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To our granddaughters, Natasha and Sophie White

You may never realize how much Lona and Abilynn are based on the two of you, but you were the inspiration. And like the two daughters in the story, you may not always agree, or see eye to eye, but you are always sisters, and that is a wonderful blessing.

Lordabove bless you both.
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Adar – Father (Formal)

Adara – Mother (Formal)

Adda – Dad/Daddy (Term of endearment)

Amil – Mom/Mama (Term of endearment)

An Anotais – An Bhanrion’s Sword of Unification

An Bhanrion - The Queen (High Queen)

Aran – King

Arancrist – The King’s Sword of Truth

Bore Da – Good Morning/Day

Colum Cille - Saint Columba of Iona

Cill Dara – Kildare (In Irish, the letter C is always pronounced like a K.)

Galadcrist – The Lord’s Sword of Light

H.A.G.S. – “Heroes are Actually Girl Soldiers,” Menta Kai and Fiona’s “Warrior Sorority,” who bear the Celtic scrollwork tattoo on their face and chest.

Melda – beloved

Melin er – dear one

Mellon - close friend

Mera – Great Elf Horses

Nin mel – my love

Tar (name) – Queen (name)
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Welcome to “An Bhanrion: The Adventures of Fiona Clark, Book 2.” “An Bhanrion” is an Irish phrase that literally means, “The Queen,” but for the purposes of this story, it means “The High Queen and heir of Eyru the Magnificent.” “An Bhanrion” is the second book in the Adventures of Fiona Clark and becomes the sixth book in the Gewellyn Chronicles series. The book is actually three stories in one, the first part being about the adoption of Abilynn Enya Yaleria-Brice, and the murder trial of Captain Caldar Bree. Part two is a totally revised “Aerielands Christmas,” a novella that was published for Christmas 2017 and has been reworked to support the “An Bhanrion” timeline. The third part is a new novella, “Sword of the Great Queen” that follows the adventures of Fiona, her daughter Aillbe/Abilynn, and her best forever friend Alistronia, as they learn to deal with the magically powerful sword of Eyru the Magnificent.

“An Bhanrion” takes place approximately two years after the wedding of Warrior Princess Fiona Yaleria-Clark and Horsemaster Berian Brice, that takes place in the closing chapters of “White Owl.” Fiona has assumed the crown as High Queen of the Aerielands from her mother, Iolena Yaleria-Clark, and performs those responsibilities from the remote castle known as Caer Aerie, high in the Borderland Mountains. Caer Aerie is also the home of the Time Portal to Ireland, which is pivotal to the entire story. Since “White Owl” and the wedding take place after the events that happened in “Song of the Truthbearer,” “An Bhanrion” truly marks the Adventures of Fiona Clark as a separate and distinct storyline in the Gewellyn Chronicles.

Because Fiona is, of course, the daughter of Iolena Yaleria and Connor Clark, and the youngest sister of Alenia, Shannon and Menta Kai, and because she is also one of the three mothers raising High Princess Lona Yaleria-Brice, there is a lot of crossover between the characters in the two series. Lordess Alistronia Skystormer is still Fiona’s very best forever girlfriend, (a term we have shortened to “sister-friend”) as is Horsemistress Arianna Windmera to Menta Kai, and they are all still an integral part of the HAGS, (Heroes are Actually Girl Soldiers) the “warrior sorority,” for lack of a better term, that Fiona and Menta Kai formed after the battle in Hevanok in “Trinity of the Truthbearer.” The HAGS are identified by the green Celtic knotwork tattoo that runs from the center of their foreheads down the left side of their face and neck, and over each of their hearts, and also by a total commitment to love, support, care for and fight for each other.

“Sword of the Great Queen” takes place approximately two years after “An Bhanrion,” and around six months after the events in “Aerielands Christmas.” As the title suggests, the story revolves around An Anotais, the Great Sword of Eyru the Magnificent, and the lengths that an evil priestess will go to in order to possess the Golden Sword. It will set the stage for the next book in the Adventures of Fiona Clark, “Eyru’s Heirs.” Fiona is going to learn some very important lessons about being a mother, friend, and Queen, some of which will be very difficult not just for her, but for those who love her. As always, in writing these stories, we tried to emphasize the importance of faith, friendship, family and courage. We hope that you enjoy the adventure.

Téigh le Dia,

Hans and Ellen Erdman

May 2018
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Chapter 1: Aillbe
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High Queen Fiona Bridget Yaleria-Clark Brice looked down at her daughter, Lona. “This time, Melin er, keep your attention on both of them. In a battle, you will never fight just one opponent. You need to watch both Amil Kailee and Tia Ali. Especially Tia Ali. She can be tricky.” Across the way, Alistronia Skystormer stuck her tongue out at her best friend and then grinned. “You lead, Princess,” her mother told her.

Great High Princess Lona Yaleria-Brice, the adopted daughter of both Fiona and her sister, Great High Queen Menta Kai, hefted her short sword and made what seemed like a straightforward charge at her other mother and her aunt. As Tia Ali feinted to the left, Lona surprised her by jumping at Menta Kai, catching Kailee’s shoulder with her foot, bounding off and tapping Ali in the back with her sword. The move threw Menta Kai off-balance, and her younger sister Fiona took advantage of the moment by throwing her weight at Kai and then hooking her right leg under Menta Kai’s left, sending her sprawling. A veteran warrior, Menta Kai leapt back up and made for Fiona with a high and graceful leap. Fiona met her sister’s leap with one of her own, and the two of them clashed swords in midair. Lona, momentarily forgotten, came at Menta Kai as soon as she touched the ground, and hit the Elf Queen in the back with both feet, driving her face down back to the ground. She tapped Menta Kai with her sword. “You are dead, Amil.”

This time Lona was prepared as Tia Ali’s one minute of “being dead” was over, the little elf girl spun, dove under the long legs of her aunt did a perfect somersault landing on her feet and came back at Alistronia, her sword held high. But it was Ali who wasn’t watching both opponents this time around, and as she prepared to meet Lona’s charge, Fiona gave her a good whap on the backside with the flat part of her sword. Menta Kai, who had just turned over and remained sitting on the ground, burst out laughing, as did her teammate. Fiona just grinned as her teammate, Lona, leapt in the air and did a perfect pirouette several feet above the ground, briefly touched down and then leapt into her mother’s arms.

“Uff, Lona,” Fiona said, looking her little girl in the eyes. “Sweetheart, you are really getting too big to do this. I know I’ve told you not to do it with Nana and Amil Gwynlyn, but you’re getting big enough that you can’t do this all the time with Kailee and me.” Nana was Menta Kai and Fiona’s mother, Lady Iolena Yaleria-Clark, and Amil Gwynlyn was Lona’s real mother, her birth mother, Gwynlyn Brice. Lona responded by wrapping her arms around Fiona’s neck and planning a big kiss on her cheek. “But you love me Mama, and you want to always be close to me.”

“Yes I do, my love,” Fiona replied. “But if you break me, we're going to have to get Tia Tali up here to fix me.” Lady Talia was Fiona’s niece and was an honored and highly regarded healer, along with her husband, Taeral Nichanova. Fiona kissed Lona back and set the little elf girl on the ground. Lona turned to her brother Berian, Fiona’s husband, and beamed. “Berian, did you see what I did? I got both Amil Kailee and Tia Ali dead in two minutes.”

“Yes you did, Princess.” Her brother smiled at her while wrapping his arm around his wife. “You are becoming quite the little warrior, Lona. We just hope you never have to really use all these skills that your mothers and aunts are teaching you.”

“Is it my turn yet?” Came another child’s voice from the sidelines. “I want to try!”

Lona turned to her playmate, “little” Connor Windmera, the son of Menta Kai’s best friend, Arianna Windmera, and her husband, Sean. “You’re not big enough to spar with the adults yet.”

“Then you spar with me,” Connor replied. “What’s the matter? Are you afraid that I will beat you?” Connor’s mother, Arianna, reached down and took her son by the shoulder.

“Connor, you and I have talked about this. Lona has to do this as part of her training to be the Great High Princess. She isn’t playing; she’s training.”

“I want to train too,” the boy insisted.

“Connor, I promise you that one we are done with what we are teaching Lona right now, you and your mother and Lona and I will do a special fight just for the four of us, okay?” Fiona smiled and seemed to mollify the boy who grinned and nodded.

Fiona handed Lona a shield and pointed to Menta Kai, who was advancing on Lona with a spear. “I told you, never stop paying attention! Now your opponent is coming at you with a spear. What are you going to do?”

“I can defect, detect,” Lona looked at her mother, searching for the correct word.

“Deflect.”

“Yes, deflect it with my shield,” the girl replied.

“That’s good. What else could you do?”

“I could do this.” Lona looked at Menta Kai and nodded, and her other mother threw the spear at her. Just when Fiona was ready to grab Lona out of the way of the weapon, the elf girl did a backflip over the trajectory of the spear and grabbed it by the shaft as she flew over it. She spun the heavy weapon around, and as her feet touched the ground, she threw it back at Menta Kai, embedding its point just shy of Kai’s feet. Fiona and Kailee raised their eyebrows at that unexpected response. Fiona started to say something, but it was apparent that Lona was not paying attention to either her or Menta Kai.

“Lona,” Fiona admonished her daughter. “What did just I tell you about paying attention?”

“I am paying attention, Mama. I’m paying attention to that lady over there. Who is she?” Everyone looked in the direction that Lona was looking, to where a tall, redheaded young woman could be seen standing by the door that led to the permanent portal from Caer Aerie to Ireland. Immediately, Fiona thrust Lona behind her back and Menta Kai joined her to form a shield in front of the Princess. Berian scooped up his sister and drew his own sword, and Alistronia moved to his side, the previously discarded spear in her hand. To the side, Arianna moved her son behind her and drew her own weapon.

If the redhead had any fear in facing four of the most fiercesome female warriors in the Aerielands, Gewellyn, and Eldaria, she didn’t show it. When she spoke, her voice was rich with the accent of Ireland. “Please, don’t stop on my account. I was enjoying the show. Your Princess shows great promise to become a great warrior like her mothers and her grandmother.”

Menta Kai started to speak, but Fiona mind-spoke to silence her. “Who are you? This is my home, Caer Aerie, and it is not on the road to anywhere. How did you even get in here?”

The young woman gave a confident smile. “There is only one way into the Caer without having to go through the main gate or over the wall.” Then she changed to a language that only Fiona could understand. “Tháinig mé trí gheata an domhain ó Éirinn, Fiona inion Connor. Do you understand me?” (“I came through the worldgate from Ireland, Fiona, daughter of Connor.”)

“Yes, my Irish is as good as it ever was, but that does not answer the question of who you are and why you are here?”

“My father wishes to see you again, on the other side of the worldgate. As you know, he cannot pass through a portal, as you call it, himself.”

“Your father?” Fiona looked at her as realization started to dawn in her mind.

“Aye, Bhanrion Fiona. My Da wishes to ask a favor of you, and he wants to ask it in person. He is waiting in Slane for us to return. I am Aillbe inion Cormac, the daughter of Cormac Mac Art.”

Menta Kai looked at Fiona and raised her eyebrows. Fiona, on the other hand, knew her best friend Alistronia almost better than she knew her sister and glanced back at Ali standing with Berian and Lona. Alistronia’s eyes were lit up, and she had a silly grin on her face. She mouthed to Fiona, “Cormac? This could be fun.” Fiona turned back to Aillbe.

“Can my family and friends come with me?”

“Of course. Da is hoping you would bring your tall blonde friend with you, and he really wants to see your little girl again. Wait until we tell him she’s becoming a warrior.”

Fiona turned and looked at the others. “Other than Alistronia, is everyone up for a trip to Ireland?”

“Us too?” Arianna asked.

“Evidently, the more, the merrier,” Fiona sighed.

“I’m in!” Alistronia offered.

“Okay, that was just a little too fast.”

“I mean, Fi, wherever you go, I go. It’s my job as the Drohanan ambassador,” Ali offered back.

“And it doesn’t hurt that you have a crush on the High King, does it?” Alistronia shrugged in response.

Fiona looked around at her sister, best friends, and her husband, who all indicated they were willing to accept the invitation. She looked back at Aillbe. “How long will we be gone, and can you give us a few minutes to get ready?”

Aillbe smiled warmly. “You know my Da. Coming over for a short meeting probably means a large meal as well. You know that large meals in Ireland can run late, so yes, gather up a few things for what you will need.”

Fiona, Berian, and Lona lived in the suite of rooms in Caer Aerie when Fi and her husband were not working, and Ali had a smaller suite adjoining to theirs. Menta Kai, Arianna, and little Connor were visiting from Kailee’s primary home of Aerielands Castle, so the things they needed were also close at hand. Fiona quickly gathered a change of clothing for her husband and daughter, and on a whim stripped off the outfit she had been wearing while they were training. She replaced it with her hip-high boots, and the green dress she often wore with the double slits up the front and a single one in the back that allowed her to run, fight and more specific to where they were going, dance. She grabbed a similar smaller dress for Lona, and on yet another whim, grabbed her violin in its case, and went back into the courtyard. She had to suppress a laugh when she saw Alistronia wearing a long, high-slitted, low-cut yellow dress that did everything possible to emphasize her beautiful figure. Ali had also thought to grab her flute, knowing that their host loved music. As they crossed the courtyard to Berian and Lona, her husband let out a whistle.

“Wow! Who are you two trying to impress?” Berian, who, after two years of marriage, and used to escorting both his beautiful wife and her beautiful best friend, was obviously quite awed.

Fiona grinned at her husband. “The only one I’ve ever tried to impress, Nin Mel, is you. My friend here, on the other hand, thinks she has a chance at being Cormac’s fifth wife.”

“Mama, I want a dress too,” Lona put in.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. I have your new one in my bag here. You can change when we get over to Slane.” She turned, and her eyes swept the high reaches of the Castle until she located Caldar, the commander of her Castle guard. She gave him a high sign, which he acknowledged and then they waited for her sister and Arianna to join them. Both of them had also changed into more presentable attire as well. Berian grinned. “If only Penant could see me now. The only man with four of the most beautiful women in the Nine Worlds.” Penant was Berian’s younger brother, and one of his best friends. He eyed Aillbe as they walked toward her. “Make that five of the most beautiful women.”

“Hey, Bear,” Arianna protested. “You’re not the only man here. I happen to think my son is a pretty good-looking fellow too.”

Berian bowed slightly to little Connor, who was named after Fiona and Menta Kai’s father, Connor Clark. “I apologize good sir. You do have the honor of escorting your very beautiful mother.” The little half-elf beamed and hugged Arianna.

Fiona looked over at Aillbe. “Let me see if I understand this right. You are Cormac and Eithne’s daughter, and they can’t pass through a portal that you not only can go through, but you can open it and close it as well?”

Aillbe nodded. “I had some help the first couple of times from some friends of yours, but once I started to explore my personal magic, worldgates are fairly easy.”

“You’re not using the dark magic of the Druids are you?” Fiona looked at Aillbe warily.

“Oh, absolutely not. I am a Christ-follower, just like my Mum and Da. Da takes great pride in the fact that he was the third convert to Christ in all of Ireland.” She smiled warmly at Fiona. “When you were there, when you got married, you set some great things in motion. I know that you want your friend Padraigh to get all of the credit, but there are people all over the island who owe their Christian faith to your witness, particularly among the wee folk, the leprechauns.”

“Aillbe, how much has your father told you about my backstory?”

“Backstory? What do you mean?” The redhead asked.

“How and why I came to Ireland in the first place, and then the second time that I lived there in Belfast, where I went to school and learned about Irish history, some of which I had actually experienced.”

“I know some of it, Bhanríon, but perhaps a little later you can tell me more if you think it will help.”

“Well, for instance, and please don’t hit me because my friends will take it very badly, there is the issue of your father having a concubine, despite his faith in the Trinity.”

“You mean Ciarnuit? That is one of the things that Da and I need to talk with you about, separately,” she confided to Fiona. They entered the portal chamber, deep below Caer Aerie, and Aillbe stopped Fiona with a hand on her arm. “Please, Bhanríon Fiona, speak not of this unless my Da brings it up, or when we are alone later.” Fiona nodded in agreement. Aillbe swung her arm, and the portal appeared in the facing wall of the chamber, and then flexed her fingers at it, and it opened.

When they had passed through the portal, they were joined by two soldiers from Cormac’s guards, known as the Fianna. They saluted Aillbe and Fiona and held the salute until all of the others had passed into the Irish side, and then fell in to lead the group through the labyrinth corridors of Slane Castle.

“Aillbe, why do you keep calling me an Bhanríon, your Queen?”

“Because, with all that both of my parents have told me of you, My Lady, and what I know that my father is going to ask of you, I want you to know how highly I regard and respect you even before ever meeting you.”

Fiona heard Menta Kai mind-speak to her. “What is she talking about? I thought we were coming over here for dinner.” Fiona replied in the same fashion. “I don’t know. She did say that Cormac had a favor to ask of me.”

They came out of the cellars of Slane Castle and into the courtyard. As her eyes adjusted to the sunlight, Fiona looked around her and commented to Aillbe, “This isn’t how I remember the Castle of Slane being.”

“It never is. The Castle you knew disappeared after you left. Da erected this one specifically for this meeting. There are sleeping rooms and bathing chambers on the upper level, and a large banquet hall on the lower level.” She smiled at Fiona. “The truth is, Bhanrion, that if you were to go outside not knowing that it was here, you would never see it.”

“Makes it danged hard to accept a dinner invitation, I will tell you!” A lilting voice came from in front of them.

“Fillian!” Fiona, Alistronia, and Lona all exclaimed at once. The leprechaun lit up with a big grin, and leapt up into Fiona’s arms, wrapping her in as big a hug as her arms would allow. She looked into Fiona’s eyes, the glee evident on her face. “Aillbe didn’t tell you I was here, did she? I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“No she didn’t tell us, it’s a surprise. A wonderful surprise! How are you? How are you doing?” Fiona held her arm out, and Fillian swung down to a waiting Lona.

“Look at you, Princess! You’re almost twice as tall as me. How old are you now?”

“I will turn 30 this year. Mama is training me to be a warrior like her and Amil Kailee.”

“Well, you are certainly becoming the big girl, every bit a Princess.” Fillian turned and looked up at Alistronia. “And look at you, Kestrel. You look like you’re going manhunting.” She jumped up, and Ali caught her and smiled at the leprechaun. “I just wanted to look my best for the High King.”

“You aren’t serious are you?” Fillian looked concerned. “Cormac has enough wives and, um, others. He doesn’t need a beautiful woman from Eldaria to add to his quiver.”

“Let it go, Filley,” Fiona advised. “I will be sure to keep an eye on my fourth sister.”

Fillian jumped down from Alistronia’s arms and came to Berian, who bent down to hug her. “And there is the lucky groom. You certainly look like married life is agreeing with you, horsemaster. Your friend Auxilius is here somewhere, and he brought some of the horses from Kildare for you to look at.”

“Auxilius? Is Reverend Mother here?” Fiona queried. Fillian shook her head. “No, Love. You are here at a different time, and you may find that Ireland is a different place. Your younger self is still at Kildare Abbey, but I don’t think you will be there for much longer. You’ll see, Auxilius is an old man now, too.”

“Fiona, may I have a word with you and Menta Kai please?” Fiona turned to the familiar voice and found herself looking at Padraigh. The two elf Queens hugged their old family friend and gave him their undivided attention. “What the leprechaun said about this not being the same place anymore is very true. Things have changed, and there are the true believers like Fillian and Aillbe who are holding onto their faith, but just as will occur in your father’s world in 1500 years or so, the truth has been bent and twisted. Cormac will greet you as a friend, and he is such, but listen carefully to that which he proposes. For one, I know that he wants to send Aillbe with you, Fiona. Both she and her sister are pledged to the mighty warrior, Fionn. I can say this to you, Truthbearer’s daughters, because you understand the fluidity of time. History will allege that Aillbe died in battle, or possibly in childbirth, but little is known about what happened to her,” he paused. “Except by you. Take her as your ward, Fiona Bridget. If you can, be her friend, just as you are with Alistronia. She is of the banféinní, the female Fianna. She will serve your household well.”

Fiona looked at Padraigh. “Bishop, you do understand that my friendship, my relationship with Alistronia Skystormer is based on more than who or what she is? She is a shape-shifter, as I am. But more than that, she is almost as much my sister as Kailee, Alenia or Shannon. What Arianna Windmera is to Kailee, Alistronia is to me. You can’t direct me to have a relationship like that with Aillbe or anyone else.”

Padraigh started to reply, with a look of exasperation, but Menta Kai intervened. “Padraigh, what my sister is saying is that we will welcome Aillbe to the Aerielands, and of course she may live as one of us, but we have just met her. You can’t direct us to be her friend. That will have to grow with time. If you are saying that she needs sanctuary from Fionn and her father, and I dare guess from her father’s concubine, then as the Queen, I do grant it, and I’m sure that my sister will agree with me.” With a nod of her head, Fiona agreed.

“That is all that I can ask,” Padraigh replied. He looked at Fiona. “As for you and Ali being shape-shifters, remember whose daughter Aillbe is. Both her mother, Eithne, and Cormac are also shape-shifters, as you know. Do not be surprised at what she discovers she is capable of. One other thing, keep a close rein on Lordess Alistronia. She is quite infatuated with Cormac, and he has eyes for her. That must not be.”

“Don’t worry about that one,” Fiona replied. “All of us, Berian and Arianna included, and Fillian the leprechaun are already on that problem.”

“I think we will have an ally in Aillbe on that, as well,” Menta Kai added. “I will make sure that she shares a room with Lona and me, and when we leave, be it tonight or tomorrow, she will go home with us if we have to drag her.”

“I hope it doesn’t come to that, but thank you,” Padraigh told them. “It would truly upset the historical timeline for Cormac to have yet another wife or concubine.” He stopped and looked at the two sisters. “You two have become truly extraordinary women, beyond anything that I expected from either of you. I was wrong, and I apologize to you both. You have come from being a bounty hunter and an assassin to the two women who will, along with that young woman that you are raising, reshape the history of the Nine Worlds. And you,” he said looking at Fiona, “are a mirror of your wonderful mother in more than just appearance. Neither of you should ever doubt the call of destiny that Creator has placed on you, nor that you are the right women for that call.”

“Thank you, Bishop Padraigh. Our mother is an inspiration to both of us.” Fiona told him. “As is our father.” She looked at the others waiting for them and realized that they had been mind-speaking the whole time. “I think we should get back with the others. Will you be joining us for dinner, Padraigh?”

“As much as I expect that the High King will prepare a great banquet, and you know how much I love to eat, I am here for another reason now. It seems that a certain young woman is ready to take the next step in her life, and like Aillbe she will need someone to guide her along the way.” He looked at Fiona pointedly but smiled. “Mary McDonagh is waiting for her.”

Fiona smiled warmly. “Greet both my third mother and my younger self with my love, Bishop. If you can, tell her the rest of her life is going to be a great adventure.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she knows that already, but I will find a way to let her know you send your love,” he looked at Menta Kai, “and you too.”

“What was that all about?” Arianna asked.

“Family matters,” Fiona replied. She looked at Alistronia. “Ali, can I talk to you please, girlfriend to girlfriend?”

“Of course.” The two of them moved slightly apart from the others. “What’s the matter, Love?” Fiona shook her head and pointed at her friend’s low neckline and high slitted dress. “Sweetheart, you look beautiful. You look absolutely ravishing, and if I were a guy I would be all over you in an instant, but that’s exactly the reason that you are sending the wrong message here. Trust me as your very best friend, you need to cover up. I know you like Cormac, and I think if you were to make an appearance in that dress, the two of you would become more than friends very quickly, and I’m telling you as your best friend and as your Queen, that can’t happen.”

“What did Padraigh tell you?”

“He told me the reason that we are here, and I can’t explain it to you now, but I promise I will when we get back to Caer Aerie. What I can tell you is that Aillbe will be accompanying us back to the Aerielands. Kailee and I are granting her sanctuary. History will record her as dying in battle, and that may indeed be her fate someday, but if it is, it will be fighting for the Great High Queen of All the Elves. She will be going with us, and Ali, my love, so will you. Do we have an understanding?”

“I can’t say that I’m not disappointed because I am,” Ali looked at Fi. “But you are the one person I trust more than anyone else in the worlds, and I will do as you ask. Do you want to let me back through the portal so I can get a dress more like what you’re wearing?”

“Actually, I was thinking that you could wear the one that I brought for tomorrow, which is basically the same as I’m wearing now, only a different shade of green. You and I are close enough to the same size anyhow, although you’re an inch or so taller than I am.” Fiona looked at her best friend’s eyes. “You do understand why I am doing this, right?”

“I do. You’re doing it because you love me, and you can’t live without me.” Fiona chuckled at that. “Okay, close enough.” She grinned at Alistronia. “Just so that your sense of self-importance doesn’t run too wild, I’m also doing it for Ireland.”

Ali grinned and hugged Fiona. “I do know why you’re doing it, and I love you for it. Now let’s find a place where I can get changed, and we’ll just have to wow Cormac with our music rather than my cleavage.” 

“One other thing,” Fiona looked at Ali.

“Yes?”

“Sometime when Lona is away with Kailee or Gwyn for a few days?”

“Yes?”

“Can I borrow that dress?”
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Chapter 2: Cormac’s Charge
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“My father wishes to speak to you alone, Bhanrion,” Aillbe told Fiona.

Fiona shook her head. “Aillbe, your father is a dear friend, and he helped me greatly a few years ago in my time, but if he wishes to speak to me, it will be with either my sister or my husband with me. I am not going to get in the middle of some ‘he said-she said’ situation in old Ireland.”

Aillbe lowered her eyes and whispered to Fiona. “That is probably very wise, My Lady, but I am just telling you what he told me to tell you.” Fiona nodded and looked from Berian to Menta Kai. Kailee spoke up, “Why don’t you just take Ali with you? That’s who he really wants to see anyhow.”

Alistronia pursed her lips, but replied, “I’ll go with you if no one else wants to. I just don’t think it’s wise.”

Fiona shook her head again. “We’ll all go except for Ari.” She looked at Arianna. “Can you stay out here and take care of the firecat for me?” Arianna nodded. “For now, although I expect he’s going want to see your daughter anyhow.”

“Nope, we’re not leaving anybody behind,” Menta Kai spoke up. “Aillbe, we all go, or nobody goes.” She bent down and picked up Lona. “You know, your Mama is right, you are getting too big to be carried, but for this occasion, I will carry you. Now I see why we got you a horse.”

“You’re my Mama too,” Lona asserted. “You and Amil Gwynlyn.”

“I know that, sweetheart.” Menta Kai smiled as her eyes met their daughter’s matching blue ones. “But you’re with Amil Fi more than you are with either myself or Gwynlyn. We all know she’s your favorite Mama.” The little elf girl looked pensive but didn’t disagree.

Aillbe showed them into Cormac’s sitting room, where the High King was waiting for them. Cormac rose Fiona, and her family and friends entered the room. The Wolf King stood a good head taller than even Alistronia, who was an inch or so taller than Fiona.

“Evidently, you have a different definition of alone in the Aerielands than we do in Ireland, Fiona Bridget.” Cormac tried to make his tone reprimanding, but the smile in his eyes gave away his true feelings, and he reached out to hug her.

“In the Aerielands, Cormac Mac Art, the High Queen does not leave guests standing out in the hallway.” She returned his hug. “Whatever you want to say to me, you may say in front of my family and my friend, Lady Arianna.”

Cormac looked at Alistronia, a little too intently for Fiona’s taste but her friend rolled with it. “So you’re Fiona’s family now? How does that work, Lordess?” He looked like he wanted to hug Ali, but she circumvented the physical contact by holding out her hand to shake.

“We are cousins as shape-shifters, Cormac,” Ali answered. “But as the ambassador from Drohana, I am part of Fiona’s household now.” Cormac took her offered hand and kissed it, but regarded her warily, and turned and greeted the others, pausing only when he came to Lona.

“Look at you, High Princess. You have grown so much since your mother’s wedding. My daughter tells me they are training you to be a warrior like Fiona and Menta Kai.” The little girl nodded. “Good for you! The world needs good women in positions of leadership. It’s good to see Fiona giving you an early start.” He turned back to Fiona. “Can she fly yet?”

Fiona laughed lightly. “No, not so far. She would like to. She asks about it all the time.”

“Given who her family is, nothing would surprise me,” the Wolf-King replied, and then surprised Fiona by mind-speaking to her. “Fiona Bridget, do not be surprised at anything this wee one can do, for living inside of her is great Deep Magic. I know you have already seen some of it, for a non-magical child to defeat wraiths and warriors would be impossible. Your daughter will fly with you. I have no doubt about it.” Fiona looked at him and gave a slight nod of acknowledgment.

“That is what my brother said to me, too,” Lona told Cormac. “He says that Mama’s family is amazing, and he’s right, they are.”

“You are, child, you all are amazing.” He turned back to Fiona again. “Speaking of amazing, your parents? How are Lord Truthbearer and his beautiful Guardian, Lady Iolena?”

“They are well,” Menta Kai answered before Fiona could. “Thank you for asking. Our mother is about the business of the Great Forest Realm with her brother Tlannatar, Lord Thallan and the Jai Pastora Kitlaen from Eldaria. Our father and Lord Richard are with our sister Alenia, Berian’s sister Glynis, and her husband Anyon, in the high mountains of the Borderlands.”

“Interesting. There was a time when your mother would not allow herself to be separated from your father, as his Guardian, particularly without you present, Menta Kai Lee.”

“Our oldest sister is acting in her stead, with at least three and as many as six of the Borderland Rangers. They are exploring the world barrier between Eldaria and the Aerielands.”

Cormac nodded and again turned his attention to Fiona. “High Queen Fiona, I am sure you’re full of questions about why I had Aillbe summon you back to Ireland, and why I chose to meet with you in the time advanced from both my own and your time in Kildare.”

“That thought had crossed my mind, yes.” Physically, Cormac could be very intimidating, but magically, Fiona knew that Cormac was far more intimidated by her than she was of him.

“I know that you, your sister, Berian and Alistronia understand what your friend Bishop Padraigh calls ‘the fluidity of time.’” Their heads bobbed almost in unison. “I brought Aillbe to this place and this time to escape Lord Fionn. Her sister, my oldest daughter, Gráinne, was promised in marriage to the great warrior, Fionn Mac Cumhaill, but eloped instead with one of his Fianna, Diarmuid Ua Duibhne. An enraged Fionn demanded Aillbe as recompense, even while he pursues Gráinne and Diarmuid. This is where the fluidity of time comes in, Fiona.” Cormac cast his eyes to the ground and continued. “As I told you, I may return to Ireland in the future when the need is great to protect our land. When I will be there. I will look up the history of Fionn, Gráinne and Diarmuid and find, among other things, that Aillbe is supposed to have married Fionn, and then either died in battle or childbirth. There is no further record of her.” When he looked at Fiona again, his eyes were pleading. “High Queen Fiona, my daughter is in her sixteenth summer. As a father, and I know you understand what I am saying because of your closeness to your own father, I cannot allow my child to be wed to an old man, and then die. My Lady, I beseech you, please take my daughter as your ward, your daughter. May she be raised in the Aerielands, fight at the side of the High Queen, perhaps find an elf that she loves and marries. Fiona Bridget McDonagh Yaleria-Clark Brice, save my daughter. Please, I beg you.”

If Fiona’s eyes weren’t wide enough, she looked from her husband to her sister to her best friends. The only two whose expressions remained calm were the two children, Connor and Lona, but Lona was studying Aillbe intensely. Fiona shook her head as if attempting to clear cobwebs out of it. “Cormac,” Fiona’s voice was deadly serious. “Are you sure you understand what you’re asking me? This isn’t like sending your daughter away on holiday. You’re basically asking me to make an elf out of her. To take her into our household and make her equal in standing to Lona and Crown Princess Tanya Joy, and also to any children that Berian and I have ourselves.”

Cormac smiled slightly. “I know, Fiona after you’re born.”

Fiona gave an exasperated look to Menta Kai. “Yeah, there is that. Could you and Aillbe give us a few minutes to talk about this among ourselves?”

“As you wish.” Cormac ushered his daughter ahead of him, and they left the room.

“What do you think?” She asked the others and got four answers all at once. As she held up her hands to restore some sort of order to the conversation, it was Lona who spoke up first.

“Mama, while you and King Cormac were talking, I was watching Aillbe. I know I am just a wee one, but you need to talk to her. I don’t know what it is, but what you talk about Nana seeing in Amil Kailee, it’s in Aillbe. Mama, Amil Kailee, Berian, she needs us. She needs us to protect her. We are elf-folk. We can do that.” Fiona and Kailee had never heard their daughter speak like that before.

“Nin Mel, I have to agree with my sister,” Berian looked down at Lona. “It’s your choice, your decision, High Queen, but as your husband, I will stand with you if you decide to do this, and I will do my very best to be a father to this girl if you choose to adopt her.”

Menta Kai shook her head. “Before Lona spoke, I was going to reject this idea. Even now, Fi, there is a part of me that worries about the effect on Lona. But Lona is my heir, and perhaps it is Aillbe’s role to become yours.” She smiled. “And that’s not to discount any children you might have after you’re born.” She dodged as Fiona tried to swat her with a backhand. “But I have to agree with what Lona said, Fiona. I believe that Creator brought us here for you to do this. You are the High Queen, and as such, you may do what you wish. I am with you either way.”

Fiona turned to Alistronia. “You are my sister in every sense of the word except by blood, Ali. You share my household, you love my daughter, and you are my constant companion when my husband is not here. Tell me what you think.”

“I have to agree with Menta Kai, in everything she said,” Alistronia replied. “But Lona is right, this is something we need to do, and not only do I stand with you on it, but Aillbe is a magically gifted human like I am. I think that I can reach out to her, hopefully, befriend her. I also agree with Lona that Aillbe needs us. I’m with you, Love.”

“I know I’m not in the thick of this, Fi, but may I add my tuppence worth?” Arianna spoke up, and Fiona nodded to her. “I was there, literally, when your mother chose to bond with Menta Kai, and at the time I did not understand it. But I saw Kailee, and in time came to know exactly what Iolena was doing. Yes, I have misgivings, just as I did back then, but I trust your judgment, Fiona, and of course yours, my love,” she said to Menta Kai. “I will tell you from my perspective as a mother, as one of your best friends and Kailee’s best friend, do this, girlfriend. You will never regret it. There will be challenges, and there will be times of great joy. Hopefully, you don’t have to go through what Kailee and I went through before we became friends.” She chuckled at the memory, as did Menta Kai.

There was a soft knock on the door, and Arianna reached over and opened it to admit Aillbe. “I don’t know if you’ve made a decision yet are not, Bhanrion, but I would like to say something, if I may?”

“Of course, Aillbe,” Fiona answered. “I believe I have made my decision, but I would like to hear you out before I tell you and your father what I have decided.”

Aillbe’s eyes filled with doubt, but you could see her emotionally gird herself. “My Lady, my father, is a great and kind man, and I know that he wants only the best for me. It speaks very highly of his respect and admiration for you and your family that he is asking you to take me in. However, I am not an elf. I am not even sure of my magical giftings if any. I just want you to know that I will respect your decision either way. Both of my parents, but my mother Eithne in particular, has told me wonderful things about you. But probably the most important thing that I have been told about Lady Fiona Bridget Yaleria-Clark is contained in here.” She held out a folded letter to Fiona. “Before you read it, again I accept whatever you decide.” She started out the door, but Fiona reached out and stopped her. “Aillbe, please wait.”

Fiona opened the letter, and immediately recognized the beautiful handwriting of Mother Bridget of Kildare. As she read the letter, tears came to her eyes and rolled freely down her cheeks. She folded the letter up without showing it to anyone else and tucked it inside of her blouse. She turned back to Aillbe, took the young woman by the hands and looked into her fiery green eyes. “Aillbe inion Cormac, my husband and each of us has expressed their opinion in this request, including my daughter. As I said, I had already reached the decision before you came back in the room. Thank you for the letter from my beloved Reverend Mother. It just confirms what I have decided. There will be rules, there will be requirements, duties, and expectations of you, but if you will have me, I will have you.” She gestured to Berian to stand by her side. “Amil is Elven for mother, Adda for father, or you can just call us Mum and Da like I do my own parents.” She reached out and pulled Aillbe into an embrace. “Welcome to my family.”

“My father,” she stopped looking at Berian. “Cormac has prepared a banquet to celebrate. I know he believed you would decide as you did.”

“I know Cormac, and he loves to party. We brought our instruments in anticipation of that, but as you know, we had no idea what he was going to ask of us, of me. Aillbe, I want you to give your goodbyes to your mother and father, and it’s okay to call them that, and we will go back through the portal to the Aerielands.”

“You sense it too?” Menta Kai looked at her sister.

Fiona nodded. “I feel like there are eyes looking for us, searching for us.” She looked at Aillbe. “This Fionn you were supposed to marry, is he a Druid follower?” The young woman nodded. “That’s it then, the so-called all-seeing-eye is looking for Aillbe, and probably for me. Let’s find Eithne and Cormac, give them are goodbyes and regrets and head for home.”

They found Cormac and Eithne in the banquet hall, alone. Cormac smiled as they came into the room, and Eithne rose and embraced Fiona. “We know your decision, and we understand your haste. If you and decided to stay we would’ve had a sumptuous banquet for you, but you are correct in your assumption that they are seeking you. The Dark Druid has never returned, but his influence has never left the shores, and it never shall. Even in the times of your father, Connor, those who worship the elements rather than the one that created them shall remain in Ireland. Perhaps, at another time you can return, and we can celebrate, and your friend wears something that highlights her beauty as a woman.” His eyes turned Alistronia.

Ali wagged her finger at Cormac. “Cormac Mac Art, you have a beautiful wife and from what I hear a beautiful concubine as well.” A look of displeasure passed Eithne’s face. “You don’t need a third or a fourth or a fifth. In fact, my Lord, you don’t really need the second. Perhaps, when I return, again I will have a husband of my own.”

Cormac recovered quickly from the scolding and smiled broadly. “Remember that I am the High King, my dear. There can be untold advantages to marrying a fellow shape-shifter like myself. If your search for a husband on the other side of the worldgate is unsuccessful, remember you have a friend in Ireland.”

“Fear not, Cormac. I will remember.” She mind spoke to Menta Kai and Fiona, “How could I forget.”

Cormac and Eithne embraced Fiona, Menta Kai and Lona. Before she released the embrace, Eithne whispered to Fiona, “After your daughter is safe on your side, return to Eryu’s Land and seek me out. There are things at work here that I need to pass on to you.” Fiona nodded, noting how Eithne already referred to Aillbe as Fiona’s daughter.  They then turned to Aillbe and speaking in Old Irish, they blessed their daughter in her new life and embraced her. Behind them, the door opened, and Fillian gestured frantically to Fiona. “Fiona, you need to take the girl and leave. Fionn has found a way through the time gate, and even now he rides on Slane.” Fiona looked at Aillbe and her parents. “We must be off now. Téigh le Dia, Cormac, and Eithne.”

Cormac handed Fiona a heavy bag. “What’s this?” She asked.

“Gold. Do not refuse it, for it is not for you. It is for Aillbe. You may reach into it to support her, to educate her, to help her, but whatever is left when she is what you elves referred to as the Age of Accountability, it’s hers to use as she sees fit or as a dowry. You are the trustee of this gold, Fiona.” Fiona took the bag and handed it to Berian. “Go! Eithne and I will deal with Fionn.”

Fillian led them through the labyrinth of corridors to the portal room. At the portal, they stopped, and the tiny leprechaun jumped up into Fiona’s arms again. “My dear, I wish I could spend more time with you. You know where I live, please come back and visit me soon.”

“Are you sure you cannot pass through the portal into the Aerielands?”

Fillian shook her head. “It’s not meant to be, my love. Leprechauns belong in Ireland. It is who we are. Promise me you’ll come back soon.”

Fiona hugged her friend. “I’ll be back before you know it. I promise, and I’ll bring the munchkin with me,” she said indicating Lona. She set Fillian down, and the little Fae embraced the little elf.

“If you keep getting bigger, Princess, I’ll have to start jumping up on you like I do your mum.” Lona grinned and hugged her again.

Fillian looked up at Alistronia. “Hopefully, our Princess never gets quite that big,” she smiled at Ali, who gestured and Fillian jumped up to be caught. They looked each other in the eyes. “You have two princesses to take care of now, Kestrel. I think you’re big enough for the job,” she kissed Ali on the nose.

“I’ll sneeze on you if you do that again,” Alistronia grinned. Fillian promptly kissed her on the nose again, and jumped down, as a loud noise came from behind them accompanied by shouting.

“Oh, that does not sound good.” She jumped up and hugged Fiona again. “Get going, White Owl. Love you, and hope I see you again soon.” She went out of the room and vanished.

Fiona opened the portal, as Menta Kai and Alistronia drew swords and faced the corridor. She quickly ushered Berian and the others through, and Ali followed. “Kailee, get through here. I’m going to seal the chamber.” Her sister looked at her and backed away from the door. They had a quick glimpse of a large number of Fianna warriors racing down the corridor, before Fiona’s magic created a solid wall between them and the attackers. Menta Kai looked at her sister. “Okay, I’m impressed. When did you learn to do that number?”

“In all honesty, Sis, this was the first time.” The two sisters went through the portal, and Fiona closed and sealed it behind her. They followed the rest of the group out into the courtyard, and Fiona looked up to find an anxious Caldar, who visibly relaxed when the two Queens came through the door. She waved at him, and he saluted her back.

“Aillbe, the first lesson of living in the Aerielands, my dear,” Fiona looked at the girl. “How high can you leap?”

“I don’t know, Mum. It’s okay if I call you that, isn’t it?”

“I already told you that you should. It’s better than Bhanrion all the time.” Fiona looked at Lona. “Pumpkin, show Aillbe how high you can jump.” Lona grinned, took a running step and leaped about 10 feet into the air, landing almost 30 feet away. Aillbe was impressed.

“I don’t know if I can do that, but I’d love to learn.”

“Aillbe, don’t let these girls with the pointed ears get to you,” Arianna told her. “Ali and I are both human, and we can jump almost as high and as far as these elves. It just takes practice.” To prove her point, Arianna set Connor down, took a running leap and covered even more distance than Lona.

“Well, you never know until you try.” Aillbe smiled at Fiona, ran a couple of steps forward, leapt almost 20 feet into the air and covered the same distance as Lona and Arianna combined, but she landed hard. She sat on the ground as Fiona and the others rushed up to her.

“Are you okay?” Fiona looked at her and offered her hand. She helped Aillbe up and looked her over quickly. “No visible damage. Are you sure you’re alright?” Aillbe grinned and nodded. “Mum, I think I need to work on my landing some.”

Arianna smiled at her. “That was one beautiful first jump, sweetheart. By the way, I’m Arianna Windmera, Menta Kai’s very best friend, Guardian of the Crown Princess of Gewellyn, and one of Fiona’s best friends. This is my little boy, Connor. He is named after Fiona and Menta Kai’s father.”

Aillbe smiled. “Other than Fiona, and Alistronia because my father had such a thing for her, and of course Lona, I assume that you are the Great High Queen of All the Elves in the Nine Worlds, Menta Kai Lee, and you are Berian, my adoptive father. How would you like me to address you, your Highness?” She looked at Menta Kai.

“First of all, you can start by never calling me that again.” Fiona shot Kailee a glance. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that is harsh as it sounded. My sister and I are very informal Queens, except when protocol demands it. You may either call me Kailee, or Tia Kailee, Arianna is Ari and Alistronia is Ali. Now it gets confusing. You’ll hear Lona call both of us mother, and you will hear about and eventually meet Amil Gwynlyn, her birthmother. The three of us share in the raising of the Great High Princess, with Fiona taking the lead. I guess that makes you Lona’s big sister.”

“I already have two big sisters,” Lona commented. “Sinead and Glynis.”

Fiona stopped Menta Kai before she could say anything else. “Lona, sweetheart, this is going to take some getting used to, but Aillbe is going to be living with us from now on. She is part of our family. Remember, you’re the one that said we needed to do this.”

“I know, Mama.” She turned Aillbe. “My other sisters are way older than I am. Glynis is 113. She’s a Borderlands Ranger with her husband Anyon. Sinead is 103. She helps my parents run the Golden Swan Inn. You’re not that old, are you Aillbe?”

“No, Lona, I’m not. In fact, I’m probably younger than you are. I’m only 16 years old. In Ireland where I come from, a girl is considered a woman at age 12 or 13 and eligible to be married. That’s part of why I am here.” She glanced at Fiona. “We’ll talk about the other reasons later, okay?”

Lona nodded. “I’m almost 30, but in Aerielands elves that’s very young. You’re younger than Tia Tanya Joy. She’s 19, and she is going to marry my other brother, Penant.”

Fiona and Berian’s eyes widened at that revelation. “Lona, who told you that?”

“Tia TJ, Mama. Didn’t she tell you?”

“No, she didn’t,” Berian answered for Fiona. “Did she tell you when this is going to happen?”

Lona nodded. “Yes, but I’m not supposed to tell anybody.”

Menta Kai looked at their daughter. “Lona, you know Adda Connor’s rule. No secrets.”

The little girl looked dubious but finally resolved herself. “They want to get married in the spring, once Penant gets brave enough to ask Uncle Lochlain and Tia Shannon.”

“Well, that certainly should prove interesting,” Fiona said to the others.

Berian was showing the remodeled portions of Caer Aerie to Aillbe, including the room that she would share with Lona. Fiona was helping Lona put together a puzzle that Connor had made for her, while Alistronia was preparing dinner. There was a knock on the outside door of the common rooms that actually startled all three of them. Ali, who was up, moved to the door, picking up her short sword as she went by the table their weapons were laid on. She looked at Fiona as if to say, “Are we expecting anybody?” Fi shook her head. Alistronia looked through the small viewing window in the door and relaxed. “It’s Zed, and I think you’re going to like this Fi.” She opened the door to allow the tall eagle-elf to enter. He came into the house followed by an equally tall, platinum-haired woman who was also wearing the brown robes that indicated she was an eagle in elf form.

Zed hugged Ali and then turned to Fiona who had risen from the table, indicating with her hand behind her back that Lona should do the same. Lona came and stood by her mother. “Mistress, may I speak with you for a few minutes?”

Fiona smiled at the always-formal eagle. “Of course, Zedekiah. What’s on your mind?” Zed looked up as if he could see the top of his head. “I’m not sure what you mean by that, Mistress. Is there something on my head?”

Fiona laughed in spite of herself, and Ali snickered behind them. “It’s an idiom, Zed. It means what would you like to talk about?”

“Oh, I understand, maybe.” He pulled himself together. “Mistress Fiona, do you remember that after your abduction, my parents suggested that I find a mate so as to better protect you and the High Princess?”

“I do, and I also remember giving you some time to do that since Zara would be here with Menta Kai.”

“Thank you for that, Mistress. My mate and I have selected each other, subject to your approval of course. May I present Zedra, Mistress.”

Fiona regarded the female eagle-elf, who was truly beautiful although, like Zed, if you looked closely you could tell that she was indeed an eagle. “What do you mean, subject to my approval?”

“Your Highness has the right to refuse any Guardian, be they elf, human or eagle.” Fiona shook her head, which Zed took as an indication that she didn’t approve, and started to leave with Zedra.

“Hey! Where are you going? I don’t disapprove of her. I just don’t think it should be my place to approve of her, that’s why I shook my head. Zed, Zedra, eagles mate for life. You two will be spending a long time together, and I understand that eagles do not consider romance in selecting a mate like elves and humans do. Do you at least like each other? Can you work together? Zedra, Zed’s father, Zar, has protected me with his life. He almost died at Clonifer to save me. Zedra,” the female eagle-elf looked at Fiona. “Would you do that for me, or more importantly to me, would you do that for my daughters, Lona and Aillbe?”

Zedra’s yellow eyes met Fiona’s dark green ones. “Mistress, I understand the role of the Guardian, and yes, I would take an arrow to protect you and your daughters, both Lona and Aillbe. It is my honor to serve with Zed as your Guardian.”

Fiona smiled, took Zed’s hand and shook it. “Congratulations, Zedekiah. By the power vested in me as the High Queen of the Aerielands, I now pronounce you husband, wife and Guardians. Welcome, Zedra.” The two eagle-elves bowed from the waist, and Zedra found herself looking into the bright blue eyes of Lona.

“Hi Zedra, I’m Lona. I’m glad you’re here.”

“I am glad to be here, Lona. May I be your friend?” 

The little elf beamed. “I’d really like that.”

“Then Lona, consider me your friend. We must be going now, for I am not as used to Zed as taking elf-form, but when you are ready to go back to Aerielands Castle, I will fly with you, Lona.” Zedra looked at Fiona and Alistronia. “Even before Zedekiah asked me to be his mate and I agreed, I had heard about you, White Owl, and your sister-friend the Kestrel. I look forward to flying with you, Mistress. Does your new daughter fly?”

Fiona hesitated. “I’m sorry, I’m just getting used to calling Aillbe my daughter yet. To be honest, Zedra, we don’t know. Both of her parents are lupine shape-shifters, so she probably has the magic within her but has not discovered or developed it yet. Even so, we don’t know what she will become if she can shift.”

“I understand. We will be hoping that she will be able to fly with us. Zedekiah tells me that you and Mistress Alistronia really love to fly, as do we.” She looked at Ali. “Mistress Alistronia, I look forward to hunting with you. In eagles, the female is always slightly larger than the male, but I am also probably a little more daring than my mate. We should have some interesting times together.”

Ali grinned. “Zedra, I’m looking forward to it. We’re going to have some fun.”
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Chapter 3: What Really is Real
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There was a soft knock on the door to Fiona and Berian’s sitting room. “Enter,” Fiona responded, expecting Lona. Aillbe opened the door and peered around the edge. “Mum, may I talk to you and Da for a little bit?”

Fiona nodded. “Of course, Melin er.” She paused. “That means ‘dear one,’ in Elven. Anytime you need to talk to us, as long as you do as you just did, and knock and wait to be told to come in, we are here for you. It’s something my parents have always done for me and Berian’s for him. What’s on your mind, Sweetheart?”

“Can I sit down for a bit?” Fiona nodded and indicated the sofa. “Mum, Da, there’s something I need to share with you, and I hope that you don’t feel that either my father or I was trying to deceive you. We weren’t. As I told you, Da Cormac is really a good man, but he has really put himself in a very bad situation with my mother and this other woman.”

“You mean Ciarnuit, his concubine?” Fiona asked, and Aillbe nodded.

Berian smiled at her. “Until I get used to it, I will let Fiona deal with the Irish names. Every time I try and speak her native tongue, my Elvish tongue gets tangled up in my teeth.”

Aillbe smiled at Berian and continued. “She’s more than his concubine, she is his second wife, and she doesn’t like me at all. She has a friend, Achtan, who is a Druidess, and more importantly, she is also Fionn’s Druidess.” Aillbe sighed deeply. “Yes, I was supposed to marry Fionn in the place of my sister, but we believe that he was strongly influenced by both Achtan and Ciarnuit and that was why it was so important to get me to a place of safety. Achtan’s circle is one that believes in human sacrifice, so when Da found out about it, he felt the only safe solution was for me to come and live with you.”

“That doesn’t change anything, Aillbe,” Fiona replied. “One thing you will learn about me, and about our family is that when a decision is made, it is made. I believe that our Heavenly Father brought you to us, and I believe that you have a destiny here. You, like I, will want to go back to Ireland, and when it is safe to do so, I shall take you.” Fiona gazed into the bright green eyes that reminded her so much of Iolena’s. “There is something you can do for me though.”

“What would that be, Mum?”

“We have a chapel here, and every morning, around sunrise, Tia Ali and I spend time there in prayer. As she has gotten older, Lona has started coming with us, and I want you to join us also. We will knock on your door about 15 minutes before we are to start, and
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