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      If you  enjoy this story, there is more.

      Please sign up for my mailing list. When you sign up, I’ll send you a link to download the prequel novelette, To Run At Night.

      I won’t share your information, and you can unsubscribe at any time. Emails usually go out about three times a month. During a new release, you will see a few extra messages.

      Subscribers will receive sporadic emails about new releases, discounts on books, and various give-away groups the Penllyn folks are a part of.

      

      Visit  CupofBlood.com to become a member of The Penllyn Chronicles Teulu.
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      Ruadh’s meaty arm swept out and caught my hand as the rock broke loose. Shifter reflexes. Fast. As fast as mine. That was what kept me from plunging into the valley below.

      True, the rock face of the cliff sloped away from the valley. Iolo had called it an easy climb. He glanced down.

      “The big bear has saved me many times in just such situations,” he called. “Do be careful, milady. I prefer not to lose a new friend.”

      “You’re sure this climb is worth it?” I asked.

      “Definitely,” Iolo replied as he turned back to the rock wall. “Once you see the view from the cave ledge, you’ll gasp and fall in love with your holding all over again.”

      “The valley is pretty enough from below,” I said and swung out of Ruadh’s grasp back to the rocks. This section was almost vertical, unlike the steep but sloped section below. “I don’t know why you two have to climb every cliff you find. There has to be a path to the top of this mountain.”

      “Aye, lass,” Ruadh said, laughing behind me as I ascended. One handhold, then a foothold. Then another handhold. “The sunset will take your breath away.”

      “I don’t have to breathe, silly. I’m dead.”

      “Aye, but you’ll want to lose a breath up there,” my friend replied. “Bleddyn gave you prime land. Had Caer Penllyn no need to be close to the trade roads to get horses out to the other lords and kings, he would move his caer board by board to this summit. ’Tis a beautiful sight from on high.”

      More gravel came loose on my next handhold. Rather than chance that grip, I reached wider and used a different section of the crack. The dislodged pebbles tinked several times as they clattered down the wall.

      “This better be worth it,” I grumbled, but I kept climbing.

      A few moments later, a hand and an arm dropped towards me. I gripped it and let Iolo pull me across the lip. The thin monk clambered easily onto the ledge.

      “Welcome to our little cave away from home,” he said, his eyes alight with mirth.

      By the time I stepped away from the edge of the lip, Ruadh was pulling himself up. Once on the ledge, he loosened the strap on the pack he carried. The thinner monk untied a folding stool from the outer ties and sat on it, and then he rummaged about inside the pack. Both men wore trousers and tunics. I matched them with a set of trousers and a tunic, which was what I called my “sword clothes.” I had stopped wearing dresses after the battle against the undead army at the abbey.

      “Must you draw this soon?” I chided Iolo. He had pulled out his wooden lap desk, which was just a wooden board with a piece of smooth leather affixed to one side, another leather strap over that to hold his vellum in place, and a small covered well full of ground charcoal.

      “I don’t want to miss the light,” he said, flashing me a grin as he fished a wooden stylus from the pack.

      “Pass me that skin, lass,” Ruadh muttered.

      I handed him the wineskin from the pack. He untied the end and squirted a stream into his open mouth. One of his thick hands wiped a residual drop or two from his shaggy red whiskers. They were orangish in the sunlight that reflected off the short mountainside.

      I looked off down the land. A steep valley for this part of Britain lay before us, running towards the north-west. Below, patches of trees stood with some farmland, and a small house or three dotted the valley floor at this end. A muddy yet still bluish river drifted lazily through the valley. Above, snow still clung to the upper reaches of the smooth peak.

      “You’re right,” I said as Ruadh stepped between me and Iolo. “The view from here is stupendous.”

      The other monk was sketching the landscape on his parchment. His stylus seemed to have a life of its own, guiding Iolo’s hand. The monk’s eyes rarely darted down to the parchment. The snow-capped ridge across from us was already taking shape.

      I took the skin from Ruadh and stowed it. Iolo’s busy hand and darting eyes told me he wouldn’t even think of wine until he could no longer see. And, with his fae nature, he was like Ruadh and I. Darkness was no reason to not see. There was the light of the stars to fill in the void. It took a deep cave, like the one behind us, to make me wish for light. Even then, I could see enough to move about.

      “Light,” Iolo said, sensing my unasked question. “It’s about light and shadow. The shadows are long, and the light is soft right now. I can only see this combination right now to draw it. Once the elegance of this sunset is gone, all I have is flat texture instead of this beautiful sight. I need to draw while I can see the shadows.”

      Ruadh’s hand rested on Iolo’s shoulder. His other arm wrapped my waist and pulled me in close.

      “Aye, lass,” he rumbled. “There be beauty across Briton if ye know where to look.”

      “The soft light this time of day makes even Ruadh look pretty,” Iolo said. He glanced at me and winked. Ruadh laughed. I did, too. These two, once Iolo returned, had proved to be almost inseparable. Only when Abbot Heilyn sent one or the other out on an errand alone did they part.

      The valley, the mountains, the land itself—everything was gorgeous. And it was home. After six centuries of undead life, I had found my home, my family, here on the edge of our world. Here in Penllyn.

      I leaned in to Ruadh and wrapped my arm around him as we stared off at the landscape. My friend was warm. He still smelled of bear. Even though The Lady, our goddess, had removed the ties between his curse and the moon, he was still a shifter. In a fortnight, the full moon would rise again, and he wouldn’t care. He had not needed to change into his other form the last several months.

      Iolo’s stylus flew about the parchment in the dying light. The rough outline of the valley took shape. I saw the rock walls, the grassy slopes leading up to them, and the thin rivulet of the river below.

      “It’s a pretty valley,” I said. Then I glanced back towards the western end of the long gorge. The walls there looked solid. No danger of a slide. “Be a pity to block that stream,” I said.

      Ruadh must have sensed my hesitation. He gave my waist a squeeze.

      “Agreed,” he said with a mirth rumble in his chest. “An overzealous beaver could block the river and flood the valley for a ways. This rock be stable. You’ll not be seeing a dam here unless one of those rats builds one.”

      “There are slides,” I said and pointed into the dim reaches below. By now the sun was below the horizon, and the red was fast fading into deep twilight blue.

      “Small ones, yes,” he said. “It would take a major shake to dislodge enough to block the mouth.”

      “Be a shame to block off this valley,” I said and gave him a smile. “Where else would you two go to climb?”

      “I’d take ye up to my brother’s land,” he said. “If Kerr and Frang ever settle their blood feud. One of them I can deal with. But as long as the clan is split between them, I cannae go back.”

      “I’ve lost many brothers over the years,” I said. My mind darted back to the last time I had been with Aemi, my brother of the undead. We had danced the dance of blades for almost a week solid, only stopping each day for our undead sleep when the sun rose, then when we awoke, we’d let our steel sing once more.

      We weren’t brothers in the normal way. Aemi… Aemilianus had been born to another set of parents a century or so before I had been born. But we share a bond deeper than the one with the siblings from my birth mother. Aemi and our other undead siblings all become undead through the same master.

      If there was anyone I loved as much as Gwen, Emlyn, or Aemi, it was my master. He offered me almost pure immortality. All I needed to do was die. And drink his blood. The same blood he drank from my veins.

      Our master was long dead. The True Death. And then my undead brothers and I had gone our separate ways. Aemi and I, we hadn’t danced our dance of the blades for nearly a century.

      Ruadh pulled me in tighter. He was as close as a brother to me. We had fought battles together to protect our adoptive family. Lord and Lady Penllyn and their people.

      I leaned into my bearish friend. Just like the others here in this British cantref, he was a friend and family to me. I had found my home. A home I wished to never leave again. Penllyn. Life was good here, finally. And I was happy. The trials of last year were fading into memory, and I was comfortable again.

      I should have known things were about to change, but I didn’t. Neither did I realise just how bad they would get.
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      The sound of rock cracking echoed into the twilight air atop the hill.

      Ruadh jerked me backward. I grabbed at Iolo. He was intent on his drawing and didn’t sense the tingle in the stone ledge under our feet. His stylus continued to drift across the drawing board as the stone slipped away under him.

      The rock of the ledge sighed and split, then it tumbled loose and plummeted into the valley. I slid forward, relying on Ruadh’s bulk, and his meaty hand grasped mine as I snatched at our absent-minded monk’s tunic. Iolo’s folding stool, made of canvas and wood, clattered as it bounced with the stone.

      But I had Iolo’s tunic.

      “Hold on,” he said, his stylus still moving as he dangled. “The light is almost gone, and I want to get that last outcropping drawn while I can see it.”

      Behind me, Ruadh let a laugh rumble in his chest. He used his thick body to lean back and sideways towards the wall of the cliff. I had my foot braced against his front foot. We each grabbed the other’s wrist. I leaned out over the chasm, still holding Iolo. The skinny monk was no burden with my undead strength. I hoped the fabric of his tunic could bear the burden.

      “Pull him up, lass,” Ruadh said. “He’ll keep us here all night if you don’t.”

      I gave him a three count, then heaved Iolo onto the now thin ledge.

      “Fool,” I said, but I grinned. “You’ll die trying to draw while you fall.”

      “Nah, not ’im, lass,” Ruadh said. “He’s half fae. Always got a spell up his sleeve. He always drifts down like a feather when a rock gives way.”

      Still, despite the grumbles in his tone, Ruadh helped Iolo up and pulled him in for a one-armed hug. His other arm pulled me close, too.

      “Thank ye, Mair,” he said and scraped his beard across my cheek to lay a kiss there. He turned and planted another on Iolo’s cheek. “I wasn’t of a mind to go chasing him down the cliff after we climbed up here.”

      Iolo leaned into the wall and stared off at the valley wall opposite us again then shook his head.

      “Bother,” he muttered and slid down the wall to sit, his feet flat, knees raised, and his drawing board across his lap. The leather strap across the board kept his drawing in place. He leaned forward and blew across the paper. Some of the charcoal powder he dipped his stylus into had scattered across his drawing. Fortunately, a lid covered the well .

      Iolo held up a hand and muttered a word. A thin orb of yellow light sprang above his fingers.

      “Yellow,” I said and activated my connection to the goddess. The mystical cord of black and gold that tied me to her hummed as I tried to find a similar cord from the monk.

      “You’ll not find whatever you’re looking for,” he said, grinning. “Fae magic differs from the old druidic ways.”

      “Is that what I am now, a druid?” The goddess of Britannia had made our connection, and just like with my sisters in service, Gwen and Seren, I was bound to the goddess by cords of magic. These cords weren’t to be a leash. Instead they acted as conduits. The goddess fed me energy, the land’s energy, that allowed me to walk in the daylight, unlike other undead.

      “Female druids would be dryads,” he said with a chuckle. “No. Unlike Lady Gwen, your magic is rooted in death. Or undeath.”

      “Does everyone know what I am?” I grumbled. I tried to hide my nature, but Iolo had sensed it the first time we met.

      “When ye go running around waving Arthur’s glowing sword,” Ruadh said, “everyone be too distracted to pay attention to your diet.”

      “I threw that sword into the lake,” I said. The Sword of Light. Last held by Arthur, Gwen’s long-dead husband, and king of most of Britain when he lived. It was the weapon I needed that night, and the goddess had sent it to me. It was the sword I used to break the necromancer’s staff.

      “Lady Seren said the wizard’s staff was full of magic,” Ruadh rumbled again. We had been rolling this discussion around since that battle. “You broke it and made the earth shake. Had Lady Gwen not been there to protect us, many would have died in that blast.”

      “I’m still miffed at her for not letting me know she was alive after the goddess took her to the Otherworld.”

      Iolo laughed again. “Lady Gwen was dead,” he said. “It is rare for someone to pass the veil and be allowed back.” He glanced at me. “Your kind is one of the few that can make that journey without divine help. Lady Gwen is very special for the goddess to have allowed her to return to us.”

      “Yes, she is special,” I said. My mind reached out to find her presence. She was back at Caer Penllyn. Although we could speak with our thoughts across the leagues, there was no need. Gwen was one of two pieces missing from my heart. My mind touched hers, and we shared the warmth of love.

      “Come, lass,” Ruadh said, and he pushed himself off the rock wall. “That blast of yours loosened the ledge. I wanna see if the cave behind us had much damage.”

      “Need another light?” Iolo asked, still drawing.

      “Diolch,” I said. “Thanks” in the Cymry tongue. “But no. That’s one of the only magics I can do.” I held my hand aloft. A whitish ball appeared above my hand.

      “Try to make it more yellowish,” Iolo said. “That way if someone below sees the glow, they’ll think it a lamp or a torch.”

      I shrugged, unsure how to do that. The goddess’s magic had always come through as white light.

      “Like this,” Iolo said and touched his own ball. The glow warmed. I thought I detected what he was doing. I poked my light ball. It shifted to pink, then blue. I concentrated and tried to get it to settle into an amber glow. Ruadh laughed out loud at my cascade of colours. I glared at him, but a chuckle escaped my own lips. If anyone relied on me for magic, they were in trouble.

      I got the light to settle into a golden cast. It even had a flicker and a dance, much like torchlight.

      “Try not to laugh when you use your magic,” Iolo said. “You’ll make your effects waver with the mirth.”

      “Come on, lass,” Ruadh said. “Iolo be out here drawing all night. We might as well see what damage ye did to the cave.”

      “Give me a moment,” I said and unbuckled the sword belt I had crossed over my torso.

      “You think you need a sword here?”

      “Last time I let Bleddyn explore a cave, he got mauled by a shifter,” I said. “You never know what you might meet in a cave.” I winked at Ruadh.

      “Back or side, why does it matter where you put your sword?” Ruadh asked. “You still have it on you.”

      “This wasn’t made for over-the-shoulder draws,” I said and re-buckled my blade, Soul, around my waist. “Trust me, from the hip is much better. I didn’t want to bang her around on the way up that cliff, though, so I kept it on my back while we climbed.”

      “If there be anything in that cave you need to poke with your blade, we be in a heap of trouble.”

      My hiccoughing yellow ball of light drifted along above Ruadh’s head. The dark of the night gave way to the musty, inky black of the cave. A few paces in, the path curved to the right, and we walked down the gentle slope. There were a few patches where fresh rocks had tumbled loose.

      “Just small patches,” Ruadh said. He pointed towards the ceiling a few hands above his head. The golden glow of my light orb lit the area he pointed at. “No sign of stress. You didnae shake the land hard enough to make this cave fall in.”

      “Why do you keep blaming me for that blast?”

      “You be dancing with the wizard,” he said, laughing. “Course, seeing what he did to Lady Gwen, I’d have tried to split him top to toe the way you were gonna.”

      “His damn staff,” I muttered, still mad at the necromancer for the spell he cast at Gwen. “I knew he used it in his magic, I just didn’t realise how much power he stored in it. Seren is still trying to understand all of what he had in it.”

      Ruadh shot a smile at me over his shoulder and waved me on, deeper into the dark cave.

      “No one knew Lady Seren was so skilled with magic,” he said. “Her marriage to that…” He paused, searching for a good term.

      “Bastard isn’t the right word,” I said. “I don’t want to impugn Dylis nor Einion for his birth. Dewi was just a creep and a bully.”

      “Gwen said that Dewi and Seren’s marriage stifled Seren’s abilities,” Ruadh added. “Since she’s got no commitment to anyone but the goddess, Lady Seren can grow her skills.”

      “I’m not sure how much more she can grow,” I added. “Seren has outdistanced Gwen in understanding magical intricacies. Gwen sensed the residual magic on the fragments of the staff we recovered. Seren could tell, however, which glyph held which type of spell, and how long the spell had been stored in the ancient wood.”

      “Did she ever recover any of the magic inside it?” he asked as he stopped at another rock fall to examine the walls and ceiling around it.

      “No,” I said. “She says there is nothing that could be a complete spell. Snapping it like a twig with Arthur’s sword was enough to release any magic it held all at once. No wonder that blast shook the hills this far away.”

      “If we meet any more wizards, try to disarm them before you go slicing them.” My friend chuckled. “The cavern is ahead, just around the bend.”

      A dozen paces later, he stepped into the darkness and moved to the left.

      “Come in, lass, and bring more of those glowy balls if ye can.”

      I pulled energy from my connection and sent three more of the yellow light orbs up around him. I poked two of the balls and sent them drifting away into the cavern. Had I needed to breathe, the sight would have taken my breath away. This time I whistled in astonishment.

      The cavern was large. Dozens of paces across in any direction. The ceiling was white and jagged. I sent an orb up. Crystalline minerals from the damp in the air grew there. Generations of them protruded like a spike forest along the roof of the cave.

      But it was the column near the centre that drew my attention. Enough moisture flowed to make not just a pointed growth of minerals but a knifelike crystal that cut from the ceiling down to the floor. It had solidified and grown into a massive spike. At its apex it was almost as round as Ruadh’s chest.

      The column was beautiful in a rugged way. Water glistened along its jagged surface, creating several pockets where it was almost clear for a few inches. I moved around the column, and the clear spots shifted because of the faceted nature the crystal growth gave the column. I stepped close enough to touch it but held my hand back. Some wonders of nature should only be seen and not disturbed. My own eyes looked back at me, reflected in several of the moist crystal pockets.

      “Lass,” Ruadh said from across the cavern, “you did break the cave.”
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      Ruadh stood before a pile of rock. I spied the bleached dusty hue of old bones among the dark of the Cymry rock.

      “Send one of yer lights here,” he called. I concentrated and pulled two of my orbs along with me. One I stationed above his shoulder, behind his left ear.

      Stay with him, I thought at the ball of light. It did so as Ruadh stepped into a pocket in the rock pile.

      “Looks like an old Celtic burial chamber,” he said. Beyond the opening, bones sat in niches, not laid out as normal corpses. The hole was large enough for me to squeeze through, but debris was piled up high enough that Ruadh would probably not be able to squeeze through.

      “Hold on,” Ruadh said. He bent to move several large stones out of the way, tossing each onto a pile of rubble farther to our right. He tossed aside rocks as large as his head, if not larger. A normal man would have strained to lift even one. But Ruadh was a shifter, a werebear. His large rough hands grabbed the hunks and tossed them as though they were a mere inconvenience. Each time he threw one, it landed with a loud crash. Misty fingers of dust rose into the air like undead hands from a grave and began a swirling dance in the light of my orbs.

      The floor there was still jagged, like the crack in the wall. A thin passage wound through the area. Nooks lined both walls, half a dozen to either side. The narrow passage turned abruptly about three paces in.

      “Look to be like your bone-rattling explosion with the wizard rattled more than bones here,” Ruadh said, and shot me a grin. “It fractured the back wall here.”

      “And rattled these old bones out of their nooks,” I said to finish his jest.

      “Let’s see where this leads,” Ruadh said and stepped towards the far passage.

      The narrow path led through more of the mountain, just wide enough for a single person to pass. No wonder the dead in here were bones. No way you’d get a burial litter all the way back here. It was barely large enough for a single person with a cairn of dried bones.

      Several other niches in each branch of the passageway mirrored the one we had entered. As we stepped through the chamber, we paused and looked into each niche. The farther we went, the more hairs on my neck stood on end. By the time we reached the second branch, my fingers were curled around Soul’s hilt, ready to draw my steel. The mystical black-and-gold cord that tied me to the goddess hummed. I must have kept it active after the last light ball. Normally it only hummed like this during the day, when I needed to pull energy from the goddess to allow me to walk in the strength-sapping sunlight.

      “Do you feel anything different?” my voice whispered into the deathly silence of the ancient tomb.

      “Be a bunch o’ old bones, Mair,” Ruadh said. “I not smell anything here other than dust, some mould, and old death.”

      His words didn’t validate my intuition. They weren’t much comfort, either. Perhaps I was imagining the sensations. Too many years. A couple of centuries, at least, had passed since the last time Aemi and I had explored an old tomb like this, on another continent, in the middle of the desert. Things there hadn’t gone well for the humans we had hired to guide us. The spirits we had found there couldn’t harm me and Aemi. We were already dead.

      But I wasn’t sure how such a spirit and a lycanthrope like Ruadh could react to each other.

      We zigzagged through the chambers and alcoves until we came to a dead end, so to speak.

      “Walled up from the outside,” Ruadh said as he pushed against the rocks and old mortar that blocked any further progress.

      “Old tombs are like that,” I ventured. “Even in the deserts across the sea from Rome. They put the dead in, build a wall, and forget them.”

      “Let’s head back and tell Iolo,” Ruadh said. “There not be much he can draw back here except old bones.”

      An icy chill grabbed me. Death. Old, cold death was here. I could feel it in my bones. It probed against my flesh. It pushed into my body.

      My undead magic, my demon, flared awake. She snarled from deep within my mind. Red. My vision went red, which meant my eyes were glowing red. I hadn’t felt that much of a surge from my blood demon for a long time.

      Whatever the death force was, it seemed to like my demon. Almost like a puzzle piece finding its mate. They began a dance around each other. My breath hissed into the tomb.

      “Mair!” Ruadh’s voice jerked my mind back. I activated the mystical cord to the goddess, and it flared awake. My demon hissed, as did I. White light from The Lady, from the land, flooded my vision, blocking the dance of utter darkness trying to mix with the red of my blood demon.

      My fingers tightened around Soul’s hilt and jerked her from the scabbard. The passage was too narrow for much beyond thrusting. Instead of fighting, I pumped magic into the steel.

      Ruadh shielded his eyes.

      “You glowed, lass… first red, then white…” He swallowed hard, unnerved. “Was that beastie trying to take you?”

      “Aye,” I said, but I didn’t bother to mimic his tone like I usually did when I used his vernacular. “Black, darker than night.”

      “It be heading out, towards Iolo,” he added and pushed me forward.

      Running in this area was next to impossible. I moved as fast as I could with Soul in hand. Ruadh kept pace as we raced back, moving as fast as we could in the tight labyrinth of the old tombs. Soul lit our way. Even my two light orbs kept pace with us. The one that dogged Ruadh hadn’t been given another command, so I assumed it would stay with him.

      A rumble from behind me. More of a growl. As I turned one corner, I glanced back. Ruadh’s hands were long in the light. Red fur sprouted along his arms. I wasn’t sure what good his shifter claws would be against whatever this thing was. Hell, I didn’t know what good my blade would be. Maybe the magic of the goddess I was feeding the blade would help if we caught up with it?

      We rounded the final corner, and I ducked through the opening Ruadh had cleared earlier. Ruadh, who was several hands taller and wider than I, had to duck and turn sideways to enter. I didn’t stop to worry how he would get out if he had shifted forms. His half-bear form was still bulkier than his normal body.

      My other two golden orbs drifted in aimless circles around the central pillar of crystallised minerals. Right where I had left them. I almost slowed, ready to spend time searching the large cavern. The crackle of magic and a faint glow from the cavern mouth turned my steps that way. Iolo was still out there.

      The half-fae monk stood next to the entrance, purple fire dancing along his hand. His drawing board was cast aside, face down. The stylus was clenched in his hand like a knife, ready to slash or stab. Too bad it didn’t have an edge.

      His eyes stared down into the valley.

      “Death just passed me,” his voice whispered, almost silent.

      “What do you mean, death?”

      “Old death. Power my mother whispered about but never explained.” His eyes drifted towards me. “I felt a similar sensation the first time we met. But your magic is softer, contained within you. And your goddess guides your magic now. This was none of that. And more…”

      “Where did it go?” Ruadh asked, a pace behind me.

      “Down into the valley,” Iolo said, and he let the glow from his hands die off. He glanced at my sword. I, too, let the magic dissipate. “I lost sight of it about halfway down. It was a black cloud of nothing. The energy of death.”

      “Death don’t have energy,” Ruadh growled. He glanced at me and shrugged.

      My golden orb still danced and hiccuped behind his head. He had shifted back into his normal human form. “Well, not normal death,” he said.

      A dim glow from the cave mouth, where my other two orbs still circled the column, gave light beyond the stars. Another hour and the sliver of the moon would rise. Until then, the stars were the valley’s only light source. All three of us scanned the valley floor with our special forms of vision. Lycanthrope, undead, and fae.

      After a few moments of running our gaze around the ground below, I shrugged. “Whatever it was, it’s gone now.”

      “Show me where you found it?” Iolo said. “You didn’t open any doors or jars or chests, did you?”
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      Ruadh and Iolo waved back at me as they rode towards the abbey. I took the other fork in the road and coaxed my mare towards Caer Penllyn. Approaching from the south meant that I’d have to circle the hill to find the path up to the fort.

      The smell of smoke hung thick in the air. Caves dotted the rocky side of the sheer cliff at this end of the hill. Directly above was the grove of ancient oaks Gwen and I liked to spend time in. Down the hill from that would be the weapons practice field, then the main yard with the keep and other buildings.

      Here at the base of the hill, though, I spied men working near the cliff. Three of the men moved up and down near a large rounded mound that belched smoke and sparks. From his size, I could see that Sawyl was working the bellows that pushed air into the rounded mound. He looked up and watched as I approached. He called over his shoulder, and another man took Sawyl’s place near the crucible. He grabbed the handles on the wooden plates and moved them up and down in alternating strokes, just as the two other men were doing. Each rise of the leather sack of the bellows sucked air in from behind. Then the downstroke forced it to wheeze into the clay dome.

      Sawyl tapped a large man, Guto, lead smith of Caer Penllyn, and they walked to meet me. I swung out of the saddle. Another of the men brought a bucket of water over to my mare.

      Guto was smaller than Sawyl but with reddish hair, and he had a close-trimmed beard like Ruadh’s.

      “With a fire that hot, you’ll singe your whiskers,” I teased the smith.

      “Aye, Lady Mair. Welcome home,” he said and held his arm out. I grabbed it and leaned in to slap his back. “Me whiskers protect me face. I can’t be having the sparks damage me good looks, can I?”

      “I’ll ask your wife when I see her next,” I said and repeated the ritual of welcome with Sawyl. “How’s Haf?” I asked him.

      “No baby yet,” he said. “Even Lady Enid is still waiting. Lady Seren says she wants the babies to wait as long as possible before they birth.”

      “Your wife needs another month. Lady Enid had a head start on her pregnancy,” I said, then pointed towards the crucible. “Any luck with the silver?”

      “No.” Guto shook his head, which shook his tangled red hair. “Lord Emlyn sent another work party out to get more wood to make charcoal with. We’ve run the caer down to meagre supplies trying to melt these weapons from the Witcher army.”

      “How long have you had the fires going on this one?”

      “Three days.” Guto pointed back down the trail I had ridden. “This still be the same sword I had in when you and Brother Ruadh rode off with the prior to visit your holding.”

      He waved me towards the mushroom of clay. The heat coming off the crucible was intense at three paces. The smith donned a leather jacket and pulled a leather mask across his face. A young boy, perhaps ten winters old, held thick leather gloves for the smith. Once attired against the heat, he took his tongs and moved in towards the opening in the bottom. He scraped and scratched in the coals and ash and plucked a few bits of metal out. He dropped them in a bucket that hissed as the red slug hit the water.

      After a moment, he brought the bucket to me. I took it and peered in as he pulled his mask off.

      “That be regular steel. The hardest I had on hand,” he said. “I put it in this morning, so I’d know when the fire should melt the Witcher blade.”

      “No silver?” I asked.

      “No, milady. None.” He shrugged. “I’ve got enough coal in there to last through the afternoon. When that’s gone, we’ll let the crucible cool, and fish the blade out. Just like the others, it will still be sharp and ready to swing in battle.”

      “Do you have any…” I searched my memory for the terms that might still be around. “Gagate?”

      “The black rock that burns?” Guto asked. “Some lords in far southern Cymru have old mines. But it burns too dirty. Most folks acquaint it with the Underworld and won’t burn it.”

      “It also burns hotter,” I said. Coal use had fallen off throughout Europe as the Roman Empire had collapsed back towards Rome. With the odour and gasses, I could see why it was associated with devilry. But the Witch Hunters were unlikely to show again in Penllyn for a few years. “I’ll speak to Lord Penllyn and the abbot about locating some for you.”

      “Might as well get The Holy Lady to bring you fire of the Dragon of Cymru,” Guto said with a chuckle. I wasn’t sure if he was laughing at the improbability of me getting him coal or of a dragon arriving.

      “I’ll ask Lady Gwen to forward your request to Her,” I said and echoed his laugh.

      Guto looked startled, then grinned large, his teeth breaking through his beard. He cuffed me on the shoulder.

      “If anyone could get a dragon to show in Penllyn,” he exclaimed, “it be Lady Gwen. She does have the Holy Mother’s favour.”
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      The great hall in Caer Penllyn’s keep hadn’t changed in the three days I had been gone. The well-worn wooden floor and the timber walls made me feel welcome. At home. To the left of the main entrance were the kitchens. Ahead and to the right was the great hall. Beyond that, a grand—at least by rural Britain standards—staircase of thick worn planks led up to a second floor. It ran above the kitchens and across the back of the large structure.

      The floor above was where the Lord and Lady Penllyn each had their own chambers. After the raid by Fadog and his fighters the day before the Battle at the Abbey, much of Caer Penllyn burned, including many of the cottages where residents lived. Most of the displaced had moved into the keep. The concept wasn’t new. During the winter, when Britain was at its coldest, residents on the hilltop slept communally in the great hall to make best use of the heat. A few of us were given rooms upstairs.

      Emlyn had taken Cadoc’s cottage. He claimed he needed to be far away from his brother after listening to him snore for most of their childhood. That gave us the ability to meet without prying eyes after our dances on the weapons field. My love life was complicated. Gwen occupied the empty spot in my heart, and Emlyn filled the missing half of my soul. A love triangle where the three of us were all aware but neither talked much about the other side of the relationship.

      Seren had taken over her former room above the main hall. Being the daughter of the lord and lady gave her privilege. The room at the front end was for Gwen and me. It would have been for Cadoc, heir to Lord Penllyn and his wife Enid, heir to Lord Meirionnydd. Lady Enid was rather large with twins in her womb. So the storeroom on the first floor had been cleared for their use. This kept her from using the stairs any more than necessary.

      She sat now in a cushioned chair near the fire, her large belly weighing her down. Her ankles were swollen as well. The poor girl looked miserable.

      “Mair,” she said as I approached. “Please tell Seren I want to have my babies soon. She can make it happen.”

      “Hush, girl,” Lady Seren said from where she sat next to her father near the large round hearth in the middle of the great hall. “Your babies know when the time is right for them. They’ll come no sooner than that.”

      “How are the twins?” I asked as slid into my chair next to Enid. I sat right next to the fire, a spot normally reserved for Lady Penllyn. Because of my unusual diet of blood, my body warmed only after a feeding. I usually ignored the cold, but being by the fire in the hearth helped keep my body warm enough to pass as alive. I propped my feet on the stone hearth and let the fire warm my feet.

      “As good as expected,” Seren said as Enid moaned.

      “Awake and kicking. I’m not sure if it’s the boy or the girl who’s feisty right now.” She looked down at her belly. “Stop that! Both of you behave!”

      “Did you tell her?” I sent the question to Seren across the mental link we shared as disciples of the goddess.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Seren replied the same way. “Mother was most put out about it, but Enid was so dejected that she is too swollen to stand for long. She misses your sword dancing something fierce. She was starting to blame the babies, so I let her convince me to share their sexes.”

      “Has Gwen returned?” Emlyn asked from behind me.

      “Not yet,” Seren said. “She hasn’t found that dark creature Mair and Ruadh disturbed, but she said she’s found traces.”

      “Who did you send with her?” Bleddyn asked as he whittled on a block of wood. Another toy for his impending grandchildren. This one looked bovine.

      “Another chicken?” I teased him. He wasn’t the best wood carver, and he admitted he was keeping the toys simple since small children tended to not understand the difference between fine details and toys.

      “This chicken moos instead of clucks,” he said.

      “Afon went with her,” Emlyn said and dropped into a chair to enlarge our group by the fire. He still had Corff and Medwyll belted around him. He and I and the guards on duty were the only ones who wore our blades in the keep. Custom dictated that all weapons were to be hung on pegs in the walls near the entrance. Even Cadoc, son of Lord Penllyn, followed that custom after my admission into Lord Penllyn’s family.

      “Is Afon skilled enough to handle whatever that cloud is?” Bleddyn asked.

      Emlyn shrugged. “Is anyone? Until Gwen tells us what it is, I have no clue how to fight it.”

      “Ruadh, Iolo, and I couldn’t find any magic traces of it in the valley,” I volunteered. “We even checked with the farmers at the holdings in the valley. No one had noticed anything at all that evening. Whatever it was fled quickly.”

      “Still,” Bleddyn added, “you activated The Holy Lady’s magic to stop its attack?”

      I nodded.

      “What good can Afon do against that kind of being? Will steel have any effect on it?”

      “That is why I gave Afon one of the silver Witch Hunter swords,” said Emlyn.

      I jerked my head towards Emlyn. He was already looking at me.

      “If you had stayed out to meet Gwen,” he said, “I wouldn’t have had to send Afon.”

      “Silver?” I said. “I thought we agreed those blades would be destroyed.”

      “Until Guto gets the fires hot enough to melt the silver out, there’s not much we can do to them.”

      He was right. Even Ruadh and I had tried and failed with our preternatural strength to break several of the blades. I had to repress a shudder. Silver could hurt me. Badly. Even the mention of a silver blade drove my thoughts back to my time with Onion Breath and Hunchback. They had captured me in the wilds between Mercia and the Cymry lands. Onion Breath took enjoyment from carving into my undead flesh with his little silver knife. He knew my body, fuelled with undead blood magic, couldn’t heal wounds made by silver.

      Seren reached out and laid a hand on my arm. Comforting. She, Emlyn, and Bleddyn were among the few in Penllyn who knew what I was and why destruction of those accursed silver blades was so important.

      “Any luck in unlocking the enchantment they used when they made the blades?” I asked her.

      Seren shook her head, then patted me on the arm. “Not yet,” she said. “When Gwen gets back, we’ll put our heads together over that one again. I’ve been trying to learn about the necromantic spells in the staff fragments to see if they played a role in creation.”

      “I stopped by the caves on the way up here,” I said. “Guto said unless you could wake this mythical Dragon of Cymru and get it to breathe fire, he wasn’t sure if he could get a fire hot enough.”

      “That’s why we have to break the enchantment before we can destroy the blades,” Seren said.

      “We might try coal,” I said and shifted my gaze towards Bleddyn. “Do any of the Cymry lords or kings mine gagate? The black rock that burns?”

      Bleddyn paused in thought. “There might be lords to the south that have access. I can send a messenger if you like.”

      “If you would, please,” I asked. “That would save me asking Gwen to get me to Sussex so I can tell my factor there to send a messenger over to the continent.”

      Before I came to Britain, I had been wife of one of the wealthiest merchants in Francia. “You know,” I added, “I have the means to flood this cantref with wagonloads of gagate from the continent. If you want to set up forges and crucibles, we could turn Penllyn into a steel-producing commercial centre.”

      “Ah…” Bleddyn smiled but kept looking at the wooden toy he was carving. “I prefer horses to weapons. And I’ve smelled the smoke from that gagate rock when it burns. At least the by-product of our herds helps to fertilise our crops and keep the land fertile.” He looked up and winked at me. “It smells just as bad as the rock smoke, but at least it’s useful. And the monks and herb women won’t treat a wound without dried dung to help.”

      “Dragon fire,” Seren mumbled. She was tapping her steepled fingers against her lips as she gazed off into the distance. “I wonder…” She stood. “I need to get the silver blade again…”

      “Ouch,” Enid exclaimed and looked at her swollen belly.

      “Another kick?” Cadoc asked.

      “No… OH!”

      She tried to stand, and fluid rolled out of her skirts to make a small puddle on the floorboards.

      “Help me get her into the birthing room,” Seren commanded. She and Rhian were on their feet and slid their arms around the girl. Enid clutched at her belly and sucked in a breath.

      “Not yet,” Rhian said. “Breathe through the cramps. You can push in a few moments.”

      “Gwen,” Seren sent. “The birthing has begun.”

      “I will return,” Gwen replied.
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      Bleddyn had quite a pile of wood shavings on his lap when Gwen strode into the keep. Her steps quiet, strides normal. She always projected a presence, like a low humming of insects waking and taking flight. Everyone around her tended to sit straighter or glance up whenever she entered a room.

      I chuckled as two of the young girls setting out plates for the evening meal paused and bowed towards her. Even though few in Penllyn suspected her past—that she had been queen of most of Britain a century before—her demeanour was always that of a woman with power. Never flaunted, yet present. That was Gwen. Regal, commanding, yet still my Gwen.

      I gave her a smile as she stopped next to my chair. The green dress I was embroidering for her lay across my lap. Her hand found my shoulder and gave it a gentle caress.

      “Enid is having her babies,” Cadoc said when he turned and saw Gwen.

      “Yes, dear,” Gwen said.

      “Right now,” Cadoc said, his head tilted towards the birthing room. “She’s moaning… Can you do something?”

      “Seren and the herb women are there to help her,” Gwen said. “Babies have been coming out on their own for generations. I’m sure she will be fine.”

      “Can’t you help speed things up?”

      “Men!” Gwen’s thought came into my mind.

      “I don’t want to interfere with a natural process, milord,” she said. “Babies take time to grow, and time to birth. Your lady wife has all of the attention she needs. I will go check on them in a moment or two.”

      “Were you able to find any trace of what Mair saw?” Bleddyn interrupted. Cadoc went back to pacing around the back of the great hall.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “I could feel its passage. Traces, anyway.”

      “Any ideas on what it is?” I asked.

      “Lots of ideas, dearest,” she said. “But no certainties.”

      A loud moan, almost a wail, drifted out of the birthing chamber.

      “Lady Gwen!” Cadoc exclaimed.

      “Pish!” she said. “Why do men always worry so about babies?”

      “We don’t understand them, nor the process involved,” Bleddyn said. “Give us a chore to do, a puzzle to solve, or a war to fight, and we’ll get it done. Birthing isn’t a problem we can solve with a sword or a spear, so all we can do is worry.”

      “Perhaps a problem he can solve with a sword would be good for your son,” Gwen said and tapped my shoulder. “Sawyl was drilling the newer men on the weapons field when I came down from the grove.”

      “I could send Afon to spar with him,” I said. With the birthing, I didn’t want to leave the hall, even though Seren and Gwen could tell me when the babies had arrived.

      “Afon headed to see Llinos down at the weaver’s house,” Gwen said. “I doubt Cadoc will head to the village with his wife up here.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I folded the green dress and stowed it, then went to block Cadoc as he turned in his pacing.

      “Practice field, now,” I said.

      “But… Enid… the babies…”

      “NOW!” I dropped my chin a finger’s width and raised an eyebrow.

      He cast one last glance at the door to the birthing room before leaving.

      Emlyn was standing at the field watching Sawyl run half a dozen of our newer guards through spear and shield drills. Each of the men had on hardened leather armour or a padded jacket, with leather gloves above the wrist.

      “Wondered how long it would take before you tired of his pacing,” the penteulu said and flashed a quick grin. I liked the Emlyn that grinned.

      Cadoc carried two of the new metal practice swords Emlyn had asked the smith to make and balance for us. The men used wooden practice swords until they were skilled enough that Emlyn would consider letting them beat each other with blunt steel. Those he trusted at that level were few. Not because of the lack of skill. Penllyn had some of the best fighters in Britain. Because Emlyn trained them.

      My brother of the undead, a weapons master with no equal, Aemilianus, had trained Emlyn. And me.

      The steel swords Cadoc carried were two of the best in Emlyn’s armoury. They were matches for his blade, Corff, and my blade, Soul. Once Emlyn had returned from the continent, from training with Aemi, there was no other fighter who could match him with the blades.

      Until I came along.

      “The new blunts?” Emlyn cocked an eyebrow at Cadoc. “You might be too nervous to use those. We should get the leather-wrapped ones for you today.” Another grin flashed across his face as he teased his nephew.

      Cadoc stiffened, then laughed.

      “I am tense, aren’t I?”

      “Mair will get you to loosen up,” he said. “Gloves, and keep both those blades for yourself.”

      I thought Emlyn meant to take Cadoc on himself. He stepped onto the field and called a halt to the training.

      “I will take the field now, Third Sword.”

      “Yes, milord,” Sawyl said with a nod. The half dozen younger men stood silent. Spear butts were lowered, and they leaned on the poles, resting. Emlyn’s training methods showed, even at this early stage.

      “Off the field, water, then watch.” The penteulu waved them towards the water buckets and cups. “Lady Mair and Lord Cadoc will demonstrate for you several advanced techniques.”

      “Me? With what?” I asked. Cadoc was to wield both swords. I wasn’t going to use sharp steel against him.

      “Get Sawyl’s spear,” he said, his face stoic. “Or have you forgotten how to use one?”

      I stuck my tongue out at him with my back towards the men at the water buckets. Sawyl saw the gesture and laughed. He passed over the wooden spear with a blunt metal point. I leaned it into the crook of my arm and pulled on the leather gloves. Emlyn was the only one I trusted to not land his metal blades against my flesh. Since my body didn’t bleed unless I was freshly fed, it was best that I not risk showing injury in front of others. Even Sawyl didn’t know what I was. And Bleddyn had just approved Emlyn’s decision to promote the guard to third sword.

      “Would you like a shield, milady?”

      I waved off the suggestion.

      “So Emilius gave you training with the spear,” Emlyn said. I did like the fun Emlyn. Even when I was the target of his jest.

      “Comfortable with both blades?” I looked at Cadoc, who was pulling on his second glove. He gave a single nod.

      “You and Emlyn have both been training me,” he said. “We’ll see.”

      “Stay focussed on the field,” Emlyn said. “An enemy won’t care about where your mind is. He’ll cut your throat when you’re thinking about home. Then he’ll go back to his and leave you bleeding out in the mud.”

      Emlyn had us face off and salute with our weapons—habits instilled in him through my brother. Respect your trainer and your training partner.

      I had drilled with Cadoc enough, per Emlyn’s instruction, to know the young lord was capable with dual weapons. His right hand was still the strongest. He kept his left hand to defensive blocks.

      The well-worn, smooth wooden shaft of the spear slid through my grip. I dropped the point and thrust it towards Cadoc. He had his left-hand weapon in front and his dominant hand overhead and back, facing the blunted end of the sword forward. He blocked and pushed my tip off line, stepped into measure, and the overhand blow slashed down.

      It’s tough to bind a slick pole. I rotated the shaft to free it from the flimsy bind his left-hand weapon had. The spear tip dropped, and I used the butt end to catch his downstroke with the dominant blade. Or so he expected. I turned out of line, flicked the spear point against his thigh, pulled it back to slash with the edge, and caught his downstroke, which was horribly out of line now as he reacted to my strike.

      I pushed his dominant blade down with the butt end, then twisted the spear and raked him across the chest with a slash of the bladed end, since both of his blades were low.

      Had this been a real fight, I would have stabbed the blade into his exposed neck. This wasn’t even a training bout. We were trying to keep Cadoc’s mind off what his wife was doing.

      “What did you learn from that?” Emlyn asked the young guards gathered at the edge of the field.

      “Stay on whatever side Lady Mair is fighting on?” one man ventured. He was one of Tomi’s friends. Tomi the braggart trainee who had been too cocksure and had died in Fadog’s raid against the caer last year.

      Emlyn must have scowled. The young man bit his lip and looked at his feet.

      Talian, my friend and another student I had taken on for our morning sword lessons, raised his hand. He was still tentative, careful not to overstep or seem the least bit dominant.

      “Milord,” he said, “a spear is not a single weapon. We only think about the sharp end. The other end is just as deadly.”

      “Good. What about the other end of a sword?”

      “Punching,” Talian added. I expected him to know that. He and Sawyl had just spent the past month practicing pommel punches from a variety of positions.

      “No part of a weapon should be ignored, even the shield.” Emlyn turned towards me. “Lady Mair will help Lord Cadoc show attack modes against a spear.”

      That was Emlyn’s warning to slow down. He was right. We needed to let the young lord burn energy off.

      We saluted each other again. This time I slowed enough to keep Cadoc in the fight. After we spun and danced for several minutes, I slowed a touch more, as though I was tiring, and gave him an edge in the fight. He even got one blow through an opening I knew I was giving him. Like Emlyn, he pulled the blow enough to only tap me.

      I stepped back and saluted in recognition of the success.

      “Continue,” Emlyn barked.

      No rest for us.

      Cadoc and I continued our sparring. Even though the day was overcast, I could sense the connection to my goddess humming, giving me power.

      Another hour drifted by. Emlyn allowed us to break once so Cadoc could drain a mug. Emlyn handed me an almost empty cup he had poured himself.

      Sawyl waved his men back towards the keep. “Back to duty with all of you,” he said and gave a short bow to me, Cadoc, and Emlyn.

      Cadoc stood, nursing his mug, staring down at the keep as though he was imagining what Enid was going through. Emlyn and I stepped away and gave him some space.

      “I’ll need more refreshment tonight,” I said. I tilted the cup back as if I were actually drinking from it in case anyone down below glanced our way.

      “Already?” he asked. How quickly he forgot. Since I rotated through feedings with Gwen, Rhian, and him, Emlyn probably wasn’t aware of exactly when I’d need to feed.

      “The sun is up, even though it’s cloudy.” I looked at the grey skies.

      “Even with the clouds?” he asked. “That means there is less light?”

      “It’s not the light. The sun in the sky fatigues me,” I said, keeping my voice quiet. “I can feel it when it rises, and every minute it hangs there, pulling at me.”

      “And what we do in bed doesn’t fatigue you?”

      “Silly,” I said. “I can go all night. Can you?”

      “Ah, no…” he said and blushed. I smiled and raised my cup again. He shifted his gaze down to the keep.

      “You’re not likely to ever…?”

      “Six centuries of being dead, and I haven’t yet.” I slid my arm around his waist and leaned into him. “Can you imagine me with a child? Better yet, can you imagine us with a child?”

      I felt his chuckle as it echoed in his chest.

      “My nephew’s children will be more than enough for me,” he said.

      “Any word from the continent yet?” I said to change the subject.

      “Your second sword?”

      “Of course.”

      “None yet,” Emlyn said. “Perhaps late this summer we’ll have confirmation that we were able to find Emilius’s master smith.”

      “If his sons have continued their family trade,” I said. “Why didn’t you let me send the inquiry? My factor in Sussex can get word to the continent and have our agents in every port start seeking him.”

      “That is exactly the type of attention Emilius doesn’t want this family to have,” Emlyn added. “The only reason he’s been able to maintain their relationship for generations is that he keeps their masterwork secret.”

      “And he told you where to find them?” I said. I knew I shouldn’t grump at Emlyn. Aemi had never shared the information with me. He would have. We had no secrets, however, I never thought to ask. That was a task my brother handled. Ordering blades.

      “Still, you didn’t need to sneak behind my back about it,” I said, refusing to let my snit drift away. The tension of waiting on the babies was getting to me too.

      “Rhian and Bleddyn wanted a surprise for you,” Emlyn said. “After what you sacrificed for us, for our people, Rhian could think of no better gift.”

      “Family, friends, you and Gwen,” I said. “That’s all the gift I need. Penllyn is home now, and always shall be.” I leaned into Emlyn, enjoying the warmth of his body, the rough musky odour he had, mixed with the scents of oil and steel that always clung to him.

      “Cadoc!” Emlyn called after a moment. Always to business with him, and weapons were his business.

      The young lord turned our way. Emlyn tilted his head towards the field. “You take the spear. Show me what you learned.”
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      Another hour passed us on the field. Each time we broke for a drink, Cadoc filled his cup and stared down at the keep, and Emlyn and I gave him space. The people of Caer Penllyn kept finding reasons to drift into the great hall even though we were between meal times. Baby excitement was on everyone’s minds.

      I had to give Cadoc credit, though. Once we were on the practice field, weapons in hand, he kept his mind on the task. Emlyn’s influence on him as a fighter was evident. Once he got over that first bout, he stayed focussed on our sparring.

      “Dearest,” Gwen’s thought interrupted me as I shifted my weight and dodged just out of line of Cadoc’s overhand strike.

      “Babies?” I asked.

      “Two fine and healthy babies,” she sent. “You can send the father down.”

      I knocked Cadoc’s next blow out of line, then stepped back two quick steps. I raised my spear into a salute position.

      “Lady Gwen invites you to meet your heirs,” I said.

      The young lord’s eyes went wide, and he turned towards the keep. He took one step, then turned back towards me. “Thank you, Mair, for keeping me occupied.” He nodded at me and raised his main sword to salute. After he swooshed it to the side, he gave Emlyn a nod. The penteulu reached for the practice weapons. Cadoc passed them over, then ran down the hill.

      “Planning on a round yourself?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” he replied, shifting his gaze towards the main gate. The guard there had just raised a pennant to signal. I knew the colour codes now. Riders from another cantref coming in.

      “Expecting anyone?”

      “Spring is about here,” he said, his eyes on the gate. “Time for trading. Could be any of the other Cymry lords looking for horseflesh.”

      Riders came in. From here I could see many of them sported thick beards. Most were dark or light haired. With the facial hair, I expected more reds and auburns, like Ruadh’s. Next to me, Emlyn watched them with interest.

      “Recognise the colours?” I pointed towards the banner one man carried. Half a score riders had come in, and each, save one, was peeling off their baldrics and passing their weapons over to the guards at the gate.

      “One of Penda’s thanes, Cenric.”

      “Should I know who that is? Lord Cenric, I mean…”

      “Penda’s got three layers of thanes under him,” Emlyn said. “Cenric is in the middle layer. High enough to have Penda’s ear, but he better not waste the king’s time. Come on. I imagine my brother is still having family time. We’d better greet them in his place.”

      “Bleddyn’s my brother, too,” I said and slapped his shoulder.

      “Good that we’re both adopted into the family, then,” Emlyn said. “I may have to call you ‘sis’ tonight in bed.”

      “You do and I might not stay around long enough for you to have fun,” I teased. We were still far away from anyone else and keeping our voices quiet.

      “You’ll stay,” he said and shot a grin at me. “Your eyes were getting their red cast in that last bout. Emilius wanted to feed when his eyes glowed.”

      “Merda! Even though Cadoc knows about me, do you think he noticed?”

      “With babies on his mind, I doubt it.” Emlyn kept his strides long. Without the confines of a skirt, I could move fast enough to keep up with him. I liked trousers better than a dress.

      “I doubt you’ll need to use your other titles, unless you meet Penda himself,” Emlyn added. “With any of Penda’s thanes, being sister to Lord Penllyn should be more than enough of a title to keep their respect.”

      “Other kings Penda supports, and a few close thanes.” Emlyn raised a hand in greeting to the grey-haired man leading the entourage. He was the only who kept his sword out of all the men. “A few war leaders. Men like Afon, willing to sell their skills and knowledge out. Afon has tales of one man he fought under. Wanted to retire to be a monk.”

      “Men of war rarely live long enough to become monks.”

      “I met the man once,” Emlyn chuckled. “Don’t recall his name. He had the look. I recognised it immediately. He had the weariness, too. The slump of the shoulders that told me he was ready for the quiet life. He had seen his last battle.

      “Emlyn!” Lord Cenric bellowed. He strode forward, his arm out and a broad smile on his face.

      The two men clasped arms and leaned in to pat each other on the back.

      “Lord Cenric, my sister Lady Mair,” Emlyn said, turning towards me.

      The thane’s eyes went wide. He bowed low for a man of his station. I must have impressed him.

      “The Lady Mair of Penllyn,” he said as he rose. “I am honoured beyond measure, milady. Penda himself has asked me to extend an invitation for you to visit him.”

      I wanted to curse. I knew, however, to keep my courtly manners.

      “What have I done to reach the ears of His Grace?”

      “Word of the battle of Penllyn’s abbey.” Lord Cenric grinned large enough for his teeth to break through the grey streaks in his dark beard. “His Grace would love to meet Emlyn’s prize student.”

      “Deodamnatus!” escaped my lips. So much for a quiet life in Penllyn.

      Emlyn snorted.

      “Not your student?” Cenric asked.

      “It’s more complicated than that,” Emlyn said. “We don’t need her reputation to go beyond the walls of this caer.” Emlyn waved, and Talian headed our direction.

      “Take these to the armoury.” He passed the practice swords to the young man, then pushed my spear on him. Talian bowed and hurried off without a word. Cenric waved his men towards the fenced area where the stables were being rebuilt after last autumn’s battle.

      Emlyn waved us towards the keep. The path was big enough for three of us to walk abreast.

      “What brings you to Penllyn?” Emlyn asked.

      “Trade, and a small favour,” Cenric said. “Is Cadoc running the negotiations for horses?”

      “You’d better talk to my brother,” Emlyn said. “My nephew is welcoming his two new children into the world. Your arrival was perfectly timed.”

      “Perhaps I should speak to Cadoc, then. He might be feeling generous.”

      “How many head are you after?”

      “Depends on the price. I’m approved to negotiate for up to two score.”

      “War coming?”

      “Perhaps.” Cenric looked off to the north-east for a second. “You never know about Oswiu. Penda’s son Paeda was just named king of Middle Anglia. His Grace wants a suitable gift. King Paeda may be wed by summer’s end. How about you? Did a woman take your heart yet?”

      “Married?” Emlyn asked. “Why does everyone want me married off?”

      Cenric chuckled. “Paeda has journeyed to see Oswiu about obtaining his daughter’s hand for betrothal,” Cenric added.

      “Oswiu’s daughter?” Emlyn laughed. “After Penda’s visit to Deira last year, I suspected that you’d need a full werod riding with Paeda. We heard about Penda’s bonfire at Oswiu’s gates.”

      “One of King Penda’s daughters married Oswiu’s son last fall,” Cenric said. “That’s when you were having your troubles here with… Fadog, was it?”

      “And that guild of Witch Hunters,” I added. “They’re not welcome in most of Cymru now.”

      “Penda allows priests of any religion within his lands,” Cenric said. “As long as they minister to the sick and follow through on their word.”

      “These guilders are more interested in finding heretics and burning them, or worse.” I looked towards the abbey on the next hill. “Unfortunately, they usually accuse the innocent. Especially when they get a large enough donation from that party’s enemies or jilted suitor.”

      “Do you expect Oswiu to want to marry off another of his children to Mercia?” Emlyn asked.

      “Frankly,” Cenric said, stroking his beard as he considered the question, “I doubt it. Oswiu is more about dynasty and spreading the faith of his clergy. Your Cymry priests at Hye have his ear. His wife, however, is letting in the Roman priests of the Anglos. Paeda follows the gods of his ancestors, so I doubt that Oswiu will be in favour of such a union.”

      “You mentioned a favour?” Emlyn asked. “What can Penllyn do for our friends from Mercia?”

      “My youngest son, Dunstan”—Cenric pointed to one of the young men who had ridden in with him—“and two other youngsters need to earn their swords,” Cenric said. The three young men, beardless and with seaxes, not swords, on their hips, were pulling saddles and packs off the other men’s horses. “Sons of my best men. They’re ready to start their beards. They need a trial or two to prove their mettle.”

      “Rights of manhood?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what the customs were in the Saxon lands.

      “They passed those last spring,” Cenric said. “This is to test their mettle as warriors. They’ve asked to join Penda’s guard, his werod. Lord Ludló requires that I administer a test of bravery and ingenuity before he’ll take them as apprentices.”

      “What have you in mind?” Emlyn asked. “Not combat against me, I hope?”

      Cenric laughed. “Only if one misbehaves. If we could use one of your caves at the back of the hill. I seem to recall there’s a deep one Lord Penllyn showed me a few visits ago.”

      “Send them in to retrieve a trinket and scare the piss out of them?”

      “If they piss themselves, they don’t get their swords.” Cenric waved towards the armoury, where Talian was unlatching the door. “Have any youngsters you need to send through?”

      “Not him,” I said. “Talian proved himself last fall.”

      “Battle will do that. You Cymry need to grow beards so we know who has earned their swords.”

      “Cymry are prettier than Anglos,” Emlyn said with a grin. “We don’t need to cover our faces with hair.”

      Cenric gave him a look. “Something has changed in you, old friend. I don’t recall you ever smiling.”

      “Age,” Emlyn said. But he glanced at me.
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      Emlyn and I stood with Bleddyn and Sawyl at the outer reach of the campfire. I had invited Talian along. He stood near me, hand resting on the hilt of his own sword.

      “Our fathers and their fathers all faced trials,” Cenric intoned that night.

      Cenric’s men ringed the three beardless youths kneeling before the fire. Talian could have fit in with that crowd. The youth were his own age, perhaps a year younger.

      “All of them stood tall, all of them overcame their fears. They joined the werod because of their bravery. Will you stand tall?”

      “What is a werod?” Talian whispered.

      “The thegn’s war band, like our teulu,” Emlyn said.

      “We will,” the three said. Their voices were solid, their backs straight. But each of them let their eyes drift to the shadows of the cliff behind Cenric. They jerked their heads back as he spoke again.

      “Take a single candle. One of you will carry it and shield its flame. Do not allow it to extinguish.” He passed a single taper to one youth. Then he handed two wooden clubs as thick as my wrist to the others.

      “Guard the flame bearer and protect the light in the darkness. Search until you find Lord Penllyn’s chest. Inside it are three bags of coin. Lord Penllyn requires that you retrieve them. Take not for yourself, and show honour to your ancestors. Inside the cave, you will face and overcome your fears. You will find trials and tribulations. Only the stout of heart, and men of true character, worthy to join the Fyrd, will succeed. “

      “We will honour our forefathers,” each of the youths intoned together. Two of them swallowed hard. One, Cenric’s son, hefted his wooden rod and slapped it into his palm. He nudged the youth next to him.

      “Light the wick and let’s get this done.”

      “Hold yer tongue, Dunstan,” the other said, his voice above a whisper. But he bent and pulled a stick from the fire to light the candle. Together the three walked into the slit in the cliff.

      “What’s the treasure?” Talian asked.

      “Coin to pay Penllyn for the horses,” Emlyn said.

      “Half,” Bleddyn said. “We’re not dimwitted enough to allow the boys to have access to the full amount.”

      Cenric drifted back towards us. His men moved to the cave entrance and cocked their heads to listen.

      “You drive a hard bargain, My Lord Penllyn,” Penda’s man said. “Those two new babies must be starving if you had to ask for both coin and wagons of grain.”

      “Rebuilding our caer and the abbey is hungry work, Cenric,” Bleddyn said. “But I’ve agreed to an extra six steeds of my own choosing as a gift from Penllyn to Penda’s son.”

      A muffled thump and a cry of surprise echoed from within the cave. The Mercians laughed.

      “Your men seem too skilled with sneaking and surprise.” Cenric was smiling. “I’ll thank them for their efforts when the lads return.”

      “Afon was taking wagers on how many would piss themselves,” Emlyn said.

      “I’ve wagered on only one,” Sawyl said. “That Dunstan is too much like me. Cocksure and ready to get into trouble. He’ll either be the best or the first to wet himself.” He glanced at Lord Cenric. “My apologies, milord. No offence meant against your boy. I wagered he would not wet himself.”

      “None taken, good man.” Cenric clapped him on the arm. “My son is still learning to find his inner warrior. And he is larger than the others, so he gets teased something fierce.”

      Cursing, then several thuds, and more distant cries sounded in the cave. Bleddyn chuckled.

      “Afon is as ornery as a pwca,” he said.

      “Pwca?” Cenric cocked his head like he was searching his memory. “Ah, one of the fae spirits. Pranksters.”

      “They can be,” Emlyn said. “I first met Afon when he was being harassed by one. I had to give him a couple of scars to remind him to behave.”

      “How does one get on the bad side of one of these pwcas?”

      “Afon was coming back from one of Penda’s wars. He and his companion found food on a rock.”

      “An offering to the fae?” I asked. Bleddyn nodded.

      “Leave food out for them, and the pwcas will help the old or sick with chores,” Bleddyn said. “Afon ate the pwca’s meal. Never upset a pwca. He got slapped by a fish, almost drowned, tripped, had a stool pulled out from under him, and much more, all because he angered a pwca.”

      “Perhaps we should find a few of these pwcas for the next time we need to test our youth.” Cenric laughed. Startled cries echoed inside the cave. Cenric’s men laughed again.

      “They got to the chest,” one man called back.

      “Afon’s surprise is next,” Sawyl said with a grin.

      Another round of excited yells, followed by thuds and thunks of their wooden sticks striking the straw-stuffed grain sacks Afon and his conspirators had assembled into a dummy. In the light, it was harmless and looked laughable. It would be intimidating to the excited youth who were spooked and primed to fear the challenge. Like any initiation rite, this one relied more on them fearing the unknown than testing their martial prowess. I doubted a man who could reach Cenric’s level under Penda would test youth not skilled enough with their weapons to join their fellow warriors.

      “They’re running out,” one man said. Cenric’s men all stepped off to the side. A cry sounded from inside, and then came the sound of flesh hitting stone, followed by the clink of coins scattering. Then cursing.

      “Curse you, Urthbert,” a voice cried. “Bring that light back here. I need to find those coins.”

      Two of the inductees ran out of the cave, one clutching the candle, his hand trying to shield the flame. It flickered, fluttered, and clung to the wick as he slowed. Both of the youth had bags clutched in their hands.

      Laughter sounded from inside. Afon and his two accomplices stumbled out grinning behind them.

      “You lads left your fellow warrior inside alone,” Cenric growled. “Give me those coin bags. Then get the lamp and help Dunstan.”

      “Yes, milord,” they both said, eyes on their feet.

      “You should have heard them suck air when we shoved the last dummy towards the chest,” Afon said, his face still twitching with mirth. “I unshielded my candle so it silhouetted the dummy, let out a moan, and pushed it towards them. Your two lads with the sticks were on it in a beat. Their hearts were in their throats, but they did right.”

      “Good to hear it,” Cenric said. “Just need to teach them to support each other when they’re stressed.”

      “The one with the candle had a good head,” Afon added. “He grabbed the coin bags and kicked the chest forward. That toppled the dummy. He tossed a bag to each of the others and beat his feet to get out.”

      “Your last man was checking over his shoulder,” one of our other guards added. “He was doing a decent rear guard but didn’t see the gravel on the path and fell.

      “How did you hide a dummy in the back of that cave?” Bleddyn asked. “It dead ends on a craggy nook.”

      “The quake from the Battle at the Abbey opened a new crack back there. It’s too narrow to get through, but it looks like it runs over to the cave where Guto likes to build his crucibles.”

      “I checked the other one out,” Bleddyn said. He looked at me and winked. “No bears, and only a few rockfalls. One or two cracks. Nothing larger than a cat could fit through what I saw.”

      “That’s about what we have here,” Afon said. “A bit of crumble where some rock fell to make a nook, and it narrows to where I couldn’t squeeze more than about two paces in.”

      The inductees made their way out. All three had their fists clenched around silver coins. One of Cenric’s men held his tunic out in a makeshift basket. Each youth dropped their load into his grip. The bag Dunstan carried had split open, so it was useless.

      Cenric counted the coins.

      “You’re three coins short, lads,” Cenric pronounced. “Go back and find them. Penda will take it out of your arses if you lost his coins. And bring Lord Penllyn’s chest back while you’re in there.”

      “Yes, milord,” Dunstan said and frowned at his teammates. They followed him back into the cave.

      “Give the dummy in the back another whack with your stick,” Afon called. “He might not be dead yet.” The men all laughed.

      Emlyn was right. I needed to feed soon. I could hear their pulses. The youth’s hearts were still pounding with the excitement of the night. I leaned on the stone of the cliff close to the cave mouth as the others settled in around the fire. Cenric and his men had moved their camp out to this side of the hill.

      “We’ll meet you back here in the morning,” Bleddyn told Cenric. “If I can pry my son away from his new children and wife, he can ride with us to show you the better herds.”

      “If he won’t leave?” Cenric asked. “I remember the day my first was born. I didn’t get much sleep for another week, even when we had wet nurses to help with the feeding and care.”

      “I still remember how to judge horseflesh,” Bleddyn said with a smile. “Horses are the lifeblood of Penllyn. My father taught me everything he could about the herds.”

      A few moments later, one lad called success on finding a coin. Then the other two right after.

      “I’ll get the chest. Give me the lamp,” Dunstan’s muffled whisper echoed from the cave. The other two exited first and dropped the found coins into Cenric’s waiting hand. He turned to look at the cave mouth.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. From inside the cave, Dunstan gasped. Then he wailed in fright.
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      Soul was in my hand as I charged in. White magic from the goddess rippled through my cord from the Otherworld and pulsed into my steel.

      The cave was full of nooks off the smooth main path. It was clear, with rocks and pebbles lining the sides. This wasn’t the first time the cave had been used for shenanigans.

      First one curve, then a sharp bend. I didn’t bother with any of the side crevices. The energy that made my neck tingle was drawing me towards Dunstan. The glow of my sword showed he had dropped his lamp. The wick guttered once and went dim. The light of The Lady, goddess of Britannia showed me what I feared.

      “Gwen, Seren!” I mentally shouted. “The darkness is back at the caves.” I linked my vision to the projection and felt Seren gasp.

      This opening was large. A dozen paces across, perhaps. Dunstan was on his back, trying to crawl away from the shadowy mass. A long tendril of inky blackness stretched, writhing towards the youth’s leg.

      Without thought, I pulled energy from my connection to the goddess into my left hand and flung the ball at the creature. The white energy bobbled in a slow, lazy arc and hit the pool of blackness and crackled through it. The tendril jerked back.

      Somehow, throwing balls of light was more difficult than I imagined. They didn’t have any weight or substance, so I had to will them to go where I wanted. They didn’t seem to have any concern that I wanted them to zip. Instead they floated like a seed in the wind. I lunged instead of tossing another.

      That damn darkness was fast. The pool of black darted back into the crevice, the one Afon must have hidden in. I pursued with Soul in front of me. The creature of darkness skittered away, deeper into the crack.

      Merda!

      Deodamnatus!

      Thunor’s Short Hairs!

      I called back the ball of light that hadn’t contacted the creature and parked it in the crevice and added two others to block the hole in the rock.

      Dunstan was still on the floor, shaking. Emlyn and Afon charged in, blades bared.

      “The shadow creature again,” I yelled and charged past them. “Don’t let it come back this way.”

      Cenric was a few steps behind Afon. I pivoted outside the cave and ran past the Mercians. The other cave was a few hundred yards around the bend of the hill. I stopped pumping energy into my blade, and the light blinked out. Cenric’s men wouldn’t be able to see me, so I tweaked my blood demon and pulled speed. I wanted that creature.

      Too late. By the time I reached the cave mouth, the energy racing along my neck, the energy that had helped me sense its presence, pointed me away from the cave entrance. I shifted my charge and headed towards the copse of trees away from the hills. A red ripple of light flashed, and Gwen was there. She pulled forth a ball of The Lady’s energy and hung the white light above her.

      Her hand reached out towards me. Commanding. I stopped and waited. Had I needed to breathe, I would be panting by now. Fortunately, that need hadn’t existed for six centuries, so I paused as Gwen closed her eyes and sent her mind out into the surrounding landscape.

      “It is already a league away,” she said. “And above the trees. You’ll not be able to catch it.”

      “It can fly?”

      “Did it touch the ground any time you saw it?” she asked with a small grin, letting me know I had missed the obvious.

      “Let us look at the cave,” Gwen suggested. Her arm slid around my waist for a quick hug, her hand settling on my left arm for the short walk back to the cliff face. I kept Soul in hand and enjoyed Gwen’s touch, despite the encounter that brought us together.

      Guto’s clay-and-stone crucible still stood, though he had pulled it apart enough to recover the other bits of iron he had dropped in. The coals inside were wet, so the clay was cold to the touch.

      Inside the cave, wood stood in stacks against the wall. The air was damp and musty.

      Gwen stopped and pulled her hand back. I sensed her mind reaching out and probing the area. Hands out, palms down, she drifted around the cavern. Whatever path she was sensing led her deeper into the cave, back towards a crack in the wall. Bleddyn was correct. Nothing larger than a skinny cat or a rat would fit through that opening. A very dim glow filtered through the hole.

      “Smart idea.” Gwen flashed me a smile. “Combat darkness with light. I saw you fling your ball at it right before I stepped into the mists.”

      “Cenric’s men are not equipped to fight the supernatural,” I said. “That’s what I’m supposed to do.”

      Emlyn and Afon huffed their way into the cave.

      “Lady Mair,” Afon said as he leaned forward, hands on his thighs, “can you find less speedy foes?” He panted again. Even Emlyn looked winded. “I’m not as young as you, and can’t keep charging around the countryside to watch your back.”

      “Half a year after that Battle at the Abbey,” Emlyn said, “and he’s still complaining about having to fight an army. At least you and I were there with him.”

      “Two armies, milord,” Afon added with a grin. “Hundreds of undead and another hundred living Witch Hunters. Please”—he looked at me and grinned even larger—“if you’re going to smite another wizard, give me a warning. I don’t want to be in any caves when you do.”

      “What did you find?” Emlyn looked at Gwen, not me. Smart. He was aware I had few magical abilities beyond making things glow.

      “Death. Old death.”

      “Not that wizard again?” Afon asked, his eyes darting around the cavern. He took a step back towards the entrance.

      Bleddyn and Cenric walked in. The Mercian looked startled, then bowed once towards Gwen. Even among the Saxons, she had the air of nobility. Enough to get one of Penda’s thegns to acknowledge her unspoken status.

      “Milady,” he said, “had I known you were in Penllyn, I would have presented the best wishes of His Grace, Penda of Mercia, in a more formal manner. He invites you to visit him soon?”

      “Perhaps, milord,” Gwen said in her courtly tone. She softened her voice. “How is your wife? Has she recovered from the cough she had last I visited?”

      “Somewhat,” Cenric said. “This winter’s cold has been hard on her. But the poultice you recommended seems to clear her lungs when she has a bout.”

      “Her lungs are weak,” Gwen said. “I fear she’ll always be susceptible to cold air and smoke.”

      “You Cymry and Saxons both need to learn from the old Romans,” I said. “I keep telling Bleddyn to add chimneys to his hearths.”

      “We’d have to move the fires to the walls from the centre of the room, where they can shed their heat all around,” Bleddyn said. He held up a hand before I could respond. “I know. We’ll add your superb Roman heat to the floor of your cottage when we rebuild this spring. Once I see how it works, we’ll consider adding it to our keep.”

      “Roman heat?” Cenric asked.

      “Warm the floors, milord,” I said. “Use the hearth for cooking and supplemental heat. I hate having cold feet.”

      “We can discuss hot floors later,” Emlyn interrupted. “Did you find whatever scared Dunstan?”

      “Traces,” Gwen said.

      “Traces?” Bleddyn asked. “Do you even know what it is?”

      “If the creature is what I fear,” Gwen said, letting her gaze slide across the men, “an ancient evil has awakened. I have only heard whispers about this type of evil.”

      “You’re being vague,” Emlyn said.

      “Darkness. The spirit of an ancient being, perhaps related to our fae brethren. Definitely evil.”

      “Fae?” Emlyn asked. “So cold iron to fight it?”

      “Perhaps. Silver might also work.”

      “Might?” Cenric interjected.

      “I’ve never seen this creature before,” Gwen admitted. “If you find it, poke it with one metal, then the other. See which works best.”
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      Cenric strode into Bleddyn’s chambers at the top of the keep, and Bleddyn waved him towards a chair. Emlyn reached out and swung the door shut. The rest of us sat around the small hearth. Even Cadoc was there. He still wore a grin of joy. I had my heels on the stone ring, warming my feet again. The only members of Bleddyn’s council who weren’t present were Ruadh and Enid.

      “I’ll send a messenger to the abbey in the morning,” Bleddyn said.

      “I’m not sure how much use prayers of your priest will be against that… whatever it was,” Cenric said and accepted the mug Rhian handed him.

      “Ruadh and Iolo might find information in their archives,” she said. “My brother the abbot tries to collect old knowledge and people with unique talents.”

      I suppressed a chuckle. Her brother the abbot was harbouring a half-fae and a shifter. Neither of which we could mention in public. With Brother Hew’s talent for baking, I wondered if he was half-pwca.

      I must have pushed that thought out. Seren chortled, and Gwen smiled.

      “No,” Gwen sent to me and Seren. “Brother Hew is human and talented with matters of food.”

      Rhian pursed her lips, glancing between us. She was observant enough to notice small unexplained mannerisms like her daughter’s chortle.

      “How’s your son?” Bleddyn asked.

      “Still shaken,” Cenric said. “At least he’s not quaking any longer. Damnedest thing, though, he’s got a white streak in his hair now. Right at his temple. Only one side, though.”

      “I wondered if that would be the case,” Gwen said. “The few rumours I’ve heard say they drain life from their victims. He’s lucky Mair was there to drive it off.”

      “Drains life?” Cenric said. His expression turned darker, more worried.

      “When Dunstan said his foot and leg went cold as the cloud touched him,” Gwen continued, “I suspected the worst. This confirms it. Watch his constitution. If a white lock of hair is the worst he suffers, your son will be very lucky. Had Mair not been present, you’d be taking his dried and decayed bones home in a bag.”

      “If any of us were left,” Cenric said. His fingers tightened around his wooden mug. “Whatever the hells that was, it might not have stopped with only one youngling.” He turned towards me. “How is it that Bleddyn’s swordmistress is also a sorceress who can summon light and wield a glowing sword?”

      He looked towards Bleddyn. “Apologies if I sound forward, Lord Penllyn, but I would appreciate answers to what I’ve seen tonight.”

      Bleddyn turned to me. I looked at Gwen.

      “Which gods do you follow, Cenric?” she asked.

      “Penda allows the Roman priests and your own Cymry monks within his lands. The lords and their people, however, are free to choose as they each desire.” He glanced at the cross on Gwen’s chest. “I keep with the old ways. Gods of peace sound fine if your neighbour wants peace too. I’ve been in too many wars with my neighbours to not honour the gods of battle.”

      “You know of the goddess of Britannia?”

      “The one the Cymry monks claim is the mother of their saviour?” He nodded confirmation.

      “She has accepted Mair and myself as her chosen,” Gwen said. “Just as I used The Lady’s magic to heal your wife, Mair can use the same divine energy in different ways. Her use of it, however, is limited to weapons.”

      “One of you heals, and the other harms,” he said. “Interesting combination. Can you travel the way Her Grace does? Or are your talents limited to holding off an army with that glowing sword?”

      “I had help with that army,” I said. Cenric looked towards Emlyn.

      “The two of you alone could stop an army? That I believe.”

      “We did have some help,” Emlyn admitted, his face neutral.

      “Not much, from what I’ve heard,” Cenric said. He looked back at Gwen. “I extend Penda’s request that you come see him, the sooner the better. What happened tonight is news he likes to get from those who know the most.”

      Gwen nodded.

      “I will go with you,” Bleddyn said. Faced with what happened last year, and these new developments, Penllyn and Mercia should strengthen their ties.”

      “Mair can go, too,” Gwen volunteered. She glanced at Emlyn, who nodded approval.

      “Why me?”

      “Fadog and his merry band are still out there,” Emlyn said. “Even though we split his cantref between Rhos and Penllyn, Oswiu is giving him sanctuary. And Fadog would like nothing better than to strike hard at Penllyn.”

      “You or I need to accompany Lord Penllyn,” I said. “And I can represent Gwen.”

      “Penda will like you,” Cenric said. He drained his mug and stood. “Penda likes to meet unique people. I’ll head out to camp with my men. Thank you for allowing us to move our camp inside the walls of the caer.”

      “We’ll depart in the morning,” Bleddyn said and stood to clasp Cenric’s arm. “My son and brother can stay here to help Rhian keep the cantref under control. Mair and I will ride out and help you get the horses for Penda.”

      Once the door had closed behind the Mercian, Seren uncovered the blade on her lap. One of the silver seaxes we had recovered from the Battle at the Abbey. Cenric had knocked before entering, and Seren had been ready with a sewing project to cover the blade.

      “As I was about to explain,” she said, her voice quiet until Emlyn cracked the door open and peered into the hall. He gave a nod that the hallway was clear. “There is a distinct impression of magical fire to heat the metal.”

      “Dragon fire?” I asked, remembering Guto’s earlier comment.

      “I’m not familiar enough with dragons to recognise its mark,” Seren said. “Could you or Uncle Emlyn go fetch me one to study?”

      “I’ll ask Penda if he has any lying around,” I returned her jest. “How many horses are you willing to trade for a dragon?” I asked Bleddyn.

      “Show me the dragon, and we will discuss it,” he said.

      “Back to magical fire,” Emlyn interrupted. “What would it take to unlock the magic binding the alloy in the blades?”

      “I’m not sure,” Seren said. “I can work on it with Guto, but I want to stay here in the keep for several weeks until I know that my new niece and nephew will be healthy. I’ll not be traipsing down to his caves and crucibles.”

      Emlyn looked at Gwen. “What about you?”

      “I need to track down that creature of darkness,” she said, tapping her index finger on her chin. “I would like to borrow Afon, if I may.” The way she said it was polite, however, even I knew not to argue or even negotiate. This was regal Gwen, First Disciple of the Goddess. I’d hate to see the man who would refuse such a request.

      “Of course,” Emlyn said. Smart of him to agree. “I’ll give him a silver sword and one of our cold iron daggers. If you catch up with this… cloud, pay attention to which one harms it, if either does.” He stroked his moustache like his brother did when lost in thought. “Speaking of which, what happens if neither blade works?”

      “I have the ability to cast a very destructive spell that should harm it,” she said.

      “The one that blasts the light of the sun? I remember,” he said. “We all were blinking and seeing spots for a few minutes after that. Why didn’t you warn us?”

      “You seeing spots wasn’t the problem. That spell only harms undead. It pulls light from the sun and releases it in a bright burst.”

      Bleddyn whistled one long tone. “You did warn Mair, and she took cover?”

      “Of course,” she said. “I wouldn’t harm her.”

      “So,” I said, shifting the discussion off of me and my undead nature. “Bleddyn and I will go soothe Penda’s ego. Gwen and Afon will track the monster. Seren will stay here and keep an eye on the babies while she works with Guto to break that enchantment that let the Witch Hunters alloy silver and steel. Then Emlyn will destroy all of those silver swords and knives.” I had to repress the urge to shudder at the thought of those silver blades.

      “Not until we know what it takes to harm that creature,” Emlyn said. His voice was quiet, yet firm. I shot him a glare.

      “No,” he said, reading my unspoken demand. “I will not destroy weapons that may help us fight whatever that thing is. I will not lose a man to that thing if I could give him a weapon we already have to protect himself.”

      Damn it! But he was right. The weapons in question, however, could also harm me. And we had way too many of them in the armoury for me to feel any comfort.
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      Amidst all the snorts and whinnies, Cenric’s men worked well with the grooms that Bleddyn brought. They worked to bridle and tie leads to each of the horses.

      “Milord,” a tall, thin man said as he rode towards Bleddyn, “I’ve culled the last half dozen from this herd for your inspection.”

      “The best of the herd?” Cenric asked, voice firm.

      “Of course, milord.”

      “Mikkel knows horseflesh,” Bleddyn said. “He is second to our herd master.” He and Cenric circled their own horses around the ones Mikkel had separated to one side of the field.

      “You mean he is your herd master,” Cenric said with a laugh.

      “Master Rees is our herd master in name until he passes.” Bleddyn chuckled. “Despite his failing memory, he has served Penllyn and our herds well. You are right. We were fortunate he came to us when he did. I was having trouble finding any of our grooms with his level of insight.”

      “Unusual that you’ve got a slave that high in your main endeavour,” Cenric said.

      Bleddyn laughed. “Just as Rees is master in name only, Mikkel is indentured in name only until this autumn. He proved himself loyal last fall when Fadog and the Witch Hunters attacked the caer.”

      “He has a good eye for horses,” Cenric agreed. “I’ve not found one choice of his disagreeable.” He looked at his men.

      “Get these over with the others,” the thegn called.

      “Would have been better to get ones that are saddle-broken,” Cenric said, sighing. “Penda wants horses now.”

      I watched Cenric’s men coax the steeds towards the growing group. One of the new mares got skittish. Dunstan was the man nearest her and moved in with his mount. I could hear him cooing, his voice calm. The mare, however, was having none of it. She reared.

      “Get the woman in there,” one of the other youths called. “Dunstan needs help again.”

      “Quiet yer yap, Urthbert!” Dunstan slid off his mount and worked to calm the horse.

      “Don’t let the mare scare yer hair grey again,” the other youth called. “Gramp Dunstan.”

      There was a single swath of grey in the youth’s dark hair, just above his temple. Dunstan set his shoulders rigid and turned his back on his taunters. I felt for the young man.

      “Lads,” Cenric called. “Enough. You weren’t in the cave to see what Dunstan and Lady Mair saw. If it’s what Lady Gwen says it might be, you’d have pissed yourself and come out gibbering like the fools who empty the chamber pots at Penda’s hold.”

      Sullen at the chastisement, they turned to their tasks. Urthbert muttered as he passed near Dunstan, who went rigid. His hands balled into fists, and he shot the other youth a glare. Poor guy. I wouldn’t blame him if he punched either of his tormentors. Cenric had the right of it. Neither of them had been in the cave with that dark cloud. Dunstan didn’t deserve their taunts. But if I interfered and sided with him, I’d just add more fuel to their fire.

      That evening found us far into the borderlands. The horses Mikkel selected for Penda had all been bridle-trained, so they were easy to lead. Only one or two were any trouble. And those were few and far between.

      Bleddyn brought half a dozen men with him. Siors, Talian, and other guards took care of setting up camp and setting picket lines for the herd. Bleddyn himself was quick to lend a hand or grab a chore. Where Cenric directed his men and watched until he was needed, Bleddyn was hands-on with the various tasks.

      Following his example, I helped one of the guards set up a tent he said was for me, though I didn’t tell him I doubted I’d spend much time in it. With the goddess feeding me energy, I rarely need my undead slumber. And never at night.

      I caught Talian’s eye and nodded towards the tree line near where the horses were grazing. He stood and brought his plate of food with him.

      “I need your help on this trip,” I said once we were out of earshot of the others.

      “Of course, Lady Mair,” he said, looking puzzled.

      “You remember my diet?”

      “Yes…” he said hesitantly. I held the plate of bread and meat under his nose. “I can’t eat this.”

      “Oh! What should I do?”

      “Walk with me, stand close,” I suggested.

      He closed in shoulder to shoulder as we continued our stroll. I tilted my plate and let the food slide onto his so those back at camp wouldn’t see the action.

      “I’ll get a belly if I have to eat your meals too,” he said as he plucked off a hunk of cheese.

      “Take smaller portions,” I suggested. “Only you and Bleddyn are aware of my nature. He can help with my cup, but Lord Penllyn will have to stay close to Cenric.”

      “Cup?”

      “Drink normally,” I said. “When your cup is about half gone, drift over towards me. I’ll dump half of mine into yours when I can do so unnoticed.”

      “Is that why Brother Ruadh is always taking your cup?”

      “And Emlyn,” I said. “They both splash only a little wine or ale into the cup to make it appear as though they’ve filled it.”

      “Ahh,” he said, and took another bite off his full plate.

      “For the drink, just drift near me every so often.”

      Talian was smart. He wouldn’t need much coaching.

      “Don’t drink too much early on. Even the weak ale will get you drunk if you have too much.”

      “I will try not to, milady,” he said. He’d already eaten half the food from the plate. “Sorry,” he said, reading my expression. “I was the youngest of six brothers and learned to eat fast or I didn’t get enough food.”

      I laughed. Too many centuries had passed since I had to worry about eating real food.

      “You won’t have that problem if you stay close,” I said and turned to lay my hand on his shoulder. He had gotten past the training the Witch Hunters drilled into him early on. He was aware I could invade someone’s mind if I caught their gaze. With Talian, I wouldn’t try.

      “Your discretion and your willingness to help is more than I can repay,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “Lady Mair, I will always support you. I have told no one about you.” He stood straight. “Lord Emlyn had a long talk with me, but I already knew I must never say a word. Not even to Bethan. I never talked about you or what happened, not even with Lady Enid after our sword lessons.”

      Our stroll brought us to the creek. It gurgled down the gentle slope from the copse of trees. The dim light of the setting sun was enough for us to see.

      A muffled thump and a cry of pain rang out from inside the woods. Talian jerked his head around, and his hand darted to the hilt of his blade, but he didn’t draw. Instead he dropped his plate on the grass and leapt across the stream before I thought to hold him back.

      I shrugged and leapt with him. Talian pushed his way through the scrub at the edge of the wood, then stopped.

      Dunstan and Urthbert struggled in a small clearing.

      “Fool,” Urthbert hissed. Dunstan grabbed hold of his tunic, and one fat fist cocked back for another blow. The smaller lad used both his hands to hold the blow back.

      Dunstan tried a leg sweep. Urthbert, however, used the shift in their stance to shove the larger fellow off balance. They twirled, and Urthbert’s eyes slid to where Talian and I stood.

      “Yer lady friend’s come to save you again,” Urthbert hissed.

      Dunstan shot a glance at us as they rotated more. His eyes simmered with increased fury.

      “Save him?” I grinned. “No, I came to watch Dunstan thrash you. Looks like you’ve already taken a few good knocks for your bad manners.”

      Dunstan growled and twisted his fist out of Urthbert’s grasp. He used his bulk to shove the smaller man back against a tree. His adversary’s head bounced off the bark, and the breath whooshed out of his chest. Dunstan let him collapse. He then wheeled on me.

      “I don’t need your help,” he growled and tried to step past. I stepped in front of him.

      “They don’t understand what was in that cave,” I said. “And they better pray hard to whatever gods they follow they never find out what that was.”

      The Mercian lad blinked. His eyes still simmered with rage.

      “Just stay away from me,” Dunstan said and pushed past me.

      I shook my head and let him pass.
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      “Welcome to Tamworth,” Bleddyn said as we crested the hill outside of the town.

      “Penda lives here?” I asked.

      I must have gotten used to the size of Caer Penllyn. Even though I had spent many years, centuries even, visiting the courts and halls and keeps of nobles and rulers across Europe, Penda’s seat of governance was enough to cause me to pause.

      The hill fort was more than a caer or a fortress. It was a small city. Bleddyn’s own Caer Penllyn was a large village contained in a walled fort atop a hill. Tamworth sat on a much lower hill. The main town straddled either side of a river. But one side climbed a low rise. Inside the town, a ring of walls enclosed what I assumed was the royal centre.

      “Penda lives where Penda chooses,” Cedric said over his shoulder. “He travels often. But he needs a location for his government and his queen and children to live.”

      “Big place,” I said.

      “Wait until you meet His Grace,” Cenric said. “Too many people assume that a large royal town means a large royal view of themselves.”

      “Penda doesn’t think to highly of himself?” I asked.

      “His Grace will be most taken with you, milady,” Cenric said, then kicked his horse forward to overtake his men at the front of our pack.

      Bleddyn slowed to ride beside me.

      “You know how often I say I don’t want to be another Arthur whenever Lady Gwen gets that look in her eyes?”

      I nodded.

      “Penda is the closest thing we have to an Arthur in these times,” he said. “A powerful king, but not one bent on conquest. He deals in good faith and uses the might of his army only when he needs to. His primary concern is Mercia and the underkingdoms who owe him allegiance.”

      “A king that isn’t out for conquest,” I said, grinning. “But who has an empire?”

      “As Cenric said,” Bleddyn said, chuckling, “Penda will be most taken with you. As the elder sister in our family, I trust you to act wisely and not promise Penllyn’s efforts or wealth to him as he tries to woo you.”

      “I have enough people to look after now,” I said. “I don’t need a king to worry about, too.”

      Guards patrolling the streets called greetings to Cenric and waved us on. Even with my hair long and tied behind my head, I drew more than a few interested glances from the guards, despite wearing men’s trousers and Soul on my belt.

      Cenric directed his men, including Dunstan and the other two youths, to take their line of horses off towards Penda’s stables.

      “We’ll ask Penda to have your sword-ringing ceremony soon, lads,” he said to Dunstan and the others. “I’ll send word once I hear when.”

      As we let our horses climb the winding road of muddy earth up towards the gates of the inner palisade walls, Bleddyn slowed his mount until he rode by my side.

      “I’m usually allowed one man to carry a blade within their version of a caer. You can be that man today.” His eyes were light with his jest.

      “As long as I don’t have to drop my trousers to prove my gender,” I said. He chuckled. “What about inside Penda’s keep?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Bleddyn said. “Only Penda’s sworn men, and only those with the duty for the day, are armed within those walls.” He glanced at my blade.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “Does Emlyn do his death stare when he hands over his blades?”

      Bleddyn laughed and nodded.

      “Poor guard almost wet himself when he realised who he was trying to stare down. And Penda’s house guards are very difficult to intimidate.”

      “So is Emlyn.”

      “You’re allowed a belt knife, but not a seax.” He paused and looked me over head to toe as we rode. “I’m not sure what Penda will think of you.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “The king of Mercia collects people,” he said.

      “Slaves?” I asked. “I’d make a lousy slave. Especially given my habit of running a blade into anyone who tries to force me.”

      “No,” Bleddyn said, “Penda doesn’t buy slaves. But once he decides he wants you, he’ll try to find the price he needs to keep you interested in staying near him.”

      “Penllyn has my heart and my loyalty,” I said. “And he’ll have to petition the goddess for any changes in my promises to her.” I laid a hand on his arm. “Don’t worry about me. I have been managing noble relationships for more years than you can imagine.”

      “That’s why I shall trust the opinions of my elder sister,” he jested.

      Once we reached the gatehouse for the inner fort, the size of Penda’s capitol impressed me. Three Caer Penllyns could be swallowed in here and still leave room to drive a heard of horses around the outer perimeter.

      Cenric paused by the gate guard. By now, he had only one of his men with him. The thane motioned, and his man pulled his baldric over his head and wrapped the leather around the sword. I had figured Cenric was the type to keep his own blade. He didn’t disappoint my expectations.

      “Bleddyn, of Penllyn,” Cenric said to the guard. “Don’t you recognise him? Aren’t you king of Gwynedd, now, Your Grace?”

      “Hardly,” Bleddyn said, but he smiled along with Cenric’s jest. His eyes told me the truth. He had no illusions and no desire to take that title. Bleddyn pulled his own baldric off and waved at Siors and the other men. All had their weapons off, ready to pass them to the gate guard.

      “Then you’re sworn to that king of Powys that Penda installed?”

      “I’ve bent Penllyn’s knee to no king,” Bleddyn replied. “I have no intention to, either, unless my people benefit greatly from the exchange.”

      “And you don’t want a crown for yourself? You’re a better man than most I know,” Cenric said.

      The guard at the gate cocked his head towards me. Soul was still in her scabbard, almost right in his face.

      “My sister will keep her blade for Penllyn,” Bleddyn told the man. The guard did a quick count of men against the weapons he had collected.

      “First you do not recognise His Grace of Penllyn,” Cenric said in jest, slapping the guard on the shoulder with a loud thwack. “Now you’ve missed noticing Lady Mair of Penllyn, slayer of armies, hero of the Battle of Abbey Penllyn.”

      “Lord Emlyn was there, milord,” the guard said. “Perhaps she only took on a squad or two.”

      “There were two armies,” Cenric said. “That’s one for each of them.” He laughed at his own jest. A rumble in his chest similar to how Ruadh sounded. “Come, milady. His Grace, Penda of the Midlands, King of all Mercia, will want to ask about how you divided the two armies with Lord Emlyn.”

      “There were enough undead, milord,” I said. “They made for at least two armies. Add with the living guilders, and we had three armies to face. Fortunately, Lord Meirionnydd brought half of his teulu, and we had one of Penllyn’s best men along to help.”

      “Save your stories for Penda, milady,” Cenric said. “He’ll want to know to the bone how many of those walking skeletons you slew.”

      A few moments later, we were leaving our horses with the grooms at the stables in this ring of the fort.

      “Milord?” Siors said, questioning.

      “Enjoy yourself, as usual,” Bleddyn said. “I’ll send word if I need you.”

      “Try not to get Talian in any trouble,” I said.

      “No more than we get into,” Siors replied and nodded at both Bleddyn and me.

      “They’ll head off and find rooms Penda has put aside for visitors,” Bleddyn said as we walked up with Cenric towards what I might have called a palace if it weren’t made of rough-cut lumber. The logs and timber were oiled. Protection against the elements.

      Another man just inside the main door blocked our way.

      “Your blades, please, Lord Cenric,” the man said. He was as large as Sawyl or Ruadh. His beard was dark but streaked with grey, his face round with deep inset eyes. Eyes that had the look of seeing battle several times and living to tell about it.

      “Ludló. Cheery as always,” Cenric said, but he passed his baldric and blade over.

      I untied the leather tail of my belt and slid the scabbard off. Ludló raised an eyebrow when he saw Bleddyn.

      “I expected Lord Emlyn again,” the guard said. “I came down special to keep him from scaring my men.”

      “Lord Penllyn brought one better than Emlyn,” Cenric said and grinned.

      Ludló shifted his gaze back.

      “You helped Emlyn with those armies?” he asked.

      “Actually,” Bleddyn said evenly, “my brother and one of our men helped her. Remember Afon?” Bleddyn said. He wore a knowing smirk to match Cenric’s.

      “Your ‘live by the sword’ fighter? Yeah, I remember him.” Ludló shrugged.

      “Emlyn and Afon had my sister’s back as they waded into the battle. I saw the piles of dead afterward. A hundred living men met her blades. That was after she, Emlyn, and Afon decimated three times that many walking corpses.”

      Ludló shot me a glance, sizing me up. I smiled. Sweet little me. I could imagine his thoughts. Too many times I had heard them when I was helping Aemi attract new nobles to his academy. I was too small to wield heavy weapons. I was a woman. I’d tire easily. The list of reasons was endless.

      Penda’s guard shrugged it off and switched thoughts.

      “The dead don’t fight, milord, they’re dead.”

      “Tell that to my daughter,” Bleddyn said. “She saw the wounds on her husband, Lord Mechain’s son Dewi. She witnessed his corpse walk after he fell, skewered on a traitor’s blade. Fortunately, Emlyn was there to end the black magic that made his corpse fight again.”

      “And how does one kill the already dead, milord?” Ludló didn’t seem to believe any of the tales we told.

      “Cut their heads off,” I said and raised Soul in her scabbard. My left hand held the scabbard, and my right was around the pommel. I tickled my cord to the Otherworld and drew a small amount of energy.

      “Lord Emlyn gave me this blade,” I said, my voice devoid of all emotion. I pulled the blade a quarter of the way out of the leather and metal scabbard. I let the magic of the goddess flow into the blade. Ludló’s eyes widened.

      “Warn your men to leave her be. The sword does not like to be drawn by anyone other than me. If she is dark,” I continued, “the one holding her is usually dead.”
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      Bleddyn spun away, careful to hide his grin. He raised a hand to his mouth and turned a chortle into a cough.

      He alone of those present understood my reference. Since I was the only one who now drew Soul, and I was already dead, what I told Ludló was true.

      “Milord Penllyn,” a voice called from down the hall.

      “Lord Chamberlain.” Bleddyn nodded.

      “Milord, we were expecting you and your brother,” the man said. He wore a finer tunic and trousers than the other men we had seen so far. Unlike the other men of Mercia, his skin was darker, his hair short and wavy.

      “My sister, Lady Mair of Penllyn,” Bleddyn said.

      “Do you require quarters in the ladies wing?” He bowed his head to acknowledge me. I looked at Bleddyn, not sure how hung up on custom and separation of the genders this culture was. Bleddyn shrugged. It was my choice.

      “I’d prefer to stay close to my brother,” I said.

      “Then we have a suite for your use as normal,” the chamberlain said. “Please follow me.”

      “Your accent differs from other Mercians, milord chamberlain,” I said as we walked behind him.

      “My people come from the desert lands near the Nile River,” he said in a polite but routine way. “My name was stripped from me long ago. Now, my title is my name.” He cast a quick glance at me. “Your own accent, and your colouring, says you come from the continent, near Rome, milady.”

      “Very good,” I said.

      “To answer your unspoken question, milady,” he said as we continued to walk. This was a large keep with several wings of rooms. “I was captured in battle and sold several times to different masters. Eventually I found myself on this island. One of the numerous lesser kings that His Grace has eliminated had me on his staff.”

      “Penda collects people,” Bleddyn added. “When he finds someone very skilled, he finds a way to keep them.”

      “You are better suited to running a household than fighting battles. And skilled enough that Penda saw your worth?”

      “Exactly, milady,” Lord Chamberlain said. “His Grace requests your company tonight for dinner. It will be somewhat formal since his son has just returned from Bernicia.” He bowed with a thin smile that had a hint of a jest behind it. “Here are your rooms. Separate entrances, with a door between the two. Milady, I hope you find the accommodations to your liking.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at Bleddyn. He just shrugged. “I know better than to intrude on my brother’s privacy. He sent you along, so whatever is behind that door is between you two.”

      “You sure?” I put a hand on the latch.

      “This isn’t Penllyn,” he said. “Discretion in all matters are best in Penda’s court.”

      “I’ve not forgotten courtly manners, Lord Penllyn.” I bowed what I guessed would be appropriate for his rank here in Mercia. Had I been in a dress, I would have dropped a curtsey. That looks silly in trousers. “Even the walls in the privy have ears.”

      My hand grabbed the latch and pushed the door open. As soon as the door shut, I knew what Emlyn’s taste ran to.

      She had long dark hair, light skin, and not a stitch of clothing on. At least not the backside of her. She rolled over on the lush bed and showed the front was just as bare. Linen sheets covered the bed. The woman gazed at me, then smiled.

      “Emi needs two of us?” Her voice was soft, alluring, and she spoke in the Cymry language.

      “I’m his sister,” I said and dropped my cloak on the bed. “And you are?”

      “Thea,” she said, smiling. “When is Emi coming? I’ve been waiting for a year now.”

      “I’m afraid you’ll be waiting another year, my dear,” I said and reached out to stroke her hair back from her face. My hair was wavy. Thea’s was long and straight.

      “Wait, their sisters died years ago.” Her brow furrowed with thought. “When they were young.”

      “I’m adopted,” I said and let my hand drift down her bare flesh. Bleddyn had warned me we might be here a fortnight or more. That meant I’d need to feed at least once. Thea might be useful in ways she wouldn’t mind but wouldn’t remember.

      “I’m assigned to Emi,” she said and ran a caress down my leg. “If you send me away, I’ll end up in the bed of some visiting thegn or other noble.”

      “Slave?” I asked.

      “No longer,” she said with a smile. “His Graces prefers not to keep slaves. Lord Chamberlain found me four years ago and brought me to Emi first. Once your brother approved of my services, Lord Chamberlain purchased my contract from the brothel. He required I serve three years to repay the contract.”

      “And you stayed on, why?”

      “Who wants a whore for a wife?”

      “It’s all you know?”

      That made her giggle. “Of course not. But it’s what I’m good at.”

      “Understandable,” I said and pulled my hand back to my lap. “Let’s be frank, shall we, Thea?”

      Her fingers moved towards my inner thigh and caressed there in long, slow strokes.

      “Lord Chamberlain runs more than Penda’s household, and you owe your allegiance to him first.”

      Her eyes shot up to my face, and her fingers paused for a second. Thea forced them to continue their sensual wanderings.

      “Emlyn would have realised that too, my dear,” I added.

      “You’ve blurted out the accusations,” she said, looking more at the laces to my tunic. Her hand drifted that direction and paused to caress my breast.

      “Because we’re both sensible women,” I said. “We can reach accommodations to keep you here, and not in Cenric’s bed.”

      “Cenni isn’t bad,” she said. “Rough, but careful unless he’s had too much ale.”

      “Your choice,” I said. “Tell Chamberlain whatever you need about me. Tell him of this conversation. I’d like information in exchange for allowing you to share my bed.”

      “Just information?” Her fingers toyed with my laces.

      “Perhaps more,” I said. “Are you to aid Emlyn and Bleddyn with errands and such?”

      “Of course,” she said. “Everyone knows why we’re here. We try to keep up the pretence that we’re servants. Supposed to show that we’re not here just to fuck.”

      “And report back to Lord Chamberlain,” I said. “I won’t interfere in that if you help me with the ins and outs of Penda’s court. Who to suspect and be careful around, and such...”

      “And be your lady-in-waiting?” She caressed my arm, leaving the suggestion more open-ended that her words conveyed.

      “If you like,” I said. “Right now, I need information.”

      “And…” She let her suggestion drift off. Her hand had caressed the soft point of my breast.

      Even though I wasn’t feeling my thirst yet, I wanted to find out how easy her mind was to influence with my undead abilities. Her eyes glinted in the light that filtered in through the shutters, a mischievous sparkle.

      “Perhaps the information can wait for a few moments.” I leaned down, and she rose to meet my lips with hers. My clothes slid onto the floor, and our flesh met and entwined on the bed.

      As her hands caressed my body, I found the sweet spots she responded to. When I sensed her mind loosening, I caressed her cheek and her thoughts. Those green-grey eyes opened, and my mind poured into hers.

      Today wasn’t about feeding. Nor was it about sharing my passion. I could, however, use my undead link to intensify her pleasure. Her hands stopped their caress as she climaxed. The only change I made to her memory was that I had reached my climax with her. Our lips met as she came down from her high.

      “Oh, gods,” she breathed. “Emi is good, but he could never do that. You’ll be staying a month or two, won’t you?”

      “Perhaps,” I whispered. “Bleddyn and Penda decide that.”

      “Penda likes your brothers, both of them,” she said, sliding her body up to nestle in the crook of my arm. “He will miss watching Emlyn practice with his swords.”

      I chuckled.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked, leaning on her elbow to rise above me.

      “Our deal is you can report on me, and you provide me information as needed. Not the other way around.”

      “If I may ask,” Thea said, “which lady of Penllyn am I now waiting on?”

      “Mair,” I said.

      Thea’s eyes went wide.

      “Of the Battle at the Abbey?” she asked. “And adopted… swords… you’ve been with Emi, too?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” I said and gave her a coy smile. “Tell me about tonight’s dinner and the gatherings of nobles.”

      “Unless His Grace says otherwise, you should be welcome to attend,” Thea added.

      “I brought a finer dress from Penllyn. I’m not sure when the grooms will send our packs around.”

      “I will check on them, Lady Mair of Penllyn,” she said and rose. A moment later, she was clothed. I pulled one sheet up across my still-naked body. She surveyed my curves under the cloth. “I will see if I can find a more formal gown to fit your frame. We keep several wardrobes for visiting ladies, should the need arise.”

      “Thank you, Thea,” I said and leaned back into the pillows. Take your time, I may rest.”

      “Of course, milady.” She dipped into a curtsey and giggled. “Or would you like me to crawl under the sheet with you?”

      “Not right now, Thea,” I said. “When you return, you can fill me in on all the courtly intrigue I’m likely to find.”
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      “I found out what kind of girl Emlyn prefers,” I confessed to Gwen.

      “You will need to feed, dearest,” Gwen replied. Despite the distance between our locations, with me in the middle of the Severn Valley and she in the northern reaches of the Cymry lands, I could still sense her chuckle.

      “Loving you, dearest, is a new experience,” she added. I sensed a sigh behind her thoughts. “If you don’t feed, you’ll lose your mind. So find the partners you need. Save the special times for me.”

      “Other than Emlyn and Rhian, this is the first time I’ve had to go outside of our little family,” I added.

      “And it won’t be the last, dearest,” Gwen sent. “You feed on emotion almost as much as blood.” She was correct. The intimacy of the feeding, the sexual peaks of my partner, they gave me energy as much as the blood.

      “I love you, Gwen,” I sent and tried to pour my heart into the thought. My love didn’t stop with just her. “And Emlyn, and our family in Penllyn.”

      “That is both your blessing and your flaw, dear Mair,” Gwen responded. “You love deeply and often. That makes you special. That is why I love you.”

      I sensed the warmth behind her thoughts.

      “What of the darkness you chase?” I asked.

      “Afon and I have tracked it as far as Gwynedd, then it doubled back,” she sent. “It’s headed up into Oswiu’s lands north of the Humber River.”

      “You mean you have tracked it,” I added. “Afon’s only role is to make wisecracks and stick his silver blade into it.”

      “You are correct,” she sent, chuckling again. “Afon is… an interesting travelling companion.” Then she changed the subject. “How is Penda’s court?” Gwen the leader was back, despite the leagues between us.

      “Miss Thea is the most I’ve seen of Penda’s court,” I said. “And I saw much more of her than I’ve seen of Lord Chamberlain.”

      “Be cautious of him, dearest.”

      “Thea reports all to Lord Chamberlain. The eyes he controls are Penda’s eyes, and the ears he controls are Penda’s ears,” I sent. “How far is his reach of eyes and ears?”

      “Very far,” Gwen sent, then paused. “I meant what I said. Be cautious with him, dearest. I suspect that as long as Penda is our ally, Lord Chamberlain will share information both ways. Be careful, though. Don’t give away your nature.”

      “I’ve had six centuries of practice,” I sent. “I should be able to hold my own against Thea and Lord Chamberlain.”
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        * * *

      

      Thea returned not long after my conversation with Gwen. I sat with my legs tucked to the side, watching a thin sheen of wine roll around the bottom of a cup. A used cup with a splash of wine in the bottom had served me well. People were less likely to pass me a full one if I already held one.

      The consort drifted into my room without a knock and closed the door. Her eyes found me over by the window and smiled.

      “I see they brought in your pack.” She nodded to where a steward had deposited my sling bag and the pack with my dress. “I wasn’t sure if it would arrive in time. Those grooms are not always the most organised.”

      “You mean,” I said, “they take their time to unpack then repack the belongings before they report to Lord Chamberlain.”

      “Of course, milady,” she said, and she held up the gowns to change the subject. “I thought deep blues and reds would work best with your colouring.” She laid them out on the bed. “I also brought a green close to Penllyn’s colours. Or would you prefer your own dress?”

      I didn’t want the dress I had packed. The blue one I had embroidered the swords on was more than I wanted to advertise my presence. The way I had run my mouth earlier with the guards was sure to cause me trouble at some point. I already had a reputation here and didn’t need to remind anyone. It had been the most courtly of the dresses.

      I looked at the dresses laid on the bed. Green was Gwen’s colour, and Thea was correct that I preferred midnight blues and deep burgundy in my wardrobe.

      “The dark red should be fine for tonight. How long until we’ll be summoned?”

      “Probably an hour, milady.” Thea slid a delicate hand under the bed linens. “Would you like to join me here?”

      “Perhaps later, Thea,” I said and waved towards the wine pitcher on the sideboard. “Pour yourself a cup and sit. I’d like to tap your well of knowledge about who I’ll be encountering tonight.”

      “Politics and intrigue? My speciality,” she said. After she filled her cup, she looked at me and raised the pitcher. I waved off the invitation and continued to roll the cup I held between my palms.

      An hour and three cups of wine for Thea later, she helped me slide into my dress. The wool was just as fine as any in Rhian’s closet, though the embroidery across the neck and sleeves was less Celtic in design. Still, Thea had a good eye for sizing.

      “Her Grace, Cynewise, is about your height. She passes dresses she does not care for down to our coffers.”

      “Will she be offended if I wear her cast-off?”

      “She’s more offended by those of other religions,” Thea said with a chuckle. “Cynewise married a pagan, however, one who became king. She’s had to mellow her desire to convert others.” Thea tightened the laces across the bodice and arranged the fabric to fit my chest better. I was smaller in this area than Penda’s wife.

      “Inter-marriage among faiths,” I said. “How is that working in Mercia?”

      “The churches are always seeking Cynewise’s ear. Right now she favours Canterbury,” Thea said. “Penda, although he pays service to the old gods, seems to favour the Cymry monks, so there is tension amongst the clergy. Penda keeps all faiths on an equal footing and arguing against each other.”

      “No favourites?”

      “He maintains his allegiance to Woden and Thunor,” she said and gave a small grin. “Penda is pragmatic, and Mercia is at the crossroads of several faith systems. He uses the faiths more than he allows the church leaders use him.”

      “The best kind of king,” I said. “One who keeps religion at arm’s length. Still, I suspect my Cymry Church connections will fare better here?”

      Thea tapped her lips with an index finger while she considered it.

      “Do you have church ties?”

      “Are you familiar with Lady Gwen?”

      “Who isn’t?”

      “My connections are the same as hers,” I said. That would get back to Lord Chamberlain, but I was certain he already knew it.

      “Exactly?”

      I nodded.

      “The Cymry Church would be best, then.”

      “Pass me the wooden cross, dear,” I said and waved towards the sideboard. I had found it in my sling bag. I remembered the day Abbot Heilyn had given it to me. The day after Cadoc and Enid’s wedding.

      Once I had the cross on my chest, I reached for my sword belt, then hesitated. Without Soul and her scabbard, the leather belt wasn’t the right accessory.

      “Perhaps a sash?” Thea held up a length of embroidered black fabric. This one boasted Celtic designs.

      “Perfect,” I said and raised my arms so she could tie it around me. She secured it behind me, but I had her slide it so the ends hung down my left hip, where my sword would have ridden.

      A rap sounded at the door to Bleddyn’s room. I gave a nod, and Thea opened the door.

      “Ah, Thea,” Bleddyn said with a grin. “I was wondering if my sister would be blessed with your talents.”

      “You could have warned me,” I said.

      “And ruin the surprise?” Bleddyn winked at me. “Emlyn’s idea, actually.”

      “You know I’ll return the favour to both of you,” I said with a mock frown. “Thea and I have agreed that she’ll aid me with information while I’m here. And she won’t have to go to the beds of Penda’s overbearing unwashed thegns.”

      “You are skilled in courtly politics,” Bleddyn said.

      Thea raised the pitcher of wine towards him. He waved her off.

      “Perhaps a walk around the halls?” Bleddyn suggested.

      “Anything else I need for dinner tonight?” I asked Thea.

      “No. Should I send for food afterward?” she asked. “The women try not to be seen eating at these events.”

      “Diolch, but no,” I said. “My stomach is still unsettled from the riding and Cenric’s idea of camp cooking.”

      Thea laughed as Bleddyn and I headed out into the corridor. I swung the door shut and slid my arm through Bleddyn’s. He had on a fine green tunic with Celtic stitching. His trousers were grey. He had kept his plain leather belt instead of something more ornate.

      “Do I need to caution you about Thea’s connections?” Bleddyn asked as we strolled the wide corridor.

      “She works for Lord Chamberlain, and he is in the business of gathering information.”

      “Exactly,” he said, lowering his voice. “Even in here, in these corridors, the walls have ears.”

      “Do you have any suggestions on what I should listen for tonight?”

      “Nothing special,” he said. Most of the doors along the hallway were closed. Ahead of us, the corridor opened out to a large hall. We had passed through it earlier. “Ahead, some thegns will have already gathered. Even the servants will report to Lord Chamberlain all they hear.”

      “Does anyone not know that?”

      “I doubt it, so they will guard their conversations.” He paused in our stroll, a good ten paces away from the common room. “How can I help with your… Um…”

      I knew what he meant, and neither of us wanted to say—my need to hide my special diet.

      “You heard Thea,” I said. “Will you be drinking wine?”

      “Mead,” Bleddyn said. “Penda knows my preference.”

      “Mead for me as well, then. When you can, set your cup close to mine,” I said, keeping my voice quiet. “I will take care of the rest.”

      “Excellent. I always knew you were the smarter sibling.” He winked, then lead me into the common room.

      Several other men, perhaps a dozen, stood around in groups of three or four. Wooden cups in hand, I could smell the ale.

      A cup steward walked forward, pulling a jug off the sideboard. His tray had several wooden cups on it, matching the others in the room.

      “Your mead, Lord Penllyn,” a steward said in the Saxon language. “And for milady?”

      “Mead, please,” I said.

      “Diolch,” Bleddyn said once we had our cups.

      “Lady Meron,” a man called out behind us, using a name I hadn’t used since before I came to Penllyn. “I never thought to see you alive again,” he said in Cymry.
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      An older monk with familiar eyes leaned on a walking staff. The cross on his chest was an ornate Celtic carved affair. One I suspected had come from Iolo at some point.

      My eyes went wide, and a smile crinkled my cheeks. He reached his hand towards me in greeting. I pulled him in for a hug instead.

      “Brother… Mihangel, is it not?” I said when we parted. “I must thank you for your aid that evening on the road.”

      “It saddened me that I couldn’t find you afterward.” His hand rubbed the back of his head. “One of those pious priests from Canterbury ambushed me so they could avoid any real work, such as aiding a lady in need.”

      “Your aid was enough help, my friend. Only one pursued me, and I avoided his clutches. May I present…” I turned towards Bleddyn.

      “Penllyn. How are you these days?” Mihangel said before I could finish.

      “Not bad, considering this past year, Mihangel,” Bleddyn said. “I haven’t seen you for almost a decade now.”

      “I was hoping to find your brother and inquire after my friend Afon,” Mihangel said. “Instead, you bring me an unexpected friend.”

      “Emlyn stayed behind at Caer Penllyn,” Bleddyn said. “My son and his wife just welcomed two babies into Cymry. Emlyn is staying behind to make sure the cantref doesn’t fall apart while Cadoc learns how much work twin babies are.”

      Mihangel chuckled, but a voice called out Bleddyn’s name.

      “Will you excuse me, Mihangel?” he said with a nod. “I’ll leave you to catch up with my sister. Would you help her meet some of Penda’s men? I trust you still remember who is who?”

      “Sister? The one at the Battle at the Abbey?” Mihangel’s eyes slid towards me with a question that flicked to realisation.

      Damn! My reputation must be getting around after that battle.

      “Not to worry, Penllyn. She’s in good hands. Go make your bargains and alliances.”

      He waved towards some chairs at one end of the hall. “My bones are getting too old to stand for long, milady,” he said and pushed my elbow towards the seats.

      Once we sat, he gazed at me for a moment. Quiet. I raised my cup to my lips enough to wet my lips, and then made a swallow, though no mead made it into my mouth. Appearances. I needed plant the idea that I drank into people’s minds.

      “So you didn’t need my help when those bandits attacked?”

      “Your aid was most appreciated,” I said. “I hope that the harm done to you because of me was minimal.”

      “I woke in the care of a nice young woman.” He shook his head as if the memories were fuzzy. “A week with her and I was right as rain. She said you had escaped unharmed. How came you to be adopted by Penllyn and his family?”

      “A long story, my friend,” I said.

      “Tell what you want,” he said and raised his own cup. “Less than half of Penda’s men are here. We’ve got time.”

      I shared a safe version of running away, meeting Gwen, and accompanying her to Penllyn for the wedding.

      “The one with the ghosts? Where Lady Gwen called the Holy Mother’s magic to save everyone?”

      “Actually, it was me who used her magic,” I said. “The Holy Lady worked through me that night.”

      “Weren’t those Witch Hunters there?” he asked. “Isn’t that supposed to be their specialty?”

      “How much of that story has spread?” I asked.

      “A wedding, especially one between two cantrefi like Penllyn and Meirionnydd, attracts a lot of attention. I’d wager that at least half the thegns here tonight have heard of the wedding ghosts.”

      I sighed. Word of my deeds and abilities was spreading faster than I wanted. I couldn’t do anything except grin and bear it. Bleddyn wouldn’t have brought me if he didn’t have my back.

      “So it was you helping Emlyn at the Battle of the Abbey.” He made it a statement instead of a question. I paused, raising my cup. His eyes were probing. “Don’t throw horse dung, milady. I know weapons and battle. Were there really walking corpses there?”

      “I owe you the truth,” I said and set my cup down. “Yes. There were three or four hundred dead that walked and fought. Mostly old Roman and Cymry skeletons. Some newer dead. Spears and clubs. A few with a gladius or sword.”

      “First ghosts, now walking dead corpses.” He closed his eyes and crossed himself.

      “Are you a true believer?” I asked. There was something different about Mihangel. I felt my cord to the goddess humming. Not with a warning. This was a song. More like a note of recognition.

      “I wanted a quiet life,” he said, raising his own cup. “A monk’s vows were about the only way to keep Penda from calling me back for every battle he fought, and for my family to stop trying to marry me off.”

      “The god in front of you is the best god?”

      “Exactly,” he said. “I’ve listened to the cries of too many dead and dying. I understand that the gods don’t care.”

      “The one I’ve met does care,” I said, my voice quiet. “She’s got her own fight brewing, and I seem to be stuck in the middle of it.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but I was seeing double when I looked at him. Another old friend hovered, somewhat misty, behind him. Grey fur and yellow wolf eyes looked back at me. Aw warm sensation as growing in my belly. One friend telling me to trust another.

      “The walls here have ears, girl,” Mihangel said. “Be careful what you say.”

      “I understand courtly politics.” I nodded towards a steward drifting through the crowd, filling cups. “Lord Chamberlain will hear all said here before the end of the night.”

      “That battle in the graveyard.” Mihangel looked me in the eyes, then glanced down at my hip where my sword should be hanging. “Most women wear their knots to the front or back. Yet yours is on the side, where a sword should ride. You’re comfortable with a blade on your hip.”

      “Emlyn and your old friend had my back in that fight,” I said.

      “Why you?” he said. “I expected Emlyn would have led.”

      “The men behind the army of the dead…” I paused, trying to decide how much I wanted Penda to learn from his chamberlain. “Those men included a Seeker of the Witch Hunters and an old one posing as his assistant. The old one was in charge. Both of them wizards. They wanted the Sword of Light.”

      Mihangel let out a low whistle. “That sword broke when Arthur fell a century ago.”

      “And it broke again that night when I smashed it into the old wizard’s staff. He was using it to raise the dead for his army.”

      “You held Arthur’s sword?” Mihangel’s eyes were wide. “I’ve seen it once before. In the hands of a lady I met when I travelled with Afon. How did you get it? Where did you find it?”

      “Getting noticed by a goddess can make a girl feel special,” I said. “Especially when the goddess sends a sword like that to me right before a battle.”

      “I see why you led, then,” Mihangel said and crossed himself again, then looked at me. “Sorry about that,” he said. “I shouldn’t…”

      “The Lady doesn’t seem to care which god you worship,” I said. “Just that we work to protect the people and Cymry itself.”

      “And she sent you Arthur’s sword?” Mihangel shook his head in disbelief. “I mean no disrespect, milady.”

      “No worry, my friend,” I said. “Believe what you are comfortable with.”

      “You said Afon was with you?” he said, changing the subject. “How is he?”

      “He is well, though he’s convinced he will die by the sword,” I said, mimicking his tone.

      “He started saying that right before we parted ways.” Mihangel laughed. “Lord Emlyn and he had just met. It didn’t go so well for Afon.”

      “He told me the story,” I said. “Afon spoke fondly of his time under your command. He’s got a deep respect for you. If only I had known his old friend was my friend as well.”

      “He’s too cocky for leadership,” Mihangel said. “Emlyn would be wise, however, to let Afon take the lead in battle. That boy has a great head for where to be in the midst of a melee. You just have to keep him calm the rest of the time.”

      “Llinos is working on that,” I said and let a grin spread across my face. “She might even get him married this year. He’s convinced that if he commits to a marriage, he’ll die and leave her a widow.”

      “Wait… he’s found a woman? One that wants to put up with him long term?” He chuckled. “Is she a widow looking for another husband?”

      “No, Llinos said you and he found her family when Afon was trying to catch up with Emlyn after the…” I paused, searching my memory for what Afon had called the creature that was bedevilling him.

      “Pwca,” Mihangel said. “I remember. The girl had a limp. Afon charged in when some bandits had them at sword point. One was trying to tie up the girl. Had they gotten her back to their camp, she would have been lucky if her womanhood was the worst they took from her.”

      “Brother Mihangel,” a deep voice said from the side.

      “Ah, you found me, good brother.” He rolled his eyes before he turned towards the newcomer. We both stood.

      “Lady Mair of Penllyn,” Mihangel said. “May I present my assistant, Brother Twm? He’s young, energetic, and believes I spend too much time talking and not enough time praying.”
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      Brother Twm was young. Perhaps a winter or two older than Talian. Like all Cymry men, he sported a dark moustache above his lip. His head was shaved as those of the monks at Penllyn’s abbey were. Bare from forehead to ears, then left long in the back. A different tonsure than the monks from the Roman Church sects.

      “I had a most interesting chat with a priest from the monastery at Hye,” Brother Twm said. He wore an expression like a child about to tattle on a sibling. “He is one of four priests who King Oswiu has sent to accompany Paeda.”

      “Hye, eh?” Mihangel cast another pained look my way, then motioned to an empty seat. “Have a seat and tell me what you’ve learned.”

      The young monk did so and cast an eye at me.

      “Are you sure I should discuss church business in front of her ladyship?”

      “Do you remember Lady Gwen? We met her this winter.”

      “Of course,” Brother Twm said. “She was most pious, and our abbot deferred to her in all matters. Though I wonder why since she is a…” A flush crept into his cheeks. “My apologies, milady.”

      “Perhaps if you married,” I said with a grin, “you’d learn that women are partners and not servants.”

      “Lady Mair is a servant to the Holy Mother,” Mihangel said. Not in chastisement, but it was a tone not unlike one might use to educate a child. He glanced at me in an invitation to explain.

      “The Holy Lady had declared me to be Lady Gwen’s protector and sister in service.” I hoped that was enough explanation.

      Brother Twm’s eyes lingered on the wooden cross on my chest. His own was a simpler version of the Celtic cross. Evidently he hadn’t met Brother Iolo yet.

      “You’re of the same order as Lady Gwen?” Twm stated more than asked. “Very well. I learned that Penda’s son Paeda, now king of the Middle Anglos, has returned from visiting Bernicia, and he converted to our faith. He is pagan no longer!”

      “Conversions happen often, son,” Mihangel said. “Is there more?”

      “An Anglo king is a prize conversion,” Twm said, his eyes alight. “And the priest that travels with him says all of his kingdom shall be converted by royal decree.”

      Twm’s eyes darted between Mihangel and I. Neither of us said anything for a long moment.

      “But that is joyous news, good brother and sister,” Twm said, his voice hesitant.

      “How would you receive a new faith if Penda put a sword to your throat and told you to convert or die?” Mihangel raised his cup and stared across it at his young protégé.

      “But no one is threatening to kill the yeomen for not converting,” Twm said. “They will rejoice that they’ve received the one true faith. The people will gather and hear the priests that Oswiu has sent. They’ll hear the Word and listen to the conversion tale of their liege and rejoice that they are free at last from the bonds of a false religion.”

      “No one threatening?” I lowered my chin and looked at Twm. “What will happen to any yeoman who declines the baptism? What will the king’s men with swords do then?”

      Twm glanced back and forth between his mentor and me. It was clear the thought anyone would refuse had not crossed his mind.

      “And four priests are supposed to educate an entire kingdom of common folk?” Mihangel asked. “They’ll need forty, or four hundred priests. How long did it take you to learn the Lord’s Prayer, or the Ave Maria? A day? How about all the proper behaviour for a mass, or even the commandments? Together, that is quite a burden for a yeoman whose days are spent in the field or in craft, and not learning religious tenets.”

      “I’ve travelled across the continent and never seen a mass conversion go well, if at all,” I said. “What I’ve observed is old temples destroyed, burned to the ground. The priests give only the most basic instruction and expect everyone to understand all the intricacies of holding a mass, when and how to pray, and…”

      “Four priests to educate all of Middle Anglia,” Mihangel interrupted. “That’s only enough to educate the king’s court.”

      “When the peasants don’t understand or haven’t been educated in the new methods of worship, they’ll continue to do what they’ve done under the old gods,” I added.

      Brother Twm was trying to slide down in his chair under our barrage.

      “I’ve seen priests chastise yeomen who clung to their old ways because they didn’t know how to worship under the new way,” I continued. “Any the priests find keeping the old ways with the new religion are penalised with increased tithes and penance. If the Witch Hunters were there, they could be tortured or killed for practicing the old ways.”

      Twm opened his mouth. Mihangel cut him off.

      “How many times have we come across a village where they pour water on each other at every meal? Because all they were taught was baptism?” He leaned forward and stared at Twm. “Just last week, we encountered a local lord, a pagan, in southern Mercia who demanded we leave some of our magic bread with him. The last priests who visited refused to share.”

      “And you gave him some,” Twm declared. “That is the body of our Saviour for the faithful to consume.”

      “He was holding us hostage if we didn’t share, lad.”

      “Common men don’t understand religion the way monks and priests do,” I added. “My friend Abbot Heilyn has been sending his monks into Mercia to help educate the converted and train priests here. Even with that small number of churches, the abbot says the task is huge, and his monks few. Imagine four priests taking on an entire kingdom, even a small one.”

      “They’ll be receiving the true faith and abandoning their heathen ways!” Twm declared.

      “At sword point, lad,” Mihangel said. “That’s not a real conversion. Better to preach and show the faith. Let them come of their own accord. Penda’s been fair in his approach. All faiths are welcome in Mercia. He lets his thegns decide their own faith and doesn’t let them push it down on the people they care for. Each man decides on his own.”

      “You were an oblate, were you not, good brother?” I asked Twm.

      “Of course. I was dedicated to the monastery when I was only eight winters old,” he said. “My dedication to our church and faith has won me high praise from our abbot and the fathers we train.”

      “Then you know the tenets of the faith well. Your understanding of the world outside the walls of the abbey, however, is limited,” I said, trying to keep my voice soft and nurturing. “Brother Mihangel had seen much of the world with sword in hand before he took his vows,” I added.

      “He only came in a year before I did,” Twm said. “He hardly has more learning than I do.”

      “Perhaps in the matter of scripture and doctrine,” I said, a slight grin on my face. “Have you looked into the eyes of a man dying because a thegn or lord sent their war band out to contest a border? Have you held the hand of a widow as the dirt is tossed on the graves of her children and husband because a lord with a different religion decided to raid the unfortunate village full of heathens?”

      Brother Twm looked at his hands. “This is my first mission outside of Gwent, milady,” he said.

      “Then watch and learn,” I suggested. “The conversion of Paeda’s kingdom should show you much. But be cautious, not overjoyed. The people will need much more help with their new religion. A lot more than Oswiu and Paeda will provide.”

      “At least with Oswiu involved we’ll have Cymry priests instead of the ones from Canterbury,” Mihangel said.

      Brother Twm looked down again. “That was the other bit of news I had to share.” His voice was quiet. “Only one priest with Paeda is from Cymry lands. The other three are from Canterbury.”

      “Brother, you need to share news like that first,” Mihangel said.

      Loud rapping sounded then. We turned to see Lord Chamberlain lifting his hands, urging us to rise.

      “Penda, King of Mercia, bids you all welcome at this meal,” he intoned. Once everyone was on their feet, he introduced several members of Penda’s royal family, including his sister.

      “Royal daughters, Cynewith and Cyneburgh,” Chamberlain intoned. Two young women, old enough to marry, with light-coloured hair, walked in and stood behind the head table, towards one end of the dozen chairs.

      “His Grace, Paeda, High Lord and King of the Middle Angles.”

      The door behind the Lord Chamberlain opened. In strode a young Saxon. His beard was full and dark, but his eyes and face looked perhaps a year or two older than Brother Twm. Behind Paeda, two other people waited in the shadows of the hallway beyond.

      “His Grace, Penda, High King of the lands of Mercia, and his lady wife, Queen Cynewise. And their son, Wulfhere.”

      Penda entered the hall, his wife and queen on his arm. Penda’s eyes scanned the crowd as we all bowed or curtseyed. The king’s eye stopped a few times as he nodded at men I assumed were his top retainers. His eyes stopped on Bleddyn off to the side, and a smile of recognition crept onto the king’s face.

      There was a charge to the air now that the Mercian king was present. Penda exuded authority, despite his soft smile. His eyes were much like Bleddyn’s. Calm and compassionate. Yet there was a hard edge there, too.

      Then his gaze drifted to the back. The smile deepened as he spotted me and Mihangel. He nodded, almost enough that I could have counted it a bow between equals. Not quite, but close.

      The question was, who was he directing the nod to? Me? Or the Cymry monk next to me?

      More men entered through the door that Penda and his queen had just come through.

      Four of the men headed towards the secondary table where Penda’s son Paeda stood. All the men were priests, based on the embroidered robes they wore. Three of them wore smiles that were more smirks of elation. They wore the tonsures of Roman-ordered monks. The fourth wore a tonsure like Mihangel’s, but he also had a beard. He reminded me more of Ruadh than the men he accompanied. That would be the Cymry priest.

      “The three Anglos look like cats that just ate a large bird,” Mihangel whispered.

      Penda helped his wife take a seat, then sat in his large chair at the raised table. Paeda and the priests sat after the Mercian king. One priest stayed standing to help the new king with his chair. He turned enough that I could see his front full on.

      I sucked in a breath, my teeth clenched. Mihangel shot me a look.

      “Problem, milady?”

      “His holy symbol,” I moaned. My hand reached down for the sword I no longer wore, and my fingers grabbed only the cloth of my sash’s knot.

      It wasn’t just a normal cross on the priest’s chest. Not even the golden pectoral cross that bishops wore. His was two iron nails twisted to make the cross, wreathed with a silver circle of brambles.

      “He’s a Witch Hunter.”
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      Bleddyn came and offered me his arm.

      “Sit by me, my sister,” he said, then whispered, “We have seats where we can watch the priests with Paeda.”

      My teeth clenched, I managed a nod and slid my arm into the crook of his elbow.

      “Brother Mihangel, you and your brother are welcome to sit at our table,” Bleddyn added.

      “Diolch, Penllyn,” Mihangel said. “Brother Twm should venture to other tables, though. He has a knack for uncovering information almost as fast as Lord Chamberlain.”

      Brother Twm smiled and bowed, then turned to find a seat on the other side of the room. Mihangel rolled his eyes as Twm headed off to another table.

      Bleddyn led me towards a table with about half a dozen stools or chairs on each side. A few thegns and their wives already sat at the table. Bleddyn and I had seats in the centre of one side. The others made room for Mihangel across from us.

      My eyes slid towards the priests. Only one of them wore the sign of the Witch Hunters. The other three had normal crosses of ivory, or for the Cymry monk, an ornately carved Celtic-style cross.

      Bleddyn nudged me, so I turned my attention back and noticed one of the ladies looking my way.

      “My apologies, milady,” I said in the Saxon language. Her question, which she repeated, inquired after life in Caer Penllyn. She had met Rhian once before and called her by name, not by title. She considered Rhian a friend, not just another lady of high station.

      I made small talk with her, relating the birth of Enid and Cadoc’s twins. Custom here was similar to that on the continent. Women preferred not to eat in public at these state functions. That gave us time to chat around the men’s dining and helped me hide my inability to consume mortal food.

      Instead I held my cup of mead and rolled it idly between my palms, occasionally taking a “sip”. Bleddyn often turned to bring me into a conversation with the thegns at the table. I set my cup on the table as I listened to their stories.

      Bleddyn set his cup near mine, and I took his instead. I kept it in hand until he reached for another drink. He took a large swallow from what had been my cup, and I was in the clear for a while more.

      One thegn caught my eye. He leaned in to be overhead above the loud din of conversation in the hall. “Did you really help Lord Emlyn with that army at the abbey?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I couldn’t let him have all the fun to himself.” That led to another short retelling of the Battle of the Abbey. I shifted my tale to let people believe that Emlyn had led the fight. This attention on my role in the battle annoyed me. With a Witch Hunter here, I wanted to keep a low profile.

      Once conversation shifted off to other topics, my eyes drifted to the Witch Hunter priest again. I had to fight the urge to grab for where Soul should be on my hip. Instead I reached out and touched Mihangel’s hand.

      “Does Penda keep a weapons practice hall in the compound?” I asked. “Or do I need to go back to the lower village to get practice time in?”

      “I can show you after the meal,” he said. “Do you need opponents?”

      “No, just a pell, a dummy to whack at for a while.”
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      Thea was waiting in my room when Bleddyn and I returned. She sat by a lamp, clothed for a change, working on embroidery. That was fortunate, since Bleddyn walked in behind me.

      “I should send word to Talian to meet me at sunrise,” I told him. “I’m not sure if Penda’s guards will be using the field or not.”

      “Ask when you’re there tonight,” Bleddyn said. “Siors is a good man. However, Talian may learn the wrong way to gamble the coins I gave him for the journey.”

      “You’re like Emi,” Thea said. “Heading off to the weapons yard as soon as dark falls.”

      “We had the same mentor,” I said. By now, I could only shrug. Once anyone saw my skill with blades, that would be the first question. How did I learn? Better to inform Lord Chamberlain through Thea. That would mean less digging that might uncover other details. I glanced at Bleddyn. He shrugged too.

      He strode to the door adjoining our rooms and looked back as he opened it. A faint aroma of roses drifted through.

      “I’ll leave you to change your clothes and visit the weapons hall,” he said and slid into his room.

      I stared at the door for a few moments.

      “Problem, milady?” Thea asked.

      “No,” I said, then shrugged. I knew Rhian and Bleddyn were in a political marriage. I had shared Rhian’s bed several times. She was a willing donor to my need for blood. We shared intimacies beyond just blood. This was the first time I had noticed any such activity on Bleddyn’s part, though.

      “You didn’t know?” Thea asked.

      “His liaisons weren’t something I bothered thinking about. I’ve been in too many courts to have not known.” I pulled my trousers and tunic out of my bag. “Brother Mihangel is waiting to show me the pells. I need to work some aggression off.”

      I bit my tongue. Silly. No need to let Lord Chamberlain know I was agitated.

      Thea was too comfortable to be around. That’s why the Lord Chamberlain liked her. Her natural demeanour got me to let tidbits slip through.

      She helped me pull my dress off, then slid into me from behind and nestled her face into the crook of my neck and shoulder. Her lips pressed into my neck.

      “Let me spend time with a blade, even a wooden one,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” she whispered. “What has you troubled?”

      I sighed. How much to reveal? What did Lord Chamberlain and Penda need to know?

      “Tonight, I saw the priests that came in with Paeda from Bernicia,” I said and pulled the trousers on. Thea stood ready with my tunic while I cinched the drawstring tight above my hips.

      “Priests are as numerous as flies from dead horses,” she said.

      “One was different,” I said. “He wore the symbol the Witch Hunters.”

      “You sound as though you’ve experienced them?”

      “This needs to go up the chain,” I said. “If Penda hasn’t had much dealings with them, he needs to learn.”

      “You’re no fun when you stop pretending I’m not a spy.” Thea stuck her lip out in a pouting jest.

      “Exchange time,” I said. “I understand you cannot make promises on behalf of Lord Chamberlain. I’ll share now, and I’d like to be advised of everything Penda’s spy network can uncover about that priest and his connection to the Witch Hunters.”

      “You’re right, I can’t promise,” Thea said. “But I will mention your request.”

      “By now Lord Chamberlain knows that Brother Mihangel and I travelled together for a short time. Brigands attacked our caravan.”

      “He might, but I didn’t,” Thea said.

      “You weren’t at dinner. I found an old friend there. Anyway, I fled into the woods after a bandit got grabby with my body.”

      “You didn’t slice him?”

      “I didn’t have a sword. And the bandits held two of our party, priests, Anglo ones, at knifepoint,” I said. “It was better for me to flee. I didn’t realise Mihangel would even the odds that quickly. I heard his staff strike flesh, and the bandits ran. The one chasing me, however, didn’t give up so easily.”

      Thea wrapped my belt around my waist from behind. I expected her hands to linger. Instead she stepped around me and waited.

      “I eventually defeated my pursuer,” I said. “I left him alive but unconscious, then I tossed his clothing and weapon into a bear cave.”

      Thea giggled. “Was the bear home?”

      “No, probably hunting.” I sat on the edge of the bed. “I wandered for a fortnight. A few farmers gave me rides or shelter. The merchants I had been with were long gone. Mihangel said the Anglo priests pushed to leave when I did not return.”

      Thea muttered a few obscenities about priests.

      “While I wandered in the countryside, trying to find an escort back to Sussex, a few of these Witch Hunters found me. Alone in the woods. They were a basic brute squad, looking for people to make trouble for.”

      “That makes you a witch, right?” Thea said. The colour had drained out of her face.

      “Exactly.” I wrapped my arms around my chest to suppress a shiver as I recalled Onion Breath and his knife. Talian had told me the names of my captors once, however, I refused to remember them. Those two cretins deserved to have their names lost to time. Another shiver rippled up my spine at the memories. Thea moved to the bed and leaned into me. Comforting.

      “I…” Even now, a year after the event, I didn’t want to remember the time. “They cut me, threatened to have their young apprentice take my womanhood.” Again, the urge to shiver overtook me.

      “Their apprentice, a young man with a kind heart, slipped me his knife and refused to take my honour. I cut my way loose that night.”

      “Did you…” Thea let the statement trail off.

      “They deserved worse than what I gave them,” I said. “They had seaxes. All I had was a small knife. And I was near death myself by the time they were dead. Lady Gwen found me after the fight. She nursed me back to health. That’s how I came to serve her goddess. My goddess now.”

      “We’ve heard reports that bands of Witch Hunters harassing farmers and villagers. No witnesses have come forth to stand against them.”

      “Those witnesses will be dead,” I said. “I saw their methods in Europe. The guilders train their men in how to inflict pain and torture.”

      I scooted away and looked at Thea.

      “Bleddyn sent Penda a report this winter about the Battle at the Abbey,” I said. “We were careful about what it said. We didn’t want to accuse when we didn’t have proof we could deliver.”

      “No evidence?”

      “We burned the skeletons and corpses so they couldn’t rise again.”

      “Wait?” Thea stood, her hand going to her mouth. “You mean you really fought the dead?”

      “Lord Chamberlain might have met the supposed leader of the Witch Hunters, Seeker Bechard,” I said.

      “I remember him, and his toady of an old assistant,” Thea said, scrunching her face in disgust. “They sent all women from their sight while here.”

      “The old toady was the real power,” I said. “Lecerf was a wizard, one who could raise the dead and make them walk again.”

      Thea’s eyes went wide.

      “They wanted a sword, one given to Bleddyn’s son on his wedding day. Lady Gwen called the blessings of the goddess upon it, and it glowed and banished the ghosts that attacked his wedding feast. Bechard and Lecerf were there. Only…” I paused. Until now, Bleddyn’s only concern in not sharing more was to protect my secrets. If the Witch Hunters were still active, we needed to shut them down, and fast. I would gamble that Penda would help. He needed information to understand why he should.

      “Bechard was also a wizard,” I explained. “He created the illusion of spectres that terrorised the guests in our caer that night. Instead of stopping them, the Witch Hunters used magic to create them.”

      “Why the army, then?” Thea asked. She seemed to be taking my tale in stride.

      “They wanted Cadoc’s sword. They thought it was Arthur’s special sword.” I had to be careful here. “They staged a raid on our caer with their ally, Lord Fadog. It was an excuse to capture Lord Cadoc’s new wife. They knew he’d trade the sword for her. Only I interrupted their plans.”

      “You freed her!”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      Another turning point of incredible tales where I had to be very careful. I was too skilled with blades. How would I explain that they captured me? I couldn’t reveal that Lecerf had controlled me because I was undead too.

      “Do you know what a shifter is?”

      “Like a man that turns into a beast?” Thea smiled. “The old grans tell tales of them to scare the youngsters.”

      “Lecerf had a pet shifter, a tall Norseman, who could shift into bear form.”

      Thea gasped, then looked off to the side. “Wassa…” she whispered. Thea wrapped her arms across her chest. “She was assigned to the Norseman. He was the only one of their party who wanted a woman. She went with them the next day when they left.”

      “She never returned,” I ventured. It wasn’t a question.

      “Penda sent men to find them and caught up to them at an abandoned farmhouse. The blond one, he claimed she ran off the first night. But… the men stayed after the guilders moved on. They said they found blood between the floorboards. The soil under that room’s floor smelled of death. They found no corpse when they dug it up.”

      Thea shook for a moment. I wrapped my arms around her.

      “We would have heard of her if she lived,” Thea said and buried her face in my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry for your friend,” I said.

      “Can’t you show Penda the bodies of those wizards? I mean… I don’t know magic, but…”

      I shook my head. “Remember the staff the old one carried? It was full of magic.”

      “Show Penda that!” she said, straightening up. “Help us put that priest to the question and learn what happened to Wassa!”

      “That staff broke,” I said. “Or rather, I smashed my sword into it and broke it. The magic charred the battlefield and stripped the flesh from the wizards’ bones.”

      “But yet you lived? When you broke the staff?”

      “I’ve got a goddess and Lady Gwen watching my back,” I said.

      Thea leaned into me. I slid an arm around her again in comfort as she stared at the shuttered window. “Wassa…”

      I gave her another comforting squeeze.

      “Never had a goddess watching my back,” Thea whispered. “Why is she watching yours?”

      “If I knew that,” I said with a shrug, “I’d know who to slide a sword into and end the war that is coming.”
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            A Night of Practice

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked with Mihangel through the halls of the large complex that was Penda’s seat of governance. We nodded at the guard by the door to the main courtyard. Even Bleddyn didn’t keep a guard on the door at the keep. But he wasn’t ruling the Midlands of the Anglo side of the island.

      Mihangel led me to a large wooden hall, more of a barn. No animal odours greeted us. Instead the aroma of sweat, oil, steel, and blood leeched out of the wood and soil. Not much blood, but it was there. I knew from my centuries that even blunted training weapons could injure.

      Mihangel carried a candle and used it to light a lamp hanging from a crossbeam below the tall roof.

      Inside, the large practice floor was empty, ringed with a well-worn wooden railing. Weapons racks stood against the outer wall. Pole arms, axes, spears, and shields stood upright in the racks or hung from pegs. They weren’t what brought a smile to my face.

      Talian leaned against the railing, looking out into the darkness. He turned as we entered and lifted a long narrow pack by his feet.

      “Lady Mair,” he said. “Lord Emlyn told me to meet you here our first night. He said you’d want these.”

      “Thank you, my friend,” I said and gave him a hug before I took the bundle. Inside I found the two well-balanced steel practice swords Emlyn had Guto make for me. They were blunts, with rounded edges and tip, so Penda’s guards had let them into the compound.

      “May we do a few meditations?” Talian asked. “I’d rather be here than drinking and gambling with Siors.”

      “Get a practice sword and shield from the racks,” I said. I was happy he was interested enough in continuing when he could be gambling or carousing with the other men.

      I shifted my gaze to where Mihangel was lighting the last few lamps.

      “Care to join us, good brother?” I asked. “Or has the abbey removed all sense of weapons training from your mind?”

      “I not be that old, milady,” he said. He still carried his staff and leaned on it to favour his right leg. “But tonight, I’ll watch. Is this one a student of yours? Or Lord Emlyn’s?”

      “My friend Talian,” I said. “I owe him much, and sword training is the least I can repay him with.”

      That was the most I was willing to say. The dark recesses of the weapons hall gave plenty of room for a set of Lord Chamberlain’s ears to hide. A storeroom in the back held such a person, ready to report back to Lord Chamberlain of all that transpired here.

      “If I may observe,” Mihangel asked, “I’d like to watch some techniques you use.”

      “Please do so, my friend.” I waved him towards a bench and motioned Talian onto the wood chips and sawdust that coated the earthen floor.

      “Do you remember the last set I was teaching you?” I asked.

      Talian nodded. “Most,” he said.

      An hour later, sweat flecked his brow. I had been using both my blunt swords to push him to defend with a single blade and a buckler. He was getting better. Not at Afon’s level yet, but he could hold his own against most of Penllyn’s guard.

      I called a halt. Mihangel brought a bucket of water and a few cups. Talian dipped his cup into the bucket and took a deep drink. I took a cup and only partially filled it. Even water would come back up if I tried to swallow it. Mihangel didn’t know that, so I mimicked taking a long drink and swallowing.

      “I wondered if you’d be here,” a deep voice said from the shadows.

      “How long were you watching, Ludló?” I had sensed him enter about halfway through the session. It didn’t hurt to ask.

      “Long enough to see that you have been trained by Lord Emlyn,” he said. His eyes dropped to where I had the second practice weapon slid into my belt.

      “You still don’t believe a woman can be as good as Emlyn?”

      “You were at the abbey, unlike me,” he said. “I’ve fought next to Lord Emlyn. Tonight, I’ve only seen you wave your sword in those slow patterns he likes to play with.”

      “So I have to prove my skill?”

      “You don’t have to,” Ludló said. “Your choice.”

      I already knew what he had in mind.

      “Only you and I on the field?”

      Penda’s large guard captain shook his head. He put his fingers to his lips and whistled. The doors opened, and the men I had sensed outside filed into the weapons hall.

      “Emlyn handled a score of us when he first visited,” Ludló said. “You said you led the charge in the Battle at the Abbey. You should be able to handle half that again.”

      “As long as I don’t have to drop my trousers and compare who has the longest…”

      “Milady,” Brother Mihangel broke in, “you don’t have to take part in this.” The monk straightened and stood in front of Ludló. The guard captain had a hand of height on my friend but took a step back from the monk.

      “Battle Leader, this is my hall,” Ludló said, despite his retreat.

      “The hall belongs to Lady Mair,” Mihangel said. “Or did you forget that the trainer in charge of the floor controls the hall?”

      “My friend,” I asked, “will you marshal the floor for this match?”

      “Thirty against one isn’t a match, milady.”

      “Would you let Emlyn take them on?”

      Mihangel held my eyes and finally gave a nod.

      “I relinquish the floor to Brother Mihangel,” I pronounced as I pulled my leather gloves back on. The guards drifted about the hall, selecting weapons and shields. I did a quick headcount. Either I was off, or…

      I moved to the railing away from Ludló’s men and waved Talian over. After a few words, he retreated into the shadows behind the railing.

      The guard circled around me. Most had a shield and sword. A few had an axe or hammer. I’d need to watch out for the latter two. Even with the padding of layers of coarse cloth wrapped around their weapons, they would hurt if they hit. Since I didn’t bruise like a normal human, that could be problematic in a day or two.

      “No armour, milady?” Mihangel asked.

      “I move faster without it,” I said, raising both of my practice blades to salute him.

      “Blows to the arms or legs mean that appendage is useless,” Mihangel said. “Torso or head blows mean you are out of action. You drop where you are.” He turned and scanned the gathered men. “You will answer to me if any of you don’t respect the rules of the arena.”

      “Yes, Battle Leader,” they all intoned. Their respect for Mihangel impressed me.

      “Ready yourselves,” he commanded. I swooshed my blades out to complete my salute and dropped into my guard stance. I considered raising a wall of “dead” guards around me with the first wave. These men, however, were supposed to be the best. I wanted space to maneuver.

      “Begin!” Mihangel called and thrust his staff down. He back-pedalled out of the ring of fighters closing in around me. I faced Ludló until he was two paces away, then turned and struck fast, crossing my blades at two of the fighters behind me, sliding gut slashes in behind their shields.

      “Dead! Dead!” Mihangel called as my first two opponents hit the floor. I kept my momentum going to get out of the deadly ring they had made around me. A step. A minor shift to dodge, a parry with my blade.

      These men were faster and more skilled than the undead at the abbey. I kept to the upper limits of mortal speed. The best I could get was a finger’s width of space between me and their strikes. But that was enough. A miss was a miss. Two more slashes from my blades and I had a small pocket of peace for half a second.

      More men came at me. No rest for me tonight. I stepped into the mass and locked swords, cross guard to cross guard, to bind one blade with my off-hand weapon. I twisted around that man so he unwittingly blocked my back. A low slice across the thighs of another as his axe blow whistled above me. I made another thrust with my blade.

      “Legs… never mind, dead,” Mihangel called again.

      Another guard closed in quickly, even as the axeman dropped. I brought my off-hand blade out of the bind and into the new man’s side. My blade slid along between his wooden shield and his leather tunic with an almost-silent hiss. I stabbed behind me into the fighter I had bound blades with earlier.

      Another twist through the masses, more calls of “Dead! Dead!” from our marshal. I made it to the edge of the mass and had space behind me. Half the fighters were down for dead or dragging themselves forward without the use of one leg. Ludló still stood. He pointed his sword at me.

      Two of his men charged, two more right behind them. I dodged one swing, deflected the other out of line, and turned to slash the first man in the side.

      “Dead!”

      I dropped low under the third strike and used my momentum to leg-sweep the fourth. I dragged a blade across his neck as I rose and slashed into the fourth man’s side.

      “Dead! Dead!”

      The bowstring twanged even as I dodged sideways. Ludló’s surprise archer in the rafters. The tip of my blade, the fastest part of the sword, knocked the arrow out of line, pulling from my demon to make sure I connected with it.

      Another bowstring twanged from outside the railing. A man in the rafters cursed as the blunt, padded arrow from Talian’s bow thudded into him.

      “Dead, above!” Mihangel called.

      “She didn’t take him out!” Ludló bellowed.

      “If you can set a sniper,” Mihangel said, flashing me a smile, “so can she.”

      “She’s mine,” Ludló snarled, and moved towards me.

      One on one sounded fine. He had proved deceptive. I couldn’t relax.

      Ludló didn’t go for the kill. He kept his defence solid and tried to force me with his bulk and attack angle to leave my back open. The men behind me were sure to attack. He was slower than his best fighters, however. At least for now. I launched an off-hand strike at him and bound his blade long enough to spin behind him. He twisted to angle his shield edge at me. I had already sidestepped and slashed between two of his men. A slight step, and I faced Ludló again.

      “Dead! Dead!”

      Another step. Deflect a strike, bind a blade. Slash, thrust. My goal was to keep Ludló spinning to keep up with me while I thinned his support. I kept moving while Mihangel kept calling out the dead. Finally, I faced only the guard captain.

      He stepped over his men. Mihangel tapped a few with his staff to move aside and give us room on the floor.

      Ludló had reach on me. His sword, even though it was blunt steel from the practice arena, was long like Sawyl preferred. The tip would move fast. His recovery, however, would be a fraction slower. That should be enough. I wouldn’t underestimate his skill, though.

      Off-hand blade in front of me and my main hand above and back, I launched a main-hand strike to draw his shield, then added an off-hand strike to engage his blade. He read and caught my second main-hand strike by dropping his shield. I let him use his bulk to push me back a step.

      Ludló dropped an overhand blow at me and tried to add a shield punch. He stepped out too far. That extra finger width was all I need to bind his blade against mine, spin out of line of the shield, and slide my blade in against his belly. I jerked it back out as he gasped at the touch.

      Ludló collapsed to his knees, a shocked expression on his face. He fell forward onto his hands and his shoulders shook. I was concerned that I had gotten my weapon in behind his leather tunic and had injured him. Around us, the men began to laugh.

      “Mair! Mair! Mair!” echoed through the hall.

      I was glad they used my Cymry name. With a Witch Hunter in the compound, I didn’t need word of Maria getting around. Several of them carried clay pitchers. Others had mug handles looped in their hands. Each man grabbed a mug and sloshed ale into the vessel. Ludló grabbed two mugs and held them out to be filled. He passed me one.

      “I never thought I’d meet a man who could match or beat Lord Emlyn on this or any field,” he called, holding his mug aloft.

      “You still haven’t,” Mihangel said. He, too, had a mug.

      “No, I haven’t.” Ludló waved his mug and sloshed ale towards me. His face wide with a grin. “Who’d have thought the only man I believe to be his equal would be a woman?”

      “Mair, Mair, Mair!” the men chanted.

      They all raised their mugs. Most tilted back to drain the contents in one long pull. I raised my own enough to wet my lips.

      “At least we know one way to best her,” Ludló quipped. He grabbed my mug and drained it for me. “She can’t keep up with us when it comes to ale.”

      “That is true,” I said.

      The guard captain held his arm out towards me. Warrior to warrior. I took it and let him pull me in for the ritual hug and a pat on the back.

      The other men filed by and repeated the gesture. Thirty hugs later, I had smelled enough Mercian sweat to last me for the next year.

      “It was an honour to be defeated by a warrior of your skill, Lady Mair,” Ludló said. “Those of us without duty this shift will go raise a mug or four to your name.” He looked at me once and laughed. “It’s always the small ones to watch out for. You and the Battle Leader, and your man”—he waved at Talian, who was still sipping from his mug of ale—“are welcome to join us.”

      “Her drink is mead, Captain Ludló,” a voice said from the darkness at the edge of the weapons floor.
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            A Walk in the Moonlight

          

        

      

    

    
      The men in the hall all bowed as Penda strode into their midst. I glanced at Talian to wave him down, but he had already dropped to a knee. Being of farm stock had given him fast reflexes when a noble was around.

      Mihangel and I bowed, though not as low as Ludló. After six centuries, I didn’t put much stock in kings. The king of the land, however, was someone who could make my life difficult, so I gave all kings respect due their station until they proved themselves unworthy of it.

      “How long were you watching, Your Grace?” Mihangel asked.

      “I arrived just in time to watch you drop your stick and start the match,” Penda said. “Old friend, there is still room for you at my table.”

      “I’ve trained my replacements, Your Grace.” Mihangel shook his head. “My battle planning days are behind me.”

      “A monk’s life is not your way, Mihangel,” Penda responded. “But you have earned your rest.” He reached out to Mihangel and grasped his arm in the warrior way.

      “Milady.” The Mercian king tilted his head towards me. “You would do me a great honour if you would accompany me on a walk about the fort. I find my nights restless and enjoy exercise most evenings.”

      After the fight he witnessed, I wasn’t surprised he wanted to talk. I remembered, however, the conversation I’d had Thea. I wondered if that was why Penda was here now. To ask about the Witchers?

      “You flatter me, Your Grace,” I said. “I could use some night air.”

      He offered me his arm. I took a breath, reminding myself to appear mortal. The scent of power—not the musk of a warrior, something different—filled my nose. What had Bleddyn said on our ride into Tamworth? Penda was the closest thing Britannia had to Arthur in this age? Was this some sign from the goddess? I needed a moment to collect myself after that rush.

      I turned to Talian instead of answering. “Find a place for these on the wall,” I said and passed him the two practice swords.

      “I’ll show him where,” Ludló said and waved his mug towards a corner. “They’ll be there whenever you need them, milady.”

      “Thank you, captain.” I cocked my head towards Talian. Anything to get my mind off the Mercian king and his aura of power. Why was I sensitive to him like this? “Is there an hour or two free when I can have part of the floor here to train Talian?”

      “Our men rarely come in before midday, milady,” he replied. “I’ll leave word that the floor is yours each morning. Emlyn asked the same for his men whenever he came.”

      “Invite Siors and the others,” I told Talian. “I won’t expect them, however.” I stepped towards Penda. “My apologies,” I said.

      He held out his left arm again. No sword was on his belt. He trusted his men. Most kings did. Only when it was too late did they learn not to. And yet with the respect for him I observed in the surrounding men, I didn’t believe Penda had to worry about that.

      As I slid my arm through his and my fingers touched his bare arm, a charge pulsed where our flesh met. The sensation was like how I tingled when I touched Gwen or Emlyn. Energy of a shared connection.

      Once we were outside, only a single man followed us. A single guard for the King of Mercia.

      “Your people must respect you,” I ventured. “Or you are very trusting of them, Your Grace.”

      “Being a king sounds easy …” he began. “Every man seems to desire a crown. Little do they know how hard being a good king is. Being a man of my word, however, and protecting my people, that I can do, and do well.” He chuckled. “I figured out I didn’t need to worry about what a good king would do. I only had to do what I would do as a man of honour.”

      “You seem different,” I said. “The stories I’ve heard of your battles show you’re willing to get the task at hand done, then head home. Was it Cadwallon?” I paused, searching my memory for the tales Bleddyn had told.

      “Ah, Edwin’s fall,” Penda said and led me towards one of the dimmer sections near the walls of the inner fort. “Edwin had been almost as close as a foster brother. The same to King Cadwallon of Gwynedd. Many of us aided the dispossessed Edwin. None of that mattered when he took his throne back.”

      “He wasn’t a good king, then?” I asked.

      “Edwin turned out to not be a man of honour,” Penda replied, and he motioned for me to stay. He ducked into a small shed near a side gate to the compound. A few seconds later, he emerged holding a lamp, which hung from a metal loop. Men near the gate had a small fire going. They snapped to attention as he approached. He clapped them on the shoulders in greeting or took their hand in his. Comforting. Laughter drifted towards me.

      The guard who had been following us slid next to me. One man by the gate pulled a length of straw from a nearby pile and used it to transfer flame to Penda’s lamp.

      “The men like him,” I said to a guard near me.

      “He is good for Mercia,” he said. “We all appreciate his dedication to the people.”

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      The man next to me was an average Saxon, with a dark bushy beard and curly dark hair. As Penda returned, his lamp shed enough light that I could see the grey streaks highlighting both his beard and his temples.

      “Baldwin, milady,” he said before he stepped back into the shadows.

      “My apologies, milady,” Penda said. He held the small lamp in his right hand and offered me his left elbow again. I slid my hand in, careful to keep my touch on the fabric. I didn’t need to get the charge from his skin again. He sizzled with power. Not undead or shifter power—this was something different. As though his confidence was the result of divine providence.

      We continued along into the dark along the inner fortifications.

      “I enjoy the evening breeze, when we don’t get the biting winter winds,” he said. “And this allows me to greet the men who have duty each night. You were asking about Cadwallon?”

      “Yes. Interesting that you formed an alliance with a Cymry king, let alone one of a different religion. You are a pagan, are you not?”

      Penda chuckled. “Being a good king doesn’t mean being religious,” he said. “Cadwallon’s faith, or lack of it, mattered not. We formed an alliance because we had the same goal: to put an end to Edwin’s aggressions against our people.”

      “Your priests don’t mind mixing Woden and Thunor with all the Roman saints?” I asked. Woden was the Saxon’s father-god, Thunor one of his sons.

      “I don’t care what my priests think,” Penda said, a smile forming on his lips. “They give their counsel before I decide Mercia’s actions. Then they support that decision, or I find new priests.”

      “The Roman bishops and priests seem more concerned that the kings of each land listen to them,” I said.

      “Your brother has a unique relationship with his local bishop,” Penda said. “Even the rest of the Cymry Church pulled their support from Cadwallon once he rampaged against Edwin’s people. The commoners were not to blame for Edwin. It’s no wonder that Cadwallon got the end he deserved. I almost sent Oswald a tribute for getting rid of him. Bleddyn’s father was wise enough to come back with me. We left Cadwallon and Oswald to argue over who should be a head shorter. Only the lords of Gwynedd who owed allegiance to Cadwallon stayed with him on his rampage, though many slunk away the first chance they had. I miss neither Edwin nor Cadwallon.”

      “Divine justice served?” I asked.

      We had shifted towards a bend in the walls. Another shed stood against the wooden and earth walls, with a ladder up to a raised platform just beyond. The feeble light of Penda’s lamp lit a familiar face.

      “Just leave me alone!” Dunstan hissed. Then his eye recognised Penda. He hastily bowed.

      “Is there a problem, son?”

      “He wants to avoid me,” I said, sighing. “Did you hear of the shadow of darkness that attacked us when Dunstan here”—I waved towards the young man—“and two others of Lord Cenric’s men were gaining their swords?” Even now, at the memory of that creature, I felt the prickles on the back of my neck. That faded quickly, though.

      “Ah, yes,” Penda said. “There is no shame to in your actions, young man. I’ve seen Lady Mair and her swords take on a score and a half of our best men. She bested them all.”

      Dunstan kept his eyes fixed on the ground and shrugged.

      “I told Lord Cenric that we would have your ringing ceremony tomorrow evening,” Penda said and clapped the young man on his arm. “You and the others be sure to visit the baths before that. We don’t need more stench of unwashed warriors in the great hall tomorrow. The others in Cenric’s retinue already forget that water is for cleaning and not just making ale.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Dunstan said. He glanced once at Penda and quickly shifted his gaze back down.

      “On your way,” Penda said. “Go tell the others about the baths. Thunor knows that may be the only time they remember to visit them.”

      Dunstan gave another bow and stepped to the side so we could get by.

      Once we were past, he jogged back towards the main section of the compound.

      “The reports of that encounter seem…” Penda said. He paused, searching for the right term.

      “Incredulous?” I prompted. “I still don’t believe what I saw. I don’t even know what it was.”

      “I heard from Cenric that it was you who ran out of the cave, with your sword aglow, to give the creature chase. He said you left balls of light hanging in the air with neither lamp nor candle. I only know of one other woman who could do such magic.”

      I stayed quiet, not sure how to respond.

      “You and Lady Gwen seem to have similar traits.” He stopped and turned towards me. “Why is that?”

      “We share the same goddess,” I said. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have.

      “Neither my priests, of what you would call the pagan religion, nor your Roman priests can make balls of light,” Penda said. “The only sword I have ever heard of that glows was Arthur’s, and he’s been dead for a century now. How?”

      Penda’s eyes probed my face. I sighed again and raised my hand. I reached down for the cord to the goddess and pulled just enough energy for a small ball of light. Barely brighter than a candle flame.

      “Like this, Your Grace,” I said.

      His eyes widened. “Gods were something I only paid lip service to,” he whispered. You say this is from your goddess?”

      “I’ve met her a few times, usually in dreams,” I said. “However, I’ve met her in person a few times.”

      “What does this goddess of yours look like?” he asked. Just over his shoulder, the extra light from my small orb penetrated far enough to illuminate Baldwin. And something else.

      “GWEN!” I shouted in my mind. I shoved Penda off to the side and cried out to the guards.
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      Baldwin drew his blade as my eyes and shout gave away trouble. He spun with his sword barely clear of its scabbard before the creature was upon him.

      Fur, teeth, and claws flashed in the night.

      Deodamnatus! Another shifter. And me without a sword.

      Baldwin tried to slice it with his blade. A lupine face snapped at his neck. He twisted to avoid the fangs, and his blade flashed in the light on the far side, out of my reach. He scored a hit. It wouldn’t do much harm, however. Shifters healed fast.

      “Dearest?” I felt Gwen and Seren link to my thoughts, so I shared my vision with them.

      “Oh dear,” Seren sent.

      Baldwin blocked a blow and stepped in front of Penda and myself. He lunged in before I could warn him not to.

      A blood drenched clawed hand erupted from Baldwin’s back as he lurched forward. Baldwin’s gasp and cry turned to a frothy wheeze as he shook. The shifter growled and flung the dying guard towards the wall.

      I pumped my hand full of energy and flung the glowing orb at the wolf creature. The orb didn’t fly so much as drift lazily through the air. I cursed at it to move faster. The ball of light ignored me.

      The orb lit up my adversary. Shape partially human, it had a wolf’s face and long hairy legs and arms, covered only by a stained and dirt-encrusted tunic. Jet-black eyes glared back at me. They should have been wolf eyes to match the rest of the half-human form.

      It snarled and dodged the orb. The creature used its momentum to swing around and launch a kick at me.

      Crap, it was fast. I pulled energy from my blood demon and spun out of the way, sliding on the damp grass with unsure footing. I went down, tumbling below the arc of its clawed foot.

      The creature would be on Penda if I didn’t rise. Damn! I wanted a sword. Baldwin’s blade was under his corpse, in the wrong direction from Penda.

      The ground in front of me glowed white. A rock? No, a round gem. A red serpentine figure looked out at me, then flashed back into the mist inside the gem. I had last seen that little red dragon in the gem when I wielded The Lady’s sword at the Battle of the Abbey.

      I pushed myself to my knees, and my right hand grabbed the gem. The hilt under it slid into my palm. I thrusted my legs out and pulled the Sword of Light from the ground with a rasp of steel on stone. The creature’s yellow eyes darted between Penda and my glowing sword. It snatched at the blade as I lunged in. Fast, again.

      Damn!

      “Guards! To me!” Penda bellowed from the grass.

      I pulled blood energy and twisted back away from another slash of the creature’s claws. Penda sucked in a breath. He called again.

      The Sword glowed with The Lady’s divine energy. I plunged it straight at the shifter to see which way it dodged. To my left. Another thrust, and it sidestepped again. Away from Penda. I dodged a swipe and stepped in front of Penda.

      “Guards!” Penda bellowed and struggled to his feet. “To me! Guards!” he yelled, and repeated yet again, giving them a sound trail to follow. Penda moved along the wall towards Baldwin’s crumpled form.

      I sidestepped towards Penda, trying to keep myself between him and the shifter. The creature slashed at me, a low growl echoing from its chest.

      Penda was beside me, Baldwin’s sword in hand before him. He lunged in and slashed at the creature. It sidestepped, so I sliced the Sword of Light at it. The shifter yelped as the glowing metal bit into its flesh.

      “Your blade can’t hurt it,” I said to Penda and pivoted for another strike. Feet pounded behind us as men—probably the ones from the small gate—charged in.

      The creature was fast. It leapt backward then up. With this many witnesses, I didn’t want to pull blood energy to use my undead speed. The creature jumped over the wall.

      “What was that thing?” one of the guards croaked. Then he recognised Penda. “Are you injured, Your Grace?”

      “I’m fine, thanks to Lady Mair,” Penda said.

      More men came running, their breathing laboured. Their blades were naked in the night.

      “Get a search party,” Penda said to the new men. “A creature, a beast…”

      “A shapeshifter,” I added. “Half human, half wolf.”

      “Headed down into the village,” Penda said. “Get more men, at least a score. Search the village.”

      “It could shift back to human,” I said. The newer men looked puzzled and unsure.

      “Lady Mair speaks the truth,” Penda said, his voice firm. He did glance at me with an eyebrow raised in question. Shifters weren’t common knowledge, and his look let me know he wasn’t sure about them or about what I had just said.

      “Look for anyone who is bleeding. Sword wounds to the torso.” I pointed to my own side, at the two spots I had connected with the shifter. “Be warned, though, your blades won’t damage it.”

      I realised my blade still glowed. The men were staring at it. I gave a mental command to stop. The light dimmed.

      “What will, then?” one man asked. “We can’t all make our swords glow like that.”

      “Magic,” I said. “Or silver. Do you have any weapons made of silver?”

      “The metal is too soft to hold in a fight,” Penda said. “And too valuable to make into flimsy blades of no use.”

      “Then don’t engage it,” I said. “Work to drive it from the town.”

      Penda weighed my words, then gave a curt not to his men. “Do as she says. I don’t want our people hurt. One man dead is too many for tonight.”

      More men were pounding towards us, blades out. I recognised a few of the ones I had faced on the practice floor. Ludló was among them.

      “I heard the orders, Your Grace,” he said. The guard captain began dispatching his men to the tasks Penda set. Once the men moved away to their tasks, he turned towards me.

      “Now how did you come by a sword, milady?”

      “I have a goddess who likes me,” I said and shrugged. At least the Sword of Light wasn’t glowing anymore.

      Behind Ludló, two men straightened Baldwin’s body and draped a cloak over his still form. Penda retrieved his lantern; the candle had somehow stayed lit through all of that commotion.

      “However she found it,” Penda said, “Lady Mair may carry weapons in all of Mercia, including this compound and our keep. You would have a new king to crown if she hadn’t pulled it from the ground.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Ludló said and glanced at me. “You seem to have a knack for making blades glow, milady. Why is that?”

      “Pledge yourself as a disciple of an ancient Celtic goddess,” I said, “and she might let you do the same.” I glanced at his chest. A hammer of Thunor hung from a cord around his neck.

      “Should I meet your goddess, I will ask about that,” he said and chuckled. “You are full of surprises, milady.” He nodded at me, then lengthened it towards Penda. “I will remain with you, Your Grace, until you are safely back at the keep.”

      “Do you have shape-shifters here?” I asked as we headed back towards the keep.

      “Tales of them to scare the children,” Penda said, then he let the conversation fade.

      “Any wolf-shifters in Cymru?” I asked Gwen.

      “There was one small pack when Arthur was King,” Gwen sent. “But he and his men hunted them down.” She paused. “It’s possible that a pack member might have escaped. Ruadh said shifters can live long lives when their kin aren’t trying to kill them off.”

      “So the only shifters in Briton are Ruadh’s family of bears?” I asked.

      “That I am aware of,” Gwen cautioned. “Even with our connection to The Lady, there is much we may not know of.”

      “Should I head to Mercia,” Seren asked, “I could bring Ruadh to hunt for the rogue shifter.”

      “No. If Penda’s men are going to be searching,” I sent, “I don’t want our friend being mistaken for the other shifter. How are Enid and the babies doing?”

      “Well enough,” Seren sent. “My brother is having some sleepless nights. He’s worried about them and wakes every time they do. Silly man can’t do anything to feed them, but he gets up anyway.”

      “Then perhaps you can stay there,” I suggested. “If Penda has need of Ruadh’s skills, I’ll let you know. I don’t want to share his secret unless we have to.”

      I glanced at Penda as we walked side by side. He hadn’t offered me his arm again. He still held Baldwin’s blade in hand. I carried the Sword of Light. And I had no scabbard to sheathe it.

      “What am I supposed to do with this sword?” I sent to Gwen. “And how did it appear right where I’d need it?”

      “The Lady would be able to answer the latter question better than I can,” Gwen sent. “I suspect she knew her champion was without a blade and in dire need of one.”

      I sighed across our link. “I am her champion, aren’t I?”
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      Ludló ran ahead to jerk the door to the keep open for Penda. He glanced down at my blade as I passed him. His eyes were wide, but he kept his face expressionless. Perhaps Arthur’s sword had more of a reputation than I realized.

      “Lady Mair needs a sheath for that blade,” Penda said. “Return her other blade as well.”

      “I’ll see to it straight away, Your Grace,” he said and shut the door behind us.

      The floor here in the entryway was flagstone, with a short flight of stairs leading up to the broad planks of the wooden hallway. Off to the side was the storeroom where he had stored my blade earlier.

      “Is that Arthur’s sword?” Penda asked. “May I see it?”

      I held it out towards him. He raised his hands, then shook his head.

      “Perhaps you had best hold it,” the Mercian king said. “I remember the bard’s tales of what happened to Arthur. I have no desire to be King of all Britannia like him.”

      “We don’t have an extra scabbard to fit a blade that long here,” Ludló said when he returned, waving towards the Sword of Light. Penda was peering at the gem. My little friend the red dragon was swimming through the mists, staring at the king. I swear the little serpent looked back over his shoulder at me and winked before he began his undulations again.

      “Curious,” Penda said. His hand was close to the gem, finger extended. He touched it and jerked back as if he expected the dragon to bite.

      “I’m not sure we should store that blade here,” Ludló said. His eyes wouldn’t leave the sword. “The Roman priests will want to get their hands on it,” he explained.

      “Damn, I forgot about them,” I said and flipped the blade, point down, on a flagstone. I had an idea, but I didn’t want an audience while I tested it. The little dragon, however, looked at me and nodded. I pushed down.

      The stone underneath the sword was like butter, and the sword sank into the rock. A thin white glow pulsed where the blade and stone met. Ludló gasped. I glanced at Penda and tried to pretend I knew what I was doing. This surprised even me. Even though I had twice pulled the sword from the ground, I hadn’t expected to push a metal blade through a solid piece of stone.

      I paused with the sword about halfway in. It would be easier to push if I knelt.

      “Won’t someone be able to dig it up?” Penda asked.

      “Give it a pull,” I suggested and took my hands off it.

      He shook his head.

      “May I, Your Grace?” Ludló asked. “This may be the only time I may touch this blade.”

      Penda gave a nod. He stood back and grinned as his captain put a foot on either side of the weapon, then wrapped both hands around the hilt. He strained and pulled. I could see my little red friend in the gem. He seemed entertained as Ludló strained. The sword refused to budge.

      The guard captain shook his head and stepped back.

      I placed my hand on top of the pommel gem and pushed until the entire sword had been swallowed by the flagstone. Not a mark, not a ripple showed where the sword had just been.

      “What’s keeping someone from digging up the stone?” the guard captain asked.

      Penda cleared his throat. “I wasn’t going to tell anyone where Lady Mair put the blade. Were you?”

      “No, Your Grace,” he said.

      “Good. I’d prefer not to have everyone digging around this entryway.”

      “The sword is back with my goddess,” I said.

      Penda looked at me. “You’re sure the sword isn’t under the stone?”

      “Yes, it is with The Lady,” Gwen sent. I had forgotten that I had left my connection open.

      “My goddess isn’t careless enough to leave a sword like that under your flagstones,” I said, tucking Soul’s scabbard through my Celtic sash. The blade on my hip completed me, and I felt whole again.

      Penda flagged down a lone servant from down the hallway.

      “Send word to Lord Penllyn to meet in my study tonight at his earliest convenience,” Penda. “Also, request Lord Lazlow and Lord Chamberlain attend as well. And send for our former battle leader, Brother Mihangel. We should probably have someone from one of the churches there. His presence may be enough to keep those fools of Paeda’s away from us.”

      The servant scurried away, and Penda offered me his arm. He passed Baldwin’s blood-covered blade to Ludló. “Baldwin’s blade,” he said. “Did he have a son?”

      “No, Your Grace,” the captain said. “We will clean it for his cremation.”

      “You’re not sending the blade into the afterlife with him, are you?”

      “No, another warrior will get it,” Ludló said. “From what you told me on the walk back, Baldwin died with honour, and he is dining in Woden’s hall tonight.”
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      “Any word yet?” Penda asked Lord Chamberlain. The spymaster was the last of Penda’s advisors to arrive.

      “Of the creature that attacked you?” He shook his head. “Ludló’s men are still working cottage to cottage and searching. So far, nothing. Only a few people reported hearing anything strange. No one opened a door to investigate the sounds.”

      Bleddyn sat next to me, his fingers steepled as he often did when he pondered issues. He sat near the central hearth, a raised fire ring in the centre of the room. Smoke drifted up towards the smoke hole in the roof overhead. Penda sat to the other side of the hearth, and our chairs stood in a semi-circle. Penda anchored one end, and Bleddyn the other, across from the Mercian king.

      “I’ve never heard of these shifters outside of old gran tales,” Mihangel said. He glanced my way. “If Lady Mair says she fought one before, and Your Grace”—he nodded at Penda—“says that he saw one tonight, then I believe they are real.”

      “When my cousin finishes the sweep of the town,” another man said, “we need to be ready to plan what to do if it’s not found.” Like all Saxon men, he wore a dark beard. He was tall, like Penda and Bleddyn, but stout. Barrel chested with thick arms and legs.

      “Lord Lazlow,” Bleddyn said, “if this creature is anything like the one that almost killed me, you’ll search and not find it.”

      “How do we find it, then?” the man asked. “I can’t plan a battle if I don’t know where to fight, or when.”

      “That’s the part of the job I always hated,” Mihangel said. He sat next to me and rotated his cup between his hands.

      Bleddyn glanced at me. Before I could respond, Lord Chamberlain leaned forward.

      “I heard a most interesting tale about your battles in Penllyn, milord,” he said, then he turned and grinned at me. “Lady Mair went outside of protocol and made my agent most uncomfortable with the telling.”

      “You’ll be sharing those tales, correct?” Lazlow asked. He leaned forward, towards the spymaster.

      “Lady Mair and Lord Penllyn can tell their own tales, Lazlow,” Chamberlain said with a slight grin.

      Bleddyn stayed quiet. I assumed he was wondering what I had volunteered. My secrets were wound too tightly into the stories of the shifter and the Witch Hunters. Bleddyn was smart, and he would be cautious with any information he doled out in this meeting.

      I looked at Penda, then darted my gaze to Lazlow and back. Penda gave me a small nod. I hoped that meant I could trust Lazlow with the same information I had shared with Thea.

      “The shifter we fought was tied into the Witch Hunter’s guild,” I said. “The two leaders of the guild were both wizards. One of them controlled the shifter.”

      “The same one that attacked tonight?” Lazlow asked.

      “No, this shifter is not the same one. Do you remember Seeker Bechard and the old man he had with him?”

      “And several guards, including a blond Norseman,” Lazlow said.

      “The Norseman was a shifter, a bear,” I said. “He found Bleddyn in a cave and attacked. We lost Rhys. Bleddyn almost died from the wounds.”

      “Ah,” Chamberlain said. “That explains the reports of the bear attack from last year. I hadn’t pieced that part together until I heard from my agent tonight.”

      “So a person who becomes a bear… or a wolf?” Lazlow asked.

      “Only one,” I said. “The animal shape depends on what caused the curse that makes the person into a shifter.”

      “So this shifter isn’t related to the other one?” Lazlow asked.

      “I don’t see how,” I said. “If Lecerf’s pet shifter injured someone and passed on the curse, they’d be a bear, like him, not a wolf like the one tonight.”

      “The old tales say they have to shift when the moon is full. Is that true?” Penda asked. “Tonight would have been the first of the full moon nights.”

      “Yes, they’re tied to the moon,” I said. “They can shift anytime they want, however. And the transformation doesn’t need to be total. That’s what we saw tonight. Someone in between their human and their full animal form.”

      The door to Penda’s study opened with a thud.

      “Father,” Paeda exclaimed. All of us in the room stood for the Anglian king’s entry, except for Penda. “I heard of the attack. Are you injured?”

      “I am fine,” Penda said and waved us all back into our chairs. He looked at the two men who had followed Paeda into the room. The priest from Ruadh’s homeland was the last one in. He eased the door closed behind their party.

      Bleddyn set his cup on the small table between us, then laid his hand on my forearm. Comforting. It wasn’t enough.

      “The Lord favours you to have escaped unharmed,” the Witch Hunter said. His eyes scanned the room and seemed to stop on me for a second, then slid off. “Such ferocious beasts are best dealt with by my guild. I should send word to Canterbury and ask for a score of our guild members to come aid in the hunt.”

      My stomach flipped, and my leg twitched with an urge to stand. To run. Witch Hunters. I didn’t need them anywhere close.
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      Bleddyn kept a warning hand on my forearm, his grip tight. He must have known where my thoughts were heading. If I ran a sword through this guilder, he wouldn’t be able to send that request for reinforcements.

      “Perhaps we can discuss your guild later, good priest,” Lord Chamberlain said. “His Grace will have to learn much about the activities of your men before he can make such a decision.”

      “I’ve already requested their presence in Middle Anglia,” Paeda said.

      “Your kingdom is your prerogative, my son,” Penda said, his tone flat. “We are still investigating tonight’s event. Ludló has his men searching even now.”

      “This beast, Your Grace,” the Witch Hunter priest said, “can you describe it?”

      “Wolf-like,” Penda said. “Large.”

      Smart man. He was being coy.

      “We heard that it shifted from man to beast,” Paeda interjected. “Is this true?”

      The Witch Hunter nodded. “Our men carry weapons made of a metal that can harm such creatures, whereas your blades cannot harm it.”

      “Father Adda speaks wisdom,” Paeda declared.

      “Perhaps we can speak of these additional men later, good father,” Lord Chamberlain interjected, his voice smooth, calming.

      “If the creature is indeed one of those cursed with the shifting disease, you’ll need our help,” Father Adda insisted.

      “Funny,” Penda said, his eyes sliding towards me then darting back up to his son and the Witch Hunter, “we didn’t have a problem driving it off tonight.”

      “Father Adda has been telling me of all manner of beasts and creatures cursed by the Lord, and how his guild can free their souls to be at peace,” Paeda said. “I had hoped we could have this discussion in private tomorrow, Father.” His eyes darted around the room. They stopped on me for a second, then dropped to Soul in her scabbard on my belt.

      “Evidently,” Penda said, his voice even, but a chill in his tone, “Oswiu had more of an impact on you than I imagined possible. Or was it the sight of his daughter?”

      “Lady Alchflaed and I shall wed in a fortnight,” Paeda said. “Just as you requested. I was fortunate to learn the true way, the true faith, while I was there. Father Adda, along with Father Diuma”—he tilted his head to the Northlander priest standing by the door, still quiet—“and Fathers Cedd and Betti will help me share the news with the people of Middle Anglia. There will be baptisms in the new faith across the kingdom by the end of summer.”

      “We shall discuss this in the morning,” Penda said. His lips were tight.

      Paeda must have read his father’s mood. His cheeks went scarlet. He was smart enough to nod his head in a bow.

      “With your leave, then, Father, we shall meet in the morning.”

      Penda nodded once. His son spun on his heel. Diuma, the Northlander priest, eased the door open in time for Paeda to stride through. Father Adda turned. Before leaving, however, he realised he was in the presence of a high king. He nodded a short bow towards Penda. Only Diuma gave a proper bow to the Mercian king before he, too, exited.

      “Weapons of special metals?” Penda asked, his eyes sliding between me and Bleddyn. “What have you not told me, my friends?”

      Bleddyn let out a slow breath. Before he could respond, I decided I’d better be the one to lead this part of the conversation.

      “Silver, Your Grace,” I said. “As we discussed in the yard.”

      Lazlow scoffed. “That metal won’t hold an edge, it’s too soft. You can’t make an alloy with it, at least not with iron.”

      “Actually, the Witch Hunters can,” I said.

      “How?” Penda asked. “What Lazlow said is true. Silver can’t alloy with iron.”

      “Magic.” I shrugged. “The Seeker and his toady, that Lecerf with the staff, were both wizards. At the abbey, we had to fight through illusions as well as their armies.”

      “Please, milady,” Lazlow said. “Threats of magic is what the priests of any religion use to scare the people into believing.”

      “No, my friend,” Penda said. “If you had seen the creature, and how it killed Baldwin tonight, you’d heed Lady Mair’s words.”

      “When Emlyn got close to the guild’s Seeker,” I said, giving Lazlow my best I’m a nice girl and wouldn’t lie smile, “the Seeker cast a spell that duplicated himself half a dozen times. Emlyn had to slice four of the magic copies before his swords found real flesh and blood.”

      “Tricks to scare the populace,” Lazlow declared, stopping just short of calling me a liar.

      I felt Gwen chuckle in my mind. Leaving my connection open to her and Seren was the fastest way to share information about tonight with them. They could see what I saw and hear what I heard.

      “I believe Lady Mair after what I saw tonight,” Penda added. He avoided mentioning Arthur’s sword and how I had pulled it from the ground.

      “Wolves that turn into humans, people duplicating themselves.” Lazlow scoffed again, then stood and paced the length of the room. “We need to find the beast and slide good Mercian steel into it.”

      “That won’t do more than enrage it,” I said.

      “I’ll believe in your magic when I see it, milady,” he said. He reached the end of his path next to me, spun on his heel, and turned towards the other end of the chamber.

      I sighed.

      “Go ahead, dearest,” Gwen’s voice came into my mind. “He’s Penda’s top advisor next to Lord Chamberlain. We need him to understand what he’s facing before his stubborn nature gets too many of Penda’s people killed.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Penda has witnessed me summon healing magic before, many years ago,” Gwen added. “Even Lord Chamberlain was there to see it. Lazlow is the only one not aware. He needs evidence to accept facts.”

      Once Lazlow spun again at the far end of his pacing, I held up a hand to stop him. I opened my hand and willed a ball of light into it. I used the trick Iolo had showed me and shifted its colour to a reddish-gold. Bleddyn gave one of his whistles of surprise. Penda had an eyebrow cocked at me. Lazlow was shaking his head.

      “A trick,” he said.

      Only Lord Chamberlain seemed stoic in the face of my little miracle. “I’ve only seen one other person conjure such a light,” Lord Chamberlain said. “You have the same connection to Lady Gwen’s goddess?”

      I smiled sweetly at him and gave a nod. Lazlow’s eyes were still on me. I made a show of blowing onto the ball of light like I might blow seeds from a dandelion, and the ball drifted to the doubting lord and hovered just in front of his nose. He stepped sideways, and the ball followed. It hovered right in front of his face.

      “The evidence is before you, milord,” I said.

      Bleddyn chuckled, and Penda grinned. Lazlow stepped again, and the ball stayed right in front of him.

      “Hilarious, milady,” Lazlow said and swatted at the orb. His hand passed right through it without even a ripple. Lazlow took two quick steps, then turned. The ball could almost keep up, and it drifted back into place in front of Lazlow’s nose a beat behind the lord’s movement. Penda chuckled.

      Lazlow tried to return to his chair. The light stayed in his face, and he stumbled as he reached out to where he thought the chair was. He almost tripped over it in his agitation.

      “Lady Mair,” Penda said, “I need his counsel.”

      “Very well, Your Grace,” I said and waved the light ball so it rested above Lazlow’s head. It didn’t go away. I wanted him to have a reminder for a while longer. Seren’s snicker drifted across our mental link.

      “Penllyn women are strong willed, Lord Lazlow,” Bleddyn said.

      “That’s why you come to visit Mercia each summer, then?” Lazlow said, grinning. However, caution crept back onto his face.

      “My friends,” Penda interjected, “I sense there is more to the story of these magic silver weapons.”

      “They are not magical in themselves,” I said. “Someone made them with magic.”

      “Guto, our smith,” Bleddyn added, “has been trying to unmake one since last fall. He cannot get his fires hot enough to melt the metal. I’ve seen him pull one such blade from a crucible that melted the best of his steel. The silver blade came out whole, not even red hot.”

      “What trade do you desire for some of those weapons, my friend?” Penda asked. “How many and what kind can you spare?”

      Bleddyn looked at me. I felt as though a pwca was jumping on my belly. I didn’t want those silver weapons out of Penllyn. Especially not while the Witch Hunters roamed Britannia with even more of the silver blades.

      “Uncle says that we have a dozen seaxes we can spare from that lot,” Seren sent after a pause. “He wants to keep all the swords.” She paused, then added, “I’m sorry, Mair, I know you want them destroyed. But Uncle says you can’t be everywhere to fight every monster. We have to protect the people.”

      Damn it! She and Emlyn were right.

      “Emlyn might part with half a score of the seaxes,” I said.

      Bleddyn kept his eyes on me. He knew how Gwen, Seren, and I communicated. He’d realise I was getting information from Seren and Emlyn.

      “We can send a bird, or a messenger,” Penda said. “I’d like to get those blades here as soon as possible. Without that priest’s involvement.”

      Penda didn’t realise it, but he was earning my gratitude by cutting the guild out of the preparations.

      “What do we need to make your Roman warm floors?” Bleddyn asked me. He smiled, knowing he was buying my acquiescence. I wasn’t happy. However, I’d take the offer.

      “Tile and concrete for the floors,” I said.

      Penda looked puzzled at that.

      “Ah, a hypocaust.” Lord Chamberlain grinned. “You must have travelled the continent, milady. I don’t recall any examples of that system in Meron.”

      The spymaster’s revelation that he had already tracked down my titles from the continent didn’t surprise me. My hope was that he’d stopped with the most recent of them. Six centuries had given me many such titles.

      “Hypocaust?” Penda asked.

      “A Roman system used to heat public buildings, such as baths,” I said with a glance towards Lord Chamberlain. “Keep your fires under the floors and let the heat rise through the building while you use a chimney to move the smoke away from the living areas.”

      “You’ll set fire to your buildings!” Lazlow declared. “We build with wood here.”

      “That’s why the floors are stone, tile, and concrete,” I said again. “I asked my late husband to send his factors to research them. Meron was in the north of Francia. I dread a cold floor in the winter. The warmth is always by my head, and my feet get cold.”

      “Ahhh…” Penda said, then he let his gaze slide to Bleddyn. “We can build a tileworks here in Tamworth. Would a season’s worth of tiles offset the cost of that much magical silver?”

      “Perhaps,” Bleddyn said. “I’m not familiar with concrete construction. Do you have anyone here who we could borrow for a year to share their knowledge with my masons?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Penda said. “Concrete-making died out with the Romans here in Britannia. Lord Chamberlain?”

      “None I am aware of, Your Grace,” he said. “I can inquire through my agents on the continent. But that might take several months.”

      “I can share what I remember of the research and experiment until we find the right combinations.” I said. “You’ll need to build a large kiln to burn some lime.”

      “We can do that on Penllyn land,” Bleddyn said. “Perhaps we’ll start with Caer Penllyn’s keep for these hot floors of yours.” He gave me a smile and patted my arm.

      “Milady,” Lazlow’s voice intruded, “if you are done discussing how to warm your feet?” He pointed at the light above his head.

      I laughed and waved at the ball. It drifted back towards me, and I poked it with my finger to make it disappear.

      “Dearest,” Gwen sent, “I love you, but you have a knack for showing off when it’s not needed.”
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      Bleddyn and I stood outside his door, his hand on the latch. He turned before opening it.

      “I’ll send Siors and the men back to Penllyn in the morning to fetch those seaxes for Penda,” he said. Although he kept his voice quiet, it still drifted in the empty hallway. “Perhaps the bird Penda and I sent will arrive to let Emlyn know to meet Siors as quickly as possible with them.” His smile was coy, but his eyes flicked towards the door to my room. Thea might be in the bed there. I doubted she was sleeping.

      “Oh, I’m sure the bird will alert Emlyn in time,” I said. Seren had already let me know that Sawyl and a few men would ride out to meet Siors halfway. “I’d like Talian to stay here.”

      “Enjoy your evening,” he said. Then he waited until I turned away before he opened his door. The lightest whiff of roses drifted from his chamber once more.

      A few hours later, I eased out of bed. The sleep command I had left in Thea’s mind would dissipate in a few hours, about the time the sun rose. She’d have no idea I had used my undead nature to cloud her memory of our time entwined on the bed, body against body. Like the bite marks on her neck had already faded and healed, my undead magic helped me hide the wound where I had fed from her.

      I didn’t need the lamp to see as I found my sword clothes. Tunic, trousers, and boots. My hand had just closed on Soul’s scabbard and belt when I heard something rub against the wood outside the window. I reached out with my mind, expecting to find another of Lord Chamberlain’s “ears”.

      Instead I sensed nothing. No one there. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Like they had a year before when Onion Breath and Hunchback were pursuing me across Britannia.

      I kept my scabbard, with Soul in it, in hand and rose as though I was heading towards the water basin on the small table. That let me step out of line from the window. I slid towards the shutters. Drapes hung across the inside of the window, and the shutters were barred from the inside. There were always cracks, though. I wrapped my fingers around Soul’s hilt, ready to pull it forth.

      Was there something beyond the shutters? Something I could not sense? I paused and let my ears search the night. All I heard was Thea’s gentle breathing, along with that of Bleddyn and his companion in the next room. This late at night, Penda’s fort stood silent. The night was still too chilly for insects to be about.

      The drape barely rustled as I eased it aside. I looked down through the slit at the bottom of the window. There was enough of a gap there for me to see the ground. Bare, rocky soil lay below. Nothing else. I could smell the soil and Thea’s own odours. Sweat mixed with the fun activities we had enjoyed earlier.

      “You’re getting old,” I muttered to myself. “Witch Hunters in the compound, so now you’re paranoid.”
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        * * *

      

      My connection to the goddess hummed. The sun crested the horizon. People would be up and moving about soon. For now, I and a few guards were the only ones awake.

      The door to the weapons hall creaked open while I moved through the sword meditations. Talian, as expected, headed into the hall. He would wait, like he always did, for me to finish my set before he stepped onto the practice floor.

      When I stopped and waved him out, he already had his blunt practice sword and buckler in hand.

      “Good,” I said. “Let us start with the meditations we ran before Ludló and his men interrupted us.”

      Talian hesitated. “Did you need me to stay here with you?” he asked. “Siors is taking the other men back to Penllyn this morning. Shouldn’t I go with him?”

      I sent my mind around the practice hall. This early, no one else was here yet, not even Lord Chamberlain’s sets of ears.

      “Yes, I need your help,” I said. “My diet…”

      “Ah,” he said.

      “Worried that you were getting passed over for duty because you’re not ready?”

      Talian looked at his feet, his cheeks going scarlet. He nodded.

      “I’d rather have you by my side as my friend,” I said. “Siors and his men can fetch the weapons Bleddyn is trading to Penda. Or did you want to spend a few days listening to them cry about how much coin they lost to Ludló’s men?”

      “Not really,” he said, smiling. “We can continue training. Will I ever be as good as Afon? He tells me I have promise, but I’m not sure if he’s just being nice.”

      “There are two traits I cannot teach you,” I said. “Talent and dedication. You dedicated yourself to our training.”

      “But talent…?” He let his voice trail off.

      “Right now, I’d call it ‘promise,’ not talent,” I said. “Part of dedication is continuing when you get bored or would rather go elsewhere. Siors and his only train as they are required.”

      “They’d rather gamble than practice,” he said. “Afon will play their games once or twice, then spend the rest of the evening running drills with me. And Lord Cenric’s new men, they laugh at how we train. They’d rather spar with each other and hit the pells than run meditations.”

      “We can discuss this later,” I said.

      Something back in the armour storeroom had creaked. I sensed one of Lord Chamberlain’s watchers take a post there. I lowered my voice. “Remember, there are ears everywhere in Mercia.”

      My back was to the armour room, so I winked at him and hid a gesture towards the room behind me, so only Talian could see it. His eyes went wide. After a beat, he nodded, understanding.

      An hour later, I called a halt. Sweat ran down Talian’s face and stained his tunic.

      “May I get water?”

      “Please, and bring me a cup,” I said as I wandered over to lean on the railing that separated the practice floor from the long side of the hall. Benches stood along the wall. I leaned against the wooden rail. I could see the lone figure sitting in the shadows out of the corner of my eye, but I kept my gaze towards Talian. A fresh bucket of water stood at the far end of the hall. Wooden mugs hung from pegs on the wall above.

      “You’re welcome to join us, Dunstan,” I said.

      The figure in shadows jumped. “No thank you, milady,” his voice croaked.

      “The way your two friends tease Talian about our meditations, I don’t blame you,” I said. Talian returned and passed a cup to me. I raised it to wet my lips. “They don’t understand a lot of what goes on around them, do they?”

      “No, milady,” Dunstan said. “They’re not my friends anymore and don’t know what happened in that cave.”

      Talian’s eyes darted into the shadows and noticed Dunstan there. He smiled and nodded towards Cenric’s son. He still had his cup in hand and took another swig from it.

      “Can he come out and spar with us, Lady Mair?” Talian asked.

      “I’ve already offered,” I said. “You’re welcome any morning while I’m here.”

      “I’ll just watch,” Dunstan said. “There’s not much sense in learning how to fight that darkness if I can’t make my sword glow like you do.”

      “Yes, that I cannot teach,” I said. “You’re welcome to come out if you change your mind.”

      I passed my cup to Talian. He headed back towards the water station. Along the way, he drained it.

      We continued to spar, and Dunstan watched. As did Lord Chamberlain’s man in the armoury. At one point I went to where Dunstan sat and asked him to pass me another of the small shields. I wanted to run Talian through combat he was likely to encounter from Saxons and Cymry. Those skilled with two weapons like Emlyn and I were few. A weapon and shield were the standard arrangement for most warriors.

      Dunstan passed the shield to me but wouldn’t meet my gaze. Still, I counted his presence here as a small victory. I was afraid he’d not want to be around me at all after the teasing he endured from the others.

      Talian did as well as I expected against my barrage of blows. He was agile as I pushed the shield at him, then slashed out with my training sword. I wouldn’t rank him with Afon yet, but a few more years with me, and he might get there. He was already as good as most of Penllyn’s guard. What he lacked in experience he made up for with his sense of the situation. He seemed to have an instinct that let him sense a blow before it hit him.

      I tried a trick of getting a routine going. Slash, shield punch. Slash, shield punch. Over and over. He even tried to take the offensive several times. When I altered the blows and twisted my blade out and down to his knees, his shield dropped to meet it. He tried to slide his own blade in above my shield. I had lowered it a few finger widths as I dropped my blade towards his legs. Smart.

      I stepped back and raised my blade in salute.

      “You’re doing much better than you were a month ago,” I said.

      Talian smiled and took the shield and blade from me.

      “Hang those up, and you’re free to spend the day as you like,” I said.

      I strolled towards the far end where the water table stood and dipped my cup into the bucket. The water level was low enough that I could pull it back out wet but empty.

      Talian stood talking with Dunstan. I left them to their own devices and headed out into the grey morning. Britain always seemed covered by clouds, even here in Mercia. A man wandered by me from the back of the practice hall—Lord Chamberlain’s ears and eyes. Once he passed, I turned to stroll the way he had come from.

      A small door was closed in the back end of the weapons hall. A well-oiled lock hung from the latch. A moment of sliding my fingers around the door frame allowed me to find the recess that hid the other latch. The door swung ajar. I glanced around to make sure no one in the courtyard had noticed.

      Just as I suspected, a stool sat near a shelf in the front wall. Instead of the normal plastered walls of the exterior of the building, this wall was made of rough timber boards nailed in place. Several large cracks between the planks gave whoever sat here ample view of the practice hall.

      “Sure,” Talian’s voice drifted my way. “Lady Mair said I could practise here any time Lord Ludló’s men weren’t using the hall. Come on.”

      I peered through the cracks and watched. Dunstan pulled on leather gloves to match the ones Talian wore. Each of them donned a leather helmet and brought a practice sword and shield out onto the floor.

      “Lady Mair and Lord Emlyn always have us salute,” Talian said.

      “We only nod at each other.” Dunstan’s voice seemed more energetic than when he spoke to me.

      “Like this,” Talian said, and he held his blade in front of him, tip upright. He swooshed it down and to the side. Dunstan copied him.

      “Good,” Talian said. “Now your guard stance.”

      He and Dunstan both dropped into one. Dunstan held his weapon near his shield, both out before him. Talian copied my favourite ready position. Shield in front and blade overhead, point forward.

      Talian launched the first strike towards his opponent’s head. Dunstan blocked with his shield and thrust at my student. Talian stepped out of line. His own sword started another strike. Dunstan’s shield rose to protect his head while Talian swung at Dunstan’s legs. He connected but pulled his blow.

      “Lady Mair says don’t expect the second blow,” Talian added, then stepped back out of measure. “My first blow was high, but that doesn’t mean my next one will be high. Stay neutral instead of expectant.”

      Dunstan nodded. He raised his shield and blade to a ready stance and stepped into measure.

      “Good,” Talian said as they traded more blows.

      A blossoming friendship between Talian and Dunstan was something I hadn’t expected, but I was glad to see it.
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      Thea helped me dress for dinner. I elected to go for the midnight-blue dress I had brought with me, the one on which I had worked a motif of swords into the embroidery. The stitches wound up the sleeves and across the bodice. Since the dress was a gift from Gwen, and she wasn’t as busty as most women of this time, Thea didn’t have to pull the laces as tight as she had with the dress from the night before.

      “Excellent,” Thea added as she held my sword belt out.

      I stepped back into her arms and pulled the belt through the metal ring, then looped it under and through itself.

      “Most men wear baldrics,” Thea said, keeping her arms around me, her face near my neck. She caressed me with her lips. “Except you and Emi.”

      “I’m not a man,” I said.

      “I noticed that last night,” she said with a giggle. “Still, I feel so left out sitting here by myself. With Emi here, I’d go along as his companion to dinners. Attending on the arm of another woman would be awkward.”

      “The Saxon priests of Woden complain?”

      “No, but the ones from Canterbury would.” She shrugged. “Perhaps I’ll go chat with the girls who aren’t chaperoning the men tonight. I never get any good gossip when I’m not at those dinners.”

      “The life of a spy,” I said and patted her hands before I stepped out of her embrace. “It’s just no fun when you have no one to watch and collect secrets on.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “Oh, there’s a plate of food on the cupboard. I wasn’t sure what you preferred. Dried fruit seemed safest.”

      I took my time studying the fruit assortment, poking my finger through the mix and selecting a couple of dried apple pieces right as Bleddyn knocked.

      “A good choice for tonight,” he added with a glance at my dress. “We’ll have the ringing ceremony for Cenric’s new men.”

      “Go ahead and finish the plate,” I said to Thea. “I had a snack earlier, so I won’t need any more.” I didn’t mention she was the snack I had enjoyed the night before.

      In the hallway, once we were around the corner, I passed Bleddyn the apple slices.

      “I know how much you like your apples,” I said. He smiled and took them from me.

      “Be careful tonight,” he said between slices. “Cynewise will take notice of you after last night.” He waved the last apple wedge at my embroidery. “Between your blade and that dress, you’re announcing privilege that Penda gives few people.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Tell me about the queen. What’s she like?”

      Bleddyn chuckled. “I remember the one time she and Rhian were together, here in Mercia.”

      “Problems?”

      “No,” he said. “Rhian understands political power very well. Watching the power dance between her and Penda’s queen was like seeing two predators in the wild. Neither wanted to fight. Both wanted to be dominant. Cynewise came out on top because Rhian is intelligent and knew she was in another dominant’s territory.”

      “Mercian woman aren’t subjects to their husbands and fathers?” I asked. “I thought Penllyn was the only enlightened cantref in the world on that matter.”

      “At least at the upper reaches of society,” my brother said. “Penda may be a warrior king, but he’s a wise one. His choice of a queen was similar to how I selected Rhian. Or rather, let her select me…” He chuckled, then waved at my bodice. “Your cross will impress her more than your sword.”

      “Cymry or Roman Church?” I asked.

      “Canterbury, I believe,” he said. “With Cynewise, I suspect that religion is a means to gain and keep power.” He nodded to the armed guards at the door to the feasting hall. I recognised both from the horde I faced in the practice hall the night before.

      “With the queen of Mercia,” Bleddyn added, “you must judge for yourself.”

      As we entered the hall, one of the cup stewards came our way. She selected two wooden cups from a table and carried a pitcher in her other hand.

      “Milord Penllyn,” she said, filling both cups. “Mead for you and your sister.”

      “Diolch,” Bleddyn said and took both cups from her.

      “Milady,” the cup steward said, “Her Grace Cynewise requests you sit with her tonight.”

      “I am honoured, and I would be delighted to sit with the queen,” I replied.

      Bleddyn was correct in his assessment of her, but I hadn’t expected to learn of it as soon as we entered.

      “When the bells chime, please stand to the left of her seat,” the steward said. “My Lord Penllyn, Her Grace asked that you accompany your sister.”

      Once the steward headed off to greet another guest, I glanced at Bleddyn. He was grinning.

      “Not angry that I got the request before you?” I teased.

      “I prefer not to be noticed by queens,” he said. “You’ll have to brave Cynewise’s presence. For once, I’m happy to be the escort and not the lead. And, I get to eat my fill. You ladies have to remain proper and converse while you only sip your cups.”

      “Lady Mair,” a familiar voice croaked from the edge of the feasting hall. Talian stepped from the shadows. “Pardon, Lord Penllyn,” he said. His eyes darted about the room.

      “Feeling out of place?” I asked.

      He pursed his lips and twisted his hands around the cup he held. I smelled mead in it. Good man, he had remembered the drink he needed to help me.

      “Dunstan invited me to the ringing ceremony,” he said. “I didn’t know that involved a dinner with the king and queen. With Siors gone, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do.”

      Bleddyn chuckled. I glared at him. The poor man was a farmer in a room full of nobles.

      “I don’t suggest you try to seat him with us,” Bleddyn said. “And I suspect Cenric and Dunstan will be at Penda’s right this evening.”

      A familiar face entered the hall just then. I pulled my arm out of Bleddyn’s elbow and slid it into Talian’s.

      “Help has arrived,” I said.

      Talian, however, still looked like a rabbit surrounded by foxes. We strolled back towards the entry and left Bleddyn to greet the other Mercian nobles.

      “Ah, Lady Mair,” Brother Twm said.

      “Brother Twm, Mihangel,” I said. “May I ask a favour?” I explained about Talian’s presence.

      “Of course,” Mihangel said, agreeing to take Talian with him for the evening. “I doubt we’ll have to sit at the head table.” He looked at Talian, weighing him as a commander might look at a newly arrived man-at-arms. “Lady Mair said she had help at the Battle of the Abbey. Was that you? Had I known, I would have taken your hand last evening.”

      Talian blushed and looked down at his feet. I wondered how much of that battle story was getting around.

      “It was,” I said and took Talian’s cup from him. Mihangel held his arm out in the warrior greeting. Mihangel took Talian’s arm and pulled him in to slap his shoulder twice.

      “He stayed with Emlyn, Afon, and I throughout the battle,” I explained. “Right after the wizard tried to kill Lady Gwen with a spell and had his staff aimed at me, Talian grabbed a sword I accidentally left in a dead man and ran that wizard through.”

      “If you had Lady Mair’s back all the way across that field,” Mihangel said, “then stand tall and look every man here in the eye, son. You’ve earned the right.” Mihangel turned towards me. “I spent time with Siors, asking about Afon. Talk drifted to tales of your battle that night.”

      “Skill in battle is commendable,” Brother Twm said and shook Talian’s arm. “Remember to spend your evening in prayers.”

      Mihangel glanced at his protégé. A chime cut off whatever he was about to say.

      “If you will excuse me, my friends,” I said and handed Talian my cup, keeping his empty one. “I must entertain Her Grace with tales of battles tonight.”

      Mihangel laughed. Talian smiled. The butterflies drifted into my belly. I’d had occasion to meet several queens over my centuries. A queen with the same character and drive that Rhian had would be interesting. And a definite challenge for tonight.
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      Lord Chamberlain banged his stick on the floor for attention once the key guests like Bleddyn and I had taken our places at the head table. He announced members of Penda’s family, who strode into the feasting hall. First in where Penda’s daughters, Cyneburgh and Cynewith. After them, Penda’s sister, Lady Rothaid. Tall and blonde. Almost as tall as Penda, but slim, like Gwen. As she entered and walked behind us, I picked up the scent of roses. She used them in her baths and soaps.

      Lady Rothaid took the seat next to Bleddyn, and Penda’s two adult daughters the ones next to her. Lord Chamberlain announced Penda’s sons, young Wulfhere, then Paeda, King of the Middle Angles. Bleddyn had been correct. Cenric and Dunstan were to be seated next to Penda, followed by Wulfhere. Paeda maintained his own table with the four priests and a few of his own retainers.

      I cast a sly look at Bleddyn next to Penda’s sister. He avoided my gaze. We had to turn towards the door as the king and queen of Mercia entered.

      Dinner progressed as I expected. The men ate, drank, and laughed. We women sat and carried on conversations, including Cynewise and myself.

      “I must thank you for coming to my husband’s aid last night,” she began. “Wolves are rare in this part of the kingdom. I imagine one with the frothing sickness could brave the walls to attack.”

      “Of course,” I replied, not sure how much information she had about the creature. Did she know it was a shifter? Would she even believe such a creature existed?

      “You’ll be at the funeral for Baldwin tomorrow, won’t you?”

      I nodded. Even if that wasn’t a royal decree, I hadn’t planned on skipping the ceremony. He had died protecting not only his king but also me. He had been the only one of us armed when the attack began, and he acted as a true warrior. I owed him my presence.

      “Internment or cremation?” I inquired, not sure which was practised here.

      “Internment,” Cynewise said. “One of the few perks of being wife to the king is shifting our culture away from the barbaric practices of the old gods. I’ll have my priest say the prayers for the dead before my husband’s priest offers the rites of Woden. Enough about death, though. How is my dear friend Lady Penllyn?”

      The shift in topic was welcome, though I doubted the “dear friend” relationship, given what I’d been told earlier. The queen already knew of the births and insisted that I take gifts back with me for the babies.

      “I’ll have them sent to your quarters before you leave,” she said. “Do you know when that will be?”

      “As of now, no,” I said. “As long as my brother has business here, I suspect I’ll stay with him.”

      “Has Lord Chamberlain looked after you with a proper servant for your needs?” Her eyes sparkled with that question, and a sly smile pulled up her cheeks.

      “Thea is a most attentive.” I wasn’t sure where she was going with our conversation. There was a motive lurking behind this small talk.

      “So you’re not likely to marry soon, are you? You look so young. A lady of your youth needs a husband.”

      “Unfortunately, I am widowed,” I explained. Lord Chamberlain had already tracked down my titles, so I wasn’t worried about sharing. “I wear my years well and have no urge to marry again. My new family in Penllyn is the best I could hope for.”

      “You’ve taken vows, then?” Her eyes drifted to the Celtic cross hanging on my chest.

      “Not a formal set,” I said, trying to walk. “But I have dedicated myself to the same service Lady Gwen has. We both serve The Holy Lady.”

      “Perhaps, then, you could carry a message to Her Grace?”

      Did Cynewise know of Gwen’s past? Few called her “Your Grace.”

      “I would be delighted to,” I replied. I kept my face serious yet inviting.

      “Since she is head of your order,” Cynewise said and raised her cup to take a sip before she continued.

      Gwen’s order. That made sense. The title of “Your Grace” was also used for abbots, and abbesses. Gwen, the head of the order of The Holy Lady. I let my face relax and gave a nod.

      “I hope to save one of my daughters for holy orders,” the queen said with a glance down the table. “So far, my husband has only married one off to Oswiu’s prodigy. We’re fortunate that she can spend time here this spring.”

      Holy orders and Gwen. This made sense. I wondered where she would end up.

      “Lady Gwen is so respected in both the Cymry and the Roman Church out of Canterbury, I’d ask that she give a good word for my daughters when we propose the building project to the bishops.”

      “You’d like them to found an abbey?”

      “That is my hope, dear,” Cynewise said. “Our new alliances with Oswiu, marrying off two of our children to his offspring, should cement alliances there well enough that we can find the backing for at least one abbey in the Northumbrian kingdoms. Preferably in Deira. I am seeking promises of support from Canterbury. Northumbria is still overseen by the Cymry bishops from Hye. Her Grace could help with their approval.”

      “Would not a Mercian-based location be better?” I asked.

      “My husband would build such an abbey here,” she said. “With one daughter married to a Northumbrian prince, however, I’d prefer my girls stay together. Of course, we may end up with both the girls married off. My husband sees advantages to stronger ties with the Northumbrian kings.”

      “I will pass your request to Lady Gwen,” I said and reached out over my connection to her. Cynewise turned her attention to a noble who had approached with a request.

      “Is that all?” Gwen asked when I had explained the request. “Church politics are becoming more interesting than Mercia and Northumbria’s feuds.”

      “Is there something I’m not seeing in this move?” I sent.

      “There might be,” Gwen sent, then paused for a few seconds. “I wonder if this is a move with Oswiu’s wife. She is of the Roman branch of the Church and looks to Canterbury for her spiritual guidance. As does Cynewise. Oswiu is from a Cymry line and looks towards the Cymry bishops at Hye.”

      “The queens are vying for more church power of their own?” I sent. “That makes sense. But I still see little difference between the two branches.”

      “The only major differences amount to tonsures for the monks,” Gwen sent, and I chuckled to myself. “And the calendar for figuring the holy days. Easter can be difficult when they’re separated by two weeks. Oswiu ends his time in fasting and holds a feast while his queen and her retinue have to maintain their fast. Only the yeomen and craftsmen benefit by getting two feast days hosted by their monarchs.”

      “And there is the power struggle between the two churches,” I sent. “I’m sure that the Bishop of Rome wants to pull these renegade bishops in the Cymry lands under his authority. I remember Bishop Heilyn suggesting that the Roman clergy needed to bring their pontiff to Cymru to discuss the matter.”

      “Oh, I doubt that the Cymry bishops would give him any credence if he visited the island. Cymry like to rule themselves.”

      “I’ve noticed. And I’m happy about that,” I sent.

      “Stay noncommittal in this one. Don’t promise on my behalf.”

      “As Your Grace commands,” I teased. By now, Cynewise had turned back to me.

      “I cannot promise for Gwen, though,” I said.

      “Carrying the message is enough, my dear,” the queen said and patted my hand.

      My heart sank right then as a familiar and unwelcome face approached our table. Father Adda. The Witch Hunter.

      “Your Grace,” Adda said with an extravagant bow towards her. His eyes slid towards me and his expression darkened, just for a second, then he pushed his smile back to the forefront. “And Lady…?”

      “Lady Mair of Penllyn,” Cynewise said, touching my arm. “She is brother to Lord Penllyn, from the Cymry lands to our west.”

      “An honour and a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Adda said, giving me a quick bow, about half as deep as he gave to the Mercian queen. “Your aid to protect His Grace last night was most fortuitous. Holding the creature off until the King could rise and take the sword from you to defend you and the fallen guard. Was it Baldwin?”

      “Yes,” Cynewise said. “We’ll have the internment tomorrow. Our priest here will lead a mass in the morning, and then the priest for Woden and Thunor will lead the funeral rights when Penda lays him to rest. You’ll attend mass in the morning with us, won’t you?”

      “As you wish,” Adda said. “And your son King Paeda has informed me of your desire to institute an abbey for your daughters. We in our guild would be happy to lend assistance in helping to convince the Northumbrian kings that your plan is worthy of their support.”

      “I hope I can achieve that easily enough,” Cynewise said. “Do you have the ear of Oswiu? I hadn’t heard from Queen Enflaed that your guild has a presence in Bernicia or Deira.”

      “Our guild is expanding,” Adda said. “Although with the disappearance of Seeker Bechard, we’ve had to send off to Rome for another of his station. I’m acting as the surrogate until our Holy Father finds the best man to send here.”

      “And what would you want from me?” she asked. Blunt and to the point. I liked her style.

      “A recommendation to your husband,” Adda said with a smile and a small bow. “As King Paeda has promised to do in Middle Anglia, we’d like to have his aid in building the guild’s presence here in Mercia. We’d be most helpful in converting the populace to the one true faith and helping them see the old gods are only myths and superstitions.”

      “Perhaps we should observe your activities in my son’s kingdom first,” Cynewise said. “Your guild is new to us.”

      Cautious. I liked her.

      “I believe your efforts in Northumbria could lead to a better connection between the Cymry bishops and Rome,” said Adda. “The Holy Father in Rome will soon issue an edict for the Cymry clergy to recognise his authority.”

      “Perhaps you should consult with the Cymry bishops about that,” Bleddyn said.

      “Yes,” Cynewise said. “Lord Penllyn speaks wisely. If the Cymry clergy are to join with those from Canterbury, it will be because we find commonality among our faith. Decrees from Rome are not how to win the Cymry over.”

      The queen of Mercia may not have realised it, but she was earning my respect.
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      Once the queen had her fill of conversation from the various nobles who approached—often to pass along congratulations for her son’s upcoming marriage—she motioned to Lord Chamberlain. He rapped his staff and announced the queen’s departure. Everyone in the hall rose.

      “Will you stay for the ringing ceremony?” Cynewise asked, glancing at my side where Soul hung.

      “It will be my honour to witness the oaths,” I said.

      With Bleddyn and Talian still here, my only other choice was to head back to the room and try to pretend to eat while Thea watched me. Staying here seemed the safest option.

      “Then perhaps we can find more time for conversation before your brother takes his leave from us,” she said.

      I gave a nod that turned into a respectful bow as she turned to exit. The other ladies in the hall also took their leave, until only the men were left. Servants cleared plates, then the tables. Two of the four priests excused themselves. Only Adda the Witch Hunter and Father Diuma elected to remain with Paeda. The Middle Anglian king strode towards our end of the hall, and servants hurried to bring more chairs for him and his priests.

      “Please sit at my side tonight,” Penda said to Bleddyn and I. Penda sat in the most ornate chair of the bunch. Cenric was already standing by the chair to Penda’s right. To the Mercian king’s left side, more chairs stood. Each cushioned and laid with decorations similar to, but not as grand, as Penda’s chair.

      “Do you mind if your sister takes the place next to me?” Penda gave Bleddyn a smile as he waved me forward.

      “Mair is at least twice the warrior I am,” my brother said. “And tonight is a warrior’s night, my friend.”

      By now, other men were entering. Ludló’s men, each wearing their blades. But they removed their baldrics and hung them from pegs set into the far wall. Ludló himself still wore his, as did Lord Lazlow. Two of the guards kept their blades on and took positions near the Mercian king.

      “Did you enjoy your time not eating with my queen?” Penda asked once he had taken his seat. The rest of us sat right after him.

      “A most enjoyable evening, Your Grace,” I said. “Your queen is both wise and witty.”

      “I would like to encourage you to pass along her request to Lady Gwen,” he said. “My daughters have selected her god to follow. They may have to marry for political reasons, but their desire is to devote some portion of their lives to their church.”

      “Funny how many royal sons and daughters end up serving the church,” I said.

      Penda grinned and waved towards Bleddyn. “So true,” he said. “Your brother has half of his wife’s family nestled within his lands.”

      “Only a third, Your Grace,” Bleddyn interjected. “My lady wife has a multitude of brothers. One of them is building an abbey in the Fadog lands we gained. He has a grand task in front of him, though. Fadog’s yeomen are in poor shape and cower before their lords.”

      “Perhaps we can negotiate with Oswiu for Fadog’s return to Penllyn,” Penda said with a sly smile. “After my son returned with four of Oswiu’s priests in tow, I should have added Fadog’s return to our bargain for Paeda’s betrothal.”

      “No need to sully such a happy occasion as your son’s marriage with a Fadog.” Bleddyn grinned. “Although Fadog has a knack for arriving uninvited at wedding feasts.”

      “If Fadog attends my son’s wedding,” Penda added, “I shall trust your sister to deal with him.” Penda cast a sly glance at me. “You will come to the wedding feast with us?” He included Bleddyn with his nod. I glanced at Bleddyn, ready to follow his lead.

      “Perhaps,” Bleddyn said. I could still detect faint traces of Lady Rothaid’s rose soap in the air. “Although I need to return to visit the Penllyn landholders this spring.”

      Ludló approached Penda and cut off any further conversation.

      “We are awaiting your command to begin, Your Grace.”

      “Very well,” Penda said and motioned towards Cenric, who was talking with some of his own retainers.

      A moment later, Cenric stood before Penda.

      “What business brings you before us, Lord Cenric?” Penda asked, his tone formal.

      “Matters of the Brothers of Blood and Battle. Three of my men have earned their swords and seek a place in Mercia’s royal guard, Your Grace,” Cenric replied.

      “Blood and Battle!” the cry rose from the men in the hall.

      “Is there a witness to vouch for the candidates?” Ludló asked.

      Bleddyn stepped forward and gave the men a nod.

      “My sister and I both witnessed the final test,” he said, his own tone echoing the formality set by the other. “I will attest that they passed the conditions set before them.”

      “Well said, Lord Penllyn,” Ludló said. “Lord Cenric may present his men. If His Grace finds them acceptable, we shall allow them to apprentice in our ranks for a year.”

      “Hereweald, son of Hrothgar,” Cenric called. The young man who had held the candle as they went into Penllyn’s cave stepped forward. Shoulders back, head upright until his eyes met Penda’s. Then he dropped to one knee before Penda.

      One of Cenric’s men stepped forward with a sheathed sword. The sword bore a triangular pommel of polished brass and cord wrapped the hilt. From a single loop of metal on the butt end of the pommel hung a silver ring about as large around as the end of my smallest finger. Silver, I surmised, from the glint it gave. As long as it was on the back end of a blade, I wasn’t worried about it.

      Penda took the sheathed sword and held it along his right forearm, pommel towards the man on his knee. The Mercian king kept the hilt in between his fingers, and the candidate before him laid his hand on the pommel. Not to draw the blade but to swear his oath upon it and the silver ring he was being gifted.

      “Hereweald, son of Hrothgar, do you give your allegiance to His Grace Penda of Mercia, King of the Midlands?” Cenric’s voice was loud, authoritative.

      “I do,” the young man replied.

      “Will you serve faithfully in his werod? Will you give your best to any task laid before you, and will you fight at all costs for your king and the people he protects?”

      “I will, milord,” Hereweald intoned.

      “Will you stand fast as an apprentice in the Brotherhood of Blood and Battle? Will you protect their backs, while they protect yours?”

      “Blood and Battle!” cried the other men in the hall.

      “I will, milord.”

      “Stand proud, good man,” Penda intoned.

      Ludló stepped in and draped a leather baldric across Hereweald’s shoulder and chest. Cenric slid the scabbard through the leather frog at the end of the baldric, and Penda’s newest man adjusted it on his hip. He took a step backward, then bowed.

      “Urthbert, son of Wigmund,” Cenric called. They repeated the entire ceremony, and Urthbert stepped back beside Hereweald.

      “Blood and Battle!” echoed through the hall once more.

      “Dunstan, son of Cenric.”

      The young man knelt before Penda and his father. Penda took the sword from Cenric and paused before holding it towards Dunstan.

      “I honour both you and your father with this blade,” Penda announced. “This blade has been quenched in the blood of one of our own. It has a history that must be reforged with honour. Will you take on this burden and quench Baldwin’s blade anew in the blood of Mercia’s enemies when the time for battle comes?”

      “I will, Your Grace,” Dunstan said. His eyes had widened at the mention of Baldwin.

      Penda held forth the pommel again, and Dunstan laid his hand on it and the fresh silver ring that had replaced whatever ornaments Baldwin had earned.

      “Blood and Battle!”

      They repeated the rest of the ritual, and Dunstan stepped back and joined his compatriots. Rather than going in order of being called and stand next to Urthbert, Dunstan took the other side of Hereweald, forcing the other two to step sideways and make room for him. Urthbert grinned. He had forced a reaction from Dunstan. Score one Urthbert for the bully.

      “Hang your blades with the others,” Ludló said. The new guards did, then returned.

      “We need a show tonight,” the guard captain called to the room. Which two should face off in combat?”

      Two other guards were holding wooden wasters, practice swords, along with padded leather helms and shields.

      “Dunstan can,” Urthbert said and chortled. “Let him face Lady Mair, so he learns some fighting skills.”

      Ludló stepped in front of Dunstan’s tormentor and stood silent for a moment. Urthbert’s grin faded. He bit his lip and stared at the floor. The other guards who had been shouting names shifted to laughter.

      “I believe we have a volunteer,” Ludló exclaimed. “While I won’t presume to volunteer Lady Mair of Penllyn, I ask if she believes her apprentice is skilled enough to handle a bout before us all.” He turned towards me. Talian was looking at me. He had a look of panic about him for a second, then sat straighter in his chair.

      I stood and stepped forward. I would take on Urthbert and teach him some manners. Before I could speak, Talian stood.

      “I will do so, milord,” he proclaimed. His eyes were on me. I gave him a nod, then stepped in to assist him with the equipment. Not that he needed help.

      “Are you sure you’re comfortable with this?” I asked, my voice barely loud enough for him to hear above the raucous conversation and wagers of Penda’s guards.

      “Lord Emlyn has me spar against the other guards every week,” he said as he settled the helm on his head. It was a leather cap that came down to his ears, with wide metal bands crossed over it.

      “You’re doing well with sword and small shield,” I said. “Stay defensive for a few blows and try to read his style. Watch out for repetitions, then change-ups.”

      “Just like you’ve been teaching me.” He smiled and took the shield.

      “Care to wager on your man?” Cenric asked as I stepped back to my seat next to Penda.

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked.

      The way his eyes slid up and down my body implied one thing, so his words weren’t what I expected.

      “Sword lessons for my son,” he said.

      “And if Talian wins?” I asked.

      “The same,” Cenric said. He grinned. “I was going to ask you no matter what.”

      “Not much of a wager, then. I would be happy to help your son. I’m not sure he’s ready for my aid.”

      “He’s been friendly with your man, there,” Cenric said.

      On the floor in front of us, a guard had taken a knee with a wooden staff across his leg. A boundary marshal, to keep the fight in the centre of the floor and away from Penda and his guests.

      Dunstan and Hereweald also kneeled along the back wall and held staffs. Dunstan was closest to the action, right across from the main entry doors in the opposite wall. Pegs to either side of the door were where the guards had hung their weapons. All of them crowded against the long back wall opposite the doors and into the far end of the room where they had shoved their stools and benches. Many stood on the benches to watch the fight.

      Talian looked across at Dunstan. I suspected that Dunstan would have welcomed the opportunity to bash his tormentor a few times. Talian would have to be his surrogate tonight.

      “I will offer again,” I told Cenric. “Let Dunstan choose for himself. Forcing someone to train, especially when he’s getting teased about it, doesn’t make for a good student.”

      “First to three strikes,” Ludló called out from the floor. “Each strike, step back and acknowledge it. I will call start again once you do.”

      Talian nodded, then stepped back and saluted as I had taught him. Ludló raised his own staff, similar to the one the man kneeling in front of Penda held. Urthbert ignored the gesture and gave a short bow to his new captain.

      My friend swooshed his sword out and down to complete the salute. But Urthbert didn’t wait. He must have taken the motion as an attack and stepped into Talian’s measure. He swung his wooden sword at Talian’s unguarded head.
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      Talian snapped his shield up to block and launched his own attack against Urthbert’s knees.

      “Wait for the call to start,” Ludlow called, but he didn’t stop them.

      Talian kept his shield in front of him and edged around his opponent. Urthbert powered in another blow, this time a side swipe with the wooden sword, followed by a shield punch. He was an aggressive fighter.

      Talian blocked the sword and shifted a few inches back. Urthbert overextended. I smiled. Talian did what I would have and smacked his wooden blade onto Urthbert’s shield arm, now almost straight out in front.

      “Hit for Penllyn!” Ludlow called and thrust his staff between then. “Step back and acknowledge the strike.”

      Urthbert’s eyes blazed with an inner fire, but he took a step back. He nodded once at Talian, then pounded his wooden pommel against his shield until Ludlow called “Begin!”

      The Mercian fighter was back into the melee in a beat. Shield punch, slice, slice. He was a fury of attacks. Talian held his own, blocking each blow and either stepping out of line of the shield punches or launching a counterattack to redirect the shield.

      Urthbert tried repeating blows, then changing after the repetition was routine. Talian did well and reacted to the change. But Urthbert’s next blow was a repeat of the change. Talian misjudged and took a blow against his shoulder.

      “Hit for Mercia,” Ludlow bellowed.

      Talian had already stepped back. He saluted by bringing his blade vertical in front of him, flat towards his opponent. But this time he moved into his ready stance, shield centred in front and blade next to it, pointed towards his opponent.

      Urthbert was first in again. Talian stayed a beat ahead of Urthbert’s attacks. After a moment, Urthbert tried the routine of repetition again. This time Talian let him go three times, then interjected his own strike and shifted to attacking. He, too, repeated his strikes. Sword slice, shield punch. Over and over. But the next set was out of sequence. He finished his shield punch, then stepped into measure against Urthbert’s shield and angled his blade at the man’s backside. Despite the panicked twist his opponent made, Talian sliced his wooden sword into his opponent’s arse.

      “Strike for Penllyn,” Ludlow called.

      Urthbert refused to back away. He launched an attack against Talian, then another.

      “Hold!” Ludlow bellowed. Urthbert paid no heed and barrelled into Talian. My friend held him off, but his footing was too narrow. Urthbert dropped low and launched a leg sweep. Talian hit the floor with a thud. His breath whooshed out of him.

      “Idiot!” Ludlow cracked his staff into Urthbert’s head. “I said HOLD!” This time he used his staff and caught his man in the belly. Urthbert doubled over.

      “Winner by default, Penllyn!” Ludlow said. He offered an arm and pulled Talian to his feet.

      “Now you,” Ludlow said, towering over Urthbert. “You’ll spend your first month in the kitchens scrubbing pots.”

      The doors behind the guard captain crashed open, and everyone jerked their gaze towards the sound. A lone figure entered, and we all gasped. Ludlow, his eyes wide, swung his staff, which thunked into the figure’s flesh. Teeth bared, the figure smashed its hand palm first into the guard captain’s chest. Ludlow flew a dozen feet and crashed into his own men.

      The figure snatched at the wall behind it and pulled two swords, one for each hand, from their sheaths. It turned towards our end of the room. I was already on my feet when I saw Baldwin’s eyes.

      They were black. Jet black, all the way through. Dried blood still drenched his tunic, and I glimpsed the jagged hole in his chest where the werebeast had inflicted the killing blow. Whatever this was, it wasn’t Baldwin.

      A sharp intake of breath sounded beside me. Penda must have recognised the dead guard as well. Beyond him I heard prayers beginning. Must have been Father Diuma. A second later, Father Adda screeched out a single word.

      “Demon!”

      Then a body thudded to the floor where Father Adda sat. Father Diuma kept muttering prayers. The Ave Maria rolled off his tongue.

      Panic gripped my belly. I knew of only one person who could make the dead walk. He couldn’t be back. Talian had killed him, and I had broken his staff. The blast had stripped his flesh from his bones. Cadoc and Caerwyn’s men had burned everything they could find of every witcher. Lecerf couldn’t have returned.

      Baldwin gazed at where I stood next to the Mercian king. My cold steel was already out. I couldn’t let whatever this thing, this undead thing, was get to Penda.

      “GWEN!” I screamed mentally and shared my vision with both her and Seren.

      Baldwin’s face split into a grin, and he advanced towards me. Talian stepped in front of him. Dunstan was there and tried to smash his staff into the dead man’s side. Baldwin caught Talian’s practice sword with one of his steel swords. He stopped Dunstan’s strike by letting it hit him, then wrapping his arm around the wood. He surged against the staff and flung Dunstan into Talian. They both crashed back into the guards along the back wall of the feasting hall.

      Urthbert was the only guard left standing, and the only one with any kind of weapon. The man in front of Penda surged to his feet and rushed Undead Baldwin. Urthbert slashed his wooden sword at the creature.

      Baldwin’s corpse didn’t block against either blow. Instead, one of his blades slid into the youth’s chest. He twisted the steel and slashed it to widen the gash. Baldwin turned towards the man with the staff. Another sword flashed. The guard gasped as it erupted from his back. Baldwin jerked it out and slashed it across the man’s neck. Blood fountained, and the smell of it made my demon stir.

      Deodamnatus! This wasn’t a shambling undead like we had faced at the abbey. I wasn’t even sure there was anything left of Baldwin’s skill. Whatever that thing was, it knew how to fight. How to kill. And it was fast. Shifter fast. My kind of fast.

      I sensed Seren gasp.

      “Oh my!” Gwen’s thought came into my mind. “Be careful, dearest.”

      I pumped energy from my connection to the goddess into Soul and stepped forward. I spun the blade once to get Undead Baldwin’s attention. With those black eyes, I wasn’t sure who he was looking at. His face crinkled into a grin. Then he turned and darted out of the hall.
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      “My armour!” Penda bellowed.

      “Lady Mair, to me,” he added.

      I froze misstep. I could pursue and try to keep whatever that was engaged. Or I could follow the request of the king.

      Damn it! Don’t make me choose. Someone else might die if I didn’t stop that thing. But… I couldn’t piss off Penda.

      “Ludló,” Penda shouted, “get men after that creature. Pen it in, but don’t waste lives taking it down until I get there. Where’s my armour and sword? By Woden’s eye and beard, I want them now!”

      Chaos reigned in the feasting hall. The scene fast became organised chaos. Servants rushed in, pale and shaking. They spread out a mail shirt and draped it over Penda’s head.

      Others had gathered around Urthbert and the other guard the creature had attacked. Servants covered them with clothes. Dead.

      Guards were struggling to their feet and shaking their head or rubbing arms and grimacing with the pain of dislocations or other injuries. Talian was among them. He seemed whole and unscathed. Just dazed. I waved him to me.

      “Find yourself a real sword,” I yelled above the commotion. Ludló was shouting orders and shoving men towards their weapons on the wall. “Once you do, stay with Bleddyn.”

      “What was that…?” he asked, his face pale.

      I held his gaze until he nodded. We both knew. Undead. Evil.

      “Better question is,” I said, “who is behind it?”

      Servants held a cup to the lips of Father Adda. He was the one who had fainted at the sight of Undead Baldwin. He still looked pale and confused. Father Diuma was kneeling by the dead guards. He held his cross in his hand and moved it up and down, then side to side as he recited the prayers for the dead.

      “My shield,” Penda commanded. A servant held it out, and he slid his arm into the straps. They wrapped a leather belt with a scabbard around him. He already wore a helm. Hard steel with bands of brass around the edges. Flaps dropped to cover his ears and cheeks. Practical, but with some ornamentation. For a king, Penda seemed sensible and not ostentatious with his rank. Even the sword hilt was utilitarian. The only decoration was a pommel stone set with a triangular piece of red gemstone, overlaid with what looked like gold.

      I grabbed the arm of a servant. “Get a sword for my man, and for Lord Penllyn,” I said.

      “But, Your Ladyship…” the man said and shook his head.

      “Do it,” Penda commanded. By now, Lazlow was next to him, also wearing chain mail, helm, and shield. He looked at me. “Do you need armour or a shield?”

      I shook my head and took a step towards the main door.

      “No time for that, Your Grace,” I said and took another step, Soul in my hand, still aglow.

      “Let’s go find that creature and lay my man to the rest he deserves,” Penda said and jogged out the door.

      A few moments later, we were outside the main keep, trying to follow the commotion. Lazlow and two other guards accompanied us. One to either side, and one in front.

      I rotated my head to find the loudest commotion.

      “That way.” I pointed with Soul. Her goddess-induced fire flickered and went out. I had cut the connection so that I wouldn’t draw unnecessary attention. Penda and I rounded the corner between two buildings.

      Penda’s guards had ringed the creature in. A good score of men with sword and shield kept it centred in their midst. A few had helms or a boiled leather chest piece. None had mail. A few were down, not moving.

      “It dies… or whatever… tonight!” he said and charged into the melee.

      The creature that possessed Baldwin’s body still held two swords. But the metal had shifted. No longer bright steel. It was dark. Almost pitch black. The undead guard darted against the throng surrounding it, the blades glimmering in the night. No, glimmering wasn’t the right word. They wavered or pulsed with darkness. Another of Penda’s men fell, clutching his gut.

      “Where is that dark cloud you’ve been pursuing?” I sent to Gwen.

      “Still in the highlands,” she replied. “I can sense its passage above the land. The trail is at most a day old.”

      “Could it get down to Mercia within a day?”

      She paused for a moment. Gwen and Seren still shared my vision, so she could see what I saw.

      “I doubt it,” she sent. “I’ve seen no evidence it can move any faster than you saw that night in the cave.”

      By now, Penda was pushing his way through the circle. Two of the guards the creature had just engaged lay prone. Not moving. Damn it! He was heading right into that thing. Time to save Penda’s arse.

      I reawakened my connection to the goddess and let the magic relight Soul as I charged towards the fight. Penda raised his sword and bellowed, “Mercia!”

      “Ludló, sword!” I yelled as I charged in. I needed another blade, and he was across the melee, near the downed fighters. He took one glance at me, grabbed a downed guard’s weapon, and tossed it towards me, hilt first.

      Penda’s blade descended towards Undead Baldwin’s head. The corpse’s black, soulless eyes stared at the Mercian king. One of the ebony blades intercepted the strike. The other black sword darted in towards Penda’s knees. The king slammed his shield down to catch the blow.

      That creature was fast. Damn fast. Faster than Emlyn. His first blade twisted away from Penda’s blade. It, too, arced towards the king’s knees. Penda parried. I had to give him credit. The king had skills. But he didn’t have the speed. Baldwin’s blow was a feint.

      The creature slid out of line of a shield punch right as I caught the pommel of the sword Ludló tossed me. I shoved the power of the goddess into the second blade and darted into the fight.

      The second ebony blade sliced towards Penda’s head. His shield rose to meet it. Penda didn’t see the second blade about to slice into his back.

      My new blade slid into the gap between Penda and Baldwin’s second blade. Merda! That was a powerful blow. I had to pull strength from my demon to drive it out of line. The black blade screeched down my glowing blade. There was a charged tension where the light of the goddess met the soulless black of the blade. I expected sparks, like steel across flint, but instead waves and swirls of light and dark danced along where the blade edges contacted.

      I slashed Soul in towards the creature’s thighs. It stepped back. Fast. Too fast. This wasn’t like the undead I had faced at the abbey.

      The guards behind the creature pushed with their shields and kept him close to us. It flipped its second dark sword and stabbed backward, into the small gap where the rounded edge of the shields didn’t overlap. A blind stab that was right on target through that gap. One guard gasped and crumpled.

      Damn. Whatever had animated Baldwin’s body was a skilled fighter. And Baldwin’s black eyes never left me and Penda. With the eyes dark, I had a difficult time reading its gaze.

      Undead Baldwin stepped forward and launched another attack at Penda. I twisted my demon to pull undead speed and got in front of the blows. There was no time to worry about who was watching me. I prayed to The Lady that the men here tonight would worry more about why their dead compatriot was trying to kill them instead of how I could move so fast.

      Penda took advantage of the situation and thrust in with his blade. He caught Undead Baldwin right in the belly and twisted his blade. Baldwin’s corpse smiled and stepped towards the Mercian king, walking up the blade to get closer. Penda snarled and jerked his sword out. But he wasn’t quick enough to dodge the blow at him.

      I was fast enough to intervene, though. More energy from my demon, and I caught the blow meant for Penda’s head. I let Soul slide down the dark blade and link the hilts. The creature’s second sword flipped again and angled in towards my side. My other blade, still aglow, caught the ebony sword. I pushed Baldwin back, hard. That earned me a smile from the undead creature. It dropped into a guard position, similar to my own favoured one. Off-hand blade in front, main blade high and overhead, pointed at the opponent.

      Penda sidestepped behind Baldwin’s body. Smart. He would work as the distraction. Baldwin twisted and dropped an overhead at Penda. The Mercian king caught the blow with his blade and locked the ebony sword to the outside. That gave me an opening. I darted in with Soul. Baldwin caught that blow with his second sword, light and darkness colliding in the night. My second sword was already slashing at his neck. He disengaged from Soul to catch that blow. That was what I needed. Soul slid into his side, just under the arm. I pushed more of the magic from the goddess into Baldwin.

      He seemed to glow then, Baldwin’s eyes flickering back into colour, just for a second. Then the corpse pivoted and flashed out in a kick to my belly. Damn! There was inhuman power in that blow. I flew back several paces. I had to use my hands, blades flat, to steady my landing.

      Baldwin kicked out again with a roundhouse sweep that caught Penda under his shield and toppled the king. The corpse looked at me, blinked once, then leapt.

      Holy Merda!

      The corpse of Baldwin sailed high, at least as high as the two-story keep at Caer Penllyn. Out, away from the circle of Penda’s guards. It landed and leapt again. This time across the palisade walls.

      Deodamnatus! I let several more curses pass my lips.

      “Your Grace,” an annoying voice said, “this is why you need our guild in your kingdom. With blades of silver to defeat such monsters.”

      I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. I prayed to The Lady to give me the ability to squelch my desire to slice the head from that guilder here and now.
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      “Bleddyn is with him,” I sent. I added several curses. Seren gasped at the last one. Gwen chuckled.

      “Sorry,” I sent. “I forget you haven’t been around as many sailors as I have in the last six centuries.”

      “Father won’t agree to letting the guild into Penllyn,” Seren added. “But can he convince Penda to keep them out of Mercia?”

      “Paeda, that little kinglet son of Penda’s, is trying to get them in here,” I sent. “I understand that the newly converted can be zealous in their faith, but he is beyond that.”

      “You did well to not run Father Adda through,” Gwen sent, still with a hint of mirth in her mental tone.

      Our conversation was cut short by someone clearing their throat.

      “Ah, Lady Mair,” the familiar voice of Lord Chamberlain cut through the night.

      “Sorry,” I said and turned towards him. I was leaning on the wall of the parapet around the fort.

      Lords Chamberlain and Ludló stood on the wooden walkway above the palisade. Waiting for me.

      “Her Grace, Queen Cynewise, would appreciate a visit once they do not need you for the defence of Tamworth.” Lord Chamberlain gave a slight bow.

      “I will attend as soon as I am able,” I said, glancing at Ludló. “Any news?”

      “None,” he said. “For the second night in a row, we’ve searched the town and found nothing.” He looked over at Penda’s spymaster. “Anything on your end?”

      “Nothing, I’m afraid,” Lord Chamberlain added with a slight sigh. “My ears are better for gossip. We’ll learn more in the morning, once the town rouses and busybodies begin their twittering. By the afternoon, we’ll have learned if anyone saw our deceased guard bounding through the town or heard any of the commotion.”

      Ludló held a scabbard out towards me.

      “Can your belt handle two?” he asked. “Our men wear baldrics, but we can find you another belt if needed.”

      “Do you need this blade for your man’s funeral?”

      “Osmund, son of Tata, would be proud that his weapon was used to protect Penda, Overking of the Midlands,” Ludló said. “Please carry the blade until our current crisis is laid to rest.” He held the sword until I had the new scabbard on my belt. Once I sheathed the sword, I made several adjustments to its position, ensuring it was comfortable on my hip.

      “Please send a second belt to my quarters,” I said. “Do you need me here any longer?”

      “No,” the guard captain said. “Since we’ve no word of Baldwin in the town or fort, I have nothing for you to fight. The dead shouldn’t be walking.” He repressed a shiver. “You can get your rest.”

      “If you need me, once I’ve taken leave of Her Grace, I’ll be in the weapons hall. I doubt I’ll sleep tonight,” I added.

      Seren chuckled in my mind. “You never sleep,” she sent.

      “Quiet, or I’ll get conversations confused,” I sent.

      “Please don’t do so in front of Lord Chamberlain,” Gwen sent. “He suspects too much about our nature as it is.”

      “Lady Mair?” Lord Chamberlain said, his eyebrow cocked.

      “My apologies,” I said. “I keep thinking back to the last time I saw the dead walk. That wasn’t a pleasant night.”

      “So I have heard,” Lord Chamberlain said with a hint of a smile. Enough of one to make me wonder just what he knew. “Her Grace awaits you. This way, please.”

      “Be careful, dearest,” Gwen sent. “Cynewise lives up to her name. She is both wise and perceptive. She and Penda make a powerful couple.”
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      “Thank you again for protecting our people,” Cynewise said.

      Interesting that she first mentioned the people instead of her husband. I nodded a quick bow in response.

      “Please be seated, dear,” the queen said. She sat back into a cushioned lounge chair next to the hearth and pulled a woollen blanket across her lap and feet, then waved to another near me. It lay folded on a pillow-topped stool in front of my chair.

      “I heard that you prefer warm feet,” she said. Her mouth twitched up into a smile. “Oh, don’t look shocked. Who do you think found our Lord Chamberlain and brought him to my husband’s attention?”

      Ah, that explained some dynamics. If the spymaster knew that—and he’d be a poor spymaster if he didn’t—then his allegiance would be first for the Queen, no matter who was King.

      I settled in, careful to keep my scabbards from banging as I sat. A serving girl brought me a wooden cup. The honeyed smell of mead drifted up.

      “Would you care for it mulled?” Cynewise asked. She waved towards the raised stone hearth where a small kettle hung above the coals. Iron rods protruded from the steam. The serving girl lingered nearby.

      “Not tonight, diolch,” I said.

      “You may leave us,” the Queen said to dismiss the girl. Once the door had closed behind her, Cynewise laid her hand on my wrist.

      “Formalities are done for the night, Mair,” she said. “I ask my friends to call me Cyn in private. Do you prefer Mair or Maria? Chamberlain said you are from the continent.”

      “I prefer Mair,” I said and raised the cup to my lips. Cyn’s hand stayed on my left wrist. She had given it a small squeeze.

      “You didn’t just request I visit to offer me a blanket for my feet and a cup of warm mead,” I said, giving her a smile across my cup. I mimed taking another sip.

      “You are also older than you appear,” the Queen said. “You wear your age well. What? Thirty winters?” She grinned, then apologised. “I know, we shouldn’t ask ages.”

      “More than thirty,” I volunteered. She wouldn’t tell the truth about her years any more than I would.

      “A widower and not married?” Her fingers were drifting along my arm now. Sometimes stroking my fingers. “Oh, yes, your connection to the church.”

      I raised an eyebrow, not sure where this was going. Better to play a waiting game.

      “I’m too thin for most men,” I said. “They prefer women of stouter stature to carry babies to term.”

      “Not all men require child-bearing services,” Cyn added. “My husband keeps the herb women busy administering their tonics to make his bed partners begin their cycles early.”

      “No royal bastards?” I asked, hoping the topic was safe, since she had raised it.

      “Not on either side,” the Queen added. Her fingers took hold of my hand and gave a gentle squeeze. I returned it carefully. Too much of a squeeze and I’d seem eager. Too little and I’d risk an insult.

      “Have you found your escort to your liking?” Her hand drifted along the bare flesh of my arm. “You’ve enjoyed her pleasures? I know you’re no stranger to the pleasures of womanly flesh.”

      “She is most delightful,” I said.

      The Queen kept her gaze locked on mine. I held it, steady. Each of us trying to figure the other’s motivations.

      “I think I understand,” she said. “Another has your heart. A wise person might guess Lord Emlyn.”

      “More than a few suggested that,” I said. Her hand resumed its drifting caress along the skin of my arm.

      “Why not him?” She smiled. “Your skill matches his. Your men say you’ll both dance the night away. Is he as good in bed?”

      I raised my eyebrow again. A normal human woman might have blushed. I had enough of Thea’s blood in me that I could. Cynewise was playing another game. One of politics and sex. I wasn’t sure where she was going with it yet.

      “Oh, don’t answer, dear,” she added. “Penllyn’s swordmaster is not where your heart lies? You enjoy Thea’s flesh, and yet you rebuff my advances? Why is that?”

      I tilted my drink to my lips, then swirled the liquid inside it. As it slowed, I looked back to the Queen.

      “Ah, you are a difficult one to figure out, Lady Mair,” she said. After a beat, she smiled. “Titles and royal status don’t seem to impress you.” She pulled her hand back and raised her cup to her lips for a drink. “You play these games well, my dear.” She raised her cup to salute me, then took another sip. I gave her a smile, then mimed a sip.

      “I saw your eyes tonight when Father Adda approached. There is a story there, and one you don’t want to share.”

      “You are perceptive, Your Grace,” I said. “And you are correct—I don’t want to share it.”

      “Please, no formalities,” she said and squeezed my hand again. “Cyn tonight. I hope to earn your friendship.”

      “Are there friends in politics? Mercia will come first with you,” I said. “Just as Penllyn will be my priority.”

      “Yes, our first love is our own lands and people. But friendship can grow alongside those, just as our crops grow next to forests.” She reached back out, her fingers resuming their drift along my flesh.

      “My husband has been hearing Father Adda’s proposal for adding men with special weapons to our lands,” she said. “And the priest will back my proposal to Oswiu for my daughter’s abbey.”

      “Do you need his help?”

      “Perhaps,” she said. “Paeda’s zealous conversion may go far in getting my request approved. Deira is so contentious, and the Bernician king is vying for control. My husband has greater sway with Aethelwald of Deira than Oswiu, but that may not last. The Deiran king is nephew to Oswiu. It’s far better I get a royal decree from Oswiu if I’m to set my daughters in an abbey beyond our borders. I understand that if I use Father Adda’s recommendation, we’ll have to give their guild favoured status at not only the abbey…”

      “And here in Mercia?”

      She nodded. “I see little downside to the arrangement. Your face, however, revealed extreme doubt, even though your lips stayed silent tonight.”

      Cyn paused for a moment. She again took my hand in hers.

      “You protected our people when the guild’s spokesperson fainted dead away. You’ve earned a fair hearing among friends. Speak in confidence if you must. This is your chance to help me understand the consequences if I make a bargain with Adda.”

      “Protecting kin, among political manoeuvering.” Despite my reluctance, I didn’t want the guild to get any more of a presence here. “This needs to stay between us,” I said.

      “Of course, Mair,” she said.

      So I shared my ordeal at the hands of Onion Breath and Hunchback with her. A version that, while true, left out much of why they wanted me. In tonight’s tale, I was merely a woman alone in the countryside they found and used for their own pleasure.

      “Oh, dear,” Cynewise said as my story unwound. She gripped my hand hard as I detailed the battle. Because of my reputation with weapons, I could convert my blood-demon-fuelled rage into a desperate battle by an injured woman against two aggressors. I used the word “blade” often to imply that I had taken Hunchback’s seax after I struck him down.

      “What happened to the young apprentice who helped you?”

      “Lady Gwen came by right after the fight,” I said and swirled my cup some more before lifting it to my lips. After that much talking, a normal human would need a drink. “He was free to return to his farm. Last I heard, he had sworn off anything to do with the guild.”

      “I thought you would tell me of the Battle of the Abbey,” she said. “The information Lord Chamberlain has passed along indicated they captured you protecting Lord Cadoc’s new bride.”

      “That is true,” I said. “Did your spymaster also share what he learned about the tall Norseman with the Witch Hunter Seeker?”

      “He did,” she whispered. Her own flesh paled at the mention of him. “Poor Wassa…” She wrapped her arms about herself and repressed a shudder. “None of this, however, is provable.”

      “Do not challenge the integrity of the guild unless you possess irrefutable proof,” I said. “They have the ear of the Bishop of Rome. By his authority, they have taken down several nobles across Europe. The best you can do against them is thwart their plans and make them look elsewhere.”

      Cynewise resumed her touch on my arm. “Tell me about the Battle at the Abbey, please. I’d like to know what really happened there. I need to understand these Witch Hunters.”

      Another half an hour passed as I told my tale. I paused often. She likely believed it was because of emotions. To be honest, I tensed at the thought of how Lecerf had controlled me. What I paused for, though, was to apply my filter to what I told her. I had to remove all mention of my nature. The Witchers wanted Cadoc’s sword. That was our official story. The one Bleddyn and Emlyn and I had agreed to.

      I needed to let the Queen know, however, the depths the guild lowered themselves to. They wanted a holy relic, and the hypocrites harboured two wizards—witches, if you will—and used the magic they claimed to be against.

      As I wound down the story, detailing how Gwen was “injured” by the spell bolt, the Queen gripped my hand tighter.

      “The sword you used,” she said, “it was the one you protected Penda with, correct?”

      “It was,” I said. “It shattered against the black staff the witcher used to make the dead walk. The collision of the two caused quite a commotion.”

      “The walls here in Tamworth rattled that night,” she said. “We get shakes so seldom, and that was right after a feast day.” She paused and held my eyes for a moment. “I see now why you’ve been resisting my advances tonight,” she whispered. She gave my hand one more squeeze, then pulled hers back to her lap. “You have a complicated heart, my dear. Gwen and Emlyn. Do they know of each other?”

      I smiled and raised my cup to my lips. Silence was my best option.

      “As I said earlier,” Gwen’s thought came into my mind, “Cynewise is a force to be reckoned with.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            30

          

          

      

    

    







            Funerals

          

        

      

    

    
      The funeral pyres had burned most of the day on the plain outside Tamworth. The bodies of Urthbert and the other men were laid out with wooden spears next to them, round wooden-and-leather shields across their bellies. Funerals for warriors.

      Along with the families of the men killed, the nobles of both Mercia and Penllyn stood to observe. Bleddyn, Talian, and I came to represent Penllyn. Cenric and Dunstan were there, along with several of Cenric’s men. Ludló and Lazlow, with a dozen of the guards from the Mercian war band, stood with us. Cynewise had also ridden out with her priest.

      Only one of the deceased had not followed the Saxon gods. The priest prayed the prayers for dead, standing at the head of the non-pagan. He let his holy symbol drift wide as he moved it side to side, making the sign of the cross above all the deceased. Better to be inclusive, I guessed.

      Penda himself lit the blazes. Then he and the rest of us stood silent. Earlier, in his study, the priest, Father Adda, had insisted on burial instead of cremation.

      Penda had silenced the protests of the priests from Northumbria and the priest who served his wife.

      “We’ve just had one of our men rise from the dead and murder our people,” he said. “Can you guarantee no others will?”

      Even Father Adda was silent in the face of that request, but he didn’t still his tongue for long.

      “We await your word, Your Grace,” Adda said to Penda once the fires were lit. “We can have a score of men with special weapons and the power of our guild riding through Mercia, seeking the creatures who have disturbed your people.”

      Penda kept his gaze on the pyres and remained silent. Adda bent forward to catch the eye of Cynewise, who stood next to Penda.

      “We would be most happy to give counsel to Oswiu about your queen’s desire to establish an abbey in Bernicia,” Adda said.

      Cynewise shifted her eyes back to the pyre, her lower lip tucked in under her upper teeth.

      “Thank you for the offer, good father,” she said, her eyes never leaving the pyre. “We’ve shifted our attention to Aethelwald of Deira. He is eager for Mercian funds and favour.”

      “Ah, but our word carries great weight with His Grace in Bernicia,” Adda said. “This could further unite your two kingdoms.”

      “We are done speaking of this,” Cynewise said. “My son has allowed your men in his kingdom. We shall observe how well your guild behaves there. You must earn our trust, not demand it.”

      She turned away from the fires and motioned to her priest and the guards assigned to her. They mounted their horses and rode back into Tamworth.

      Penda turned his attention to the Witch Hunter waiting next to him.

      “Your presence here seems to have coincided with the arrival of evil to our land,” Penda said. “I’m curious why these creatures, first the wolf creature, then a walking corpse with blades at night harasses our people just as you arrive with promises of salvation.”

      That caught the Witch Hunter off guard. He stammered a few syllables, his cheeks going red.

      Penda continued before he could say anything. “You had best hope I never find a connection between your guild and these strange happenings. If I do, you have my oath I will call forth the entire fyrd, all the kings and their war bands beholden to Mercia. I will ride the length and breadth of this island to drive every single member of your guild from our shores.”

      I wanted to hug Penda right then. He had his gaze locked on Father Adda’s face. I could hear the witcher’s pulse racing, and his face reddened.

      “We never… You dare accuse us?”

      “Accuse?” Penda chuckled. “If that is what you believe you heard, then perhaps there is guilt to uncover. I shall direct resources to find out more about your guild, and just what your men do when they assist a king or lord.”

      “But your son has promised…”

      “My son is not king of Mercia, overking of the Midlands,” Penda said. His voice was so hard, I swear the air temperature around them had chilled enough that I expected their breath to start coming out in clouds of mist. “When I call the Fyrd forth, there are few on this island who have hope to withstand Mercian might. Take care I never have a reason to assemble them. Your guild will not stand.” Penda turned back towards the inferno.

      Cenric and Ludló stepped up next to the witcher. Ludló cleared his throat then cocked his head towards the fort on the hill above Tamworth. The invitation to leave with haste was apparent.

      Once the priest had ridden away, Penda came to where Bleddyn and I stood.

      “My lady wife came to take counsel with me last night,” Penda said, his eyes on me. “She said she would not allow this guild of Witch Hunters in her entourage and encouraged me to bar them from establishing a presence in any part of our lands.”

      “Your wife is wise, Your Grace,” I said, wondering just how much of my tale the Queen had shared with him.

      “We shall speak later,” he said and give me a thin smile. “I expect you, milady, have a tale to tell that I need to hear. One with more detail than your brother has shared.”

      I held his gaze for a moment, considering. Everything I told Cynewise I had expected that Penda and Lord Chamberlain would know already. The Mercian king seemed to sense there was more to the tale. How much more I was willing to share, even I wasn’t sure yet. How much would it take to keep the Witch Hunters out of Mercia? Could I tell him enough that he’d actually call forth his Fyrd, his full army, and drive the guild off of Britannia? And would the guild stay away after that?

      “Yes, Your Grace,” I said. “We will discuss the guild.”
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      Talian pointed down the road as we rode back to Tamworth behind Penda’s retinue. “That looks like Siors.”

      “Can you see?” Bleddyn asked me. “My old eyes don’t work that far out.”

      I had to shade my eyes. The grey gloom overhead hid the sun. Even before it broke out in the late afternoon, my connection to the goddess hummed, so I didn’t need to draw energy from my demon to counteract the effects of the sunlight.

      “Looks like Siors and his men.”

      “Let’s wait here and ride up with them.” Bleddyn turned to Talian. “Ride ahead and let either Ludló or Lazlow know that we’ll have the blades Penda requested. They’ll need to leave word at the gates so we can bring them in.”

      Once Talian had ridden off, Bleddyn and I dismounted and let our horses graze while we waited.

      “How much did you have to tell Penda about my ordeals?” I asked. This was one of the few times we were out of range of Lord Chamberlain’s special ears.

      “I told him they created the undead at the abbey,” Bleddyn said. “I kept the story of what you went through vague. Only Lazlow and Ludló were with us.”

      “And Lord Chamberlain.”

      “He wasn’t— Oh…” Bleddyn grinned. “Of course.”

      “And if it ever comes to a disagreement between Penda and Cynewise, expect Lord Chamberlain’s loyalty to benefit the Queen.”

      “Interesting,” he said and raised an arm to wave at Siors and the other Penllyn men.

      As they rode up, Siors was the first to dismount. After a short bow towards us, his eyes lingered on my hips.

      “Two swords?” he asked. “Has the shifter returned?”

      “Not exactly,” I said.

      Bleddyn moved among the men, grabbing their arms in greeting and giving a few slaps on their shoulders. Smiles abounded all around.

      We gave the men a quick summary of Baldwin’s rise in the undead ranks. Siors whistled, like Bleddyn often did, in surprise.

      “Good thing Lord Emlyn had us switch our blades out for the silver ones,” Siors said. “We’ve each got either a seax or sword we took from the witchers at the abbey. And one for young Talian. Emlyn sent along a sword for you, Lord Penllyn, and a gift you can give to His Grace to win extra favour, if you desire.”

      “Good,” Bleddyn said. “Mair and I will take the blades into the fort to Ludló. I’ll ask at the gates to get you quarters outside of the fort. Ludló will appreciate you men being available outside to coordinate with, should we have another disturbance in the next few nights.”

      “How long are we staying?” Siors asked.

      “That depends on Penda,” Bleddyn said. “He’s of a mind to go hunting for the shifter and his undead guard. These weapons will make him want to go earlier rather than later.”

      “Are we included in that?”

      “I would prefer not,” Bleddyn said. He rubbed his side. “I remember the last time I found a shifter. Once was enough.” He looked towards me. “Penda may ask you, though.”

      “Do you have a preference?” I asked, unsure where he’d want me.

      “You, Gwen and Seren are outside of my authority,” he said and smiled. “Thank you for thinking enough of this old man. That makes me feel special.”

      I leaned into him and gave him a one-armed hug.

      “My brother, you are special. To all of us.”
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      Back in my room, I shooed Thea out, claiming a need for sleep. In reality, I needed to maintain the illusion I slept. I had begged off from dinner, citing a need for rest after the ordeals of the last few days. Thea said she’d return later that evening.

      “Anything new?” I sent to Gwen as I lay in bed and slowed my breathing. Any of Lord Chamberlain’s observers would watch me drift away to slumber.

      “We’re getting close to the shadow creature,” Gwen replied. “They are even more difficult to detect using our magical senses than shifters are. But…” She paused for a moment. “Apologies, dearest, we’re climbing today. I know Ruadh loves this, however, I have no use for it.”

      I lay still in the darkened room and waited for her to continue. Once she and Afon scaled the slope, Gwen shared her vision. At least they hadn’t climbed a sheer cliff as Iolo and Ruadh loved to do. The slope below them, however, was anything but gentle. The ledge they were on seemed to be near the summit of a rocky hill. It was about three paces wide from wall to drop-off and ran in a gentle curve around the summit of the hill.

      “Any caves in the area?” I asked, remembering where I had first encountered the dark cloud.

      “Many,” Gwen sent. “None seem deep, however, so we shouldn’t need to venture into any.” She held her hand before her, and a glowing ball of yellow light formed. Afon’s face drifted into view, and she hung the ball of light above his left shoulder. It stayed with him as he drifted back. Another ball of light appeared. This one she hung above her own shoulder. With all of her goddess-given powers, I found it easy to forget that Gwen was human and still had only human sight. She needed the light. As did Afon.

      “How is Afon reacting to your use of The Lady’s magic?”

      “He adapted,” she sent as she followed Afon along the path around the hilltop. “He said someone else showed him some last summer. You have a penchant for showing off, dearest.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say, so I remained quiet. Seren snickered in the background.

      “How are the twins?” I sent.

      “Well,” she replied, “my brother is coming to his senses and not being as giddy as a young colt in a field of flowers. Enid is doing well and has been up, walking farther each day. There are several women who can help with nursing. I want her to rest in the night to help her recover faster.”

      “Have you been using magic to help her heal?”

      “Some,” Seren replied. “Healing is far easier when I can see the damage. Birthing causes injuries both external and internal, so I’ve had to be careful.”

      “Dear ones,” Gwen sent. “I sense a wrinkle ahead. Please give us time to investigate.”

      Seren and I stayed silent. I knew from experience how distracting banter in the background could be when I was concentrating on a fight. Gwen was far enough away that we weren’t getting what she heard, only her vision. Even that link was wavering.

      Gwen let Afon lead, silver sword in hand, and they ventured into the cave. It was more of a depression, an alcove in the hillside’s wall. Afon peered in, the yellow from the light ball above his shoulder showing an empty crevice. He shook his head and moved on along the path.

      Since I was seeing through Gwen’s eyes, all I could perceive was where she looked. Afon filled her field of vision. The dark-blue cloak Llinos had made for him was draped down his back, but the pack he carried covered most of the design woven into fabric.

      Gwen’s eyes shifted about, scanning the cliff to their left and the slope to their right.

      She gasped as Afon spun and lunged at her.

      His silver blade came right at her, and she twisted out of its path. Seren gasped. Flat against the rock wall, Gwen’s gaze darted to Afon. His lunge had carried him past her.

      “He’s not possessed, is he?” Seren sent. “Attacking Gwen like that…”

      “Afon is too good to miss his target,” I replied. His target was behind Gwen.

      Gwen’s eyes took in the scene, and Seren gasped again. The dark cloud had been back there, hiding. And they had passed by it.

      “His warrior senses are well tuned,” Gwen sent. “I was about to alert him that something wasn’t right when he lunged.”

      The cloud didn’t like The Lady’s light. It seemed to shy away from the glowing orb that followed Afon. His silver sword flashed golden in its light. Where it touched, the cloud recoiled.

      A black tendril snaked out towards him. Afon blocked with the cold iron dagger. Again, a recoil.

      “Good,” Gwen’s thoughts flashed in my mind. “Both metals seem to have an effect. Let us see if Afon can find a weakness in it.”

      Another black tendril of dark fog drifted out. Afon blocked with his dagger once more. This tendril grew another finger and reached towards his dagger hand. Afon jerked back as though he had touched a hot kettle. Another tendril darted out, faster than I had seen before. This one struck at his sword arm. Afon parried and stayed cautious. He shuffled half a step back. Three black arms shot out at him.

      He parried and dodged, using both silver sword and dagger. His sword slashed in and sliced the middle appendage. That sliver of cloud drifted away from the main darkness. It dissipated into the deepening evening.

      Afon took the initiative as the cloud recoiled from his riposte. He sliced in again, attempting to carve away pieces of the cloud.

      Another appendage poked at him. It was a feint. Two others darted in, low and angled up. Trying to get his hands.

      “He says the cloud is cold. He can feel the chill,” Gwen sent.

      “Did it touch him?” I asked.

      “He says no. However, I will check him after we dispatch the cloud,” Gwen added. “This has gone on long enough.”

      “Be careful with that spell,” I sent. “You know how it affects your head. With no trees near you, Seren can’t tree-walk to help you get over the pain.”

      “I will use a lesser version of it first,” Gwen sent.

      By now the creature had pushed Afon dangerously close to the edge of the path. Another step and he’d be sliding down the slope.

      “Now!” Gwen’s shout leaked through our connection.

      Afon dropped his chin as he slashed both weapons across the cloud. He squeezed his eyes shut right before a brilliant red flash lit up the night, or so I thought, until Gwen opened her eyes. I had seen the flash through her closed eyelids, which gave it a red tinge.

      The cloud was still there, but at least half as small as before.

      “Deodamnatus!” Gwen used my favourite swear word. Seren gasped at the notion that serene Gwen, first disciple of The Lady, could curse.

      Afon shook his head as though to clear the spots from his vision. His sword and dagger slashed again. I could tell his vision was still clouded. Only his sword connected with the creature, and it was more because of the length of the blade than from Afon’s aim.

      The cloud darted away. First up, then out above the slope.

      “Deodamnatus!” Gwen swore again. She surpassed a whimper of pain. One hand massaged her temple. The other summoned another ball of light. She threw it. Her ball darted out at speed and connected with the cloud. Inside the mass of wispy darkness, an almost human face, blacker than darkness, screamed as The Lady’s light infused with it and crackled though the mist.

      The cloud raced off into the night, faster than a hawk diving on prey. Even I, pulling speed from my blood demon, would have been hard pressed to match its speed.

      “Damn that creature,” Gwen sent. “My head aches, and it’s not dead yet.”
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      After seeing Afon battle the cloud, after experiencing the speed of both the shifter and Undead Baldwin, after seeing the blacker-than-night sheen on the blades in Baldwin’s hands, I wanted to practise with my weapons. I needed to be at the top of my skills in whatever was to come. I pretended to sleep. Pretend, so the spymaster and his network of eyes and ears would believe me to be human. Thea came in and slid into bed next to me. I continued to feign sleep.

      Instead of getting up to practise, I continued my charade of being mortal. I lay in bed until I heard Bleddyn return to his room. He wasn’t alone. A faint hint of Lady Rothaid’s rose soap drifted through the cracks around the door. I was happy for him. Although I knew his heart belonged to Penllyn, neither he nor Rhian showed any sign of an intimate desire for the other. They worked the land and people they loved. And each had that special person outside of Penllyn for their own intimate times.

      I suspected that Enid’s mother Nesta, Lady Meirionnydd, would arrive soon in Penllyn to meet her grandchildren.

      Like Rhian and Bleddyn, Nesta and Caerwyn were in a political marriage. I remembered my first meeting with them, the day before their children wed. Even as Gwen and I resisted the temptation to touch each other and hid our desire for a simple caress, Rhian and Nesta had hidden their same urges. Careful, studious eyes might have noticed their casual touches were more numerous than usual. Or a chance contact that lasted a second or two longer than normal.

      Whenever Nesta arrived at Caer Penllyn, the two noble ladies would spend as much time together as possible. They would share their intimate times. Until this trip, I hadn’t even considered Bleddyn’s potential for a relationship.

      Just like Rhian ignored Bleddyn’s activities here, he would pay no heed to her time with Nesta, nor any of the other women Rhian discretely shared her bed with. This way of secret liaisons and turning blind eyes had worked in so many other politically arranged marriages for many centuries.

      My own relationships were just as complicated for other reasons. It was the same reason that made me the best person to be the champion of the goddess. I am undead and need more blood than a single person can give me. True, Gwen could provide blood for me almost daily if needed. Drinking from only her would drain her to where she would need to recover her strength through the healing magic of the goddess. She’d always risk being weakened when she needed her physical stamina.

      It was the same with Emlyn. He was the only human who could match me with blades. He claimed the ghost of Arthur told him that our skills with the blades were the key to winning the goddess’s physical battles. If we were going to keep Emlyn in fighting shape, I couldn’t drink from him often. I needed to have other donors.

      That included Rhian, and now Thea. Rhian, though, knew of my nature. With Thea, however, I had to be discreet.

      My friends and I protected each other’s secrets and aided each other as we could. Those of us dedicated to Penllyn did so not just for our friendships, but for Penllyn itself. Rhian and Bleddyn were dedicated leaders for their people. I rarely found two people who worked together so well as Lord and Lady Penllyn. The goddess had chosen wisely when she selected Penllyn as her central land for those of us in her service to gather in.

      I sighed and rolled over in bed. Thea stirred next to me, her own body warm against mine while I pretended to doze. Now that she knew I was awake, she snuggled in and let her hands explore my body. Even with no blood, I needed to maintain the appearance of interest. I reached out and stroked her hair back from her face. Once I could see her eyes, I could link our minds, cloud her memory, and let her only remember the highs of our passions…
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      The first time I ran the mediation sequence with the swords that night, I went slow. This set was advanced, the most intricate set Aemi devised. The routine challenged even him, and he’d been practicing it for several centuries. There were many kicks, sweeps, pommel punches and other dodges combined with elaborate strikes and feints. I moved both weapons, often to opposite sides, and struck out with a leg, a foot or an elbow in rapid succession.

      The blades I used were the blunt steel practice blades. I was careful, however. I ran them again. And again. By the end of the second hour of running that sequence and mixing in the mediation before it, I moved at my top speed in the human range. My blades sang in the crisp night air as I danced the dance of steel.

      “I could enjoy this performance all night,” Penda said from the dark recesses of the practice hall. “Don’t you ever tire?”

      I raised my blades in salute to where he sat along the wall, just outside the pool of yellow light from the single lamp. His footfalls were quiet, but I’d heard him enter. He stood and held out a cup. “I fetched water for you. After that dance, you’ll need it.”

      “I seldom tire when I have steel in my hands,” I said, taking the mug from. Where our hands met, his touch sent a small tingle through me. To cover my surprise at the sensation, I put the cup to my lips. He raised his cup in salute.

      “You and Emlyn are too alike,” he said. “Still, I have not seen him dance the dance you did. It looked dangerous. Have you ever left a hand or leg of your own behind as you learned that?” He smiled at his jest.

      “It is the most complicated meditation our teacher trained us with,” I said. “I’m not sure he ever created a more advanced one.”

      “By Thunor’s hammer, I would have loved to see you two spar, even with practice weapons,” he said and stepped close.

      “Were you here to practise with steel, Your Grace?” I asked. “Or was there something else on your mind?”

      Penda reeked of power and tension. Not smell, but energy. For me to get that sensation from him when I wasn’t feeling my thirst, I knew that he must be interested in me. There was a lustful attraction enough that my blood demon sang a quiet song of recognition in my mind.

      Penda raised his own cup and drained it. “You’re probably like him and only need gloves. I prefer a shield, at least. Ludló requires that I wear a helm whenever I’m on the floor. Claims he doesn’t want to train my son to replace me any sooner than need be.”

      With that, he turned and went towards the weapons and equipment along the wall. I walked the mugs back to the water bucket.

      Back on the practice floor, Penda raised his sword in salute. Emlyn had gotten etiquette into him, despite the more casual style of Ludló and his men. I returned the salute, and we dropped into our ready stances. He held one blade to my two, a round shield in his other hand. Penda’s first blow was a side strike feint to get his shield lined up for a sideways jab at me. I let him lock our blades but read the feint and pivoted out of line. That put me on his right. I stepped back out of measure and made him close in again.

      Aggressive. And he had size on me. He wasn’t as bulky as Lazlow or Ludló. Rather, he was somewhere in the normal Saxon range. Thicker and taller than Emlyn. Not as tall as Bleddyn.

      Penda was fast and skilled enough to challenge me, though. His ability to read body language was excellent. He always seemed to anticipate my main strikes. This was a casual thought, and I had to keep in mind I was sparring with one of the most powerful kings in Britannia. No need to damage his ego by disarming and defeating him early on. After a few moments, I realised Penda was at least as good as the witcher’s former sword captain, Osbert.

      Just as in my fight with Osbert, I let Penda set the pace. He stepped into measure and struck a series of blows. I parried, stepped out of line, mindful of shield blows, and darted in with quick strikes that forced him to use both sword and shield for defence.

      He began to tire. He let his shield drift out of line a touch too far. At first I suspected a feint, that he was trying to get me to commit a strike into that gap. I launched a different set of counterattacks. His shield drifted a finger’s width out of line again.

      Penda pushed in again with attacks. I parried, slid out of line, and countered to get his shield to drift. I plunged Soul into that gap. He darted his shield back in line a beat too late.

      He stepped back and raised his blade in salute.

      “First blow to you, milady,” he said. “I let you dance long in the hopes you’d tire. I see I misjudged your stamina.”

      I dropped into my ready stance again.

      “Do you have the stamina to go another round?” I asked.

      Penda grinned and banged his pommel against his shield before he closed into measure and lead with an overhead blow.

      Half an hour later, I snuck in the third blow to win the bout. Penda stepped back and saluted me, his breath heavy and sweat beading his brow.

      “You don’t even sweat,” he said.

      I was careful to take long, deep breaths. Habits returned from years of attempting to appear mortal as I led classes or sparred with some of Aemi’s advanced students.

      Penda tucked his practice blade into his shield hand and held his right arm out. Warrior to warrior. I took it. He didn’t lean in for the customary slaps on the back. Instead he grasped my forearm and held his eyes on my face.

      “You… are an interesting woman, milady.”

      I smiled and continued breathing hard. Penda’s guard approached with two mugs of water. I took one, Penda the other. The guard took Penda’s sword and shield from him and returned them to the racks.

      The Mercian took a long drink of water. I mimicked him and only let the water wet my lips.

      “With the new swords your brother provided, I’m of a mind to lay my errant man to rest. Baldwin deserves his place at Woden’s table. We will ride out in the morning,” Penda said. He stepped in close. I tilted my face to see his eyes. “I would appreciate it if you rode with us. We’ll attempt to track either Baldwin’s corpse or the shifter if the dogs can get a trail.”

      “I would be honoured to assist,” I said.

      Gwen and Seren had helped me reach that decision earlier. We all agreed that I needed to stay on the trail of whatever possessed Baldwin’s body.

      Penda smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. His hand lingered there. His touch sent a charge through me again. He was a man with power. Both political and that of a warrior. There was something more in his presence. An aura of sorts. I sensed a strong urge to stay with him. Not just on the hunt for Baldwin. I wanted to press in against his warm flesh.

      Instead I blinked. He smiled.

      “We gather at sunrise,” Penda breathed. He held my gaze for a few seconds, then spun on his heel and headed towards the door. I took a deep breath and pulled in his scent. The musk of a warrior after a bout. And the power of an extraordinary man.

      “A man of destiny,” Gwen’s thoughts came into my mind. “I suspect he’d be the champion of The Lady, just as Arthur was, if times were normal.”

      “Why am I here, then?”

      “Because.” Gwen paused a moment. “You are not mortal, and these times are not normal, dearest. That is why you are drawn to him. He is what would have been. You are what is. Two people destined for the same role.”

      “Oh, gods! Just what I need,” I sent, as I watched the door close behind the Mercian king. “Another person I’m attracted to. Two of you are enough.”
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      The baying of the hounds broke the morning quiet as we rode around the outskirts of Tamworth.

      “You can stay and hunt with us, my friend,” Penda said.

      Bleddyn rubbed his side, where Lecerf’s pet werebear had gouged him the summer before. “Perhaps another time. I’ve had one run-in with a shifter. I do not need another.”

      “Yet you send your sister?” Penda joked and cuffed him on the arm. “Trust me, I’d rather have her along than half of my Fyrd. Besides her battle skills, she eats less than they do.”

      We parted ways after that. Bleddyn led Siors and his men back to Penllyn. Talian and I stayed with Penda and his hunting party. We waited on word from the hunt master about either trail the dogs had found. The hunt master had given the hounds a tunic of Baldwin’s to get the scent.

      “This is the best direction Lord Chamberlain could infer,” Ludló said. “You’d think whatever evil inhabits Baldwin’s body would smell rotten enough for the dogs to track.”

      Ahead and around us, men sat in saddle and waited. Penda had half a dozen guards with him, plus Ludló and myself. Most of the men had a silver seax strapped to their belts, next to their swords. I hoped they’d remember which to draw if we found Baldwin or the shifter.

      If we tracked down the lycanthrope, I wanted a chance to engage it in conversation. See who or what was behind it. Was the shifter working for someone the way Björulf worked for Lecerf? If so, who?

      Better yet, why did we get both a shifter and a reanimated corpse with black eyes and swords that became blacker than night?

      “It may channel power,” Seren sent.

      I must have let my thoughts leak through as conversation.

      “Sorry about that,” I sent. “Thinking out loud again.”

      “I suspect that your corpse foe is getting its energy from somewhere,” Seren added. “Just like you use energy from the goddess to make your swords glow. I suggest that you avoid getting cut by those blades.”

      “Sound idea,” I sent back. “Why didn’t I think of that?” I was tired of watching the dogs track everything except that corpse. “Sorry. It’s too early, and I’m prickly today.”

      “When Gwen wakes, I’ll see if she has a better understanding,” Seren added. “You’ve had two monsters in two days. That would put anyone in a foul mood. Did you say they believe the undead guard ran farther into Mercia? Not towards Penllyn?”

      “We think so,” I sent.

      She was worried because her father and the Penllyn men had gone westward to return to the cantref today. I had stayed with Penda, and we were searching the east side of Tamworth.

      “The creature took to roofs and leapt far. I’m wondering if it flew,” I sent.

      The hounds’ baying shifted to one of alarm, so I jerked my gaze in that direction. The hunt master had several dogs on long leads. Two other handlers had come along to help with the dogs. The hounds pulled against the leashes, trying to back out of their collars. Penda kicked his horse to head in that direction. Ludló and I followed.

      “They are spooked, Your Grace,” the hunt master said. “Just like when they first got the scent of Baldwin.”

      “Have they ever tracked a walking corpse before?” Penda asked. “That is enough to spook all of us. Go fifty paces that way with them, but take a curved route. See if they get spooked again.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” the man said. “If they get nervous, we know we’re on the trail.”

      “We’ll try to catch up once we have an idea if his route is direct or not. Let the hounds run towards the end of the valley.” Penda pointed towards the gap in between two shallow hills. “Looks like the creature is staying consistent. We will try to pick its trail up at the far end.”

      The hunt master whistled to pull his men and their dogs back in for instruction. Penda let the dogs and their handlers stay in point, but the dogs ran ahead now, guided by whistles from the hunters. The hunt master was smart enough to keep them from the line where Undead Baldwin had run.

      The few prints we had found so far showed a much longer gait than I would have suspected from a running human. Whatever animated the corpse was giving it unusual strength. Enough to cover two human paces in a single step. That meant it was fast. My kind of undead fast.

      We continued that way for another hour. The horses trotted along the main track through the valley. The dogs stayed off to the side and ran with us. We slowed a few times to let the dogs cross the path. Each time they grew skittish and refused to follow the road. Whatever they sensed, they didn’t like. I figured that meant we were on the right path to follow the undead monster inhabiting Baldwin’s corpse.

      As we moved out of the vicinity of Penda’s main town and fortress, the surrounding hillsides grew more numerous with trees. Copses became a thickening forest. We stayed on the main path, which was rutted with wheel tracks. Penda had us slow and asked the hunt master to bring the dogs across again. The hounds made passes across the path several times in the next league. The dogs balked whenever they crossed the main path.

      “If he stays on the path, we’ll have an easy time,” Ludló said.

      “I suspect that he won’t,” Penda said, gazing down the path. “That thing was too intelligent. I suspect there might be a trap, an ambush in here somewhere.” He glanced at me. “Has Lady Gwen shared any lore with you? The Cymry seem to have many tales of old monsters. And with your battle last year at the abbey, you are the closest we’ve got to an expert on this subject. Any knowledge or tales of walking dead?”

      Interesting question. This wasn’t the first time someone had unknowingly asked me about my nature. But after six hundred years of practice, I was skilled in dodging such questions about myself, even when they were unintentional.

      “The corpses we fought at the abbey were made to walk again by magic,” I said. “Lecerf was a wizard and called forth many hundreds. They were slow and fought without skill. The only way to kill them was to take off their heads or do enough damage that their bodies weren’t intact enough to fight.”

      “Has Lady Gwen said anything about undead?” Penda asked. He wasn’t aware of how Gwen, Seren, and I communicated, so I had to be cautious of what I relayed.

      I shook my head. “She was just as confused as the rest of us when the Witch Hunters were the culprits and raised an army of corpses. Who knew that the dead could walk again?”

      Seren chortled across our mental link.

      “Don’t you have babies to play with?”

      “I’m holding one now,” she replied. “He and his sister like to sleep a lot, so we take turns holding them.”

      As we rode, I got that feeling between my shoulder blades. We were being watched. Another league passed, and I couldn’t shake it. I kept my mind, with my goddess-enhanced senses reaching out around us. I watched for the ripples that signalled something magical trying to hide.

      Nothing.

      But the hairs on the back of my neck wouldn’t relax.

      You’re getting old, I told myself. Or scared. Last fall at the abbey spooked you, Maria. Just relax.

      That’s when I noticed what I had missed. A flash of fur in the tree line. My hand darted to Soul’s hilt. Then relaxed.

      Wolves. Paralleling us. They stayed deep in the shadows. I reached out with my thoughts. An invitation to speak.

      “You are pack?” the leader’s thoughts flashed back.

      “I ran with this pack leader,” I sent and included a vision of my friend Greyback.

      “You run with two-legs on four-legs, they hunt?”

      “We hunt another two-legs.”

      “Come… alone… we share…”

      Cryptic. I got the sense the pack leader wanted to be sure of me before he shared whatever he was hinting at.

      “Where are you going?” Ludló boomed out as I turned my horse.

      “Going to talk to an old friend,” I said and smiled. “I need to do this alone.”

      “Send men with her,” Penda said over his shoulder. He rode ahead of me.

      “No, Your Grace,” I said and held his eyes. “I must insist. What I need to do needs to be done alone.”

      “No one ventures off by themselves with those creatures on the loose,” Penda declared, his voice solid, commanding. By now he had turned his steed to face me.

      I pointed ahead to where Talian rode with Dunstan. “Those two can stay here on the road and observe me. I won’t stray from their sight.”

      Penda held his gaze steady on my face.

      “You won’t say what you mean to do?”

      “Something that only Gwen and I can,” I said. Seren could too, but I didn’t need to tell him that.

      “Druidic ways? Magic?” he asked.

      “Not quite,” I said. “I have friends, animals, who will share information. But a full hunting party with dogs, men-at-arms, spears, and swords will intimidate them.”

      The Mercian king considered for a second, then nodded. I whistled at Talian with a signal that the Penllyn men used. Ludló waved both him and Dunstan back.

      “We will continue for about half a league then wait,” Penda said. “That will give you enough space for your… friends… to be comfortable?”

      “It should,” I said. By then Talian and Dunstan had returned.

      Once Penda and his men had moved on, I slid out of my saddle and left the lead with Talian. He and Dunstan chatted while they waited. Their laughter drifted on the wind behind me as I walked deeper into the forest.

      After a few hundred yards, I looked back. The two young men on their horses were still visible. There was enough scrub and deadfall around for the wolves to feel safe.

      I squatted and waited. A few seconds later, a muzzle with yellow eyes above it slid out of the brush.

      “You are pack,” he sent.

      “Someday, we will run together, my friend,” I replied.

      Two more wolves edged into the small clearing. They approached, and I stayed still while they smelled me.

      “Death,” one sent to the pack leader. “But not dark death like the other.”

      “You have seen the dead two-legs?”

      “Dark death ran. Dark death smell of death. Pack frightened of dark death,” the pack leader sent. “You hunt dark death with two-legs?”

      “We do,” I replied. There was little I could think of that would frighten a wolf pack. I hoped they hadn’t been scared enough to not observe Baldwin. “Have you followed the two-legs who smelled of death?”

      “Dark death two-legs ran. Fast. Faster than pack can run,” he replied. His two pack mates melted back into the woods. “Smell of death stayed on two-legs path. Ran beyond second flowing stream.”

      After a beat, he added, “Dark death bad for all. Bad for pack. Bad for two-legs. Bad for land and all animals.”

      “Will you continue to watch?” I asked. “Tell me what you find?”

      “If two-legs with wolf cousin not hunt pack, we help hunt dark death,” he replied.

      “I promise to ask the pack leader of two-legs not to harm your pack,” I said. “He will want to run together and kill dark death.”

      “We will run,” the pack leader sent and faded back into the scrub. “We talk again when white orb in dark sky.”
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      I didn’t see nor sense much of the wolves after that. They ran ahead, well ahead, of where we rode.

      “Your friends are…?” Penda asked when I rejoined the hunting party.

      “Helping,” I said. “Your men need to leave all wolves alone this trip. No stray arrows, no throwing rocks. Nothing to drive them away.”

      “Wolves? You are a remarkable person,” Penda said. Then his smile faded. “How do I explain that to the men?”

      “Aren’t you King of Mercia?” I said. “What happens to those who argue with you?”

      “Depends on their tone,” Penda said. “I listen to the men in my guard. I don’t always heed their advice, but I listen. They respect me for it.” He looked towards Ludló.

      “They’ll listen,” the guard captain said. “I’ll tell anyone who complains to ask you about it, milady. I’ll tell them the furry buggers are your friends, and any who harms one will answer to you.”

      “If that makes it easier,” I said. I didn’t want some kind of reputation from Ludló threatening his men with my wrath.

      “You’ve got the reputation already,” Ludló said, reading my expression. He grinned. “Not a man here who isn’t glad you’re along on this trip. Too many are dead already. They may not say it direct, but they respect you. You proved yourself in battle. Twice. You’ve got our backs, and we’ve got yours.”
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      Gwen rose a few hours later. We had just made camp when I sensed her mind reach out for contact.

      “Feel any better?” I sent.

      “Much,” she replied. “I kept willow bark with me for the headaches, and Afon knows how to help me if I need to use that spell again.”

      “How strong was the one you unleashed last night compared to what you did at the abbey?”

      “About the same,” she replied, then paused for a good moment. “That shows just how strong this black cloud is. The spell at that level wiped out several score of Lecerf’s undead, and it only reduced this cloud to about half of its size.”

      “Any idea what it is?” I asked. “I don’t like this. We’ve got two different creatures of darkness running around, and a shifter. What in all the hells is causing this?”

      “You know as well as I,” Gwen sent back. Her tone had shifted back to that of Gwen the leader, Gwen the first disciple of the goddess.

      “My dreams?”

      “Yes,” she sent. “The Lady’s adversary still fights on. Killing Lecerf didn’t destroy whoever is challenging her.”

      “I keep thinking Lecerf was her challenger.” I sighed and watched as Talian worked to erect a tent for me. I shared my vision with Gwen. That was easier than explaining what was going on around me. Dunstan came to assist.

      “Dunstan seems to be recovered from his meeting with the cloud,” Gwen sent.

      “Now that Urthbert is gone, he’s not getting teased about the encounter,” I replied. “He and Talian have taken to each other. The friendship seems to be good for both of them.”

      “Celebrate the small relationships, dearest,” she replied. “The Lady has brought many of us together to combat her foe. We never know who amongst our friends has a critical role to play in what lies ahead.”

      “What lies ahead?” I asked. “I’d hoped that the abbey was the end of the battles.”

      “If it were, Penda would now be The Lady’s champion,” Gwen said. Her tone was quiet. I could tell she was drifting in thought. “You still hold that position, else you wouldn’t have found Arthur’s sword when you needed it.”

      That left me with little to say. My role, no matter how little I wanted it, was to be the champion of the goddess. At least when it came to sticking swords into people, things, and monsters. That part I did well.

      Gwen and Afon cleaned their small camp and headed out again. The trail of magic they followed was weak, Gwen said. She lost track of it several times during the next few hours. I left them in peace and kept my worries to myself.

      The light of the campfires lit the clearing where Penda had set up camp. Two small fires lit the night. The first was larger, as the huntsmen and the dogs gathered around it, as did the guards, including Talian and Dunstan. Most of the men sat on their bedrolls or leaned back against a tree or larger rock.

      The other fire was for Penda. Only three camp chairs were out. I assumed for Ludló and I along with Penda. All the men, including the king and guard captain, were gathered around the cook fire the huntsmen had blazing.

      Talian headed my way and passed me a simple bowl of boiled vegetables, laced with some dried meat that soaked up the broth. I grabbed two mugs and sloshed ale into each. Enough so the men wouldn’t think twice about my meal and drink.

      My young friend and I drifted away from the camp. We nodded at one sentry. The moon was up. It gave us enough light, even through the trees, for Talian and the guard to see.

      Once we were past the sentry, I glanced back to make sure we were out of sight of the camp. More than enough trees grew here to block my line of sight back to camp. That was both a blessing and a worry. We’d need to be extra vigilant tonight. There was too much cover for something to approach unseen. We didn’t have many options in this part of Mercia, but Penda said the forest was thick and wide.

      Talian held his empty bowl out. I traded mine for his and poured my cup into his now-empty one.

      “You and Dunstan are getting along well?” I made it a question as an invitation for him to talk.

      “Urthbert got under his skin in a big way,” Talian said between mouthfuls. “He’s sorry that whatever is in Baldwin got to him like that. Dunstan is a good man. He wants to earn his father’s trust and prove he’s worthy of a position in the guard.”

      “His older brothers hold all the positions in Cenric’s household?”

      “Exactly,” Talian said. “He’s the youngest of the brothers, like me. He was afraid Lord Cenric would continue on with us instead of returning to their lands. Dunstan is away from both the bully Urthbert, and from his family. He’s ready to be his own man.”

      “You two try not to engage Baldwin if you can help it,” I said. “That thing isn’t like the undead back at the abbey. Whatever that is…”

      “It’s fast,” Talian finished. “Everyone is talking about how fast it moves. They say they’re grateful Lord Emlyn trained you to be as fast as he is. Say the only people they’ve ever seen move that fast are you and him.”

      “You’re not correcting them, are you?” I said.

      “No, milady!”

      “Good. Let them think Emlyn trained me,” I added.

      Lord Chamberlain might track down the school and teacher where Emlyn trained. I wasn’t worried. Aemi was skilled at hiding his identity. He would have moved on several years ago, if not before. He’d be in a different part of the world, with a different name, by now. Probably on his second or third location since Emlyn had been his student.

      I felt a tickle at the back of my mind then. My eyes drifted along the tree line. I saw a flash of fur and sensed my wolf friends approaching.

      “Sit on that rock,” I told Talian. “Don’t move fast, and keep your mouth shut no matter what.”

      He did so, without even voicing a response. I squatted down and waited.

      “He is pack for you?” the wolf sent. This wasn’t the same wolf who had conversed with me earlier.

      Wolf speech was limited, and trying to translate it into human ideas was challenging. I thought I understood his meaning.

      “Yes,” I replied. “He is from my home pack. We run to help another pack with an esteemed pack leader.”

      The wolf slid out and stepped towards Talian. He stayed an arm’s length away and raised his muzzle to sniff the air.

      “You have a strong pack,” my new furry friend replied.

      I glanced at Talian. His eyes were wide but not worried. He sat as still as the rock under him.

      “Have you found the creature we search for?”

      “It ran this way,” the wolf replied. “Pack run hard. Run fast. Found den where it slept while bright orb in the sky. Smell of rotten death.”

      “How far away?”

      “If you run now, we find den as bright orb rises.”

      Merda! Several hours. Undead Baldwin had a major lead on us. Wolves could communicate across great distances, just as Gwen, Seren, and I could. The wolf before me was their rear guard, tasked with communicating with me.

      “Thank you, my friend,” I sent. “I will keep watch tonight. Please find me if there is any other news of the dark death.”

      “We will run together,” the wolf sent and faded back into the brush.
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      “We are closing on it, dearest,” Gwen’s thoughts came to my mind.

      “All is quiet here,” I replied. “How close are you?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” she added. “But you need to see this. Are you with others?”

      “No,” I sent. “I’m walking the perimeter of the camp.” Something in her tone gave me the idea I would not like what I saw. I found a tree about as thick around as my waist to lean back against. Out here, I was between two of the three sentries Ludló had posted. No one was close enough to see me.

      “Go ahead,” I sent and closed my own eyes.

      Gwen’s yellow ball of light lit a small pool around her. Sheep lay in the grass of a meadow. They all seemed quiet. Sleeping.

      “Not asleep,” she sent. “There’s more.” Her gaze shifted down. An elderly shepherd, wrinkled and dry, stared at the sky. Unblinking.

      “Look closer,” Gwen sent. She stared at the old man’s eyes.

      Dead. Lifeless. The parched skin around them was framed by stark white hair, his face wrinkled and cracked with aged lines. The eyes… They were young eyes. Eyes of youth. No cloudiness, showing little if any damage that the years bring.

      “How old?” I asked.

      “Ten winters, perhaps,” Gwen said. Her tone was sombre, even in our mental speech. “It drained the life from this youth, and all the herd. They all appear to be in their advanced years. Even the lambs. It’s as though they’ve had their future lives drawn from them.”

      “Dunstan…”

      “Exactly,” Gwen sent. “This explains the white lock of hair and the cold that both he and Afon claim they’ve felt.”

      “Did the cloud touch Afon?”

      “He says no,” Gwen sent. “I used the magical sight to examine him. I can find no sign of any contact. But…”

      “The fight they had, he was close enough to sense its presence,” I sent. “Be careful. I’d hate to lose either of you. Do you need to come and get me to take it on?”

      “Trees are scarce in these valleys,” she sent. “I don’t want to backtrack in order to find a grove. We may catch it tonight. If we can do so before it kills anyone else, I’d prefer that.”

      “Be careful,” I sent and let the connection go. I stood. Instead of continuing my circuit around the outer edge of camp, I headed back in. My feet were getting cold and damp. I could sit near the fire and let my boots dry for a while.

      I settled into one of the camp chairs left out by the fire. Ludló raised a drinking skin and mug in invitation. I waved it off.

      “Don’t you ever sleep?” he asked.

      “In the saddle,” I replied and propped my feet on a stone lining the fire. It was small tonight, the main log in it burned about halfway through.

      “We’ll wake the next watch when that one breaks in two,” Ludló said, his voice just above a whisper. We lapsed into silence after that. Only the night insects, just waking from their winter slumber, gave any noise beyond the subdued crackles of the small fire.

      Eventually the log cracked and tumbled into the coals. Ludló awakened his fresh set of watchmen and set another log on the fire. Dunstan and two other men poured fresh mugs of ale and then headed off into the brush around the camp.

      “If you’re staying awake, I’ll let you alert my men when this log burns through. They know who to wake for the last shift.”

      I agreed, so he turned towards his small tent.

      I sat and stared into the flames for a while. Gwen and Afon had to work their way through the valley and across a small rise strewn with boulders. My only company was the sound of the insects and a pair of yellow-green eyes at the edge of the fire’s light. Black fur and grey whiskers caught the dim yellow glow of the fire.

      A cat. I lowered my hand in an invitation for it to come closer. After a short pause, it did. It smelled my hand once, then jumped onto my lap.

      “You are a friendly one,” I whispered.

      The cat’s only response was to knead his front paws against my belly and purr. I rubbed my fingers along its face. He took the attention, then turned several times on my lap. After smoothing my tunic down, he settled into a furry ball of vibration on my belly.

      “We’re getting close, dearest,” Gwen sent.

      Her vision tickled my mind, so I closed my eyes and watched through hers.

      “I sense the wrinkle ahead. And another flock…”

      “Any shepherds?” I asked.

      “I fear we’re too late for him,” she sent.

      Afon came into view, his own light ball hanging above his left shoulder. He unsheathed his blades and held them before her. The purrs of the cat on my lap drifted off as my fingers stilled. I wanted to concentrate on my link.

      Gwen murmured several syllables I didn’t catch. They sounded like an old form of her Cymry language. She traced her hand across the fuller of the silver sword, then used a single finger to draw a small symbol on the blade.

      “That looks to be correct,” Seren’s mental voice said.

      “What does?” I asked.

      “The glyph,” Seren replied. Gwen waved Afon back towards the path. The surrounding light diminished but didn’t go out. Gwen must have dimmed her light balls.

      “Gwen and I suspect the darkness is some sort of undead entity,” Seren sent. “She’s added the magical blessing to Afon’s sword. The glyph will activate when he’s in the presence of undead.”

      “You’re not making me comfortable with these magical inventions of yours,” I sent. “If you two can do that, so can our enemies. I’d be the one on the receiving end of that spell-sword.”

      “I’m sorry, Mair,” Seren sent. “We need to protect our people and stop the cloud before it kills more. Can you imagine what it would do in Caer Penllyn, or the abbey? Or Tamworth?”

      “Dear ones, please,” Gwen added. “I need to concentrate. Your chatter isn’t helping.”

      Afon paused ahead of her. Gwen extinguished her balls of light. Together, she and Afon looked into a valley. The moon had set, so only starlight filtered into the meadow. Several sheep stood a few hundred paces away, huddled together. It was difficult to see. A slim tendril of black darted into the small flock. One sheep bleated then froze.

      Another single long bleat, almost a scream, erupted from it. The sound lasted a full moment before the unfortunate animal fell and stopped moving.

      “Deodamnatus!”

      Gwen and Afon must have closed the distance between us for me to get sound that clear from our link. It was her voice that swore.

      She had one hand on Afon’s shoulder, and her other hand rose to her face. I got the idea that she had popped something in her mouth. Willow bark was my guess. She chewed it whenever her head ached, which only happened when she blasted out that light spell that could kill me.

      Gwen mumbled and thrust her open hand out, right as her eyes shut. A flash of red leaked into her link to us. She mewed in pain and opened her eyes. Flashes of red still sparkled across her sight. Another wave of her hand and the balls of light roared back into life above her and Afon. The cloud was less than half the size it had been.

      Afon was already dashing ahead, blades out. He leapt over a still body. Not a sheep. His silver blade erupted in the white fire of the goddess’s magic. That confirmed that the cloud was undead…

      Gwen kept her eyes on the fight as the red sparkles caused by her pain slowed. Her hand raised another piece of willow bark to her mouth.

      Afon faced off against the cloud. He stood between it and the sheep. Any time a finger of darkness reached forth, he slashed it. The cloud’s substance dissipated and dispersed into the night with every slash of his magic-infused blade.

      Gwen summoned another ball of light and threw it. Instead of hitting the creature, it flashed into position above the cloud. Another ball, another throw. And another. She was ringing it with the magic of The Lady. A dozen balls later, and it only had one route—towards Afon’s magical silver blade.

      Another finger of death shot out. Then two more. Afon sliced them away.

      Gwen held out her hand, palm forward, then clenched it hard into a fist. Her glowing orbs around the cloud darted into the creature. Afon stabbed with the sword.

      The face in the cloud screamed. It was an old face. Masculine. Wrinkled. No hair at all. None on its face nor on its head. I heard no sound from Gwen’s link. The balls did their damage, and the cloud shrank. Pieces of it sliced off by Afon’s silver sword. The wisps dissipated on the night breeze.

      Gwen mumbled in the old language again. Her eyes slammed shut, and other flash of red lit up her vision.

      Her eyes stayed shut. I counted the time, and was over a hundred before her eyes fluttered open. Red flashes swam, and the world seemed to be askew. She was lying on her side. Golden light from the single orb above her was the only light. The grass of the meadow and the lifeless body of the shepherd were all I could see.

      Afon’s face came into view.

      “It’s gone, milady,” Afon said.

      I thanked The Lady that Gwen was able keep our link going.

      “Here’s the bark you wanted. Here, chew, milady.” His hand drifted into sight.

      “Lady Seren, Lady Mair,” Afon’s voice cut through our connection. “Lady Gwen said you’d be able to hear me. I can’t find any trace of the cloud. I believe it’s dead… or whatever. Lady Gwen warned me she’d be like this. I’ll watch her tonight. She said she’d need to sleep. I’ll make a fire to brew her the willow tea and then let her sleep. Don’t worry, miladies. We killed it tonight.”

      Gwen’s eyes closed. I hoped she’d sleep. She had to. I felt for her. With Seren and I leagues away and no trees close to her for Seren to tree-walk through, I had to rely on Afon to get Gwen through the ordeal.

      On my lap, the furball purred again. I stroked his cheek.

      I opened my eyes and shifted in the chair, careful not to disturb my new furry friend. Dunstan was across the fire, filling his mug with ale again. His eyes darted towards me.

      He paused as though he might say something. He shook his head and turned back into the night for his shift on watch.
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      Penda was one of the first to rise the next morning. I felt him stir and approach. Not like I would have sensed Afon or Bleddyn. This was almost as if Emlyn or Gwen had come close. I sensed him before he came into view.

      “You found a friend,” he said and settled into a camp chair across from me.

      “He found me last night,” I said, running my hand down the sleeping feline form. “Fortunately your men checked on the fire and I didn’t have to rise and disturb him.”

      The cat yawned and stretched, then jumped down. He walked to Penda and sniffed at the Mercian king’s hand. One look back at me, and he strode off into the brush.

      “Not sure if he likes me or not,” Penda said. He let a smile slip through his beard. “As long as they keep the rodents out of our grain, they’re welcome.” He raised a drinking skin and squirted a stream of ale into his mouth. I waved it off when he motioned to toss it my way.

      “Anything happen last night?” he asked.

      That was an interesting question. I didn’t want to tell him Gwen was sleeping due to killing the shadow that had harmed Dunstan. If I told him, I’d need to explain how I knew. That was more, much more than I wanted to share with him or Lord Chamberlain. I was sure that even if I asked Penda to not share, there were enough other ears around that word of the conversation would get back to the spymaster.

      “Nothing,” I replied. “Quiet as a mouse all night.”

      Penda’s men were disciplined. They all broke their fast with dried meat and ale. They struck camp, saddled horses, and stowed packs with efficiency. Within an hour of Penda rising, we were on the trail again.

      The hounds repeated their performance from the day before, becoming agitated whenever they encountered Baldwin’s trail.

      I spent the morning riding next to the Mercian king and tried to appear drowsy. I didn’t need to try hard to slip back into my old habits of being inactive during the day.

      “We’re approaching the old Roman road, Your Grace,” Ludló’s voice interrupted my contemplation.

      “Let’s see if that corpse stays on the path or takes a different way,” Penda replied.

      I straightened and opened my eyes. The hunt master sent the hounds around the area several times in ever widening loops. Each time, they showed the trail led into the woods, along the cart path.

      “Milord,” Ludló said and waved towards the south-west.

      I shaded my eyes to look that way, then groaned. As the party of men grew near, even Penda shifted in his saddle. He reached over and patted my shoulder.

      “We’ll make them move along,” he said, his voice quiet.

      “Your Grace,” Father Adda called. Behind him, five men rode, each with leather armour and helms. All wore the symbol of the Witch Hunters on their chests.

      “Why have you come here?” Penda asked. “You should be with my son.”

      “Ah, Your Grace,” Adda said with a slight recoil at Penda’s gruff tone. “I learned that some of the men I requested for King Paeda’s conversion ceremony were riding in from Wessex. After your party left yesterday, I rode off to meet them.”

      “And you go now to Middle Anglia to aid my son…” Penda made it more a statement than a question.

      “We do, Your Grace,” Adda said. “And if we locate your demon-possessed guard, we’ll send word back at once.” The priest’s eyes shifted around the men and the dogs searching the brush. “No luck so far?”

      Several of the hounds chose that moment to sound their cries of rebellion as they were led back across Baldwin’s trail. They did not like the smell of whatever possessed his corpse.

      “We’ve been on the trail all day,” Penda said. “We’ll have this fellow tracked down and taken care of before Paeda’s wedding day.”

      “If you need our assistance, please send a rider,” the priest said and let a sly smile pull up a corner of his mouth. “All of my men carry silver weapons, which is sure to harm that demon. Our guild is—”

      “Your guild is on the way to my son’s wedding,” Penda growled. “Don’t lose your path, priest.” Penda gave a nod and kicked his horse across the road.

      I glanced back once. Father Adda kept his sly grin as he watched Ludló and I ride across the Roman road and into the brush after the king.

      “You don’t seem to like the guilders,” Ludló said to me as we let our horses follow Penda. By now the king was up with the hunt master, discussing the trail and tactics with him. “The incident at the abbey was surely a rogue act by those wizards.”

      “I had an encounter or two with their men before the Battle at the Abbey.”

      “How many dead did you leave behind?” Ludló grinned.

      I glared at him. “Two. They caught me unawares. Brigands attacked a merchant caravan I had hired to transport me to Wessex. The merchants fled and left me behind.” I took an unnecessary breath. I needed to calm myself at the memory. “The guilders thought a woman alone was an easy mark. Someone they could call a witch and make an example of. I had a rough two days as their captive before their apprentice slipped me a knife.”

      “They didn’t…” He cocked an eyebrow and let the question fade. That was personal, and he realised it. I hadn’t seen any women warriors in his guard, so typical male candour was his norm.

      “They talked about doing so,” I said. “I’d be dead if I’d spent another day in their custody.”

      “I understand now why you go stiff every time that priest is around,” he said.

      “Is my body language that apparent?” I hoped not. No need to signal more than I needed to, especially around Adda.

      “I only noticed because I watch His Grace and the Queen,” Ludló said. “When they are relaxed, it’s normal duty. When they get uncomfortable, I bring in more men. The guards watch me, and I watch Penda and Cynewise.”

      “And I’ve been close to both when the guilder is around,” I said.

      We let the conversation drift off after that. Ludló rotated out riders at point several times over the next hour as the hounds led us on.

      It was late afternoon when Ludló and Penda debated against making camp or continuing to ride on after the creature.

      “We should be gaining ground on it,” Penda mused. “We’ve let the horses trot most of the time.”

      “You saw how fast that thing ran, Your Grace,” Ludló added. “We need a day or two more, if we are even gaining ground.”

      “It’s staying on the track so far,” Penda added. “Travelling at night after a short rest can get us closer. Does that thing even rest? Or is it running all day and night?”

      “Lord Ludló, Your Grace,” an excited call sounded ahead. The guard at point. “You need to see this.”

      The two men kicked their horses and headed around the bend. I followed close behind.

      Several dogs with humans tugging their leads pulled back and refused to enter the camp. Several whimpered, and one made cries of distress.

      “Circle around if they’re scared,” Penda called. “Guards, make a perimeter. Everyone sharp. Dogs and handlers, search the brush. Find where the creature moved on.”

      Before us, four merchants and their horses all lay as though sleeping, their fire burned to grey ashes. Several wagons loaded with barrels and baskets stood waiting to roll. It looked as though they had stopped for the evening meal, then each fell where they stood. No bedrolls out. A pot hung above the fire.

      Penda slid from the saddle and used his foot to roll a body onto its back. Its skin was stark white. A ragged wound in its chest looked like it came from a sword thrust. Nothing marred the wound nor stained the cloth of the man’s tunic.

      “No blood,” Ludló breathed.

      I activated my link to Gwen and Seren. Gwen seemed groggy as though she had just awakened. I shared my vision with them.

      “Can you move closer and examine a corpse?” Seren asked.

      I did so. His neck was clean. No bite wounds.

      “That was my thought too, dearest,” Gwen sent. She had shaken her lethargy. The sight of corpses had a sobering effect. “Look at the wound in his chest, please.”

      Again, the pale white of the skin stood out in the evening light. I pulled the tunic aside from the slice. No blood. Not even a drop. But the flesh had a clean cut as though pierced by a sword.

      Penda approached. Even now, I could feel his presence as he moved closer. What had Gwen said about the being the champion of the goddess? I am what is, he is what would have been? Were we linked somehow?

      “Interesting thought, dearest,” Gwen sent. “We’ll examine it later. We need to find that creature. I’m not sure what it is, but I have the sense it’s an ancient evil. One that only druids of old would know of. I’ve heard whispers of such creatures from the past, but the only ancient druid I know of has locked himself away from this world.”

      “Like nothing I’ve seen,” Penda said, his voice barely above a whisper. “What in all the hells could do this?”

      “Gwen says it’s an old evil,” I said. Then I cursed silently.

      “Lady Gwen is here?” Penda asked. He stared at me. “You are keeping secrets, milady. What did Lady Gwen say?”

      “Go ahead, dearest,” Gwen sent. “Tell him. Just ask that he keep it to himself. Outside of our friends in Penllyn, Penda is the closest to a trusted ally I can imagine.”

      “She says it reminds her of something that only ancient druids would have knowledge of,” I said, and repeated Gwen’s cautions. Penda nodded his acceptance. No one was close enough to hear. Ludló and a few of the other guards, with swords out, poked through the underbrush. Searching.

      “Ancient druids?” Penda cocked his head. “That means ancient evil. I’ve not been superstitious before. But this… and Baldwin’s corpse…”

      “Afon says there are trees at the far end of the next valley,” Gwen sent. “We must walk all night to get there. We should be able to join with your party by sunrise.”

      “Gwen is coming,” I told Penda. “By morning, with luck.”

      “Good,” he said, but he didn’t smile. “We can use her counsel. I’ve never battled an ancient evil that sucks the blood from the dead and makes corpses walk. Have you?”

      All I could do was shake my head. If he ever learned about my nature, I wasn’t sure how he’d react.
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      Penda had his men dig shallow graves for the men. There wasn’t time to deal with the horses before nightfall.

      “Let us head down the trail,” he said. “We’ll make camp half a league farther. Then come morning, we ride hard and get serious about finding this creature.”

      Talian again accompanied me off into the trees, our dinner bowls in hand. As I expected, yellow wolf eyes peered out from the underbrush.

      “Dark dead is gone from sight,” my wolf friend sent as he edged out of the brush.

      “Gone? How so?”

      “Pack ran to find him,” he sent. “Pack followed his scent of death. Pack ran past the two-legs and four-legs it killed. Pack did not like the odour of death it left behind. None fit for food.”

      I had noticed that too. Only a few insects had found the bodies. Larger scavengers hadn’t moved in to feed on the corpses, despite the hours they had laid there.

      “How far away did your pack travel?”

      “Half full time of light to get where pack found den.” The wolf raised its head and sniffed the night breeze. “One sister move into den. Dark death not inside. Just old dead.”

      “The creature wasn’t in the cave?” I sent. “Did your pack search around the den? Did it leave anywhere else?”

      “They search. Find den with bones. Odour of death strong. No dark death there. Only place for bones. Old bones. Where two-legs put pack after death.”

      “Deodamnatus!”

      “What?” Talian asked, his hand going to his sword’s hilt. I waved him quiet.

      “Burial niches? You are sure?”

      I got the equivalent of a wolf nod.

      “Grave walking…” Gwen mused. I had linked her and Seren into the conversation.

      “Thank you, my friend,” I sent to the wolf. “Will your pack continue the hunt for the dark death creature?”

      “We hunt,” he said and faded back into the brush. “I hunt with them. You run too?”

      “I will stay with these two-legs,” I sent. “Thank you for your aid. May your run be silent and your hunt successful.”

      “We are pack,” he said.

      “They lost the trail,” I told Talian. That was all I’d say for now. He spent most of his time with Dunstan, and I wasn’t always listening to their conversations. I doubted he’d share the information, but I couldn’t be sure. His new friendship might be enough for his caution to slip.

      “Do I tell Penda?”

      “I’m not sure there is much he could do with that knowledge,” Gwen sent. “When I arrive in the morning, we will hold a conference and inform the Mercian king of as much as we know.”

      I settled in by the king’s fire again. Penda and the guard captain sat in camp chairs. Ludló raised the ale skin towards me. I waved it off and raised my cup to show I still had some.

      No sooner had I sat in one of the open chairs than the black cat appeared and leapt into my lap.

      “Wouldn’t expect a cat in these parts,” Ludló said, “especially with our dogs about. But he seemed to be waiting for you. Wouldn’t do more than rub against our hands or take a piece of dried meat.”

      “Did you add dogs to the guard rotation?” Penda asked.

      Ludló waved towards the men near the row of bedrolls ringing the second fire. “One handler and a dog will walk the perimeter with a guard.” He gestured at Dunstan, who was chatting again with Talian at the edge of where the guards and huntsmen gathered. “Even your man and our newest trainee are doing well. I have each with an experienced man, not by themselves.”

      “Talian comes from good farm stock,” I said. “He’s the youngest from a family of yeomen. He’s learned how to get the job done without complaints.”

      “Older brothers have a way of making sure the youngest do the work,” Ludló said, grinning. “I remember how my—”

      The cat on my lap raised his head, his ears back. A second later, the sound of the dogs’ growls rumbled through the night. One sent out a few warning barks.

      All the men had hands on blades and looked off into the forest towards the north. The cat had already leapt down and faded into the underbrush. I was on my feet with my hand across my belly, fingers gripping Soul’s hilt.

      I heard them before they came into view. Father Adda and two of his men crashed through the brush.

      “Oh, thank the Lord that you are here, Your Grace!” Adda exclaimed.

      A hound growled and stepped forward. Father Adda was already pale. He stopped and stepped back. The dogs had their heads down, scruff raised and teeth bared.

      “Where are your other three men?” Ludló growled.

      “Dead, milord,” one of the witchers said. “The beast got them.”

      “Which beast?” Penda asked.

      “The shifter, milord,” the same man said. He still clenched his silver seax in his fist. It was streaked red with blood. “The beastie was tall, long arms. Claws and teeth. Half human.”

      Deodamnatus! I had to bite my tongue to keep from swearing out loud. We were after whatever Baldwin’s corpse had become. Now the shifter was in this area too?

      Penda waved the priest and the guilders into camp. Ludló directed his men out to form a perimeter.

      “A dog and handler with every other man,” he said. “Stay quiet unless you hear or spot something.”

      The two guild men were smart enough to pair with a Mercian guard and take a station. Father Adda stood alone in front of Penda. Penda, Ludló, and I settled into our camp chairs again.

      “I thought your men were skilled in battling these creatures, good father.” Penda smirked at Adda. “To lose three men out of five in a single battle…”

      “It caught us unawares around the cook fire, Your Grace.” Adda looked around for an empty camp chair. The best he could find was the folded blankets Talian had left right outside my tent. He looked my way. I suspected he’d try to use his rank and gender to commandeer my chair.

      The black cat drifted back in. He eyed my lap. I smoothed my tunic and let him jump up. After a few circles, the cat settled into my lap and started to purr.

      I looked at the priest and gave him my best “I can’t move because I’ll disturb the cat” smile. He turned, his throat clearing into a harrumph, and lowered himself onto the blanket.

      Penda passed around the ale skin once the priest sat. I half listened while I sent my mind out to search the area. I wasn’t nearly as talented as Gwen, but I knew to look for a wrinkle in the area. A wrinkle of nothing meant that shifter magic was present.

      “One of my guards was off in the bush after he had the horses set for the night,” Adda explained. “He was pissing when he screamed. He collapsed, gurgling as that creature leapt upon us. We were fortunate to escape.”

      Ludló grunted. “There were still four men with your special silvered weapons.”

      “Good, skilled guild warriors,” Penda said. “Shouldn’t four be enough to handle a shifter? And you could have grabbed the weapons from your downed man. Don’t they teach you how to fight? Every priest of Woden knows axe and shield. They are amongst Mercia’s best men in a melee.”

      “Our religion is a way of peace, Your Grace,” Adda stumbled out an answer.

      I continued my mental sweep. Nothing yet.

      “Preaching peace won’t help with an angry monster in your midst,” Penda said. “You had five men and arrived here with only two. One died taking a piss in the woods. What happened to the other two?”

      “The creature.” Adda stopped to swallow and looked into the fire. His skin had gone pale. He raised the ale skin again and tried to aim a squirt into his mouth. Instead, his hands shook, and he sprayed his cheek and chin.

      Ludló took the skin from the distraught priest and squirted some into a wooden mug, then he passed it over. After a swallow, Adda got his tremors to quiet. He took a longer drink.

      “One man drew his blade and attacked. The beast slashed him right across the neck. Blood sprayed. The creature locked its jaws around his neck and drank his blood from the wound. I saw it swallow. My other men rushed in. They scored a few strikes on the beast, but it was too strong. It flung its victim at them. One dodged, but he was the next to feel its claws.”

      “What did you do?” Penda asked, his voice hard.

      We all knew the answer. We could see it in his eyes.

      The priest swallowed and kept his eyes down. “I ran…”

      “When a leader runs, his men will too,” Ludló said. “At least your two guards survived to alert us.”

      “Were you followed?” Penda asked.

      Adda shrugged. “The men said they thought not.” His shoulders hunched, he wrapped his arms around his chest and stared into the fire. Penda glanced at Ludló and jerked his head towards the outer perimeter.

      Ludló whistled a bird call. One of his guards moved to the edge of camp. The guard captain motioned, and a moment later one of Adda’s men came into our circle.

      “Tell us what happened,” Penda said. He passed the man a cup of ale.

      The guilder related a story similar to Adda’s.

      “Why did you run?” Ludló asked.

      “The priest ran,” the man said. “Three of us might have taken it, but only two of us and a priest who beats his feet away ain’t enough to take on a beastie like that.”

      “Did it pursue?” Ludló asked.

      “No, milord,” the guilder said. “We’ve been running since right before sundown. Neither Eastmund nor I want to get ate by that monster.”

      “How did you find us?”

      “Luck, Your Grace,” the guilder told Penda. “We saw a glow of fire in the night and heard your horses and dogs. I thank you. More than a dozen swords should do the trick if that beastie shows again. Your men can keep it penned in, and Eastmund and I will take it down with our silver.”

      “We’ll see how it works out if the creature does attack,” Penda said. He glanced towards me. The guilder saw the look. He shifted his eyes and looked at my waist, where two swords hung. He swallowed hard.

      “Milady, you are of Penllyn?”

      “I am,” I said. “Lord Penllyn is my brother.”

      “Thank you, milady,” the guard said. “And thank your other brother, Lord Emlyn. We in the guild are trying to live down the shame that our rogue Seeker and his minion caused you last year. We had no idea that a witch like Bechard had infiltrated our guild at such a high level.”

      Father Adda glared at me. When I shifted my eyes his way, his face reddened. He darted his eyes down into his lap.

      “Your guild knows to stay far away from Penllyn, Mechain, and Meirionnydd, correct?” I asked, my tone firm.

      “Yes, milady,” he said and bowed. “We are avoiding northern Cymru altogether until the new Seeker arrives and can negotiate terms for our return.”

      “With the mood of the lords from that area,” I said with a smile, “your new Seeker should try getting the tide to stop its ebb and flow… or try to convince the sun to rise in the west and set in the east. That will probably happen sooner than the lords allowing your guild into our lands.”

      “I leave such matters to the leaders of the guild, milady,” he said, then turned towards Penda. “Anything else, Your Grace? We’d be honoured to stand watch with Mercia tonight.”

      Penda shook his head.

      “Another hour on watch to make sure the creature isn’t lurking close,” Ludló said. “Then we’ll start rotations so everyone gets sleep tonight.”

      “Do you have a spare tent, Your Grace?” Adda asked once his man had headed back into the brush.

      “He can have mine,” I said. I didn’t want Adda out where he could see me. “I’ll stay on watch with the men and just doze in the chair.”

      Penda glanced at the priest, then smiled at me.

      “At least the cat will be enjoyable company,” he said with a wink.
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      The men had changed shifts again. Half on watch, the other half sitting by the fire and swapping stories. Father Adda tried to ingratiate himself to Penda.

      “Leaders who run from battle and leave their men to die hold no credence with me,” Penda said and turned away.

      The guild priest slunk away into the small tent set aside for my use. Even though he was close enough to hear our conversation, he was at least out of our sight.

      I didn’t want to talk about my own experiences with the priest that close, so I asked Penda about his earlier campaigns.

      “Edwin was a good battle leader,” he said. “Every leader has a flaw. Edwin’s was his conceit. He believed he was better than he was.”

      “What is your flaw?” I couldn’t resist asking.

      “I’m too good,” Penda said, his voice flat. “And I don’t mean me. The people around me, everyone, is the best at what they do. Eventually, one of us will make a mistake. That one little mistake will be enough. The only battle leader I’ve found better than Lazlow is your friend Mihangel. Even my queen is the best woman I could find, with the sharpest political mind.”

      “Marry not for love, but for matters of governance?” I knew the answer, but we had a night to fill with conversation.

      “There are more than enough women willing to share my bed,” Penda said. “Mercia needs a strong queen. Someone who can argue and negotiate with the best kings, bishops, and war leaders. Cynewise is that and more. If Woden gains me in his feasting hall because I make a mistake in battle, my sons will have a firm and skilled guide in their mother. Mercia will prosper.”

      Our conversation drifted after that. “Wake me at the next shift change,” he told the guard captain.

      He and Ludló seemed to have agreed that one or the other would be awake in shifts with the guards.

      I stayed in my chair with the cat on my lap. Instead of rising, I sent my thoughts out into the surrounding forests. I wished Gwen was there. She was better at the magical sensing than I was.

      “Slow down,” Gwen sent. “Take your time in the search.”

      “How long before you’re here?” I replied. “If something is out there, I want to find it before it finds us.”

      “Afon says we’ve progressed farther than he scouted earlier today,” she replied. “We’re perhaps just beyond the halfway point to get to that grove he saw. Another two hours of travel, at the earliest.”

      Again, the shift changed, and the men who came in from duty rolled into their blankets and laid their weapons at their side for easy retrieval. I sensed a few of their minds dancing with agitation. A few lay awake, and some eventually slipped into slumber. This shift, Ludló was on watch. We sat in silence. He added another stout branch to our fire, then leaned back and sipped at his ale.

      I sat and swirled the ale in the cup I had. Whenever he or Penda headed off to piss or walk the perimeter, I spilled more ale into the grass by my chair.

      The cat in my lap stretched once and opened an eye to look at me.

      “What?” I asked him.

      Instead of answering, his ears perked up.

      A dog barked in alarm. The cat streaked off my lap. A man screamed.

      Sleeping men rolled out of their blankets, boots still on. Their hands grabbed their silver seaxes and tugged them from the scabbards. I ran through them, Soul in one hand, my blade borrowed from the deceased Osmund son of Tata in the other. Both were alight with the fire of the goddess. I smelled blood, and my demon stirred. Blood always made her awaken, even when I wasn’t thirsting. I groaned. Blood odour meant we had injured, if not dead, amongst our men.

      The white glow from my swords lit the night, and I saw the shifter, its teeth clamped on the neck of one of Ludló’s guards. The other guard and dog lay dead. It was their blood I detected. Gwen gasped as I shared my thoughts. Seren’s mind was asleep, so I left it to Gwen whether we should awaken her.

      I slid across the blood-slicked grass and aimed an overhead blow at the beast with Soul. The creature was startled by my approach. Its wolf-shaped eyes locked on to me. Black. Jet-black eyes, just like Undead Baldwin. No familiar yellow or blue. This was more than just a half-human, half-wolf beast.

      The shifter twisted out of my blade’s path. I already had my second glowing blade angled at its side. The creature spun its victim and used the dead man to intercept my strike. Damn, that thing was fast. My momentum carried me beyond the shifter. The damn wet grass wasn’t helping.

      The creature had time to fling its dead prey at the charging men. All went down in a heap. In the back of my mind, I heard the terrified baying of the hounds. No time for that. My attention was fixed on the creature before me.

      I slashed in with Osmund’s blade, careful of my footing. Now I was close and didn’t need a lot of momentum. The blade was a feint. I already had Soul angled for a thrust at its belly.

      The beast shifted away from the slash as I expected. Its hand or paw or whatever darted in, however, and intercepted my other strike. I felt fingers wrap around my right wrist and claws scrape across my skin. Damn, that hurt!

      My soft leather boots slid on the damp grass. The creature’s clawed feet, however, could sink into the damp earth. This fight had just gotten complicated.

      I angled Soul into its forearm and twisted enough to draw the glowing blade across its flesh. The beast snarled but didn’t release its hold. My other blade darted in. That damn creature was fast. And skilled. It caught my other wrist. Claws dug into my flesh again. Pain coursed through my arm. My demon started her song of hunger. Shifter wounds did that do me. A matching set of shifter claw marks graced both forearms now. Not deep. Enough, however, to make my demon take note.

      And its strength. If I had been fighting a normal human, I could use my undead strength and push my arms in. The beast had strength to match mine, and it kept my hands and my blades out to the side. The creature pushed my arms out. All I was able to do was lock my arms and keep from getting closer to that wolf-shaped mouth full of fangs.

      Despite the wounds in my wrists, I twisted and aimed a kick for the creature’s crotch. I connected. Instead of the fleshy bits I expected to damage, I found rounded flesh. A female shifter. I jerked my foot back before she trapped it.

      My awkward stance was what the beast needed. I felt it alter its balance point. She flashed a kick out, and her claws gave her purchase on the slick ground. Her other foot connected with my gut as her claws relaxed their hold. Merda! That was a powerful kick.

      I sailed back and over the heads of the guards as they struggled to stand. Penda’s campfire and our chairs flashed under me as I descended. I twisted in the air and try to guide my feet between obstacles. The strong kick flung me past the fire. I hit a chair in my skid backward, knocking it over. Father Adda yipped in pain. At least I had my feet under me.

      My slide took me against the flap to Penda’s tent. He was crawling out as I hit the linen, and our bodies connected enough to slam him off balance. His breath whooshed out as my slide knocked him back.

      Feet under me, I crouched. Hands down to steady myself, ready to leap or run. My eyes found the shifter. She kicked out again and knocked a guard off balance, and he tumbled into the others. For a brief second, her yellow wolf-like eyes found me.

      I thought, even from this far away, I sensed the panic in her gaze. In the split second before the guards charged her, she bolted back into the forest.

      “After that creature!” Penda bellowed behind me.
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      “Get the hounds on it!” Ludló bellowed.

      “They’ve scattered, milord,” the hunt master called. He whistled, trying to coax the dogs back towards him. They didn’t respond, so he moved into the trees. I stood and moved out of Penda’s way.

      The back of my neck got the chilled sensation again.

      “Be careful, dearest,” Gwen sent. “Afon and I are running as much as we can. The path here is rocky.”

      I sent my mind out, scanning the area. Nothing on the first pass.

      An agonising scream split the night. It tapered off just as the bleat of the sheep Gwen heard. I found the wrinkle.

      “This way!” I yelled and charged into the forest. This wasn’t the way the shifter had run. But it was where the scream had come from.

      I skidded to a stop at the sight. The white glow from my blades lit up the eerie scene. Two dogs lay dead, their white laced fur showed not a mark other than age. The hunt master, who had just been whistling, would do so no more. His newly aged, parched skin and now shockingly grey hair told me we had trouble, more than we wanted.

      “What in Thunor’s crotch did that?” Penda exclaimed.

      “The cloud,” I said. “Like the one that attacked Dunstan and I in that cave. There’s another one here.”

      “How do you know it’s not the same one?” Ludló asked. He had come in on my other side.

      “Tell them dearest,” Gwen sent. “We’ll sort it out later.”

      “Gwen killed it yestereve,” I replied.

      “How do you know that?” Penda stared into my face.

      Another scream. I clamped my eyes shut. The hairs on my neck continued standing straight up.

      I located the wrinkle again. A hundred paces away. Back in the trees, where the men had charged after the shifter. This time I tried to keep my mind locked on it as I ran, but it faded almost as soon as I found it.

      Another body slumped in the forest came into view. The guilder guard who had reported to Penda. Dried, wrinkled skin, stark white hair. As though he had his vitality and life sucked out of him. Deodamnatus! One monster to deal with a night was enough. I didn’t need a second one.

      Cries as men continued to pursue the shifter farther and farther from our camp. Whimpers from the dogs, hiding or running scared. Something else drifting around the edges. Like the wrinkle of the cloud, but different.

      I kept my thoughts locked on the second wrinkle and ran. Then I lost it. I could run or concentrate, not both. I slowed and found it again. Then it blinked out. Like it sensed my mental touch.

      “Merda!” I swore out loud.

      “Gwen, Seren!” I shouted with my thoughts. “I need help! We’ve got two of them!”

      “The shifter and the cloud?” Gwen sent. I sensed Seren’s mind stirred from sleep.

      “No. Two wrinkles that seem like clouds… or something. They’re different from each other. Neither of them feels like a shifter. And I still have to find her.”

      “The wolf-shifter is a woman?” Seren sent. She still seemed groggy from sleep. “What is going on?”

      Gwen gave her a rundown of my last few minutes in the fight and our discoveries. I paused and tried to sense which threat seemed active.

      Another scream split the air and quickly turned into a gurgle. I turned that way and ran. Too many trees to make a straight line. I found him propped against a tree. The other guilder guard.

      A gash in his neck. And no blood. Well, not enough to make my demon take note. I remembered the merchant bodies we had found earlier. Whatever had sucked them dry was out here too.

      “I will be on my way in a moment,” Seren sent. “I’ll get dressed and head to the grove.”

      “Bring Emlyn,” I sent. “You’ll need his backup. Silver weapons. Tell him to wear his chain mail. This thing is both sneaky and nasty.”

      “Another few moments, then,” she added.

      Penda and Ludló jogged towards me. One look at the dead guilder in the glow from my swords took the words from them. Well, most of their words. Ludló cursed up a storm to rival most of the sailors I knew.

      The Mercian king held my eyes for a second. “What do you suggest?”

      Good question. “I’ve called in help,” I said, then I closed my eyes and concentrated on the wrinkles. This time, despite my search, I got nothing. The hairs at the back of my neck were still stiff, and my spine was chilled by an icy tingle. I felt as though the entities, whatever they were, had sensed my search and were blocking my magical sight.

      “We face three different entities, Your Grace,” I said.

      “Don’t ‘Your Grace’ me, Mair,” Penda growled. “Tell me how we find and kill these things.”

      “A moment ago, I could sense the latter two,” I said. “They’re blocking me now. Hiding from my mental sight.”

      “You can sense those things?” Ludló paled. “Why didn’t you detect them earlier?”

      “It’s tricky to explain,” I said. “I have to search for them with my connection to the goddess. Gwen is much better than I am with that magic. Gwen and Afon are trying to get to where they can tree-walk to our location.”

      “Tree-walk?” Ludló shook his head.

      “I’ll explain later,” I said. Penda kept his eyes fixed on me. “Seren and Emlyn should be here in a few moments, though.”

      “Penllyn’s daughter?” Penda asked as if he’d misheard.

      “She’s our third,” I said. “Dedicated to the goddess.” I hoped Father Adda was out of earshot and still hiding in his tent.

      “The way that shifter threw you, I won’t complain about Emlyn being here,” Penda said. He stared at me for a second. He gave a curt nod, accepting the inexplicable without comment.

      “We’ve got plenty of swords already,” I said. “However, I don’t want Seren walking unprotected. Emlyn will have her back.” I raised my second sword and let the energy of the goddess dissipate then reignite. “Magic is what we need to combat creatures like these.”

      “Do we wait for Lady Seren and Lady Gwen?” Ludló asked.

      Another scream of anguish cascaded into the night.

      “No time,” I said as I darted past them. Alone and scattered, we were getting picked off. We needed to come together and watch each other’s backs. “Get your men together. Scattered about, they’re easy targets.”

      Damn, these creatures were getting around. One of Penda’s guards lay dead. His life drained. White hair, dry parchment for skin.

      “Mercia, to me!” Penda bellowed in the clearing. “By Woden’s short hairs, all of you to me!”

      Near the fires, Penda and Ludló stood, blades and shields in hand. Their men staggered in. I patrolled around the outer edge of the camp, stepping with caution and using my magical senses to search for any of those entities.

      A hunter came in with a dog on a lead. He had the leash pulled tight and almost had to drag the frightened animal into camp. The hound stayed close to the human, leaning into the man’s leg and shivering as it watched the dark edge of the surrounding woods.

      A guard came back in, his blade glinting yellow in the firelight. He made his way back to his bedroll and grabbed the shield he had forgotten in his rush after the shifter.

      “Mercia! To me!” Penda yelled again. “All of you, get your arses back to camp!”

      I made another circuit around the camp. No sensation of the wrinkles came to my mind.

      “Someone is difficult to awaken,” Seren sent. “He and Cadoc tried to keep up with Ruadh on mead tonight. Give us a few moments.”

      I did a quick head count of the men with us in the camp. Two guards, one hunter, one dog.

      Ludló reached into my tent and dragged the Witch Hunter priest out. He was white as a bone. His eyes darted around. I wasn’t sure who was shaking more, the priest or the hound.

      “Your choice,” the guard captain growled. “Stay here by yourself or come along and help take those creatures down.”

      “Don’t leave me here!” Father Adda gasped.

      “Fine,” Penda said and shoved a silver seax into the priest’s hands. “You’re no priest of Woden, but every man does his part. Grab a shield from the fallen and stay in the middle of the group. Swing at anything that isn’t one of us.”

      Penda stepped nose to nose with the guilder. “If you turn tail and run, I’ll chase your guild off this island. I will leave nothing of them in Britannia.”

      The priest swallowed hard, then nodded.

      I looked back at the men waiting by the fire. No one else had come back to camp.

      “Where’s Talian and Dunstan?” I asked.

      The men shrugged.
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      Talian I could possibly find. I closed my eyes and surveyed the surrounding woods. After I moment, I found another human, then a second. Distance was difficult to judge. They weren’t with each other.

      “That way,” I said and pointed with Soul. “I believe Talian and Dunstan are off that direction.”

      “Let’s get the torches out,” Ludló suggested. He and another man swung a tarp off the packs and searched amongst them. With a grunt, he handed a torch to the priest.

      “Make yourself useful and keep a light in the centre of the group,” he said and pointed towards the coals of the fire. Then he passed another torch to the hunter and gave the third to a guard. “You’ve got rearguard, Boric,” he told the man.

      Boric and the hunter lit their torches with no questions. Father Adda still stood holding his torch in the same hand he should hold a shield with. Ludló shook his head.

      “Give me that torch,” he exclaimed and snatched it from the priest. “Slide your arm into the straps on that shield.”

      While Adda did so, Ludló lit the torch and held it out to the priest. “Instead of the handle on the shield, hold the torch. The shield will stay put.”

      “And don’t burn anyone,” Penda said.

      I took point and tried to stay slow enough that the torchlight from the hunter would catch my back. Distance out here was difficult to judge when I was trying to use my undead senses. A hundred paces seemed to only close a third of the distance between us and the human I sensed ahead.

      A gasp turned into a gurgle from behind me, and Penda cursed.

      Boric slumped forward. Behind him stood Baldwin’s corpse, a blade in his hand, dark as ebony and coated with Boric’s blood. The guard behind Penda spun as Boric’s torch hit the ground. He rushed Baldwin, but Baldwin’s corpse caught the guard’s overhead on his second blade. Then he thrust hard with his first. The man’s wooden shield cracked and splintered. Baldwin’s black blade emerged from the guard’s back and jerked sideways.

      Penda was already stepping into Baldwin’s measure. I darted past the others. The dog was yelping in fright and trying to pull out of his collar in retreat. Now I knew what had been setting the dogs off. Our walking corpse of a Mercian guard.

      Baldwin was fast and met Penda’s strike. He slid his dark blade down Penda’s sword to lock guards. His other blade thrust forward. Penda was smart enough to move out of line and clip the sword with his shield, not block it straight on.

      By then I stepped in.

      Deodamnatus! The swords weren’t in Baldwin’s hands. They were Baldwin’s hands. Or where his hands should have been.

      My blades glowed again with the magic of the goddess, and I slammed Osmund’s blade in a hard overhead. That drew Baldwin’s left hand upward to block. I thrust in with Soul at his gut. Baldwin recoiled as the magic-infused steel pierced his chest.

      He slammed a blade hand at me and tried a side strike with his other. Penda twisted his blade around and continued to stay locked together, binding the undead’s other sword hand. With Baldwin’s arm extended, and the Mercian king punched hard with the edge of his shield into Baldwin’s forearm. Bones cracked.

      Baldwin took a jerking step back from me, sliding off my blade. He shook the arm Penda had just broken. I swear the bones realigned themselves, and the corpse dropped into guard stance, both arms whole and functional. Damn it! He dropped into the same stance I preferred. One blade overhead, point forward, the other blade guarding his front.

      Penda and I took half a step forward. The Mercian king and I made a good team. He seemed to have a sixth sense about combat, much like Emlyn. We both wanted to see it react first.

      Instead of a swing or a thrust, Baldwin’s corpse flexed downward and leapt. That damned dead body soared overhead into the trees. Instead of blades, fingers and hands grabbed at branches and pulled him into the treetops. He swung out of view, and my magical senses couldn’t track him.

      The dog yelped and groaned at the same time the hunter wailed and collapsed. His torch rolled on the ground. The black cloud retracted two probing arms of mist. It flew into the trees.

      “Let’s get to Talian and Dunstan before they do,” I called and raced ahead. No time to deal with the dead now.

      A hundred paces later, I found a rock wall where the ground sloped upward. The first human I sensed stepped into the path. My swords still glowed with The Lady’s magic and illuminated a familiar figure.

      “Lady Mair,” Talian called.

      I smiled. Talian, alive and whole, was a bright spark in this dim night. Hugging with swords in hand is awkward, but I pulled him in for an embrace. He stood for a moment, then returned it.

      Penda and Ludló, along with their lone surviving guard and Father Adda, gathered behind me. Everyone except Penda had a torch gripped with their shield hand. The yellow glow helped some, however, the dark gloom of the forest pressed in around us. With Baldwin and that damned cloud out there, waiting to attack, none of us felt safe.

      Father Adda trembled. His eyes darted around, his gestures fast and jerky, as though he expected a monster to appear at any second.

      “Where’s Dunstan?” Ludló asked.

      Straight to business with him. Even he and Penda had a haunted look to their eyes. Their movements were fluid, not exaggerated like the priest’s. Still, the set of their shoulders was high and defensive. Each kept their gaze shifting along the landscape and into the trees overhead.

      “He… he went into the cave, milord,” Talian stammered. “He took off to follow the shifter. I didn’t want to leave him alone out here, so I followed this far.”

      “Taking on a beast like that in a dark cave isn’t to your liking?” Penda said. He grinned after a beat. “Sometimes you have to let fools be fools,” he added. “At least now you can lead us in.”

      Talian nodded and swallowed. His eyes weren’t as nervous as the priest’s, but he wasn’t comfortable either. From all we had been through together—from my demon breaking out under Onion Breath to the battle against an army of the undead and Lecerf’s pet shifter at the abbey—I knew he had the backbone to stay in the fight. Tonight had unhinged us all.

      “What now?” Ludló asked, looking at Penda. The Mercian king locked his eyes on me and raised an eyebrow.

      “One monster at a time is my preference,” I said. “Once Seren and Gwen arrive, we’ll have more help.” I didn’t mention magic, but with that damned priest along, he was sure to see some tonight. If Baldwin’s corpse or that cloud made another attack.

      “Inside with rock walls and a ceiling to give us protection,” Penda said. “I like it.”

      “I’ll take lead,” I said. “Silver weapons only.”

      The passageway looked tight. I was small enough to fit. I stepped in and waited on the others to line up. Behind me, Talian carried the torch Ludló previously held. After him, Penda and Ludló followed by the priest and our last Mercian guard, Igil. The latter two kept the torches.

      “Sheath your seax,” the guard growled at Adda. The priest didn’t have a sheath and looked perplexed. “Slide it in yer belt,” he grunted. “Now, take hold of my belt. I’ll be walking backward to watch behind us. You guide me. I warn ye, priest. Every knock I take from a low-hanging rock or every stumble because you didn’t warn me of something on the path, and I’ll repay you in kind when we are out of this mess.”

      That was enough for me. Penda and Ludló had good men. Had being the key word. We had left too many dead on the trail tonight. Good men cut down by monsters we didn’t understand.

      The path into the cave was narrow and craggy. Several spots had flattened edges, the roughest of the stone smoothed by human hands and tools. This didn’t bear the marks of a worked mine. More like a cave for adventuring and exploration. Perhaps a thief’s hideout.

      “Ow! That’s the only one I’ll give you, priest,” the guard called. “The next one earns you a thump of your own.”

      We moved slowly, and I had time to send my thoughts out. Before me I could sense a human, and yes… a wrinkle. This one didn’t blink out as my thoughts touched it. They were close. I rounded a bend, and the passage opened out into a wider cavern with a ceiling a dozen feet above. The room was perhaps a dozen paces long and almost that same width. Several columns of stone stood about the cavern.

      Beyond the last pillar, two forms crouched. One stood as the glow of my swords lit the void.

      Behind me, Penda snarled.

      “Beast!” he bellowed and charged. “You’ll kill no more tonight!”

      Dunstan leapt in front of him, protecting the shifter.

      “No, Your Grace,” he cried. “She wasn’t in control!”
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      The shifter dropped to her knees and clasped her paws in front of her.

      Merda! Everything about this scene seemed wrong. The shifter had been killing our party. It had killed Baldwin before he became the unholy monster.

      Why was the shifter here, waiting, and why hadn’t it killed Dunstan? He was too young to be directly involved in any shenanigans. I hoped.

      With a sword in each hand, I couldn’t grab the king as he rushed by, so I pulled speed from my demon to get ahead of him.

      Dunstan reached him first. Penda dropped a shoulder and smacked his shield into the young guard, shoving him aside.

      “Penda!” I stood in front of him. The shifter kneeled a pace behind me.

      “Get out of my way,” he growled. “I want that creature dead.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” the shifter said behind me. Her half-wolf form kept her words rough and deep. That half-snout wasn’t ideal for making human sounds, but somehow she managed. And her voice had a distinctive female pitch. “I deserve death, and will submit to your judgement.”

      “No, she didn’t mean to!” Dunstan righted himself. He stayed a step away. “The death, the cloud made her kill.”

      “Let’s hear her out,” I whispered. “If she meant to kill, Dunstan would be dead, and we’d be in a fight for our lives here.”

      He held my gaze for a moment, then gave a nod.

      “Surround the beast,” Penda said. “And the lad. You.” He levelled his sword at Dunstan. “Keep your blade sheathed and stand next to her. Your fate depends on what she tells us.”

      I turned and looked at the shifter. Everything seemed to fall into place for me except for one fact. That one I couldn’t puzzle out.

      “Why aren’t you a bear, Wassa?”

      “Wassa?” Ludló gasped. “She’s dead.”

      “I might as well be dead, milord,” the shifter said. “When the Witch Hunter’s shifter almost killed me, I wanted to die. He hurt me so.” She wrapped her hairy arms around her chest. “He brought in a wolf he had captured, still alive. Barely. He’d turn his hand to claws and slash me, then slash the wolf and let its blood run into my wounds.” She shivered. Dunstan leaned into her so their shoulders touched.

      “You healed fast, didn’t you?” I said.

      “Any time he cut me, my wounds healed within a minute. Only when he used silver did the wounds stay.”

      “The wolf blood gave you the form of a wolf,” I said.

      “When I first changed, the wizards watched. And the other shifter…” She shuddered again. “At first I took bear form. Once I killed and had control of myself…” She shuddered again and looked at Penda.

      “I am sorry, Your Grace,” she whispered. “They made me into this beast. I had to kill. They led me to a farm. I tried…” She choked back a sob. “I tried to charge the sheep and hogs, but…”

      “That other shifter made you go for the humans,” I said.

      Wassa sniffled, nodding. “After that, the wizards came in. They put a metal collar on me. One of the Cymry torcs. Through that, he could make me change whenever he wanted.”

      Merda! Double Merda! I knew what being controlled like that was like. Wassa had her head bent and sucked back a sniffle. I wasn’t sure wolves could cry, even though I wanted to. No woman, or man, for that matter, should have to endure even one second under the mental control of someone else.

      “The old wizard forced me into wolf form. He made me change forms and go scout for them.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      “In Cymru lands,” she said. “An abbey, and a hill fort. I watched you, milady, and others.”

      That made sense. Bechard and Lecerf had a knack for arriving at the exact wrong moments.

      “Why are you here now?” Penda asked. “Those wizards are dead. Lady Mair killed them.”

      “The collar, Your Grace,” she said and raised a clawed hand to her throat.

      I noticed a thin ridge under her skin. The torc.

      “It is still there,” she said. “The is last form they forced me into. He told me to hide by the abbey and run in when called. The wizard locked me in this form. When he died, the collar’s magic wouldn’t let me change back.”

      The poor girl. Not only had she been a puppet for Lecerf and his mad schemes, she was stuck this way forever.

      “My sister may be able to help with the collar,” I said and gave her a smile. “Tell us why you’ve been attacking. Something else is using you, isn’t it?”

      “The death cloud,” Dunstan said.

      Wassa’s eyes stayed on me. “I stayed in caves between Tamworth and Penllyn,” she said, “I couldn’t be around people, but I needed to, wanted to talk to anyone again. Sometimes I’d sneak back to Tamworth at night. I wanted to return and be human again. This damned collar wouldn’t let me change…” She buried her face in her hands.

      Dunstan leaned into her, cradling her in his arms.

      “I saw you ride in that day,” she whispered to me, “and hoped you would help me. I even approached your window, hoping you’d look out and we might talk. I smelled Thea… but then I thought she might see me like this. So I ran.”

      “What about the cloud?” I had a sick feeling in my stomach about this answer.

      “It found me that first night,” she said. “It grabbed me. The cloud was cold. So cold, and I felt my life leaking out…” She glanced at Dunstan. “Then it sensed the collar. It shoved itself into my body through that damned metal. Dunstan came by, and the cloud fled. He wasn’t scared, despite what the wizard did to me. He listened to how I wanted to find Your Ladyship alone so no one else would see me and ask for help. You would understand. You would help me.”

      “How did you know the lad?” Penda asked. “What is his involvement in this?”

      “When Lord Cenric brought him last year, before the wizards had arrived,” she said with a glance at him, “Lord Chamberlain sent me to lie with Dunstan. To teach him about the bed and women.”

      “I had passed my rights of manhood,” Dunstan said. “Father brought me with him on a trip to Tamworth. Wassa was kind and understanding with me that night.” He blushed but kept his eyes on Penda.

      “And the cloud had touched you, too,” I said to get him back on the subject.

      “It called to me, that night Baldwin died,” he said. “I was drawn to that part of the fort. Only I didn’t understand why. I found Wassa along the way. Only I didn’t know the cloud had found her. Otherwise I would have warned you. I thought Wassa would hide. I couldn’t ask His Grace about her. She wanted help before anyone saw her.” He looked at Talian. “That’s why I followed you. I wanted to get you to set a meeting between Her Ladyship and Wassa. Lady Mair would help her, the way she helps everyone else.”

      “All you had to do was ask,” Talian said. “I help my friends.”

      I turned towards Penda. “Have your fears been allayed, Your Grace?”

      “I have much to ponder,” he said. “You’re sure Lady Gwen can help her?”

      “One of my sisters can,” I said. I didn’t want to mention Seren with Father Adda this close. He and our last guard had taken stations behind us, watching the entry. Every few seconds, Adda glanced over his shoulder at us. He shivered whenever his eyes fell on Wassa in her hybrid form.

      A gasp echoed beside me.

      “Lady Mair!” Talian cried.

      I let the magic of the goddess reignite my blades and caught the first strike of Wassa’s claws at me. As I turned, I saw her eyes, jet black all the way through. This wasn’t Wassa any longer. The cloud of death had taken her body again.

      Clawed hands darted out, shifter fast. I dodged one and scored a minor scrape along its arm. Its other hand caught my left wrist and twisted hard. I needed to twist into Penda or the creature would break my arm. It would heal. My demon, however, sang with thirst, and I didn’t want to take any more damage to provoke it.

      That damn cloud knew how to fight. I dropped Osmund’s blade. The creature stopped twisting once I dropped my second blade. With my other sword, I angled a strike in at its chest. Penda had his blade and shield up, stepping into measure. He was no slacker. Give him a fight and the Mercian king charged right in.

      The creature was smart. It spun and kicked me hard into Penda. We both went down. Talian’s silver sword sliced through the air. The cloud used Wassa’s claws to smack the blade out of line. Talian’s small shield blocked one blow. Penda and I tumbled. Shit! I needed to get upright, and fast. Talian couldn’t keep up with that creature. I twisted off of Penda and got my feet under me. Too late.

      The creature swiped hard with a blow and caught my friend across the chest. Talian sucked air, a cry of pain forming. A second slash caught him across the belly. No! Shifter wounds. If he didn’t bleed out here, he’d probably be cursed with the affliction. Damn that cloud! Not Talian.

      “GWEN! SEREN! HELP!” I screamed in my thoughts. Only they had the power to heal. The power to stop the shifter curse from taking Talian. “Talian… the shifter. Oh SHIT!”

      “NO!” Dustan screamed and leapt at the creature. He didn’t even have a blade out. The shifter spun and swung with a clawed hand, fingers straight and pointed. Its hand pierced him straight through and erupted in a spray of blood from Dunstan’s back. My demon began her song again, smelling the blood from Talian and Dunstan.

      “Bastard!” I cried, paying no heed that Wassa was female. It was that damn cloud that was controlling her. Dunstan clutched at the arm in his chest, then slumped. The bloody froth of his last breath wheezed out of him as the creature tossed his dead body aside. The black eyes found me again.

      I was beyond mad. The power of the goddess poured through my black-and-gold cord to the Otherworld. I pulled every ounce of it I could. Gwen had once told Seren to imagine the magic as a waterfall and to fill a magical bucket and let the rest flow past.

      The power was there for me. The white magic of the goddess of Britannia crackled from my blades. I darted in and slapped Soul at the creature with a side blow, and the blow hit Wassa’s body, flat side towards her. The energy of the goddess crackled against her flesh. I tried to shove more of the power into the shifter’s body. Find the cloud. I wanted it out of her. Wassa’s eyes flickered normal just for a second, and she sucked a lungful of air. Then the black returned.

      I slammed another blow with my other blade, then with Soul. Again and again. Faster. Don’t harm Wassa. Drive the entity out of her.

      The damnable creature who controlled her was fast, and so was Wassa’s hybrid form. First it caught my right wrist, then my left a beat later, and twisted. Trying to break my wrists. I dropped my blades and grabbed Wassa’s arms. The energy was still there. I was drinking from the waterfall. I shoved the energy through my hands into the shifter’s flesh.

      Find that damn creature of death. Find the darkness. Sparks flew. Wassa’s fingers relaxed, and the creature broke away. Still in her. The damned thing was hiding in that cursed collar.

      I charged a half step and kept pushing Wassa’s body until we hit the back wall of the cave. All the while I shoved the white fire into Wassa, seeking that darkness. When the energy hit it, I slammed it hard. The waterfall of energy no longer rushed past me. I swallowed it all and shoved it at the creature. Every drop I could get.

      Wassa’s eyes shifted back to their wolf yellow.

      Her shadow lengthened. No, the darkness was fleeing from her body.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and collapsed.

      My vision swam. Dots of light flashed across my vision. I collapsed and fell over Wassa’s body. I heard her heart beating, slow and steady. Somewhere, my demon was singing.

      Even though Wassa’s shifter body was warm, my feet were chilled in that damn cave. A fire would be nice to warm my feet. I blacked out.

      That never happens.
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            Light in the Darkness

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dearest,” Gwen whispered in my mind. “Wake up.”

      I tried. There seemed to be a blanket of sleep weighing me down. A wet blanket that was slick and heavy. I didn’t want to move or to fight it.

      “Wake up,” Gwen said again. No, not in my mind. She was there. Holding me across her lap. Emlyn and Penda stood above her, looking at me.

      “She lives,” Penda said and gave me a smile. “You weren’t breathing. You had us worried.”

      “How long was I out?” I asked. With Gwen there, I wanted to curl myself around her and feel her warmth against me. We had an audience, though.

      “Talian!” I said, the memory coming back. I tried to rise. My head spun and lights danced across my vision. A sharp pain slapped me hard in the back of my head. I whimpered.

      “I’d give you willow bark,” Gwen sent, “however, we both know how that would turn out. No quick movements for a while. I’ve never seen anyone channel that much of The Lady’s power.”

      “Other than you, Seren, and I, who else have you seen channel the power?”

      “No one, silly girl,” Gwen sent.

      “Talian,” I croaked and opened my eyes. “How is he?”

      “Alive,” Gwen said. “Seren got here when you opened the channel to the Otherworld. It pulled us both along. Seren was already in the mists. A portal opened right in front of Afon and I. We could see you and the shifter with black eyes on the other side, so I grabbed him and we came out here.”

      “So, Seren healed Talian?” I asked. “Wait… I opened a portal?”

      “Yes, dearest, to both,” Gwen said. “Once I knew you would be fine, I helped clear the curse from his flesh. He sleeps now. We must make a litter and carry him back to Caer Penllyn. His recovery should be much faster than Bleddyn’s.”

      “What about a portal?” I sent. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted others to hear.

      “You pulled in so much energy,” Seren replied, “it’s no wonder that a portal formed. You were like one of the twister clouds that pulls everything towards it. Gwen and I, being the opposite poles of our triangle, were sucked along.”

      “Oh,” I replied. I didn’t have enough blood in me to blush. I glanced down at my forearms. The wounds the possessed shifter had caused looked like minor human scrapes. They were deep enough to cause bleeding on normal flesh. I didn’t bleed unless I had recently fed. My demon, my magic, used any blood in my body to heal the damage. She wasn’t screaming for blood. Perhaps some of the power I channelled had sated her for a while?

      I got myself upright and sitting. Most of the spots in my vision had quieted. A few of Gwen’s light balls drifted about the cave. Only Father Adda still held his torch. The other men all had a sword or silver seax in hand. Emlyn sheathed his silvered swords and offered me a hand. I held out both of mine.

      “Slowly,” I whispered. He was gentle and pulled me to my feet. I closed my eyes and waited for the spots to die down. At least the pain was mostly gone.

      I looked at Penda. He smiled, but there was a hard edge to his eyes.

      “I’m not what you expected?”

      “More than I expected,” he said and bowed towards me. “You, milady, are welcome in Mercia any time you please. Let no one tell you to surrender your weapons. I’m not sure there is a man alive who can take them from you anyway.”

      “Thank you, my friend,” I said. “We’ve certainly had each other’s back on this trip.”

      “We have indeed, Mair,” he said. “You’ve had Mercia’s back the entire trip. I doubt we have done much to repay that.”

      “Lady Mair,” Afon said. He and Igil approached from the far side of the cavern. “So glad you didn’t die by whatever that was…”

      “Thank you for coming, Afon,” I said.

      “Not that I had much choice with Lady Gwen pulling me along,” he said and grinned at her.

      “Your Grace,” Igil the guard said to Penda, “the passage at the back opens into another chamber. A bit of rockfall to climb over to get back there.”

      “This will hurt,” Seren said.

      I turned my attention to where she knelt behind Wassa. The shifter sat on her haunches.

      “Just do it, please,” Wassa’s guttural half-wolf mouth said, slurring the words.

      Seren’s hands glowed and traced a ring around Wassa’s fur-covered neck. A bloodied silver torc ripped through her skin. The shifter moaned, then wailed. She collapsed onto her hands. Her shift was slow, but her human form emerged. Curly black hair, brown eyes, and dark-tan skin returned to her form.

      She pushed herself upright and held her human hands out in front of her. Tears leaked from her eyes as she reached to her face. Hands shaking, she turned to Seren.

      “Thank you, milady! A thousand thanks!” Wassa collapsed into Seren.

      Seren returned her embrace, careful to keep the blood-covered torc away from Wassa’s flesh.

      Emlyn held Soul out towards me. I took her and slid her home into the scabbard, then did the same with Osmund son of Tata’s sword.

      “Your Grace,” Wassa said, “I have caused the death of many of your men. I am truly sorry for my actions and await your judgement.” She knelt in front of Penda, head bowed. “I am ready to die. All I wanted was to be human when I faced the headsman.”

      “Had I not seen Lady Mair drive that entity from you tonight,” Penda said, “you would face the headsman. The creature that killed my men, however, was that cloud, not you.”

      He reached out and raised her chin to look at him. “Ludló, can you use someone like Wassa in our werod?”

      “I suspect we can, Your Grace,” Ludló said. “She’ll have to take an apprentice position and learn to use weapons. We wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise when she changes forms in battle.”

      Wassa’s eyes darted between the two men. Realisation that her life was hers again set in, and tears began to trickle down her cheeks.

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said.

      “Do you swear your allegiance to Mercia and her rightful king?” he asked. He held his hands out in a V. She placed her hands in his, ready to swear her oath.

      “I do, Your Grace,” she said, her voice strong. Then her eyes widened and she jerked him down, even as she leapt up.

      Ludló and others gasped. Damn, I was slow. I should have seen it coming. Instead I just stood there as Emlyn drew his swords and slashed at the creature that controlled Dunstan’s corpse. Wassa flowed into her half-wolf form.

      “Deodamnatus!” Both Seren and Gwen swore behind me. Even they were faster with the profanity. My earlier battle, channelling the energy of the goddess, had definitely slowed me down.

      Dunstan’s body stood, sword in hand, with those jet-black eyes. The monster that controlled the corpse had a second sword. Probably Talian’s. Both of the blades flickered as the blackness of death pushed the light away.

      Behind me, I heard a body hit the floor. I risked a glance back and saw Father Adda had fainted once more, his torch sputtering on the floor. Beyond him stood the last figure I wanted to see.

      “Afon!” I cried right as one of Baldwin’s jet-black blades emerged from Igil’s chest. His eyes rolled back, his hand spasmed, and the silver seax he held clattered to the floor.
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            A flood of Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      Move, feet, move! I screamed at my body. I poked my demon, my blood energy. She was still recovering, so to speak, from all the divine energy I’d channelled earlier. That much energy had driven my demon well into the background.

      Emlyn and Wassa confronted Dunstan. That left Afon and I to handle Baldwin. Penda and Ludló would have to figure out which fight to join.

      Afon turned in time to intercept and redirect Baldwin’s stroke. His silver blade flashed in and scored a minor hit across the dead man’s side. I was afraid to tap the energy of the goddess again, even to make my blades glow with magic. The wet blanket that draped my mind was still there. Damn! I was still groggy, and that nagging headache hovered at the back of my mind. I could make it explode again if I pulled in The Lady’s magic. Even the little needed to light my blades.

      The tangy, metallic odour of blood hit my senses. My feet moved. My demon started her song as the smell of Igil’s blood woke her. Two steps. Three and four. Afon deflected a blow with his small shield and barely moved out of line of Baldwin’s second thrust. He found his match in the undead creature, and the look on his face showed it. His expression matched the one he wore when he realised undead Osbert was beyond his skill level at the Battle of the Abbey.

      Baldwin belted in two more quick blows, and I saw where the third strike would get through Afon’s defence. Soul caught that blade a finger’s width from Afon’s gut. Baldwin’s black eyes were difficult to track. He seemed to look right at me.

      “Let’s dance,” I said and pushed the power of the goddess into my blades. Good. No flash of pain.

      Baldwin launched two blows at me. My swords caught both. Afon slid in a strike that almost hit home. But Baldwin was fast and locked blades with him. He pushed hard and pricked Afon’s shoulder.

      Merda! I pulled energy from my demon. I needed undead speed. To hell with who might notice. Adda sure wouldn’t.

      Baldwin and I traded blows faster than even Emlyn and I danced. Speed, talent, and training, we both had. That surprised me. The creature inside Baldwin, however, used different techniques than I was used to. Different from what Aemi taught me over the centuries, but effective and deadly. I had not been this challenged like this by anyone other than my brother of the undead.

      I moved farther and farther into advanced techniques. Dodge and parry. Slide a hair out of line of Baldwin’s ebony blade-hands. Drop my blade down to feint, then up again. The corpse anticipated almost every move. I snuck in one quick strike and pierced his shoulder to match Afon’s wound. As Osmund’s sword connected, I pushed power through the blade. Baldwin’s corpse jerked back and stepped right back into measure with me.

      Afon and Ludló flanked us and punched with occasional strikes. Baldwin and I moved too fast for them to stay in the fight. Half of their blows came close to hitting me.

      Behind me, another flash of energy lit the cave. No warning echoed in my mind to dodge or hide. I hoped that Gwen wasn’t using her daylight spell again.

      Nothing knocked me on my arse or slowed me down. I pushed in with some of the strikes I’d practised in Penda’s weapons hall. Those pushed Baldwin’s corpse back half a step. He blocked and parried each blow or shifted enough to avoid damage. We ended with our blades locked, guard to guard.

      He kicked out. I sensed the weight shift, however, and I couldn’t dodge it. Instead I disengaged my blades and moved down towards his leg. I flew back. Fortunately, I scored two slashes with my glowing blades on the creature.

      I slid on the dusty rock floor. Gwen was next to me. She thrust her hand at the undead creature and pushed a blast of energy, almost like a bolt from a storm at it.

      “Impressive!” I sent.

      “Seren’s idea,” Gwen replied. “Like the daylight spell. Almost. This one shot out in a line. My head is fine with this version.”

      Baldwin’s corpse staggered back under the blow. The black of its eyes flickered twice. I could almost see glazed, dead human eyes behind the black. Ludló and Afon stepped in and sliced at the walking corpse.

      Next to me, Father Adda groaned and stirred.

      I wasted a glance at the priest. I should have known better.

      Father Adda righted himself and glanced around, his eyes wide. Two undead hands grabbed him. Baldwin surged by me, scooping along the priest. I slashed with Soul, but I pulled the blow to avoid hitting the priest.

      Emlyn, along with Penda and Wassa, still battled Dunstan’s corpse, and they had made little progress. A scorch mark showed on Dunstan’s clothing where Seren’s bolt had hit it.

      Baldwin twisted his hold on the priest. Father Adda’s legs swept through the melee, knocking both Emlyn and Penda off their feet. Penda crashed into Wassa’s hybrid wolf form. She had shifter speed and caught him before he slammed into the floor.

      The creature inside Dunstan’s corpse turned and ran with Baldwin, back into the cavern.

      “Don’t let them escape!” Penda bellowed.

      Gwen, Seren, and I charged. I felt the tingle of magic around me. Each of them pulled in the goddess’s divine energy.

      The undead leapt through the rubble-strewn opening.

      “Let us see first,” Gwen sent.

      I stayed back a pace. Seren and Gwen both stopped at the rubble field. It looked as though a section of the cave wall had collapsed outward. Just like in the old tombs Ruadh and I found in the cave. I cursed. This wasn’t good.

      Bolts of energy flew from Seren and Gwen. The energy slammed into the two undead corpses. They staggered and dropped to their knees. I blinked my eyes shut in time to avoid seeing spots from the brilliant flashes.

      Beyond Baldwin, old burial niches lined the walls. Dried white bones covered in dull dust lay silent. The bones stood in piles. These were ancient graves. Newer custom laid the body out whole. Old burial practices let the body burn or decompose. Then the bones were gathered and piled in small niches.

      Undead Baldwin and Dunstan struggled to their feet.

      “Die, already,” I cursed. Gwen and Seren both pulled in energy.

      Baldwin’s corpse reached out and touched a pile of bones. A slit of blackness opened in the air before him. Dunstan jerked Father Adda upright and used the priest as a shield.

      “Oh, Perfututum!” I said. Roman legions swore like that when they realised they were totally screwed. That’s how I felt. Lecerf had summoned a portal like that.

      “Deodamnatus!” Gwen swore. “We’ll hit the priest!” Both she and Seren held off on unleashing their blasts. Both of the undead stepped into the rift.

      “Help me!” Father Adda called right as the rift slammed shut and cut us off from him and his two undead captors.

      “Perfututum!” I said again. I had no idea how to save the Witch Hunter. And I never thought I’d be in a position where I’d want to do so.

      But even he didn’t deserve whatever those two walking flesh-bags of evil would do to him.
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        The battle for the soul of the goddess and all of Britannia is just beginning… To be continued…
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      You can help spread the word about Maria, Gwen and the people of Penllyn

      Reviews from readers are the best way you can help not only authors like myself, but also help other readers.

      Perhaps independent authors will someday reach the mega-marketing-budgets of the big-guys in publishing. Until then, we rely on readers like you to share your thoughts about our work.

      
        
        Find more information on the book here.

        You can also help by following Troy, or leaving a review at:

        Goodreads

        BookBub

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The adventure continues

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maria’s adventure will continue. Book 5 coming Autumn of 2019.

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed this story, you can learn more about the people of Penllyn in The Penllyn Chronicles Collection 1. This collected volume includes: Penllyn, Emlyn, and Ruadh’s Stories, as well as never before published story Tempting Fae.

      

        

      
        Get your copy of both today to continue the adventure.
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      Throughout this series I’ve opted to use modern Welsh words in place of old Brythonic variants.

      Any errors in word use or selection are solely mine.  Variations in northern and southern Welsh accents are not included in this guide.

      Below is a limited guide to some of the spellings and pronunciations you will find in this series.

      Welsh Pronunciations: In Welsh, all letters are pronounced, even when it appears impossible to do so. Vowels typical are pronounced in their “soft” forms with a few exceptions:

      A  as in man

      E  as in met

      I is a hard E sound, as in Queen

      O as in hot

      U is a hard I or E sound, as in Pita

      W (yes, it’s a vowel in Welsh) is the double O sound, as in Zoo

      Y has several variations:

      Alone it’s usually pronounced uh as an article: y caer (the fortress)

      Within a word, it acts as a Welsh U

      Double Vowell Dipthongs:

      Ei, Eu: as ay way

      Ow: long O as in tow

      Ae, Ai, Au: as the y in my

      Ywy: as in the ui in Fluid

      Other Welsh Sounds:

      dd: pronounced as the TH sound

      Bleddyn = Blethun

      Rh: to pronounce this, reverse the sounds. H then R, and trill or roll the R

      LL: This is the “dreaded” Welsh sound, and is almost unique to the Welsh language. To pronounce this sound, place your tongue against the roof of your mouth, as though you’ve finished the sound of “EL”, then blow as though you’re pronouncing the beginning of the “H” sound. Add in the “EL” sound. This sound has also been described as pronouncing an L with a th in front of it.

      FF: is F as in fan

      F: is V as in Avon (Welsh pronunciation of “Afon”)

      C: is always hard, similar to the K in English, as in “Cat”

      CH: as in the Scottish “Loch”

      Names in Penllyn

      Mair: Ma-ir

      Neirin: Nayreen

      Rhian: Hrrian

      Rhos: Hrross

      Bleddyn: Blethun

      Owain: O-wine

      Fadog: Va-dog

      If you are a native Welsh speaker, and notice any flaws in the above, please let me know via email: troy@troyahill.com
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      of terminology, places, and historical figures

      In the early and mid-seventh century, the divisions we know of today, England, Scotland and Wales didn’t exist then. Throughout history, different names and terms have been used for various factions, peoples, and areas of Britain. Below are the terms used in this book. The author has also included historical figures of the time that may be referenced in the various stories.

      Bernicia: A Kingdom, in north-central Britannia. Later, it was combined with Deira to form what would be called Northumbria.

      Britannia: The largest of the British Isles.

      Britain: Modern day Wales: A dark-ages political division that denotes the western half of the lower section of Britannia that is still controlled by the native British. The other sections are often controlled by Saxon and Pagan Kings.

      Cadwallon ap Cadfan: King of Gwynedd, died 634/5.

      Cantref (plural cantrefi): A division of land within a Cymry kingdom. Cantrefi were ruled by Lords, who owed allegiance to Kings.

      Cymry: A term referring to the native Britons who remained following the withdrawal of the Roman legions at the beginning of the dark ages (late fourth century and early fifth century CE). This term typically refers to the people we know today as the Welsh. The author will use Cymry to distinguish the Welsh from their Anglo-Saxon neighbours.

      Cynewise: (Chen-eh-wix-ah) Queen of Mercia

      Edwin: King of Deira and Bernicia (d. 632 or 633 CE).

      Fadog (cantref)*: A former part of the Kingdom of Powys.

      Gwynedd: A Cymry Kingdom, in what would be North Wales today.

      Ida: first known King of Bernicia, (d. 559 CE). His descendants were among the kings and rulers of several of the non-Cymric kingdoms of Britannia. "Sons of Ida" refer to his descendants who were fierce rulers and warlords.

      Mercia: a Saxon Kingdom in the midlands of today’s Britain.

      Peada: (Pay-dah) King of Middle Anglia, under Penda

      Penda: King of Mercia, overking of the Midlands

      Penllyn (cantref)*: A cantref of the Kingdom of Powys.

      Penteulu: The leader of a Cymry Lord’s war band or guard.

      Rhos (cantref)*: A cantref of the Kingdom of Gwynedd.

      Saxons: Germanic settlers into the British Isles following the withdrawal of Rome from the land. They controlled many of the Eastern British kingdoms during the dark ages.

      

      * The Author has taken liberties with people and location boundaries, as well as with historical timelines surrounding several Cantrefi and their lords.
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