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Absence

 


Fifty one days. Fifty one days ago Cade
MacRoich walked out of my life like a ghost passing into the
hereafter. And no, I’ve not been obsessive enough to keep track of
the hours and minutes, or even the seconds, but I’ve noticed every
single one of them. I probably wouldn’t have been so fixated on his
absence if he hadn’t up and left the way he did. Of course, at the
time I’d been too distracted by my recent trauma to truly grasp
what was going on.

Nearly a year ago, I was certain I was just a
slightly abnormal teen. Sure, I’m tall and gangly and insecure like
everybody else my age, but now I know exactly how different
I am. One day this gorgeous boy shows up, out of nowhere, with a
simple explanation for all of my eccentricities: my changeable
eyes, my tendency to hear voices and notice odd things, and the
fact that I’d been found parentless as a toddler, roaming the
streets of Los Angeles like a young girl who’d been separated from
her mother in the women’s clothing section of a super mall . . . He
had come to tell me that I’m Faelorehn, immortal, from the
Otherworld.

Shaking my head, I got back to work. Of
course, watering Mrs. Dollard’s plants didn’t require much brain
power. I had considered getting a part time job in town this past
summer, but when the old lady had come over to ask if I might feed
her cats and keep her yard alive while she toured Europe, I
accepted right away. She was loaded and she always over-paid me.
Besides, working in a cafe or at a local clothing store meant
dealing with the public. I didn’t do well with the public.

The sharp caw of a crow made me hit the
ground like a soldier avoiding gunfire. If acting like an idiot
wasn’t bad enough, the hose got loose and soaked me. I glanced up
and released a sigh of relief. Only a normal crow. I climbed to my
feet and tackled the errant hose before shutting it off. Yes,
freaking out at the sound of a crow would be considered weird for
any normal person, but when you’ve spent the last several months
dodging a Celtic goddess in raven form, well, any large black bird
would give you the heebie-jeebies.

The garden was watered, Mrs. Dollard’s five
cats were sleeping off a food coma, and the afternoon sun dipped
low in the sky. The giant wet spot on my T-shirt was making me
cold, and it was time I headed home. Didn’t want to be caught out
after sunset. That’s when the faelah are the most active.

A short bark greeted me as I made my way
around the house. I smiled. A great white wolfhound with rusty
colored ears sat patiently, panting and grinning.

“Hello Fergus. When’s your master coming
back?”

I placed a hand on his head and gave him a
good scratch. He didn’t answer my question, but I hadn’t expected
him to.

Mrs. Dollard’s was only a few houses down
from my own, but before I stepped inside, I kept on walking to the
end of the street, bypassing the Dead End sign. I’d
developed the habit of checking the knothole in the oak tree every
day, hoping Cade had left me a new note.

I frowned in disappointment when the knothole
proved empty, but it didn’t surprise me. Cade’s absence was
understandable. A few months ago I crossed into the Otherworld,
bent on saving him from some cruel fate. Turns out the Morrigan,
one of the most powerful of all the Otherworldly deities, merely
wanted me where she could conveniently kill me. Still being rather
ignorant of my roots, I believed her when she told me Cade needed
my help. Hey, she’d been pretty convincing, and well, I kind of had
a huge crush on the guy, still do. As a matter of fact, I can admit
that it’s turned into something far more severe than a simple
crush.

Pushing the hair out of my face, I climbed
back up the slope and headed towards my bedroom on the basement
floor of our house. I didn’t like how much time I spent thinking
about Cade; it couldn’t be healthy, but he had saved my life
after all. And he’d been the one to tell me the truth about where
I’d come from.

My room greeted me with its usual chaos:
various items of clothing spread all over the floor and furniture,
computer screen saver glowing blue and green, comforter and sheets
wadded up into an unintelligible mess.

“Meghan!”

I jumped, then grumbled. “What Logan?”

My younger brother, oldest of the five, stuck
his head through the trap door leading up into the main part of the
house. His blond hair fell to the side. I grinned. He looked like
some miniature version of a pro surfer.

Logan’s eyes found me and he piped, “Dinner!
Oh, and we’re going to the beach for my birthday party tomorrow,
remember?”

I cringed. Ah, yes. Forgot about that one.
Logan had turned eleven a week ago, but he hadn’t had his party
because most of his friends were still on their summer
vacations.

“Alright,” I said, “be up in a minute.”

Logan disappeared and I shot a glance back
through my sliding glass door. Fergus was gone, but I merely
shrugged. He tended to vanish like that a lot. I had no idea if
other people were able to see him or not (I didn’t know if he could
be seen by mortals), but maybe he didn’t want to take the
chance.

After quickly changing into a dry T-shirt and
a pair of old sweat pants, I made my way up the spiral staircase
and out into the circus that was the Elam family.

Mom darted about the kitchen, getting the
last minute dinner items ready, Dad sat in his recliner, as usual,
reading the paper, and all five of my brothers, Logan, Bradley,
Aiden and even the twins, Jack and Joey, stared at the TV,
thoroughly engrossed in some science special. I rolled my eyes. It
was one of those ‘deadliest insects’ things and it included a
detailed description of what sinister attribute made them so
dangerous. My stomach churned when they started describing internal
parasites.

“Boys, could you turn that off? We’re about
to eat dinner!”

Thank goodness for Mom.

We all sat down and tried to commence as a
normal family would at mealtime. Too bad we weren’t normal. One of
us was a Faelorehn from the Otherworld. Of course, none of them
were aware of my true identity. Like the adoption agency who found
me those many years ago, they thought I was just another abandoned
human child. I knew if I told my mom and dad what I’d learned over
the past year, they wouldn’t be able to accept it. Or they would
drag me off to a new psychologist who would only prescribe
mind-numbing medication. No thanks. I’d like to have all my wits
about me when the Morrigan decided to attack again, thank you very
much.

“Meg, you are coming with us tomorrow,
correct?”

Dad’s voice snapped me out of my train of
thought. I grimaced. Honestly, I didn’t want to go. Not that I had
anything against Logan or birthday parties or even the beach, it’s
just that ever since my ordeal at the end of spring, I’d been extra
wary about wandering too far from home. This is what made Mrs.
Dollard’s offer so appealing. Only four houses down the road, piece
of cake . . .

“Sure,” I shrugged and stabbed at some green
beans.

“Sure?” Mom gave me one of her looks.
“Meg, you’ve been practically cooped up in this house all summer.
You only ever leave to take care of Matilda Dollard’s cats, take
those walks down into the swamp, or to visit Tully.”

Okay, I had good reason not to wander far,
reasons having nothing to do with my fear of the faelah creatures
creeping out of the dolmarehn hidden deep in the woods. Up until a
few weeks ago I had been in a leg cast, and that really limited my
mobility. She couldn’t count visiting Tully, my best friend, as
‘never going out’. Tully lived all the way at the head of our
street. A good fifteen or so houses down. And my walks in the swamp
had the potential to be rather exciting. An Otherworldly creature
might show up at any minute and cause quite a stir. And if that
Otherworldly creature happened to be Cade . . .

I swallowed and put him as far out of my mind
as possible. No need to get all dreamy-eyed at the dinner table.
Regardless of what my parents thought, my walks were productive. If
Mom knew I practiced with my longbow and arrows during my walks,
maybe she would change her mind. Of course, I only went down there
alone because Fergus always accompanied me. Should Cade’s spirit
guide suddenly disappear, I’d gladly admit defeat and take on the
guise of a recluse.

“You have to go Meg!” Logan whined.

I glanced over at him, his blue eyes shining
with unshed tears. My heartstrings tightened. How could I deny my
little brother anything?

I released a sigh. “What beach again?”

“Avila,” Dad said. “We’re going to have a
bonfire and everything, so be sure to bring your warm clothes.
It’ll get cold after dark.”

I gritted my teeth despite my smile. After
dark . . . I had been lucky the past few months. I’d only seen
a handful of faelah wandering around in the swamp; small, demented
rodents that often met their end in the jaws of a certain white
wolfhound. My own intuition assured me Fergus would not be
accompanying me to the beach. Time to face the truth: it had been
too long since anything of noticeable significance had happened. I
was well overdue for a good haunting.

* * *

The sunny weather in Avila made me forget
about my troubles for a while. I helped my parents drag our gear
down to the sand and we propped the fold-out chairs, extra towels,
bags of food and various water boards and toys against the picnic
table closest to the creek fanning out across the shore. Almost
immediately, my brothers went tearing off into the wide mouth of
the stream, kicking up brackish surf as they screamed and splashed
one another.

I looked at my parents and they nodded before
they started setting up. We shared a silent agreement between the
three of us. Since Aiden, my youngest brother besides the twins,
had autism and had a tendency to pay less attention to his
surroundings than the others, I made it a point to keep an extra
eye on him. Jack and Joey, despite having turned three over winter
break, were actually quite self-sufficient. Besides, my other two
brothers stuck to them like glue.

Aiden, well, Aiden was different. We’re not
sure what caused his autism, but Mom and Dad always suspected it
had something to do with the stress he was under during his birth.
It had been a difficult delivery, and they had been terrified he
wouldn’t make it. He had to stay in the intensive care unit for a
few months before we were allowed to bring him home. Perhaps he’d
missed out on some vital element and was now trying to compensate.
None of that mattered, though. I still loved him dearly; we all
did.

I set my own bag down and headed after my
brothers. They had all crossed over to the other side of the creek,
climbing on the pylons of the road bridge stretching overhead. I
chose to cross closer to the shore. I wasn’t a germ freak or
anything, but semi-stagnant water just gave me the willies.

“Meg!” Bradley complained from the rock he
perched upon. “I want to go check out the tide pools, but Logan’s
being a turd!”

“Hey! I said I’d go, I just wanted to wait
for Meg!”

A shoving contest ensued as I reached down
and scooped Aiden up, grunting a little at his weight. I couldn’t
believe how big he was getting. Soon I wouldn’t be able to pick him
up at all.

“Bradley, you do know it’s Logan’s birthday
party, right? Shouldn’t he choose what to do? His friends will
start showing up at any minute, so we should get back to the picnic
table and wait for them.”

Through some miracle of older-sisterhood, I
managed to round them all up and bring them back. Logan’s friends
arrived ten minutes later and soon we were all roasting hotdogs and
eating cake.

About an hour before sunset, Logan insisted
on going back to the tide pools on the other side of the creek. I
shaded my eyes and squinted up at the sky.

“I’m not sure, Logan. By the time we get
there we won’t be able to do much exploring.”

Well, if we left before the sun set. The walk
didn’t take long, but I wanted to be close to the fire once
darkness started settling in. I had encountered the faelah in
daylight before, but they preferred the darkness, and the worst
attack I ever suffered on this side of Eile had come right after
sunset.

“Go on Meg, you have plenty of time before
the sun goes down,” Mom insisted.

I think she wanted the kids to play somewhere
else so she and Dad could relax before we started roasting
marshmallows.

I squirmed, torn between pleasing my brother
and my own, semi-paranoid fear. Eventually I caved. I mean, what
were the chances of faelah showing up at the beach anyway? Cade had
never mentioned any dolmarehn around the Avila area, and I’m sure
he would have if there had been any.

“Alright, but you and Bradley have to help me
with Aiden and the twins.”

The small herd of pre-teen boys all cheered
in obnoxious unison. Oh boy, this was going to be so fun . .
.

The rocky shelf that featured the tidal pools
teemed with other beach-goers. I held Aiden’s hand the entire time,
pointing out star fish and sea anemones as we carefully walked
across the slippery rocks, the deep sloshing sound of the ocean
drowning out most of our words. Logan, Bradley, the twins and all
of Logan’s friends started hunting for crabs and after a handful of
minutes, I allowed myself to relax a little. This was actually
pretty nice. Spending quality time with my brothers like a normal,
human teenager. Of course, the delusion didn’t last.

“Seal,” Aiden said, pointing towards the
water rushing into the giant fissure between the rocks.

I twisted around and looked down, almost
slipping on some seaweed in shock. It was a seal, sort-of. A dark
head turned to gaze at me, but instead of seeing the cute,
whiskered face and big brown eyes of a spotted seal, I caught a
glimpse of the deep ocean-blue eyes of a young woman. I blinked
several times, but the vision didn’t fade. It was as if someone had
skinned a harbor seal and now floated around beneath the tide
pools, wearing the skin as some sort of gruesome robe.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one to be
surprised. The seal woman’s dark eyes grew wide and she pulled the
seal skin over her face. I had to blink again. No human likeness
remained, but in her place floated an actual seal. Wait, what had
just happened?

“Perty,” Aiden whispered.

I looked at him. He liked animals, and I’m
sure he only noticed a seal. Cade had once told me about
Otherworldly glamour and from past experience, I knew not all the
faelah made their presence known.

“Yes Aiden, very pretty,” I murmured.

The sun fell beyond the horizon and no more
Otherworldly beasts surprised us. On our walk back, I contemplated
what I’d seen. I mentally went through the various Irish myths I
had read in one of my books. I knew the seal had seemed familiar,
but why? A faded memory suddenly came back to me. The Silkies;
Irish seal-people. Had the creature been a Silkie?

Now that I’d decided what she was, I wracked
my brain for more details. When Silkies removed their seal skin,
they became human, and if another human being got a hold of the
seal skin, they could control the Silkie. I grimaced, hoping my
obvious recognition would encourage the Silkie to find a much less
populated beach to visit. Glamour or not, that was too high a price
to pay if someone managed to steal her skin.

“Ah, there you are!” my dad crooned as we
came traipsing back to the picnic table.

Delight coursed through me when I caught
sight of the fire, for we were all soaked from the waist down.

“Who’s ready for some marshmallows?”

I pulled up a lawn chair and jabbed a
marshmallow on the end of my stick as I let the warmth of the fire
pour over me. The boys started sharing ghost stories, but I blocked
them out and instead focused on the sound of the waves crashing
against the shore. I remembered Cade telling me once how the ocean
soothed him. On a normal day, I would have been of the same
opinion. The only problem was, he wasn’t here at the moment, and
that fact alone dashed away any hopes of feeling truly content.
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Reunion

 


A week after Logan’s birthday party, the
school year started. Normally, I would have dreaded the day, for I
wasn’t the most popular kid in school, but at least I’d get a
chance to escape my room. Mom had been right; I had become a
recluse. And for some reason, I entertained the idea that the
Morrigan and her ilk would avoid harassing me at school. I hoped I
was still right.

Thomas picked Tully and me up at the end of
our street in his family’s gold van. He had already been to Will’s
house. I smiled at my friends as I climbed in.

“So, ready for our senior year?” Hey, might
as well act cheerful, right?

“Yeah, sure, a whole year stressing about
filling out college applications and waiting to hear back.
So exciting.”

I brushed aside Will’s negativity. He was
under a lot of pressure to get into a good college. He had spent
most of his summer researching one university after another. At
least he’d been productive. What had I done? Oh yeah, I’d wasted my
summer by hiding in my room and avoiding the outdoors as often as
possible. But I had gone into the swamp to practice archery,
something I thought I might be improving on. Finally.

“I’m ready for all the perks that come with
being a senior,” Thomas added, answering my question.

I wouldn’t call exclusive lunch rights to the
front lawn or the chance to take study hall for one of our class
periods perks, but I shrugged anyway.

Thomas reached forward and changed the
station before pulling out onto the next road.

We met Robyn in the parking lot, her usual
Goth-inspired attire flawless. The teal streak in her hair had
faded and appeared to be a little longer than the last time I’d
seen her. I hadn’t spent much time with Robyn over the summer, only
seeing her twice at Tully’s in the first few weeks after school let
out. Despite her hair, she was just the same as always.

“Hey people! Ready to wreak havoc and cause
mayhem? We’re seniors!”

I would have laughed, but Robyn would
wreak havoc and cause mayhem, given the chance. I had enough chaos
in my life without even trying, so I merely shook my head, giving
her what I hoped was an impish grin.

A few minutes later the bell rang and our
talk of the long-lost summer and what our big plans were for the
year came to an end. Shrugging my backpack further up my shoulder,
I headed down the hallway to find my first class.

I spotted Adam Peders, Josh Turner, and
Michaela West along the way. They all glared at me. I gritted my
teeth, then paused. These were the people who had tormented me
since middle school, but hadn’t I already been through a lot worse
than what they’d ever been able to dish out? Hadn’t I survived an
attack from the Morrigan, a powerful Otherworldly being? Hadn’t I
recently learned I was Faelorehn, immortal, and potentially capable
of unfathomable power?

I laughed out loud, startling the three
lemmings that used to be the bane of my existence. Key word there:
used to be. I lifted my chin, adopted the haughtiest look I
could muster, and strolled right past them as if they were nothing
more than snails on a wall. Michaela’s gasp of outrage was
particularly enjoyable.

Oh yes Robyn, I thought, I am
definitely ready to wreak havoc and cause mayhem.

* * *

That first week flew by and I found myself
facing a weekend of homework. Okay, maybe being a senior wasn’t
going to be that glorious after all. I spent a good portion of my
Friday night getting my math done and working on an essay for my
literature class. By ten, my eyes felt like they were caked with
glue. I piled my books onto my desk and headed for bed. Sighing, I
stared at my ceiling and did what I’d been trying to do since
before the start of summer break: not think about Cade
MacRoich.

Eventually I did get to sleep, but woke with
a start several hours later. I blinked away the bleariness in my
eyes. Had I been having another nightmare? I couldn’t tell. I
rotated my head to look at my alarm clock. Four fifty one, in
bright red, glowing letters, glared back at me. I groaned. Really?
Why couldn’t my stupid dreams let me sleep until at least
seven?

I tried to go back to sleep, but I just
tossed and turned until it started to get light outside. Finally, I
got up. In a haze, I walked into my bathroom and turned on the
shower. Perhaps it would lift my spirits.

Once done with my morning routine, I threw on
a comfortable pair of sweatpants and an old T-shirt (a favorite
ensemble of mine) and returned to my desk. Time to get some more
homework done or waste a good hour or two on the internet.

A scratch at the sliding glass door drew my
attention. I leaned back in my chair and glanced over. Ah, Fergus.
He’d been a common sight at my door all summer, so I blew out a
breath and hit the button to turn on my computer. When the
scratching continued, followed by a whine then a sharp bark, I got
up to go find out what the spirit guide wanted. He never seemed to
want attention from me before, but there was always a first for
that.

I unlocked the door and slid it open. “What’s
up Fergus?”

He backed away from me, panting and doing a
little dance. Weird . . . Only when he turned to head down the
horse trail, pausing long enough to glance back at me with his big
brown eyes, did I realize he wanted me to follow him. My heart
jumped into my throat. Was Cade back?

I threw on a jacket and stepped into some
shoes. The morning was chilly, but I knew by noon it would be
hotter. Not that I needed it to be any warmer at the moment. My
heart raced and I dashed after the wolfhound, my mind abuzz with a
million thoughts. Could Cade truly be waiting down the trail for
me? Would he be glad to see me? Would he be recovered from the
encounter with the Morrigan? Would he leave right after talking to
me? Would he have news from the Otherworld? Would he kiss me
again?

I shivered at my last thought. Although I had
convinced myself the memory of Cade kissing me had simply been
imagined due to the trauma of coming darn near close to death, I
couldn’t help but wish it had been real. Almost every night, the
scene replayed in my mind and I tried hard to remember the
satisfaction of being held in his arms; the gentle touch of his
lips pressed against mine, but the recollection of those sensations
would not surface and I forced myself to accept them as
semi-forgotten dreams.

I turned the corner and passed through the
willow trees covering the land bridge over the swamp. A few more
steps brought me through to the other side. And then I spotted him,
standing dead center in a wide clearing, Fergus sitting and panting
contentedly by his side. Cade MacRoich.

My knees buckled, bringing me to a dead stop.
Stupid knees. He wore his trench coat, as usual, his arms crossed
over his chest. As soon as he spotted me, however, he pulled down
his hood and smiled. Oh, what that one action did to me . . . I
took in his height, his posture, his face. He looked well, much
better than the walking zombie he’d been when we last parted ways.
His dark red hair almost glowed in the sunlight and his beautiful
face no longer resembled a gaunt, white mask. But the light in his
eyes proved he had finally recovered; dark green and sparking with
life.

“Hello Meghan.”

I forgot about my knees. I forgot about my
thundering heart. I even forgot to keep that safe distance I always
placed carefully between us. Apparently, I forgot to think as
well.

Letting out a small squeak of joy, I bolted
from where I stood and threw my arms around him, trapping him in a
full-body embrace. I was so glad to see him. Unfortunately, my mind
hadn’t warned me about how foolish I appeared.

Fortunately, Cade hugged me back, making my
imprudent behavior seem only a tiny bit ridiculous. Didn’t stop me
from flushing beet red, though.

I let go and stepped away, but Cade kept his
hands on my shoulders, holding me only a few feet in front of him.
I turned my head. I blushed far too often in his presence, and
looking him in the eye would only make it worse.

“Are you unwell?”

His voice was gentle, betraying a smidgen of
concern. My heart swelled.

“Um, I worried while you were away,” I
admitted.

Of course, I didn’t need to go into detail
about how my concern was more for him than myself.

“The faelah? You worried about them?” he
asked.

I nodded. Chicken. Why was I so afraid
to tell him how I felt? Like an idiot, I allowed myself to fall for
him only to discover he had a goddess for a girlfriend (and then
learning she wasn’t his girlfriend after all), right before
he left me hanging for the entire summer, wondering if I’d ever see
him again . . . Ugh. I guess you could say my emotions had been
banged up a bit.

He used his index finger to lift my chin so
that I looked him in the eye. Drat. His had darkened even
more. Mine, I couldn’t say what color they took on at the moment,
but if my nerves were any indication, I’d say they resembled a
slide show gone berserk.

“Nothing attacked you, though, right?”

The hard tone of Cade’s voice sent prickles
down my spine. Why must he be so appealing?

“No,” I finally managed.

He sighed and dropped his finger from my chin
and released my other arm. He ran his hands through his hair and
stepped away.

“Good,” he said.

“I did run across a few things over the
summer, but only some more of those gnome creatures and they didn’t
bother me.” I thought it best to make practical conversation as I
recovered from being so close to him. “Oh, and a Silkie just last
week.”

Cade arched an eyebrow. “A Silkie?”

I nodded, wrapping my arms around my torso. A
chill settled on my skin for some reason, as if leaving Cade’s
embrace also took away all my warmth.

“Logan had his birthday party at the beach,
and when we went to the tide pools I noticed a woman in the water
with a seal skin draped over her shoulders. She caught me staring,
then pulled the skin tighter and transformed back into a seal.”

Cade seemed to have stopped listening to me.
He grew still and his face turned stony. “Logan?”

I blinked up at him, my mind blank. His
height still astounded me. He stood a good eight or nine inches
taller than me, and I was the tallest girl in my high school.

“Who is Logan?”

Uh . . . ? Had I never told him about
my brothers? “My little brother.”

Could I have been imagining things, or did
that information cause him to relax substantially? Had he been
worried? Jealous? A tingle of joy pulsed through me, but I squashed
the stupid sensation and told myself I was being delusional
again.

I cleared my throat. “So, how have things
been in the Otherworld?”

I know it was a lame thing to say, but moving
the conversation, even in the small talk direction, was better than
silence.

Cade arched a brow and cast me a sidelong
glance. Okay, was he trying to make me blush? Or was I just
that pathetic?

He shrugged and glanced away. Thank goodness.
“I’ve managed to keep most of the faelah from trickling through the
dolmarehn I’m responsible for, but if you’re wondering if I’ve
redeemed myself for breaking my geis, I’m afraid I have to
disappoint you.”

Oh. I hadn’t been wondering, at least
not until he brought it up.

“I’m sorry Cade,” I confessed quietly,
stepping even further away from him.

I couldn’t imagine what being punished for
saving someone’s life felt like. Because of his actions on the day
I almost got mauled to death in the Otherworld, he ended up
breaking his geis, his taboo. Violating a geis came with a heavy
price. True, I didn’t know what his particular punishment was, but
such a thing couldn’t be pleasant.

Cade moved closer, following me. He spoke
low, and curse it, his voice made me go weak in the knees
again.

“Don’t be sorry, Meghan. I would make the
same choice again in a heartbeat.”

Oh, how I wanted those words to mean he liked
me back. Perhaps they did, and perhaps he was about to say so, but
unfortunately, Fergus’s bark interrupted any further
conversation.

Cade tensed, and then forced himself to relax
once more. “I’ve got to go Meghan.”

I just managed to exercise a bit of restraint
before wrapping myself around him again.

“When will you be back?” I wanted to
know.

He smiled. “As soon as possible. In the
meantime, keep up your archery practice and be sure to check the
oak tree every once in a while.”

I grinned back, despite my forlorn state of
mind. I watched as he disappeared down the trail leading to the
dolmarehn, the same dolmarehn that had thrown me into the
Otherworld a scant few months ago. The memory of the ordeal made me
shudder, but I focused on watching Cade for as long as I could. He
was leaving, yet he promised to come back, and he had insinuated he
would be dropping off messages in the oak tree. Love letters? I
grinned in self-chastisement. Silly Meghan! When are you going
to stop daydreaming about him? Unfortunately, my common sense
told me the truth: never.

 


 -Three-

Surprise

 


I spent the rest of the weekend in a fog of
housekeeping and studying. I’d put off tidying my room for weeks
and I had grown tired of wading through stray laundry to get to my
bed. Besides, cleaning was the one activity I could actually
accomplish while my mind was still caught up in the memory of
seeing Cade.

By Sunday morning, however, I told myself to
snap out of my weird funk and get some homework done. Moping around
the house like some forlorn ghost would do me no good, and letting
my grades suffer might have dire consequences. I turned on a
classical music CD and got to work. To my delight, I only thought
about Cade twice for the rest of the day. Maybe three times.

On Monday morning I woke up before the alarm
clock, so I decided to get up earlier than usual. I showered, got
dressed, and headed upstairs for breakfast. My brothers nearly
knocked me over as they ran circles around Mom. I grinned and
managed to capture a bagel amidst all the chaos. I called a goodbye
to my dad as I headed out the front door. I had every intention of
walking down the street and catching a ride with Tully. As I angled
down the driveway however, a sharp bark stopped me in my
tracks.

Fergus stood by the old barbed wire fence
denoting the road’s stopping point and the beginning of the
equestrian trail that led into the swamp. He wagged his tail and
turned around, trotting into the woods. A goofy grin spread across
my face and I took hold of my backpack straps and followed him.
When he stopped at the oak tree, a small twang of disappointment
snapped in my stomach. Oh, so he wasn’t taking me to Cade.

Sighing and trying not to show my frustration
too much, I stepped up onto a tree root and pulled the note out of
the knothole on the other side. Fergus stared at me, panting as
usual, as I unrolled the paper and began to read.

Meghan,

I hope your weekend went well. I’m very
sorry I couldn’t stay longer and catch up with you or even witness
your progress with your bow, but I’m glad I was able to get away at
all.

Unfortunately, I fear I’ll be held up in
Eile for the next month or so, and will only be corresponding by
letter. In order to make up for my rude neglect of you, do me a
favor and take the back way to school this morning.

Sincerely,

C.M.

Despite my intense regret at learning Cade
would be gone for a month, I smiled softly. He sounded truly
remorseful that he wouldn’t be able to visit me. I tucked the
letter into a backpack pocket, and made a mental note to set aside
a shoebox for them before taking out my cell phone and texting
Tully, telling her I was going to walk to school that morning. It
was still early, so if I didn’t dawdle I should make it before the
bell.

Coastal fog curled along the trail and in the
deepest recesses of the swamp. On a normal day, I’d be terrified to
come down here on my own when it still wasn’t fully light, but I
had Fergus, trotting silently ahead of me. For the first time since
the spirit guide had been left with me, I wondered if Cade was
suffering because of it. I dashed that thought away before it
culminated into a full-blown, single-minded desire to go back to
the Otherworld to check on him.

A small flash of color and a chirp that
sounded similar to a cricket’s stopped me dead in my tracks. I
sensed myself going white. Were there faelah around? Why would Cade
tell me to walk to school if he had somehow let faelah slip past
him? Was the Morrigan trying to set me up again? But wouldn’t
Fergus know if it was dangerous?

I turned to go back the way I had come, but
Fergus blocked me. “No Fergus, perhaps this isn’t such a good idea
after all.”

I started to text Tully again as I tried to
get by him, but the wolfhound wouldn’t budge. In the next breath,
something the size of a swallowtail butterfly fluttered past my
ear, making the soft chirping sound. I screamed and threw my arms
up to protect my head, almost losing my cell phone.

Now I caught a glimpse of what had been
creating the noise and my mouth dropped open. Was that a . . .
fairy?! I shook my head and blinked my eyes clear. The creature’s
body, humanoid in shape, measured about the length my thumb and its
brilliantly colored wings were somewhat translucent. I simply stood
there, gaping and following the creature with my eyes. After
floating in the air for a few minutes, the fairy landed among a
thicket of ferns. Fergus pulled away from me then and trotted
alongside the fronds, brushing them with his legs. What followed
completely transfixed me. As he moved down the line of ferns,
hundreds of the little fairy creatures took to the sky, chirping in
agitation and flashing their multicolored wings. A living,
breathing rainbow.

I was dumbstruck, and a sense of pure joy
filled me as the fairies fluttered all around me. Wait, not
fairies. In Irish lore fairies were more like humans, but with
supernatural powers. The term ‘fairy’ might even apply to the
Faelorehn. These charming faelah were most likely pixies.

Taking a deep breath, I tore myself away and
started back down the trail, grinning like I’d received a dozen
roses from a secret admirer.

Cade’s gift probably meant I’d be late for
school, but the delay had been worth it. Whether the delightful
little creatures were pixies or some other form of faelah, I
couldn’t say. What I did know, however, was that Cade had more than
made up for his so-called neglect.

* * *

The next several weeks passed with just a
hint of bitter sweetness to them. Cade stayed away from the mortal
world, like he promised, busy paying back the damage caused by his
broken geis. He also kept his other promise and wrote to me at
least twice a week.

Fergus was always diligent in letting me know
if there was a letter waiting in the oak tree for me, but to be
honest, I checked the knothole every day after school. Nothing
thrilled me more than getting notes from Cade. He would start the
letters by telling me how much he missed our archery lessons and
how he was looking forward to showing me the Otherworld (without
the Morrigan and her minions tagging along, of course). My heart
would leap when I conjured up images of wandering those misty hills
with him, to see him in his element. I also dreaded the possibility
of my memories from that horrible night returning; when the
Morrigan’s demons nearly killed me. Despite everything, however,
Cade would protect me, I hadn’t a doubt.

As fall progressed, the days got shorter and
my school work got more intense. Nothing I couldn’t handle, though.
I mean, what was an impending calculus test and a biology report
compared to the anger of a Celtic goddess? Hah! A walk in the park!
If only I could convince myself such thoughts were true.

A few days before my birthday and Halloween,
I dreamed of my childhood again. I had almost forgotten about it,
what with everything I’d learned in the last several months. But I
shouldn’t have been surprised. It came every year, and nothing had
changed this year: the younger version of myself, wandering L.A.’s
streets, clinging to a huge white hound.

When I woke up, however, I sensed the puzzle
pieces of my mysterious past had finally fallen into place. Sure,
they hadn’t been pressed together yet, but I envisioned all of them
clearly, lying on the glass coffee table in our living room, each
one lined up and ready for my fingers to slip them into place. I
had been taken through a dolmarehn at the age of two, I’d already
determined that much, but who had brought me to the mortal world
and why?

I grumbled under my breath and shut off my
radio alarm, another old question floating up from the depths of my
mind to mingle with my other thoughts. Exactly who were my
parents? I still didn’t know, and every time Cade had visited in
the past, he managed to distract me with his essence, thus striking
any other questions from my mind. Of course I loved my mom and dad,
but some undetectable sense inside of me insisted on knowing who I
had once belonged to.

Kicking off my bed sheets in frustration, I
got up and decided to get ready for school. I would puzzle over my
mysterious origins later. Time for me to think about something
else. A few more school days remained before the weekend, until
Halloween, the day I turned eighteen. What a daunting thought. I
didn’t feel any older, and I definitely didn’t feel like an
adult.

I cast my eyes around my room, wincing at its
general, usual, untidiness. For Halloween this year, my friends and
I had decided to have a stay-in party, hosted by myself. That meant
cleaning my room. I glanced at my clock again and cursed.
Housekeeping would have to wait until later. The shower beckoned
and I needed to get going.

I spent the entire afternoon and the next
working on making my room spic and span. Well, as spic and span as
possible. I woke up early on Saturday to finish up, only to be
delayed when my intrusive siblings dragged me upstairs to help them
carve some last-minute pumpkins. Apparently, one for each of us
didn’t measure up to my brothers’ high standards. I managed to
escape in record time so that I could decorate before my friends
showed up. I strung fake spider webs everywhere, the little
arachnids belonging to them dangling from my spiral staircase.
Tissue paper bats and ghosts added their own macabre presence, and
bowls full of various, creepy foods sat on my desk, waiting to be
consumed. I had also rented a few movies with a Halloween theme,
one about vampires, the other a supernatural thriller.

I stood back and examined my work when I
finished, grinning at the final result. I’d done a pretty good job.
The clock next to my bed announced the time: four in the afternoon.
I gasped and ran for the bathroom. My friends were due in an hour
and I still had to get into my costume. While browsing through
thrift stores two weeks ago, Tully, Robyn, and I managed to find an
old prom dress that fit me well. We all decided I should dress as
some dead beauty queen. Normally, I wouldn’t have gone for it, but
they had been so insistent. Besides, I liked the color of the gown,
a deep blue, faux satin, and I thought that particular shade went
well with my eyes. Well, at least when they seemed more blue than
any of the other colors.

Tully showed up while I was finishing my
makeup. I hoped the pallid powder and fake blood did the trick.
Tully’s squeal of delight affirmed my suspicions. She had decided
to mock Robyn by dressing as a Gothic witch. Robyn herself arrived
next, toting Will and Thomas behind her. Robyn appeared to be a
demonic fairy, Will a mad scientist, and Thomas had adopted the
garb of his favorite pop star.

“Nice blood Meg,” Will commented as he took a
seat on my old couch with Thomas and Tully.

“Don’t mind if I take the bed, do you?” Robyn
asked, plopping down on top of my comforter and depositing glitter
everywhere. I shrugged and joined her. How pleasant to have a made
bed for once.

The night progressed with us screaming and
jumping at the movies I’d picked out. Every now and again, I heard
the doorbell ring followed by Mom’s best interpretation of a witch
cackling as she tried to frighten the trick-or-treaters. I
snickered and thought about sneaking around the house in order to
jump out and scare a few of them.

A glance towards my sliding glass door made
me quickly change my mind. It also caused my heart to stop beating
for a good three seconds. There was something out there. As all
four of my friends yelled at the actress who was about to get
mutilated in the movie, I merely stared in silent horror at the
thing, no, things, crawling across my backyard. They were
not much bigger than housecats, but they had the arms and legs of
monkeys. Some of them touted leathery wings, others curved horns.
Several of them had large ears and teeth protruding from their
lower jaws. They crawled along like zombies freshly raised from a
pet cemetery and I wouldn’t be surprised if my theory proved true.
Not a single patch of fur covered their wrinkled, mummy-like pelts,
and all of their bones pushed out against their dark hides,
creating a multitude of knobs and ridges. Their sudden appearance
made my skin crawl.

“NO!” Robyn screamed right in my ear as our
helpless heroine got cornered by a vampire.

I shouted as well, but more in response to
Robyn’s outburst.

Everyone turned and eyed me as if I was
crazy. Great. How would I explain this one?

“Sorry,” I grumbled, rubbing the back of my
neck. “Thought I saw something in the backyard, and I got
distracted for a moment.”

Of course, everyone turned to look. I
cringed, but cast a wary glance myself. I breathed a mental sigh of
relief. The faelah were gone. Not that I was worried my friends
would notice them. Only I saw the faelah.

“I don’t see anything,” Will proclaimed.

“I know, like I said. I thought I saw
something.”

To my immense relief, no more faelah came to
pay my yard a visit for the rest of the evening. By ten o’clock,
both movies were over and everyone decided to call it a night. I
didn’t mind. After all, I had creepy crawlers haunting me and I
didn’t need my friends around when they came back. I saw them out,
and then returned to my room with the intention of washing off my
makeup. The trick-or-treaters were gone and my brothers were slowly
making their way to their own beds. Time to call it a night.

When I got to the bottom of the stairs,
however, I found that I had a late night visitor. Fergus’s white
form sat patiently at my sliding glass door. I walked over to give
him a pat goodnight and to ask him to chase away any freaky faelah
that might still be lurking about. I slid the door open and before
I could so much as smile in his direction, he bolted towards the
oak tree. I groaned. I looked forward to Cade’s letters more than
anything else, but the last thing I wanted to do was go anywhere
near the swamp on Halloween night, especially after seeing those
strange creatures in the backyard just an hour or so before.

A sharp bark followed by a whine floated up
from the equestrian trail. Gritting my teeth, I turned around and
grabbed a flashlight out of my desk drawer. Feeling I needed more
than light to defend myself, I picked up my umbrella as well. Yes,
an umbrella proved a poor weapon compared to a bow and arrows, but
I didn’t want to cart those down to the tree. It was only a few
dozen yards away, and I hoped the pointed tip of the umbrella would
work just as well at thwarting goblins and such. Besides, Fergus
had gone down before me and he’d attack anything overly dangerous.
Still, my nerves weren’t too happy with my decision.

I pulled on a sweater and stepped through my
door. There wasn’t much of a moon this Halloween, so I was glad I’d
grabbed the flashlight. I climbed down the slope that dropped
behind our backyard and aimed my light towards the tree. I spotted
Fergus immediately, his tall shoulders resting against the tree as
he wagged his tail slowly. Wait, not leaning against a tree, but .
. .

“Cade!” I breathed.

I forgot about my fear of wandering around in
the dark and, hiking up the long skirts of my costume, I ran the
last few meters to reach his side. This time I exhibited a little
more self-control and didn’t fling myself at him.

He stepped away from the tree and the dim
light my flashlight provided showed me his grin.

“How
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