War of the Wolves

A Visitor
Áine
Áine’s deep blue eyes tracked the sun’s path through the bare fingers of tree boughs. Today was the winter solstice and now the days would ever so slowly creep their way across the land, getting longer as the days passed.  In her tradition it was said the Holly King had lost his battle and now the reign of the Oak King started until they traded places at the summer solstice.  Unseen mythical battles aside, Áine had felt a disquiet in her bones the last few days.  She didn’t know what disrupted her energy, but she decided to be more observant going forward. 
Áine carried cold logs into her house, their rough bark biting into the flesh of her forearms.  She was feeling the call to start planting her seeds for the spring, but it was still far too soon in midwinter.  A bitter blanket of snow still lingered on the forest floor. She threw the logs onto the fire in her hearth and sunk into her chair before the flames to warm herself.  Despite her magic that had kept her young for over two hundred years, it seemed every winter seeped a little deeper into her bones and made her feel the decades a bit more.
Her grandson, whom she had affectionately called Red for most of his life, had been sent off to the war six years earlier.  She had taught him a bit of magic, though he didn’t take to it readily.  But they could communicate from afar.  They met on the Astral Plane as often as they could, but she missed him like a festering wound that would not heal.  She had raised him from the age of two when her daughter died suddenly.  
She had waited a century and a half before deciding to have a child, and even then, she hadn’t been sure she had made the right choice until Azul had been born.  The girl with hair as a flame and eyes the shade of a summer forest.  Azul had followed Áine into her practice of the Old Ways and when Azul had told Áine that she was with child Áine was overcome with joy.  It had only been a few short years later that a cruth-chaochladair—a shapeshifter—had caught Azul unaware and killed her, leaving Áine to raise her grandson.  The killings increased across the land until a few years later, the War of the Wolves erupted. 
Tap. Tap. Tap.  Her familiar brought her from her thoughts and Áine went to the kitchen window and opened it for Starrag who quickly flew in and perched on the back of her chair.  He was a Hooded Crow and his sleek black and gray feathers shimmered in the firelight.
Someone approaches from the Eastern Trail, Starrag spoke into her mind.
“Who?”
A man I have not seen before. A mage.  I could not read his aura; he is well cloaked. 
“Well, I suppose I should put some tea on, then.”  Áine made some tea and set out a plate of bread and jam with some nuts and dried fruit.  It was still early, and she couldn’t guess if the stranger was expecting to stay the night or just move along through the forest.  
Within the hour, a tall man approached her house.  He was bundled up against the cold.  Áine didn’t need to see his face to know who he was, though she recognized his aura.  She hadn’t seen or heard from Uzame for over fifty years and wondered what had brought him into the Greenwood Forest and to her door.  Starrag had become her familiar shortly after Áine and Uzame had gone their separate ways, so it was no wonder he didn’t recognize the wizard’s aura. She recalled the uneasy feeling she had had of late and wondered if his arrival was just a coincidence.  
She opened the door as Uzame walked up to her porch and slowly lowered his hood.  He had mastered the same youth spell Áine had.  He didn’t look a day older than when they first met a century and a half ago.
She was struck anew by his handsome features.  She had almost forgotten how his knowing brown eyes and strong jaw had made her weak and strong all at once.  He flashed that intimate smile, and she felt a wave of emotion like a sunny summer day sung from a Rhyme warbler.  She almost thought she felt the slight compulsion from a charm spell, but it was so faint she could not be sure.  She wanted to feel alarmed but couldn’t muster up the negativity.

“Uzame, what Temaruan storm has blown you all the way to my doorway out here in the Greenwood Forest?”  She had heard that he had left the Citadel in Temaru where the order they both had belonged to, Fitheach, resided. She wanted to test him to see if he would be truthful.
“Ach, I left Fitheach and Temaru behind not long after you left.  I wandered for a while, but I settled in a delightful village near the sea called Kemu.  The weather is much more agreeable than Rhyme.”  He held out his arms and looked around at the snow, damp evergreens and naked deciduous trees dramatically.
“Kemu?  That is quite a long way to travel, even for an old wanderer like you.”  She couldn’t help but let a small smile find her lips.
“Aye, it is a long way, and it would be a shame for me to die of cold just as I’ve reached my destination.”
Áine sighed, then opened her door.  “Come inside, then.  I have a warm fire, and the tea is ready.”
Áine and Uzame reminisced about their time at the Citadel and learning magic and finally getting accepted into Fitheach, the oldest and most respected order in all the kingdoms of Nmakel. It felt good to laugh again, to feel alive in the cold dark of winter.
As it grew dark outside, Uzame reached into his old leather bag and pulled out a bottle.  He rose from his chair and Áine’s eyes followed his well-made form to her cupboards, where he pulled out two glasses and came back to sit in front of her.  His full lips curled into a smile as he poured the amber liquid into the glasses and handed her one of them.  “I remember how fond you are of good Vertekm from the south.”  His dark eyes twinkled in the firelight.  She felt warmer than she should have, but paid it no mind as she brought the sweet liquor to her lips.
“Oh, this is good,” she whispered, closing her eyes, remembering the nights she had spent wrapped in Uzame’s powerful arms.  He was a lover with both ferocity and gentleness.  He used his magic to heighten their experience, and all these years later it was as if she could still feel his hungry fingers caressing her body.
His deep chuckle brought her out of her reverie.  “I see you have not totally forgotten us.  What we were to each other.”
“How could I?”
He shrugged.  “It was long ago.”
“Aye, it was, but we were legendary,” she laughed, and they both took long drinks from their glasses.  She felt warm and at ease despite the concerned feelings Starrag was sending her as he sat quietly watching them from an old wooden roof beam up in the darkness of her rafters.  Casually she wondered if Uzame could feel Starrag’s unease as well, but strangely, she didn’t care.  If the crow didn’t stop pestering her energy, she might shoosh him outside.
With each sip of the Nmakel, she grew less cautious; the deep timber of his voice making her warm and hungry to feel his touch again.  As the night crept on, they leaned closer to each other, their voices growing quiet and breathy until finally, they climbed the stairs to her bed chamber, disrobed in mindless urgency, and completely lost themselves in the familiar rhythm of slow swell and sinuous undulation.  Áine lost herself to the familiar intimacy of Uzame’s solid body, the last bit of wariness dissolving with the soft caress of his touch.
When they were finally spent and Áine lay contently in Uzame’s embrace, he began talking about a sickness that had taken over the village of Kemu.  Many people had died and though he had tried to heal those that were ill and stop the spread of the illness, he had failed.
Áine sat up and looked at Uzame, searching those brown eyes for duplicity.  The thinking part of her brain wondered why he hadn’t brought up this serious news when he first arrived, and then she felt Starrag push a feeling of unease at her again.
Uzame smiled sadly up at her and slowly drew his finger up her arm, leaving a trail of gooseflesh and that strange warmness she had felt since his arrival.  She blocked Starrag’s warning and ignored the disquiet that kept trying to take hold of her.
“You are the most powerful healer—the most powerful witch—I know.  I came here, not for pleasure, though that was nice.” his deep chuckle gripped her again. “But I came here to seek a spell from you.”
“A spell?”
“Come downstairs and I’ll show you what I have brought.”
They dressed and crept downstairs.  The fire had almost completely gone out, and the house was dark and cold.  It must be close to midnight.  How did the time slip by so fast?  Uzame threw more logs into the hearth as Áine went around lighting candles to give them more light to see, and then lit the flame of her stove under her teapot.
They sat at her table again, and Uzame pulled a wooden box out of his bag and set it before her.  It was tarnished with age and intricately carved.  She recognized some of the symbols as the Witch’s Hieroglyphs, but some of them were unknown even to her.  Perhaps they were from a magical order in a different part of Nmakel.  Áine thought she had done an exhaustive study of all hieroglyphs, runes, and magic languages of Nmakel, even the ancient ones no longer in use.  Somewhere in her hubris, she had obviously missed a language.  It seemed the box had some kind of magic signature blocking properties, hiding whatever magic was within from being detected.
He opened the box and gently removed something wrapped in a piece of lamb’s skin.  As he unfolded the cloth, Áine gasped.  A jewel the likes of which she had never seen lay cradled in the soft fabric.  It sparkled and sent out tiny rays of ultraviolet light.
“It’s beautiful, is it not?”  Uzame’s low whisper brought Áine from her trance and tore she her eyes from the crystal.
“What is it?”
“A fire opal from deep within a Guulian mine in the far south.”
“How did you come to have it in your possession?”  She pinned him with her gaze.  A prize like that had to have come with a price.
“I have traveled the world, Áine, since we last saw each other.  I have seen many things and learned a great deal more than what we were taught at the Citadel.”  He laughed as if trying to lighten the mood.  “A witch-king gifted it to me for teaching his people some weather magic.”  He shrugged and eased back in his chair a bit.
“I can feel magic coming from the stone.  It is an amazing gift indeed.”  Again, she became aware of the urgent warning energy Starrag was pushing at her but then almost immediately she felt the faint tickling of what felt like a charm washing over her, but it was gone almost just as soon as she felt it—so was Starrag’s warning.
“Last winter several people in Kemu had taken ill, and a handful had died.  Hard as I tried, I could not cure them with only my spells and herbs.  I had heard of a powerful witch-king in Guul who occasionally gifted travels with enchanted items, so I traveled all the way down to see him hoping he would teach me strong healing magic or give me an item that would save my village.
“By the time I returned, half my village was buried in the Valley of the Ancestors.  I tried to use the stone and some of the sick did recover a bit at first, but unfortunately, they all ended up dying.  Upon the Astral Plane, I asked the witch-king what I could do to make the stone stronger.  He told me I had to find a more powerful witch—a woman—to cast the toirmisgte upon it to make it affective enough to heal the evil that is killing my village.”
Áine kept herself from gasping, but only just.  She studied Uzame’s face in the wavering candlelight, searching his eyes for deception.  The toirmisgte was one of the most powerful spells in all the realms of the world.  As such, it was forbidden to cast the spell without a written decree from the Citadel and only performed by a high priestess within the walls of the Citadel.  Because of the repercussions of a magical item falling into the wrong hands, to enchant an object with it was punishable by death!
“Have you gained permission?” she asked coolly, though she knew the answer already.
“I have not.  I do not have the time to play politics with the Citadel’s rules committee.  My village is dying.”  Uzame’s voice carried deep emotion, but she felt something else as well.  For the first time, she concentrated on reading his aura, but something was cloaking it from closer inspection.  She was about to comment on it, but a wave of tranquility and an odd disinterest of the subject came over her.
“It was a traveler that brought the sickness to our doors.  We know not where he was from, for he died too quickly to answer our questions, but surely the disease has spread farther than Kemu.  This healing stone will be needed by more than those poor souls in just my village.  This cannot wait, Áine.”  Uzame reached out and tenderly stroked Áine’s face with his warm touch.   She closed her eyes and basked in what felt like the most glorious warm golden sunrays. 
Just then, Starrag called out in a rough caw, causing her to jump.  She and Uzame both looked up at him as he hopped around on the worn beam above their heads.  He was clearly agitated but his reaction provoked anger rather than caution.  She was about to get up and open the window and order him out when Uzame rose from the chair, placed the box on her table and started to help himself to her herbs after he lit a fire in her stove and set her kettle to boil.
“I’ll start preparing the ritual tea for you.  We have no time to waste, my love.”
She stared at his back as he worked, preparing the herbal mixture and wanted to object, but wave after wave of serenity washed over her.  She watched Uzame pull a small pouch from a pocket in his tunic and dump its contents in her cup. Still, she couldn’t muster the energy to question what it was.
The kettle began to whistle and Uzame poured the hot water over the herbs in her cup, then handed it to her.  “Drink while I set up an altar.”
She sipped slowly from her teacup and watched Uzame take items from around her home and place them in a circle on her table.  He took items from his bag as well, setting crystals and more herbs in precise places on the makeshift altar.  He lit candles and incense, and its aroma filled her home.  It was like she was watching the whole scene from outside, her body barely aware of the scratching noises from Starrag as he anxiously paced on the beam above.
“Finish your tea, Áine, it’s time to start.”
Obediently, she swallowed the last of the tea in her cup and went to him.  He had brought out his athame from his bag and held the ceremonial dagger in his right hand.  He had set up the altar quite elaborately with a few things she couldn’t even identify.  The most important items were all in place, though.  Her burning incense in the east corner for the element of air, a tiny bowl of water in the west corner for water, a small candle burned in the south corner for fire, and a matching bowl of salt sat in the north corner to symbolize earth.  The fire opal sat right in the middle upon the pentacle that had somehow been quickly yet expertly carved into her table. The stone still glowed and sparkled with unnatural light and power.
“I shall cast the circle and call the corners, leaving you to prepare to raise the toirmisgte energy.”  He spoke softly, but his words were suddenly grating.  She wanted to protest, but she felt as though she couldn’t remember how.  Starrag’s warnings were growing more urgent as she watched Uzame close off the circle, suddenly silencing Starrag.  She was cut off from her familiar.  After calling in the guardians of the watchtowers of the directions, Uzame carefully placed his athame upon the altar and gently took Áine’s hands in his.  “My dear, so many people will be saved by this little action.  Call upon the Goddess of Health and Healing and ask her to enchant the fire opal so that I may save my village and beyond.”  The last few words he spoke in a breathy whisper, and she felt them in her bones.
He released her hands and Áine turned towards the altar, closed her eyes, and began to chant the long, poetic incantation to raise Airmid, the Goddess of Health and Healing.  Áine was well acquainted with the energy of Airmid and it quickly started to flow into her from the earth below.  With her seeing eye she could see the bright green light filling the room, then her whole house.  Áine felt the soft, sweet healing energy rising through her body and gathering in her hands.
Finally, she opened her eyes and saw that her hands were glowing with so much green light that they were almost too bright to look at.  Reciting from memory Áine very carefully and very forcefully with much emotion chanted the words of the toirmisgte spell as she placed her hands upon the fire opal.  The brilliant green light slowly snaked from her hands into the stone, making it grow larger as it hungrily ate up yet more magic.  Eagerly it took every particle of energy that Áine raised from Airmid and then took even more, siphoning Áine’s own energy until she was completely spent.
The toirmisgte now complete Áine sunk to the floor, too weak to stand.  Even without a mirror, she knew that the stone had gobbled away at some of the magic that was keeping her young.  She felt old and so tired. 
The spell now cast, Uzame got what he came for.  He dropped his charm spell as he picked up his athame, dismissed the directional spirits, and took up the circle.  As Áine sat on the floor, she was suddenly aware of Starrag flying around the house, frantically calling to her.
Uzame quickly shoved his items back into this pack.  He took extra care to wrap up the stone, which now not only glowed brightly but vibrated and pulsed.  He gently set that into the box and then back into his pack as well.  Then he turned his dark eyes upon Áine.  She became afraid, but after casting such a large spell, she had no energy to run.
“You and I could rule all of Nmakel, Áine my love.  With our power, we could end this war, and every creature in all the realms would bow to us.”
“What have you done?” Áine began to cry as he picked her up from the floor.
“It was not I who cast the toirmisgte but have no fear, my love.  I shall protect you.”  He pulled her into a tight embrace as the horror of what she had done washed over her.

****
The Rescue
Rigantona


Rigantona had been tracking the large man since they caught his scent when he entered Greenwood Forest the day before.  She had been instructed to lead a pack into the Greenwood and locate an old witch and take an item that was in her possession.  Though they had found her home tucked away in the forest, the woman and the item were missing.  They had spent a handful of days waiting for her return but appeared like the witch had left in a hurry, and Rigantona didn’t think she was going to return anytime soon.  She and the pack had spent the next few days searching the area, but couldn’t find a scent they could follow.  However, this newcomer could hold a clue.
He walked confidently down the narrow track towards the cottage as if he had made the trip a thousand times before.  He must be a friend or relative of the witch.  His thick, hooded riding cloak was of the most vibrant scarlet color she had ever seen.  It seems to glow in the bright sunlight of the cold winter day.  Even if she didn’t have his scent to follow, she could spot that cloak from afar.  She wondered why he had no mount to go with his riding cloak.  Horse or no, he made good time.  He was familiar with the area.
The cloak was of a quality weave and the edges and hem were embroidered with depictions of forest animals, leaves, and acorns.  As a cruth-chaochladair however, she could also “see” the invisible sigils and symbols energetically woven into the cloak.  The magic that emanated from the cloak could easily been seen by any magical race.  He must be very important to the witch for her to gift him such an extraordinary magical item, for it must have been her hands that made the piece.  A witch that powerful was rare and she wouldn’t have been sent all this way to track down a common human.
As the man approached the cottage, he squatted down to inspect the tracts in the snow left by her pack and also some tracks that were already there when Rigantona had arrived.  She had found a man’s boot print in the snow but couldn’t tell if he had been there before or after the witch had departed from her cottage.  
The man stood up slowly and pulled down his hood, revealing his auburn hair.  He called out in a deep voice.  No one answered, of course.  He entered the cottage, and she could hear him righting the dinner table and a chair that she had already seen was turned over.  There was some broken glass on the floor and she heard him sweeping up as well.  She smelled it when he lit a fire in the witch’s stove and then poured himself a cup of tea.  He walked out onto the porch with the steaming cup in his hands and searched the area.  He looked like he was planning to search for the witch.
Her Second in Command approached her as she hid in a rocky outcropping near the house.  “We can take him now.”
“No.  Perhaps he has an idea of where the witch can be, and he’ll lead us to her.”
“The others are tired of hanging around with nothing to do for almost a fortnight already.  They seek action.”
She turned to him and growled low.  “I am in command here.  We wait.”  He snuffed and disappeared back into the forest.  She missed her usual pack that she patrolled her castle grounds with, but most had been lost to this forsaken war, and the remaining ones had been sent to fight.  Only Rigantona had been kept back and she was bitter about it, even if she understood why it had to be.  This new pack tested her authority constantly.  She knew they thought she didn’t deserve to command this mission.
It was not long before the man was on the move again.  He followed the tracks to a creek where Rigantona had already discovered they had completely disappeared.  He took some time to sit upon a boulder and meditate.  She could feel him trying to access the Astral Plane, but he wasn’t a trained mage and after a while stopped in frustration.  They followed him further into the forest.  He made a camp that night under a rocky overhang and built a small fire.  He removed a piece of dried meat from his pack and ate.  She could smell the salted pork and was reminded of how hungry she was.  They would have to hunt soon.
By the afternoon of the next day, it was clear the man did not have an idea where the witch had gone and the pack was grumbling that they needed to question and dispatch the man and get back to Mac-tìre, the realm of the cruth-chaochladair, and report to the king and queen.  She knew they were getting closer to human villages where soldiers were stationed to protect the people.  Their mission was only to find the witch and bring what she possessed back to Mac-tìre, not to engage in combat.  It was time.
Without a spoken word, the shapeshifters silently started to surround the man.  They eased in closer, the winter forest making it harder to remain unseen, but Rigantona knew it was just a matter of time before they were discovered.  Even an almost sense-dead human would soon realize he’d been caught in a trap.
Before they closed in, though, the man stopped and dropped the bag that he’d been carrying.  Slowly, he drew his sword from the sheath at his side.  He turned around, scanning the area.  So, he wasn’t as sense-dead as she thought.  Perhaps he had a bit of magic after all.
“Show yourselves, savages!  I know you’re out there!”
Losing the advantage of surprise, the pack quickly circled him.  Rigantona let go of her wolf form and stood before the man.  Obviously, a veteran of the war, he showed only the slightest hint of surprise as she took her human form, but she didn’t think the reason for his eyes widening a bit was because of her morph but perhaps because she was a woman.
“What do you want?  Are you here to slaughter another innocent traveler just going about his business?”
Rigantona moved closer and slowly raked her eyes up and down his body.  “Huh, you are anything but innocent, soldier.”
“State your intentions.  Is this an ambush—as is the custom of the fangs—or is this a fair fight?”  His grip tightened on his sword.  He didn’t even look concerned about his six to one odds.  Cocky bastard.
“You wish to fight me, human?”  She let her lips curve into a smile.
“I wish to fight no one any longer.  Let me be on my way.”  His expression was sober, but she could also detect exhaustion behind his eyes, as if his whole soul was weary.  Suddenly, she was aware of just how tired she was as well.  This war was causing the very earth to shudder with fatigue.
“You were at a cottage in the forest yesterday.  Who lives there?”  At that question, he did look surprised.
“Why do a pack of fangs want to know that?”  His eyes shifted to her pack mates, who closed in closer and began to growl.
“Answer my question, human, if you don’t want to be left to your fate!”  She was losing patience.  At her outburst, her pack began to snarl and snap to show him the wisest course was to answer her questions.
Suddenly, the pack turned as one as a group of soldiers broke over a ridge and started running towards them, their swords held high.  Two of the men stayed at the top of the hill and started shooting arrows.  Rigantona counted at least twelve soldiers.  “Fall back!” she called, but the archers had already shot three of her pack.  An arrow whistled through the air and caught her arm.  It threw her to the ground but luckily was only a graze.  With one last look at the man with the red cloak, she shifted back into her wolf form and headed for cover.
The two remaining members of her patrol pack scattered, but she doubled back and watched as the man she had been tracking for almost two days quickly sheathed his sword, picked up his pack, and quietly melted back into the trees.  She didn’t think there were enough evergreens to hide him, especially with that bright red cloak, but he seemed to disappear.  She wondered why he, too, fled from the soldiers.  
With Rigantona’s surviving pack mates gone, she followed the man’s scent all night until finally, with a few hours left before dawn, she closed in on him as he stopped and made camp.  He allowed himself a small fire and warmed himself as he ate fruit and salted fish.
The mission was all but lost.  Rigantona was sick to her stomach at the thought of returning to Mac-tìre empty handed.  The king and queen were counting on her success and would be deeply disappointed.  She needed to prove her worth in this war.  She needed to prove her worth to the monarchy.  She had lobbied so hard to be given this opportunity, and now she had squandered it!  Perhaps her pack mates were right to judge her unfit to lead this mission.
With nothing left to lose, Rigantona shifted into her human form and stepped from the shows into the flickering light of the fire.
“I wondered how long you were going to skulk in the dark,” he said calmly.
She felt a growl bubble up from within her, but shoved it back down.  She wasn’t going to let this man goad her into anger.  She came close to the fire and sat.  Its warmth felt good.  The midwinter forest was cold in her human form.  Though the magic of shape changing allowed her to keep her clothing and small items in pockets, it was still brisk this time of year without a furry pelt to keep her warm.
“Are you hurt?”  He pointed to her arm, a smear of drying blood on her torn sleeve.
“It’s but a scratch.”
He handed her a piece of salted fish and when she just looked at him, he asked, “Are you not hungry?  Eat.”  Reluctantly, she took it.  She had not had the time or the heart to hunt.  Her stomach growled loudly, but the man said nothing, only smiled.  She sighed, but began to eat.  He handed her his water pouch and a hunk of stale bread.  They ate in silence, the only sound, the crackling of the fire.
“What is your name, shapeshifter?”
“Rigan.  I am called Rigan.”
“They call me Red.”
“Original,” she said, eyeing his crimson cloak that seemed to glow even in the weak moonlight.  He chuckled, but then fell silent again.
“Why were you at that cottage?” she finally asked.
“That again?  Why do you ask?”
She peered through the trees, missing her canine sight.  “The woman who lives there is in possession of something the rulers of my kingdom sent me to retrieve.”  She looked back over to the man and pinned him with a glare.  “Who is that woman to you?”
He didn’t look away from her sharp examination, but stared back.  “That woman is my grandmother.  You don’t happen to know what has become of her, do you?”
“I do not.”
When Rigantona said nothing more, he asked, “What could a defenseless woman living alone in the woods have that the great cruth-chaochladair seek to steal from her?”
“Ha!  Your grandmother is anything but defenseless!  If rumor is true, she is one of the most powerful mages in all of Nmakel.”
“If rumors were true, then how could a woman like that become the victim of a kidnapping?”
“Kidnapping?  How do you figure?” She was playing dumb, and she could tell he knew.
“I know you entered her home.  I saw the wolf prints.  You are aware of the state of her cottage.  She didn’t leave of her own accord.”  His voice was bitter, his lips held in a straight line.
Rigantona was getting nowhere.  She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Your grandmother cast a very powerful spell and lit a magical beacon that every mage and magical creature within leagues felt.  It’s no surprise that we weren’t the first to come looking for her.”
The man’s ruddy brows drew together.  “She had no reason to cast such a spell.  You must have gotten the wrong intelligence, fang.”
She frowned at his use of the slur mundane humans used for her noble race but chose not to pursue it.  “Do you think we are alone in this forest?  Do you not know that this place is also home to the Fae, fairy folk, dryads, gnomes, sprites, and so many more magical creatures?  Do you think, as creatures of magic cruth-chaochladair do not converse with other forest dwellers?”
When he said nothing, only held her with those piercing green eyes, she continued.  “Those that live closest to your grandmother’s cottage felt it when she cast the toirmisgte and told us that when they went to investigate, though she was missing, there was a heavy residue of a very powerful enchanting item left all over the cottage.”
“I am no mage, but I know to cast the toirmisgte is illegal.  My grandmother would not have done such a thing.  Let alone create something to enchant someone, taking away their free will.”
“Believe what you will, but forest folk do not lie like the tongues of men.”  He ran a large hand through his shaggy auburn hair that looked dark in the firelight.  “Why did you run when those soldiers showed up?” she asked, changing the subject.
He looked back at her.  “I am a deserter.  They would have killed me as sure as they killed your friends.”
“They weren’t my friends,” she said quietly, and didn’t know why she was confiding in this essentially mundane human.  “Why did you leave the war?”
“I was tired of killing your kind.”  He looked off into the darkness.
In the morning Red packed up his things, strapped on his sword belt, tossed her an apple that looked well past its freshness, and took off down a deer trail.  Rigantona assumed that meant he was open to them traveling together, so she followed.
She nonchalantly studied him as they walked.  He was pleasing to the eyes—for a human.  His thick, ruddy hair fell in wavy locks to his broad shoulders.  His eyes were the radiant color of leaves when the summer sun shone through them.  She pictured him as he was the day before: boots spread, muscled arms held up, thick hands gripping his sword tightly as he readied himself for battle. His body, though always covered in that bright red hooded cloak, must have been as sold and as strong as his hands and arms were…  
Lost in her thoughts, she tripped over a root hidden under the snow and caught herself just before she fell.  Red’s full lips curved into a slight smile.  He must have seen her looking at him.  She sighed and continued down the trail.
They walked on through the morning in silence.  Finally, he spoke, breaking the silence. “If your forest friends told you about what magic was being cast at my grandmother’s cottage, why is it they haven’t told you where she is?  They obviously have eyes and ears everywhere.  Surly they saw a woman being drug through the forest.”  He swept an arm out as if talking about them would conjure the magical beings on the spot.
When Rigantona didn’t answer, Red stopped and looked at her.  She sighed.  “The war has…disrupted the relationship that the cruth-chaochladair had with the rest of the magical community.  They only warned us of this forbidden magic because they were afraid it would be used against them, eventually.”  She let out a breath when he didn’t question her further and resumed walking.
After a while, they came to a clearing and stopped.  Red looked around, then looked down at her.  “Can you sense any magical trail at all?”
“I’ve been trying to pick up on a trail, but she must be cloaking the items’ signal.  I’m not feeling anything—”.   Rigantona cocked her head slightly and closed her eyes.  Wait, she did sense something coming towards them, and it wasn’t good!
She opened her eyes just as Red drew his sword.  He sensed them as well.  The pack must have been at a dead run because they covered the forest between them very quickly.  Eight wolves thundered into the clearing.  Her two surviving pack mates were among the group.  Their bushy tails held straight out.  They snarled, gnashing their teeth, thirsty to spill Red’s blood.  
The pack leader started towards Red.  “Stand down!  Stand down!” Rigantona yelled, and held out her hands to stop Red from being torn into pieces.
Just as she thought the pack leader was going to completely ignore her order, he turned to face her and quickly shape changed.  The indignant look on his face angered her.  “Have you changed sides then, Rigan?”
She stood up tall.  “I have not!”
“Then let us do what we must.  Like we did to the human soldiers that killed your patrol and sent you scurrying like a mouse to hide in the forest.”  His words were like a stab in the gut.
“I did not run, you fool.  I found him!  I have the situation under control.”
“It doesn’t look that way to me, Your Highness.  It looks like you’ve found a new mate and are leaving your pack to den with him.”
“You forget your place, commander.  I said, stand down.”
“You should never have been in command of your mission!  I’m taking control and will do as I see fit.”
In an instant, they both morphed back into wolves and threw themselves at each other.  From the corner of her eye, she could see Red react by charging towards the pack commander, but the rest of the pack surrounded him, snapping razor-sharp teeth to keep him back.
The pack commander bit her by the scruff of her neck and threw her across the clearing, but she came up from a roll and lashed out at him with her teeth.  She caught his side and clamped down hard, ripping flesh and fur from his side.  She dodged a bite of his, but he was too fast and sank his teeth deep into her foreleg.  She whimpered and then Rigantona knew he would not stop until he took her life.  He would just report that she had been lost to human soldiers and the rest of his pack would back him up.  
As fast as lightning she whirled around and took him by the throat.  He yipped in pain, but she bit down harder and could feel his flesh parting. “Concede!” she ordered, but he continued to thrash, trying to tear away from her grip.  She would not let go, however.  She knew if she did, he would kill her.  With ferociousness she did not know she had until that moment she held on and with one last rent she tore his throat out.
She changed shape, spat, and wiped the blood from her mouth with the back of her sleeve.  “Change!” she ordered with a voice steadier than she thought she could project.  Seven women and men stood before her, all with shocked faces as they took in the bright crimson splashes across the snow-covered clearing.  Their pack commander lay dead in a pool of his steaming blood.
“Anyone else want to challenge my authority?”  Her voice was low and deadly.  Her chest heaved with breath.  She knew her face must was smeared with blood and her long, black hair had come loose from its plate and floated out in dark fingers on a bitter wind.
Unexpectedly, her cruth-chaochladair each took a knee, bowing their heads.  She quickly wiped a tear from her eye and stood a little taller.  She made sure to keep the emotion from her voice when she next spoke.
“Return to Mac-tìre and inform the king and queen of what has happened here.  Tell them I am going to retrieve the item and will return home as soon as I can.  Go, now.”
With that, all the cruth-chaochladair rose.  “Yes, Princess Rigantona.  It is as you command,” a woman from the pack said and inclined her head.  They all shifted back into wolves and, without a sound, disappeared into the forest.
The sound of Red sliding his sword into its sheath broke her from her foreboding thought.  She turned to him.  “Princess Rigan?”  He handed her his water pouch.  She washed her mouth out and handed it back to him.
“Yes.  My parents are the king and queen of the cruth-chaochladair.
“Lovely.”
After Red bandaged up Rigantona’s wounded arm, they continued to walk as the sun made its trek across a cloudless sky, taking a few moments to wash up when they found a forest stream.  “What made you come looking for your grandmother?” Rigantona ask when they were on their way again.
“It was almost a fortnight past that I felt an imbalance in the Astral Field.  I lack a complete understanding of how magic works, exactly, so I’m not sure if I have the correct words to describe it.  I had a very intense and certain feeling that my grandmother was calling out to me. So, I just left my command.  Truth be told, it wasn’t hard.  I was looking for an excuse to leave this bloody, useless war.”
“Perhaps she was calling out to you.  You clearly have some aptitude for magic.  You’re not completely sense-dead like the mundane humans.”
“Had I the training of my mother, I would have received and understood my grandmother’s call and she would already be safe,” he said bitterly.
“Your mother is a witch also?”
When Red didn’t answer right away, she thought he might not.  “She was a witch.  She crossed over to the Summerlands when I was very young.”
“I’m sorry,” Rigantona said.  “How did she die?”
“She was killed by fangs.”
Rigantona felt her stomach tighten.  “I—I’m sorry,” she said again.
That night was completely clear and bitter cold.  Red build a fire and sat as close as she could.  She pulled her coat tighter, but the boney fingers of cold creeped up her skin.  A crescent moon hung dimly in the sky, letting the stars twinkle and shine as if putting on a play.  She stared up at the night wondering what her parents would say when they heard she had killed one of their own.  A shiver ran down her spine as if winter itself had grabbed hold of her.
“It will be warmer if we sleep close.”  Red had laid a layer of juniper on top of the snow next to the fire and laid his pack out for a pillow.  A part of her was thirsty to be so near him, soaking up his heat.  Another part of her was disgusted by her weakness for this human.  The frigidness of the night, however, won out, and she lay down next to him.  He covered them with his thick red cloak, and Rigantona could immediately feel the tingling of its magic warming her bones.  It was the touch of Red’s body, though, that made other parts of her body heat up.
When she woke in the morning, she was snuggled up to Red and her head lay across his broad chest.  She was right.  The rest of his body was just as solid and muscular as his arms were.
“Did you enjoy your night’s sleep?”  Red’s voice was deep and rumbled through his chest and through her body that suddenly felt like it was aflame.
Rigantona threw off the cloak and sat straight up.  The bitterness of the morning shocked her, and she sucked in a breath.  She looked over at him and the bastard was snickering!
She stood up and stretched, resisting the urge to shape change and hunt for breakfast.  Red handed her some dried fruit from his bag.  “I think we could spend the rest of our lives wandering around this forest looking for my grandmother.  Perhaps it’s time to ask your moody forest friends for some help.”
“As I told you, they aren’t so inclined to communicate with us any longer.”
“Maybe they’ll make an exception since they’re so afraid of this magical item falling into the wrong hands.” 
Before Rigantona could answer Red a dryad appeared standing next to a tall evergreen, the fan of it’s boughs holding clumps of snow in its green fingers.  She stepped forward and inclined her head in greeting.  “I am Reyna.  I believe you are searching for a witch and a magical item?”
“It’s like they’re eavesdropping…” Red said as he packed his things away, not surprised at all of the dryad’s presence.
“Yes, Sister of the Forest.  We seek a powerful witch and an enchantment item she carries.”
The dryad stepped yet closer and narrowed her eyes. “She does not carry the item you seek.  A mage has the magical item, and he travels with a witch.”
“Where are they?”  Red came up beside Rigantona, his body strung tight as a bowstring.
Just then a breeze blew through the tops of the trees, bare branches and frilly evergreen boughs alike danced in the wind.  The dryad looked up and smiled kindly, as if hearing the voice of a loved one.  “The trees have been keeping a close watch on the pair.  They have arrived at a cave in the mountain.”  Both she and Red followed the dryad’s finger as she pointed north to a snow-covered peak in the distance.  
“How will we find—,” when Rigantona turned back around to question the dryad, she had vanished.
“Superb.” Red grumbled and started off towards the mountain that lay at least two days or so away.
“How long have you fought in the war?” Rigantona asked as they walked.
“Six very long years.  Even though my mother had been killed by your kind, as a witch, my grandmother felt it was wrong to make war against a magical race.  Being a dumb boy, I wanted to run off to join the war at fifteen to avenge my mother’s murder, but my grandmother kept me with her, hidden the woods, until I was discovered and conscripted when I was twenty.”
“I’ve never experienced a life without war. It started the year I was born twenty-two years ago.”
“What is a princess of the cruth-chaochladair doing in the middle of this war?  Why aren’t you in the castle at Mac-tìre?”
“I wanted to prove myself.  I am the hair to the throne and as such I wanted to do my part.”
“I’m surprised your parents let you even leave Mac-tìre.”
“They didn’t want to let me go at first.  I pestered them until my mother relented, though.  They figured I’d be safely away from the fighting and just retrieving an item which we had planned on just taking when your grandmother was out of the cottage.”
“So, it’s the cruth-chaochladair belief that this magical item, whatever it is, will be used against them?”
“If it gets into the hands of the wrong human?  Most definitely.”  When Red didn’t respond, she looked over at him.  “You don’t believe your Queen Sorcha would use the item to enchant the cruth-chaochladair?”
“To end the war, she might, perhaps.  Do you believe your parents wouldn’t do the same?”
She sighed.  “I hope not.”
Finally, on the morning of the third day of their trek north, they reached the bottom of the mountain.  They searched for any clues to just where this cave was located, but found none.  They decided to take a rocky path up the mountain, as that was the most likely place for a cave.  At midday, the path just ended.  Rigantona and Red sat on a large boulder, trying to decide how to proceed, when a tiny ball of light floated down from somewhere above them.  The light grew in size as it descended and stopped right in front of them.  The ultraviolet light sparkled and vibrated slightly, making a quiet humming sound.
“One of your forest friends?” Red asked, unconcerned. 
Out of the light, a sprite appeared.  Her wings beat so fast they hummed like a tiny bird.  She was no bigger than a sparrow and wore a friendly smile on her pretty face.
“Greetings.  The trees say you are searching for a couple of mages and something they carry?”
“That is correct, sister.  We are looking for a cave that they might be taking shelter in.”
The sprite glanced up just as a hooded crow floated down and landed on the boulder next to Red.  “This is Starrag, the witch named Áine’s familiar.  He will guide you the rest of the way.  Take care, though, the climb is perilous.”  At that, Starrag gave a loud crow as if to agree with the sprite.
“Perfect,” Red grumbled. “Starrag can be a pushy bloke.”
As the day wore on, Rigantona and Red scraped their way up the mountain as Starrag lead them higher and higher.  Rigantona’s arms and legs screamed in pain after hours of climbing.  She was becoming very fatigued and completely board of climbing.  She let her mind slip into wondering what was happening in Mac-tìre in her absents.  
She mindlessly swung her arm up to find a handhold and in that moment, her boot slipped on the tiny rock she had been perched on.  She lost her grip with her other hand and was suddenly falling backwards.  Just as her mind pictured her broken, lifeless body lying at the bottom of the mountain, Red reached out and grabbed her forearm in a vice-like grip.  She precariously dangled off the side of the mountain, her eyes wide with fright.  Red pulled her up, and she scrambled to get a hold of a small ledge.  “Thank you,” she whispered as her heart hammered in her chest.
After she calmed her heart, they began to climb again.  The day was almost gone as they finally reached the cave opening.  Starrag anxiously happened around the large cave mouth.  Rigantona turned to look out over the snowy valley below.  The sun was dipping into a white horizon, turning the distant snow pink.  The cloudless sky began to dim.  It would be another bitter cold night again. 
Rigantona turned back to the cave, it’s mouth yawing into darkness.  Now that they were close, she could feel a faint thrumming of magic.  She was sure whoever this mage was must have set wards to warn him of any intruders.
“Come.  We can sneak in with the cloak.”  Red pulled his hood up over his head and held his cloak open for her to huddle close.  He encircled her with his cloak and whispered three words she did not know, but when he did, the cloak became transparent, allowing her to see all around them.  “This will keep us from being detected,” he whispered.  Starrag hopped into the cave, and they followed, taking care to stay under the cloak’s protection.
As they entered the mouth of the cave, she could smell wood burning somewhere and a faint aroma of cooking food.  They took a few turns, following Áine’s familiar, and Rigantona could finally see some light ahead.  The mage obviously already knew the familiar was hanging around, so they weren’t worried about him tripping any wards.  
They peered around a rocky corner, and she was shocked to find the opening had been furnished as completely as any well-appointed cottage.  She had no idea how anyone could have gotten all these household things this far up the mountain.
“Homey,” Red breathed.
A man with dark hair and pale skin sat at a table looking over a large leather-bound book that looked to be ancient.  Next to him sat a steaming cup of what was probably tea.  Had Rigantona been in her wolf form, she could have even discerned what kind of tea it was by scent.  Sometimes her human form was quite lacking. All around the opening, glowing balls floated in the air, illuminating the entire area.  An opening in the cave wall held a crackling fire, a pot of roasting food hung over the flames.  There was an opening in the rock above the fire, allowing the smoke to escape.  The cave was furnished with rungs, tables, chairs, cabinets and even a large bed complete with expensive looking curtains draped over the bedposts.  Obviously, the mage had been here quite a while before the accosted Áine.
Oddly, the witch sat very still with her eyes closed in a wing-backed chair near the fire.  It was like she was sleeping, but she sat up very straight in the chair.  Rigantona looked down at Starrag who had his small black head cocked so he could look at Áine.  Her heart broke for him, for he looked so sad.
“Something is very wrong,” Red whispered.
It was then that Rigantona spotted the small circlet on Áine’s head, holding a tiny stone to her forehead.  “Your grandmother in under the spell of a trance stone.  See it there on her forehead?”
“I need a distraction to slip over there undetected and remove it from her head.  This cloak can keep us invisible, but only at a distance.  He’ll surely see through the cloaking magic if we go any closer.”
“I’m very good at causing a scene.” Rigantona shifted into her wolf form and slipped under the hem of Red’s hooded cloak, and crept around the corner and into the opening.
Almost immediately the man noticed her, jumping up from the table and sending his chair flying back and crashing to the carpeted floor.  The look on his face was almost comical at how shocked he was that she had made it past the wards that were surely placed in the tunnel leading out of the cave.  He quickly wiped the surprise from his face and looked at her coolly.  “A lone cruth-chaochladair?  Where is your pack, puppy?  How is it you found your way into my layer all alone?”
This witch’s hubris made her hot with anger.  She snarled at him, but he didn’t jump as most humans would have done.  She’d have to be more aggressive.  She moved closer, her hackles up the black fur on her tail standing on end.  Slowly, he came around the table and started to back away.  Her growling grew louder, and she slowly side stepped, making him turn his back to Áine.  She lunged at him, and this time, he did jump.  Behind him, she saw Red emerge from his cloak and swipe the circlet from Áine’s head.  She blinked a few times as a confused look formed on her face. Then she looked at Red with surprise and recognition.
The man closed his eyes, held out his hands, and started to do what Rigantona thought was a spell.  She could feel the energy he was pulling from the stone mountain and could hear a faint hum in the air.  She heard a crack far above her head and looked up, but the ceiling of the cave was so high it was lost in darkness.  Suddenly a boulder came falling out of the blackness and she jumped aside just in time to miss from being smashed. It hit the ground sending smaller rocks flying in all directions.
Rigantona sprung forward, trying to grab the witch’s arm before he could cast another spell.  He was faster, though and yanked his arm out of the way. When her teeth snapped together, all she had was a piece of his torn sleeve.  She spit it out and growled louder.
Red moved quickly and grabbed the man from behind, wrapping his muscled arm around the witch’s neck.  He began to choke as he tried to pull out of Red’s grip.  She could see his face turning red and then blue with the lack of oxygen.  With one last jolt of energy the man pulled Red down onto the floor with him and when they hit the ground, he had a split second to catch his breath which he used to mumble a spell and all the metal in the cave began to vibrate and jump around.  
Before Rigantona had time to react, several metal pieces flew towards the men. Red rolled away from the man to get out of the way of the flying metal, but the pieces had minds of their own and pinned Red to ground going right through his leather tunic and breeches making a horrible grinding sound as they burrowed deep into the stone of the cave floor.  
Rigantona jumped at the witch, but he held out his hands as he yelled one word and she fell, paralyzed, to the floor.  Breathing heavily, she tried to move, but some unseen force pinned her to the ground next to Red.  
Out of nowhere Starrag flew at the man, attempting to scratch out his eyes, but he grabbed the poor bird and threw him towards the fire! Áine screamed and threw out a shaky hand, keeping the crow from ending up in the fire.  He quickly flew to her and land on her lap.  
The familiar forgotten he turned to Red. “Fool of a boy, do you not know who I am?”  The man roared with indignation as he straightened his clothes, ran a hand through his hair, and glared down at them.
“I care not who you are,” Red said through gritted teeth as he struggled to get loose.
“I am Uzame, your grandfather, and I demand more respect than that, son.”  Red stopped struggling and looked up at the man with a look of genuine surprise.  “I see Áine never told you who your mother’s sire was.”  He spared a glance at Áine who still sat in the chair, though now she was alert.  She looked to be gathering her strength.
“I traveled to see your mother, Azul, when I heard she had had a son.  Oh, you were already a boy of two by the time word of your birth reached me.  It seems your grandmother didn’t want to me know.”  Uzame approached Red and kneeled to look him in the eye. 
“I approached your mother in the woods one day while she gathered mushrooms.  I had seen her but a few times from afar before that.  I didn’t want to go against Áine’s wish to raise her family alone.  But this time, I wanted to talk to my daughter.”  He smiled as if reliving some far-off memory.  “Her hair was the color of fire, and her eyes were sparkling emeralds.  I tried to pressure her to collect you and come stay with me for a while.  I desperately wanted to know my family.  But she resisted.”  His face turned cold.  “When I insisted, the insulant girl tried to cast magic to make me leave.”
He stood looking solemnly down at Red.  “Things got out of hand and she…crossed over to the Summerland.”
“How could you do that to your own daughter?” Red howled.
“I—I knew I had made a horrible mistake, but there was nothing I could do to change what had happened.  So made it look like a pack of cruth-chaochladair had come upon her.”  Red looked over at Rigantona with such sorrow and regret that it broke her heart.  She wished whatever spell held her in place was gone so she could change and whisper to Red that she understood.
Just then, Áine stood, threw her arms out, and gave a deep, lilting chant.  Rigantona felt the power behind her words as a wind started to wail through the cave.  Her long blonde hair blew out behind her in long ribbons, and she started to glow.  Rigantona found it hard to believe this powerful, vibrant woman who looked barely older than Red himself could be his grandmother.  As also with the virile-looking man who now braced himself for the inevitable.  A wave of magic hit Uzame sending him careening into the stone wall.  She heard the breath leave his lungs, and then he hit the floor.  He coughed a few times but was quickly on his feet, sending his own spell hurtling towards Áine.
Whatever magic was thrown at her, she stumbled and grew pale.  “Let her be!” Red screamed and tore a sleeve away from the metal, bolting him down.  He struggled to get loose, but was unable.  Try as she might, Rigantona was completely unable to move anything but her eyes.
A crimson trail of blood ran from the corner of Áine’s mouth as she stood whispering the words of some spell.  The fur all over Rigantona’s wolf body stood on end, and she could feel the electricity in the air as if just before a lightning strike.  Suddenly an ear-piercing clap sounded, and a blinding flash of white-hot light filled the cave. 
When Rigantona’s eyes adjusted, she saw Uzame’s charred body lying on the floor.  She realized she could move and changed back into her human form.  She scooted over to red who was now able to tear himself free from the metal pinning him down.  
She placed a hand on his thigh.  “Are you all right?”
He smiled at her and placed his large, warm hand on top of hers.  “I am.”  
They quickly rose from the ground and went to Áine who sat slumped on floor, Starrag hopping around her anxiously cawing loudly.  Red sat down next to her and tenderly took her in his arms.  Rigantona’s heart center contracted.  She wished she had ever had a family member hold her with so much love.  Her parents had always been cold and stern.  Never ones to show affection or even appreciation for anything she did.  So why did she crave their approval so badly?
When Áine recovered her strength a bit Red helped her to her feet though he kept a protective arm around her waist, holding her upright.  “Grandmother, this is Princess Rigantona of Mac-tìre.”
Rigantona smiled and inclined her head to the woman.  “Greetings High Priestess.”
“Oh, I’m no longer a High Priestess of Fitheach.  I’m just a Wise Woman who lives in the forest now.”  Her smile was kind and so warm, her blue eyes twinkling in the light from the fire that still burned in the make-shift hearth.  She tried straightening up her hair and then ran a hand down her skirt.  “I wasn’t expecting royalty, or I would have changed into something more appropriate.”  Rigantona laugh already, feeling drawn to the woman.
Red helped Áine to the table and sat her in one of the chairs.  Starrag was quick to take his place on her shoulder.  Rigantona righted the chair that still lay on the floor and took a seat at the table while Red took it upon himself to wrap Uzame’s body in one of his lavish rugs and pull it further into the cave much farther away from his odd homey space.  
When he returned Áine told Red where Uzame kept the magical item and he retrieved it, opening the little box where it was kept Rigantona finally looked upon the magical item that had caused so much turmoil in her life. The enchanting stone lay on the table sparkling and sending rays of light dancing out into the cave while it hummed innocently.  
Áine pulled the large book that Uzame had been reading over to her.  She placed a finger on the page and ran it over the words that had been inked on the yellowing page.  “This is the Spell of Anu Mul, a very old and powerful spell Uzame was going to make me cast.”  She looked up then with those ice-blue eyes and gave both her and Red a grim look.  “Anu Mul is a goddess of tricks and magic, and she will only answer to the call of women.  This spell can only be cast by the most powerful female mages.  It, along with this stone, would give the caster the ability to enchant entire realms at once.”  She took a deep breath and sighed it out.  Her spirit looked exhausted beyond measure.  “He was going to use me to conquer the realm and all of Nmakel,” she said sadly.
“Should we take the stone to Rhyme, to Queen Sorcha?” Red asked.  “We can burn Uzame’s grimoire to destroy the spell.  That should not see the light of day.”
“With even just the stone, your queen would surely use it against the cruth-chaochladair!  It’s still an enchanting item by itself.”  Rigantona couldn’t help the outburst, but fear crept into her heart.
Áine set her hand on top of Rigantona’s and smiled at her, then turned back to her grandson. “This stone is much too powerful for anyone to have possession of, even without the spell.  She is a queen of great wisdom, but people are easily influenced by others or even their own shadow-selves.  This stone must be destroyed.  No one should have the power to enchant another, taking away their free will.” A darkness passed through Áine’s eyes, and she wondered what the woman had endured during the time she was with Uzame.
So, with that, it was decided that the enchanting stone and the grimoire must be destroyed.  However, both were protected by magic, and it would take more power than Áine had until she rested.  They would sleep the night in the cave and in the morning Áine would cast a spell powerful enough to destroy both the enchanting stone and the grimoire.
As Áine and Red talked further, though, Rigantona’s heart stirred.  She could no longer pay attention to the conversation.  All she could think of was the adulation she would gain from her parents if she were to not only bring the stone to them but a spell that her mother could cast and finally bring an end to this war that had been raging for Rigantona’s whole life.  Try as she might, she could not stop the thought from taking root in her heart and blossoming into a plan.
“I’ll see if there are herbs to make us some tea so that we can relax a bit.”  Rigantona rose and walked over to a table next to the hearth that Uzame had obviously been using as a kitchen.
“There are some tea leaves in that red clay jar and some teacups in the cupboard,” Áine called.
As Red and his grandmother talked softly, Rigantona hung a kettle over the fire to boil water and scooped tea leaves from the jar into three cups.  Casting a faint little spell her mother taught her, that hid her movements from any curious eyes—like that of Starrag’s—she carefully removed a pouch from her pocket and slipped a little powder from it into two of the cups.  When the water was ready, she poured it over the tea leaves and sleeping powder, stirred it, adding some sugar, and handed the cups to Red and Áine then setting down with her untainted cup.
She swallowed down deep regret and stopped herself from twice blurting out the truth of what she was about to do, hoping to gain their forgiveness. But, instead, she just smiled and nodded her head as if following what they were saying as their conversation got slower and peppered with long yawns, for she was a princess of the cruth-chaochladair, after all.
Red went to the immense bed and gathered up blankets and furs and placed them near the fire.  He made a little nest for his grandmother and tenderly tucked her deep under a thick blanket.  Then he came to Rigantona and whispered into her ear.  “It’s time to get some rest, Princess.”  He tried to smile at her but yawned instead, barely able to keep his eyes open.  She let him lead her to the furs and blankets and lay down with him snuggling into his arms, laying her head on his chest, tears dropping from her eyes.
Soon his breath evened out, and she could tell he was sleeping deeply.  She laid there for a long time just listening to the rhythm of his heart picturing how wonderful it would be to end every night in his arms.  Somewhere along this journey they had made together, she had fallen in love with him.  But now duty called her away from what her heart was clearly feeling.  She had a duty to her parents, to the throne, to the cruth-chaochladair.
As she eased out of the circle of Red arms, she wiped the tears from her face and pulled on the jacket that she had removed earlier.  Starrag was staring at her with one beady eye.  She had given both Red and Áine enough sleeping powder that he would not be able to wake them until tomorrow night, but she could not hide her regret and utter shame from the witch’s familiar.  “I’m sorry, but I must,” she whispered as the tears fell from her cheeks. 
She went to the stone and removed it from the box, slipping it into the pouch tied to her belt.  She was not a powerful mage like Uzame, Áine, or even her own mother so she knew this stone was going to leave a bright magical trail right to her, but she had the speed of a wolf and by the time anyone decided to follow the trail she’d already be safe in Mac-tìre.  She went to Uzame’s grimoire and ripped the spell from its binding, rolling it up placing it in the pouch with the stone.  Together, these items were finally going to end this bloody war against her people and the people of Rhyme.  She was sure that with just the threat of using the spell and the stone, Mac-tìre could call a truce, and Rhyme would be forced to listen. 
She turned to leave, but then went to Red and watched him for a moment longer.  She bent and kissed him deeply on his lips that lay slightly parted in sleep.  “I love you,” she whispered, then turned and hurried from the cave as tears streamed down her face.
****
The Spell of Anu Mul 
Red

Red woke with his head feeling like it was split open and his brain was on fire.  He moaned and rolled over, reaching for Rigantona.  When he didn’t find her, he cracked open his eyes.  The cave was dimly lit with only a few candles burning and the fire crackling in the hearth.  He sat up and held his head, sure it was cracking open. 
“Here, drink this.”  When he opened his eyes again, she saw his grandmother smiling down at him, handing him a steaming cup of some kind of herbs.
“Where is Rigantona?” he croaked as he took the cup from his grandmother.
“I’m sorry, my boy, he’s gone.”
No, it couldn’t be true!  He frantically looked around the cave, hoping he would find her walking in from a dark corner.  His stomach clenched.  “The stone?” he asked Áine.  She just shook her head sadly.
“It appears she also took the spell.”
Red got up and took a seat at the table, sipping his tea as he staired at the missing page that had been ripped out of Uzame—his grandfather’s—grimoire.  “How could she do that to us?” he whispered.
Áine put a hand on his shoulder.  “She probably thinks this will bring peace to the realm, and maybe she’s hoping to gain favor with her people.”  His heart ached at the betrayal he felt.  He thought he was falling in love with her.  “Drink the rest of your tea and I’ll make us something to eat.  We’ll set out in the morning for Rhyme and seek the counsel of Queen Sorcha.”
The next morning, they stood at the mouth of the cave, the sun just peaking over the horizon.  Áine took Red’s hand in hers and cast a quick levitation spell and slowly floated them down the mountain, Starrag flying out in front of them, then gently setting their feet onto the forest floor.  We could have really used the spell a few days ago…” he was once again reminded of Rigantona and how much it hurt to think of her.
“Levitation is a handy spell to master.  Especially when you have to move a whole house of furniture up there.”  Áine looked back up the mountain and grimaced.  “He had everything already set up when we got here.  I guess he was planning on running his world take over from a cave.”
Red gave his grandmother a strong hug.  Why was he pining over some women when his grandmother could have been seriously hurt, or worse?  “I’m just glad you’re not hurt worse.”  He kissed the top of her head, and she smiled up at him.  
“I knew you’d come for me.”
Áine then summonsed a pack of wild horses and asked if anyone of them would be willing to aid them on their journey.  Three days later, dirty and exhausted from their journey, they arrived at the castle in the realm of Rhyme, the seat of Queen Sorcha.
Red had no idea that his grandmother would be known in Queen Sorcha’s court, but they were immediately shown to a guest suite of rooms where they could bath, rest, and take refreshments while the Queen summonsed. 
Clean and dressed in borrowed clothes of the finest quality, Red and Áine—Starrag perched on his grandmother’s shoulder as always—approached Queen Sorcha as she sat on her throne.  They bowed and the queen immediately rose and went to his grandmother, embracing tightly.  “Lady Áine it is so good to see you again.  It’s been far too long.”  Red rose his brows in surprise. He had no idea his grandmother even knew the ageing queen…or had a title.  He’d have to ask her about that later.
“I wish it were under better circumstances, Your Highness.”
“My chancellor has apprised me of the situation.  It is dire, indeed.”  The queen looked over to a man of middle years wearing spectacles who Red assumed was the chancellor.  “I’ve also asked General Brenon to prepare a contingent to escort us to Mac-tìre under the white flag.  I’m hoping King Nehm and Queen Jovem will agree to hold counsel with us.”  The queen’s face was wrinkled with concern. 
“I would suggest alerting the Citadel in Temaru that their mages might be needed.  Especially those in the Order of the Fitheach.  Some of them will know a spell to block the enchantment.”  The queen’s brows drew together in even more concern, but his grandmother continued.  “I know it’s been your policy to not use magic users in this war, but the Spell of Anu Mul along with an enchanting stone is very serious magic and can only be fought with strong magic.”
The old queen, her gray hair pinned up in elaborate braids, looked down to the polished marble floors of the throne room as if searching for a better idea.  Finally, she looked back up at Áine.  “Queen Jovem herself is skilled in the magical arts.  Do you think she is strong enough to cast this spell and summons Anu Mul to do her bidding?”
“I believe so, but I’d rather not find out.”
“Then we shall leave for Mac-tìre in the morning.”  Queen Sorcha nodded her head once as if trying to convince herself this plan was going to work.
The next morning Red, Áine, Queen Sorcha and an entire contingent of her guard rode out of the palace under the white flag on their way to Mac-tìre.  The faces of those they passed were as grim as the weather.  Dark clouds rolled in, and flurries started to fall.
It snowed lightly on and off over the three days it took to get to Mac-tìre.  Red’s stomach was in knots, and he realized he didn’t know if it was because a battle might be imminent, or it was the chance at seeing Rigantona again.  He hoped she had gotten back home safely and then was taken aback by his utter foolishness.  His people were on the brink of being wiped out or enchanted, and he was worried if the woman who betrayed him was safe.
“Thinking about her again, my sweet boy?”  He could never hide anything he was thinking from Áine.  He just gave her a resigned, half-hearted smile.  “She might just surprise us yet.  And if not, the pain will pass eventually.”  She kissed him on his cheek.
Red watched Starrag gliding on the wind from the carriage window. Clouds the color of angry bruises covered the sky and snow started to fall in earnest.  The six draft horses pulling the queen’s royal carriage might start struggling if the snow didn’t let up.  However, they were entering the castle grounds now.  The snow wouldn’t matter either way now.  They would either succeed in convincing the King and Queen of the cruth-chaochladair to agree to a truce or they all would either be dead or ensorcelled by the end of the day.
It was just over a turning of the moon ago that Red had left his command and headed home becoming a deserter hoping he could save his grandmother before his own countrymen executed him and now, he, his grandmother and his queen were seeking a council with the King and Queen of the cruth-chaochladair while Red nursed a heart broken by the Princess of the Shapeshifters.
Red was questioning his life choices.
Their party traveled slowly, so by the time they arrived at the castle, the king and queen were ready to receive them.  Queen Sorcha, Áine, and Red were immediately shown to the throne room.  Starrag nervously moved from one foot to the other as she sat on his grandmother’s shoulder.
The Castle at Mac-tìre was not as huge or ostentatiously decorated, but it was by no measure strictly rustic either.  Tapestries depicting forest scenes hung on the walls, magical globes of yellowish light flooded hallways and rooms.  Thick carpets covered stone floors and beautifully carved statues of wolves lined hallways and corners.  In the throne room, massive stained-glass windows were carved into thick stone walls.  Off handedly, Red thought the windows would probably be breathtaking illuminated by sunshine.
The three of them, along with twelve of Queen Sorcha’s guards, approached King Nehm and Queen Jovem as they sat upon their thrones.  Red was shocked to see Queen Jovem wearing the enchanting fire opal—which was now the size of one of Red’s hands, finger’s spread—on a gold chain around her neck!  Its vibrant ultraviolet light pulsed, and Red could feel the magic contained in the stone vibrating out into the room.  “She has already cast the Spell of Anu Mul into the enchanting stone,” Áine whispered.
His pulse quickened when he became aware of Rigantona’s aura.  He quickly looked around the room, but could not see her.  She was near, though.
“Why does the mundane Queen of the sense-dead humans want with an audience with the rulers of the great cruth-chaochladair?” Queen Jovem asked, looking down her straight nose at Queen Sorcha.
Off to a promising start.
Queen Sorcha held her head high, her golden, jewel encrusted crown sparkling in the light from the yellow globes.  “Rhyme seeks a truce with Mac-tìre and I want to enter negotiations with you regarding the destruction of the enchanting stone that was taken from Lady Áine.”
Queen Joven tilted her head back, her laughter peeling through the room.  “We give no quarter to Rhyme or her people.  The people who have been slaughtering the cruth-chaochladair for twenty years!”  King Nehm finally spoke.  He wore a small circlet; his thick black hair and dark eyes were so similar to Rigantona’s.  Red wondered where she was.  He knew she was watching from somewhere.  He could feel her.
Queen Joven rose and went to stand in front of them.  Her long hair, so blonde it was white, fell to below her waist in a thick plait.  Her strange silver eyes pinned each of them where they stood and then lingered on Red.  “I can see why my daughter favors you,” she said softly and then turned her cold stare to Queen Sorcha.  “I do not accept a truce, and you’re mad if you think I’ll let you destroy my stone.”
“Queen Joven, please.  The stone—especially now that you’ve cast the Spell of Anu Mul is too powerful for anyone to possess.  It will cause nothing but more sorrow for both our realms,” Queen Sorcha pleaded with the Queen of the Shapeshifters.
“Wrong, only yours.” 
Queen Joven mumbled a spell and instantly Queen Sorcha stumbled back, but then regained her balance.  She staired at foreign queen with a blank look and the pit of Red’s stomach dropped.  Starrag started making a strange, anxious clicking noise as Áine closed her eyes and silently cast a spell which Red hoped was to block the enchantment and included the dozen guards’ men and women at his back.
“Order your guards to kill Lady Áine and then you.”  Queen Joven’s cold eyes looked over to his grandmother and her red painted lips curled into a smile as Queen Sorcha gave the order.
Áine turned to address the guards.  “Your Queen has been ensorcelled, stand your ground.”  The guards looked confused and terrified.  They looked around at the cruth-chaochladair guards that surrounded them.  Their wolf forms were perfect for hunting, but the cruth-chaochladair were also skilled in combat in their human form.  They all drew their swords, and so did Red.
Red looked over at King Nehm, who was now standing, and Rigantona had appeared at his side.  She looked directly at Red, a tear running down her cheek, her delicate brows drawn together. She shook her head once, as if pleading with Red to—what?  She held out her hands, then pushed them to the floor as if to ask him to stand down.
King Nehm smiled and strolled down the steps of the dais with a pompousness that was clearly misplaced in a room full of swords.  Rigantona followed him down with a worried expression, obviously much better at reading the energy of the room.
When the guards of Rhyme did not respond to Queen Sorcha’s order, Queen Joven grew angry and looked at Áine.  She must have realized her grandmother had cast a blocking spell upon them all.  “Kill them!  Kill them all!” the cruth-chaochladair queen screamed at her guards.
“No!  You promised!” Rigantona yelled as the cruth-chaochladair guards closed in, swords drawn.  Red pushed Áine behind him, sending Starrag flying into the room with a squawk.  He immediately cut down two cruth-chaochladair guards while trying to back Áine towards a wall that he could better defend.  Their guards were fighting valiantly, but more cruth-chaochladair guards were pouring into the throne room.
King Nehm morphed into a giant black wolf and lunged at Áine who had her back to him while she was casting a spell, sending a handful of cruth-chaochladair guards smashing up against a wall.  Red twisted quickly, bringing up his sword, disemboweling the cruth-chaochladair king.  He howled in pain and rolled across the floor, spewing blood and gore across the hall.  Red could only spare a few seconds to glance at Rigantona who was looking at her father, her eyes huge with surprise.
Two cruth-chaochladair guards came at Red. It was all he could do to block their lunges as fast as he could with his sword.  The few guards from Rhyme that were left encircled their queen and did their best to deflect the blows of the cruth-chaochladair guards who greatly outnumbered them.  
Red sucked in a breath as a cruth-chaochladair guard got past his block and sliced his leg.  He felt the warmth of his blood soaking through his breeches.  Gritting his teeth against the pain, he brought his sword in low and cut the guard down.  The second guard was taken by surprise for a split moment, and Red was able to run her through with his blade.
Red heard his grandmother scream and whirled around to find Queen Joven standing behind her, gripping her with her arm around her neck and holding a jeweled dagger to Áine’s chest.  “I’ve had enough of you, witch,” she screamed, holding the dagger high, then bringing it down to pierce Áine’s heart.  
“No!” Red screamed and started towards his grandmother.  Rigantona was quicker, though.  She blocked her mother’s dagger with her own.  When her mother looked at her with shock and anger on her face, Rigantona, without emotion, drug her dagger across her mother’s throat.  The woman dropped her knife and brought her hands up to her neck.  She tried to say something to her daughter but just keeled over, dropping dead on her throne room floor.  
All the fighting in the throne room stopped and everyone stood in shock looking at the bodies of their king and queen laying in pools of their blood.  Red heard a gasp and looked at his queen, surrounded by the only two members of her guard that remained alive.  Her hands were at her mouth and tears ran down her face.
Áine reached down and grabbed the enchanting stone, breaking the golden chain that was wrapped around the dead cruth-chaochladair queen.  She took a few steps away and carefully placed it on the stone floor, Starrag flying down and taking his place on her shoulder.  She looked up at Rigantona.  “I will need your help.”  Rigantona nodded her head and Áine closed her eyes and started chant.  Red could feel his grandmother pulling energy up from the earth and even from the air.  He could even feel Starrag lending her energy.  He looked at Rigantona, who had dropped the dagger that killed her mother and queen and watched as she closed her eyes and held out her hands towards Áine lending her power to Áine’s spell as well.
The enchanting stone started to glow brighter and hum very loudly.  The guards who had been standing near started to back away, a few taking their wolf forms and melting into the corners of the room.  
Just when Red thought the stone couldn’t get any brighter and as others started to cover their ears at the howling sound emanating from the fire opal enchanting stone, it burst into thousands of pieces, refracting every color imaginable.  They flew out into the room and then suddenly stopped hanging in the air for a fraction of a moment and then flew back to where the stone had laid on the floor a moment earlier and disappeared into a black hole, leaving the room in total silence.
****
Red looked down at Rigantona as she slept peacefully in his arms.  Her black hair lay in streams across their bed.  Bright rays of warm sunshine were just starting to come through their windows.  Red could hear birds singing outside and the busy sound of a fountain in their private courtyard.
Rigantona’s eyes fluttered open and turned her gaze upon Red.  Her eyes, the color of an endless sky, melted his heart.  She smiled, and him and placed her hand on his bare chest.  “Good morning, my love,” she said in a breathy tone.  Red kissed her lips and held her tighter.  
After the confusion had cleared that horrific day in the throne room of Castle Mac-tìre which left the king and queen of the cruth-chaochladair dead, Rigantona was recognized as heir and crowned queen.  Red and Lady Áine were asked to stay at Mac-tìre as official ambassadors of Rhyme. Positions they accepted, of course.  Well, Áine had to be convinced to stay, but there was no way Red was leaving Rigantona.
“Are you ready for today?” Red asked in a deep voice.
“I am more than ready for my wedding on this Summer Equinox, sir.”
“I should think that my title will be more than just a knight after I marry the Queen of Mac-tìre,” he joked.
“I should hope so, for I don’t want to marry beneath my station.” she laughed and then got serious as she placed a hand on her still flat belly.  “A babe conceived at Beltane is said to be blessed with strong magic.”  She smiled again, and Red knew she was thinking of their child as it grew in her womb. 
“Well, she comes from a long line of mages.”
“How do you know it will not be a boy?”
“I just have a feeling.”  Red kissed her on the forehead, and he could not imagine living a single day without her.  He looked forward to having many children with her, then growing old with and watching their grandchildren grow up.
Rigantona clasped his right hand in hers and then entwined their fingers.  “I’m anticipating the day we recount to our children how their parents met,” she said with a voice full of excitement.
Red laughed.  “Yes, the day the big bad wolf met Red Riding Hood.”

The End
