see the little wench for what she is .
. . trouble, plain and simple?”

In his
bedchamber, Owain ripped off what was left of his tunic before he
washed the blood away from his face and hands. He was immortal and
after a few moments, he no longer had any cuts or bruises. Owain
put a fresh shirt on as he thought about what happened. He
regretted his behavior in front of Donait. He remembered the terror
on her face; she obviously was a stranger to violence. He thought
of the man who raped her, thinking she just have felt such terror.
He would kill that man, even if brute is a Fianna member. Then, he
thought about the faery, lovely Arlana. It
does infuriate me that Arlana always prefers Kian to me. Arlana
hints at what a wonderful lover Kian is thereby insinuating that I
am unskilled in the art of lovemaking. He
sighed deeply and went through the secret passageway that led to
Donait’s room. He found her crying in distress and felt ashamed of
himself.

Owain rolled his neck in frustration.
“Forgive me for acting like such a fool. I felt so jealous when I
saw you enjoying Kian’s company. Donait, I love you so much. I just
can’t bear the thought of you in another man’s company.”

Donait looked at him for a moment then
ran into his arms. Owain closed his eyes and held her tight in his
embrace.

Choking through her tears, Donait
struggled to say, “There was so much anger on your face. I thought
you were going to kill your brother. You frightened me!”

Owain thought of the many fights he
and his brother had over the years, then he looked to Donait’s
enchanting eyes.

“Owain, I love you too. But I don’t
want you to fight with your brother because of me,” sobbed
Donait.

Owain heard nothing except that she
said she loved him. He kissed her with a fierce desire when
suddenly a knock at the door interrupted the moment. He looked at
the door wide-eyed in disbelief. “There is someone constantly at
your door. Are you not entitled a moment’s peace?”

“Let’s have no more trouble today,
Owain. I’ll see you later,” whispered Donait as she pulled on his
arm for him to leave through the secret panel. Owain kissed her
quickly then opened the panel and hurried off.

Donait opened the door. Standing with
a look of concern, Tasha asked, “Are you all right? I am sorry if
Kian and Owain upset you.”

Donait simply nodded her head as Tasha
asked, “Donait, tell me what happened.”

Donait invited Tasha to sit and she
explained what the two brothers fought about.

Leaning back into the chair, Tasha
explained, “The fight they had was more than just about you. You
see, Kian and Owain have always been at odds, constantly competing
against each other. To make matters worse, Kian is mortal but Owain
is immortal, making him superior. So you see, it’s not all your
fault. I don’t want you to blame yourself.”

Wiping her tears as she hung her head,
Donait mumbled, “But it is my fault. Kian got angry because I told
him I had an agreement of sorts with Owain. They said such
insulting things to each other. Then, in the blink of an eye, they
were fighting. I certainly never intended for Kian and Owain to
fight . . . I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. You must not
blame yourself,” repeated Tasha.

Donait’s voice was one of deep
concern, “Tasha, I have never seen men fight before. I was so
frightened . . . they were bleeding!”

“Fighting is our way, I guess. My
grandfather sees to it that our family is educated in the way of
the warrior, since our childhood,” said Tasha as she thought of all
the family fights she had witnessed and experienced
firsthand.

Donait was at a loss, not knowing what
to say and not really understanding.

Taking a big sigh, Tasha stood up and
walked over to Donait. She put a reassuring arm around her and
said, “Don’t worry, by tomorrow they will all forget
it.”

Donait had dinner in her room that
evening, feeling ashamed to face everyone. Owain sat at the dinner
table across from Kian, who had a dark bruise on his jaw and a cut
on his cheek bone, whereas, Owain had no signs of a fight at all.
During the meal, Cormac, Beltene and Bran returned. Owain stood up
and happily greeted his father.

Cormac turned to Kian, “What happened
to you, son?”

Interrupting, Tasha said, “Nothing
Uncle, just a minor disagreement.”

Cormac raised an eyebrow as he looked
at Owain, knowing full-well that his sons had gotten into another
fight.

“Beltene, how are Lugh and Tristen?”
asked Finn.

Tasha nodded, “Yes, has Tristen had
any more bad dreams?”

“They are both happy to spend time
with their cousins. Don’t worry about Tristen, he had a couple of
bad dreams but now he is sleeping with Lugh and feels much better.
Lugh told me he always takes care of his little brother,” replied
Beltene with a smile.

“Did you dispatch your troops?” asked
Gwydion.

“Yes I did, father,” replied Beltene
as he glanced at Owain and Kian, concerned about their never-ending
squabbles.

Curious, Bran asked, “Where is Donait?
It is always so wonderful to see women at the dinner table. Tasha,
you light up the room with your radiant smile.”

Tasha thanked Bran for his compliment
then Gwydion replied, “Donait is having dinner in her room
tonight.”

Bran asked if she was all right.
Gwydion explained, “Oh yes, she is well. She is prone to headaches
but I sense nothing wrong with her. Some women just tend to be a
little frail.”

After the meal, the men went into the
great hall for drinks as usual. Tasha tugged at Finn’s sleeve as
she winked at him, “I am going upstairs.”

In an overly exaggerated manner, Finn
yawned, faking exhaustion, “Well, good night everyone. Suddenly, I
feel extremely exhausted.”

Embarrassed for Finn’s obvious
sarcastic manner, Tasha hit Finn on the arm causing everyone to
laugh under their breath. As the couple walked off, Owain said he
was going to bed as well. Dermot and Morda also decided to retire
for the night.

Owain carefully and silently went
through the secret passageway to Donait’s door panel. He quietly
opened the panel enough to peek into the room. He could see her
sitting on the fur rug in front of the fireplace. For a few
moments, Owain felt mesmerized just watching her brush her hair and
hum in a most enchanting tone. Donait was more perfect than any
Nymph of the Otherworld. Her beauty beyond metaphor, she was the
fairest maiden of any land. The light of the flickering fireplace
flames danced over her milky porcelain flesh. Owain watched her sip
on her black cream tea. He remembered telling her the story of
black cream tea, which Driads make, and of its secret ingredients.
He smiled as he remembered how she listened wide-eyed in wonderment
as he enhanced the story with mischief and mayhem. Owain crept
silently into the room and reaching into a small bag at his side,
he removed a small rare fruit. He put it near her mouth, startling
her.

“Owain! You startled me. I didn’t even
hear you enter,” gasped Donait.

Owain sat next to her and motioned for
her to taste the fruit. Donait took a bite and her eyes lit up with
joy at the sweet juicy taste. “This is amazing. What is
it?”

Owain took a small jar of honey from
the bag, dipped the fruit into it, and said, “It’s a rare and
special fruit from the gardens of Everbloom in the Otherworld. I
had my agents track it down and fetch it just for you. It’s called
a Pixy Pear.”

A smile graced her lips, “Your agents?
Do you have agents, then?”

Owain chuckled liking the opportunity
to brag a little. “I command a unit of the finest warriors in all
the realms, of course I have agents.”

Donait touched his face, caressing it,
“Owain, I love you more than you will ever know. But tell me, who
is Arlana? Why did Kian say she preferred him to you?”

Owain shrugged his shoulders, “She is
not important, just a minor infatuation I had as a boy. I love you,
my sweet Donait.”

Owain kissed her, laying her back.
Then, he kissed her neck as he stroked her hair. She slid her hands
under his tunic removing it over his head. Donait then ran her
hands down his back admiring his well-defined muscles. With her
fingers, she traced the tattoo presenting the royal crest, on his
upper arm. Owain shuddered with delight at her touch as his heart
raced and his temperature rose with heated passion. She took the
small jar of honey and let a few drops drip down on his chest then
she kissed if off. Donait could feel the warmth of his body and the
sweetness on her lips. Owain savored every moment of it. He removed
her long silk robe; the nightgown she wore beneath it was a work of
artistry. The tailors Tasha hired to tend to Donait’s wardrobe were
the best in the entire Underworld.

Carefully, Owain felt the curves of
her young and exquisite body through the material. He could not
contain himself for another moment; he mounted Donait and began to
kiss her more aggressively. To this, she gave in, loving his
attention. Though he was not the master of the kiss, she could feel
that he put his heart into it and it felt splendid. Slowly, she
explored his body with her hands and held him tightly, bringing him
closer until there was nothing between their bodies. Owain began
making love to her. With Owain, it was different from her previous
lovers. Swayzie was gentle and caring, he knew well how to please
her and make her feel special. Whereas, with Cormac it was fiery,
he was more selfish and demanding, his intensity was enough to
drive her to ecstasy. However, Owain was a bit awkward and unsure
of himself. With Owain, the love felt genuine, it was more than a
game, it was love. Donait felt freer with her feelings, he was not
her mark, she did not have to kill him and in her naive mind, she
entertained dreams of a happy life with him. Owain felt pleasure
like never before; Donait was his . . . all his.

At the first ray of dawn, Owain got
dressed. Donait was sound asleep so he kissed her forehead and
picked up his boots. Without thinking, he left through the door
instead of the secret passageway. Cormac took notice of him leaving
Donait’s room with his boots in his hand.

“Son, let’s go to your
room. I need to talk to you,” grumbled Cormac.

Owain rolled his eyes in bewilderment.
He knew what that stone look on his father’s face meant.

Once in his bedchamber, Cormac
advised, “Son, I do not think you should get involved with
Donait.”

“Father, you don’t understand the
situation between Donait and me,” sighed Owain angry for always
having to defend his choices.

Cormac folded his arms over his chest
as he continued, “Yes I do understand . . . all too well. I know it
is easy to get carried away with a pretty face, especially when she
is willing.”

Feeling anger raise the hairs on the
back of his neck, not liking Donait addressed as a common trollop,
Owain spat, “Father, she is not like the women to whom you are
accustomed to entertaining! She is a fine lady and I am in love
with her . . . deeply in love.”

“Don’t be a fool, Owain! She is no
lady. I brought her here to be a maid, not your wife. You can do
better,” grunted Cormac.

Owain replied with grave deliberation,
“I respect you because you are my father, but don’t ever talk about
Donait like that again. I love her and no one can change that
fact.”

Cormac tightened his jaws, trying to
control his rage. “I think I understand why I find your brother’s
jaw bruised, did you both fight over Donait? Have you both slept
with her?”

A knock on the door interrupted the
heated moment before father or son had a chance to speak another
word. Bran and Gwydion entered the room.

Gwydion said in his usual demanding
tone, “Cormac, I’ve been looking for you. Come with us, we need to
talk . . .” Gwydion looked at Cormac then to Owain and continued,
“Well, what is wrong? I know both of you all too well. I recognize
those looks. What has you both so upset?”

Cormac glanced at Owain as he replied,
“Nothing is wrong. Owain was telling me about his future plans.
What did you want to talk to me about?”

Both Bran and Gwydion looked at Owain
and then to Cormac for a moment, knowing something was wrong
between them. “Come with us, Cormac. Owain, I expect you to behave
yourself!” threatened Gwydion.

Owain glared at his grandfather as he
watched him walk out of the room with Bran and Cormac. He washed
and put on fresh clothes. Then, Owain went to Donait’s door and
knocked. She opened it, still in her nightclothes. Owain suggested,
“Donait, let’s go out riding today. I want to spend time with you,
uninterrupted. If we stay in, someone will surely come knocking on
your door.”

“I’ll see you at the morning meal,”
replied Donait.

As Owain turned, he saw Finn watching.
“Owain, are you going out riding with Donait?” asked Finn
curiously.

Owain narrowed his eyes, hating that
Finn would ask or even care. “Yes, I am taking Donait to see the
Cliffs of Crimson Death. Why, do you have any
objections?”

Hating the tone Owain used, Finn
returned, “Would it make any difference if I did?”

“NO, it would not make any difference.
My life and my whereabouts are not your concern. I am sick to death
of your constant meddling!” roared Owain, wishing he could just
kill Finn and be done with it. Before Finn could reply, Owain
stormed off.

Finn shook his head, wondering why
Owain was always so contrary to him. Finn always wanted to make
peace and be his friend, yet they could never speak in a calm,
casual manner.

In the dining room, Kian looked at
Donait with a feeling of disappointment. Owain looked at Kian with
a grin of victory.

“Grandfather, I am taking Donait out
riding today. Do you need me for anything?” asked Owain.

Gwydion looked at Donait with concern,
but said, “Go and enjoy yourselves.”

Gwydion
watched beautiful Donait, thinking there was something familiar
about her . . . he saw it in her eyes. What is it about her? Her eyes are brilliant blue, almost
like the elves of the Otherworld. Yet, she has never been there and
she has never been in the Underworld before, or has she? After all,
I only have her word for it. She acts like a typical mortal woman,
or is it an act? Fiacha had warned him the
night before that he should run Donait out of the house because he
had a bad feeling about her. First Finn,
then Nanny and now Fiacha does not like her or trust her. It is
curious how she is luring all the men to her somehow. Dermot said
it was all he could do to resist her and now I see that Morda’s
stare is fixed on her. Something is happening . . . maybe Finn is
right about Donait.

Cormac glared at Donait as her face
flushed; she felt nervous at the way he looked at her. He
frightened her and there was no way to escape him.

Standing, Donait addressed Owain, “I
need to go to my bedchamber. I’ll meet you at the stables
shortly.”

Donait
just wanted to escape Cormac’s stares. She hurried to her
bedchamber and bolted the door. She sat on the bed and rung her
hands in worry. What am I going to do now?
Cormac obviously knows about my involvement with Owain. How will I
get a chance to kill him now? The truth is I do not want to kill
him because I am truly in love with Owain. She placed her hand over the blue gem and looked out the
window. Suddenly, Cormac startled her when he entered her room
through the secret passageway.

Cormac’s lips pursed, trying to
control his rage. “I see you have been busy while I was gone,
sweet, INNOCENT Donait. It appears you have both of my sons at each
other’s throats. I think Finn was right about you. How could you
bed Owain after having been with me? And no doubt you have bedded
Kian as well! You filthy little trollop, pretending to be so sweet
and innocent . . . Huh! You fooled me, this is true and if this
were not my family’s home, I would certainly kill you where you
stand. Bitch!”

Feeling adrenaline pulsate through her
heart in fear, Donait felt the need for escape, but there was no
escape. She felt trapped . . . cornered! “No, I have not been with
either of them. Why do you say such a thing?” replied Donait with a
childish whimper.

“Do not lie to me! I saw Owain leave
your room early this morning. Did you play your game of innocence
with him as well? Finn saw right through you. I should have
listened to him. When I leave here, I am taking you with me. I know
of a brothel in Scotia that should suit you just fine. Your game of
innocence will fetch a high price!” growled Cormac through clenched
teeth.

“No Cormac, you grossly misunderstand!
I am a good girl,” sobbed Donait.

Cormac glared at her and said in a
heavy and threatening tone, “I will not try to stop you from going
out riding with Owain today. But I want you to stop what you have
started with him and Kian!”

Cormac then turned and left without
waiting for a reply. It was all he could do to control his instinct
to kill Donait on the spot.

Donait
wondered what she was going to do now. I
lost any chance of killing Cormac. Then
she thought I will convince Owain to run
away with me . . . that is it, we will run away.
She ran out to the stables, feeling certain Owain
would agree to run off with her and start a new life in a new
place.

Meanwhile, Finn and Tasha were back in
their bedchamber, overwhelmed with a sense of desire. Finn held
Tasha in his arms with her head resting on his shoulder as both
recovered from their heated lovemaking.

Tasha leaned up on her elbow looking
flushed, her eyes dark with passion. She just looked for a moment
at her beloved husband, feeling so happy to be part of his life. “I
love you, Finn. I have always loved you . . . even before I knew
you.”

Finn chuckled at her statement. “What
do you mean, before you knew me?”

Tasha explained, “When I was a child,
I heard tales about you. I made it my goal that when I grew-up, I
would join the Fianna and fight along the side the Great Finn
MacCumhal. Then, when you came to my house and I saw you for the
first time . . . I decided when I grew up I would marry you. Finn,
thank you for loving me and thank you for giving me Tristen and
Lugh.” Tasha placed her hand on her belly and continued, “And I
thank you for my daughter. You have made my life so
wonderful.”

Finn embraced Tasha to his heart, “You
mean to say son, or have you forgotten that I do not approve of a
daughter?”

Tasha laughed under her breath but
with a more somber tone she said, “Finn, I miss Tristen and Lugh. I
want them to come home now. Tristen gets so frightened of bad
dreams and I promised him that I would always be close by to keep
him safe.”

Finn’s smile faded to a look of
concern, “All right, but wait a couple of days and we’ll both go
for the children. The truth is, Tristen’s dreams continue to worry
me a great deal. I discussed it with Fiacha and he agrees with me,
we think that Tristen’s dreams are some kind of premonition he is
having. I have heard of Druids that have such sight.”

Tasha rolled her eyes in disbelief as
she walked over to her dressing table. “Tristen is not a Druid. He
is a little boy. I suggest that when we go to the Otherworld that
we spend a few days there before coming back home. We can have a
little holiday.”

Finn nodded in agreement then walked
over to his beloved wife. “Tasha, it is I who should be thanking
you for loving me. I am a lost soul without you, my little
spitfire. You and I belong together . . . because I believe its
Destiny’s plan.”

Finn kissed her with almost a feeling
of desperation, then he said with lustful eyes, “I better go before
Gwyd comes looking for me.”

Tasha stroked his beard. “Yes, you
better go. What will they think of us if they knew that we came
back to our room so early in the morning?”

“They will think we are more in love
now than ever,” returned Finn.

Tasha felt overwhelmed with emotion.
“We are more in love than ever. Never can there be a love deeper or
greater than ours.”

Finn looked at Tasha for a moment,
feeling such love for her that it moved him to fight back tears. He
took a deep breath then finished dressing and went in search of
Gwydion. On the way, he came across Cormac.

“Finn, father is at the barracks. Can
you wait a moment? I would like to talk to you about Owain and
Kian,” asked Cormac.

Kian was walking nearby and overheard.
Surprised and curious, he stood close by to listen, just out of
sight.

Finn suggested, “Let us go into the
library for privacy,”

Both men walked to the library while
Kian quietly slipped into the secret passageway and stood nearby to
listen.

“Finn, you were right about Donait,”
said Cormac straightforwardly.

“What do you mean?” asked Finn, hoping
that Cormac finally came to understand that Donait was not what she
claimed to be.

Cormac explained, “Donait made a fool
of me and she is making a fool of Owain and maybe even
Kian.”

Finn folded his arms over his chest,
not being one bit surprised by Cormac’s statement. “I don’t think
Kian is involved with Donait, yet. Nonetheless, he fought with
Owain over her. I tried to talk to Owain and make him see reason
after I saw him coming out of Donait’s bedchamber, one morning. He
told me he wanted to marry her.”

Pacing in anger, Cormac worried about
how to handle this situation. “Finn, he cannot marry her. She puts
on an innocent act that is very convincing . . . it even worked on
me. I thought she was this sweet, young innocent. She made me feel
as if she needed to be protected and cared for . . . I . .
.”

Knowing Cormac all too well, he
interrupted, “Did you sleep with her?”

Cormac nodded, “Yes I did, many times
in fact, and I do not like the idea of sharing a woman with my son
and what kind of woman would want too?”

Finn cupped his chin in thought,
remembering what Morda and Dermot told him about their feelings for
Donait. Both felt that she was flirting with them and they were
having a difficult time to keep their distance.

Cormac went on to say, “I should have
known better, you tried to warn me about her. How could the Great
Finn MacCumhal be wrong?”

Not resisting a little chuckle, Finn
returned, “Well, I can be wrong from time to time as Tasha always
points out, but Cormac, there is still something else about Donait.
I just cannot place it. I do not want to make the situation worse,
but I think Donait has cast a spell on everyone. You see, Dermot,
Morda, and even Gwyd feel a strange attraction to her. They have
not acted on it. I have an understanding of how potions and spells
work and it appears to me that those of us that kissed her hand,
when she first arrived have succumbed to a love spell.”

Still pacing, Cormac’s anger
intensified to think Donait cast a spell on him and his sons. “I
don’t know if she is a witch or what her purpose is but when I
return to the Fianna, I am taking her to Scotia. She will do well
in the brothel there. Donait is lucky that I don’t kill her and be
done with it!”

“You know best what to do with her. I
just want her away from here,” replied Finn.

Curious, Cormac looked at Finn from
head to toe. “Finn, if what you say is true then what do you feel
for her? I mean you kissed her hand when you met her. Have you bed
her as well?”

“I was suspicious of her from the
moment I set eyes on her. If a person is suspicious or aware of a
witch’s spell, it will not work. There are some advantages to being
a druid,” returned Finn.

Gwydion entered with an armful of
firewood, drenched in perspiration from chopping wood. Both Finn
and Cormac knew that when Gwydion took to chopping wood, he was
upset about something.

“What is troubling you, Gwyd? Could it
be Donait?” asked Finn.

Gwydion put the wood in the fireplace
and dusted himself off. “Finn, I want you and the other druids to
do your magic tonight. I fear something is wrong. I am sorry
Cormac, but I am going to arrange for Donait to work elsewhere. I
was looking at her during the morning meal . . . I believe Finn is
right about her. There is something familiar about her and I am
going to have her family looked into. I need to know who her
parents were and where she really comes from. I just cannot shake
this feeling of . . . doom.”

Finn sat down, thinking . . . knowing
they were in trouble. “Gwyd, we were just talking about Donait. I
think you should know that I told Cormac of your strange attraction
to her. Apparently, Cormac has felt the same and so has everyone
else, although Bran has said nothing about it.”

Gwyd raised an eyebrow, “Cormac, did
you act on your feelings?”

Cormac nodded in reply, “So has Owain,
in fact, he told me he wants to marry her. I simply cannot allow
it, father.”

Gwydion rolled his eyes in utter
frustration. “You are right; we can’t allow him to marry her. What
is it about her? Could she be a witch?”

Fiacha entered, “She is no witch, but
I sense she knows how to use a spell. I do not know her purpose,
but it is possible she is out to raise her station. A wealthy
husband would be practical for her situation. I do not sense that
she is evil but only misguided. She has lured everyone who kissed
her hand with lustful desires. Who has in fact bed her?”

Cormac rubbed the back of his neck, “I
have and so has Owain. How about you, father?”

“No. Unlike you and Owain,
I do practice self control,” grumbled Gwydion in reply.

“Dermot and Morda told me they have
also resisted their instincts. Do you really believe she is not
evil then, but just out to get a husband?” asked Finn.

Fiacha shrugged his shoulders, “I can
only assume … it’s rather confusing to me. She is so frail and
demure and does not appear to be a threat, yet I sense that she is
a threat. I really do not know what to think about her. She may
have a shield to protect her from our magic to assure her purpose
is hidden from us. My advice to you, Gwydion, is to clear the house
of her before it is too late.”

Gwydion straightforwardly asked, “Do
you think she might be Swayzie’s murderess? After all, she was
working in the tavern in Erui. Maybe she was out to catch Swayzie
then found out he was married and that’s why she killed
him.”

Fiacha shook his head. “No, that makes
no sense. Swayzie was Chieftain in Erui and well known by the
community, she would have known he was married. Moreover, what
about the unicorn horn, how could she have gotten that? If she in
fact murdered Swayzie, then why would she so willingly come here
and start toying with the men . . . to what purpose? No, it is not
logical. She could not have murdered Swayzie. It’s a rich husband
she’s out to get.”

Kian stood listening with his mouth
open in surprise, finding what he was hearing so
incredible.

Finn cupped his chin in thought. “I
have been avoiding the ritual of foretelling the future for fear of
what it might tell me. However, I cannot avoid it any longer . . .
we will do it tonight and maybe we can get some answers. Then, no
matter what we find out, we should send Donait away before Owain
does in fact marry her, or she gets her belly filled with
child.”

Fiacha nodded. “I agree, but any spell
that she used will not work if you are aware of it. Gwydion and
Cormac, whatever you were feeling will no longer possess you. Tell
Dermot and Morda what we think, and the spell won’t work on them
either.”

Gwydion continued, “We’ll do as you
say, Fiacha. Now, Cormac and Finn, come help me with the firewood.
I want every fireplace well stocked.”

When Finn and Cormac saw the enormous
pile of wood that Gwydion chopped, they just looked wide-eyed at
each other in surprise.

Meanwhile, Tasha was in the weapons
room working out with her staff and sword as part of her daily
routine.

“Should you be doing that in your
condition?” asked Kian as he entered the room.

Infuriated when addressed as a frail
woman, Tasha looked at him with narrowed eyes but before her anger
could flare, Kian said, “I am sorry, Tasha. I did not mean to upset
you. I need to talk to you.”

Taking notice of how forlorn Kian
appeared, Tasha walked over to him. “What is it, Kian? Owain is not
even home, yet it appears as if he has upset you again.”

“I am not upset with Owain. I
overheard father and Finn talking earlier to grandfather and
Fiacha.” Kian paused before he asked, “Can I speak openly with you
about matters of sex?”

“Yes of course you can, Kian. You can
tell me anything,” replied Tasha.

Kian then continued, “I heard my
father say he slept with Donait . . . many times. Finn said he saw
Owain coming out of Donait’s bedchamber. Fiacha suggested that
maybe she was using a spell to trap herself a husband. Apparently,
Morda, Dermot and even grandfather have felt lustful desires for
her. Tasha, she seems like such a lady, how can it be?”

Tasha shrugged her shoulders. “Finn
felt suspicious about her from the start. Maybe I should talk to
her or maybe I will hurry and find her employment
elsewhere.”

Kian went on to say, “Grandfather is
planning to send her away. I think Finn was right about her. I need
your help; will you come with me to see what we can find in her
bedchamber?”

“Kian, I don’t know about sneaking
around. In any event, most of what she has I gave her or is new,
ordered by me. What can she possibly have that you want to
find?”

“I don’t know. Please Tasha, come with
me,” asked Kian.

Tasha put her staff back on the rack
and agreed. They walked to Donait’s room. When they reached her
door, both looked from side to side to make sure no one was
watching. Then, they entered the bedchamber and shut the door
behind them. Kian started looking around in the wardrobe and on the
dressing table, taking notice of parchment and pen but nothing
seemed unusual.

They looked at each other then Tasha
asked, “What are we looking for?”

Kian shrugged his shoulders as he
looked from side to side. “I don’t know. If you wanted to hide
something where would you put it?”

Tasha looked around the room. “I
suppose I would hide something in the chest at the foot of the bed
because it is filled with quilts after all. I really don’t
know.”

Tasha went to the chest and tossed out
the extra quilts kept in the chest. Kian pulled the covers off the
bed and just looked at it for a moment when he noticed feathers
poking out of a tear. He nearly gasped as he reached in and pulled
out tiny scrolls. “Tasha, look what I found!”

Tasha went to the bed and looked upon
many pixie scrolls Kian was pulling out releasing a good deal of
feathers. Both sat and began to unroll the scrolls and read them,
utterly shocked at the contents of the script.

Tasha looked at Kian, her heart
pounding in worry, “Donait is Rosilda’s daughter! She came here to
kill Uncle Cormac and take his quickening. Look, the note says to
kill him while he sleeps . . . Donait must have killed Uncle
Swayzie!”

Kian looked around, “She can only kill
him with the horn of a unicorn. There must be one somewhere. Quick,
let’s find it!”

Tasha looked around the room, as did
Kian, looking into every nook and cranny. At the bottom of the
wardrobe tucked into the back, Tasha noticed the bag Donait had
when she first arrived, she opened it and there were two horns in
it.

Wide-eyed, Tasha gasped, “Kian, I
found them! Look, she has two horns, maybe she was going after my
father as well or maybe even grandfather!”

Kian put the little scrolls into the
pouch with the horns and then fastened it to his belt, “We must get
her and bring her back. This proof is overwhelming. It is all so
incredible. I’ll never underestimate anyone . . . ever
again.”

Tasha nodded, “Owain took her to the
cliffs. Let us get Finn and the others before it is too late. Owain
might be in danger!”

Tasha and Kian ran back to the weapons
room and armed themselves. Then, they ran to the training ground,
to the barracks and then to stables but found no one
there.

Kian was frantic for his brother,
thinking despite Donait’s delicate manner, she was a cold-blooded
murderess. “Tasha, I am going after Donait and you try to find
everyone. Tell them what we found out,” said Kian with a tone of
tension.

“No Kian, you cannot go
alone. You do not know what Donait is capable of doing and I do not
want you to get into another fight with Owain over her. I will
leave a note on the door and we will go together. I’ll hear no
protest.” Kian had no time to argue so he agreed. Tasha wrote a
note:

Finn

Kian and I went to the
cliffs to arrest Donait. We found positive proof that she murdered
Uncle Swayzie. She is planning to kill Uncle Cormac.

Tasha

Tasha pulled a dagger from her belt
and stabbed it into the door to hold the note in place. Then, they
saddled their horses and raced off.

After a short time, Cormac, Gwydion
and Finn walked up to the door with their arms full of
firewood.

Finn chuckled, “There is enough
firewood here to last us for a decade. Never have I seen a man so
obsessed with chopping wood when he . . .”

“Look, someone left a note?”
interrupted Cormac as he took notice of the note on the door. He
read the note then dropped the firewood.

“What is it, Cormac?” asked
Finn.

Recognizing Tasha’s dagger, a chill
went up Finn’s spine, whereupon he dropped the wood and pulled out
the dagger then read the note aloud. He looked at Gwydion, feeling
a rush of adrenaline through his heart. He knew this moment would
come. He didn’t know what was about to happen but . . . doom . . .
a feeling of overwhelming doom pulsed through him.

Gwydion ordered with a tone of
urgency, “Both of you, quickly arm yourselves and go after them.
I’ll stay here in case they return before you find
them.”

Cormac and Finn ran to the weapons
room and quickly armed themselves. They found Bran in the stables
and told him to go with them. “We found this note on the door. No
time to discuss it . . . let’s ride!” ordered Finn. The three men
raced off as fast as lightening.

Meanwhile, Donait sat with Owain on a
blanket as they made pleasant conversation. Owain kissed her hand
and just looked into her mesmerizing eyes. He felt so overwhelmed
to be in her presence.

Feeling a little awkward at how he was
staring at her, Donait asked, “Is something wrong, Owain? You are
staring at me.”

“I am so in love with you that it
takes my breath away,” replied Owain, lost to the love
spell.

Feeling her heart fill with joy to
hear such sweet tender words, Donait put her hand to his cheek. “I
thought I was lost to happiness before I met you. I love you, my
dear Owain.”

Owain embraced her then held her face
in his hands, “Donait, will you marry me?”

Donait’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh
yes, yes! I’ll marry you, Owain. I would be honored to be your
wife.”

He kissed her passionately but she
pulled away, “Owain, what about your family? I do not feel as if
they would approve. I feel very uncomfortable after you fought with
Kian, you did not need to feel jealous of him. I fear your family
blames me.”

“You are right of course, and that
fight should have never happened. It is just that I knew what my
brother’s intentions were. I wish he and I could be friends.
However, he is always competing with me and pushing me into a
rage,” replied Owain with a tone of regret.

“Kian’s intentions did not matter. I
love you. Owain, it is wrong that you and your brother fight or
feel competitive. You should be his friend; forgive me for saying
so but you tend to act superior to him. It makes him defensive,”
returned Donait.

“I see your point. I will start new
with him. When I have the chance, I will make peace with Kian. I do
love him. He is my only brother after all. As to a union between
you and me, you are right, my family will object, in fact my father
has already said as much. Maybe we can live elsewhere,” suggested
Owain.

“Where do you think we can live?”
asked Donait, relieved that her plan worked.

Owain shrugged his shoulders. “We can
live anywhere you wish, my love. I went to Scotia once and found it
very beautiful. We can go there if you like. I do not think we
should stay in Ireland. It is too, close to family. Maybe we can go
to Rome . . . I’d like that, although I have never been
there.”

Donait smiled joyfully. “Thank you. It
would be wonderful to make a home for you. I will cook for you and
give you many strong sons.”

At that moment, Tasha and Kian raced
up. Owain stood startled a bit, surprised to see them armed and
dressed for dueling. Owain greeted them apprehensively, “Brother,
cousin, why do you ride so heavy? Are you two on a warpath? Tasha,
you should know better, you are with child after all.”

Pointing her spear tip at Donait,
Tasha said, “We came for the whore. She killed Uncle Swayzie and
plans to kill your father as well.”

Angered by such a statement, Owain
spat “You’re daft. Donait is an innocent girl. She couldn’t . .
.”

“It’s true Owain! I saw with my own
eyes . . . she has dispatches from Saba the Witch. We have them
here. You can read them yourself. Donait is Rosilda’s daughter,”
explained Kian.

Owain pointed threateningly at his
brother. “How dare you slander her good name! You will say anything
to deny me, wouldn’t you? You have gone too far this time, Kian.
Can’t you see your lies will get her killed?”

Kian dismounted his horse. “I am not
lying. Ask her why she has horned daggers hidden in her
bedchamber?”

Tasha dismounted her horse and Owain
stood between them and Donait. Donait was nearly trembling with
fear, surprised to hear they had discovered her plans. Tasha and
Kian had murder in their eyes. Owain’s right hand drifted almost
imperceptibly to the hilt of his sword.

“No doubt, you planted the evidence
yourself, Kian. I see now your hatred has no limits,” growled
Owain.

Tasha tried to calm the situation.
“Easy Owain, we’re all kin here. We will give her a chance to plead
her case. Let grandfather be the judge.”

Tasha took a step closer and Owain
unsheathed his blade. “Not another step, Tasha! Mind your own
business. For that matter, I wish Finn would mind his own business.
He has grandfather’s ear, he whispers to him in dark corners . . .
using his Druid magic. He can’t fool me.”

“Please withdraw. I did not harm
anyone. I do not know anyone called Rosilda. It’s all a mistake,”
said Donait with a childish whimper.

Owain faced Kian, wishing . . . hoping
that he could reason with him. “I love her. We are going to get
married and you cannot stop us. Get back on your horses and you
will never see us again. Kian . . . Tasha, I do not want to hurt
you. Please leave us alone.”

Kian unsheathed his sickle-sword.
Owain responded by unsheathing his other sword. Donait cowered
behind Owain. The tension in the air was as heavy as a dense
fog.

Realizing there was backing out of
this situation, Owain instructed Donait, “Take my horse, he is the
fastest in all the Underworld. Go to the place I told you about and
I’ll meet you there when I am finished with these two.”

Tasha stood with her spear in hand and
moved closer. “I’m sorry cousin but I can’t let her leave. Either
she is coming with me or she dies, here and now!”

Not wanting to fight Tasha, Owain
swung his sword, “BACK!”

Tasha deflected the blow with her
spear and the two began a serious fight. Kian, deeply concerned for
Tasha, shouted, “Owain, she is with child! Have you gone
mad?”

However, Owain was now in a blind rage
and therefore beyond reason. Tasha too, lost all rationality as she
went for a kill. Kian stepped into the fury of blades trying to
protect Tasha. “Tasha, stand aside, you are just as insane as
Owain!”

After a short clash of blades they all
stood back, no one the victor. Owain shouted to Donait, “Go! Go and
I’ll meet you later!”

Donait felt unraveled as tears rolled
down her cheeks. She was terrified and concerned for Tasha’s
well-being. More importantly, she was concerned for her own
well-being. Tasha’s retribution was swift. She threw her spear in
an attempt to kill Donait. Owain however, deflected the spear with
his blade. Tasha unsheathed her sword and again they became locked
in combat. Owain’s passion coupled with his immortal power made him
an unstoppable force. Not even the combined might of Kian and Tasha
were enough to stop him. Adrenaline now pumped through Kian as he
realized the only way to stop Owain was to kill him . . . he had to
kill his own brother to protect Tasha and her unborn
child.

Tasha’s anger fully erupted, she gave
no thought to her own well-being as she came to the realization she
had to kill Owain, cousin or not. Fully enraged, Owain no longer
cared whom he fought. Murder was the only thought on his
mind.

“We’ll see who sleeps with pigs
tonight, brother,” taunted Owain.

Cormac, Finn and Bran finally rode up,
seeing the battle between cousin and brothers. The fight was
brutal. All three combatants now had blood on their clothes and
cuts on their face and arms. Wide-eyed Finn shouted, “Owain! Stop
it!”

Foolishly, Tasha turned for only a
split second when she heard Finn’s voice. Owain seized the
opportunity and ran his sword through her torso. Finn seemed to go
deaf and time for him seemed to slow down as he watched Tasha
slowly drop to the ground. He did not realize when he had
dismounted from his horse or that his feet were now running. Then,
he dropped to his knees and cradled his beloved Tasha.

Cormac’s jaw dropped in shock for a
moment before he thunderously roared, “Owain, what have you
done?”

Despite that Tasha had fallen, the
battle between Kian and Owain continued as both went for a kill.
Cormac looked at Tasha then back to his sons in battle; he felt
strange as everyone moved in slow motion and the whole event seemed
unreal.

Suddenly, he heard his own voice
shout, “Bran help Finn! Owain, are you going to kill your brother
as well?”

Owain struck Kian’s sword with a
mighty blow knocking him down. Cormac stepped in with his sword
drawn, making Owain stop for the moment. Owain surveyed his
surroundings and took notice of Tasha’s bleeding body. Though his
lunge was forceful, he half-expected Tasha to deflect it. “She made
me do it! Damn her and damn all of you!” roared Owain.

“She is still alive!” shouted Bran as
he tried to examine Tasha.

“Gwyd can save her!” Shouted Finn as
he tore off his sleeve and pressed it to Tasha’s wound to try to
stop the bleeding.

Cormac’s eyes fixed with a level
stare, “I will take care of this matter. Finn, take her to father!
Tasha will be all right.”

Finn mounted his horse and Bran
carefully handed Tasha to him side-mount, placing her in his arms.
Finn held her to his heart as he raced off.

Bran looked to Owain with murder in
his eyes as he walked over with Hammer and Shield drawn. Kian was
back on his feet ready for more battle.

Cormac looked at his son as he turned
to his gut reaction that he depended on in battle, “Owain, you
could have killed your cousin for that worthless little
…”

“Don’t say it! I warned you before!”
shouted Owain.

Cormac narrowed his eyes as his
instincts took control, “Are you going to kill your own father now?
Do you think you can?”

“I will do whatever I have to protect
Donait. She is going to be my wife!” replied Owain with deliberate
purpose.

Cormac’s rage was getting the better
of him as he now looked at Owain as a threat. “Let me tell you
about Donait. She plays a convincing game of innocence. I took her
for an innocent when I first bed her.”

Wide-eyed in disbelief, Owain shouted,
“You lie, you never . . . !”

Cormac’s tone changed to an unfamiliar
one, void of emotion. “I did bed her, many times in
fact.”

Shock as the realization struck
Owain’s expression. “Then, are you the one who raped her? Is that
why you brought her here?” asked Owain with bitter
resentment.

Cormac’s stare turned to one of cold,
murderous intentions. “I am no rapist. Trust me. She was more than
willing to spread her legs like a common whore. A wooden coin would
be too high a price for a wench like her.”

Owain tightened his jaws, believing
his own father raped Donait. Owain swung his sword at his father
and Cormac blocked it easily. Nevertheless, Kian foolishly went to
protect his father and the sword fight continued. Bran hung back;
taking notice Cormac forgot he was fighting his son but saw only an
enemy. Bran was not sure what to do about the situation. He did not
want to break their focus and cause someone to get wounded like
Tasha.

Owain used every bit of his skill and
strength to hold back his father and brother. He knew he did not
stand chance against his father. His only hope was to keep Kian
between them. If he could hold them off long enough to get to the
horse, he could make his escape. Owain lunged his sword at Kian,
who tried to avoid a fatal wound by moving aside and thereby
recieved a serious laceration across his chest.

When Cormac saw the open wound on
Kian, he instinctually raised his palm and Owain simply fell to his
death. Kian stood stunned, as did Bran. Cormac just looked at
Owain’s body with a cold smirk on his face. His mind was blind to
the fact that his son lay dead; he only saw an enemy . . . a threat
who deserved to die.

“What happened?” gasped Kian as he
stumbled to the ground.

Kian’s voice stunned Cormac as the
reality of the situation broke his deadly focus. His jaw dropped as
he looked upon his dead son and he replied in his defense with
tears welling up in his eyes, “Son, I am the Lord of Darkness. I
hold the power of all life in the Underworld. I had to kill him to
save you and anyone else in Owain’s way; he was in a murderous
rage.”

Adrenaline rushed through his veins as
Cormac took a deep breath and looked to Kian’s wound. “You are
losing much blood. Let’s get you home so father can tend to your
wound.”

Cormac
felt shaken and confused, he kept looking at Owain’s body and
wondering if it was all real. I have
killed my son . . . how can it be? I did not have to kill him . . .
Owain . . . I am sorry. Son . . . I love you. 

Bran took notice that Cormac was in
shock and he went up and shook his shoulder. “Get your wits about
you and let’s hurry back.”

Cormac looked at Bran and nodded. Bran
picked up Owain’s body and put it over Donait’s horse. He looked at
Cormac who was helping Kian to mount his horse. Bran had seen
Cormac take on what he called ‘the look of death’ before, on the
battlefield. However, now it surprised him to see Cormac turn to
such a dark instinct on his own son. Bran swallowed, thinking
Cormac was a frightening force not to reckon with, no matter who
you were to him.

Cormac
looked at Tasha’s spilled blood that was on the ground, then they
just rode off at a fast pace. He was in turmoil with his emotions,
hardly remembering what took place. The truth was it frightened him
to feel such cold-blooded intentions against his own son. It was as
if he had no control. I killed my son . .
. my son . . . my own son!


Chapter 9

Spawn of Evil

Finn rode at a fast gallop, in a race
to save Tasha’s life. She rested her head on his shoulder as he
pressed his hand over her wound, in hopes of stopping the bleeding.
Tasha sat side-mount in Finn’s arms with her stare on his face. He
looked at her and saw blood run out of the corner of her mouth. His
heart seemed to pound louder than the hoof beats of his horse as he
hurried for home.

Tasha struggled for air as she gasped,
“Finn . . . I’m dying.”

A tear rolled down Finn’s cheek as he
angrily protested, “Tasha, don’t say such nonsense! You are not
going to die! Gwyd can heal your wound. You will be all right when
we get home.”

Coughing as she choked on her blood,
Tasha gasped to catch her breath. Blood was now beginning to fill
her airways. “Finn . . . you must listen . . . I don’t have much .
. . time.”

Finn looked at her glazed stare as he
halted his horse. She wiped the tears from Finn’s face but her hand
lost all strength and dropped to her side.

Her face pale, her eye’s dark, Tasha
whispered, “Finn . . . you must love Tristen and Lugh for both of
us. Tristen needs help with his bad dreams and I think only you can
help him. I had hoped to see my sons grow into men. I wanted so
much to have more children and see grandchildren. Finn, you must
bring our boys home and teach them to be men as fine as yourself.
They are MacCumhals after all, with the bloodline of the Great
Samhain. I . . . I’ll always love you, my darling Finn . . .
always. Wherever death takes me, you will always be in my
heart.”

Tears
rolled down her cheeks as she struggled to breathe, unable to speak
further. They just looked at each other until Finn felt the life
drain from her body. He held her tight as tears ran down his face
uncontrollably. He held her head over his heart as a good deal of
blood drained from her mouth and her open wound. Finn felt numb as
he tried to wipe the blood from her face that was in a great
abundance. He sighed, realizing no amount of wiping would clean up
the blood. Finn shut his eyes, taking notice of how quiet it
was, I’m dreaming . . . I will wake up in
a moment . . . Tasha can’t die, we belong together. This is a dream
. . . just a dream. Destiny brought us together and meant for us to
stay together . . . I can’t lose her. It’s a dream, a bad dream.
Wake up . . .wake up.

In front of the castle doors, Gwydion,
Beltene, Dermot and Morda stood waiting when they saw Finn ride up.
It appeared as if the horse had come back on its own. Finn was not
even holding the reins. He held both his arms around Tasha, fixed
on her lifeless stare. Gwydion’s mouth fell open as he looked upon
Finn and Tasha drenched in blood, obvious she was dead. Beltene and
Gwydion ran up to them. Beltene touched Tasha’s hand, feeling it
cold and limp. The smell of blood was overwhelming as it clung
thick and putrid all over Finn and Tasha. Tears came to Beltene’s
eyes at the ghastly sight of his lifeless daughter.

Gwydion felt shaken as his stomach
turned and tightened in distress. Trying to keep calm, he asked,
“Finn, are you wounded? Son, can you hear me?”

No response came from Finn; he just
stared at Tasha’s face, feeling like this was the worst nightmare
he ever experienced.

Gwydion ran his fingers over Tasha’s
face, closing her eyes to break Finn’s stare. “Son, let go of
Tasha.”

Finn was unresponsive, deaf and dumb.
Gwydion tugged gently at Tasha, trying to free her from Finn’s
arms. Morda and Dermot went around to the other side of Finn’s
horse to try to pry his hold off his wife. The emotion was
overwhelming for the men as they tried to keep their wits in
control.

Gwydion took a deep breath then shook
Finn and demanded with a tone of authority, “Finn, let go of Tasha
so we can take her inside!”

Finn looked at Gwydion with a blank
stare. Tasha’s blood smeared on Finn’s face from when she wiped his
tears. He loosened his hold then Gwydion took Tasha’s body. Morda
and Dermot helped Finn off his horse; his legs held his weight but
he seemed lifeless. His clothes clung to his body, thick with
blood. Both men looked at Finn from head to toe as they guided him
into the castle, concerned that he might have a serious
wound.

Gwydion laid Tasha’s body on the
dining table. Then, he turned and looked closely at Finn, “Son, are
you wounded? Can you hear me? How did this happen?”

Finn just stared at Tasha with an
expressionless look, wondering why he continued to dream and still
did not wake.

Gwydion his hands over Finn’s body
looking for wounds. He then realized all the blood on Finn belonged
to Tasha. “Finn, what happened to Cormac and Bran . . . where are
Kian and Owain? Son, listen to me! Who did this? What happened and
what about Donait?”

Beltene looked at Tasha in disbelief.
He picked up her hand and squeezed it, at a loss to deal with the
situation. Then, Finn walked over without a word and took Tasha’s
hand. He sat next to her mumbling, “Wake up . . . wake
up.”

Beltene turned away to conceal his
tears as Morda and Dermot looked at each other wondering what had
happened and if the others were dead too. All Morda could think was
that possibly Donait set up an ambush.

Outside, Bran, Cormac and Kian raced
up to Castle Samhain. Cormac jumped off his horse and helped Kian
to dismount. The wound was more serious than Cormac first thought.
Kian was losing too much blood and could no longer stand on his own
power . . . Bran helped Cormac to carry Kian into the castle. They
heard noise in the dining room and took Kian there. Tasha lay on
the table as Finn held her hand, just staring at her with a pale
stone look.

Cormac shouted in a panic, “Father,
help Kian, quickly . . . he’s dying!”
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