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      If you are enjoying 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 twice 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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      I was hungry, but sucking the blood from a furry rat wasn’t what I wanted. If any of the sailors noticed me sink my fangs into the neck of one of the rodents that would have caused an uproar.

      "Maria, you don't want to swim from Francia to Britain, do you?" I asked myself every night when my hunger, my thirst rose. Each evening I sensed the hearts beating in the sailors as they manned the sails. I could hear the lust-full race of the captain's pulse whenever he glanced at me. Getting tossed off the ship because I was a monster, a blood witch, wasn't in my plans.

      After a month at sea, I was more than ready to sate my thirst. I craved the warm blood of a human which was far better than the blood of a rat. Fortunately, we arrived in port in the South Saxon kingdom before my inner demon, my hunger got the better of me.

      I call my hunger “her” and imagine it as separate from me. My own little demon. She is me, on a primal level. She’s what I become if I go too long without blood. So, I imagined my little demon locked in a cage. She was better there. I kept her content with the red nectar. She fed me the strength and speed I needed whenever my enemies found me. When that happened, I had to run. That’s what I was doing on the ship. Running again. Europe was too dangerous, however,  I’m getting ahead of my tale.

      That first morning at sea, he let his eyes drift over me  when I came to take his small cabin just before the sun rose. He glanced at his meager bed, then back at me and grinned.

      "I have paid for the use of this cabin," I told him. "That does not include you, dear captain. You can spend the day on deck while I rest. The sun fatigues me and cause pains in my head." He grumbled but moved toward the door. "Once the sun goes down, I will head out on deck, and you may have your bed again."

      The next morning his leers and suggestions to share the bed grew bolder. On the third day, with no land in sight, he stood in the doorway.

      "Just a kiss before I go out," he demanded once I was in his cabin. I frowned and pointed at the door. He stepped closer and grabbed my arms. A moment later, I jerked the door open, and shoved him out onto deck. He sucked in air, fell to the wooden deck. His hands clutched his groin as he writhed in pain.

      The fool didn't learn.

      "Just a kiss," he said the next day when I came in. This time he tried to grab my breast. I only broke two of his fingers and left other body parts bruised.

      "The next time you touch me, captain," I said, my voice loud enough to carry out to his men, "I will cut off your balls and your manhood." I kicked him out again. He grasped his broken fingers in his other hand, and tried to cup his groin, afraid I might apply my knee there. I slammed the door in his face. A few snickers from his men drifted in, then stopped abruptly.

      He left me alone after that. The sounds of our scuffles had drawn the attention of his crew. The sounds as well as his the swollen black eye were enough to caution his men from me. They, too, kept their distance. But that meant they wanted me off their ship. They were relieved when I finally announced I was leaving them in one of the ports in the southern Saxon lands.

      I paid the captain to escort me into town that night. He attempted to steer me into several seedy dives along the way. He looked away as I frowned at his suggestions. I wanted a guest house with fewer sailors and more merchants. Behaviour was less rowdy the farther away from the harbour we moved. If we moved too far into town, however, I’d be the only traveller in the alehouse.

      I spied one I wanted to try based on the lack of boisterous singing from within. The captain smiled an invitation to join him one last time. He half reached toward me, a greedy smile lighting his cheeks.

      "Do I need to break another of your fingers?"

      He crossed his arms under his cloak.

      “Your men will bring my chest?” I asked.

      “Aye,” he said. I passed him a small purse with the rest of the coins I had promised. He bounced it in his hand to get the weight.

      “You’ll have it once the cargo is unloaded,” he said and glanced down the road, back toward the harbour where the sailors went to drink and spend their pay.

      “Don’t forget my belongings,” I said. I didn’t bother to check to see if he went back to his ship, or off to find a woman to spend my former coins on.

      Even at this late hour, ox carts rolled along the cobblestone road from the harbour toward warehouses. Long ago, I had saw legionnaires direct the construction of such roads in many old Roman provinces across Europe. Now, more than a century since the last Roman soldiers had walked this road, the stones were worn smooth. An odd patch or two showed in the dim evening night where the locals had replaced cracked stones.

      I pulled the latch on the guest house door. The large common room on the main floor smelled of smoke and ale. There was a fire laid in its hearth, which brought me the warmth I hadn't felt for almost a month.

      Inside the guest house, several men sat and laughed at a table. A serving girl passed them mugs of ale. The place didn’t reek of ale like the houses near the wharf. The odor of the alcohol was still here, but not as strong. The girl saw me and motioned that I should head toward a spare seat in the corner. An old crone, in ragged clothing, sat there by herself. I stepped toward her.

      “May I join you?”

      Her spoon dipped into the bowl and shovelled the last bite of stew from her bowl into her mouth. She didn't look up and pointed with her knife at a stool next to her at the small square table. She appeared older than I thought at first. The men at the tables would have called her a hag. Still, after being at sea with no company other than leering sailors, I was glad for female company.

      After a few minutes, the girl brought me a bowl, a hunk of bread and some ale. I passed her a small coin and thanked her. Once the girl left, the old woman cast a sly glance at the men near the hearth. My eyes moved, too. They gave us no attention. Usually, I caught at least a glance or two from men. I touched my hair and checked my dress and cloak. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Except that only the serving girl and the old crone paid me any mind. Strange.

      When I turned my attention back to the table, the bowl in front of me was empty. The hag's was full again. She winked at me as raised her mug again.

      “You were not of a mind to eat this food, were you?” She asked, then added. “They will pay us no mind. Speak freely here.” Her knife and spoon worked to finish my small bowl.

      She was correct. The men paid us no attention. I was thin, yet attractive. Preferences had shifted toward women with more flesh in this time. My skin was paler than average, but I had the brown eyes and dark wavy hair of a girl from the Italian peninsula. I was forever frozen as a woman in her early twenties, even after all my centuries. Although preferences among men had shifted to women of stouter body than mine, I should be drawing glances from the men. I knew I was pretty, even by this century's standards of beauty. Their lack of interest in me was ... odd.

      "I know what you are," she said between bites. "Your desire, what you thirst for, is over there. It runs red through their bodies." She jabbed her knife towards the men. Then she pointed at the mug of ale between us. "Be sure to wet your lips, maybe spill a little, so they think you're as drunk as they are before you go select one."

      Something was odd here. She knew too much about me. But how?

      “And you are?” I asked.

      “Old.” She shovelled another piece of meat from my almost empty bowl. “Some might have called me a lady once or twice. Those lot there, do not understand. No idea of what the land gives them. They only care about their money, their ale, and their women.”

      “And they don’t seem the least bit interested in us. Is that your doing?”

      The old woman just smiled a devious little grin and jabbed her knife into another hunk of meat in my former bowl. Was she a witch of some sort?

      “What do you want with me?” I asked. The hairs on the back of my neck had been on end for several minutes now. I wished I had a real blade on me, not just a belt knife.

      "I wanted to meet you. See what you were made of." The bowl was empty. She glanced at the men again, I glanced their way, too. Still no reaction from them. It's as if they didn't realise I was there. She had taken advantage of my distraction and dumped most of my mug into hers.

      “I left you enough for your charade,” she said between swallows.

      “Why are you interested in me?”

      She held my gaze with her old eyes. The wrinkles and lines in her face were deep, a face dotted with warts and brown moles. Her nose was broad and crooked where it protruded from her face, a loathly face. She wore her thinning grey hair tied back under her headscarf.

      She stared hard at me for a few seconds, then took another drink.

      “You’re the first of your kind on this land that isn’t here for evil,” she said. “You’re different from the others. I wanted to get to know you better.”

      Her blue eyes bored into my soul. I felt almost naked before her. I caught myself before I raised my hand to draw my cloak tight. Instead, I laid my hand back down and returned her stare. What was different? Something was odd about her.

      She blinked, just once.

      "Good. You are made of tough metal." She tipped the mug and took another drink. "You will meet your demons on this trip, girl."

      "That word has a special meaning for me," I said. The woman grinned.

      “You will be challenged and rewarded. If you make the right decisions. Tonight, though, you have a choice. Find a boat and head back east, and you will not be tested on this land.”

      I shook my head.

      “I came west to avoid danger, I will see what this land brings.”

      “Your choice, girl.” She held my eyes, unblinking. “The dangers here will challenge you down to your soul. Are you ready for such?”

      I chuckled at her prophecy of doom.

      “What kind of test?”

      “Worse than you can imagine.”

      "I can imagine some horrible things," I replied. "What kind of reward is worth that?"

      “Love, a family, a home.” She replied. Her grin was soft this time, some of her past beauty leaked through.

      “My family is long dead,” I said. Too many centuries had passed. “The world is my home. My kind don’t settle in one place for long.”

      Her eyes sparkled, like a promise yet to come.

      "Home and family are the only reasons to face death or worse, Maria," she said. I gave a start at her use of my true name. She winked again. Her smile was calming, friendly. "I can promise you nothing more. Will you face death to protect those you love?"

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      She tilted her mug back and drained the last of the ale from it.

      “There will come a time, several times, that you must face your demon,” she said. Her eyes went steel grey. “Remember,” she added, “love always wins.”

      “Funny, that was what my master always told me, love wins.”

      “A wise man,” the old hag said. She made to rise from her seat, and I placed a hand on her arm.

      “Two questions,” I said. “Other than the meal I bought, can I repay you for your information?”

      “A simple kiss would be nice,” she suggested. Despite the weird sensation earlier, I felt very comfortable with her. I chuckled and leaned in to press my lips to her cheek. “And your other question?”

      “Your name?”

      “Eventually, my dear,” she said, “You will figure that out. You won’t remember this conversation until you are ready. Then you will remember and know who I am.”
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      “Milord,” I said, as I stepped out of the forest along the rutted cart path. “Will you help a woman in need?”

      The man astride the horse started and swivelled in his saddle toward me. The red of the sunset had faded as he came upon me. I was still somewhere near the border in Western Mercia. Far from Sussex where I had landed six months earlier.

      The rider wasn’t bad for a Saxon. Not my type, judging by the bit of arrogance he held himself in as he turned toward me.

      Silly girl, I thought. If his blood is red, and you’re hungry, then he’s your type. You can find someone more to your liking for intimacy later. You need to feed your thirst.

      “I’m no lord.” The man on the horse chuckled. “What is the problem, Milady?” He spoke the Saxon language. His eyes swept the surrounding forest in the dim evening light. He turned in his saddle to search the other direction. I could have been a distraction.

      "Brigands," I said, and forced a note of panic into my voice. "I have walked since my caravan was set upon. I escaped into the wood, but the merchants and monks rode off fast after the brigands took their goods." Accurate enough, but I muddied the timeline.

      “A woman should not be alone, especially at night, milady…?” he drew out the last word, in an invitation for me to share my name.

      "Maria, I travel from Sussex," I said. Enough immigrants came to these islands, so I didn't have to worry about my accent nor my foreign ways. The man glanced eyed the extended break in the trees. It was wide enough to help him feel more secure that I wasn't bait for an attack.

      He swung out of his saddle. His eyes scanned the tree line behind me. Only then did he smile at me.

      “Syram, of Deira. I hope to find a guesthouse, soon,” he said, with a motion for me to move toward the horse. “Please ride, and I’ll walk until we find shelter for the night.” I let him help me onto his horse. The blue of twilight faded toward the dark of night as we spoke.

      He was ruggedly attractive. I had no desire to bed him, but as a meal source he was good enough. Under his dark cloak, he wore a tunic and leggings, with soft leather boots. A long knife hung from his belt. His hair was dark and straight. Stubble on his face was a day or two old, but he kept himself clean shaven without facial hair. Probably from one of the Christianised areas since the Pagan men tended toward beards.

      Once I was in the saddle, he took the reins to the side and walked along next to me.

      "Your accent is different, milady," he said.

      “I came from the continent,” I replied, and gave him my cover story. "I was recently widowed and travel now, to stay out of the way of my late husband’s heirs. They are from his earlier marriage."

      “Have you travelled our lands long?” he asked.

      “About half a year,” I said. “I found a merchant willing to take me, and guards to accompany me. Fortunately, a nice monk joined me on my journey. And several priests, right before the brigands attacked.”

      “Men of the church allowed you to be chased away by brigands?” he asked, his voice incredulous in the night air. “They didn’t pursue and see you to safety?”

      “I don't know why they left,” I said. “One brigand chased me deep into the woods. He slipped and knocked himself silly. I ran back to the clearing, but the merchants and priests were gone by then.”

      My new guide shook his head and cleared his throat as we travelled into the night.

      “Still, to let a woman be driven off,” he said, his voice stern. “A man of the church should stand to protect the innocent, especially from the heathens in these lands.”

      After that, we travelled in silence.

      As we rode, I took a breath out of habit. Then another and set myself to continue. I needed to appear human. My lungs took air, and my heart beat only when I commanded them. I needed neither to work. I was dead after all.

      After about a league, I smelled the smoke of a cooking fire. We rounded a bend in the path. The forest thinned and gave way to a farmstead. The stables off to the side of the main yard had a high roof. A rickety wooden fence kept sheep and a few goats contained near the barn. A door was open to allow the animals to wander between the structure and their pen.

      The main house was only a single storey. Light leaked from around the shutters and spilled into the courtyard. A smell of food wafted about the light breeze, mixed in with the wood from the home's small fire on their hearth.

      Syram pulled the cord to a brass bell set on the wall next to the wooden door. After a few seconds, booted feet clomped from within the house. Wood rasped against wood and a small hole in the door slid open. A grizzled old face, one eye rather, peeked out at us.

      “Travellers seeking a meal and a place to sleep,” my guide said to the old face that appeared.

      “You can pay?” the man inside asked, his voice rough and hard. Syram pulled a pouch from his belt and bounced it to make the coin inside jingle. A rasp sounded as the farmer slide the bar from its braces behind the door.

      “You’ll have to sleep in the loft in the barn,” the farmer said, and eyed me as I slid out of the saddle. “Both of you.”

      A hint of a grin broke across Syram’s face. I had seen that look in too many men before. The hunger for our bodies locked together. He wanted to feed his passion. He didn’t know it, but I wanted the same from him. Just in a different way.

      “That won’t be a problem at all,” he said, his voice firm. He reached up to help me dismount. “Will it, Maria?”

      I looked back at him and smiled. I could sense my thirst, my desire for blood. My demon, that thirst for blood that lived in me, was ready for another meal.

      “Not a problem at all, milord,” I said.

      
        
        …

      

      

      “Up there be softer than with the goats,” the farmer said. He shifted his gaze to me, then back to my guide. “If you want another meal, we break fast at sunrise. Same price as tonight.”

      The old farmer stepped away and took his lamp with him. Once the farmer shut the door to the barn, Syram motioned me toward the ladder first. The moon had risen, and dim grey light entered through the open windows over the animal pens.

      I climbed the ladder and found a comfortable spot in the hay. The dried grass crinkled as I shifted my body in the cramped space. There was no railing at the edge. I stayed close to the wall. Syram squeeze in next to me. The small loft could handle two of us. A third person would have made it cramped, and the one near the edge would have risked a nasty tumble into the wooden pens below.

      I thought back to the words of my master. My master, the one who brought me into the undead life, had one firm rule for his children. We were not to harm anyone unnecessarily. That meant equal trade whenever possible.

      I watched my guide drop his pack near the open side of the loft. His leather belt and the knife in its sheath joined them. Syram lay in the hay next to me. My hands pulled him closer. He took full advantage of my unspoken offer. His hands explored my curves through my clothing.

      "I want you inside of me," I whispered. "I want to feel your warmth flow through me." His hands became bolder and squeezed my arse as he pulled me in tighter for a kiss. After we broke apart slightly, I added in another whisper, "All I can offer in return is a night of pleasant memories."

      “Yes,” was his only reply before he moved in to kiss me again. He pulled his tunic aside to untie the cloth about his loins.

      I was as honest as I could be with him, and we agreed to an exchange of warmth for pleasure. At the end of the exchange, he'd drift off to sleep, and, in the morning after I was long gone, he'd have pleasant memories of the night. I would leave him there alive and well. The fluid he'd lose wouldn't harm him at all. Men had bled more from wounds on the battlefield and still fought on to win. But, his warm, red, blood would fill my veins, and inflame the mystical energy that powered me.

      His eyes drifted to mine. That was all I needed. Once our gazes met, I poured my mind into his. His lust gave me the opening I needed. I used my undead power to link our minds. He froze, just as he was about to thrust into me. I took his control from him just like I had with the bandit in the woods a month before.

      I slid my fangs out and nipped his neck. His blood filled my mouth. I used some of its energy to construct a memory for him, of our bodies intertwined in pleasure.

      The joy I sensed in his arousal fed me as much as from his blood. The connection of our minds created a loop. My pleasure from feeding gave him sexual joy. His excitement fed me the sensual energy my nature craved.

      With a willing and aware partner, this loop could be intense. Each of us would feed the other pleasure. Our own would intensify, which fed into the pleasure of the other. The highs we could achieve with those lovers was almost infinite.

      Tonight, with Syram, he'd get just a little of my energy back, and I'd create a false memory in his mind of sexual pleasure. I'd much rather have been in the arms of my last lover, or any of those before now. With a partner aware of my nature, either male or female, feeding from them during a sexual exchange was beyond exhilarating. Tonight, though, was about feeding. I wanted only Syram's blood, not the rest of his body.

      We stayed locked together like this for several minutes. I promised him pleasure, and I sought to uphold my end of our bargain. Even though his hard flesh was near me, I wasn’t interested enough to let him have me that way.

      He was on his knees over me. I lay on the pile of hay against the wall. My mouth locked to his neck. I let his blood fill my mouth for another swallow. There was a leather cord under his tunic. I spun it as I fed. Whatever it was, it was his, so he'd keep it. I wanted to amuse myself.

      Then his small pendant came into view. That pendant. The most accursed sight I have ever seen. It filled me with dread. The sign of the Blessed Witch Hunter. Two iron nails, twisted into the shape of a cross, ringed with a wreath of silver brambles.

      By Thunor’s Short Hairs! It wasn't a strong enough curse for my emotions. I added a few more in Latin for good measure.

      That icy chill grabbed my flesh. The prickling, frigid sensation of dread undulated up and down my spine. Some called it a feeling as though your worst enemy had just walked over your future grave. Thunor and his short hairs, if he existed, must be screwing with me.

      Syram’s medallion meant they were here. The Witch Hunters.

      I had not fled far enough to escape them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            An Unexpected Death

          

        

      

    

    
      Curse them to all the hells! I hated the Witch Hunters. Their only purpose was to destroy all they considered unholy. That included me because I was dead and fed on other’s blood. Deodamnatus!

      I must have been almost starving to have not smelled the silver on the medallion.

      Verpa Dei! I thought of several other curses in several languages, including a few I hadn't used for a century or more. But God's Penis was the one I preferred. If there was an all-powerful deity he was screwing with me. Fortunately, I learned long ago to only think my curses when I fed. My mouth stayed locked on Syram’s neck.

      How long had the guild been here, in this land of Saxon Pagans?

      I’d seen the guild, all too often, stamp out the ways of the old gods, and bring their own corrupted version of the Roman Church into new lands. The guilders used the threat of torture and death to purge the people of what they considered “unholy.” They had a special place in their hatred just for us, no matter how good and pious we were.

      My mouth filled with more of this guilder’s blood. I remembered to swallow, even while I continued to ponder this new dilemma. What should I do with him? I wouldn’t violate my master’s rule. Syram and I  agreed to an exchange, warmth for pleasure. I’d keep my word.

      But, this Witch Hunter, he’d be one of the few who would realise what had happened to him. The Witch Hunters knew of my kind. His mind shouldn't have been that easy to get hold of. Perhaps he is new to the guild? I didn’t expect a witch hunter’s mind to be as easy to infiltrate as his. What should I do with him?

      If the guild was here, I was in trouble. More trouble than I had wanted.

      Syram’s mind struggled again. Deodamnatus! I was too far into my own head as I considered options. I must have let my grasp of his awareness slip.

      He broke the mental bond and pushed himself off me, his leggings around his knees, his tunic unlaced. His eyes widened.

      “Blood-witch!” his voice croaked in the night as realisation roared into his mind. Syram struggled and tried to retrieve his weapon. It lay off to the side where he had left it in his hurry to lift my skirts. He took one panicked step, still hunched because of the low roof overhead. His clothing loose, he stumbled to his knees but was off balance. He reached out toward the floor to his side in an attempt to steady himself.

      There was no floor there. In the dim light of the moon, filtered in through the gaps between the wood planks of the wall, his hand, then his arm, then his body disappeared past the edge. A loud crash and the sound of splintering wood rose from below.

      Inside the house, the dog barked. Deodamnatus! The farmer would head this way soon. I leaped to the floor below

      My guide’s eyes stared at nothing. The life faded from his gaze and he slumped, unmoving as his last breath hissed out of him. His neck had broken, snapped as his head contacted the wooden wall of an animal pen below us. The silver and iron medallion gleamed in the sliver of moonlight that intruded into the dark by way of a crack between the boards of the wall.

      A quick jerk and the cord parted. My bite wound wasn't healing because of Syram's untimely demise. I grabbed a piece of broken wood from the fractured stall. Goats huddled in the corner, confused. They eyed me with suspicion.

      I used the jagged edge of the wood to open a gash on his neck to cover my bite marks. The door at the house thudded open. Footstep approached. I dropped the now bloody piece of wood near my dead suitor.

      I pulled some preternatural strength from my demon. With a quick leap, I was back in the hayloft, where I slid the witch hunter’s medallion into my bag.

      The barn door creaked open.

      “Is everyone all…” the light from the farmer’s small lamp washed across the dead body. I rustled the straw so the farmer would know I was there.

      “Thank you for coming… he…” I said and forced myself to blush. I could do so only because of the small bit of the witch hunter’s blood inside my veins. “He…” I made a vague motion with my hand, “and stood then disappeared…”

      “I must collect for damages to my stall,” the farmer said, with a shake of his head. “And for the burial. Wasn’t the first time, won’t be the last.”

      With a dead Witch Hunter in front of me and the guild's unexpected presence in the land, I wanted to get far away as fast as possible. I didn't want to argue about coppers in the man's purse.

      “Let me get his belongings.” I let my voice quiver.

      The farmer hung his lantern from a hook and pulled Syram's body off of his animal pen. Back to the straw in the loft, I pulled together his pack and weapons. The blade was a long, singled edged knife. A seax.

      There were no significant belongings in his pack beyond a blanket and some hard cheese and bread. Good, nothing to connect him to the Witch Hunters.

      I descended the ladder while I clutched the dead guilder’s belongings to my chest. My shadow on the wall lengthened as the farmer retrieved his lantern and swung it closer. The old man snatched the dead man’s pack and belt from my arms. He found the purse and weighed it in his hand, then untied the strings and glanced in at the coins. With a satisfied grunt, confident I hadn’t swiped a coin or two, his eyes locked on me again, his gaze steely and authoritative.

      “You’ll leave once the sun rises…”

      It wasn't a question. I agreed and tried to appear meek as he headed back to his small farmhouse. His wife stood by a window, the shutter cracked open. I could see her night clothes in the moonlight.

      “Moecha Putida,” she mumbled, Dirty Slut.

      The old man glanced back at me and cleared his throat.

      I shut the door to the barn with a thump and latched it loudly so his old ears would hear. The dog whimpered, and its claws clattered on the stones in the walkway between the house and barn. He left the hound outside for the night to watch me.

      That was fine. Dogs and I got along well. Their minds were easy for me to sense and influence with my undead abilities.

      While I waited on the farmer and his wife drift off to sleep again, I entertained myself a search through the dead man's clothing. I looked for anything connected to the guild, but found nothing.

      After an hour or so, the faint snores of the man and his wife drifted on the night air.

      I peered out through the crack between the wooden door and the slatted walls of the barn. The dog rested its head on its paws as it lay on its belly by the entrance to the house. I reached out with my own thoughts. The hound dozed, but not a deep sleep. I used my mind and lulled him deeper into sleep.

      I kept my footfalls quiet, despite my fast pace. I’ve been around too long to take unnecessary chances.

      Deodamnatus! I hated running. Not the physical act, but that I had to leave. The world was getting smaller and smaller as those damned Witch Hunters grew in influence. Even these Pagan lands in the middle of Britannia were not safe for me.

      What did I have left? Where could I go? On this side of the world, the only place left was Hibernia. Another island just to the west. Beyond that, I could only risk going back to Europe. Back to the Witch Hunter's home territory. If I survived, I might make the far East. Or try the desert lands across the Mediterranean.

      Damn those Witch Hunters. I just wanted to be safe.
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      Still groggy from my day’s sleep, I set the small flames to dance in a pile of twigs. This small campfire was the only warmth I had in the middle of this wilderness. Two weeks of running. Fleeing from the memory of Syram, the Witch Hunter.

      I thought back to Syram and his lust in the hayloft. His blood fuelled the magic, my little blood demon, that kept me going, but it wasn't enough. I had only gotten, perhaps, a third of what I needed to quench my thirst. That meant I needed to find another donor much sooner than I should have. First though, I'd warm myself with this little fire. Then I would…

      Hairy arms grabbed me from behind; unexpected, rough, strong.

      His breath smelled of onions and garlic. His head banged against my cheek as we tumbled. I needed to see his eyes. Then I could grab his mind as I had with Syram. Freeze him, cloud his mind and make my escape.

      Deodamnatus! I was getting old if he could sneak up on me. I didn’t feel a day older than my six centuries.

      Our bodies tumbled. I drew on my preternatural strength, ready to turn this situation to my advantage. I sensed his pulse where his smelly, bearded cheek pressed against mine.

      No, I'm not old, I told myself. Just lazy. I twisted in his grasp to face him and see his eyes when I felt the chill of that cursed metal press against my throat.

      I could even smell the cold blade. When something hurts as bad as silver, you learn to recognise it by sight, touch, taste, and smell. I didn't care for the scent of the long knife he pushed against flesh. That sharp edge, once it cut, I would be in a world of pain. A normal knife slice, I’d barely notice. But a wound caused by silver. Painful. My blood demon would heal almost any wound as fast as they were inflicted. Unless the blade was silver. Injuries from that chill metal took forever to recover. I'd need to drink much better blood than normal to restore my body if he did much damage.

      “Don’t move,” his raspy voice breathed in my ear. “Or I’ll bleed you like you bled Syram back in Greenlocke.”

      Verpa Dei! The Witch Hunters had found Syram’s dead and buried body. Then they found me.

      The silver knife pressed against my throat reminded me I could still be lazy, especially when freshly awake after a day’s slumber.

      “Syram… you remember him, don’t you?” The voice breathed louder in my ear. Onions and garlic were thick on his breath. Mostly onions. I stopped breathing to block the stench. He reeked of onions.

      "We were to meet him a day's ride from where you killed him," Onion Breath wheezed into my ear as he spoke. "We backtracked only to find him killed by a Blood Witch. By you." His free hand pulled my own belt knife out of its sheath and tossed it away from us.

      He rolled us sideways on the ground and pushed me onto my belly. His meaty hand was wrapped around my left wrist. He twisted and pulled my arm behind my back. Onion Breath's silver blade never left my throat. The tip even pierced the skin. That little prick in my skin would take a month or more to heal. Cursed metal.

      "We'll make you pay. We’ll do to you, what you did to him,” he breathed his raspy whisper into my ear. "I know what silver does to your kind. I'll enjoy every stroke of my knife on your body…."

      Verpa Dei! I cursed myself silently for letting him surprise me. I was lazy. When I awoke, I had started the fire instead of checking my surroundings. Careless and lazy.

      He slid across my body. For a brief second, his groin crossed my free hand. I could have grabbed his groin. I could be faster and stronger than Onion Breath.

      But that silver knife tipped the odds in his favour. He could slice my neck. Even if I managed to keep my head, I’d be hurt, badly. Maybe even dead.

      "Oh, we know what you are," He said, as he edged his body around mine. He kept hold of my arm and didn't let his knife drift from my throat.

      “Hand behind your back,” he commanded and tapped my left arm with his elbow.

      I complied, careful not to provoke a reaction.

      “We got there a day after you sucked him dry and pushed him to his death. We dug him up and saw the damage. The wound in his neck, we knew it wasn’t right. We looked closer and found the bite marks. Pull your other hand back.”

      I did so. He still had hold of my arm and bent it toward my neck. The pain of a normal injury would mean nothing. If he broke the bones in my arm, they'd heal within minutes. The blade, however, could do real damage. Silver severed my body's connection with the blood magic. My demon would need much more blood than usual to overcome that damage.

      Onion Breath manoeuvred to get both of my wrists within reach of his off hand. His knife hand drifted. With my cheek pressed into the dirt, my neck was at an awkward angle as he shifted positions. He darted his eyes toward my face to check the blade’s position. That was the break I needed. His eyes drifted too far, and I caught his gaze. I’ve heard bards say the eyes are the windows into a person’s soul. They certainly are.

      I drove my mind into his.

      He froze in between blinks. All I needed was that eye contact. Once I had his gaze locked, I entered his mind and grabbed his awareness. I froze every muscle in his body.

      Once I had him, I didn’t need to keep eye contact. With Onion Breath frozen, I rolled him off me, scooted away. Time was surreally slow as my senses, heightened from the attack, explored the area past my small campfire. I sensed, more than heard, other men as they crept upon us. He had accomplices. One of them raised a weapon in the forest. The click of the crossbow trigger sounded in the night along with the twang of the string. Its bolt whined through the leaves.

      I used my preternatural speed and rolled my stiff would-be-captor onto his side and around to shield myself with his body. His silver knife, which was as long as my forearm, glistened in the firelight as the first bolt ploughed the air between us. I caught my reflection. My eyes were already going red. They did that when my thirst took hold.

      The bolt swished past my ear and thudded into the ground behind me.

      “Lazy,” I thought. “Maria, you’re lazy. Six hundred years and you let these religious zealots find you.” Despite my self-recrimination, I kept moving. There was no time to be lazy now.

      Another crossbow string twanged behind me. They were all around me.

      I rolled with supernatural dexterity past my stiffened captor. This bolt, intended for my own back, sliced a small gash in his shoulder. The small scratch was all it took to break my hold on his mind. He grunted in pain.

      I leaped at the one who had fired at me first. But Onion Breath's arm shot out, and the cold blade flashed against the firelight. I tried to dodge and spun mid-air to avoid most of the thrust. But not enough. Damn it! That son of a she-dog scored a hit on me.

      The blade opened a gash in my side. I felt the cold wash of the silver cut deep into my soul. My demon screamed and rattled her cage hard. She wanted out. She wanted blood.

      Verpa Dei! All of them. All the god’s penises!

      That silver blade hurt. The gash it cut in me was deep enough to expose muscle.

      I wouldn’t bleed. Not much anyway. I had used most of the blood from Syram. With that cut, my demon’s magic would try to heal it with whatever blood was left. I’d be pale until I fed again. Two or three feedings just to get that one wound to heal.

      Inside my head, my demon rattled her cage and clawed at my psyche. I sensed my eyes shift to red. They go blood red when I need to feed. The pupils almost seem to glow when my demon wants to feed. She sensed blood nearby and wanted to take it.

      But I had to keep her chained. There was no give and take if the blood-demon took control of my body. She was primal and without moral limits. She and I coexisted only because I kept her fed with blood. If I let her loose, we might kill these three, but were there more of them? How many Witch Hunters with silver blades were too many for my demon to handle when I was without a weapon?

      I shoved the mental locks tighter on my inner demon.

      A horse nickered. I smelled several of their mounts off in the distance. I had no idea how many more of these Witch Hunters there might be in the forest. These had silver weapons. If there were more of them with silver? Better to run than fight.

      The click of wood against wood. Another bolt dropped into the first crossbow’s channel. The glimpse I had of the bowman as I had spun and dodged showed me a young man, barely an adult.

      The first archer lowered his crossbow and tried to shove his boot into the metal hoop at the front. I leaped.

      He didn’t have time to reload. Instead, he dropped his crossbow and drew two long knives, one in each hand. Irrumator! Bastard. I could smell the silver of his blades.

      He was hunched over, his head forward on his neck, and his shoulders misshapen. His mouth curled into a snarl, like an animal threatening before it charges. He held his weapons in a ready position that would work well for his deformity. His stance was wide, grounded, and well balanced.

      I shifted my lunge and slipped aside. Two silver knives. The wound in my side twinged. My demon screamed. Pain washed over me again. My demon, my hunger, needed blood to heal me. She demanded that we feed.

      Onion Breath lunged at me with his long silver seax. His stance, his bearing, his thrust and redirection of the blade, told me these guilders weren't amateurs. I spun away from his strike and kicked at his legs. He dodged, which gave me room to manoeuvre.

      Should I release my demon and hope I could get her under control again once she had fed? Or flee and put distance between my body and the blades? I had let my demon loose once before. There were reasons stories of my kind as monsters existed, whispered amongst the mortals. I didn’t want to let her have control again. My gut twisted at the memories of the last time.

      Onion Breath and his hunchbacked friend circled me, four silver knives out between them. Four blades I had to avoid. There them might be around me, beyond where I had time to send my undead senses.

      Out of options, I pulled energy from my reserves, from my demon. That would loosen my hold on her. I leapt across the small clearing with the supernatural speed and strength my demon provided. The movement shot a spasm of pain through my body.

      My hand slapped the wound. I pressed hard to offset the incredible sting as I tried to flee past the witch hunters. A bowstring twanged, and another bolt cut through the air. I spun as I leapt to avoid the bolt. Silver flashed in the night as the missile sped past my ear. That made that cut in my side hurt. My demon shrieked. Panic and pain. I had to leave.

      Time to run until I could heal and plan my next step. Tonight was all about survival and escape.
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      Perhaps I should have released my demon?

      Two days on the run, no sleep, and three maniacs still dogged my heels. A few times I had sensed other people. More Witch Hunters? Or trappers? Perhaps a hunting party, out to catch a stag for the lord’s table? If the guilders were on my heels, they’d alert everyone they encountered. I couldn’t take a chance on anyone until I was clear of them.

      Lazy. Careless and lazy.

      I continued to increase the distance between myself and my pursuers, but it wasn’t enough yet. My thirst for blood raged. I hadn’t even been able to find a farmer asleep in their cottage.

      The cut in my side refused to heal. The damn slice pulled and sent a wave of pain through my side every time I moved. When the sun was up, I ran slower, even slower than a human. My demon didn't like the sun. It sapped my strength and made my head ache. I tried to stay shaded in the forest. When I had to cross open fields during the day, I crept through the tall grasses and underbrush, to avoid being seen by anyone. I hoped I could confuse my trail enough to throw off any pursuit, but these witch hunters stuck on me like a hound after its prey.

      Even though they had to sleep, and rest their mounts, I moved slower, much slower when the sun was up. At night I’d pull ahead of them. During the day, they’d catch almost back up. And my demon was yelling for blood. Sassy little wench had moved beyond annoying. She was growling and rattling her cage door. My demon was thirsty! She’d have to wait. I needed to add to the small lead I had.

      The whimper of the animal came right before the salty odour of matted blood and fur.

      Another whimper, then a rustle of a metal chain. Just a clink. A dog? A wolf?

      Verpa Dei! The gods must be laughing at me.

      I had too big of a heart to let another creature suffer. I let my steps carry me toward the sound.

      The wolf shifted when he saw me, then froze. His eyes were a light green. The wolf's coat was that of an animal who had seen many seasons come and go. His tan and brown fur was tinged with white. His muzzle, paws, and most of his back was almost solid grey. That an animal with his years would have stepped into a trap surprised me.

      Trappers had gotten inventive. I had not seen a trap like this before. This was two stout wooden branches, torsion tied at the ends, so they could be spread apart in the middle and would snap back together in an instant. A wooden board was across them, a hole cut in its face. A short metal chain ran from this contraption to a stake in the ground.

      The wooden jaws were closed around the greyback's left foreleg. But he couldn't get his mouth to the ropes due to the board above. Blood matted his leg where the trap had snapped shut. I could still smell the small seepage of warm, red liquid that hadn't dried yet.

      The old wolf sat still, head erect. His eyes followed me as I knelt at the edge of the small clearing. He wasn’t panicked. Nervous, yes. I could see that in his eyes. A younger animal probably would have chewed their leg off by now to get free of the trap.

      The trap reminded me how much my wound ached. The only difference between this old wolf and myself was that I could still run.

      I reached out with my mind. Although dogs and I get along well, there was something in the wolf’s mind that kept me out. I could wander along the edges, but I couldn’t get in.

      I could, however, sense three other wolves close by. They held themselves still. Two of them seemed smaller, full of energy; energy trapped behind a dam of the watchful gaze of their older compatriot.

      I sent calm thoughts to the wolf, careful not to shield my own thoughts so they could read my intentions. I projected an image of myself pulling the wooden jaws apart to free his leg.

      Whatever thoughts I sent out must have made sense him.

      A sense of invitation to approach peeked through into my mind.

      That damn trap was not a pretty sight. I could see where the wooden pin to hold it open had sat before the wolf's leg had tripped it. The oblique angle of his lower paw was a noticeable break in his bone. We were both hurt. I couldn't do much to help myself beyond running. But, for the wolf, I could at least make sure he was free.

      “This will hurt,” I said aloud. “There’s no other way, my furry friend.”

      He didn’t reply, so I pulled the trap apart.

      He pulled his leg out, and it brushed across my hand. But his eyes never left mine. A small whimper of pain escaped his throat. His muzzle was in my face as he smelled me. I stayed still. Better to let them get to know me, even if I wasn’t staying long.

      The mother wolf and her two offspring approached. She sniffed at my skirts, then turned toward the older wolf. She licked his wound clean.

      The two younglings nosed around me. They were about half grown. Not pups any longer, but not adults. Their noses explored my clothes. One of the younglings found the slit in my dress, under which my still-open wound lay. His nose darted into the cut and pressed against the gash in my side. I flinched but tried to hold still. I didn't want to alarm any of the wolves. Unlike the wolf's, my wound didn't bleed. My demon used blood for energy. Why let it leak from my flesh?

      The young wolf’s attention was calming. I closed my eyes. The other pup’s tongue drifted across the slice as they worked in tandem and cleaned the wound. I opened my eyes and saw the mother and the greyback gaze intently at me. I reached out toward one of the younger wolves, let him sniff my open, upturned palm. He sniffed and took a pace toward me. I stroked my finger across the top of his head.

      That’s when I saw the blood smear that the old wolf had left as he pulled his broken leg out of the trap.

      Blood.

      I raised my hand to my mouth and licked the red smear from my skin. The faint taste of red nectar wasn’t enough to even begin to sate my hunger. The wolf blood, however, tasted sweet. There was something different about it. No, about me. The taste it seemed to be a key to a lock in my mind.

      Greyback had risen to sit, his injured foreleg held off the ground. A thought leaked through the slim touch I had with his mind. Not words, but I understood the concepts he sent.

      “We are pack. We run together.”

      The blood from the wolf was the key. I could hear Greyback’s thoughts. His mind gave a wolfish chuckle.

      “You won’t be running anywhere until that leg heals,” I said out loud, more for my benefit. My eyes swept around the clearing. There were several trees close by which could lend a branch to my idea. I reached to my already tattered skirts and ripped a strip of cloth free. I knew, after all these centuries, how to set a broken bone. But, would he let me? I gathered what I needed while the wolves watched.

      I laid the materials in front of Greyback: several sticks, about half as long as his front leg, and several long strips of cloth. He sniffed at them. I projected the thoughts of him upright, ready to run, and worked back toward how I would set and splint the broken bone. This time I included a large sharp sense of pain when the bone-break pulled apart and allowed to rejoin in correct alignment.

      “We are pack. We run together,” his thought entered my mind. Again, not words. Concepts. I didn’t know wolf language, so that’s how my mind translated the ideas he sent.

      He settled on his side, the injured leg toward me. The pups stared from either side, their heads cocked to the side. Mother wolf moved in and lay across his shoulders and neck. My thoughts seemed to get through to her what was about to happen. Her presence and contact with Greyback was just as much of a comfort for him as to protect me. He laid his head back on the forest floor.

      “We are pack. We run together.”
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      My worst fear about this was that I'd face a violent and upset old wolf, so I sent calm thoughts as I felt let my fingers dance across the coarse fur on his leg until I found the break. I sent a warning to the wolves. Greyback closed his eyes.

      “We are pack…”

      He yelped once, and his head swivelled toward me, as I pulled the bones apart. Mother wolf stayed on him. She deflected the snap of his jaws at me with a quick butt of her head on his. He whimpered as I guided the bones back into their normal alignment. I laid the sticks along his leg. I wrapped the fabric torn from my underskirts around the splint. The young wolves watched from either side as I wound the strips around and around, then knotted them off.

      Greyback lay still for several minutes as he drifted through the residual pain. He pushed back into a sitting position, with the injured leg still raised. Mother came to smell the splint, then nudged the young ones, and moved off with them into the brush.

      “They hunt.”

      I stood to follow them. I didn’t need to hunt, but I needed to keep running.

      “We are pack…”

      “I know,” I replied out loud. “We run together. But I bad men chase me. You’ll be much better on your own.” I pushed thoughts out toward him, images of the men on horseback. Silver knives out. Crossbows spit their silver bladed bolts through the air at me.

      “Hunt, eat. Then run. We run together…”

      “I know, but, you’ll face greater danger with me.” The Witch Hunters wouldn’t hesitate to take out a wolf to get at me. But how to communicate that to a wolf’s mind?

      Greyback sent images. One of the young ones plunged through the forest, frightened. The sounds of an arrow in flight sizzled around him. The youngling yelped as the arrow pierced his side. This wasn’t one of the pups I had met.

      In the vision he sent, several wolves fell to arrows. Mother wolf and another, a male wolf, ran and pushed their young along. A spear from a rider thrust once. Mother’s mate yelped and died as they speared him. Others, in panic, stepped into traps like the one in this clearing. The hunters rode them down and killed the wolves.

      The men in his visions didn't look like any of the Witch Hunters I had just dealt with. Landholders, shepherds, and farmers never tolerated wolves in their lands. If there were packs active in these lands where livestock roamed pasturelands, there would be hunters and trappers out.

      I’d have to be more careful and concentrate on my surroundings. I needed human blood to sate my thirst... and time, more time than I could afford, to allow the blood to heal the painful cut. I knew I needed to move on, and soon.

      Greyback's mind intruded on my thoughts again. He began another set of scenes. The first he sent me was of his pack, what was left of it, as they ran through the woods. Not in a panic, but with purpose. Mother was in the lead. She blazed the trail away from the killers. Only two pups of her litter remained. The two younglings out with her now.

      The visions from the old wolf continued. Mother led them away. But, one of the younglings veered away. Distracted by something. Greyback smelled the trap and the human scent on it. The young bounded into this clearing. The old one dashed and shouldered the young one away. Unfortunately, his own paw landed on the trigger. The wooden jaws jumped and closed shut on the old wolf.

      Pain flooded his mind. Enough pain to make my wound ache. I flinched as he cut off his projected thoughts. My hands pressed my side where the tear in my flesh was still open. My demon flinched with me and howled in my mind. I had to force my arms to relax and opened my eyes.

      One of the young wolves stepped into the clearing. He had a small rabbit clenched in his jaws. His brother was a few seconds behind him. Another rabbit in his teeth. Both of the younglings brought their catch to me. Was I to dine first?

      “We are pack…” Evidently I was.

      I have never been fond of the blood of animals, but I’ve done it several times in the past when speed was of the essence. Animals just don’t have enough life force in them. My demon wanted human blood. Even large animals like horse or steer lacked the right life-power to replace human blood. But right now, any blood would do.

      My demon wasn't desperate enough to force me to turn on my new wolf friends. But she was awake now. And hungry. She kept my eyes locked on the rabbits. My demon kept trying to focus on the heartbeats of the two young wolves. She made my eyes drift up to them. Their faces cocked at me. Inquisitive. I could see my reflection in their gaze. My eyes, red with the blood thirst.

      I slammed my eyelids down and shuddered. Not the wolves. Rabbits. I had rabbits in front of me. I got my hand to move and pulled a rabbit close.

      With my eyes still clamped shut, to keep the sight of the wolves from my demon, I pulled my sling bag around. A single strap held it across my torso.

      Inside I found the cloth-wrapped bundle. I jerked the fabric until the coarse, thick fabric unwound from around the plain wooden cup. My master's cup. He had fed me blood from it, the first few meals after I had died and become a Child of the Night.

      The rabbit's fur still felt pristine, no blood upon it. I had seen dogs kill vermin before. A quick flick of their head, with the rodent between their jaws, was enough to break the neck of the animal. These young, half-grown wolves had done well. I set the cup in front of me and extended my teeth. Fangs, sharp and pointed. I made a quick incision on the dead rabbit, then held it over the cup.

      My demon smelled the blood. I let her open our eyes. She stayed entranced and watched the crimson drops flow from the carcass. We'd only get a mouthful or two, but it was blood. When the flow slowed then stopped, I traded one rabbit for the other. Another flick of flesh against my teeth and this rabbit leaked its blood into my cup.

      The young wolf who had brought in the first catch took it in his mouth and carried it to Greyback. He placed it before the older wolf, who dipped his head, and pushed it back toward him. The mature one took care of his pack.

      By now, the other kill had drained into my cup. I raised the cup and drained it in a swallow. My demon sighed. Not near enough.

      I placed the second rabbit before the other youngling. He too repeated the ritual and offered his meal to the pack leader. Again, Greyback gave it back to his young charge. The taste of its blood lingered on my tongue. It was sweet nectar that night. The first blood I had since Syram's untimely death.

      My demon wanted more. I repressed a shudder, and I struggled to keep her in her mental cage. The blood of two mere rabbits was nowhere near enough to sate our thirst.

      Mother wolf reappeared then, with two more hares, each much bigger than the ones the younglings had brought in. But my demon heard the wolf’s heartbeats again. I clenched my fists hard enough to get my nails to press into my palms. That was enough pain to distract her.

      I forced my eyes to stay on the hares that Mother dropped before me. Another nick from my fangs and I let my demon watch the red fluid run into my cup. My tongue slid across my lips, in anticipation. At least I had stopped my demon from focussing on the wolves.

      Once that rabbit stopped dripping its red nectar, I laid it on the ground before Mother. She cocked her head at me.

      “I only need the blood,” I pushed my thoughts out toward her. The aroma of blood sent a thrill though my body as I tilted the cup back. My demon sang as the blood filled my mouth. I wasn't sure if wolves knew how to shrug, but I got the sense mother wolf had. I shrugged back and nicked the flesh of the last hare.

      Mother took the rabbit to Greyback. This one he accepted and tore into.

      Once we finished our respective meals. I could feel the weak energy from the blood restore some of my vitality. But, it was far, far from enough.

      I stood, being careful to do so with slow movements. I didn’t want to startle any of my furry friends. The younglings looked up as they gnawed on the bones of their kills.

      "I really must be going," I said out loud, more to hear a voice than to educate the small pack. I projected an image of myself headed one direction, and the pack headed in another direction.

      “We are pack, we run together,” Greyback countered. I sighed.

      “Seriously, there are people trying to kill me,” I said, and projected the scene of the battle several days before.

      The old one’s answer came in two parts. The first was the sight of one of his old pack chased by men on horseback. Greyback followed with a vision of me running. The wolves ran with me. I understood the meaning he was sending. There was safety in numbers. More eyes and ears to watch and listen.

      Perhaps? I considered the idea. Their wolf senses combined with my abilities might be enough to negotiate the challenges ahead.

      Greyback stood, his injured leg held off the ground. I knew if I pulled energy from my demon I could outdistance the wolves. But, I wanted let that damned wound heal. The animal blood from tonight was a start. Just barely, but if I didn’t take energy from my demon for speed, that wound might just heal a little.

      I didn’t need a family, or even pets right now. What I needed was blood to give me energy. My demon was quiet for the moment. But for how long? I didn't want to turn on the wolves if I ran my energy too low. Once my demon took control of my body, she wouldn't distinguish friend from foe.

      With the Witch Hunters on my trail, I didn't need a crippled old wolf, and a mother wolf with two pups on my heels. I needed to get far away. No time for connections like these.

      I needed time and bloode to heal. The wolves could help by bringing me small animals. They might be an asset if I ran into Witch Hunters again. I’d be able to help them with any trappers we encountered. Greyback was right.

      “We run together…” I sent across our mental link.
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      I ran with the wolves. During the height of the day, when the sun could have sucked the most energy from me, I trusted my new friends. They stood watch for me, as I let earth close in around me. Three short periods of sleep, long naps was more than I had expected. Each one allowed me to draw some of energy from the soil. The land itself contained enormous energy. Not the right energy to compensate for human blood, but enough to keep moving. The life energy in the earth was vast but diluted. Human blood concentrated that energy.

      When I awoke before each sunset and shook my way through the soil, Greyback was there. He lay hidden in the underbrush and kept watch for us. I wondered if he ever slept. Maybe he and mother took turns, one of them slept, while the other stayed alert.

      The only time that one of them had tried to awaken me was when three riders came through the forest. I had sensed scratching on the ground above me. Within a few seconds, I was on top of the soil, a few leaves still stuck to my dress.

      Greyback was standing, alert. He sent me a vision of horses. I realised he relayed thoughts from Mother. The clink of metal came across her mental link. There was the noise of conversation, but the words were lost in translation. Wolves must not understand human words.

      Trappers. The metal was the chains on the wooden traps that hung from their packs. I debated whether I should lure one off as they spread out to set their jaws of death in the forest. I could use him to sate my thirst, to give me the energy I needed to heal that slash in my side.

      That was tempting. Too tempting.

      I let these three trappers go in peace. Too soon. It was too soon after the attack by Onion Breath and his accomplices to feed. We let these trappers move off in peace.

      I pulled my sling bag around. My hands drifted through its contents. A small purse with a few coins, my master’s cup, wrapped in coarse cloth to protect it. Some extra clothing. That damned medallion I took from Syram back in the hayloft. I pushed it deep into the folds of my bag. I didn’t want to see it, or feel it now, but, I could might melt the silver out of it and trade it to a farmer or a merchant if need be.

      The brush parted, and one of the younglings came in with his kill. He dropped an unlucky squirrel in my lap. I reached out and ruffled the fur of the wolf's head. Of the two, this one, the one with green eyes always seemed to like attention from me when he returned. This wolf had started to grow on me.

      I had to remind myself that I didn’t need a family, not even a wolf family now. I’ve been hurt too many times in the past. The problem with centuries of life is that I’ve outlived everyone I’ve become attached to. I don’t need the attachment or the grief when we have to part. Their lives were too short.

      The look in the young wolf's eyes reminded me of the eyes of a human child I had once known. His widowed mother and I had found love with each other. Our relationship grew, I stayed with her. I watched the young son grow into a man, marry, and begin his own family. I didn't just adopt his mother with my love, I also took him into my heart. They both knew my secret. They kept my trust and returned my love. We were a small but happy family.

      "Thank you," I said to the young wolf. I reached into my bag once again and pulled out my master's cup. After I had drained his kill, I passed the small furry animal back to the wolf. He completed his daily ritual and offered it to Greyback.

      The other young wolf brought in another rabbit. Then the young set out again and brought back more small animals. I had my cup filled several times. Another month of meals like this and my demon might quiet down. The two young ones gnawed on the bones of their meal, and Greyback nosed through the underbrush.

      Mother’s mental thoughts roared into my mind. “Two-legs on four-legs.”

      Men on horses rode through the light woods. They had seen mother and gave chase. The first glimpse of them she had sent showed them with spears. They pointed at her and shouted as they rode.

      Greyback and the younglings stood alert.

      “We are Pack. We run together…”

      The old wolf darted off with his three-legged gait. The young wolves right behind him.

      I swung my bag around behind me and grimaced as it slid across my injured side. I took a step, then stopped. I could leave. Head the other way. I didn't need a wolf family. They could care for themselves. This was my chance to get it alone. Just myself to take care of and watch out for.

      "Damn," I mumbled. I'm not supposed to get attached.

      I set off. My quiet footfalls barely touched the forest floor as I ran. I followed the wolves to help Mother. Even if they were wolves and not humans, they were my friends now. I had to help them.

      We are pack, we run together.

      Mother projected snippets of her run through the scrubby fields. From the glimpses back at her pursuers, I got the impression there were two on horses and a few on foot.

      Greyback led us on a diagonal to her path. He was a cagey old wolf. He'd want our battleground to be somewhere we could run interference, then melt back into the denser woods.

      As we closed the gap, I could hear hooves pound the ground. This area wasn't thick with forest but had copses of trees, interspersed between areas of scrub in low hills. We tried to stay hidden in the trees. But there were areas we had to cross with only lower vegetation. One of those is where they spotted Mother.

      I spied her running, a greyish-brown shape that darted between bits of scrub, amongst the tall grasses. She veered toward where we hid. We faded back farther into the underbrush. A narrow track showed where the deer and larger animals wandered in and out of this area toward the grassy clearing. It was that path Greyback wanted Mother to run to.

      She found a burst of energy and widened her lead. Greyback guided her with thoughts. Closer she came. Fifty feet between her and the horses became sixty, with yards to go before she crossed into the thicker, wooded area. She dodged through the trees. She twisted and dove off the animal path as soon as the undergrowth concealed her.

      Both riders spurred their horses into the tree line. They only slowed a little. She twisted her way through the brush. The riders split and closed in on her. One passed close to Greyback. With a growl, he was out of the brush. He darted between the legs of one horse. It panicked, reared and dumped its rider.

      The other rider stayed on Mother’s trail. She couldn’t shake him. Greyback and the two pups chased the other rider’s horse off into the trees. That only left one option to get the other rider off Mother’s tail. My turn.

      I leaped. I needed preternatural speed and strength for this, so I pulled energy from my demon. That loosened my bonds on her. But, I still had her locked in her cage. For now.

      I sailed at the rider. His face turned toward me right as our bodies collided. My momentum allowed me to push him from his saddle. His face betrayed surprise, but he reacted instantly.

      His arms wrapped around me. My momentum carried us into the underbrush, but his hold on me meant I landed awkwardly. As we tumbled, he moved to pin me, but I got a leg under his bulk, foot into his belly. Again, I drew on my blood-energy reserves. My demon helped propel my leg. It snapped straight, and he flew off, a good ten feet into the brush.

      “It’s her! Alert the Witch Hunters,” he shouted.

      Panic gripped me. An emotional weight I hadn’t felt in a long time landed on me, just as Onion Breath had back at my campfire. I was in trouble. If these trappers knew of me, then the Witch Hunters were close. Their silver blades were with them. They would hurt. My demon was too close to breaking loose. I couldn’t stay. The wound in my side twinged with the thought of the Witch Hunters.

      My instinct to flee took over. I couldn’t face those silver knives again.

      The memory of the cold press of that damned silver knife as it cut into my flesh — when it tore and ripped that gash into my body and my soul — sliced back into my mind. My feet took off before I knew what I was doing. I ran. The last bits of daylight in the twilight blue sky had faded, and the night was mine. My feet set a fast pace, and I hoped the wolves could keep up with me. But, we had to leave now.
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      Damn, I needed to heal, not spend energy running. Mother and the younglings ran parallel on either side. She darted back and forth, one of the young wolves on either side of my trail. They didn't treat this run as play. Greyback in the trap had been a transition into the beginnings of adulthood for the half-grown wolves.

      The trees flew by. I hoped Greyback could maintain the pace I set. He ran rear guard for us with his three-legged gait. Speed he could do, I had learned. But his dexterity, his ability to evade suffered. I pushed our pace to where he fell farther behind.

      Each of us with our own impairment. Mother had two offspring not aware of the dangers. Greyback ran as best he could with his injury, and I… I drew on energy reserves I hadn’t tapped for several centuries. I needed that energy now.

      After about ten minutes, I slowed to normal human speed to conserve what I could. But, I knew my reserves wouldn’t last long. Another day, maybe less. I needed two things right now: a lot of human blood, and then a week or two burrowed into the earth to rest and heal the damage. I felt my thirst build as we ran.

      Could I control the hunger?

      In the days since I had tried to sate the hunger with Syram that dull ache had changed into an almost frantic need. I didn’t believe I had hit the point where I’d turn on the wolves for their blood — yet.

      I relied on them to bring me their kills. They needed the meat; I needed the blood. I knew I was better off with the wolves as hunters, to bring me fresh kills. My demon, however, when she gained control, she went for the closest or largest food source. She didn't consider long-term implications, like the loss of a hunting partner. I'd learned that the hard way.

      But this fight and the mad dash had tipped those scales. Without warning, my need for blood crashed upon me. My demon sensed blood. Human blood. I pushed back the hunger as I tried to make sense of the scene that unfolded before me.

      Mother darted across my path. A young wolf yelped in surprise and wolves darted between the legs of a dark horse. In the spotty light that slid through the thin branches overhead, I glimpsed enough of the rider to recognise him. It was a Witch Hunter. The young one who had almost taken my ear off with a crossbow bolt several days ago.

      Verpa Dei! Whichever of the gods hated me today wasn’t done with me yet. The Witch Hunters were here. This one's skill with the spear was just as bad as with the crossbow. The young wolf dodged and twisted. Mother charged in, ready to nip at the horse. That left the rider for me. Two more steps and I could leap. I felt my fangs grow in my mouth. My demon wanted blood.

      I tried to maintain control and be smart in my attack. My mind plotted the steps, the grapple, and where my teeth would pierce the young man’s neck. My demon pushed hard against my mind. She was brute force, and I wanted finesse.

      My demon was attack bite and feed. She wasn’t concerned with staying safe from long silver knives. I was. Don’t misunderstand, I’d love to get my hands on one of those knives. I could wield them as well as, or better than these cretins. Holding silver wasn’t the issue. Getting cut by it was. I wanted to make sure I took no more wounds when I fed on him.

      Then the weight of the world fell on me.

      Deodamnitus! I said it in Latin, Saxon, and every other language I could think of.

      I smelled it again. That damned silver knife. And onions. His breath hit me as we tumbled to the ground. My demon sensed human blood. And not just the one on the horse. Why, though, did it have to be these humans? The damned Witch Hunters. The smelly one must have jumped from a tree and landed on me.

      I squirmed away, but his blade cut across my left arm. Another gash that would be difficult to heal.

      I thought of unleashing my demon and let her go at him. He had given up the right to a fair exchange when he held a knife at my throat. That thought of releasing her gave her even more control over my body. Damn! Not yet.

      I snarled. My fangs bared. My demon shot my arm up and grabbed him around the neck to pull him toward our waiting fangs. That earned me another gash. We jerked as the silver slashed our skin.

      Get back in your cage! I pushed hard to regain control. Until I got rid of that silver blade, I needed to be in charge of my body. She wasn't subtle and didn't use strategy. She'd just get us cut again. Those silver blades could do a lot more damage while my demon raged and fed. Damage I'd need a lot of blood to heal. More than he and his two friends could provide. The wolves might end up on my demon's dinner list.

      Onion Breath had enough brawling skills to make my life difficult right then. And, he had help.

      The third Witch Hunter, the hunchbacked one, made my plan to disarm Onion Breath very unlikely. He darted out and tried to loop a thin rope around my legs while Onion Breath and I rolled around. I could either concentrate to avoid the knife or to keep my legs free. When I tried to do both, I earned another slice.

      One of the young wolves darted in, and Hunchback kicked him hard in the head. The wolf tumbled away with a yelp. I reached out to Greyback. He was still behind us. Perhaps five minutes away. Mother, the younglings and I were on our own until then. Another yelp let me know the young Witch Hunter on horseback had scored a hit with his spear. Sounded like Mother. Then the panicked horse scored with a kick and sent the other youngling through the air. He wouldn’t move soon if at all.

      I cursed in every language I could remember. Onion Breath laughed. “Blood Witch,” he breathed in my ear.

      The hunchback had hold of my other leg and pulled my ankles toward each other. I could feel the cord wrapped around the first ankle. It had a weird sense to it. Then I knew.

      Silver threads were woven into the cord. Curse them to Hades and back!

      If he got my legs tied, I'd have to break the rope. If I did, the silver in it was a big problem. I had to concentrate on the battle and keep my legs from getting caught. That gave Onion Breath the opening he waited for. His blade slid to my throat. I'm rather attached to my head and didn't want to lose it. The true death awaited me if he did enough damage there.

      “Stop fighting, or die here.”

      The third guilder was coming. I could smell the blood in all three. I could hear their hearts beat, and blood pulse in their veins. My demon was almost in control. I had tapped the reserves of my energy too far.

      I had two choices. Surrender to these cretins and try to escape later, or let the locks off the demon. I had done that once before, and I shuddered at the memory. If I survived the initial fight with them, I’d wake a week from now amid whatever village was close by. Dead would litter the surrounding ground. People my demon would have killed with my hands, and my teeth. If they didn't run, my new wolf friends would be among the dead. I’d have become the monster the Witch Hunters claimed I was. An icy chill grabbed my spine and shook my body.

      Onion Breath chuckled. He must have interpreted my shiver as acquiescence and fear.

      I went with that. Alive, and with my head, and my wolf friends close by, and I might escape.

      Mother hid in the scrub close by, injured and bleeding, but alive. One pup was with her. The other pup lay still after the kick from the frightened horse. I could sense his mind. That meant he was alive. Greyback ran toward us but wasn't close enough to help.

      The younger one slid a cloth bag over my head. The hunchback finished with my legs and looped the silvered cord around my wrists. They kept my hands in front of me this time. They were thorough. I held out hope they were still amateurs with the tying-up-women skills. I was wrong. They had done this before.

      I wasn’t surprised. That was a tick mark on the enemies ledger I was keeping in my mind. So far, when I got free, their futures didn’t look too pleasant.

      Greyback’s presence flashed into my mind. He was still a few minutes away. I let him know he had wounded pack members to tend to first.

      “Stay silent. Follow me when you can.”

      “We are pack, we run together.”
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      Onion Breath held me, his silver dagger pressed tight against my throat. The hunchback finished with my hands and legs and pulled the drawstrings of the bag tight around my neck. The young one stayed silent, but his footsteps receded. I assumed he was going for more horses.

      “She looked scared,” the hunchback said as he finished the knot around my hands.

      “Nothing like a silver seax at a witch’s throat to make ‘em behave,” Onion Breath said. I felt him move his knife away. The hunchback pulled me to my feet. I wobbled with my bound ankles. I felt a hand on my arse, groping. Another hand reached from behind and ran over my torso.

      “We’ll play with you later, Witch,” Onion Breath said in a quiet voice against the bag. His breath wheezed against the cloth bag. “You can entertain us… and my knives. We might even let you make a man out of the tiliga there. He’s too soft. We’ll use you to toughen him up.”

      I didn’t have the energy to be afraid. Whatever they did they were likely to do to other women. With my undead strength and speed I could make sure they never got that chance. If I could get my hands on his long knife, they’d never hurt another woman again.

      My blood-demon beat on her mental cage. She screamed for blood, and she could smell Onion Breath’s all too well. I hoped I had the fortitude to keep her caged.

      Onion Breath stepped around me. I tottered and almost fell. “Hey now!” he jerked me upright.

      I could sense a horse nearby. I could hear the blood as it pulsed through the animal’s veins.

      Onion Breath lifted me from behind, one meaty hand gripped each of my thin arms and tossed me onto my belly, across the front of his saddle. I felt the leather creak and groan as he climbed into the saddle. My body landed crosswise, draped in front of him, across the steed’s front shoulders. I flinched as the cold silver of his blade drifted across the back of my neck.

      “No lip, and no fight from you,” he said. “I’ll happily deliver just your head to the Seeker.”

      The gods really did hate me. The night had just gone from bad to cataclysmic. A Seeker of the guild? Here in Britannia?

      The last time I had found a Seeker I had seen what they did to one of my undead brothers. I still shudder every time I remember the haunted gaze in my brother's eyes when we came to rescue him. His eyes were vacant, hollow. His mind would accept whatever pain they carved into him that day. The pain of silver blades was all he knew then. The pain of torture. Each night they gave him barely enough blood to let him heal.

      Onion Breath kicked his horse forward, and we were off through the countryside. They had their prize—me—and I had my fears.

      The rough treatment I would receive from Onion Breath, and the other two was now a secondary concern. If a Seeker was on this island, then the guild must have built a significant presence here. I had only one choice after I left. It was time to flee Britannia.

      Perhaps an hour had passed, me alone in my thoughts before they stopped. Once my captor with the silver knife had dismounted, he pulled me off his horse and let me fall to the ground. I lay there after I hit the damp, grass. I longed to sink into its embrace and sleep. But, I knew these idiots would just dig me up, and inflict unpleasantries upon me.

      "Light the fire, then tend to the horses," Onion Breath said, to their young accomplice. "We've got some catching up to do with this creature." He pulled me to my knees and knelt beside me. He jerked my head back. I felt the familiar touch of his silver knife at my throat. Had he changed his mind about delivering just my head to the Seeker?

      “My friend will untie your hands,” his noxious breath hissed into my ear. The bag smelled of oats, but the stench of his breath cut through the musty odour of the cloth. “You’ll move them behind your back. Any sudden movements–if you even think about moving funny—you’ll be a head shorter. Understand?”

      “Yes,” I mumbled, the sound muffled by the bag. The demon inside me was hungry, we could sense the pulse in the arm he wrapped across my face to pull my head back.

      “Get that bag off her,” Onion Breath said. I thought he meant the bag on my head. Instead, I felt Hunchback’s knife slide under the strap of my sling bag. Once it dropped, he tied my left hand to my neck, before he untied and moved my right arm behind my back. He tied it to my neck before he moved my left arm behind me. Only then did he tie my wrists together.

      With both hands behind me, Onion Breath kept his knife at my throat but reached back behind me. He jerked my arms upwards. I yelped in pain. He laughed.

      Then I felt Onion Breath’s blade drift from my throat, right before he shoved me onto the ground. He rolled me onto my back and raised my dress above my knees.

      "Hey Tiliga," Onion Breath yelled. That was the Saxon word for the most basic farmhand. He must be someone they hired or recruited.

      Through the course fabric, I could see the yellow light from the campfire flickering off to my right.

      “Hurry with the horses,” my captor yelled. He fluttered my skirts up and down. “She’s ready for you.”

      "No, thank you, sir," their tiliga said, from off to my side. The glance at him I had in the woods had shown me a young man, barely old enough to shave. His two accomplices seemed to want him to have first go at my flesh. Cretins.

      “Pēdīcāre te ipsum!" I muttered, then clamped my mouth shut. The damn demon was pushing, and my control over my mouth was the first to go. I had just told my captor to sodomise himself.

      “Don’t worry, Moecha Putida,” he leaned in and breathed in my ear. Blah, his breath reeked, even with the stale smell of the oat bag to filter it. “There be plenty of time for you to entertain us.” He still had his knife out, and ran its point up my leg, hard enough to draw blood if there had been any left in me.

      Silver sliced my skin.

      My demon screamed.

      I locked my jaw shut and just hissed with the pain. Idiot, Maria! Your mouth will be the end of you.

      The two guilders laughed. Their footsteps retreated toward where I could see a warm glow of light filter through the oat sack.

      Footsteps crunched to my left. The tiliga must have returned. His steps got closer and drifted right by me. I stayed still, not wanting to give my tormentors any reason to use their silver knives on me.

      A breeze stirred around my legs. The apprentice had flipped my dress to cover my thighs as he passed. It was still too early to tell, but the tiliga had earned points on the positive side of his ledger.

      “What’s her name again?” the Hunchback teased. “Your girl… the one you want to marry, what’s her name?”

      "Bethan," was his short, curt reply. His tone told me he had been teased about her by these two cretins many times before.

      "How will you know how good Bethan is if you don't try the meat we find along the way?" On my mental tally, Onion Breath's cretin marks climbed higher and higher.

      “Everywhere we go, you’re too timid. Didn’t even want to try that farmer’s daughter… was it one or two farm stops before we found out about Syram?” He cleared his throat and spit, in my direction.

      “A witch like her,” he said, “she don’t deserve nice. She’s fair game. You can have all sorts of fun with them witches. She’s just going to die… eventually. I ain’t ever heard of a Seeker keeping one alive for long.”

      The young man stayed quiet.

      “When you going to ask your girl to marry you?” The Hunchback asked. “Or did you just want slap and tickle when her father’s not looking.”

      “I need land first,” the tiliga said. He kept his voice soft, but my undead hearing was good enough to catch his words. “I want to give her a good home, not just a cot in my parent’s house. She deserves better than we got now.”

      "That's why you're here with us," Onion Breath said. "You do well by the guild, and the guild will take care of you." He must have tossed another log on the fire as he spoke. Coals crunched, and wood thunked off to my side, as the glow through the oat sack shifted and wobbled.

      My captors kept their conversation going. I had hoped they'd drift off to sleep by the time Greyback showed up. I chanced a slow move and rolled onto my side to relieve the pressure on my arms. That elicited a grunt from Onion Breath, who came to check my bonds. He grabbed my wrists and pulled up. I let a little yelp of pain escape.

      “No funny stuff.”

      Keep your mouth shut, Maria!

      “Pass me the satchel bag she had on her.” I could hear Onion Breath pawing through it. Coins in my purse jingled.

      “Drinks are on the witch,” he said as the jingle of coins filtered through the oat sack. If he had been more thorough in his search, he would have found the stash of gold coins I had sewn into the bottom of the bag. But, he wasn’t that interested. There was enough hidden in my satchel for them to get and stay roaring drunk for most of a year.

      “Nothing else but some clothing and an old cup. Here, tie the strap back together. We’ll pass it onto the Seeker when we get back.” At least they hadn’t found Syram’s small Witch Hunter medallion I had hidden deep inside the folds of my cloak. That would have gotten their tempers flaring, and their silver knives flashing.

      Sometime later I sensed Greyback. He snuck in as come as close as possible. He wasn’t alone. The young wolf with green eyes, the one who liked me to ruffle the fur on his head, was with him.

      Greyback sidled through the brush and got close enough to see the campsite. He sensed what I needed. After I blinked, I could see everything through his eyes. I watched the two older Witch Hunters motion for the tiliga to fetch and carry for them. He rolled out their blankets, pushed their packs and saddle bags off to one side of the fire, within easy reach of whoever would sleep on the blankets. On the far side of the fire, away from Greyback, I could see myself in the matted grass, about five paces farther on.

      I needed to find something to help me get out of these ropes. A sharp jagged rock would be great. Now I could see through wolf eyes, and watch my captors, I felt around me, in the grass. I kept my movements small and hoped the others wouldn’t notice.

      The ground I lay on didn’t even have a sharp stick, let alone any rocks. I reached out with my thoughts to both Greyback and the young wolf. I built the image in their minds of a sharp, jagged rock. That request would be a challenge in this part of the countryside. With my own eyes covered, I had to rely on their eyes to find what I needed.

      "You can both sleep," the tiliga's voice jolted me out of my mental conversation with the wolves. I shifted back to observing the campsite through Greyback's eyes. "I'll watch her," the youth volunteered.

      "No chance," Onion Breath said and shook his head as he pulled his blanket around him. "You don't know all of her tricks. She'll roll you, and we'll have to go chase her again. That is if we survive."

      "One of us will stay awake," the hunchback added. He rose and wandered toward me. He rechecked my bonds. At least he didn't jerk my arms around like his buddy did. "You sure you don't wanna have a go at this?" he said and raised my dress again.

      My demon surged to the front of my mind. My fangs slid out. She had heard a pulse come close. She had to stay locked up, so I pushed hard on the door to her mental cage.

      Through Greyback's eyes, I could see the tiliga shake his head then turn away.

      "You're too soft," the hunchback said. "Tomorrow, you better show us you're tougher. Our report to the Seeker will determine if you get to stay with the guild. Of course, a bad report will send you home sooner to Bethan…"

      "My family… " the tiliga's voice cracked a bit. "… My father has six sons and not enough land for us all." He had his own demons to battle. "Bethan and I…" his voice trailed off.

      I had wondered why the young man was out here with these two. He didn’t seem like the type that would make a career out of being a bully for a bunch of religious zealots.

      But, in the year I'd been travelling Britannia, I'd seen that the people of this land hadn't fared well when the Roman legions pulled out two centuries before. They had reverted to a barter economy. Coins were useless now unless one was at a guesthouse or in a major city.

      If the apprentice was from a rural area, he and his brothers stretched whatever meagre food their parents pulled from their land. A small crofter's farm couldn't support too many generations at once. The youngest sons had to find other work, and apprentice themselves off if they could find a tradesman to take them in. Or head to a monastery.

      “You’ll be making babies, in between chasing witches like this one,” hunchback dropped my skirts around my ankles again. “Tomorrow, show us what you got, or you’ll go home to your girl sooner than you expect.”

      The apprentice slowly nodded. These men were scum if they had to co-opt the young man into going against his own moral code.

      Hunchback limped back to the fire. The other two lay wrapped in their blankets. He sat and just stared into the night. Eventually, soft breathing and the occasional snore came from their direction.

      But, Hunchback was still awake. I could hear him move from time to time. The only thing he did wrong was to keep looking at the fire. A real guard would have kept his back to the light so his eyes would see what moved in the dark. That was lucky for me.

      I almost jerked when I felt a wet nose press into my hand. The young wolf had crawled behind me. He was silent, and Hunchback didn't notice him. I froze but opened my hands. My young wolf friend dropped a hard, wet object into my palm. A rock.

      I rotated it around in my fingers. The young wolf had the right idea, but the wrong shape. It had a slight point, but no edge. I sent an image of me rubbing his head, but followed with an image of a rock with a sharp edge. Hunchback might hear if I tossed the rock away. I didn't want to give them any excuses to break out the silver blades. So I projected the idea for the wolf to take the rock away and drop it in the forest far away from me. He licked my hand and scooted away with the stone between his teeth again.

      I reached out to Greyback and asked about mother and the other youngling.

      “They sleep,” his answer wasn’t words, but that was how my mind interpreted it. “Next sun they walk and find us. Soon we will run together.” I knew what he would say next, and I said it with him. “We are pack…”
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      My tormentors ran me the next day. With my head covered and a rope from my neck to Onion Breath’s saddle, I had to run blind behind them or get dragged along. He dragged me several times when I fell. We were on a cart path through the countryside. I slid along the grass between the wheel ruts until he slowed enough I could stand again. Fortunately, the rope around my neck wasn’t silvered. That would hurt.

      Greyback and Petram, the young wolf, had to stay back. I had named him last night. Petram, a Latin word for rock. He was the wolf that brought me a rock and liked to have his head tousled.

      Since they had to hang back to remain unnoticed, I couldn't use my link with Greyback to do much more than see a generalised view of the land before us. I couldn't tell if I was about to hit a rock or a bump in the dirt track, or if we were about to descend a hill. A curse hovered on my tongue each time I stumbled, but I kept my mouth shut. I knew he wanted me to. He wanted to hear me complain.

      As the day wore on, I could feel my meagre energy seep away as I ran. All I could do was concentrate on not falling while I kept my demon locked away. She gradually gained ground in our battle. Little by little, as each league passed under my feet, my demon inched closer to full control of my body.

      I could hear the pulse of whichever of my captors was closest. When that happened, I shut my eyes tight, shifted to Greyback’s senses. With the damned silver ropes on me, I had to hold my thirst in check.

      Somewhere along the trail Onion Breath took us off the main road.

      “Don’t we want to go through the village,” the apprentice’s voice asked from behind me.

      “No time,” The Hunchback said. “The witch has an appointment with the seeker. If we stop and let every villager stone her, we’ll be late. You never want to be late with a seeker.”

      Every time I almost forgot about their superior in the guild, Onion Breath found a way to remind me.

      Even though I didn't need to breathe, I let out a breath of relief when Onion Breath called a halt. Once we had stopped, Onion Breath came back and shoved me down. As soon as I hit the ground, he pressed his favourite toy, the long silver dagger against my throat.

      “Stay put,” he hissed.

      The hunchback wrapped the silvered cord around my ankles again. He jerked the ropes around my hands, tied behind my back. I yelped with pain as the silver cords bit into my flesh.

      “We’ll let the tiliga have fun with you later. First, it’s time for food.”

      Greyback snuck up near enough I could use our link to see the campsite. Scrub grew close to the grassy clearing we occupied. The grooves of the cart track ran off into a wooded area, about half a league from our location. While not forested, there were thickets of trees and scrub all around, close enough I'd have a place to hide my flight if I got away.

      Get away? My blood demon was pacing and snarling in my mind. These cretins would be my meal if I got out. The dull ache of hunger I had last night, whenever one of my captors came close, had turned into a raging fight with my demon.

      Bah-beat. Bah-beat. I heard their heart beats. My teeth grew every time I could sense one of them get near.

      If… no... when I got out of the bonds, these Witch Hunters didn’t have much of a future. Once free, I’d not worry about my blood-demon. With these cretins I would let her have her... our revenge.

      That made me shudder. Onion Breath was close enough to notice. He laughed.

      My desire to release the demon and kill the men showed just how much of a hold she had gained today. My passion for revenge only fuelled my demon and made my fight to control her that much more difficult.

      The apprentice — the one Onion Breath called tiliga, farm boy — I held out hope for him. Perhaps I could keep enough control and spare him. Verpa Dei! My demon slid my fangs back out when I thought about the lad. This would be a tough fight.

      I sent my thoughts out to Petram. He needed to find me a much sharper rock, and soon. I needed out of these bonds. Soon.

      With Greyback's vision, I could see our little campsite. The apprentice had scraped a clearing in the grass for their fire. Hunchback tied a picket line between two trees for the horses, then pulled the saddles off them. Onion Breath went through the packs. He pulled out a cook pot. Through the wolf's eyes, I could see he kept his silver daggers out, close at hand. I shifted and tried to find a more comfortable spot in the tall grass where I lay. Onion Breath's hand darted to his weapon as soon as I moved. He watched me for a few seconds.

      "Keep still Witch!" he shouted. "We'll get to you soon."

      I was sure he would. All day, he had boasted of his exploits against women, and concluded each one with a lesson for the apprentice, as if his tales were some warped parable. He seemed to want to teach his apprentice how to be a creep and an abuser.

      Bah-beat. His heart pulsed and my demon paced in her cage. My fangs came out again. This time I pushed my tongue against them. Onion Breath was one I wanted dead. I could imagine the taste of his blood on my tongue.

      My demon made us strain against our bonds. Only the pain of the silvered ropes – when they cut into my flesh — gave me enough leverage to pull her back. Idiot! Stop thinking about blood. Free yourself first.

      Once my captors had their camp established and food in their pot, they sent the apprentice out to forage for wild tubers to add to their dried vegetables.

      “Don’t forget to set a snare, and see if you can catch a rabbit,” Hunchback yelled after him.

      I bit off a chuckle when Greyback snuck to the snare and nosed a twig into it. The line snapped taut. That wolf had a sense of humour.

      Once their camp work finished, and the sun had dropped beneath the horizon, Onion Breath approached me with his knife in hand. He rolled me onto my front and jerked my skirt up.

      I had gone for over six centuries without a man forcing himself into me. Six hundred long years without that invasion. Sure, many men had tried over the years. They ended up feeding my thirst. Then I made sure they'd never harm another woman again.

      But tonight, I had to tighten my throat when I wanted to scream. With those cursed silvered ropes around me, I was helpless to stop him.

      But, fear wasn’t why I wanted to scream. No. With him this close, where I could hear his pulse racing, and smell the blood inside him… combined with the thought of him pressing his flesh into me unwanted… That would be enough to let my demon surge and take control.

      I could not let that happen. Not while those damned silver cords bound me. Once I freed myself from these bonds, he would die, and my demon would feed.

      Just not yet… please not yet… My demon snarled and stalked through my mind. Ready. Waiting for me to drop my flimsy control.

      Onion Breath pulled out his smaller knife, not the large seax. Through Greyback’s eyes I saw him lick the tip of the blade, then glance down at me.

      He must have realised his dramatic gesture was wasted since I still had my head covered. Little did he know I saw him. I grinned since he couldn't see my face.

      The guilder pushed the point of the silver knife into the flesh of my thigh. I yipped. The silver burned hot as it bit my flesh. The cut wasn't deep, but he pushed the knifepoint along my flesh. He carved a design into my flesh. I hissed in pain and felt my fangs slide out. My demon snarled again. I might have snarled, too. Onion Breath chuckled.

      He was close enough I could smell his blood. I could hear it move through his body. I had to concentrate more than ever to keep my inner demon leashed. A few yips of pain leaked out of me despite my attempt at control. That seemed to please the cretin.

      The apprentice came back. Onion Breath pulled the blade off my flesh.

      “Your turn,” my tormentor proclaimed. He held my skirts up.

      “Go ahead, tiliga,” Hunchback offered.

      “What would Bethan think…?” the young man said.

      Onion Breath shoved me to roll me over. I yipped in agony as the silver ropes chaffed my skin. He ignored me. His knife continued to draw designs on my bare legs. I hissed as the knife bit into my other thigh.

      "Once the tiliga has his go," Onion Breath breathed in my ear, "we'll have fun, too." The smell of his breath and closeness of his pulse made my demon rattle her cage even harder in my mind.

      That sent my anger soaring, and my demon gained another finger length in our battle for dominance. They were worse than the usual scum that used and abused women.

      Where in the seven hells was Petram with that sharp rock? I needed to escape before they followed through on their promise. I couldn’t let them corrupt their apprentice too. I couldn’t. He didn’t deserve that.

      Several minutes later, the cretin stopped playing on my flesh with his knife. He lifted my legs again.

      “Time to take her,” he called out.

      “Later,” the apprentice mumbled, “Maybe later.”

      "No," Onion Breath replied. "Not maybe. It will happen tonight. After we eat. We'll be at the Seeker's area late tomorrow. If you want to keep with the Guild, you have to learn about creatures like this. You need to know how to control the monsters like her. We need to teach you right. Tonight or you go home tomorrow."

      Through Greyback's vision I could see the apprentice give a single nod. Until now, I had hope for him. I hadn't put him on my bad list. The other two had earned their place on it. But I hoped he would continue being the one kind soul in all of this.

      My captors sat content for a while. Their meal done, they sent the apprentice to scrub out the pot and bowls.

      The other two guilders stared into the fire. Their feet out and crossed at the ankles, with their hands clasped across their bellies. In the background, the insects of the night sang their songs.

      Petram came in behind me, as I lay on my side again. I hoped my body blocked him from their view as he belly-crawled. I felt a wet nose press into my arm.

      The rock he dropped into my hand was better than the last. It felt like a piece of slate and had an edge to it. It would do. I sent him another vision of tousling his furry head, and he faded back into the night. I moved my rock in my hands and pressed the rough edge against the cords around my wrist. Give me a few hours undisturbed, and I would be free.
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      “Get those dishes clean,” Hunchback called. “Then water the horses one more time tonight.”

      "When you get done, we'll let the witch make a man out of you," Onion Breath added. The tone in his voice, the threat of rape, that he'd corrupt a young soul to go against that young man's moral code wasn't making me dread the act. Instead of being scared, I was mad.

      I began the tedious process of sawing my rock against the bonds on my wrist. Greyback kept his eyes on the camp so I could watch my captors as I sawed the rock against the cords. Then Onion Breath stood.

      “I’ll check her for you,” he said, "while you pack those dishes away."

      Verpa Dei! The gods were dicking with me tonight.

      Onion Breath strode toward me. I had just enough time to shove my new rock into the grass. I hoped I had hidden it well enough.

      He checked the silvered ropes and grunted in satisfaction. He jerked my skirt up and drew his damned silver knife again.

      Bah-beat. Bah-beat. My demon beat on her cage. Now that I had my sharp rock, I didn’t want that her to break loose too early.

      Onion Breath sliced his knife along the skin of my leg again. The silver blade cut a slit in my flesh that made my demon shriek in pain. I wanted to scream as well but wouldn't give him the satisfaction. Instead, I pictured myself with a quill in hand, as I dipped it into the ink pot, and added a tick mark in Onion Breath's column on my imaginary ledger. The ledger was already full in his column. I had to move my imaginary quill into the margin to place this latest mark.

      “Get over here, tiliga,” he growled. “It’s now or never.”

      Onion Breath wandered back to the campfire. He watched with a massive grin on his face.

      The apprentice began his slow walk toward me. His head hung low. His left hand clenched a bunch of his tunic. Nerves, I assumed. Not only was he about to debase himself, but the two cretins would also belittle him throughout the process. I felt sorry for him. Sorry enough that I continued to watch through Greyback's eyes. He knelt next to me.

      This had to be one of the toughest things the young man ever did. He was old enough to marry and raise his own family. But these cretins were making him violate his moral code?

      I was the target of what he was about to do, and I felt miserable for him. This pity confused my demon’s hunger and thirst for blood. I didn’t have to fight as he leaned in. He let go of the tunic.

      Greyback was hiding, off to the side of our camp. He read my emotional turmoil and crouched, ready to dash in. I tried to calm myself. A wolf charging in right now wasn't what I needed. Those damn ropes had to come off first.

      Through the wolf's eyes, I could see a small glimmer as the apprentice's left hand moved toward the ground. His knife, I thought. I would have to be careful. I didn't want to give him an excuse to cut me.

      “Hurry up,” Onion Breath called. His tone told me how much he enjoyed the youth’s discomfort. He must have wanted to raise it a notch or two. “She’s only got one night left.”

      “Get on with it,” the hunchback called out, exasperation heavy in his tone. “Use the witch. Show us that you’re a man.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      "I can't, not now," he said, louder for the cretins to hear.

      “Hah! Told you,” Onion Breath said. My demon, quiet through this, stirred at the sound of that voice. “He remembered what I said two days ago. Don’t go after them at night.”

      Had they been trying to trick him? The poor lad. They pushed and pulled him. They had told him he had to go against his conscience, to break his morals. Only to discover they were testing him

      The apprentice smoothed my skirt around my legs. He rolled me onto my side. I would face the fire and my two captors. With the oat sack over my head, I couldn't see anything more than light and shadow on the cloth. I was glad I didn't have to look at their faces right then. Nor did I want my demon to do so. She was so close to taking control.

      "Sorry," the apprentice whispered again. He pressed the handle of his knife into my hand. He flipped my skirt to cover the blade.

      I’d repay him if I could. I wasn’t sure my demon would let me. But, I’d try give him a chance to escape. His little knife was the tool I needed to make my own escape happen.

      “You remembered lesson number one, Tiliga,” Onion Breath said from the fire. “Never mess with the witches at night, that’s when they’re strongest.”

      "Don't worry," the hunchback added with a dry chuckle. "We was right here to help you if you forgot and the witch got loose. But, make sure you wait till the sun is high. Pull her into the light that sucks her strength right out of her. Remember, don't look at her eyes. She'll grab your soul that way."

      "Yeah, we'll show you how tomorrow, when we have a go at her." Onion Breath pulled out his blankets and rolled them out. He tossed his boots off. "Get some shut-eye now, and dream about fair Bethan. You can compare her to the witch when we get back."
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      I let them drift off before I dared move. I used my link with Greyback to survey the campsite. Onion Breath and the apprentice dozed in their blankets by the small campfire. We were in a gully between rolling hills. Small copses of trees were nearby, but they had set camp in an open area away from the main cart path. I hadn't heard the sounds of livestock, nor even an ox-cart for hours.

      Greyback and Petram hid in a thicket. I sent my mind out to find Mother and the other youngling. They ran through the forest. But I couldn't tell if they would be here by the time I freed myself. Another two wolves in the expected fight would help even the odds. Maybe enough for me to keep my demon in check. I dreaded the time when I had to release her. If Mother and Brother could reach us in time, I might…

      Hunchback's grunt by the fire interrupted my thoughts.

      The hunchback had the first shift on watch. Fortunately, he gazed into the fire for most of his time on watch. If he repeated last night’s performance, I’d have about an hour before he moved to edge of the campsite to empty his bladder. But, for now, he stayed where he was.

      I eased my new knife toward the silver cords wrapped around my wrists. This was delicate work to get the small blade into the cords and apply pressure with my hands at that awkward angle. A single nick with the knife let me know that even this blade was silver. So I moved carefully with it. The awkward angle meant I could cut myself along with the ropes. And every cut in my flesh by a silver blade would drive my demon closer to control. Another nick or two from this blade might be enough to tip the precarious hold I had toward her.

      My demon could hear all three of my captors' hearts beating. Hunchback's was the loudest. I found my strokes mimicked his pulse. Up-down… Bah-beat…

      My demon had already started to take some control from me. The way my hands moved with the beat of Hunchback's heart showed me how much control she had. I would be lucky to have any say in what we did when the ropes parted.

      Just a little longer, I told myself to calm the blood-demon and tried to keep my movements small. I didn't want to attract attention.

      The knife in my hands was still at an awkward angle, but I could feel the progress I made. I sensed every time a strand parted. This was slow work. Up-down. Bah-beat. Like a heartbeat. Just a little longer…

      Hunchback surged to his feet and startled me. I thought he had noticed my movements. No. He was just early to piss. While he was up, I knew he'd want to check on me again. I had to hurry and free myself. He was sure to notice the slices I had made in the ropes.

      My captor moved toward some scrub at the edge of the camp, away from me. He worked at his leggings and pulled himself free of the cloth.

      I sawed frantically at the bonds as his stream of piss hit the grass. The bonds finally parted.

      Hunchback grunted and finished before I could free my legs. He strolled toward me. I stopped and tucked my wrists under a fold in my skirt.

      He yawned as he peered at me, then grunted in satisfaction. I almost sighed in relief. He wasn't as thorough as he usually was. I might be able to free my legs.

      He took a step back toward the fire. He paused, then turned and bent down behind me.

      I sent a warning to the wolves. Mother still wasn't close enough. But I sensed her shift from a trot to a flat-out run at my warning.

      “We are pack… we hunt together…” Greyback’s thought came into my mind.

      “She’s loose!” hunchback yelled.
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      Hunchback's pulse thudded in my ears.

      My demon screamed to be let loose.

      She sensed blood and fought for control. I tried to push her back into her cell in my mind. She wanted to charge, but I forced my arm to slash out at Hunchback with the knife. I still couldn't see Hunchback with my own eyes. Greyback ran toward us. His eyes stayed at the path he ran, not at the camp. That meant I was blind to my attacker. I knew he was there, but couldn't tell where. I had to slash wide and blind to drive him back and give me time to cut the rope around my ankles.

      Mother was still several minutes away. She must have sensed my mental touch. A distant howl echoed through the night. Two lonely wolf voices sounded for a few seconds in the distance. But I didn’t have time to wait for them.

      Hunchback backpedalled, then rushed toward his weapons back by the fire. The apprentice roused himself and rubbed his eyes. Onion Breath flung his blanket off. Greyback ran toward him.

      I grabbed the ropes around my ankles. This time I could leverage the knife. I cut the ropes with one slice. My other hand went to my bag tied tight around my neck. No time for finesse. My fangs were out. Inside the bag, I could see a red glow. My eyes had shifted. They glowed deep red when I thirsted. This bright, and I'd be lucky to get the bag off before my demon took control of my body. It took all of my will to get her to move the little knife to the bag.

      The silver knife sliced my skin as my demon slid it under the bag. We snarled in pain at the new wound.

      Greyback’s vision bounced as he ran, but I could use it. Hunchback had his knives and lunged at me. I spun away and jerked the bag off my head.

      For the first time in a full day, my eyes were mine again. But my body wasn't. My demon rolled us onto my feet. Our right hand gripped the small knife. I wanted a sword, but the blade was all I had. My demon screamed again for blood and pushed my legs. She tried to rush at the guilder. I hung onto a shard of control. Just enough… maybe I could get one of their knives. My demon demanded blood, and I couldn't fight her anymore.

      Onion Breath, in bare feet, circled me. He slid to one side, and The Hunchback was on the other. They wanted to flank me. Onion Breath's silver seax and his smaller knife glistened in the dim light.

      “Get the crossbow, NOW!” Hunchback bellowed at the apprentice, but never took his eyes from me. I tried to lock his gaze with mine, but he knew to avoid my eyes. Damn, my demon and I had to do this the hard way. I sent a warning to Greyback.

      “We are pack…”

      My demon lunged. I tried to direct the movement. We had the same goal. Take out one of my captors.

      Greyback growled and charged at Onion Breath. My demon lunged at Hunchback.

      The firelight danced along the tree line and scrub and cast eerie shadows on the ground.

      If I noticed little details like that, it meant my blood-demon was in total control. I pushed and got us to jerk away from Hunchback's thrust. His long seax just missed my belly.

      Onion Breath spun away from the Greyback's charge. But Petram was on him too. Still no sign of Mother or Brother. If my demon could get blood from Hunchback, I might get enough control back and not only get myself out of this battle but also keep the apprentice alive.

      Hunchback slashed again. I made us dodge his seax. Step and dodge. But my demon had other ideas. She tried to step in and grab his head to bare his neck. Silly demon.

      Hunchback scored a hit with his off-hand silver knife. My demon and I screamed from the pain. But that scream gave me the tiniest bit of control back.

      My left hand flashed out and grabbed his right hand and twisted hard. The bones in his forearm snapped in my grasp. He dropped his seax. One knife down. I wanted to grab it. I pushed and tried to get us to bend down. With a longer blade in my hands, Onion Breath wouldn't stand a chance against me.

      My demon screamed in my mind. She was in control of my body. No long knife for me. She smashed my right knee hard into his crotch. For once, a smart demon.

      Hunchback’s mouth opened. After a beat he shrieked in agony. His neck was bare before us. My fangs were already long. We bit into his neck, just as a wolf cried in pain.

      My eyes darted toward the fight.

      Petram limped and circled the guilder. A bloody gash leaked crimson into the fur along his side. Greyback crouched low, ears back, fangs bared, ready to leap. Onion Breath tried to keep a blade pointed at each wolf. He twisted around as Petram circled him. Growls filled the air around the guilder.

      His eyes shifted away from the wolves and locked onto me. He saw me, my mouth locked to his compatriot’s neck. His eyes went wide as a look of grim determination settled on his face. He raised his seax and rushed me.

      Greyback leapt and lunged in toward his side. Off balance, Onion Breath struck out with his long blade. The old wolf was committed in his leap. He tried to twist away, but Onion Breath flicked his arm into the wolf’s path. His silver blade flashed yellow in the firelight as it plunged into my friend. My demon took her second swallow from Hunchback’s neck. Greyback eyes met mine in the dim light of the campfire.

      “We are pack… we hunt together…” His thought trailed off as he slumped and died on Onion Breath’s blade.

      Damn that Witch Hunter!

      Sorrow gripped my heart, and my demon took the last of my will from me. I didn’t care then. She could have control. My new friend had died to protect me.

      Onion Breath yanked his blade from my dead friend. He lunged toward me.

      My demon bit down as I attempted to gain enough control to dodge the blade. I tried to pull our face away and turn to fight. My demon demanded we drink. More blood. NOW!

      I pulled our head away, but she bit hard. We ripped his throat out. Blood sprayed from the wound and covered my face and chest. Two swallows of blood nowhere near enough for my demon. She wanted more. I had enough control to toss the Hunchback toward Onion Breath. That forced him to twist away from his friend’s corpse.

      My control didn't last. I wanted to grab for Hunchback's blades. The tiny knife I had wasn't enough to deflect that long blade of Onion Breath's. I wanted, I needed Hunchback's seax. With it, I could decimate Onion Breath.

      My demon screamed. She didn’t care about tactics, nor about swordplay. She wanted blood. Lots of blood.

      The demon won. She had control, but I kept our eyes on those damned knives.

      Greyback's killer watched me. My demon charged him. He expected it. His blades flashed. My demon screamed in pain each time the silver knives scored a hit. My demon wouldn't give me enough control to grab his wrist and disarm him. Stupid demon. I knew how to fight. She only knew how to feed and used blunt force to make it happen.

      Petram moved closer. A growl rumbled from his chest. He circled. My demon paid him no mind. She focused on the food before us. She demanded blood, and there was a human full of it right in front of us.

      Attack. Feed. NOW. We lunged.

      Again, the silver blades flashed and scored minor hits. They hurt. My demon thrust my knife forward. I tried to guide my arm, into an opening in his defence. It worked. My knife plunged into his shoulder. Onion Breath gasped in pain, and his eyes darted toward the blade in his flesh. My demon released the knife and scratched at his head. Onion Breath dodged.

      His left arm trembled. He lunged again, and I pushed my demon to sidestep. She did so, but screamed, and tried to dive back to go for his throat. Stupid demon. That would have earned us another slash.

      My opponent’s left arm, the one we had plunged our knife into, twitched and slumped to his side.

      My demon charged again. I pushed hard and forced us to angle for his injured side. He spun, and his left arm flopped to his side, quivered and refused to do his bidding. His good arm slashed out. I aimed a blow at his wrist, as I pushed the demon to make us step into his measure, close to him. That would make him awkward in his parry. He dodged the strike enough to keep his grip on his weapon.

      Petram chose that instant to charge. He went for the back of the man’s bare legs. Teeth sank in through the stockings, and I smelled the blood that swelled out around Petram’s bite. Onion Breath slashed with his blade. It sliced Petram’s shoulder. The young wolf yelped and slunk back. But he had distracted my opponent enough.

      We grabbed our prey around the back of his neck. My demon concentrated on the pulse in his throat. But I grabbed Onion Breath's knife hand and twisted hard. He screamed. His bones snapped. My demon already had my fangs in his neck. She was in total control.

      Stupid demon.

      The first taste of his blood was sweet nectar. Both my demon and I sighed as the fluid flowed into our mouth. We closed our eyes. Bliss. Blood. Life energy trickled into us. Neither one of us sensed Onion Breath move.

      Intense pain tore into our chest, right below our breast.

      Stupid, stupid demon.

      Onion Breath's injured left arm still worked. Tricky guilder. He had plunged his other knife into my chest. The silver of the blade burned cold and tore at my soul.

      Again, in agony this time, the demon bit hard and ripped open the neck of my assailant. His blood fountained out. We got just a small swallow before our prey collapsed at our feet. His blood steamed onto the grass as he died.
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      My demon shrieked in agony. The silver knife in my chest tipped the balance. The few swallows of blood we had from our two captors were not enough to heal even one of my older wounds.

      Pain and agony gripped me. The silver burned my soul. Where the silver was, my magic wasn't. That part of me was dead. The silver cut the magic and separated my soul from that part of my flesh. To heal I needed blood; blood with power; blood with life.

      My demon smelled blood. A lot of blood. But we heard only one human pulse. My demon shifted our eyes up. The apprentice stood alone, his heart thudding in his chest.

      He clutched a crossbow; the string pulled back and cocked. He raised it. I could smell his fear. I could see it in his eyes. His hands shook so hard he could barely keep it pointed at me. The firing channel was empty. He had forgotten to load it. The Apprentice still held it in his trembling hands and pointed right at me.

      My demon sensed living blood. We could hear his blood pulse through his body. Cups and cups of blood. Maybe enough to heal all of our damage. His body was full of what the demon screamed for. Swallow after swallow… We would feed from him. Take his life, to save my own…

      The apprentice… The one who slipped me his knife, so I could escape. My demon wanted to feed, to drink, to bathe in blood. But… I couldn’t… not the life of the one who helped me. I’d rather die myself than harm someone who had risked everything to do what was right.

      This would kill me. He had risked so much. I’d rather die the true death.

      My master’s voice flashed through my mind. “Let love win,” he had told me often. The apprentice risked his life for me. I had a debt to repay. He deserved the chance to run back to the girl he loved.

      My demon shrieked as I grabbed what little control I could find. I wanted my body back. The memory of that young man not using me flashed before me. I remembered the warmth of his hand when he pressed the handle of his little knife into my palm. I couldn’t let my demon destroy him.

      His lips moved in fear. He kept repeating one phrase.

      “I’m sorry…”

      The demon in me screamed: Blood! Food! Pain! Agony!

      FEED NOW!

      “I’m sorry…” he whispered into the night.

      He trembled with fear. My demon craved his beating pulse, his energy, his life. I pushed. I stamped. I growled. Finally, I got flimsy control over my body.

      I licked the blood from my lips. The taste enraged my demon, and she clawed at my control. This would probably end my life. I was that wounded. But I owed the young man so much.

      My demon tried to move my legs. I fought her to freeze my muscles. My demon screamed and pushed harder. I battled back. First one leg trembled, then the other as we battled for control. My demon raged and screamed in my mind. But I ignored her voice. My voice creaked out one word.

      “Run.”

      I repeated it, louder.

      “Run… Run home to Bethan. RUN!” I fell to my knees. My legs were mine to control. I hoped that I could maintain that long enough. My demon wailed and pounded at my mind. Her mental claws ripped at me. I winced and doubled over at the pain she triggered in my mind. Every wound from the silver blades flared. Agony.

      I had to maintain control. I had to. He had saved me. I owed that young man his life.

      My demon could outrun him and outfight him. Even if he got on horseback, I knew we had the speed to catch him. He had no fighting skills. Just an unloaded crossbow. My demon wanted him.

      Not this time. Let Love Win!

      I pushed my demon back toward her cage. When I slammed the mental door shut on her, the pain exploded. The silver blade was still in my chest.

      I closed my eyes tight and blocked out my sight of the apprentice, but heard the rattle and twang as he dropped the crossbow. It fired its empty channel at nothing. I heard the thuds as he ran toward the horses. The beat of horse hooves faded into the distance. All three horses had run off. Damn. I had hoped he'd leave at least one. I couldn't chase them. If I did, my demon would focus on the human. I kept her cell closed. My body was mine.

      My demon screamed again. The agony and the lack of energy crashed on me all at once. I toppled over. All my energy was gone. Even my demon couldn't save us now. Her strength was spent. I had won.

      “Run home to your love,” I breathed into the night. “You’ve earned it.”

      Darkness swallowed me for a brief time. Then I felt a wet nose pressed against me. My hand moved until my fingers found the hilt of the silver blade. With a sharp tug, I pulled it out of me.

      I lay on the grass. Petram, my solid as a rock friend, licked my face. I had won. My demon didn't even stir at the wolf's pulse.

      My furry friends had helped me. I was sorry that I hadn't been able to save Greyback. But his death, to protect me, to protect his pack, was what I needed to win the battle and kill the cretins.

      Petram lay next to me as I felt my energy fade.

      I had won. I let go of the anger. I closed my eyes to the pain and welcomed the true death. It could claim me. After all of my centuries. I was content.

      Above me, the blanket stars twinkled. I let that blanket drift down over me as I lay chilled in the grass. My vision clouded as I felt my mind drift. My pain was still there, but no longer important. I embraced my grief about Greyback, my friend who died protecting me.

      Through my clouded vision, I imagined a line of red fire zip through the night. Then bright white light washed the night away.

      We are pack… we run together... I relaxed as I slid into the true death.
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      Do you wish to live?

      A female voice? Wasn’t I already dead? Was this a dream?

      Do you want to live again?

      That was a silly question. Of course, I do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don't remember dreaming, ever, since I became undead. But, now I was. I floated through a misty white dream world. Shadows of people, of animals, of trees all, moved past me. The tinkle of water, the fall of footsteps, the howl of a lone wolf in the distance, all drifted past me.

      Sleep is when we are dead. We're undead, we Children of the Night. Dead… but not…

      When the sun is in the sky, I let my body sink into the earth where I lay dead. My mind is clear during that time. Asleep? Dead? For me then, they're the same. Then, as the sun sets, I awaken. My thoughts return, magic fuels my body. I live once again and can pass as one of the living. But, this time was different.

      I knew I had fought with my demon and battled the Witch Hunters. I remembered the agony of Onion Breath’s last silver knife in my chest. I thought I would face the true death. Alive… or undead… no more. But, if I was dead, why did I dream?

      Somewhere, in the back of my mind, a lone thought appeared and tumbled about. Silly girl, if you’ve died the true death, you won’t be able to think of anything.

      But how do I know that? I replied to myself as the surrounding light intensified until all I could see was white.

      
        
        …

      

      

      The brilliance of the light diminished. I still had that floating-on-clouds, dreaming sensation. Drifting... floating... until I heard a voice. My master’s dark, swarthy face with olive green eyes came into view. I loved his face, his hands, even the scratchy feel of his short beard on my flesh when we made love.

      I loved him. But, tonight was different.

      Tonight was my time. I would cross over.

      But, I had already crossed.

      Yet, this dream was just as real as the first time I had lived the occasion. I knew I was dreaming… dreaming of the time six hundred years before, in my master’s Roman villa. But it seemed so real right then.

      I felt Master’s whiskers against my cheek again as he kissed me. Roman men didn’t have beards. But, because he was undead, his hair and his beard always grew back to the same length while he slept. He would shave if he had to meet with a Roman citizen. The next evening, when he awoke, he’d have half-an-inch of hair on his cheeks again.

      "Are you ready?" My Master asked one final time, again. At first, it sounded like two voices at once. The first time there was only his voice. This time it seemed like a female voice echoed his own. Who was she? Why was she in my dream?

      I could feel his naked flesh pressed against mine.

      But centuries had passed since he died the true death. How I still longed for his touch again. This dream must be heaven, to feel him again. His body warm already. He would warm slowly as he fed on my blood. But, tonight he came warm to our bed.

      He had fed from another after he rose for the night. Several hours later, he and I lay together in his bed. He'd need the extra blood later when he fed me. I knew the process. He had explained it many times during the past two months after he had asked if I was ready to become one of his undead offspring.

      He lived a plain life. His bedding comprised nothing more than a few blankets and some pillows on the earthen floor of the small cluster of buildings he and his followers occupied on the city's edge. Outside, I could hear the churn and squeal of an ox cart as it left through the gates a short distance away. Darkness had already fallen, but commerce continued. The city seldom slept. That night, my sleep patterns would change forever.

      “There is no going back after this,” he said. He gazed into my eyes. I heard only one voice this time. Perhaps I had imagined the female echo?

      “Are you sure?” He hadn’t touched my mind, yet. This was my decision alone to make. He offered me limited immortality, but, first, I had to die.

      He had asked me for the last two months. Every evening when we gathered for our fellowship.

      "Yes," was my reply as I closed my eyes, and kissed him. His whiskers scratched along my face as I hugged him close. He pushed us apart so he could stare into my eyes.

      "Once we begin, you'll never be the same, and we cannot stop, or you die the true death, forever. I ask again for the final time. You and you alone must decide. There is no shame if you decline my offer." He stared deep into my eyes.

      The female echo returned. Two voices asked, “Do you want to live again?”

      “I’m ready,” I whispered. “Do you love me?”

      “Yes. Every day more and more.” Two voices; the mysterious woman’s voice was there for that answer too.

      But there hadn't been a woman there when I crossed over; only my master was with me that night. Why did I hear two voices?

      "I have always loved you," Master said. "But, you'll learn to love others too. You must." I heard only his voice. He placed his hands on my cheeks and cupped my face. He looked deep into my eyes; I felt as though he looked into my soul. "This can be a gift or a curse. This gift cannot be given lightly. Nor should you accept it if you are weak of character or spirit."

      My eyes moved, downcast at the thought I wasn’t worthy of what he wanted to share, to give to me. His fingers pressed under my chin. He raised my face.

      “I have watched you for the last three years,” he said.

      That surprised me. I had known him only the last two years. I moved into the enclave in his villa a year before.

      "Yes, long before you found me, I knew you were special. I made sure you had the right connections, the right people to steer you to us." He said and stroked my hair. "You have been my muse this past year, and I want to reward you if you will accept it." Again, his eyes burned into my soul. His warmth spilt into my emotions as he wrapped his arms around me. He cradled me in his embrace as we reclined into the pillows of his makeshift bed.

      “Yes, love. I want your gift. I accept it.” My voice sounded timid, yet resolute in the night air.

      We spoke no more words. His face descended toward my neck. I knew his fangs, the two canine teeth, had elongated. His mind embraced mine and he nicked the skin on my neck. My warmth, my blood seeped out. He licked at it, then nipped me again. I felt the blood flow, this time his mouth locked onto me. He consumed my warmth as his mind soothed me.

      I drifted again. Both physically, in the bright light, and in my dreams. My lover, my master held me tight as my life force leaked out of me. I became chilled, cold. Nothing left. To drift away, into the light. But I knew if I let go of him, of his mind, I’d never return. He was my lifeline back to the world. But this was only the first half of the ritual to make me like him. I still had to drink. I was so close… Death was right there, just beyond the edge… I wasn’t sure if I would have the energy to take back the blood he had taken from me.

      Finally, he spoke. Or, perhaps, just his thoughts came into my mind. I wasn’t aware enough to be sure if my ears still heard. The mysterious female voice was there, too.

      "Drink, and live again, my love." He said it, but so did that female voice. Why was she invading my dream?

      His hand moved my still, almost lifeless cold body against his. He was aflame with heat, with my blood.

      His hand come up, to his throat, and with a quick jab of his sharp fingernails, he opened his vein for me. "Drink my love," he said again. He pressed my mouth against his wound. I tasted blood, his blood. No, my blood, filtered through his body, trickling into my mouth. I sucked it, the way a newborn babe suckles at her mother. My blood, mixed with the blood of the other he had fed from that night, flowed back into me. I began to sip his blood. The first swallow tasted divine. I sipped again, then with more vigour. Warmth flooded into my body. Not just warmth, fire. I was roasting. I pulled my mouth back from him. His mind enveloped mine. "Not long now, love," he said.

      “There are two paths before you. The two paths before every person, love or chaos, good or evil. Your test begins now. You are strong, and I know you will choose your path wisely.” Two voices again. Why did the mystery woman’s voice have to be in my dream?

      He held my head away from him. My eyes opened and locked onto his. I could sense a change in us. Not just me, it was both my blood and the blood of one of his other followers that moved through both of us.

      "Let us continue, love. Your journey begins, but your biggest test faces you first. When you awake and we feed you again, you must remember your love and find your strength. Do not give into the chaos. Do not give into the evil is within all of us."

      He moved us so we could both feed, both suckle on each other's neck. "Fight the urges are within you. They gain strength now and will grow stronger with each feeding. Remember our love and be stronger than they are."

      “I love you,” I said aloud one last time, as his mouth touched my neck.

      “And I, you,” he breathed. “Remember my love as the evil claws at your soul. I love you. Remember, always, love wins if you refuse to let it go.”

      His mouth caressed my neck once, then locked onto the wound, and opened it fresh. He began to drain me, again. This time, my head turned toward him. I drank from the wound on his neck. Our blood flowed through us. His energy became my energy. My life fuelled us both, and my life mixed with his un-life. I died in that embrace, but I lived at the same time.

      I faded away. Not breathing, dead but alive. I was full of energy and love. I knew he was with me, I released my hold on him, and drifted off into a dreamless sleep. The white light enveloped me again.
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      Arms held me down. I struggled to move.

      Thirst! Hunger! The demon raged inside me.

      "Fight it," a soft, feminine voice said. Female? There had been no women present when I awoke that first night. My first night as undead. Why did I hear a woman's voice? My mind tried to sort out the sounds, the white light blinded my eyes, I struggled to rise, and my Master's deep voice soothed me.

      "Fight for your soul. Fight for love…" That woman's voice was still there. But, this dream. Who was she? Only Master should be in this dream now.

      I opened my dream eyes and saw his rugged face; his dark skin reflected the starlight through the windows. Everything about me ached, but I realised how finely attuned my senses had become. But that wasn't all. Inside me, something else stirred. Thirst! Hunger! Blood NOW!

      Two of my new brothers held me down. My master sat on my legs. The demon inside me thrust and kicked my legs. They were incredibly strong, but my own, new strength challenged them as I struggled to break free.

      The entire city full of people intruded on my new senses. I could hear their hearts pumping, their blood flowing. The thirst, the hunger to feed was upon me. My new demon screamed. Her voice was about to become my voice. I drew in a deep breath ready to scream.

      "There are two paths before you," my Master said, his voice quiet. "Stay with us, love. Stay and feed here. Think of love, think of us." His green eyes bore into me. My demon had control. She thirsted, insane with the hunger.

      She was me, and I was her. But I could fight. She would not own me. She would not control my body. In my mind, I built a cage. A sturdy, iron cage. Thick and stout bars crisscrossed to make walls, a ceiling and a floor.

      The cell took shape around the wild beast in my mind. But I couldn't quite make the fourth wall. There was a gap. There.

      My demon shook the bars all around her cage.  I made a thick iron door for that gap in the bars and slammed it shut. It trapped her.

      The demon peered at me from inside her cell. Her face pressed against the bars. Fangs bared, eyes glowing red. Crazed eyes. An insane demon. With my face. She was me, and I, her.

      I released my breath. I hadn't screamed. My master's other two children, both olive skinned, ebony haired, muscular Children of the Night held me pinned between them. My demon thrashed at the bars of her cage. Her arms snaked out through gaps in the cage, and she grabbed my body again.

      She jerked my arms. My brothers and my master still held me down.

      “Fight it, dearest,” Master and that female voice said. “Let love win.”

      Somewhere, in the back of my mind, the Maria part of me realised I had the strength of ten men, at least. Mere mortals should have been tossed across the room by how my demon attempted to break free. But they had the same strength. Three to one was no match.

      I thought of my master's face, and how I loved him. That helped me focus. I added more bars to the cage where my demon stalked. I had her contained. For a few moments at least. SWith a sigh, I announced my flimsy control.

      We were ensconced in the pile of cushions in my master’s sleeping room. His bed, his face, his smell drew me a little closer to the surface of my mind.

      My master was ready. Off to the side, he had his cup set. I glanced and noticed it was already full of the red liquid I now craved. The monster within me screamed and fought my thin control. I closed my eyes from the sight. I slapped another bar on the mental cage. I shoved the demon back down.

      I opened my eyes again and let them draw in the image of my master’s face. His green eyes, his dark brown beard and hair, the thin wrinkles that lined his face around the corners of his eyes. Love wins. Or, at least I hoped it would tonight.

      He raised his cup under my chin, brought it to my lips. He tipped it toward me. “I love you. We love you. Drink.”

      The red nectar I craved, that the monster inside me demanded, slid down my throat. I kept my eyes locked on his face while he tilted the cup farther and farther toward me. I worked hard not to gulp, but to drink with a gentle purpose. I wanted to savour the taste and savour the love I felt from my new family.

      Too soon the cup was empty. Master had a second cup, already filled, and lifted it. I drank again. I felt the grip of the demonic hunger slide away. Still there, but sated briefly. I could finally relax. My new brothers kept their hold but relaxed the intensity of it.

      “How long?” I asked as I ran my tongue around my lips. I licked every bit of the delicious nectar from my face.

      My master set his cup aside.

      "Have you been asleep?" he said. "This is the third night since we fed on each other, and you crossed over." He cupped my cheeks again. That was his gesture, how he connected with those he wanted to love. "You've been reborn. You fed and died one night. Two nights later, you have awakened. Tonight is the night of your birth into our world." He bowed; his eyes twinkled with jest. "Your brothers and I welcome you."

      I laughed at his jovial attitude and leaned back.

      “Actually, I wondered how long I’d have to fight that demon?”

      “Demon?” he asked, Concern was present, yet subtle on his face. But with my new, heightened senses, I noticed the very subtle shift in his expression.

      “The hunger, the thirst?” I said. “My mind imagines her as a demonic form of my own body.”

      "Ah, that is the issue?" He motioned for one of my brothers to take his cup. "I believe she is well enough for another cup." My new brother untangled himself from around me. I realised we were all unclothed. That wasn't unusual. In my master's rooms, in the private area of his villa, we were often nude as was he. This was where he fed from normal humans like me… well, like I was a few days before.

      Our master handed his plain wooden cup to my new brother as he arose. "Perhaps one of our extended family would donate a cup to feed your new sister, Thomas?" Master had slid around to my side, where my brother had sat to hold me down. Thomas took the cup and bent down to lay a gentle kiss on my forehead. "It is my honour. Welcome sister." He padded to the door and eased out into the larger room beyond.

      I could hear the hinges even though they were always well oiled. They grated and rubbed. My other new brother, Jonas, chuckled off to my side. "You'll get used to it, with time." He caressed my side with the hand he had slid behind my back. "Why do you think we keep all the mechanicals well-tended? This is one of the few places in the city where it's quiet."

      “You have questions.” My master had slid in next to me, and wrapped his arm around my back, just above Jonas’.

      “How long will I have to fight this hunger?”

      He chuckled again.

      “Every night you live.”

      I groaned and closed my eyes. He sensed the frustration. Both of them did. Both of them chuckled at my groan.

      “It subsides with time,” he said. “Your first week is the worst and the most dangerous. We won’t let any of our mortal friends with you until you drink a cup each night.” I kept my eyes closed and enjoyed the sensation of the blood as it spread through my body. That demonic presence that had grabbed my soul when I first awoke was better. No longer did she pound on the mental door to her cell in my mind. Growl and pace, she did. But she wasn't trying to escape. Yet.

      "We'll be with you every moment this week. The first cup you took was my blood. It will give you the strength you need to calm your hunger. But, you must control your hunger and learn to feed from another." He and Jonas both took my hands; each held the one closest to them. "This is a great gift and comes with great responsibility. When we bring a new child to the night, as we have done with you, the act can have grave consequences. Or, it can be done with love and support. We are here to help you."

      The door latch slammed open, and the hinges creaked again. I jumped. Thomas had returned. The way he glided glide into the room, instead of tramping in like an army of soldiers surprised me.

      “Thomas does walk light,” my Master said. “You’ll learn to concentrate enough to hear him, and ignore the louder sounds.”

      With a cup held reverently before him, Thomas flowed into a cross-legged pose. “Esther was pleased to offer love to our newest sibling. She says to let her know when Maria would like to share her passion, tonight.”

      “In a few moments,” Master said.

      I knew the blood they were about to give me was only a part of what I now needed. I needed to learn, with the help of Master, how to link my mind with someone, and Esther had volunteered. We would connect our minds. Her pleasure would leak into my mind. My emotions would stimulate her arousal and increase her passion. That emotional loop, each of us feeding the intensity of the other…

      I had only ever been on the donor side of that. Tonight I would learn to lead the exchange. Master would guide me, and Esther would share her body and her passion with me.

      But first, Master preferred his rituals. And I needed more blood to sate my demon before they allowed me near Esther.

      "Please start the honours." Master motioned toward the cup.

      Thomas's canine teeth elongated and shifted to sharp points. He raised his other wrist to his mouth and pierced the vein with his fang. Blood welled from his cut. He had fed recently, and I could smell the life energy in the red liquid, both from his wrist and in the cup he held.

      "Welcome sister," he said with a bright twinkle in his own eyes. "It's nice to have a female sibling." He held his small wound over the cup and let three drops of liquid drip to join the red swirls in the cup below. Their bodies… no, my body, too, would use the blood. Leach it of energy. Which is why we had to drink more. Over and over, to fuel our magic.

      Jonas took the cup and repeated the ritual. He added three drops of his blood. "Welcome Sister. I am pleased to that you are prettier than my other brothers, but also," he grinned, "that I am no longer the youngest amongst us."

      Master took the vessel and dripped more blood into the cup, seven drops. The sight and smell of the beautiful nectar I mesmerised me.

      Master held the cup before me. "With love, we present you that for which you thirst. What that is, we hope, is not in the cup, but what is around you. We give you our love."

      My eyes were dry. I'd realise later, that I needed much more blood in me before I could secrete tears. Blood tears at that.

      I wanted to hug them all. But, Master was fond of rituals, and I knew I should be formal in my acceptance.

      "I thank you all," I said as I took the cup. My demon rattled her cage, but I was still in control of our body. The love they gave warmed me, just as the blood did. I held the cup in both hands. "I accept your love and return it tenfold. Thank you."

      I raised the cup to my lips but paused as I remembered another.

      “I thank Esther for her gift. When I’m more together, I shall thank her for the love and kindness she has shown me.”

      Master pushed the cup up toward my lips.

      “Drink,” he said. “You have a great road ahead of you….”

      The female voice came back as I sipped the sweet liquid. “Drink,” both she and Master said, still with the same, odd mixed tones.

      “Drink to get well,” the soft feminine voice said as the white light consumed me again.
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      “Good, you are awake,” that soft feminine voice said.

      I opened my eyes to what would have been a dark night for a mortal. I saw little above me, other than woven branches. Starlight filtered through their branches. I seemed to be deep in a forest somewhere. Some moonlight filtered in. I could smell the aroma of dirt, the leaves and plant life that made up the loam of the forest floor. Another smell, animal, as if a musty old bear was close, but also faint.

      I tried to reach up, but couldn't move. Something gripped my arms, some cord wound around me. No, not cord or rope. It smelled of earth and bark.

      “Are you yourself, yet?” her soft voice reached out from the darkness. The language differed from that the Saxons.

      Ah, I had been fighting my demon. The rush of memories flooded back. The Witch Hunters in the woods, Greyback's death, my incredible bloodlust, the final silvered knife into my chest, the agony of the blade as it pierced my flesh and tore at my soul. I remembered my magic fuelled hunger as I screamed and reached out for the human in front of me. The Witch Hunter's apprentice. Instead of him, I had grabbed my demon and fought to shove her back into the hole in my soul where she lived.

      The hunger. I felt for it. My demon was content again. Content. No cravings.

      “Are you back to yourself, milady?” the voice asked again, this time in Latin. Her fingers stroked along the back of my hand. A light touch, but one that sent a shiver up my spine. Not the shiver of fear, but the charge of longing, familiarity. The energy of a lover after a time of passion. But why? If I had been battling my demon, this mysterious girl and I wouldn’t have been passionate.

      “I am,” I responded. I expected my voice to be gravelly, thanks to disuse and a dry throat. But I sounded normal, cheery even. I spoke in the Cymry language, the first language she had used. It was like the old Celtic languages from northern Europe. Latin had influenced the version of it here on Britannia. I had learned enough in the past few months to try the language though my accent would sound foreign.

      "My name is Maria," I replied. "You nursed me through my ordeal?"

      "Ah, you understand our language." The woman leaned in closer. She was thin, almost frail. Like myself, she seemed adult, but with an ageless quality. In any noble's court in the European world, she'd be considered beautiful, even though she now wore a simple light-coloured dress, in the middle of a wood somewhere. Her hair was golden but seemed silver under the filtered starlight at night.

      "You spoke in Latin as you dreamed," she explained. "Maria…" she pronounced my name. She repeated it. It rolled slowly off her lips. "Here, your name translates to Mair," she pronounced it like the first syllable of "Miriam" but with a mild twist, and made it two syllables.

      "I forget my manners, I have several names and titles, but," she said. "I go now by Gwen." She still knelt beside me and reached down to touch a large taproot that jutted from the ground next to me. I felt my bonds uncurl. The trees themselves must have held me. I felt their strong roots, laced with magic slide off me and back into the ground.

      “We can speak in Latin,” she added in that language, “if you are more comfortable with it.”

      “No need,” I suggested. “You have talent, your command of the plants… Dryad or Druid? Or a sorcerer of some sort?”

      She reached across me and rolled down the old, musty bearskin that had covered me.

      “Neither, or both. The land and I are friendly,” was her soft reply. The twinkle in her eyes told me she wasn’t ready to share.

      I felt as I always did when I first arose. A slight stiffness in my muscles. Other than that, I was pain-free. My hands moved toward my chest and side. I was nude. My fingers traced around my flesh. A few small scars were all that remained of my wounds. Even down my legs, where Onion Breath traced designs in my skin with his silver blades, was now free of scars.

      “You fed me… how…?”

      "I removed what was left of your clothing," Gwen said. She ignored my question. "There was a lot of blood and damage to it. I have replacements." She reached out of my sight, behind the trunk of the tree I sat against, and handed me a nicely folded bundle of clothing. I accepted it, then rose. "The dress is plain," she said, "but it is what I have on hand." Her eyes scanned my body. "I'm slightly thinner than you. When we find the time, we'll let the sides out to give you more room."

      I stood and pulled the linen underdress on. It was of fine linen, soft and supple, though it wasn't much more than a long tunic with a hole for my head, and short sleeves for my arms. The woollen dress to wear over that had ties across the bodice and long sleeves. It too was of excellent material. These were not peasant clothes of any sort. This Gwen had access to expensive clothing.

      Gwen stepped closer and helped straighten the dress as I dropped it over my head. I could dress myself, but her gesture was friendly. I found her aid, her touches comforting. I tugged the underdress down over my hips. She was correct that it was a snug fit. I could walk, and run in it, but the skirt was narrower than I liked.

      But where her fingers touched my skin, I again felt that spark of passion. I had to fight the urge to lean back into her, and hope she wrapped her arms around me. Damn this was disorienting. To awaken from the tragedy in the woods, my captors dead, and me dying the true death, to find myself alive with residual passion for a mysterious Druidess in an unknown patch of forest.

      I twisted to let the fabric settle on my form. Gwen liked to keep her skirts narrow. Fortunately, we were about the same in the bodice, and I had play in the laces to adjust that part to my liking.

      “You…” she began to say something. I gave her a smile of invitation to continue. “You’re not likely to gain weight are you…?” She surveyed the tightness of the fabric across my hips.

      I laughed. If I was back to myself, and my demon small again, then she knew what my diet was.

      “No,” I said with a grin at her. “My body has not changed in the last six centuries. I will always be as you see me now. You know what I am?”

      “We have words for the spirits that inhabit undead bodies, then claw open and feed on the blood of their victims, we call them cyhyreath, cailleach or banshee,” she said.

      I nodded but noticed she shivered as she pronounced the names.

      “But you are not like those spirits. You seem complete, with your soul intact. You have a body that seems to be your own, and are not of the spirit realm,” Gwen said and gave me a small smile. “For that I am grateful. My experience with spirits has never been good.”

      “How long?” I asked.

      "Since I found you?" she asked. I nodded. "About a fortnight. If you were one of my… if you were a lady of a king's court, I should shy away from the details. But," she stood behind me and helped me wrap the thin woven belt around my waist. "You don't seem a stranger to death and carnage."

      She looked at me as I sat again and slid on my soft leather boots.

      “Perhaps a small walk?” she suggested. “I enjoy a fire when I hear stories, and the trees prefer we build our fires in more open areas.”

      The trees prefer? I smiled at the idea.

      She led me a short distance away. We walked in silence. I realised that despite the damp chill of the evening, she was uncloaked and indifferent to the temperature.

      We stepped into a clearing in the forest. A gentle wind stirred small waves across its surface. A thin white glow on the water showed me that the moon was rising. Near an old, splintered stump with a large fallen log next to it, a small fire pit was dug into the ground. Broken branches were piled within the ring of rocks, waiting for only a spark. My hostess bent down to the wood muttered a word, and the fire sprang to life. Her hand shed a soft white glow.

      She turned to the large log. Gwen ran her finger across the top of the wood and left behind a fiery red line. Her hand disappeared into the slit and reemerged a few seconds later. She pulled out a woollen blanket and motioned that I should help spread it out. I cocked an eyebrow at her but moved to grab a side of the blanket.

      She motioned for me to sit. I was closest to the rugged stump, so I tucked my legs under me and leaned against it.

      Gwen sat against the log. Her eyes twinkled in a light blue, and her long straight hair was golden in the flickering light. I felt as though I knew her… or perhaps her mother from somewhere. Her features reminded me of someone, but I wasn’t sure who.

      "I almost forgot…" she said and rose to her knees, this time she reached behind the fallen tree, and not into it. She passed me my sling bag.

      "Thank you," I said and ran my fingers along the strap where one of my captors had cut it when they bound me with their silvered ropes.

      “I repaired the strap,” Gwen said. My belongings were still there. Even my small coin purse. Interesting, since Onion Breath had taken it. I shuddered at the thought of his knife, his grin, and his desire to abuse me.

      My hands felt along the bottom. I had coins sewn into the cloth, and they were all there. One item was gone, my master’s cup. I glanced at Gwen, a request on my lips. She held the cup out.

      “This was a fortunate find,” she said.

      "How did…?" I asked but trailed off. Willingness to discuss my nature didn't come easy. I had rarely done so since I left my undead siblings.

      “There was a great wrong, some disturbance in the land. I was drawn to follow and search, to find it.” Her eyes locked onto mine. Her face framed by her long hair. “I found you, covered in blood in the carnage's midst.”

      "I rarely lose control like that." The memory of my demon's rage and hunger surged into my mind. I shuddered. Never did I want to lose that much control again. Never. I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. Too many memories, none pleasant to remember.

      She reached out with a thin hand and touched my knees. I shut my eyes. Her touch wasn't just comforting, but… more… like the comfort my old master gave. The comfort of lovers.

      "You were a sight, but, I've seen much worse on the battlefields. Sword and spear do great damage to bodies." She shifted and scooted toward me, so she sat in the crook between the old log and its stump. She slid her right arm around my shoulders and pulled me into her side.

      The comfort she gave was welcome even if intense. A sigh escaped my lips as I relaxed into her embrace. I had been on the run too far, on emotional stamina too long. I had tried to hold myself together when I wanted to scream or cry or lash out. Despite not knowing who she was, or anything much about her, I was eager for the touch and comfort she offered.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “In truth, though,” she said. Her voice quiet as the fire crackled in the night. “I wasn’t certain who was the aggressor when I first arrived.”

      My demon didn’t scream at me with this Gwen so close. I could hear her heartbeat if I listened. I could sense her pulse through our contact. Slow and steady. She was content. This dryad or druidess must have assuaged my thirst. But how?

      I felt the arrival as much as heard it. Green wolf eyes peered at me as familiar shapes trotted into view. Gwen chuckled.

      “It was their eyes that told me the truth of the battle I came upon,” Gwen said.

      Three wolves loped into view. Each carried a rabbit. Mother wolf came first, followed by her two… well, they weren't pups, or even younglings any longer. They, in just a couple of weeks, had filled out. They were young but had crossed the final growth spurt they needed to be full sized. Each of them dropped their kill next to me and reached out with their muzzles to take in my scent.

      I reached out and nudged the hares back to them. My demon was well fed. I didn’t need to drain the small animals of blood like I had when I ran from the Witch Hunters. I felt the mother wolf’s presence in my mind

      “We hunt together.” She took the larger rabbit in her jaws and moved off into the scrub to eat. Petram had to put his nose directly into my face for a good smell. I felt his mind touch mine. Just comfort and contentment. I was still part of their pack. Their presence reminded me of Greyback, and his reply to whatever I had to say.

      “We are pack. We run together.”

      Running sounded like a great idea. I’d killed two Witch Hunters, but more would follow. I was not free of them here.

      But, I was content. My wolf friends were with me. My demon was under control. And this woman, Gwen… well…

      “We run together…?” Petram projected his thought.

      "Yes, we will, my friend," I said and rubbed his furry face between my hands.
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      “They were what kept me from letting you die in that clearing.” Gwen’s soft voice added as I sank back into the warmth of her embrace as we sat by the fire. “You’ve learned how to hear them, too. I suspected as much. Wolves don't often run with humans.”

      "You know I'm not mortal any longer?" I asked, and I turned so I could see her face. She had to know. How else had I recovered? Someone to give me the blood, and enough to sate my demon's hunger.

      "Yes," she said and graced me with a smile. Her eyes, light blue, seemed to unlock a door to my soul. My hand drifted up and down her arm. Gentle strokes. I felt I felt relaxed with. But why?

      "Rarely would I expect to find dead humans, a dead pack leader, injured wolves, and a blood-drenched… you're not a cyhyreath…" she said, as though she searched for the right term.

      “Cyhyraeth?”

      "My apologies. I forget you are not native with our language and culture," Gwen said. "A moaning spirit, with no body, often heard right before someone dies." She repressed a shudder and looked down her hands. "A ghost, if you will, out to capture the spirit of the newly deceased." She turned her eyes up and reached over to touch my hand.

      “You have flesh, dead or not.” She found her smile again. The way it graced her face sent a wave of joy through me. I wanted nothing more than to wrap my arms around her, to hold her. I felt comfortable with this mysterious Gwen.

      “What name do you give your kind?” Her voice pulled me out of my reflection.

      “Child of the Night,” I said, and fought the urge to grasp her hand with my own. “That was what my master called our kind.”

      “The term fits well,” she said. “I had heard tell of these Children of the Night, Lady Mair. I may be mistaken, but you have noble titles, do you not?”

      “Yes,” I said. “As do you, Lady Gwen. Are you ready to tell your story?”

      She shifted but kept me close. Her right arm still wrapped around me. I found her touches somewhat intoxicating. That feeling of finding a new love, someone I connected with on a deep level. That surprised me. But, I didn't want her to move away.

      "Why did you splint the pack leader's leg?" She wasn't ready to share yet.

      “Because he was hurt,” I said. “I don’t like to see anyone… even an animal suffer.” I had pulled my knees up and wrapped my arms around them, again. Protecting myself. From what? I wasn’t sure. Onion Breath and his compatriot weren’t here. Just this mysterious Gwen. Who I wanted to hold and cherish. Gah! Why did I feel this way? Was she a witch? Some spell perhaps?

      “I was on the run from the Witch Hunters,” I said. “But I couldn’t leave him there.”

      "Why were you running? What are these ‘Witch Hunters?'" Her voice was soothing. Her body warm as I leaned back against her. I grew even more comfortable with her as we sat, which was unusual. I should have been cautious, and wary of a stranger who knew my nature. But I wasn't. I found myself in the tale before I could question my feelings.

      "At first, I wasn't," I said. "I was on an extended trip through the Anglo lands. We were in Mercia when brigand attacked our caravan one evening. The merchants and priests were easy targets."

      “You travelled with men of the church?” she asked. “I thought they… you…?”

      "I'm skilled and can hide my nature. As long as I stay sheltered from the sun, I can move about like a normal person." I said but realised she had another question, unspoken. "Ah… their holy symbols have no power over my kind. Gods don't care about us."

      Her eyes had shifted darker. Still blue, though. Interesting. Her eyes betrayed her mood. Lighter for happy, darker for serious.

      "The brigands, one of them anyway, was overly amorous. He earned a slap." I shrugged. "Unfortunately, that outraged him. I didn't want to betray my nature in front of the caravan, and the priests, so I fled into the woods," I said, my voice quiet in the night. "But, it was evening, and the light was fading."

      “You didn’t…?” Gwen left the question hanging. But I understood.

      “I let him pursue me until the sun had set. I have my full strength and speed then,” I said. “He was so intent on taking my flesh.”

      "You didn't kill him?" Gwen asked. "Did you?"

      “I can use my… my undead nature to plant memories in my donor’s minds when I feed. I left him with the idea I was a faerie woman who had led him to a trap. I left him naked, with his weapons and clothing tossed in a bear’s cave.”

      Gwen laughed.

      "After that," I added. "Tired of the jostling of the carriage, I wanted to sleep during the day, and I need the earth to make that happen." She looked confused, so I continued to explain.

      “My kind, the sun saps us of strength. We avoid it by sinking into the ground, to hide from the light. We arise at night. In between, we are… well, dead.”

      “That makes sense,” she said, as she reached up with her free hand to push my dark hair back from my face. “After I found you, and brought you here, you were dead to the world while the sun was up. Once the day faded, you voiced your return each night.” She chuckled. “If anyone ventured near here, they will tell tales of the shrieking spirits that haunt those woods. Tales of the cyhyraeth would spring up, and the locals would avoid the woods for a generation.”

      “My apologies,” I said in a hushed tone. “When my blood-demon has control of me, I…”

      She reached to place a soft finger against my lips.

      “That is past, and you are better now, Mair.” I loved the sound of how she pronounced the local version of my name. Mi-ir.

      "Go on with your story." She said. Her aqua-blue eyes shifted to light greenish blue in the yellow light of the fire. "I want to hear more about how you pretend to be dead?"

      "Well, I am dead," I said. "I died when I drank blood from my master, and he from me. He drained my body almost dry, then let me drink it back from him, several times that night. In that process, I died. I awoke three nights later with the thirst and learned I had to hide from the sun. The only time I breathe, or my heart beats is when I tell my body to do so."

      “Why were… what did you call them… those who held you captive?”

      "Witch Hunters…" I whispered and watched the flames. I didn't want to go back to the time in the forest with them. But, Gwen was the one I had to thank for my recovery. I leaned into her and watched the fire dance.

      “You haven’t heard of them?”

      “No,” she said. “The church in these lands has little contact with their brethren on the Saxon side of the island. The bishops of the Cymry Church rarely communicate with the Roman Church’s bishops.”

      “Then they haven’t come this far yet?” I was hopeful that I had found a place away from the guild. At least for a while.

      “This is the first I have heard of these hunters of witches.”

      "I found one," I said. "I didn't know of his connection to the guild when we met. We were… um… intimate. I convinced him I'd share his bed, or a pile of hay in this case."

      "You give your body in exchange for…" she asked. Her voice was quiet. Non-judgmental.

      “I give an exchange of pleasure for blood,” I replied. This was always the tricky part. “I’m not a whore. But I cannot go about asking people to let me bite them. Nor will I take from them against their will unless I must.”

      Her gaze stayed on me. I didn’t see revulsion, nor judgement in her face. Only a quest to understand.

      "With a knowing partner, one who knows of my nature," I continued, "we share openly. I can access their mind and receive joy from the pleasure we share. I give back, mind to mind, the joy I feel as their blood warms me. Such a union is almost divine."

      Her smile deepened. I had to fight my urge to reach up and touch her face. Gods, why was I feeling this way. I jerked my eyes down to my lap. Syram. My thoughts shifted back to that damned man and what he caused.

      “With someone like Syram, I offer pleasure if I can feel his warmth inside me.”

      “Oh, very appropriate wording, if I understand your intent,” Gwen chuckled.

      “He expected intimacy,” I said. “Once their mind is full of passion, I can enter their thoughts. Men with passion are easy to control. I use the energy of their blood to build false memories in their minds. They’ll remember a night of passion. Of our bodies intertwined. They receive the pleasure they desire. Just without my flesh around theirs. In exchange, I get the warmth of their blood inside me.”

      “But,” she said. “These Witch Hunters?”

      “I found his medallion. The sign of the Witch Hunters was on a cord around his neck.” I shuddered as I remembered finding that sigil on him.

      "Unfortunately, the shock of seeing that made me relax my hold on his mind. He struggled and regained his senses. With his trousers down, he stumbled back and fell out of the loft. He broke his neck on the stall below us. Others came to find their missing compatriot. His death alerted the others and caused others to pursue and capture me."

      “And these Witch Hunters?”

      “A sect within the Roman Church dedicated to finding and destroying that which they consider unholy,” I said. “Anyone they suspect of dabbling in the old religions, the Celtic way of the druids, or shape-shifters, or… Children of the Night like me.”

      I pointed toward the log where she had opened the fiery slit.

      “You, they would call a witch,” I said. “My kind, they call us ‘Blood Witches…’ You and I are both their targets.”

      The fire in the pit crackled as a log burned through, which sent a cascade of sparks into the night. I stared into the flames. Gwen sighed and stroked my arm. I appreciated the comfort she was giving. We sat in silence for several minutes. The frogs and the insects of the night filled in the sounds for us.

      "Why did you help me?" I asked. Her silver hair seemed golden in the firelight, and a slight smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

      “The wolves shared your story with me. I saw through their eyes what you endured, how you helped them, helped the pack leader. Even how they helped you dine with fresh kills.”

      "Animal blood gets me by, but it lacks the energy to help me heal. Human blood is what I desire—what I need—when I thirst." Her arms wrapped around me, one behind me which, cupped my body, and the other arm lay across her lap. She touched my knees. I took that hand in mine and squeezed it in gratitude. I turned her hand over, palm up, and tugged up the sleeve of her gown. She had wound a strip of cloth around her wrist. A red stain peaked through the fabric. I touched the stain. I could smell the blood in the cloth.

      “But you knew already,” I laid my head on her shoulder. “How much did you give me?”

      "The wolves helped," she said. "They brought me small kills, like tonight. We filled your cup several times each day."

      I sighed.

      "And, how many times did you fill the cup with your blood? Even in this firelight, you seem rather pale."

      “Enough to restore you.”

      “Blood of power could have an even greater effect on how fast I heal,” I said. Gwen stayed silent. “I should have died the true death this time. And here I am, curled up next to you.” I said. After my ordeals at the hands of the Witch Hunters, I needed, I craved comfort and a loving touch again. She pulled me in tighter and caressed my arm.

      "I'm sorry," I began the apology. I realised now why I was so attracted to her.

      She placed a finger against my lips. I removed it.

      "I must apologise," I said again. "I can feed from one person several times in a row. More than that will create an intimate bond, imitating love, between the donor and me,"

      “You have been through much, Mair,” she said. “I helped you as best I could.” She laid her head against mine, her cheek resting on the top of my head. “I have been too long without companionship. If my donation to you has made you like me, then I am happier for it.”

      “Two legs on four legs approach,” the thoughts of Mother wolf intruded on my mind. Gwen stiffened. She had understood Mother’s warning.

      “Men on horseback? This late at night?” Gwen stood. “Come, we must go again,”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Through the Mists

          

        

      

    

    
      The wolves were at our side. Gwen and I faded back, deeper into the woods while the wolves crouched at the edge of the trees, hiding in some undergrowth. Gwen took the blanket from me and did her trick again. She traced a line of red light on the back of a tree, then shoved the blanket and the bearskin into the slit and let it close over them.

      I sent my mind out to the wolves. Mother’s vision showed me two riders, clad in dark leathers dismount their horses at our fire. They had their backs to us at first.

      One knelt by the fire. He had long hair, tied behind his head. Two long knives hung from scabbards on his belt. Knives similar to the ones my captors had used. The other man was of thicker build but his hair cropped short. He pointed to where we sat against the splintered stump. Instead of knives, he had a sword. One of the wide Celtic blades. My hand itched when I saw the sword. My fingers curled as though they held a blade.

      The one by the fire held a small object, a cup perhaps, in his hand. Through Mother's vision, I couldn't see what it was. He looked down, then turned and pointed toward where we hid.

      The firelight glinted off metal, a medallion that dangled from a cord around his neck. The Witch Hunters had found us.

      “Come,” Gwen whispered from behind a tree. My flight instinct had come hard and fast. I knew I could outrun them, but, I didn’t want to leave Gwen to their mercies.

      “Where will we go?” I whispered back.

      “Far away.”

      She touched the massive old oak. The bark of the tree melted away. A thin red rip of fire, similar to that I had seen her create earlier, opened before us. But this one was as tall as she.

      Gwen took my hand.

      "Come, love," she said with a smile and stepped into the crevice. Her arm pulled me along. I took the step. I chose to trust her. There were still too much I didn't know about where I was? Or why I was still here?

      Our step through the red veil of fire was painless. The three wolves trotted in behind us. Their passage and ours stirred the surrounding mists. The soft grey of twilight washed the landscape here – wherever here was.

      A bird’s caw sounded behind us, and a black shape drifted above and headed into the mist. A raven.

      “Come,” Gwen said and pulled my hand. We followed the bird to… somewhere.

      Distance did not seem to matter in this place, this realm. No matter how fast we walked, the raven stayed just ahead of us. It flew above us on silent, unmoving wings. I sensed no wind, but the tendrils of white around us swirled. I glanced back, and could no longer make out the dim shadow of the tree we had used as a gateway. More insubstantial trees appeared then disappeared as we passed.

      “How do you know where to go?” My voice sounded the same, but there was no reflection of the sound. No insect noise, no other noise beyond a quiet tinkle, as though a stream ran by us, just beyond our sight.

      “I concentrate on where I wish to travel,” Gwen said. “The Lady sends a messenger to guide me through the mists. It has always been a raven.”

      “The Lady?” I asked.

      “The words are but a simple name for a complicated concept,” she said. “Think of her as the Goddess of Sovereignty of Britannia, if you will. She is the land, and the land is her. Britannia bestows her sovereignty upon a worthy person or persons, who become kings. She rewards them with blessings such as people of character, and items of value, as long as he nurtures and protects the land and all of its creatures.”

      My gaze drifted about the grey landscape. I had no idea which direction was which. But, I was happy for her touch on my hand. I didn’t want to separate from her in this… whatever it was.

      The mists continued to weave around us in the dim twilight between the worlds. I wasn’t sure how long we had walked. The wolves walked at our side, unconcerned.

      The black bird that drifted above us dove at a tree shadow ahead of us cawed once then flew off into the mists. Gwen walked toward the dark shadow of a tree. I sensed something pulse through her—magic, perhaps? — as the red slit of fire opened before us. The wolves darted through, and Gwen's hand pushed me forward. I stepped through, unsure what I'd see on the other side.

      The stand of trees here was thinner the one we had just left. The air was chillier and thinner. We must be high in a mountain range, somewhere.

      Gwen’s hand was still in mine as she stepped forward into the night. Despite the small grove, the oak trees here stood majestic and tall. Far older than where we had been before. Among the noise of the night insects, I could hear the distant chorus of frogs, as waves lapped the shore somewhere nearby.

      “Welcome to The Lady’s lake, dearest,” she said.
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      The air here was chilled as though we had climbed high into the mountains. The lake nestled in between several rounded hills. Scrub littered the slopes. A single patch of trees stood almost forlorn on the hillside.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      She released my hand and walked down to a flat spot on the lakeshore, between two large fallen logs. Their bark was long since worn away by the weather, or by touch. I wondered who had brought them here since there was a lack of forests this high.

      The smooth surface of the wood seemed impervious to time and gleamed in the starlight. Gwen bent down at a rock-ringed pit between the fallen logs and the lake. Again, she mumbled a word, touched the branches, and flames sprang alight in the wood.

      "We are far away, at the safest place I know of," she said. She stepped back and slid her arm slid around my waist again, and I was grateful for the touch of comfort she provided. Even if it was the blood bond that made me crave her touch. Too many decades had passed since I had a someone who knew my nature and was willing to share their contact, their warmth with me.

      My body still trembled with the urge to run, even though Gwen had pronounced us safe, far from where the two guilders had found us. Was it luck they came to the same stream? I wanted to flee. But we had just done that when we moved through the mists inside the tree.

      I sat on one log and watched Gwen trace another line of fire on one of the old fallen trees. From that slit, she pulled a rumpled blanket. I looked like the one we had just shoved into wherever was beyond that red line. She reached in again and pulled out another one. This one was folded as though it had been stored and not shoved in a chest in a hurry. I stood and helped her spread the rumpled one between the logs.

      Soot stained the rocks around the small blaze. The wood of the logs was smooth and bark free. Worn from years of contact and use. This seemed to be a favourite spot of hers.

      We sat next to each other. I leaned into her; our arms snaked between our hips and the log behind us.

      I loved the warmth of her body next to mine and enjoyed watching her eyes. Those blue dots of emotion in her beautiful, timeless face. The colour of those orbs danced and shifted. Light blue seemed to be her happy shade. Dark blue took over in trouble, like our flight from the men at the creek.

      When I saw the bandage on her wrist peek out from under her sleeve, I was reminded why I felt drawn to her, and didn't want us to part. It was her blood in me. The blood bond. She had given me way too much. But, I was back alive again.

      Or undead again. Onion Breath was dead. I survived. But, more witch hunters had found us? How? Gwen had said we were safe now. Were we? My eyes darted across the shoreline.

      I took a deep breath. Unnecessary, since I didn’t need to breathe. But it helped calm my flight instinct. I wanted to hear her voice, something to take my mind off the image I had of the new Witch Hunters that knelt by our last fire.

      “You’re sure we’re safe here?”

      “This place is sacred to the goddess. I can sense all the creatures within a few leagues of the lake,” she said. “We have travelled a great distance from where I cared for you. This place,” she swept her arm out toward the lake, “is high in the mountain in North-Western Gwynedd. It would take almost two weeks to ride here from where we were.”

      “You seem much more than you appear,” I said. I had let some of my tension ease with her reassurance of safety. “Now, it is time for your story.” The fire crackled and punctuated my statement with a shower of sparks that drifted up before they winked out above our heads.

      Her blue eyes drifted down. She took a moment to gather her thoughts.

      "The land, The Lady, has always called to me," she said. She emphasised the term "land" in a way that most people wouldn't. "As a young girl, a daughter of a lord from the Cymry lands in the North-West. I knew my duty was to be married to another lord." She said and shrugged.

      “I fulfilled my duty and married a man. I didn’t know then, but he was a man who would be a high king,” she said. Her voice stayed quiet, and she kept her eyes on the fire.

      "The monks I met," I interjected, "and the other Saxons along the way, described the Cymry as dark-haired," I touched her straight blonde hair.

      “My father was a lord in a northern kingdom,” Gwen said, “and he found a wife among the Pictish tribes. My mother and I are similar in complexion and hair. Cymru families have intermarried enough with the others that some blonde hair and lighter complexions show up. Raiders and settlers from Hibernia are also common, so red hair and freckles also occur.”

      She leaned away and moved her eyes across my face and hair.

      “You, my dearest, could pass for Cymry with your olive-complexion and black hair. That is the norm in the lands, but most of the Cymry judge each other on their character, not on their appearance.”

      “You spoke of your husband?” I added, to guide her back to her story.

      "Good kings are tied to the land," she continued but settled in next to me again. Her eyes shifted back to the lake. "The kings nurture the people, and The Lady rewards the rulers with a lengthy reign. But, when those leaders fall afoul of the Lady when they fail to work toward the good of their people or mistreat a gift from the Lady, then they lose the blessings they have received."

      Her eyes moved up to mine.

      "I didn't know so then, but I was a gift upon my husband from the goddess. I was the gift he received for his commitment to the land and the people."

      “This goddess of yours gives women as gifts to men?” I asked. “Not a very loving goddess.”

      "Not a sexual gift," Gwen said and stared hard into my face. "I would have been married to a man of lesser character without the goddess. Love… can grow in a marriage, but at our level, it happens seldom. We had respect for one another. Without the burden of our roles, love might have grown between us. Perhaps, given time." She let her eyes drift back toward the fire.

      "But I respected him, and he, me. We were a pair destined to be together. His skill wasn't just at arms. He was a true leader of men. One who inspired others to his banner. I kept not only the household but also looked after agreements and treaties. My father was the first to swear his kingdom to Arthur's banner."

      She stared into the fire. I stayed quiet while she collected her thoughts.

      “My husband was a good king for many years,” her voice was quiet in the night. “But, he forgot to care for people and the land he already controlled. In his wars to control more, he broke his bond with the Lady. I could see the desire grow in him, but he refused to listen."

      She paused again and sat quiet. I let her have the time without interruption.

      “Eventually, battles for control were fought, his authority was challenged, and he fell in battle," Gwen said. "He was one of the best kings, but all kings must pass, all kingdoms must end. Just as the seasons change, life passes and is renewed with more generations, the Land blesses new kings as old kings pass away.” Her eyes had shifted down into her lap. I couldn’t tell if she was saddened or just nostalgic.

      “How long ago did he die?”

      “That is a sneaky way,” Gwen said, “to ask my age. He died just over a century ago. People in this land don’t know of my past. Like you, I keep my true nature hidden.”

      I watched her face as she spoke. Her gaze drifted away to the water as she recalled her memories. My hand found hers.

      Gwen gripped it, then sighed.

      “Even though we never knew love between us,” she said, “He was the best king for the time. I respected what he did for Britannia. His death threw the island into chaos.”

      Again, her eyes drifted out toward the water. A moment passed before she turned back toward me. I wasn't sure if I imagined it or not, but her eye colour had shifted to a much lighter blue.

      “Finally, the goddess showed me my role,” Gwen said. “Once I accepted it, I became the agent of The Lady. I had been all along. But I took many years to understand how She works with mortals. I devoted myself to learn all I could about her. Over time, I learned how she works in our world, and how the plants and creatures are her children just as men and women are part of her.”

      “So, you are a dryad?” I asked. I thought I remembered that the term had meant a female druid. A priestess of the old religions of the Celts.

      She smiled in a way that made me think there was more to her than just an ancient title. "The old religion has all but died out. Even though the goddess calls me her daughter, I have to work within the new reality of the new religion. To the monks and abbots here, and the Lords and Ladies of the land, I am a disciple of The Holy Lady, the mother of the saviour of the Roman church. The priests say The Holy Mother visited this Island with her son after his birth."

      I chuckled at that. “That woman sure got around in her time. Many parts of the world have stories of how she and her divine son visited them.”

      “The church here in Britain is still Celtic in its nature,” Gwen added. “The Cymry bishops still look kindly on the old ways, as long as they are disguised in new saintly names for old Celtic ideas.”

      "Unfortunately," I shifted to a sombre tone, "the Roman Church I now know is more like the Witch Hunters who held me captive. If it were not for the kindness of that young apprentice of theirs, I'd have died the true death by now."

      “I saw it through the young wolf’s eyes,” Gwen said. Her eyes shimmered dark blue as the firelight danced across her face. “I saw, too, the events that lead to the battle. To show mercy to the young man with the crossbow. You believed he could be turned toward good…”

      I surpassed a shudder. “The young man passed me his small knife in secret. Because of him, I freed myself.”

      “Courage and compassion. My husband would have given him lands and a title. Character, not skill at arms impressed him. He would often say anyone can be taught to fight, but only the true of heart know how to protect those who cannot stand alone.” Her hand moved. She brushed her fingers across my cheek again.

      "We are two of a kind, Mair." She exhaled and laid her head on my shoulder. "Different, yet the same."
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            A Wrong in the Land

          

        

      

    

    
      The orange ball of light climbed just above the tree line when Gwen stirred from her rest. Red coated the horizon but soon gave way to golden light that danced in her light blond hair. It shimmered as she rolled to her back, with her head still in my lap. She had slept there for the last few hours. Every time I stood to add a log to the fire, she scooted back to me. Her head on my leg and my hand clasped in hers, pulled into her chest.

      Whenever the sun rose, I would attempt to find a secluded spot and sink into the earth. But, this morning, I still felt rejuvenated. I felt as if the land had leant me energy all night.

      She rolled over. Her eyes fluttered open, and she turned her face up to me.

      “I am happy that you’re still here,” she smiled.

      “Why would I leave?” I said.

      Oh, I had considered it. Running. That seemed sensible. The Witch Hunters were on the island. My attraction to the mysterious Gwen was probably fuelled by the blood she donated while I lay raving. I needed to run. But I didn’t want to leave Gwen. Here, with her, I felt content. As though I was meant to be here. I had spent the night, while she slept, stroking her hair and gazing into the fire or out across the lake.

      The blood bond between Gwen and I was easy enough to deduce. If I didn't feed again from her, it would fade in a few weeks.

      But, here by the lake, high in the mountains, why was I so content?

      Gwen's blue eyes still sparkled in their lightest blue. Their aqua colour invited me to plunge into her soul. I stroked her face with a gentle touch.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked. I shook my head. “No?” she said with a playful grin on her face. “Well, I am. Will you help me gather food?”

      "I haven't had to consume mortal food for so long," I said. "I doubt I could remember which wild plants are edible, even in my homeland."

      She rose and brushed off her dress. The embroidery on it was simple, yet elegant. Light green threads created a forest motif across her bodice, and ivy curled down her arms in the same thread.

      I sighed.

      "What is wrong, dearest?" she asked as she opened the fiery slit in the log and pulled out a clay jug and a clay cup.

      "I am a Child of the Night," I said. My eyes stayed on the sunrise. The great orange ball hung just above the lake. "The sun is rising. I should find a spot to settle into the earth to sleep the day away."

      “Do you need to sleep now?”

      “I’ve never felt this awake with the sun in the sky,” I said, puzzled.

      "Good. Then we can walk together and gather food until you do feel the need to sleep," she said. "There is a valley as a short walk away. We can use the tree and the mists to travel like we did last night. Once there, we'll even stay in the trees for most of the walk so the sunlight won't touch you."

      I reached up and took her outstretched hands though I needed no help to rise.

      “Come, help me gather berries,” she said again. “I’ll show you the tasty ones.”

      I giggled as she took my hand and led me back to the trees.

      Our walk was pleasant. Even though I hadn’t walked in the daylight for several centuries, at least not by choice, the morning seemed magical. The wildlife that seemed to spring up around us fascinated me. Hares would dart onto the path and rise to look at Gwen and I. She smiled and waved them off the path.

      Birds seemed to land in trees near us. Their song was interesting. Whenever I had to stay awake during the day, I concentrated on fighting fatigue, and keeping my demon quiet. This morning, none of that bothered me and I enjoyed the walk. There seemed to be something magical about the wildlife here. Almost as though they wanted to come out and chat with Gwen and I. Well, with Gwen, perhaps. I did not understand what any of their songs meant. Gwen however, would nod now and then, as though she could understand birdsong, or the language of the wildlife.

      As we found our way back to the copse of trees by the lake, I cupped my skirt to create a makeshift basket and carried the fruit and berries back to the lake.

      Gwen found a clay bowl in her magical space, and I tilted my dress so the berries cascaded into it.

      “This goddess of yours…”

      Gwen gave a sly smile. I shrugged. There was too much changing in my life. I wanted answers but didn't know what questions to ask.

      “You said she called you her daughter,” I continued. “Does that make you a disciple of hers? Are you the only one?”

      “Disciple is a valid term,” Gwen said. “Like most things in nature, three seems to be the ideal number. She has told me she will call two more daughters to serve her.” Her sly smile told me more than I wanted to accept there.

      “I’m not cut out to be a disciple of some life goddess,” I said. “Why would she want a dead girl? I doubt even She could fix that.”

      "Perhaps, she will explain someday," Gwen said, but her smile faded. "My acceptance of my new role took several months for me to acknowledge. I didn't want to hear what she told me. I was rather stubborn…"

      I got the sense there was more to her vague mention of her past, but a look of concern crept onto her face. She stared off at the lake for a moment.

      "I sense a wrong in the land," she said. "I wasn't sure at first, but the sense hasn't diminished. We need to travel today," she said. Her eyes shifted to me. They were back to the deep blue colour. "I would like you to come along if you feel you can handle more daylight. There is something different about how this disturbance feels. Perhaps your well-travelled eyes will help?"

      "So far, I am fine if I stay in the shade," I said and shrugged. This wasn't normal. Something was different about me. About this place. "I feel energised instead of sleepy."

      A grey day was brewing. I didn’t smell any rain in the air, but fog and cloud cover filtered much of the direct light.

      “Perhaps the Lady likes you,” Gwen said. She opened the rip in the log again. “I’ll store these away,” she said as she replaced her now empty jug and cup in the fiery slit she made in a tree.

      “What is that place?”

      “The Otherworld, where the Lady lets me store my belongings.”

      “Otherworld?” I asked.

      "The land where the gods and goddesses reside," she said. "The mists we travelled through are the edge of the Otherworld. Mortals can only enter the fringes of that realm. The Lady showed me how to use the trees to travel along those paths. Distance means little there, so I can travel throughout the lands. I open the portal on one tree and leave through a portal on another tree. I cross many leagues in a few moments."

      We took the folded blankets, and Gwen opened the small rift between the worlds again. Her hand disappeared into the slit. All I could see was the dim red glow. When she brought her hand back up, she passed me a folded cloak.

      “I think of what I wish to retrieve, and I find it,” she said. “The cloak has a hood to shield you, should the skies be clear.”

      I wrapped the twilight blue cloak around me. It matched the dress she had given me.

      "The colour suits you," Gwen said, then reached out so I could pull her up from the log. Our eyes met as she stood. Both of her hands in mine. Her eyes were a dark blue this morning.

      “Come, dearest,” she said, her voice quiet. “We must be about The Lady’s business this morning.” I shrugged as she stepped away. I bent and retrieved my sling bag. Unlike Gwen, I didn’t have a magical location to store my few possessions. All I had was in the bag, including my master’s cup. Perhaps my attachment to it was sentimental, but I didn’t want to be separated from it. I slung the bag across me, then reached out for her hand and followed her up the path to the trees.
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      The raven cawed and dove to show a particular shadow of a tree then flew away into the mists. Gwen still held my hand. I didn't want to get separated in here since I had no way to leave without her aid. The wolves didn't seem concerned, however, and loped alongside us.

      I blinked into the brighter, but still overcast skies. We left a foggy morning by the lake and emerged into dull daylight. This land seemed always to be fighting its way out of a shroud of fog. Still, I resisted an urge to lie down and sink into the soil. Hide from the sun. Too many centuries of habits were overwhelming my new vibrant energy in daylight. Gwen must have felt my hesitation. She glanced back at me. Her smile helped my feet to move.

      Unlike the low rolling hills I had travelled earlier, before Onion Breath and his cohort, this area was hilly. Highlands, the Anglos had called the areas to the west and the north of Mercia, full of steeper hills and long valleys. In the far distance, a herd of sheep grazed on the side of one such hill.

      “Where are we?” My voice sounded thin in the gloomy day.

      “A section of the borderlands, at the edge of the cantref of Mechain. This is neutral territory. Mercia took it several years ago. King Penda doesn’t allow settlements here. But, has allowed Cymry to graze their herds in this area.”

      “Are we near the spot where… by the creek…?” I wasn’t sure of the geography, nor where we had been. I wrapped my arms around me at the thought of the Witch Hunters in the area.

      “We’re more than a day’s ride from where I found you… and your dead captors.” She said. “I doubt we’ll find anyone in this area.” She said. “Not even a yeoman with an ox-cart.” She glanced at the surrounding hillsides. “Questions later. Let us both walk and draw our own observations. Your eyes have travelled farther and wider than mine. Perhaps you will find connections I do not see.”

      As we neared the top of the hill, I felt the unmistakable sense of death in the area.

      “What was this place?”

      “An old Roman outpost.” She answered.

      I noticed lines, more eroded stone walls. The land worked to reclaim the rubble. Grasses and scrub worked to overcome the last few traces of whatever had been here before. A few mounds of dirt and grass, with occasional protrusions of linear piled stone, showed where the walls and buildings of the fortress had once stood.

      “Rome has not had legions in this land for…?” I asked.

      “The empire left this island almost three hundred years ago,” Gwen replied, as she wandered among the ruins.

      We wandered along the edge of the remains of the ancient fort. My eyes drifted through the overcast light of the morning. A serene pasture between several copses of trees stretched before us. The close-cropped grasses showed that livestock must have grazed here often.

      At least until something slaughtered them.

      Mother wolf and the younglings nosed their way through the grasses ahead of us. I reached out with my mind toward her.

      “Strange beast… hunted… but not hunt…”

      She glanced down the hill toward a copse of trees away from where we had come out of the mists. Their noses down, they sniffed the grass as they followed a trail only they could sense.

      Red and grey mounds dotted the landscape. Sheep? We moved closer. A herd of sheep. Their bodies mutilated as though great claws had raked them. The grass was damp and matted around the corpse, thick with dark red blood. Carrion birds circled overhead and covered the bodies. Their black wings beat as they hopped from carcass to carcass.

      “From the smell of the blood,” I said as I surveyed the carnage, “this happened yesterday... sometime overnight.”

      Gwen’s dark blue eyes scanned the area.

      "I don't see a shepherd," I said. "Does the Lord Mechain send his flocks out alone?"

      Gwen shrugged and took another step through the carnage. Her lips were tight as she picked her way through the bloodied and mangled animal corpses.

      One figure, at the far edge of the massacre, seemed odd. We stepped through the carnage and found a blood-soaked woollen blanket. The body of a shepherd, a young man, more of a boy lay wrapped in it. He probably still slept when he was attacked. The scavengers had a full night to work on the body, based on the rough, ragged edges of the wounds. But the scavengers hadn't killed him. Great claws had slashed him. His neck torn wide open as was his chest. Wanton death. Whatever had killed him, and the sheep wasn't on a hunt for food. It was out for destruction.

      I bent down and examined the claw slices. I compared them to my hand size. I couldn't spread my fingers that far and still bend them.

      “Claws…” I said. “Do you have large cats in the land?”

      “Only in legend,” Gwen said. “Romans may have brought some over with their armies. If so, I believe they’ve been hunted to extinction.”

      “How did you know about this…?” I let my thought trail off as I tried to find a word to describe the gruesome scene.

      “I felt the disturbance when I awoke this morning,” her voice was quiet. “A normal animal predator wouldn’t have alerted me. But this…” Her gaze swept across the pasture.

      We made our way across the hillside. Each of the sheep bore wounds like those on the boy. We found one animal not just slashed and killed. Bits of bone and fleece were strewn about. Whatever killed them had feasted on this one.

      The grass might have been short cropped, but it was thick. I doubted we would find any tracks. A score or more of dead animals littered the pasture. They were the only trial I could see across the field. Beyond them, nothing to say where the creature had gone.

      “I’ve never known an animal to be this indiscriminate in when it hunts, only to feast on the last of its kills,” I said. “This appears more like the carnage of a pack, but they didn’t take enough of the animals to feed a pack.”

      We made our way around the outskirts of the scene and came back to the dead shepherd.

      “Are there any farms or villages around here?” I asked.

      Gwen shook her head.

      “The nearest village is several leagues that direction,” she said. “The yeomen and villagers from Mechain rarely travel this far out.” She looked down at the shepherd’s body. “I’ll do what I can, here. Can you make a grave marker for him?”

      “A cross?”

      She nodded, so I headed to a nearby grove and found two large branches fallen from a tree. Already brittle, I broke them across my knee. They were now about as long as my arm. I formed a crude cross with the pieces, then tied them with a creeper vine I pulled off a tree.

      Mother wolf followed me, along with her two younglings.

      “A beast was here,” she sent as we walked back toward Gwen.

      “What kind of beast?” I asked.

      She gave me the wolf's equivalent of a shrug. It was one she wasn't familiar with. But, she was young herself. The two younglings appeared to be her first litter. She led the other two off into the trees again.

      I made the short walk toward the pasture. A white glow wavered where Gwen knelt. By the time I made it back to her, I could see a mound in front of her. Bare soil showed where the shepherd had slept. White light shone out from her hands.

      “I had the land take the young man,” she said, her voice quiet, once the light had faded. “No need for the vermin to feed on him anymore.” I forced the end of the cross into the ground at one end of the grave. She reached out, and I offered my hands to help her stand. She kept her grip on my left hand as we stood over the grave.

      “Is this what your Goddess wants us to fight?” I asked. “Whatever this beast is?”

      

      “I’m not sure, dearest,” Gwen said as she leaned against me. “The Lady isn’t always quick to share information. I suspect this is only a small part of what we’ll face.”

      We walked back toward the grove where we had emerged. We were right at the edge of the tree line when Mother’s thoughts reached us.

      “More two legs on four legs approach.” Mother wolf’s thought came into my mind.

      Gwen pulled me back into the trees. We watched from the shadows. Mother let me link to her vision again. She saw two men on horseback. They rode slowly as if searching.

      We stayed in the shadows until the riders crested the rise. They reached the site of carnage. I wondered if they were some local lord’s men, come to check on the herd. Off to our side, I noticed the two wolf younglings slide through the underbrush beside us. Mother still watched the men and shared her vision with us.

      The men were on foot now and lead their horses as they moved among the dead animals. Each wore dark leather armour over their tunics. Both had swords on their belts. One them looked down at something in his hand.

      I couldn't hear through the link with Mother, but the man appeared to speak. He pointed off into the distance. I shifted to my own vision. His arm pointed at where we hid.

      I switched back to Mother’s vision. I sensed that Gwen, with her druid ways, shared the connection. We both saw the men turn and mount up. Against their dark leather jerkins, both wore a medallion from a cord around their necks. Witch Hunters.

      I sent Mother a warning to return to us quickly.

      “Time to go,” Gwen whispered.
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      We emerged from the great oak by the Lady’s lake. Gwen looked thoughtful as she reached into her magical storage place and pulled out a blanket. I dropped my sling bag and helped her spread the blanket under the tree. The sun had peeked out from the clouds, and she sensed my desire to stay in the shade.

      I sat under the trees, out of the sunlight. Here I didn't have to pull energy from my blood-demon. Old habits die hard, and I had six hundred years of avoiding the sun ingrained in me. But, I felt as though I could sit in the light, and enjoy the warmth of the sun on my face. Like the wolves. They found a sunny spot to lie down near the logs and fire pit. Petram spun in a circle several times to mat down the grass there, before he lay, with his head on his paws, watching me.

      Why? I didn't understand? Was it something about the land? About Gwen's blood, she had fed me? Perhaps Gwen knew? But she stared toward the lake, her finger pressed against pursed lips.

      “You seem troubled?”

      “That was more than a coincidence,” Gwen said.

      “The Witch Hunter’s arrival?”

      “The object one held…”

      “It appeared to be a cup,” I said.

      “They were not the same ones that found our fire by the stream.” She said. “May I see your bag?”

      I passed it to her, puzzled.

      She took my few belongings out of the bag, one by one. She pulled out my coin pouch, held it a few seconds, then set it aside. The same with my comb. Then she pulled out the wooden chalice, made of olive wood. The cup from my master. She closed her eyes as she held it, then set it aside. Next was an old cloak, somewhat thin, with a brass broach to close it.

      The dark blue wool cloak Gwen had given me was in much better shape, and warmer. My undead nature made me unconcerned about the climate.

      With my cloak in hand, she frowned and ran her fingers over it. She shook her head and unfolded the cloth. After a moment, she uncovered the medallion hidden in its folds. I had forgotten all about it.

      Gwen held the Witch Hunter medallion, a wreath of brambles around two twisted nails in the shape of a cross.

      “The guilder from the hayloft,” I said with a shrug. “He was the Witch Hunter who fell to his death. I didn’t want the farmer to see it when he came to investigate the noise. I thought I might melt it for the silver. I forgot I had it.”

      Gwen ran her finger over it, then smiled.

      “This is how they found you while you ran,” she said. “And found us yesterday and today. There is magic on it. Why would the guild have magic in their symbols? If they are against witches and magic?”

      I shrugged.

      "Their silver weapons," I said. "Silver is too soft to use in weapons. One of my undead brothers guessed they used enchantments of some sort when they forged the metal. He said their zealous faith would too blind the guilders from seeing their hypocrisy."

      “Can they trace us to this place?” I asked and glanced around.

      "Unlikely," Gwen said and closed her eyes. A familiar cawing sound came from above, and a black raven swooped in under the trees and flared his wings to land in front of us. The bird cocked its head at Gwen. She laid the medallion in front of the bird. It pecked at it. Then it hopped forward, grasped it in its talons. With a few beats, the crow was airborne and flapped its way across the lake where it turned west.

      “A messenger from The Lady,” Gwen said. “He will fly to the sea and drop it there.”

      I laughed, relieved that she had found the medallion and its magic.

      “Have you anything else from your captors?” she asked, her face serious again.

      I shook my head and tried to repress a shudder.

      "Only memories," I said, my voice quiet. Gwen's hand found mine and squeezed it.
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      A desire for sleep came upon me after we watched the raven fly away. The day was still early. The sun was just past the highest point in its arc.

      I mentioned my need.

      “You don’t yawn?” she asked. “I’m sorry, I thought you’d yawn or stretch when you needed to sleep.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. "There are many mortal functions I no longer worry about. Even my sleep isn't sleeping. I'm dead at those times. Well, I'm dead all the time, but I'm really dead then. No movement, no thoughts."

      She laughed, her voice light and musical in the foggy air by the lake. She pointed toward the earth under the great oak.

      “Is this a good enough bed?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Normally, I have to draw energy from my undead nature to stay active in the sunlight, even when it’s overcast like today.”

      “Our days are grey much of the time,” she said, then shrugged. “Have you had to use your magic today in the light?”

      “Strange, I haven’t needed to pull any today.”

      "Perhaps the magic of the land helps you," Gwen said. She rose as I rolled to my side, off the blanket. I wrapped the cloak tightly around me. I pulled the hood over my head before I lay down on the bare earth.

      “Where will you be?” I asked.

      “Close by. I will know when you awaken.” She leaned in and kissed my forehead. The memory of her touch stayed with me as I let my magic draw me under the earth away from the sun. I drifted off, in the soil's embrace, and of the great oak above me. Its roots wrapped around my body as I shut out the world and drifted off.

      This sleep brought not my undead slumber, but dreams, again. I drifted through the white mist. Some other force guided my awareness. We observed peasants who tended their crops. They were shadows in the mists, and also real at the same time. The planting seasons was upon the land, and farmers sewed and tended their crops. Shepherds grazed their livestock.

      The entire time I drifted in this dream state, I sensed the white light from before, softer and less intense. The light comforted me as I drifted in its embrace. As we sailed, I became more aware of myself. I sensed my body, still in the dream world. I hovered, like an insect, but without wings. A gap in the mists beckoned me, and I floated toward it. My hair fluttered behind me as I descended.

      I floated downward, through the mist opening until I hovered above a table. Below me, I observed two figures lean over a game board. Instead of semi-solid shadows, these figures seemed real. I sensed that this was important.

      The game board itself was a regal sight. It was a sizeable chequered grid made of gold. Alternating squares, at least a dozen wide, by just as many long, were deep gold or light gold. Radiant figures stood in the centre. Silver pawns surrounded and protected a brilliant silver-white queen. Each piece glowed with an inner light which matched the player behind them. The pieces were all the same. Pawns were nondescript men at arms. Only the queen in the centre was different. She wore a long robe and circular golden torc for a crown. Even she, however, was of indistinguishable features.

      The player, off to one side of the table, wore a similar golden gown of beautiful silk that sparkled in the subdued light of the mists. An embroidered dragon wound up her sleeves. The red coils of the dragons culminated in a head with sharp teeth, mouth open at her shoulders. Her cloak hung behind her. A cowl hid her face. Silver blonde hair, similar to Gwen's, spilt out from under the hood. A single black raven sat on her shoulder. The bird watched the game with her.

      Across from her sat a figure clad in a dark and dirty robe. I assumed he was male, but wasn't sure. The player's face hid in the shadows of his cowl. That player's game pieces surrounded the silver pieces in the centre. They blocked the access for the silver queen to escape. Nondescript pawns – more men at arms – and several even larger fighters stood around the outer edge of the board. Their goal was to advance to surround and capture the queen. These golden pieces glowed with a reddish hue.

      The mysterious player's robe was mouldy brown. The stench of old must wafted toward me. Two red dots shone through the shadows where his eyes would be. From the mists came the clack of claws. A creature paced, unseen off the board.

      The brown-robed player moved a pawn forward. His hand encased in a thin leather glove. The reddish hue of the golden piece faded to a muted brown, the colour of disease as he touched. He slid it forward a square. When his hand pulled back, the brown faded, and the golden gilding glinted in the mists. The piece threatened a bright silver pawn on the other side. He had laid a trap. If the woman took that pawn, she'd open one of her queen's flanks up. The gold pieces lay in wait to push the queen into an unprotected area.

      The squares on the board shifted colours. Wherever one of the reddish pieces moved, the golden square it stepped across became drab, almost lifeless. It became dross, slightly better than unpolished brass. Yet, the squares under the mysterious lady's silver pieces remained vibrant and rich in colour.

      She saw the trap and seemed hesitant to take his piece. Instead, she reached out an elegant hand, with a single ring on the index finger, and moved her silver-white queen to capture a different piece, and open a way out of the centre.

      The jewellery on her hand caught my eye. A brilliant white stone with a glint of red within. The red shifted, and I saw a brief glimpse of a red dragon that twisted and swam within the gem. At the sight of the dragon, I realised I would remember. I wasn't sure why, but this was important. The lady at the board wanted me aware of this situation, her game with the shadowy figure.

      Her opponent reached out his hand. The odour of death and decay assaulted me. If the dragon-robed lady smelled it, she gave no indication. The black bird on her shoulder cocked its head as the opponent moved his pawn to tap her pawn. I expected her to remove the silver pawn. Instead, it glowed reddish-brown, then faded to gold instead of silver. It was his piece now. I again heard the tap of claws. A growl sounded in the mists. Some unseen beast.

      Part of the hooded player's strategy appeared to be the conversion of the lady's pieces, to overwhelm her with numbers. The other part was a sneaky trap that waited off to the side. I wasn't sure of the rules of the game, but another larger piece had just moved onto the board. It brought along even more pawns and blocked the path off the board.

      The bird on the white lady's shoulder squawked once at the new arrivals. The players remained silent. No one called the other out; the pieces moved again, and again. Slowly the net closed on the silver queen.

      A hand reached out from above the board. A third player, unseen behind me, deposited a black piece — a queen of dark polished obsidian caught the silver piece's light  — into an empty square next to the silver queen. The third player's hand receded and disappeared into the mists again. I blinked.

      I no longer observed the game from above. Instead, I was on the board. I was the black queen. I faced the rogue fighter and its pawns. From the board, the pieces had no more features than what I could see above. Down here, though, I could see weapons. Pawns with spear or staff, larger fighters with sword and shield.

      A few gold squares stood between myself and the new game pieces. The tarnished metal veneer on the golden pawns flaked off, revealing a rusty dull core under the red hue. Decay had set into those pieces. I glanced at the pawn who had changed earlier. Even his facade had dimmed. The first bit of rust peeked out from under its golden robe.

      I felt the weight of two swords in my hands. Swords? I didn't want to fight, especially not in someone else's game. But, I appeared to have no choice. At least I had weapons this time.

      As I weighed the blades in my hands, I smiled. I had gone far too long without the feel of steel in my grip. Not a small knife. But two swords. Both finely balanced. They'd work well together. With two swords and my preternatural abilities, I felt like I could hold back a small army.

      I spun the blades to get a feel for them. Cold, hard steel, comfortable in my grip. I dropped into a ready stance, one blade high, horizontal above my head ready to strike. The shorter one in front of me, ready to defend or to strike.

      Down here, I could no longer see the players above the board. Only the pieces around me and the golden squares existed. A voice hissed from high above. It was only a whisper and uttered words that were both a challenge and a warning.

      “So be it.”

      The piece opposite me had its featureless face toward me. Mists enveloped the area and swallowed the surrounding board. They thickened around me as the fighter stepped forward. I heard the growl of a great beast nearby, and the rattle of chains. I waited. The large warrior stepped another square toward me, as more mists rolled in around us. Whatever this fight was, it would be interesting.

      One thought crept into my mind as the mists closed around me again: Why was I in this fight?
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      The soil and the tree released me. The sun hung low in the sky. Its light sizzled against the horizon in its final few moments of life above the horizon. The tree next to me rippled and swayed, despite its massive girth. The red rip appeared in its bark. Gwen stepped out of the tree.

      "Food first, then questions," she said and held out a hand. The touch of her hand on mine sent a tingle along my skin. I knew I shouldn't be attracted to her this deeply.

      I held her hand on the short walk down to our spot on the shore. The sun dropped below the mountains, and the yellow sky caught flame with a deep red. By the time I had the fire roused, the sky had turned twilight blue

      Gwen brought her bowl of berries to where I sat. She sat near me, close enough that she could rest her legs across mine. Even through the layers of fabric from our dresses, I enjoyed her touch.

      “Do you thirst?” she asked. Her thin hand reached into the basket and pulled out a berry between two delicate fingers. She raised it to her mouth, her eyes on my face.

      “Not yet,” I replied. I ran my hand across her dress. She let me caress her legs where they crossed mine. “I suspect another fortnight before I need to feed again.”

      “I have seen how you drink from your cup. How do you…” her words trailed off. Another thought lit up her eyes. They were back to a dark blue now. “How did you become…?” She must have known she was asking for intimate details. Those were both awkward subjects to discuss, even among the few people who know of my nature.

      “Funny,” I said. “I dreamed about that when I was unconscious, after my fight with the Witch Hunters.”

      She reached out and tucked my hair back behind my ear.

      "I enjoy seeing your eyes and your smile," she said. Her eyes were in the light teal shade. Her happy tone.

      “To cross over, to become a Child of the Night, I needed to drink the blood of my master.”

      “You were a slave?”

      “No…” I said. It was difficult to explain. “When I became one of his undead offspring, he could have controlled me. He didn’t. Masters can force their will onto any of us that they make from their blood. He was too kind, to force us to live as his servants. Instead, he taught us to love, and encouraged our independence from him."

      Gwen said nothing. She took my hand and held it. Her fingers stroked the back of mine while she sat and listened. I shared my memories of my master’s house, of how I was one of his followers, then one of his undead children.

      “So you only become a…” Gwen searched for the term again.

      “Child of the Night,” I said.

      “By drinking the blood from one who is already a Child of the Night?” She asked.

      "It's more complicated than that," I said. "My master fed from me first and took me dangerously close to death. Only then was my body be ready to receive the magic that makes us what we are."

      “You are an interesting person, dearest,” Gwen said. “Not just because you are one of these Children of the Night.”

      Movement by the trees, in the moonlight, caught my eye. Mother wolf and a few strange wolves ran along the bank of the lake. Petram and his brother loped along behind them.

      “We have guests,” I said.

      “I brought the other wolves here while you slept,” Gwen said. “No packs near the lake wanted new members.”

      I must have let my puzzlement show.

      "We are not the pack that a mother and two young wolves need. She's only had her first litter. She has many good years ahead of her. The young ones are ready to hunt on their own, however, they still need guidance. They need a real pack."

      The wolves were a surrogate family of sorts for me while I ran from the Witch Hunters after Syram’s death. They stayed with me and then helped fight for my freedom. Greyback died protecting me in the woods that night.

      We are pack… we run together… I remembered his last thoughts.

      Gwen was correct. My steps and my path were not what the young wolfling Petram needed. I knew whenever I grew attached to someone they were only transitory attractions. I had too many centuries behind me not to understand that.

      The wolves loped toward us. Mother and her two offspring approached me. Subtlety isn’t possible in the mental wolf speech. I understood, however, when she projected her thought.

      "We are pack. We will run together."

      She meant they had a new pack. There was a hint of an invitation to run with them.

      “May your run be silent, and your hunt full of bounty,” I sent back. “Thank you for your aid, and your companionship. I am in your debt.” I wasn’t sure how those terms would translate in her mind, but it was the best I could phrase my gratitude.

      “Pack leaders help each other. Packs live to run,” Mother sent.

      Petram kept his eyes on me. He took a few tentative steps toward me. “We are pack?”

      He didn’t want to change. He had bonded with me.

      I crouched down and pulled Petram's face toward me, almost nose to nose. “You take care of your new pack.” I sent. “You’ll be a pack leader yourself someday. Go and learn.”

      I tousled his fur and gave him an extra rub behind his ears.

      "Go, run with your pack," I said. His head was low as he walked away. Tears welled in my eyes.

      The wolves trotted away, along the lake’s edge. The elder wolf, the one I pegged as the pack leader, watched them go past. He followed once they have moved away. His thought flashed into my mind the wolves drifted into the distance.

      “You are pack. We will run together.”
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      Gwen’s arm slid around me. She was quiet, yet understanding. I brushed a finger under my eyes. It came away wet. Yes, red tears. Blood fuelled my body. But, my spirit was my own, and right now was one of those bitter-sweet times that all of my centuries had not taught me how to avoid. Life is full of meetings and partings. Happy and sad times. I had more than a normal lifetime’s worth. They never got easier.

      Gwen hugged me tight as we watched the grey and brown flashes of fur appear and disappear several times among the scrub near the shoreline.

      “They must travel for a few weeks to get back to their territory on the eastern side of the Cymry kingdoms.” She kept her arm around me and gave me another squeeze. “By the time they get there, your friends will be a happy part of the pack.”

      “I’ll still miss them,” I whispered.

      “Where we are going, they won’t fit in,” Gwen said. I knew what she meant. We’d return to the world of men soon. Back to villages and townsfolk. Maybe even a noble or two.

      “Where do I fit in?” I wondered aloud.

      Gwen looked puzzled. “Why do you ask?”

      "When I was sleeping today…" It was my turn to stare out at the lake in contemplation. I shared the story of the game and the silver and gold pieces. As I described the game, she interjected a word.

      “Gwyddbwyll,” Gwen said. “That’s the game they played.”

      I laughed. That was a bizarre word the way she pronounced it: Goo-eeth-boo-ee-hll. She looked like a dragon with hiccoughs trying not to burn a forest down when she said it.

      She gave me a stern look, then giggled too. “It is a strange name. We Cymry seem to have a penchant for trying to invent words that make the speaker’s face contort into the silliest expressions possible.”

      "What is this gooeethboo..." I said, trying to imitate her expression more than the word. Gwen ignored my antics.

      "The Lady has a hallowed game, the game of kings," she said. "In the game, the board represents the land of Britain. It usually plays a role in the tales about how the king is to win the blessings of The Lady and gain sovereignty over his lands. If they misplace the board or toss it away, it signals a disconnection from the Lady, and the character must search for the board to regain sovereignty and the blessings of The Lady."

      “Sounds easier to play than pronounce,” I added.

      “Did you see the players?”

      I related the vision. I described the hooded lady with the dragons embroidered on her gown and the ring on her finger.

      “The Lady has blessed you with a vision of herself. The goddess wanted you to see this game. Who was the other player?”

      I described him and pulled out every detail I could remember. The description, however, was sketchy at best. Gwen looked puzzled.

      "The other player is usually someone who seeks to achieve a higher position or more power. There are all sorts of princelings who desire higher titles." She gazed off and tapped her index finger against her temple.

      "Lord Fadog is the obvious choice. He is, however, already well beyond his level of competence. Perhaps Penda or Oswiu?" She glanced at me. A flush of embarrassment lit her cheeks. "Sorry, dearest. I was thinking aloud."

      I chuckled and waved her to continue.

      “When the Lady sends such signs, I can find the person amongst the princes and nobles of the various kingdoms. But this figure…”

      She motioned for me to continue. I related how the reddish gold pieces surrounded the silver pieces in the centre, and the queen tried to escape.

      “Gwyddbwyll is a game of one king, not a queen who had to fight his way off the board to win. The other pieces win when they capture the besieged king.” Gwen said.

      “There was a third player,” I added.

      Her eyebrows arched in surprise.

      “He placed one piece,” I said, “an obsidian queen, dark as night, in the board's centre next to the silver queen.”

      “You became that queen,” Gwen pronounced, rather than questioned. “What happened next,” she asked, her finger tapped her temple again.

      “The other player said ‘So be it.’”

      I mused in silence and tried to remember all the details.

      “Where the other player’s pieces stood or moved,” I continued, “the board changed in appearance. Instead of bright gold, the squares shifted to the sick brown of death and decay. Those pieces were rotten within, despite their gilding.”

      Gwen was quiet. She gazed out across the lake again.

      "One other bit I found very interesting," I added. I wasn't sure how she'd react to this information. She cocked her head and waited for me to continue.

      “Right before I joined the game pieces on the board, the other player, the dingy brown one, brought more pieces onto the board. I seemed to be the counter to the new pieces.”

      “There are no rules to add new pieces once the game has begun,” Gwen said. “We are outside the rules of normal kingship,” she added. “I have sensed unease in The Lady’s tone of late. Now, I have the answer to that… part of an answer...” her voice drifted into silence.

      Out on the lake, a fish leapt and splashed.

      "I see now, why you are here," she said. "The normal roles are all mixed up." Gwen slid toward me and snaked her arm around my lower back. "We are the Lady's champions in this battle, whatever it is." She reached her other hand to my face and turned my chin towards her.

      “Our fight will not be for a king’s sovereignty. Instead, we are playing for The Lady’s.”

      “I don’t like being manipulated,” I said. “With the Witch Hunters on the island, I need to leave soon, and make my way somewhere else… away from the church and the Witch Hunters.”

      “Not manipulated,” Gwen said. “Shown a path. Shown rewards. You have the final choice. You choose whether to walk the path. The Lady will not punish you if you do not take up her cause.”

      “But, your husband…”

      “He broke his vow to care for the people and neglected his stewardship.”

      My hands covered hers. I kept my eyes there. There was no bandage on her wrist. I turned her arms over. Not a scar, not a scratch. She was well and whole. No sign she had cut herself to fill my cup, over and over for two weeks.

      "You haven't said how much you donated. I suspect you gave more of your blood than I would normally take in a few months… or more," I looked back at her. "That much blood creates an emotional connection in me. When I feed too often or take too much from a single person, I'm drawn to them emotionally."

      “We will give each other strength, and will do our best for The Lady.” She leaned her head against my shoulder. “For tonight, I am glad you are with me, Mair.”

      I shook my head even as my hands drifted along her arms. I felt calm, loved, as I ran my hand up then down her flesh.

      “I don’t like being played for a love-struck fool,” I said, my voicebarely above a whisper.

      "There was a man I loved, about two decades ago," Gwen said, her voice soft in the night breeze. "He was a lord of the land and the first love I had since Arthur died. When he died, as I knew he must, The Lady told me I would love again. I didn't want to hear such talk." She turned to look at me. "Now, however, I want to know as much about you, and your nature as you will share. It's been your face I've seen in my dreams."

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about a goddess directing my love interests. But, as I looked at Gwen, I couldn’t resist her smile.

      “There is more to my nature you must know,” I explained as my fingers traced their way up the skin of her hand and onto her arm, “When my kind feed there is a sensual connection. Except in rare cases, I link my mind with my… donors. My pleasure from feeding mixes with their mind to create a sensual pleasure. If they are not aware of my feeding, when I must take from a person who sleeps, this becomes a pleasant dream of arousal for them.”

      The air was silent as we sat. The frogs had taken a momentary break from their groaning chorus. I didn’t want to be manipulated by this goddess of Gwen’s. Nor did I want to leave Gwen’s side. Dammit! I was conflicted and didn’t know which way to go, or even if I would go. So I continued to speak, to tell her what I needed from my lovers.

      "When my partner is aware, the sensual feelings from both of us mix and multiply. The pleasure becomes… well… divine in a way. We feed each other our pleasure, and it continues to grow. My time with my Master, before I crossed over, those nights of pleasure were intense. The more so since I loved him with all of my heart before he ever took blood and shared his pleasure with me." I turned to look into her eyes. "My master, he had a dozen or so of us in his villa. One person alone cannot give me enough blood to survive. I'd drain a single partner in a few months. Your body can't replace what I would take… "

      I took her hand and turned it so I could trace my finger where scars should still be raw on her wrists. "Yet, somehow you did," I said.

      "I had help," she said and gave me a little grin of embarrassment. "I did almost drain my body of blood. The Lady forced me to come to her through the mists. She healed me. And told me to return each day while you slept. She said you must awaken, for Britain's sake. The only way you would live was with more of my blood each night until you were whole again."

      Gwen had sacrificed herself almost to death for me. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I sat and held her.

      “But, I see your point, dearest,” she said a moment later. “You cannot have just one donor, one lover.”

      "In the past," I added, my voice quiet, "I have found love with a few people… but, such loves must be special and open. My need for blood can kill my partner if I limit myself to one lover. Or, my need for others can drive away a partner that cannot understand my nature…" Gwen sat silent. I couldn't read her face, her emotions. Her eyes were a neutral shade of blue. Neither dark nor light.

      I sighed before I continued. "I forget the problem that brought us together. The Witch Hunters are here. That means I must move on."

      "How soon?" Gwen asked. She leaned into me and laid her head on my shoulder.

      “Tomorrow… maybe next week… I don’t want to go…” I trailed off, not sure what I would say.  I should think about moving on, not getting attached again. With the Witch Hunters in this land, I might draw their attention and place my friends in jeopardy.

      “We will face tomorrow and all the tomorrows together,” her voice was soft yet firm.

      “Eventually,” I said, as I slid my arm around her waist, “I will have to leave. I can’t stay where the Witch Hunters are…”
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      The next morning Gwen awoke her head on my lap again. She smiled at me and reached up to touch my face.

      “We are quite a pair,” Gwen said. “Midnight and noon, darkness and light.”

      I grinned in response.

      “Well, we’ve got this mission from your Goddess. Aren’t we supposed to go save Britain?”

      Gwen's laugh was musical in the foggy morning air. She touched my face and leaned up to kiss me before she rolled and stood.

      “If I knew where to go, we would,” she said. She picked up one of our blankets and shook it out. I grabbed the other end and helped fold it.

      "The Lady will send us a sign, something to let us know where to go." She raised the blanket to her face and sniffed. Then glanced down at her dress. The hem was mud-spattered as though she'd walked on the muddy roads for a week or more.

      “There is a pool and waterfall down below where we can do laundry, clean up, and keep you out of the sun,” she said. The dress she had given me didn’t appear that dirty, but I decided that a bath sounded more fun than another nap. And the lake in front of us while large didn’t have the shade I needed.

      Gwen made a magical red slit appear in the log. She reached inside and came out with a small earthenware jar. Then handed it to me with a grin.

      "Soap, and clean dresses," she said as she pulled them from her storage place in the Otherworld. We used the great oak, and the mists to travel to the valley below. From there she led me to a pool under the trees. We spread the blankets on the grassy bank, right at the edge of the sun. Gwen came to help me undress. We untied our laces then moved into the pool slowly, to get used to its chill. She had the linen dresses with her. We had already brushed the mud the best we could from the woollen outer dresses. I brought the soap, and together we scrubbed the underdresses.

      “I prefer to store them clean and fresh,” she told me as we scrubbed and wrung the linen dresses. The floral scent of the soap reminded me of how she had smelled when I first awoke. “I wish I could get that old bear skin to smell this good,” she said. “At first I thought your dreams were because of the bearskin I had covered you with.” She handed me one end of the dress so we could twist it to wring the soapy water from it.

      "Bearskins are portals to the dream world. If you listen to the bards' tales, you'll soon see that the gods use such skins to send dreams to a person. The bearskin provides a link between the Otherworld and this world."

      We twisted the dress harder.

      "When someone asks about a strange dream they've had, they've inevitably slept under a bearskin." She motioned for me to hang the first linen dress on one of the branches to dry.

      “But, The Lady can reach out to you even without the usual tokens,” Gwen said. I shrugged at her words. I wasn’t sure I wanted the attention of a goddess.

      Once the second dress was clean, she waded back to shore and hung next to the other to dry. I took a few steps into the shallower part near the bank so I could lather my skin with the soap. Gwen helped me reach my back below my shoulders. I sighed and relaxed back into her. She held me in her arms, then kissed me on the cheek. I smelled the floral of the soap and opened my eyes to find the jar held in front of me.

      “My turn,” she said.

      I took the soap from her and enjoyed the sensation of touch as I ran my hands across her skin, and under her breasts. Even if the attraction I had for her was because of the blood she had given me. I continued to touch her body with my soapy hands.

      She tried to turn toward me, and wrap her arms around my neck. But I moved and stayed behind her. I had to pull some of my undead energy and go faster than a human. She tried again as I rubbed my soapy hands across her chest. Again, I used my heightened reflexes and speed to turn with her. She stamped her foot in mock agitation.

      “You ARE a tease.”

      I kissed her on the neck. “Let’s do our hair. Dunk and I will soap yours up.” She obliged and dropped her head under the chilly water.

      We lounged near the small pool for the rest of the afternoon. Gwen sat in the sun to warm up. My blanket was next to it, but still in the shade. I sat and wove a small basket from reeds to carry the berries and fruit we gathered for Gwen's meals. That didn't take long. Our bodies, and then our laundered clothing dried. On our way back to our spot by the lake we filled the basket with more berries.

      A few hours later, we watched the sun slide behind the trees as we sat on the bank of The Lady’s special lake in the hills.

      “Time for food,” I suggested.

      “You are thirsty?”

      "No. These," I held the basket of berries for her, "are for you." I selected one of her favourite berries and held it before her mouth. She smiled and leaned back. Once comfortable, she opened her mouth and let me drop the berry into it. I plucked out another berry. Gwen saw me pull it out of the basket and opened her mouth again. I obliged her and followed with a kiss to get a taste of the berries from her lips.

      My affection surprised her, but she returned it.

      "Mmmm… That's how I can share your meal," I said. "You eat and then share a kiss. I get to taste both you and the berries." She giggled and held her mouth open for another berry. A dozen kisses later, I had tasted every variety in the basket several times over. Gwen giggled as she held up her hand.

      “Enough berries, dearest.”

      I moved to get her clay water jug and a small cup for her. I sat next to her on our blanket and snuggled in close as she sipped the water. She finished and lay across my lap, and looked into my eyes. She raised her hand and ran a delicate finger across my lips.

      “I would like to offer you a meal now,” she said.

      “But I do not thirst now.”

      "That does not mean you can't feed." Again her finger traced across my lips. "This is what I can share with you," she said, "Share as you shared with your master and your siblings."

      I understood at last. Gwen wanted to experience the role of partner like I had before I crossed over. To be not just a donor, but to share in the emotional peaks as I fed my thirst.

      “Remember, that I cannot have just one donor, one lover in my life..” I whispered. “And… I need to discover my heart beyond the connection of the blood. If we share tonight that will only strengthen the emotions I am feeling. ”

      “What does your heart say now?” she asked.

      She was correct. I wanted the intimacy again. I hadn’t had a willing and aware partner for many years.

      "Tonight is for you," I whispered as I leaned down and kissed her. I moved her to where she could lie on the blankets. I tugged at and undid the ties on my dress and pulled it over my head. She followed along, and squirmed out of her dress, then leaned against me. The fire before us warmed our flesh.

      I ran my fingers along her body. As my master had done so often with me, I would take my time tonight, and build her anticipation. Not to tease. At first, she kept her eyes locked on mine, but they fluttered closed as my hands drifted across her skin. She stroked her hand along my body, whenever she could, but I concentrated on her. I found new areas to touch and explore. I saved her breasts and the soft mound between her legs for later.

      Finally I let my mouth wander. Her breath hissed in anticipation and eagerly awaited my lips as I moved to kiss her.

      My right hand moved between her legs and caressed the spot I knew she wanted to be touched. I repeated my strokes and drifted up and down her body many times. Not to tease, but to build the anticipation. She trembled every time the rhythm of my movements brought my hand back to her sex.

      "Open your eyes," I breathed. Tonight, Gwen's eyes were back to their aqua-blue colour. Her happiest tone. I loved how they changed hue based on her mood.

      I concentrated on her mind. The touch and intimacy had excited her and relaxed her mind enough for her to let me brush my thoughts along her mental awareness. I could sense that her mind was strong, and I'd never be able to exert control or plant memories the way I did with my regular donors.

      She was different. What had I called her? A being of power? That she was, and she opened the door to her mind for me.

      We fell into each other’s eyes.

      "Are you ready?" I asked. Her only answer was to raise enough to kiss me, her eyes closing on the way. She lay back down, and rotated her head to the side, and exposed her neck. Her blood rushed through her body. I lowered my lips to her neck as my fingers continued to rub below. My teeth expanded to points, and I nicked her neck then reached out to her mind again. I closed my lips around the tiny wounds in her throat. Her blood trickled into my waiting mouth.

      As her blood touched me, it warmed me and sent a sense of joy and happiness through my mind. I shared the sensations through our mental link. Her excitement flowed back into my mind. This wasn't just about touch. We shared our feelings and arousal. Each of us fed the other our emotions, and our pleasures multiplied. Our experience was no longer about taste nor touch. Our minds intertwined, our passions overlapped as they swirled together. We climbed the emotional peaks together.

      I sensed not only her body, her blood and her mind but also her contact with the Otherworld. Golden strands of light wound from her, deep into the mists of the Otherworld and I felt the love of a goddess caress us both.

      Gwen, too, seemed to experience new sensations. She shared, for that moment, my connection to the dead. Our thoughts were primal with the taste of blood and sexual joy combined. Together, as we moved toward the peak of those emotions, we united our natures and reached through the surrounding land. We sensed every worm in the soil, every insect, every creature in the area. We skimmed across an ancient graveyard, Roman from the residual feel of the souls once attached to those skeletons.

      I don't believe either of us had control of our thoughts as we wound toward our shared climax. Gwen's voice cried out in a long moan of passion, as I pulled my mouth from her neck. My voice followed hers as we drifted down from the peak together.

      My eyes opened first. I gazed down at Gwen. She was smiling, content. The small wound I had made in her pale flesh healed rapidly. Two small drops of blood slid down her neck from the two small scars. I leaned down and licked the drops off of her, and relished her unique, powerful taste.

      “Not yet, dearest,” she whispered. “I cannot… again… so soon.” She lay in my arms, content for another minute. Her eyes fluttered open. “Did you feel all of that?”

      “The goddess, the land, the Otherworld?”

      "That, but also the graves? I never knew they were there." She pushed herself up. "Sit with me. I need to be sure…." Small tremors in her hand betrayed that she still felt the high of our intimacy. Gwen took a deep breath and closed her eyes to calm herself. She crossed her legs and held her hands out. I copied her pose and laid my hands on hers.

      “Open your mind, and go with me,” I realised she hadn't spoken out loud. I closed my eyes and kept our mental link open. I found her presence powerful, yet comforting.

      Together our minds drifted through a misty world similar to when we travelled in her magical tree-walks. Behind us, away from where we had begun, the light was brighter. It diminished and faded to a pale grey in the far distance before us. Gwen directed our flight across a shadowy landscape until we were at the old graveyard I had detected during our passion. She sent her thoughts out toward and probed the area. I sensed graves and long dead bones within. Once Gwen was satisfied with her find, we moved back toward our bodies. But I detected her mental shiver as she pulled our minds back from the graves.

      As we slowed our return, not yet withdrawn from the dream world into our bodies by the fire, I again noticed the golden line that stretched from Gwen's abstract form back into the mists. Bright waves of energy pulsed along its length in as it twisted back toward the white light. I sensed it was a divine connection between the Goddess and Gwen. She had said she was a disciple of The Lady. Was this how she could tap into the magic of this goddess of hers?

      Gwen must have sensed my thoughts. She pointed back to where the golden cord ended.

      “Go past the sight of my cord, and look for another,” her thoughts came into my mind.

      I concentrated and saw another. A tangle of black cords, intertwined with gold stretched forth from the Otherworld. They ran parallel to and twisted along Gwen's golden one. I realised the cord connected me to the Otherworld. The cords tied both of us to the goddess.

      As we descended and brought our minds back into our bodies, I felt love wash over us. Not just any love, but the love of a Goddess for her chosen. Till then I had never understood that feeling. The closest I had ever experienced was the love of my master, but he had been flesh, not divine.

      I opened my eyes and saw Gwen.

      “We both experienced the other’s world tonight.” She still touched my hands, and I heard her thoughts in my mind. She pointed off in the direction of the ancient graveyard. "I had to be certain we had not activated your magic and raised those souls." She shivered at that thought.

      We were on the edge of something both great and dangerous. Was this new connection to Gwen's goddess… the ability to speak between our minds… was this because of our different natures? Gwen's powers and my undead nature together… was it because of us, or did this goddess of hers push us?

      "And, as you felt," Gwen said out loud and squeezed my hands in hers. "We have both been blessed by The Lady."

      "That will take some getting used to. I haven't been around too many goddesses…" I said and almost giggled until a gate unlocked in my mind. Memories flooded back.

      "Gwen," I said, my voice quiet, even timid, in the night. "I did not remember till just now… but, I have met the Lady before."

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “One usually does not forget such an incident,” she said. “How did you arrange this meeting, and then lose, the memory of it?”

      "She told me to forget," I said and recalled the meal I had given to the old woman the first night I stepped off the boat onto British soil. The memories of the old hag at the guest house flooded back. I kept my eyes closed as I pulled every detail from my mind. Gwen was silent as I finished my tale.

      "The woman I met was an old woman, not pretty by any standard," I said. "And in my dream of the game board…"

      “Gwyddbwyll board,” she added.

      “The Lady was the player in the dragon gown. Although she was hooded, I could see enough to know she wasn’t old, nor loathly.”

      "The Lady has three aspects," Gwen said. "She can appear as a young bride, some say the flower bride. Her second aspect is the one you saw in your dream at the Gwyddbwyll board. The wise, sovereign queen. Her third aspect you saw in the alehouse: the loathly old woman."

      “Gods and goddesses seem to like the number three,” I said and chuckled.

      "She sometimes appears as a warrior mistress. She teaches the heroes of Bard's stories the ways of the weapons. In those stories, she's often the lover of the fighters. Although, the last time she had a fighter trained, she sent him to another master to learn." Gwen said, her gaze was distant. She sighed.

      “For the training, if she’s still in her old woman guise, she may ask for a kiss.”

      "She asked me for a kiss," I said, "that night at the alehouse. So, I've encountered two of her aspects so far?"

      "The Lady blesses you," she said as she ran her hand along my leg. "You have a connection to her now." I knew she meant the magical cord.

      “Why would she want to have me?” I mused aloud.

      "You saw why in the Gwyddbwyll game." Gwen's eyes had shifted to a dark blue. That must be her shade for when she was serious. "Someone or something is challenging The Lady's sovereignty. You're here to help us stop that challenge."

      “There are only two of us,” I said. “Shouldn’t there be three? And I’m not a dryad, druidess, or whatever you are.”

      “Disciple,” Gwen said. “Chosen of the goddess. I remember a conversation I had with her many years ago.” Gwen turned and leaned back into me. I wrapped my arms around her, happy with the contact. Gwen had turned her attention to other matters.

      “The Lady told me we would be three,” she said, her voice quiet. “Sisters in service to her when Britain faced her greatest challenge.”

      “When the third disciple shows up, let’s ignore her so we can avoid this greatest challenge.”

      "Dearest!" Gwen said and turned back toward me. I laughed at her stern look.

      "I have no idea who the third disciple is," she added and settled back against me.

      “Is that what I’m supposed to be,” I asked, “a disciple? I don’t feel like one.”

      "Perhaps not yet," Gwen said. "My ascension to the title wasn't formal. One of your kind, a banshee was trying to kill me.”

      “Some of us are funny that way,” I said. “Good thing I’m nicer.”

      "Oh, you!" Gwen sighed, then looked at me with her teal blue eyes. “I accepted The Lady as my Mistress when I realised she was helping me, giving me the power to defend myself from the banshee. You may get formally asked, or not. But you’ll know when you’ve accepted your role with her.”

      I sensed a warm sensation drift across us again. Gwen’s golden hair… no, her entire being shone under the moonlight. I giggled again.

      Getting noticed by a goddess can make a girl feel special. Even to an undead girl like me. And this was at least the third time it had happened in only a few nights.
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      The next morning, I rose from where I had sat with her while she slept. I tucked the blanket around her naked body and moved to stir the fire again. Gwen must have heard me. She sat up and pulled the blanket up with her.

      "We'll have company later today, dearest," she said. "I thought I felt someone approaching yesterday. This morning I am certain." She sighed but did not seem worried. I must have appeared puzzled.

      “Only a few people know of this lake. This area is sacred to The Lady, and I can sense when a person enters its boundaries.”

      Once we dressed, Gwen brought out the rest of the berries from her meal the day before.

      “I should visit The Lady’s realm in the Otherworld one more time before our visitor arrives.” She said. Her eyes were a dark blue this morning. “You don’t feel a need to nap today?”

      I shook my head. I still felt the energy from our intimacy the night before. Why I didn’t know. Perhaps an effect from that metaphysical cord between me and this goddess of Gwen’s.

      “If you would stay here to greet our visitor in case, my trip takes longer than I expect,” Gwen suggested. I gave her a nod. What else would I do while she was gone?

      “I would like to see if The Lady can provide any further idea of what we’ll be facing.” She said as she stood. “Not that she will grant me an audience without an invitation, but I believe I should at least try to see her. There may be other indications I can discern with a visit to The Lady’s part the Otherworld.”

      “Should our visitor arrive before you return,” I asked, “do you have any instructions?”

      She turned to walk toward the grove and called back as she reached the tree line, “Offer hospitality if I do not return promptly. Charm them as you’ve charmed me, and all will be well.”

      I understood her meaning. Although I thought of how charmed she was last night. I had no desire to disrobe in front of another person nor offer to feed from them. With more of Gwen's powerful blood in my veins, my infatuation with her was as intense now as it had been when I first awoke.

      Faint red light from the shadows let me know she had stepped between worlds. I busied myself in the morning fog. Today would be a grey day.

      I hung our woollen blankets over tree branches and beat them with a long stout stick to clean them. It was then I sensed the approach of our visitor. Gwen seemed sure they would be a someone she knew, so I tried to appear unconcerned about their approach. Whoever it was, they took their time watching me.

      I sensed where they hid in the scrub growth by the path down to the valley below. I gave the blankets a few extra whacks with the stick, then pulled the blankets off and folded them. Once I draped them over the logs, I fetched Gwen's water pitcher and cup. She had the foresight to get another cup out of her magical storage. I sat on one log, opposite where I sensed our visitor and let them get a good look at me.

      “You are welcome to join me,” I said loud enough for them to hear. “Lady Gwen is off on an errand, and will return shortly.”

      A deep chuckle rumbled from off the pathway, still in the shadows of the underbrush. A large man stood and walked toward me. He was a tall man, deep-chested with thick legs. His red hair and bushy beard were curly and tousled. His plain grey tunic struggled to reach his thick knees due to an extra few inches of height.

      "Aye, lass. If you be a friend of the good Lady Gwen, I shall beg your pardon," he said. He lowered his bulk onto the opposite log. The mass I assumed was weight from lack of exercise and too much diet, was all muscle. He kept himself alert and didn't sink back or appear to relax.

      “Would you care for refreshment?” I asked, and bent to retrieve the water jug and cup. “Gwen left an extra cup for you.”

      “Tis impolite to drink before my hostess,” he said, a cagey smile breaking through his beard. He wanted to stretch out our little game. I smiled back, as I poured a cup of water for him, and rose to pass it to him.

      “I have already dined. Gwen left berries for you,” I pointed at the reed basket. A handful of Gwen’s breakfast still sat in it.

      He reached out and tapped my hand with a single finger.

      "Aye, ye have dined, or the skin you wear wouldn't be this dark."

      His statement didn't surprise me. Shifters like he could smell the blood I had dined on. Their preternatural senses were excellent. Exceptional strength and agility. I'd rather take on Onion Breath and the hunchback, and half-a-dozen of their Witch Hunter friends than have to fight a single shape-shifter.

      I held the cup out to him. He took it and set it next to him on the log. His eyes stayed on me, and I got the sense he was ready, waiting, on the edge of shifting forms if he needed to. Deodamnatus! I didn’t need a fight with a shifter here. Especially not with one Gwen said was a friend. I kept smiling.

      “Your name be… if you want to give me a real name…?" His accent was from the northern part of the island.

      I remembered Gwen’s comment about charm. If he could sense my nature by smell, I had little to lose by being open with him. So I bent at my waist, holding my skirt out as I curtseyed.

      “My name is Maria, a daughter of Rome. I have travelled here from several lands, most recently that of Francia.”

      “And Lady Mair is my guest,” a voice called out from the trees.
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      The man rose and bowed toward her.

      “I beg yer pardon, Lady Gwenhwyfar,” he said.

      “Oh, Ruadh,” she said with a light chuckle as she hugged him.

      He bowed again, toward me. “I am honoured to make your acquaintance, your ladyship.”

      “Why have you come this far, Ruadh?”

      "A wedding," he said, and drained the water I had poured for him earlier. "I don't be supposing you have any ale or wine about do ye?"

      She laughed and reached for the basket of berries. “No, but you can ferment these if you need some.”

      Her sly statement brought forth another chuckle, and he poured himself another cup and emptied it with a toss of his head.

      “Who is getting married, and when?” she asked once he had filled the cup a third time and drank it.

      “Yer pardon,” he said. “Running up here the past few days is thirsty work.” He ran the back of his hand across his mouth to wipe away the drops of liquid that clung to his beard. He slid forward off the log and sat on the matted grass. With Gwen here, all of his hesitation and concern had disappeared.

      "I didn't know what to believe," he said. "I found a stranger, like one of the boabhan sith, with the smell of blood thick about her, and well fed, with no sign of the fair Gwenhwyfar around."

      There was still an uneasy truce between he and I. Gwen’s presence had lifted the worst, though. “You are nae like the last of the banshee we met,” he said.

      "The Lady Gwenhwyfar neglected to tell me I would greet a shifter." I peered at him and sniffed the air again. "Bear? I've never been around one whose form is a bear."

      "Aye," he said. "You found out me secret, and me curse."

      “You two can exchange stories in a while,” Gwen interrupted. “Who is getting married?”

      "Tis always a lady be worrying about weddings and such," he said as he shook his head and grinned. His teeth peeked through the heavy waves of his beard. "The Lord Penllyn's son, Cadoc. He is marrying Caerwyn's daughter Enid. The wedding is tomorrow at the festival at Caer Penllyn. Both families asked that you to do the hand-fasting. The abbot sent me to see if I could find you," he said. "Ye be high in the hills, as far away as the crow flies, I'm not sure we can make it back in time..."

      “Of course, we will attend, The Lady’s representatives should be present at such a momentous event.”

      I raised an eyebrow in question at that statement.

      "The two families marrying are from two different cantrefi," Gwen said. She misunderstood my concern about what she said. "Caerwyn of Meirionnydd and Bleddyn of Penllyn are two independent lords. Their cantrefi are neighbours, between the kingdoms of Powys and Gwynedd. They tie themselves to one or the other kingdoms, albeit rather loosely."

      “Aye,” Ruadh said, and filled his cup with the last of the water from Gwen’s clay pitcher. “Lord Penllyn be very independent now that the King of Mercia cut his neighbour Fadog off from the rest of Powys.”

      “The bride’s family is from Meirionnydd. The Lord and Lady are without a male heir,” Gwen said. “I’ve tried for the last ten years to get them to commit to marrying their children. The Holy Lady has let me know those two cantrefi are important for Britain’s future.”

      “So, you get to play royal match-maker, too?” I grinned at her, teasing.

      "This has the potential to blend those cantrefi into a rather large holding and raise the heir into a higher status," Gwen said. "And with Brother Ruadh to accompany us, we shall be able to move freely in the area without being stopped by every man or brigand out to make a name for themselves that see two women alone on the road."

      “Brother? Are you a monk?”

      "Aye," he fished around in his pouches. He pulled out an ornate dark wooden cross, delicately carved with Celtic style curves and swirls native to the artwork in this land. He draped its leather cord around his head, so it hung on the outside of his tunic.

      “Have your brothers, back in your homeland, settled their feud, yet?” Gwen asked.

      "Nay, not yet." He winked at me. "Me da', the clan chief, was murdered by one of me brothers. I be the fourth son and don't want any part of me brothers blood battle. So I renounced all of them and tossed my sword into the middle of the clan hall. The only path left was to find an abbot and ask for a home." He leaned back and rested his meaty hands across his barrel chest. "Course, I waited till I got good and far away from their feud to find a new place to call home. No sense in getting drug back into the bloody mess."

      “Is your curse hereditary?” I asked, not sure if I was overstepping.

      "Aye," the large man said. "My gran's grandad travelled to the Nordic coast and fought there. He came back all feverish from his wounds but dinnae die. He lived and married. Each of us, his descendants, are born with the curse. Since then, each generation's sons fight amongst themselves til only one is still alive. He takes the clan leader's sword. I be done with all that. My brothers can kill themselves if they want. I want to live." He raised his eyebrow at Gwen and tilted his head toward me.

      “I found Mair, dying in the wood,” she explained. “Brigands had attacked her.”

      "Witch Hunters are no mere brigands," I said. That elicited a nod from Ruadh.

      "Witch Hunters not be nice," Ruadh growled. "I've met a few these last few months. Fortunately, they didn't recognise me curse and thought me a poor Cymry monk. Where did they come from?"

      “The continent,” I said. “They formed about a century ago and gained strength in the church ever since.” I shook my head. “It’s not just our kind,” I waved my hand to include all three of us, “that need to fear them. They’ll take coin from a jilted suitor, or merchant who feels wronged, and level accusations at the innocent among the common folk.” I shuddered.

      "The ones I've met," Ruadh said, "were not local. They all had strange accents. And silver weapons." He looked steadily at me and held my gaze for a solid minute. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. He tested me. Who would blink first and lose the dominance battle? I stared back at him — long enough to show metal. Then I winked at him. He began a deep belly laugh.

      "They must have been good, to get harm on ye, lass." He said, respect in his tone. "Do we need to find this filth, on our way to the wedding?"

      Another cold chill ran up my spine. I needed to banish the memories of Onion Breath and Hunchback.

      “I had the land swallow the bodies before I brought Mair back here,” she said. “We had two rough weeks until she was herself again.”

      While we talked, she had scooted closer and slid an arm around my waist.

      "Ye said ‘The Lady's Representatives' earlier," Ruadh said. His words were both a statement and a question.

      "The Lady brought Mair and I together for a reason,” Gwen said. “We both received messages, divine dreams where we face a fight for the land on The Lady's behalf."

      “Dreams, ye say?” He swallowed hard. “I been having a dream that won’t leave me, of late. Of death, and battle. It bothers me. I see another beast, and I have to fight.” He licked his lips, a nervous gesture. “I thought it was my brothers I be fighting, for the clan chief’s sword and chair. I want no part of that,” he said. “There be a maiden I’m supposed to protect through all of this, but I cannot see her face. She wears a great cloak with the hood up. She has a ring, with a dragon in it. I don’t know who she be.”

      I thought of the claw slices on the dead shepherd. They were about the right size for bear claws. There was a shifter… a bear… in front of us. Gwen seemed to trust him. I was sure he wasn’t the only bear on the island. He was the only shifter I knew.

      "The Lady has blessed you, too, with a vision dear Ruadh," Gwen said. "And thus, we are three. The Lady is building her forces and bringing together that which she needs. Trust your heart, Ruadh. The Lady will give you all you need when it is time."

      If Gwen trusted him, I could too. Until he gave me a reason not to.

      “Not to spoil the moment,” I said. “I am more worried about attending a wedding as the representative of a goddess than an unknown battle somewhere in the future.”

      Ruadh leaned back, and a loud, deep laugh erupted from him. Gwen looked back at me and squeezed my hand.

      “Thank you, dearest,” her smile lifted my spirits again, and her eyes began lightened back to their cheery light blue. She stood and smoothed her skirts. “We will need to pack more courtly clothing than these for our journey.”

      “Do ye have anything to eat, other than unfermented wine?” he asked.

      “There is some of small game in the smoke shack in the gully. Do you remember the way?”

      “I kin smell it, if not.”

      “Help yourself to what you find, and,” she said. “Please prepare the smoker for a long absence.”

      A few minutes later, Gwen and I were back at the big oak in the forest. She reached into the otherworld and handed me items she thought we might need, including headscarves to drape over our hair.

      "We will be back in more noble society today. We shall have to conform to their expectations on dress, I'm afraid." She helped me adjust my scarf, which was a beautiful deep blue to match my dress. I helped her with her own, golden-green scarf.

      “Ruadh can be trusted,” she said. “Once we leave The Lady’s lake, howebver, we'll need to follow societal norms and customs.”

      “I will do my best,” I replied, “to be a proper lady and to not embarrass you too much with my heathen Roman ways.”
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      Ruadh sat on a log and licked grease and salt off his fingers when we walked back to the lake.

      “I closed yer smokehouse up. There wasn’t much left after my meal, so I had seconds to finish it for you,” he said. “Ye said you be packing?”

      “Our bags are by the trees,” Gwen replied.

      “I suspected as much. Lead on your Ladyship.”

      When we emerged from the tree at the far end of our journey, Ruadh glanced around unconcerned. I suspected this wasn’t his first trip with Gwen through the mists.

      We were at the foot of a large hill. A rare day of sunshine pounded into the countryside. Up til now, I had stayed in the shade, or the sky had been overcast. But here, the day was bright and full of light. I hadn't walked in this bright of a day for centuries.

      Ruadh took several steps out, away from the trees into the sunshine. He glanced over his shoulder at me and let a toothy white grin spill out of his beard. The large monk wandered out along the dirt road and found an old stump to sit on.

      A field of grass separated us from the muddy dirt lane that led toward a village to the right. To the left, a fort stood atop a large hill. An occasional empty wagon rattled its way down the dirt track from the fort. That must be where the wedding and feast were to be.

      “Welcome to Caer Penllyn, my dearest,” Gwen said with a quick kiss.

      “Caer?” I asked.

      “In the language of the Cymry, Caer denotes a large fort,” she said. “The Lord and Lady of Penllyn make their home here.”

      "I almost forgot," Gwen said. She touched the tree. Another red slit appeared. She reached into the otherworld and pulled out a silk wrapped bundle. She knelt in the grass and placed the package before her.

      A bird swooped in and landed on the grass in front of her. It cocked its head and chirped toward her before she could untie the cord around the silk.

      "I know," she said and waved a hand to make the little fellow hop back.

      “Friend of yours?”

      “She wanted to tell me about her hatchlings,” Gwen said and smiled up at me. “She’s quite proud of them.”

      I hadn't imagined it earlier when I thought the birds were talking to her.

      She spread the silk open before her. Inside were holy symbols, crosses, designed with the Celtic pattern of sharp curves. She selected an ivory cross and handed it. She chose another, made of a greenish wood for herself. We tied them around each other's necks. This left them visible on our chests. Gwen refolded the silk and opened the small portal to her storage in the otherworld.

      “So, we’re supposed to be nuns?” I asked. “The abbess better not visit us at the lake…”

      Gwen blushed a bit at my reference to our intimacy the night before.

      “Technically, dearest,” she said as she refolded the silk and reopened the small portal in the tree, “I’d be the abbess as the senior Disciple of the Lady.”

      

      “So I’m the fetch and carry, sweep out the nunnery, do the laundry, and the cooking nun,” I teased.

      She laughed and pulled me in for a quick hug.

      “Just like Ruadh,” she said, “I’ve hidden by adopting the role in the religion of the current time. We’re safer if we appear as part of the church.”

      Ruadh waited on his stump by the road when we emerged. He saw the crosses and nodded his approval. He had his own out on his chest.

      "If you're a monk," I asked, "why no tonsure?" I pointed toward his head where most monks shaved most of their hair away but left parts to show their devotion to their order. His hair was full and covered his head with thick reddish waves.

      “The abbot himself tried to shave it,” the big bear of man let a laugh rumble in his chest. “But each day it grew back jus’ as long as it was the day before he cut it. The next day he tried again and said a prayer with each stroke of the knife.” He laughed harder.

      "My kind has a similar problem," I said. "I only cut my hair once. That was enough to learn it would be back the same length the next night."

      “Shall we go?” Gwen asked, “Or do you need to talk more about your peculiarities before we are among normal humans?”

      Ruadh and I glanced at each other. I giggled when he winked.

      “Lady Mair can talk at me whenever she needs,” he said. “We be the normal ones. The rest of the folks are different.” He laughed and stepped out onto the cart path and into the sunlight.

      “We’ll keep each other’s secrets?” I asked.

      “Aye, lass,” his voice rumbled. “There be good people in Penllyn. Only you can decide who to share yer nature with. You’ll learn who ye can trust soon enough.”

      I glanced at the sun-drenched hilltop and the road that lead to it. Centuries of walking only at night crashed down on me. That filled me with dread. I would have to pull energy from my blood-demon to function at a normal human pace.

      "Trust The Lady, dearest," Gwen said. I turned my sight inward and found the black and gold cord. It hummed with energy. I shaded my eyes with my hand and stepped out into the sunlight. The hum continued. My connection to the goddess fed me energy. The crushing weight of daylight didn't press on me. I had to squint against the bright light. This day walking would take time to get used to.

      Our walk through the fields was short, and we emerged onto the winding road that led to the hill fort. Off to the south, on a smaller hill, I could see another walled enclave of buildings. Ruadh noticed my observation.

      “That be the abbey,” he said. “The abbot and some of me brother monks be coming tomorrow for the celebration.” From here, I estimated a walk of perhaps two hours to get to the abbey.

      We hiked up the muddy road, and well worn by the trampling of hooves, feet and carts. Once we had to step aside as an ox-cart heading down out of the fort came by us. Ruadh raised his hand in greeting and got a cheery “Hallo!” from the cart driver. Gwen and I received a neat bow from him.

      The guard at the gate waved us through. Gwen motioned Ruadh to let us rest in the shade just inside the entrance. I doubted any of us needed rest, but I was grateful for a few moments to survey the fort before we ventured farther in.

      Men manned the watch posts on either side of the main gate. Dressed in leather armour, each had a broad-bladed Celtic sword on their hip. Two men up on the palisades next to the gate stood next to longbows that leaned against the railing. But for all of their trappings of war, everyone around the gate seemed jovial. One of them called a welcome to our bearish guide.

      Inside the walls of the hillfort, the ground sloped up toward a large flattened area, where the buildings stood. People moved about for their chores between the buildings. Grooms picked the hooves or brushed down the coats of horses outside a large stable. Children and dogs played together between cottages that stood near the walls around the open courtyard next to the largest building, the keep. The ring of metal tamping metal came from a building near the keep.

      The walls extended in a teardrop shape, with the main yard and buildings in the larger rounder area. To the southern end of the compound, a gentle rise led up to another flat area in the hill. Men on the field swung wooden practice weapons against each other. The clack of the wood drifted down to where we were.

      Above the weapons field, the ground rose higher and a grove of trees. Old oaks, if I wasn’t mistaken, swayed in the wind.

      Just inside the gate, three men walked toward us. One was young but tall. Another thick and burly. My hands itched when I saw the third man. His swords, actually.  He wore not a leather baldric across his chest, but a belt with two swords on either side.

      “Gerallt,” said the one with two swords, “have several of the men, including Sawyl,” he pronounced the name similar to Samuel, “take a fresh load of wood chips to the weapons field. It is still mushy, and we may have some feasters running there tomorrow.”

      "Sawyl get in trouble again?" The burly guard nodded and grinned. Like most of the other men I could see, he sported a bushy black moustache.

      The other man, rail thin, but muscular, just raised an eyebrow. Not even a hint of a smile.

      "I know," the burly one continued with a roll of his eyes. "When is Sawyl not in trouble? I'll see to it, milord." He gave a short nod of his head and headed up the path toward the keep.

      The man with two swords wore a leather jerkin over a linen tunic. My eyes drifted down the hilts of his swords. They had wider cross guards than swords carried by either the Saxons or the Cymry. I had seen only one other fighter carry swords with such guards.

      "Ruadh!” The taller of the two men said when he saw us. He grabbed Ruadh's arm, then pulled him in for a hug. This man was just as tall as the monk but thinner. He looked to be maybe twenty winters old. Even he sported the thick bushy moustache of the Cymry man.

      “Greetings and welcome to Caer Penllyn, Milady Gwenhwyfar,” the man said.

      "Mair," Gwen said, "this is Lord Cadoc, bridegroom upon tomorrow, and heir to Lord Penllyn. Cadoc, may I present Lady Mair, also in service to the Holy Lady."

      With a jovial and broad smile, he bowed low and held out his hand. I set my hand in his, and he raised it to his lips.

      “You are most welcome, miladies,” he said. “Thank you for finding lady Gwen for us.” He winked at the monk. “And you brought another woman of equal beauty along.”

      “Aye,” Ruadh rumbled, “there be too many ugly men about. I do me best to help make this caer more lovely.”

      Cadoc and Ruadh laughed. Gwen cocked an eyebrow at them, then nodded to the other man who stood silent. His thumbs were tucked behind his sword belts. His face was neutral, watching.

      “Mair, this is Lord Emlyn,” she continued the introductions. “Penteulu, and brother of Lord Penllyn.”

      “I am honoured,” Lord Emlyn said with a slight nod. I got the sense he rarely bowed. Perhaps only as often as he smiled. His stance, his posture, everything about him seemed like a wolf on alert, ready, waiting to spring into battle. I slid my eyes down to his blades. My hands twitched. When I looked up, his eyes were on my face.

      “Penteulu?” I asked, unsure of the term.

      “The cantref’s war leader,” Gwen explained.

      Lord Emlyn’s eyes held my gaze for just a few seconds longer than I expected.

      “My brother was the one unlucky enough to inherit the title with the boring responsibility,” he said, his tone dry. But there was a sense of jest underlying his tone. “I have to keep him alive so he can take care of the mundane tasks. That’s more than enough responsibility for me.”

      I wanted to laugh. Emlyn seemed like he was joking, but his expression belied an unspoken air of tragedy. He carried himself with a grace I had seen in few men. His curly brown hair hung to his shoulders, and his brown eyes sparkled in the bright daylight, despite his sombre expression.

      “The Lords and Ladies are at the main house preparing for the wedding,” Emlyn said.

      “I’ll escort you up,” Cadoc said. “We were not sure you would be close enough for Ruadh to fetch on time.”

      “Aye, I can run fast when I make up me mind to,” our guide interjected. “Where’s yer father now?”

      “He and Caerwyn are checking the mead supplies for tomorrow,” Cadoc said with a grin. “Father is very proud of his latest batch and keeps going back to sample it.”

      “I hoped ye would say something about mead,” Ruadh chuckled.

      “If you will excuse us,” Gwen said. “We should meet with Rhian and the other ladies about the wedding.” She waved Lord Cadoc up the path.

      The Penteulu's eyes were still on me. I smiled at him and bowed my head. "Thank you, Lord Emlyn."

      The corners of his mouth twitched once. His eyes stayed on me. A hint of a sly smile appeared on his face. It disappeared as fast as it appeared. I wasn’t sure if I had imagined it or not.

      He and I kept eye contact for a few more seconds. He was handsome, but there was something different about him I didn’t quite understand yet. Something intriguing.
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      Villagers and servants scurried about the large open area between the buildings. Men carried long, heavy planks between them and set them up on wooden horses. The boards would serve as tables about the area. Older boys turned the spits where several boars roasted over fire pits at the other end of the open yard.

      The keep was a large, double storied building made of rough-cut lumber and stone with a high, tiled roof. The ever-present rain and fog of this part of the land seemed to have fallen lightly of late, and the ground, though damp, was not overly muddy.

      The two-story keep seemed alive with activity as people bustled in and out of both the front and the side doors. A raised deck dominated its exterior. Worn roughhewn planks of the half a dozen stairs led up to the porch. A thatched overhang kept the wet weather of the British isle off the porch.

      Cadoc asked us to sit on a bench by the door and motioned to one of the serving girls nearby.

      The girl came with a bucket of water and a brush of rushes tied together. She dunked the brush in the bucket and cleaned our boots.

      I leaned in and let my shoulder touch Gwen so we could use our minds for some private conversation.

      “Why are we ‘Ladies’ instead of ‘Sisters,’ if we are the holy orders?” I asked.

      “I’m afraid my past is suspected among some the noble families,” she sent. "Even if they don't know who I am, being a Lady carries more respect with them than a solitary sister."

      Once the girl had finished, she dropped a quick curtsey toward us and went back to her chores.

      The smell of smoke greeted us as we entered the main room of the keep. Its great hall was a large, two-story structure, with massive support logs upright, that ran floor to ceiling. At the back, a broad staircase ran up to a balcony along the back and one side wall.

      Two young women draped garland made of fresh flowers along the balcony railing. Their aroma added to the air of festivity that blossomed in the fort and in the great hall of the keep. Small tables with stools or chairs sat about the hall. Around each table sat either three or four stools. Several wooden chairs with arms and stout backs waited near the circular hearth in the room's centre. The smoke drifted from the fire in the rock and mortar circle, up toward the smoke hole in the roof high above.

      Cadoc led us toward the stairs up to the balcony. The steps at the back of the hall were thick wooden planks, well-worn by many feet. The handrail along the stairs featured intricate carvings of horses inlaid along the railing. Cadoc, however, climbed the stairs and ignored the beauty of the work. He had probably become so familiar with the small details that they had become commonplace for him.

      The young lord knocked on the door he had watched from below. It cracked open, and a woman's face peeked out. She had reddish-brown hair, with just a few streaks of grey. She scowled when she spied the young lord.

      “Back again, my son?” She said. “You don’t get to see your bride until tomorrow.” Her gaze moved past him and spied Gwen and I. Her green eyes lit up.

      “Lady Gwen,” she said, “I’m so glad you could make the journey. Welcome.” Her eyes slid toward me, where I stood behind Gwen. They went from warm to cautious when she saw me.

      “Thank you, Rhian,” Gwen said. “Lady Penllyn,” Gwen said, “this is Lady Mair, another disciple of the Holy Lady.”

      Lady Penllyn's eyes lingered on the cross that hung from the cord around my neck. After a beat, she smiled, and opened the door wider, but glanced at her son.

      “Thank you for escorting the ladies to us, Cadoc. What was your father doing?”

      “He, Caerwyn and Ruadh went to check the mead supplies for tomorrow.”

      “You make sure they leave enough for tomorrow,” She reached out and pushed him toward the staircase, then invited us in with a wave of her hand. “Gwen, thank you again for coming on short notice.”

      A young lady sat on a small stool behind the door. An older woman, her mother perhaps, sat behind her, and ran a comb through the girl’s long golden curls. The older woman had blonde hair though darker.

      “Lady Gwen, we are honoured,” the woman said with a slight tilt of her head.

      “Lady Enid, the bride.” Gwen pointed at the younger girl and the woman who sat with her. “And Nesta, Lady of Meirionnydd, her mother.”

      “We heard the introduction in the hallway, dear,” Nesta said. She rose to give me a light hug. She smiled and held my hand. “Thank you for coming to help Gwen with the ceremony.”

      Lady Penllyn seemed like a woman of strong character with strong desires. Her eyes stayed on me. Her back was straight and her gaze firm. Age lines had crept in around her eyes, and near her mouth, but she had a fair complexion and stood tall.

      “Please, ladies, have a seat,” Lady Penllyn said. “We wanted to have a quiet afternoon.” She pointed at several chairs in the room. “Make yourselves comfortable. First names only unless protocol demands.”

      Gwen and I helped each other shed our cloaks. We lowered ourselves into chairs. I was glad to be out of the sunlight, despite the new connection to the goddess.

      “Is Seren here yet?” Gwen asked Rhian.

      The Lady Penllyn shook her brain.

      "They probably waited for Einion and Dylis before travelling," she said.

      “Has their marriage gotten any easier,” Nesta asked.

      “Unfortunately no, and the lack of a new heir isn’t helping,” Rhian said. Her expression darkened. “But, I’m sure that Mair isn’t interested in hearing about our arranged marriages.” She gave me a polite, yet political smile. “Gwen gave your title as Lady and not Sister…” she invited me to share.

      "I was married to a comte in Francia," I volunteered. "Not actually arranged, but a marriage of convenience. He was elderly and widowed. My family had business contacts he wanted to court, and he had a thriving shipping and merchant business across Europe."

      “Ah,” she said. “You do then know of the trials of marriage for women of our station.”

      “Somewhat,” I ventured. Since I only appeared to be about twenty winters old, I had to be careful. No sense in telling them of the other marriages I had over my centuries. Most of them political. And that would raise questions I didn’t want to answer.

      “We agreed for our daughter,” Rhian explained for my benefit, “Seren, to marry Lord Mechain’s son Dewi two years ago. As political as marriages get. Our cantref shares our southern border with Mechain.”

      “Didn’t Lord Nye foster here?” Nesta asked

      “Oh, Nye,” Rhian rolled her eyes. “My husband’s father had good relations with Mechain until Nye. Bleddyn’s mother was sister to the old Lord Mechain. So she was Nye’s aunt. That snot didn’t get First Sword when Emlyn became Penteulu. He has pushed Einion, his older brother and now Lord Mechain, to re-examine that goodwill between our cantrefi. Einion saw the benefit of pushing to get access to our herds. Einion seems to be sensible. We hope that his son has inherited his father’s character. But, he still has some maturing to do…”

      Rhian’s eyes drifted toward where the young bride, Enid, sat.

      “I’m just glad,” Nesta said, “that we could arrange for Enid and Cadoc to marry before Fadog got his daughter down here.”

      "That!" Rhian exclaimed, "will never happen to my son. Not after what his father did to me…" Fire lit her eyes. She turned my way. "Sorry, dear. The old Lord Fadog kidnapped me and set his son to take my honour before Bleddyn and I could wed. My husband and his brother rode to my rescue." She wrung her hands, twisting her skirt. "His son is no better of a lord now. That poor excuse for a man makes my skin crawl."

      "Dear," Nesta said. She laid a hand on Lady Penllyn's knee. "Lady Mair didn't come to hear about our trials of old."

      “But how did they find romance,” I asked with a nod at Lady Enid, “when politics interfere amongst all noble marriages?”

      “We fostered Cadoc at our keep in Meirionnydd for several years,” Nesta, the mother of the bride explained. “We saw the start of a romance whenever Cadoc returned. Once both our husbands agreed that there could be no better union with another cantref, we pressed ahead with arrangements.”

      "We sent our son to the correct cantref for fostering," Rhian said. "We had thought to send Cadoc to Einion, in Mechain. But, someone…" Lady Penllyn made a sharp glance at Gwen, "insisted that we send him to Meirionnydd instead."

      “Since Penda sliced Powys in half to isolate Fadog,” Gwen replied, “are you not glad that I pushed for Penllyn and Meirionnydd to grow their alliance?”

      “Of course,” Nesta said. “We had already begun to do so. But your urgings sped up the process.”

      “We needed to marry Seren off to Mechain’s heir, though,” Lady Penllyn said. Her face had lost the smile she found earlier. “My one regret is that Seren deserved to find love as well.”

      “That rarely occurs,” Gwen said, “for women like us.”

      “That is true,” Nesta added. “We are fortunate when we find men of strong character and honour. Caerwyn and Bleddyn are two of the best.”

      “And now my son marries the daughter of our other close ally,” Rhian found a smile again. “Occasionally, these arrangements and the children’s romances work in our favour.”

      Enid blushed at the discussion of her romance.

      "Cadoc will have quite the task ahead of him," Enid's mother added. "He and my daughter will manage two cantrefi when we pass." An unexpected smile graced Lady Penllyn's lips. She touched Lady Meirionnydd's hand.

      “We’ve got many more years ahead of us before that happens,” Lady Penllyn said.

      “Does not custom decide that the wedding would be at the bride’s family home?” I swept my hands out toward the window, to indicate that we were in Penllyn, the groom’s home. “Pardon if I’ve misunderstood. This is the first wedding I’ve attended since arriving here.”

      “Sometimes, dear. That depends on the rank of the families. Both families are of the same level,” Nesta answered. “But, sometimes the responsibilities of the lords of the lands take precedence over silly customs.”

      "Traditions be damned," Rhian exclaimed. "As long as Fadog has his eye on more land and power, we won't leave our cantref open to an incursion. That selfish brat is just waiting for us to ride off with our teulu and leave Penllyn unprotected. After Penda took half of Fadog's land, the little toad has eyed our cantref to replace what he lost."

      “Didn’t he try to arrange marriages for his sons with your nieces in Rhos?”

      “My oldest brother, Lord Rhos, is smart enough to see through Fadog’s western border. He’s politer than I am with Fadog, but he still told him that daughters of Rhos were off limits for Fadog brats.”

      “Politics,” I ventured, “are the same the world over. What you describe is common everywhere I’ve travelled.”

      “As for the wedding, we agreed with our husbands,” Rhian continued. “Bringing Caerwyn’s teulu into Penllyn sends a strong message to any would-be Powys kinglets eager to extend their holdings,”

      "We don't want to leave Penllyn at reduced strength," Nesta added, "and have Emlyn and the men a week's ride away from their borders."

      “Has there been any incursions from Fadog, this season?” Gwen asked.

      “Not yet.” Lady Penllyn said. “Bleddyn has sent riders along the border. He has them make quiet patrols every week or two. He’ll want to speak with you tonight. He’s convinced that something is brewing, but he’s not sure what it is. Our men have seen signs of movement along the borderlands, but can find no trace of camps.”

      "We shall welcome his inquiry tonight," Gwen said.

      “Thank you,” Nesta said. “Your wisdom in matters of state is most welcome. But, we have a guest who is unfamiliar with our political manoeuvrings.” Nesta shifted her gaze toward me. “I’d love to hear more about you, dear Mair,” she said.

      “I’m originally from Rome,” I said. “But married the Comte de Meron in Francia. My husband died, a year ago, and left me enough interest in his family’s trading business, that I felt the need to see what I could of it.”

      “Did you have children?” Lady Enid asked.

      “No, dear,” I said to her. “Our ages were far apart, and he died in his elderly years. He had purchased a title from the Merovingians, so I gained access to the matters of the royal court.”

      “Purchased a title?” Rhian asked. Her eyes had widened at my pronouncement.

      “Everything is for sale in Francia,” I said. “My husband’s eldest son has re-purchased the title from the Merovingian throne. He and his brother were happy to have me travel and allow them uncontested control of the business. I’m supposed to oversee the agents we have here on Britannia. Unofficially, I wanted to travel, and they wanted me away from the main business.”

      “Did you come to our side of Britannia to work on trade?”

      “Actually, I landed on the Saxon side of the land,” I shared a simplified story with them of a brigand attack, monks and merchants who left me behind, a need to walk for days, and even more brigands. I left out the Witch Hunters, the wolves and my berserk demon.

      “And that is where I found Mair,” Gwen interjected. “The Lady led me to her. Mair was injured, and I nursed her back to health. The Holy Lady herself has given Mair visions that another time of strife is coming.”

      "Another?" Lady Penllyn exclaimed. "I was afraid of such omens when you didn't react to Bleddyn's worries. Do you know how long we have, or what is coming?"

      “I’m not sure The Lady herself knows,” Gwen bit at her lower lip.

      "Perhaps those guilders that have popped up will make sense of it," Nesta volunteered. A chill gripped my spine, and my stomach clenched at the word guilders. Gwen found my hand and squeezed it.

      “What guild, dear?” Gwen asked.

      "Some guild that hunts witches and demons or such," Nesta said. She finished combing Enid's hair and shifted over to sit next to Rhian on the daybed.

      “Have they been in your Cantref long?” I found the voice to ask.

      "Caerwyn met with them right before we left to come here," Nesta said with a shrug. "He said they seemed different from our clergy here. More like the Saxon priests. Cocksure of themselves."

      “Did they bargain for anything?” Gwen asked. “Ask permissions?”

      "He didn't say, dear," Nesta said and shrugged. She caught herself fidgeting with the comb and leaned forward to hand it back to her daughter. Then her hand found Rhian's and squeezed it.

      “Caerwyn sent them off to find our Bishop,” Nesta added. “Said all religious matters have to have the blessing of our Cymry church fathers.”

      “Witches and demons?” Enid said. Her voice was full of mirth, so I suspected she didn’t put much faith into such beings. “I suppose I shall have to encourage Cadoc to spend his summer training more men for the teulu. Even if the only threat we face is Lord Fadog and his heirs.”

      “And you enjoyed every minute of watching him on the practice field when he was in Meirionnydd,” her mother teased.

      “I have kept one room of this house open,” Rhian said to Gwen and I, “just in case you could join us. There is but one bed in it, but I offer you our hospitality, Lady Gwen and Lady Mair.” Her formal tone suggested out gathering was at an end. She rose, so we did, too.

      "Of course, dear," Gwen said. "Any room is appreciated."

      "Welcome to Penllyn, Mair," Rhian told me with a smile. "I'm sorry we're disorganised with the wedding and the feast. All this talk of demons and witches, plots and plotting is no way to greet a new friend."
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      The bride supped in her quarters. Cadoc made a show of staying away from the stairway. Instead, he received the good wishes of the household members and the various guests down in the keep's great hall.

      Gwen and I wandered through the hall. She pointed out the various nobles and lesser landholders for me.

      “There’s Lady Seren, now,” she sent. I kept my hand on her arm or shoulder so we could maintain our mental speech.

      “Rhian’s daughter?”

      “And her husband, Lord Dewi,” she replied as she pulled me toward a quiet corner of the hall. “Until he tells you otherwise, be sure to call him ‘Lord Dewi’. He’s rather presumptuous that way.”

      “I’ve met more than a few nobles with that same attitude,” I replied.

      Lady Seren glided through the great hall. Her resemblance to Rhian was clear in the sharp lines of her face, and in her reddish-brown hair, the same colour as her mother's. She did, however, seem to lack the strong will and demeanour that Lady Penllyn carried so. Like her mother, she tended toward dark reds and browns in her dress, though hers were of a higher neck and long sleeves. Where Rhian had added the weight of middle age and childbirth, Seren still had the youthful silhouette of thin arms and skinny hips. She was a finger width or two taller than her mother. Height must come from Bleddyn's side. Both of their children were tall.

      Dewi, I mean Lord Dewi, was just as tall as Lady Seren but was broad, muscular and thick. He had the normal dark hair and moustache that Cymry men liked. His hands were thick and meaty. He was a large man, but still smaller than Ruadh. He and his wife separated as soon as they were inside. Lord Dewi headed toward the food while Lady Seren stood tall to see over the crowd. She smiled and headed toward Rhian on the far side of the hall.

      They served the meal from a communal pot, from which a serving girl dipped out a scoop of stew for each guest. A young man at the next table kept the cups full of ale and wine. I begged off of the stew and claimed I had little appetite after the long journey, but let them pour wine into my cup. A cup in my hand helped me avoid most questions about my lack of appetite. Even though several dogs roamed the hall and nosed about for scraps, I preferred not to rely on them to hide my lack of eating.

      Gwen led me around the room and introduced me to the retainers of the various cantrefi. They were the men from whom the lord of the land could muster a force of men for defence, or raiding, in addition to each lord's own band of fighters or guards each kept.

      “The Cymry lords love their raiding parties,” she added, as we passed between social groups. “Give a British landholder an excuse to claim insult, and he’ll ride off with his men to extract a price for it.”

      “That is the way the world over,” I added.

      Most of those present sat on stools or benches in clusters of three or four. Each group sat around a small table. Gwen and I stood and let our shoulders touch as we watched the people in the hall. I raised my cup to my lips though the wine in the cup never passed my lips.

      Gwen moved us from group to group and provided the introductions for me. I met many a Milord and Milady as well as the townsfolk who lived atop the hill or down in the village. I noticed that two different young women sat at opposite ends of the great hall. Each had a harp in their laps and plucked and strummed the strings.

      “Most landholders get titles to assuage their egos, and to keep them loyal to the main lord,” Gwen’s thoughts continued as we drifted through the room. "Some of the nobles, though, are different. Bleddyn and Caerwyn, and to some extent Einion, are those who nurture the lands, and work to protect their people without cross-border skirmishes to grow their wealth. They only promote those who reflect that same care for their people. Einion isn't as calm as Bleddyn, though. He's had his share of raids on neighbours."

      "Nothing like a good wedding feast to bring out the relatives," I said. "What's the difference between ap and ferch in their names?" I asked aloud since we had found a quiet part of the hall.

      "Cymry custom is to use the father's name as her family name. So Cadoc is Lord Cadoc ap Bleddyn," Gwen explained "Once Bleddyn passes, he'd have the title and be called Lord Penllyn. Ferch is the female version of ap. Enid is Lady Enid ferch Caerwyn."

      The sun had just hit the horizon and cast its red glow into the great halls when Gwen cocked her head toward the main door.

      “Lords Penllyn and Meirionnydd come our way now,” she said.

      Two men strode in from outside, each with a mug in hand. The first man was almost as tall as Lord Cadoc and bore a striking resemblance to him. Thinner, with a limp in one leg. His tunic was light green, almost grey to match the streaks in his otherwise dark hair.

      The other man was tall, with a middle-aged belly. But he held himself straight and tall. Hair still covered his head though it was almost pure white. His moustache, however, was streaked with grey.

      “Bleddyn, the Lord of Penllyn is the taller one,” Gwen sent. “Nesta’s husband, Caerwyn is the one with white hair.”

      The two lords made their way to us before Gwen could reply.

      “Ah, time for our chat about the unease in the land,” Gwen said. “If he’s bringing Caerwyn with him, then they’ve both noticed things out of the ordinary.”

      “Milords, this is Lady Mair, another disciple of The Holy Lady,” Gwen volunteered.

      "A pleasure, milady," Bleddyn said. But his curt manner and the way his eyes shifted off me toward Gwen let me know he was more concerned with their business than with pleasantries. "Lady Gwen, may we ask your indulgence?" His eyes slid toward me, and Gwen cocked an eyebrow at his insinuation.

      "I believe I need more wine," I added. "I see Ruadh near the wine table. With your leave, milords?" I gave a little bow and stepped away.

      Ruadh leaned against one of the large logs that rose to support the roof overhead. Despite my earlier suspicion, I decided I’d follow Gwen’s example and accept him as trustworthy until he proved otherwise. I slipped an arm through the bend in his elbow.

      “Ah, Lass. You be trying to sneak up on me,” he said and grinned. “What be in your cup?”

      “Wine,” I said. “Would you like some? I simply cannot drink any more after my travels today.” I winked at him. His chest rumbled with mirth.

      "Hang onto it, lass." He waved his cup toward the room. "This lot will try to put another in your hand if it's empty."

      Rhian wandered by as she made her rounds as hostess. “Mair, have you supped?”

      “Thank you, Rhian,” I said and held up my cup. “Wine is all I dare try after travels.”

      “Of course, dear,” she said and touched my elbow. “One’s appetite is always a bit tempered after such a journey. Ruadh, you’ve made sure to get your fill? Perhaps you could take Lady Mair’s portion?”

      “Already have, yer ladyship,” he said.

      She chuckled and patted his arm. Her hand touched mine where it was tucked in the crook of his elbow.

      “Be a good escort for our newest friend,” she said. There was a spark in her eyes as she looked my way. Her eyes shifted beyond me, and her face went slack. I turned in time to see Lord Dewi drift behind us.

      “My apologies,” she said. “Please make sure you get your fill, both of you.”

      “She’s not fond of her daughter’s husband,” I whispered once Lady Penllyn had drifted out of earshot.

      "Lord Dewi is about the only one fond of Lord Dewi," Ruadh chuckled. "He always be asking for stern priests to come to their brin for services. Despite his pride in himself, he likes a good smell of brimstone in his church time."

      “Brin?”

      “Small fort,” Ruadh said and waved his mug toward the high ceiling. “Much smaller than this. Our abbot has to be careful who he sends down there. If the priest or monk doesn’t push the hard discipline for wages of sin, Lord Dewi sends them back right after mass is said. Not even a thank ye or have a cup o’ mead with us.”

      “Sounds like some guilders I’ve run into,” I said.

      "They not be here, lass," Ruadh said. He waved his hand around the room. "Except for Lord Dewi, there not be a man in here I wouldnae be happy to share a cup with."

      By now Lord Dewi had made his way back to the serving tables. He pushed his mug in front of a good man who had just stepped up to the table. The lad behind it hurriedly filled it, then bowed his apologies to those still waiting.

      “Heard anything of interest?” I asked. Ruadh had selected a good spot for observation. I knew shifters had preternatural hearing at least as good as mine. But with the drone of many voices, and the soft strains of harp music in the great hall, I’d be surprised if he could pick out much.

      “Not much, lass,” he said as he drained his cup. “Come, let’s get you a fresh cup of wine.”

      “Mine’s not empty,” I pointed out, but let him lead me toward the wine table. As we walked, he tilted my cup into his. He hid the action from view with his body. He drained his mug again as we threaded our way through the crowd.

      “This poor lass has an empty cup, lad,” my escort said.

      "Yes, milord. I mean, Brother Ruadh." The lad was barely old enough to shave, and I doubted he would say no to anyone. He poured me more wine from a pitcher in front of him. Then he moved the pitcher toward Ruadh's cup.

      “A bit of that special mead for me,” the monk said. The lad raised an eyebrow.

      “Aye, that one.” He winked at the lad. “Lord Penllyn told me you keep his personal jug down there.” The lad’s eyes darted to the far corner where his lord still talked with Gwen. He took the monk’s cup and knelt below the table. “Thank ye, lad,” Ruadh said.

      "Gwen has introduced me to almost everyone present," I said as we wandered through the hall. "But I can't remember the Milords from the aps and ferchs," I said.

      "Each one is about the same as the other, lass. But there'll be even more here for the feast after the wedding tomorrow. Just do what I do and say ‘Milord' to everyone who looks like they ought to have a sword. Most of them won't have swords on them since they be visitors and guests. But, you can tell who's used to having one on their hip."
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      Tables were full with four or five people seated around ones sized for three. Tonight was the eve of a happy occasion. Tomorrow a wedding, followed by the midsummer festival and a feast. Still, a sense of gloom seemed to hang over the day. I couldn't shake the feeling that the path Gwen and I spoke of, the path to help the goddess had begun.

      The hall itself reflected the dual nature of the day. Happy and joyful people laughed and talked under the dark, smoky ambience of a dark room. Even though there were numerous lamps lit and a cheerful fire burned in the circular ring of raised stone in the hall's centre, murky darkness still hung in the rafters of the great hall. The lamps made a valiant, yet feeble effort to dispel the gloom.

      Once we had found a quiet spot off to these again, my chaperone pointed toward the men with Gwen.

      "Bleddyn," he said, "spent time talking with the other Lords a bit ago when they were outside."

      “Many of the landholders along the borderlands say they’ve lost livestock to some beast.”

      “What kind of beast?”

      Ruadh shrugged. He sipped from his mug, nursing his drink now.

      “Usually only one or two animals killed. Mauled from what they say.” His eyes scanned the crowded room. “Scavengers get to the carcass first, so they’re not sure what kind of animal be doing the killing.”

      I recalled the slash wounds on the herd and shepherd. Gwen had said we were in Mechain when we found them. Bear. And I stood next to a shifter, a werebear. Someone capable of the carnage we had seen. I even had my hand on his arm right now.

      Then I remembered Gwen's sincerity and trust in Ruadh. She declared that the Holy Lady had chosen him to aid us. The hairs on the back of my neck were flat, not on end, even when I was this close to him. The few times I had been around shifters in the past, they always gave me that creepy predator about-to-attack feeling. I sensed none of that with him.

      “I’ve seen wolves in the area, are there a lot of bears?” I gave him a sideways glance.

      "Nay, not many bears," he said, his voice quiet. "But enough. Bears rarely kill just to kill. They have to be hungry or mad. Sheep and swine don't make bears mad."

      “Gwen and I found an entire herd that had been clawed apart,” I said, my voice quiet. “The shepherd too.”

      “When an’ where, lass?” The skin by his eyes crinkled as they hardened. He seemed to sense my question as a veiled accusation. I wasn’t sure if I had meant it that way. Perhaps I had?

      "A day ago. Gwen said in Mechain." I kept my eyes on him and watched for a reaction.

      “Aye, lass. I know what ye be thinking. Do you remember how long Lady Gwen said it would take a person to go from her lake back to here?”

      “A few days,” I said.

      “Aye,” he said. “Mechain is a different direction from the lake. I can’t walk between the trees like Lady Gwen. You nae be worrying about me doing anything like that.”

      “Brother Ruadh,” another voice said.

      “Lord Mechain,” Ruadh replied and cocked his head toward me. “Lady Mair, in service to the Holy Lady with Gwen.”

      "My pleasure milady," the newcomer said. I could see the resemblance to Lord Dewi in him. Older, with more of a belly, but still thick and muscular. Unlike Dewi, his face shone with a smile, and his eyes glinted as he chuckled.

      “I do hate to interrupt,” he said, “but I’d like to leave a request with Brother Ruadh for our abbot.”

      Unlike Lord Penllyn’s earlier interruption, I didn’t get the sense I was being asked to leave. But, I knew I probably should.

      "If you will excuse me," I tilted my head toward the door. "I could use some night air to clear my head of all this conversation."

      Outside the evening had taken a chill. But, cold didn't bother me. Other than my feet. I preferred to have warmth around my feet. That was seldom possible. Especially here on this island.

      I drifted down the front porch toward the far end, away from a few others who had come out with their conversations. The porch was well-worn but seemed newer than the main building. A thatched roof overhead would keep the light of the daytime sun off the benches and chairs spread about on the wooden decking.

      Two men drifted by from around back, their laughter a few paces ahead of them. I took a quick glance back the way they had come. I was correct. The privy sat far to the back of the path.

      Another sound caught my ears. If it weren't for my undead senses, I'd not have heard it. Heavy breathing with some grunting. A softer, feminine voice breathed out a moan. I couldn't see anyone, but the moans came from behind one of the closer buildings. The smithy was that direction, I recalled. And just beyond that, the stables.

      Footsteps, soft in the night, told me another person had come out onto the porch. The shadows at the far end of the porch hid my presence, and Lady Seren didn't notice me. She leaned on the wooden railing and gazed out into the evening.

      The moaning off to the other side, faded. A moment later a young woman, probably one of the servant girls walked by. She was tugging her skirt, smoothing the wool fabric back into place.

      As the girl climbed the steps to the porch, she noticed Lady Seren and gave a start. A small gasp leaked out. Her eyes dropped to the floor, and she hurried into the keep.

      Seren straightened, he bottom lip tucked between her teeth. She darted down the stair and around the corner where the girl had just come from.

      “How dare you,” she hissed. I wanted to fade into the woodwork and avoid their spat. But they were too close.

      “What I do is my business,” Lord Dewi rebuked her, his voice loud.

      “With Glennis,” Seren said. “She should be marrying soon, but won’t if she carries your bastard.”

      “Since you can’t seem to conceive, and won’t be carrying my child,” Dewi said, his voice louder, “I’ll have to make a son someway.”

      “I’ll not be raising your bastard,” Seren said.

      A thud, and a muffled cry of pain.

      “Don’t tell me what you won’t do, wife,” Dewi hissed.

      I slid down between the railing and landed on the ground below. The night was my time. No one would hear me move. The half a dozen steps to take me towards Seren was nothing.

      Dewi gripped his wife by the neck and pressed her against the wall of the smithy. No wonder she wore high-necked dresses. She had to hide bruises.

      He pulled his arm back and curled his fingers into a tight fist. His hand surged toward Seren.

      This situation wasn’t quite the same as my time with Onion Breath and Hunchback, but close enough. I wasn’t about to allow violence to happen to any woman if I could stop it.

      My demon gave me speed. And power.

      I was next to Seren, my left hand caught his arm, and stopped it cold. His eyes wide, he jerked his head around toward me. Dewi’s other fist surged at me. Seren, free from its grasp stumbled away.

      I grabbed his right wrist with my left hand and twisted. Dewi squeaked with the pain, but he was strong and surged against my wrist lock. He pulled his other hand back for a blow. I stepped inside his reach and led with my knee into his groin.

      Dewi doubled over and clutched his groin, wheezing in pain next to where Seren was on her knees gasping to get air. I grabbed him by his throat, just as he had with Seren. I jerked him up. He bounced into stout wooden planks of the smithy. I pushed him up the wall until his feet were off the ground. He took a moment before he came to his senses. Between the pain in his family jewels and the bang of his head against the wall, he wasn’t in the best of shape.

      “One hand on her,” I hissed once his eyes focused on my face. “Just one bruise on her, new or old, and I will do this to you again. But in front of others. For all to see.” With his pride, he’d never allow that to happen.

      “Who…” he wheezed, “are you?”

      “Vengeance,” I said. I relaxed my grip and let him crumple.
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      I helped Lady Seren to her feet. Dewi stayed curled in a ball on the ground. We headed back to the porch without him.

      “Please don’t tell anyone,” Seren whispered at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Why?” I asked.

      "War," she said. "If my father, or worse, my uncle knew, Penllyn and Mechain would be at war. I'm supposed to be the one to bring peace. I know I can get through to him. I need time."

      “You need a new husband, milady,” I said.

      “That’s not allowed,” she answered. “Please promise you won’t tell a soul.” Her eyes drifted to the cross on my chest. “Especially not the abbot. I can’t have the church involved either. Dewi will get so mad.”

      Promise, no. I wouldn’t do that.

      “If you need my help, just ask, milady,” I said. “Your husband will be no problem.”

      “Please,” she begged. “Tell no one. I don’t want to cause war.” She spun and headed inside. Seren turned once, at the door, and mouthed a silent “thank you.” She squared her shoulders, raised her chin and pasted a smile on her face, and stepped back into the crowd.

      I leaned against the railing and pondered what I had just gotten myself into.

      After a moment, I saw Gwen and Lord Penllyn heading out toward me. One of the numerous "miladies" stopped Gwen, but Bleddyn continued toward me. He had the grace of a trained fighter, despite his limp. His eyes held mine as he approached. He bowed his head.

      “Milady Mair, my apologies,” he said. “Lady Gwen has made it clear I am to include you in all of our future conversations. My thanks for allowing me to be reprimanded privately.”

      “No need for apologies, milord,” I said. “I can understand your sentiments when a stranger from far shores invades your son’s wedding celebration.”

      Should I tell Lady Seren’s father of what had just happened? He seemed reasonable, but what had Gwen said, give a Cymry lord any reason, and they’d charge off to extract vengeance?

      "Yours is a welcome invasion, milady," Bleddyn said with a deep bow, and a flourish of his arm. "Penllyn is all the richer with your presence, and you are welcome in our hall and home any time. If you will forgive me, I need to see to the roasts for tomorrow's meal."

      Perhaps, it would be better if I watched Dewi, and kept the news to myself. The wedding of Lady Seren’s brother wasn’t an event I wanted to mar by starting a war between two of these lords.

      Gwen stepped out a moment later. She slipped an arm behind me and squeezed. “Are you ready to retire for the evening?” she sent. Just like her physical touch, I found her mental one soothing and comforting.

      Still contemplating the situation I had inserted myself into, I nodded.

      We made our apologies to Rhian, then headed to the storeroom that was ours for the next few days. I knew that sound could still carry beyond the wooden walls, but, we were safe from prying eyes in here. I reached out and took her hand.

      “Say only what you don’t mind others hearing,” Gwen sent.

      “I remember courtly politics,” I sent. “Too many ears lurk at cracks in walls, or by doors to find gossip to use against their enemies.”

      A single stool and a small table stood along the wall opposite the bed. A narrow aisle between the furniture was all the floor space we had. Gwen knelt by the bed. She placed her hands, palms down on the blankets and closed her eyes in concentration.

      "I asked the insects to leave us alone," she said and slid back on the bed to lean against the wall. I sat next to her. The rushes piled under the blankets were slightly softer than our patch of grass by the lake, but the lack of room to spread out meant we'd be close. I lay on my side and put my head in her lap.

      “Insects have never bothered me since I crossed over,” I projected my thought to her.

      “Bleddyn,” she sent, “Lord Penllyn, came with information you might find interesting,” she said across our link.

      "He told you that the landholders have been losing livestock to a predator along the borderlands?"

      She chuckled.

      “I forgot that Ruadh would have heard stories as well," she sent. “That wasn’t all. The attacks on livestock have spread to all along Penllyn and Mechain.”

      “Just livestock, or another human?”

      “Livestock only in Penllyn,” Gwen glanced toward the door. “Einion, Lord Mechain, joined in at the end. I could tell him of the dead flock and their shepherd we found. He wasn’t happy, but wasn’t surprised.”

      I stayed silent as I remembered my dream of the game board with The Lady. I could remember the click of claws from off the board and the rumbling growl.

      “Is this why I’m here?” I asked. “I’m supposed to help fight a beast killing in the borderlands?” Gwen shrugged. Unsure.

      We both stayed in our thoughts. I wasn't sure what to say about Seren and Dewi. Gwen would probably scold me for getting involved. But I would not let a woman be beaten. Fortunately, Gwen was lost in her thoughts and didn't notice my turmoil.

      “Mair,” Gwen said and stroked my hair, “The Lady made clear that you and I are both needed in the coming battles.”

      “Was this at your attempted meeting this morning?”

      “It was,” she said. “I believe her exact words were ‘Death is robbing our lands, and the only way I see to fight it is with both life and death.’”

      “Interesting…” I mulled that over. “Life and Death. An apt description.”

      “Try not to die, dearest,” she sent.

      “Well, only one of us is still alive.”
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      The wedding festivities began early. Lady Rhian’s voice sounded from outside our room.

      "Out, all of you. This building is for the women-folk only today. Out." She directed the menfolk to rouse themselves from the communal beds in the large hall. They greeted her stern voice with groans and moans of those who had indulged too deeply into the Lord of Penllyn's ale stock. But Rhian wouldn't hear their pleas for more sleep.

      Lady Penllyn's voice carried throughout the building, as she directed the servants to bring food to the visiting ladies to break their fasts. A slight rap at the door caused me to rise. Gwen was already up, cleaning her face. I unbolted the door and eased it open to find Rhian.

      “Good morning, Mair,” she said. “Nesta and I will break our fast with Enid soon. You are most welcome to join us.”

      I glanced at Gwen. I knew I could hide my dietary restrictions in large gatherings, but in intimate settings, it became noticeable I wasn’t eating.

      “We would love to visit,” Gwen answered, “But we have our devotions to The Holy Lady to attend to. Will you ask for a small bowl of food for us?”

      “Of course, dear. Come along when you can.” She said, then added, “We will have baths poured in the great hall in about an hour. We’ll have three tubs in the main hall.”

      “The hall?” I asked.

      "My girls would dunk me in the well, if I insisted they carry water for all the baths today up to the rooms on the second floor," Lady Penllyn said with a little laugh. "We'll keep the baths near the hearth so we can get hot water easily." Rhian explained. "You are both welcome for the second round, once Enid, Nesta and I get ours."

      "Thank you, Milady. You are most, kind," I replied.

      "I'm Rhian, dear, unless the occasion demands formality," she said, then waved at a servant. Rhian pulled a bowl from the girl's tray of food. With that, she made her exit.

      I passed the bowl to Gwen, then put on my dress, and sat down to watch her eat. She nibbled on the food, breaking off some dark bread and cheese. Once she had finished, we went to find the bride-to-be. As we crossed the hall, her door opened and the bride's mother, Nesta, came out and leaned over the railing to search the room below. She gave a wave to Gwen and me, then motioned her daughter to follow her out.

      The swoosh of water echoed through the keep. I glanced toward the sound. Girls were dumping buckets of water into three tubs by the hearth. Beyond that, a girl closed the main doors to the keep and set the bar in the braces.

      A large cauldron hung in the hearth's centre. Serving girls dipped buckets into it and poured the hot water into the large tubs. Rhian soaked in a bathtub. Nesta and Enid moved to the others, with Enid at the end one by where I sat. They dropped their linen under-dresses and stepped into the tubs.

      Talk of the impending wedding filled the great hall, and the women gave motherly advice to the young bride in abundance. Especially on how to handle her man on the wedding night. Though opinions differed there.

      “You’re so lucky, dear,” said Lady Sian, wife to one of Lord Penllyn’s main landholders. Her silver hair framed her lined face. “To have found love along with a marriage.” She reached out and patted the bride’s hand, where it rested, out of the water on the edge of the wooden tub.

      "Love?" another woman scoffed. I had forgotten her name, but I thought she was a Lady of one of the minor holdings in Meirionnydd. "At our station, dear, we're lucky to have a kind word and polite request before being summoned to our lord husband's bed. You'll know tonight if it's love. Or just wanton lust. Either way, you'll find your place soon enough when your belly swells with the fruit of his seed."

      "Oh, and be sure to lay still, afterwards," a third woman added. "Laying still is the best way to get with child."

      “I have had the best luck if I clutch my knees to my chest,” said Lady Sian. “I got my twins that way. Just a little rocking side to side. I stayed that way until my legs cramped, just so his seed would stay in place and quicken.”

      Enid tried to sink even lower in the tub as the ladies continued their lively discussion about how to ensure conception.

      I reached out and patted her hand. She was as low as possible in the tub, with the water up to her nose.

      “Do you love your husband?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      Enid sensed all eyes on her. Her nod sent small waves dancing across the foamy surface.

      “Then show your love. Touch and be touched, love and be loved. Babies will come when they are meant to. Until then, love with all of your heart. Enjoy every moment.”

      Enid smiled at me, thankful for advice she seemed to understand.

      Nesta reached out from her tub and took one of my hands in hers. “You are such a practical delight, Mair. We are all happy that Gwen brought you into our lives.”

      The small talk continued for a few minutes. Enid didn't seem to have any desire to leave her bath. Despite my advice, she sank back under the water, as though she still wanted to hide. Nesta eventually announced she was ready to begin preparations for the day's festivities. Servant girls moved in with cloths to help the ladies dry off. Rhian rose right after Nesta and Enid finished.

      “Once they freshen the water,” Rhian said, “would the representatives of The Holy Lady take their refreshment in the baths, and then join us in the bride’s quarters?”

      A swoosh, as the girls dumped another bucket of hot water into one tub cut off Gwen's reply. She nodded acceptance.

      Gwen and I disrobed and stepped into the first two baths. Out of the other half-dozen women who waited for their turns in the tubs, two of them made a small show of offering each other the remaining tub.

      “Lady Seren should be next,” one of them pointed out. “She’s the groom’s sister and daughter to our hostess.”

      "She's under the weather this morning," another woman said. "Poor thing been married over a year now and still no swollen belly. Perhaps she's gotten one to quicken?" Another moment of each insisting the other go first ended with Gwen giving them a stern look and pointing at one, then at the open tub.

      The ladies shifted their attention to me. They peppered me with questions about my past, how my accent had formed. I played my usual role as the dark foreigner.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Nesta answered Gwen's knock on Enid's door. A small window was open, and a linen curtain swayed in the breeze.

      Enid's wedding dress hung from a hook on the wall. It was a lovely light green woollen dress, with blue and dark green embroidery in the curving, pointed patterns in the same Celtic style as the cross Gwen had given me. A blue woven belt hung with the dress.

      “Have you settled the marriage gifts?” Gwen asked the ladies.

      “Months ago, dear," Nesta added. “Enid and Cadoc will receive lands on either side of the cantrefi’s respective borders, and their children should be well positioned to govern both.”

      “And the sword-gift?”

      Enid pointed toward the bed. A blade leaned in the corner, in a leather scabbard. The hilt and pommel were shiny and well cared for.

      “May I?” Gwen asked.

      "Please," Nesta said. "My husband gave me his family's sword to keep for my son." Her eyes turned misty. I remembered from the conversation the day before that her only son had died a few years ago, well short of his inheritance. "Caerwyn and I want it to go to our daughter's husband."

      Gwen brought the blade back to our circle. She drew the blade from the leather and dropped the scabbard on the bed behind Nesta. She held the blade parallel to the floor and motioned to me to hold out my hands. Gwen set the blade on my palms and laid her hands on top of mine. She motioned to the others to stand.

      "Enid first, lay your hands on top, in between Mair's." The young bride did so. "Rhian, then Nesta." The two mothers placed theirs side by side, so their hands covered the naked blade. With Gwen's hands touching mine around the metal, I felt the link to Gwen open in my mind.

      “Follow along, dearest,” she projected.

      “The Holy Lady has always blessed the land’s leaders with hallowed objects,” her voice was quiet, yet formal. “Today, as Penllyn and Meirionnydd join their families, we ask The Lady’s blessing upon the families, and upon this blade, a symbol of their unity, and their devotion to The Land.”

      I felt Gwen reach out, through the golden cord into the Otherworld. Her golden, mystical cord thrummed with power. My own pulsed as well.

      "Lady Enid," Gwen continued, "as you give your heart to your love, Lord Cadoc today," I felt Enid straighten with pride, her chin raised as she stood. "Will you also vow to love and care for The Land, for the parts of Britain that come under your stewardship with your husband?"

      "I will do so, to the best of my ability." Her voice was steady as she made the vow.

      "Ladies Penllyn and Meirionnydd," Gwen's gaze swept each in their turn, "Will each of you also vow to care for The Lands you and your husbands' steward now?"

      “I already have, and will continue to do so,” Lady Penllyn answered.

      “As have I, and yes, I vow to continue, with the grace and blessings of The Holy Lady,” Lady Meirionnydd added, her voice quiet, yet firm.

      I felt the magic come from my hands, through my black and gold cord to the goddess, but Gwen guided the magical connection. A soft white light came from my hands and infused the metal of the sword. The glow leaked out from our overlapped fingers. I heard a humming, come from the sword. Then a thrumming began, almost as if the land was singing. The women all stared at their hands on the sword. They kept their breathing still. The light brightened and washed across all of us, then diminished, as the music of the land and humming of the blade faded.

      I felt something change, ever so slightly inside me. The goddess had touched some part of me, and I felt more deeply connected to her than before.

      “I feel warm,” Enid whispered. “What just happened?”

      “A blessing,” Rhian said. Nesta and Enid each had looks of awe on their faces.

      “That was different…” Nesta said, “and unexpected. Do you do that often? Call magic like that?”

      “The Holy Lady has blessed your families,” Gwen said. “I know not what awaits, but your families will be the keys to help us face whatever evil comes our way. The Holy Lady would not have blessed this blade if not.”

      "Then we shall stand together," Nesta said. She pulled her hands off the top of the pile. The others did as well. I still held the sword. Its glow had faded out. The metal had warmed. Whether from their touch or the magic, I wasn't sure. I had the distinct feeling that when the light faded, it hadn't died off. The blade had absorbed it.

      Gwen held the leather scabbard toward Enid. “Take your family’s blade, with the blessing of The Lady.”

      Enid grasped the hilt. A glimmer of light ran along the blade as her hand closed on the cord wrapped grip. She raised the sword before her face, in salute to Gwen, then dipped it to slide it into the leather sleeve.

      Enid laid it reverently on the bed. Her hand lingered as she traced the line of the blade up to the pommel.
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      Gwen and I excused ourselves an hour and returned to our room to dress for the ceremony. Back in the great hall, now devoid of tubs, the floor swept and cleaned, Lady Penllyn gave directions to servants who bustled about the keep. She wore a dark blue dress with elaborate embroidery, and a headscarf to match. Scattered around the great hall, older girls, children of various landholders from both cantrefi wore blue or green dresses and adorned with wreaths of flowers atop their heads. Ladies in waiting for the bride to be.

      Rhian saw us and waved us over. A woman stopped Gwen to chat. Rhian caught my eye and held up a brass torc, a round u-shaped necklace. She cocked her head at me, an unspoken request for assistance. I stepped toward her.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I always get my hair caught in these two-part ones when I do it by myself.” She passed me the metal torc, and I almost jerked my hand away. The torc was brass but inlaid with silver. The smell of the cold metal caught my senses. But, as long as the metal didn’t cut me, I could touch it.

      I steeled myself and took the neckpiece from her. Fortunately, it couldn't harm me like Onion Breath's silver blades had.

      Unlike a necklace made of chain or braided cords, the torc was two curved solid pieces of metal, about as wide as my main finger. This piece was carved with more curving, circular Celtic designs. Ornate silver balls capped the open ends of the neckpiece. I could see where the piece split in the middle. The two halves were joined in the middle, and rotated so a wearer could turn the sides, one up and one down, to widen the gap between the ends for ease of donning the piece.

      The Lady Penllyn turned away and held her auburn hair and her headscarf away from her neck. I slid the torc on her and twisted it shut.

      “Thank you, Mair,” she said. A deep knock on the main doors reverberated through the great hall. “And so, it begins…”

      Several men had gathered outside the door. All wore clean tunics of bright colours. Lord Cadoc wore a dark green tunic and trousers; his leather boots glinted in the midday sun from their polish. Dark green decorated the cantref's pennants and seemed to be one of Penllyn's colours. Next to him was his father. Off to the side stood Ruadh, with a clean grey tunic, and his cross displayed on a cord around his neck. He winked at me as we stepped behind Rhian.

      Enid's father, Caerwyn, stood next to Cadoc. His tunic was a light blue. Blue and green were the colours of Enid's wedding outfit, which suggested a joining of the lands.

      “Lady Penllyn,” Caerwyn said. “This man,” he gestured toward Cadoc, “your son, asks that our families be joined in marriage. Do you consent to this union?”

      “Lord Meirionnydd, I so consent.”

      "As do I," Nesta's voice rang out from behind us. She approached her husband, with a familiar scabbard in hand. Her dress was a similar shade of light green. She held forth the leather baldric from which the blade hung. "Milord Husband, we lack a son to carry the family blade today. Will you carry it to the wedding site with my blessing?"

      Caerwyn stood straighter. His grey hair seemed to glow as he stood framed in the sunny doorway. Both his tunic and her dress had intricate Celtic designs embroidered on the sleeves and around the collars. He reached out and took hold of the leather scabbard.

      “Just as you have honoured me, my wife, I will honour our daughter and carry the blade until she presents it to her husband.” Lady Meirionnydd released the blade to her husband.

      Caerwyn looped the leather belt over his head and shoulder, so it crossed his body, and the sword hung at his hip. "Miladies Gwenhwyfar and Mair, will you accompany us and oversee the vows?"

      Gwen stepped forward, and I followed a beat after her. “We will gladly administer the vows to the new couple, in the name of The Lady, and all that we hold Holy.”

      Caerwyn nodded and motioned the others to proceed. Gwen and I followed. Just outside the building stood Emlyn, the Penteulu. His stance was casual, yet alert. His thumbs tucked into his crossed belts where his hands could move to the pommels of his sheathed swords. As we departed, he stayed behind, with Caerwyn.

      Cadoc, Bleddyn, and the portly Lord of Mechain led us toward a small grove of oak trees at one end of the wooden-walled compound atop the hill. Here the rocky hillside sloped upward behind the trees and made a small ridge behind the weapons practice field. A thin fissure split open the rocky shelf in the hill between the weapons field and the top where the grove sat. The crack which was big enough, barely, for a man to walk through, led back into darkness.

      We climbed the path to the top where a grove of old oak trees stood. About fifty feet away, on the far side of the grove, the ground dropped off. This side of the hill was a rocky cliff. Yesterday, as Gwen, Ruadh and I approached Caer Penllyn from the road, I remembered a sharp and steep wall of rock on this end of the hill, probably two hundred feet high.

      In the grove, a trellis of flowers and vines were woven into the tree branches. Roses and lilies littered the ground underneath and the trellis above.

      "Is that the family crypt?" Einion asked Bleddyn and pointed at the fissure below.

      “It is. I have spent some time prowling the deeper parts and discovered some Roman crypts.”

      “The Roman invaders have left their traces everywhere,” Gwen said. She took my arm, and steered me toward the trellis, then stepped toward its rear. Our backs were toward the cliff, with the entrance to the crypt caves down the path, below and to the right of where we stood. I found the juxtaposition of a wedding celebration near the crypts interesting.

      Trees, however, were scarce in the fort because of the settlement and wooden fortifications. The idea that generations of inhabitants of the fort had kept this grove and not cut it for lumber or firewood impressed me. A dozen trees would have been tempting in a hard winter, or when they needed lumber for a new building.

      “Oaks are sacred to the old Celtic faith,” Gwen sent into my mind. Her hand still touched my arm. “The Lords of Penllyn have respected the land for generations. They still respect the old ways, despite the shift in faith from the old gods.”

      Gwen gazed at the canopy of vines and flowers overhead. She closed her eyes and held her hands out, palms up. I sensed her golden cord to the Otherworld humming. The flowers overhead sent out shoots and multiplied. Their numbers doubled then tripled. The vines spread toward the back, lengthened and cascaded down behind us. The men gathered with us either gasped or chuckled.

      Gwen opened her eyes and grinned at them.

      “I have a special way with plants,” she said. “The Holy Lady smiles on this wedding.”

      Music drifted up from below. The bride's party emerged from between the last of the buildings of the main complex and passed the spits and fire pits where the boars were roasting. Several of the older children of the landholders played their pipes or jingled bells as they skipped along ahead of the bride's party. Behind them walked the bridesmaids dressed in their fine blue or green dresses, with crowns of flowers perched atop their heads.

      Caerwyn, Lord of Meirionnydd approached, his hand on the pommel of the sword his wife had presented to him. Both mothers accompanied Lady Enid; each wore their beautiful gowns. Behind them, his hands near his weapons strode Emlyn. He seemed attentive, and ready for battle, despite the joyful atmosphere. Seren and her husband — after his tussle with Lady Seren, I refused to use his noble title — came along behind the bride's party with other nobles that were to witness the ceremonies.

      As the party neared us, the musicians and bridesmaids parted to either side, and the Lord of Meirionnydd strode into the grove between them. He stepped off away from the centre. Nesta stepped beside him and slid her arm through his. Rhian joined Bleddyn and laid her hand in the crook of his arm. Both sets of parents stood by their respective son or daughter. Emlyn watched the land below as he guarded the hilltop. I wasn't sure who was going to invade and make it all the way up here, but he was ready.

      “Lord and Ladies, welcome to this holy place,” Gwen’s arm swept out in a gesture to encompass the small grove. “May the Most Holy Lady, Mother of Britain and all within her boundaries, lay her blessings upon this land, and all who have gathered here on this special day.”

      Even though we were not touching, I could feel Gwen's bond with the Otherworld tingling; I felt the warmth of the goddess. A single ray of late-afternoon sunlight highlighted Gwen. The light created a silver halo about her person.

      Gwen asked of the gifts that each family was presenting to the bridal couple. Bleddyn and Caerwyn responded with details. Gwen motioned that the couple should step forward. They did so and turned to face each other. “Cadoc and Enid, you are here on this day to proclaim each other as spouse. Lord Cadoc, do you now accept Lady Enid as your wife and Lady?”

      “I do” he whispered as he gazed into Enid’s eyes.

      Her mouth moved and breathed a single word, meant only for his ears. “Louder.”

      “I DO.” He said.

      “Lady Enid, do you now accept Cadoc as your husband and Lord?”

      “I do,” the girl exclaimed for all to hear.

      Gwen touched my elbow. She had given me instructions earlier on how to bind their hands. I pulled the cloth belt from my waist and draped the sash over their hands and wrapped it around their wrists. Then I tied a loose knot with the ends.

      "Let it be known that Enid and Cadoc are one, joined in wedlock," Gwen proclaimed. Cadoc leaned in and kissed his bride before all. I untied the sash. No sooner had it come loose, than Enid's hands rose to cup his face and she lengthened the kiss for several seconds, while the guests gave a loud cheer.

      Once they parted, Gwen whispered her congratulations. Then she asked aloud, “Have you a gift for the bride?”

      "I do," Cadoc said. He pulled his baldric over his head and held its sword sideways toward his bride. "I give you this, the sword of my family, to keep for our son to use, in protection of his family."

      Enid accepted the gift. She stepped toward her father, who already had his family blade and scabbard ready, the one we had blessed earlier. He passed it to her. Her father kissed her on her cheek during the exchange.

      Enid returned to her groom. He bent so she could loop the baldric with the new blade across him.

      “You must be able to keep your family, and your lands safe from harm.” She said as she draped the leather baldric across him. “I give you the blade of my family to guard our home, our family and our lands.” Cadoc knelt and took Enid’s hands in his.

      "I will do my best to protect us from harm, my Lady Wife." He kissed each of her hands. She leaned down and kissed him again. The cheers from those gathered resounded throughout the grove and across the hilltop.

      From down the hill, by the main gates of Caer Penllyn, a pole rose with a strip of cloth tied to it. It waved back and forth. Emlyn, who stood at the edge of the grove, glanced back at Lord Penllyn. Their eyes narrowed. Both men wore tight-lipped expressions of tension.

      Below, a procession of some sort rode into the fort. Each of the men on horseback led an empty mount. Behind them, a horse drew a small wagon. One of the lead men carried a banner I didn't recognise. Emlyn and Bleddyn had though. Both frowned when they spied it as it stirred in the breeze.

      The young minstrels led the bridal couple down the hill. Cadoc held Enid’s hand on the way down. Their families followed the bride and groom. Other guests were close behind. Only Emlyn and Bleddyn seemed troubled at first. When Rhian saw the flag waving by the gate, she shifted her demeanour in an instant. Back straight and head held high. Her eyes had gone steely in their gaze. Her eyelids narrowed.

      “Trouble?”

      “Lord Fadog decided to attend.”

      “The one who kidnapped Rhian on her wedding day?”

      “No,” she replied, “Emlyn slew that Lord Fadog. This one is his son. Just as low and despicable though.”

      “This could get interesting,” I said.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            37

          

          

      

    

    







            Fadog

          

        

      

    

    
      Emlyn and Bleddyn detoured from the folks who waited to congratulate Cadoc and Enid. Instead, they headed to where Fadog and his men at arms stood by their horses. Emlyn motioned toward the gate guard from the day before, Gerallt. Together they directed guards around the edges of the stable yard where Fadog's men  had stopped.

      Gwen guided me to a bench near the stables where we could stay in the shade and within earshot of the confrontation with the new arrivals.

      “What brings you to Penllyn, Fadog?” Lord Penllyn said. His tone was cautious.

      Fadog was a good ten years younger than Bleddyn. His brown moustache dripped down both sides of his mouth, like thin serpents that outlined his mouth, all the way down his chin.

      “Ah, Penllyn,” Fadog said. “Congratulations on tying your cantref to Meirionnydd.”

      “Thank you, Fadog,” Lord Penllyn’s tone was tired. He pointed to the extra horses. “You brought additional mounts because you are riding farther tonight?”

      “No Penllyn,” Fadog smiled with mischief. “These are your horses. What’s left of a herd that had crossed into the area Mercia stole from Fadog.”

      “What do mean, ‘what’s left?’ where’s the rest of the herd?”

      "Perhaps you should take better care of your assets, Penllyn." Fadog grinned, his eyes were full of mischief. "Mercia won't always have your back, protecting the borderlands they stole from me. That valley is Fadog territory, no matter what Penda and his cut-throats say."

      "Your dispute is with Penda," Bleddyn said. I was amazed at how calm his temper was. He was used to the jibes Fadog threw at him.

      “You rode all this way to return my horses?”

      "And the herdsman set to watch them, what's left of him," Fadog's smile grew larger, as he pointed at the wagon. "Poor lad's been clawed to pieces. Found a horse near him. It had been mauled just as badly. Whatever killed them, took down several more horses, slashed them and left them to die. There's a beast on the loose in the area. Perhaps you should ask Penda if it's one of his."

      Cadoc, along with Lord Meirionnydd, strode up just then. I noticed the several archers with bows ready stood on the walls watching Fadog’s party.

      “Gwilym is dead?” Cadoc asked.

      “Was that the groom?” Fadog asked the young lord. Cadoc gave one grim nod of his head.

      "Too bad about your horses," Fadog said. "And your man," he continued after a beat. "That's the problem with sending young men so far away from where they should be. A predator comes along and does what they're supposed to do: look for prey. Your man and his herd seemed to be in the wrong place at the wrong time." Fadog had a sly grin as he spoke. He appeared to relish his role as the bearer of bad news.

      "I see about a dozen steeds. That herd had almost thirty head in it," Cadoc said, his voice flat. One of Fadog's men moved his hand toward his sword. Emlyn cleared his throat. The man glanced at Penllyn's Penteulu, then shifted his hand away from the sword.

      "Thirty? You are bold to have that large a herd in Fadog territory." He grinned at Cadoc. "Penllyn horses are well respected throughout all of Britain, including the Deira and Bernicia." Fadog sounded like he mimicked a local saying. "You might find a few in those northern kingdoms if you were to travel through Fadog to pay them a visit." He glanced at the other Lord, then said to Bleddyn. "Powys would be a strong kingdom today if you had backed me for the throne. Our two cantrefi could have united and controlled half of Cymru. Instead, Powys is splintered with Mercian brigands have cut us off from the rest of the kingdom."

      “You came to Penllyn to push a border dispute with Mercia?” Lord Meirionnydd said. Fadog’s mischievous grin broadened. “Neither Penllyn nor Meirionnydd took any land from you. Your complaint is with Mercia.”

      “Penda told Fadog,” Bleddyn said, “that he’d be a head shorter if he ever stepped foot into Mercia. If he heard what Fadog just said about trying to take the throne of Powys, Penda might ride to ask Ffransys about the matter.”

      “Have you offered to carry a message to King Penda for Fadog?” Caerwyn asked, a sly grin on his face.

      “No,” Bleddyn replied, “but we expect one of his thanes here this fall to get another twenty head of good Penllyn horses. I could send a message back then.”

      Fadog, nervously stroked his moustache as he watched the other two lords discuss his problems with the Mercian King.

      "Perhaps you could return this fall when the Mercians come to trade for the horses," Bleddyn said to Fadog. His grin was wide. "Penda has sent word that he might visit us himself this year or next." The colour faded from Fadog's face, and his hand drifted down to rest on his sword. I'd seen that worried expression on too many men who had boasted in an ale room. Too often their mouths got them in trouble, and they needed to back up their words with action.

      "We came for a wedding feast," Fadog said. He attempted to stand straighter. "There is a feast for your guests, is there not?"

      "You are welcome to stay for the meal, Fadog." Bleddyn said. Evidently, rules of hospitality in these lands meant you couldn't even turn your family enemy away on a wedding day.

      “Leave your weapons with the gate guards,” Bleddyn said. “And, you’ll need to camp outside. We’re out of room in the caer,” Bleddyn added.

      “The hospitality of Penllyn is renowned throughout Powys, or what’s left of the kingdom,” Fadog said with a huge smirk. He shifted his gaze to Cadoc. “You could have wed my Lowri and be celebrating a renewed Powys today.”

      “Sometimes, Fadog,” Bleddyn said, his voice firm, “ambition and border disputes don’t dictate who weds whom. You need to take the crown of Powys on your own.”

      "Perhaps, Penllyn, perhaps." He said. "Since I doubt you'll be offering us water to wash our boots clean, I suggest we move to your best mead and toast the happy couple before my men and I have to find a place to camp."
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      Bleddyn dispatched a runner to bring several jugs of ale back to Fadog and his men. He requested a mug of mead only for Fadog.

      “His best mead,” Fadog called after the young stable lad who jogged away to get the drink. Bleddyn only gave a thin, tight smile at that. Fadog grabbed his mug and took a sip.

      “You call this your best, Penllyn?” Fadog grimaced as he took another sip. “I’ve had better horse piss than this.”

      “I didn’t say it was my best, Ffransys,” Bleddyn said and turned away.

      Lord Emlyn watched as Penllyn guards came to collect the larger weapons from Fadog's retinue. They left only belt knives. Standard practice for guests in a lord's home. Stable hands followed along and took charge of both the returned Penllyn horses, and Fadog's.

      Gwen and I drifted back toward the keep as Fadog, and his entourage mingled with the guests. There were now more Penllyn guards with bows or crossbows around the edges of the keep's main yard.

      “What was that about washing boots and water?” I asked Gwen when we away from the Lords. I remembered that Cadoc had a girl clean our boots, but I wasn’t sure of the meaning behind Bleddyn’s statement.

      “It’s a Cymry custom.” She laughed. “I forget you are not used to our ways. To offer someone water to clean their boots is a sign that you honour them as a guest, and they are welcome in your home.”

      “Ah…” I said. “I wouldn’t offer to spit on Fadog’s boots, let alone give him water after that exchange.” Gwen laughed at my comment. “Is he always that slimy?” I asked.

      “Today was one of his good days.” Her expression darkened. “Let’s just say that the animosity between the two cantrefi, Fadog and Penllyn, are several generations old. Fadog lords never care for their people, only for expansion and conquest.”

      “Come, let us find a place to sit” she added. “I could use a drink of something strong after that exchange.”

      I laughed. I had yet to see Gwen drink anything but water.

      Gwen had grabbed two mugs from the serving tables and poured wine into both. We found a spot on a bench near the cottages that kept me in the shade. "Bleddyn has a fondness for apples," she said. "The wine in Britain is far from desirable, so he has his vintners mix other fruit in with the grapes in the fermentation."

      “I smelled such last night,” I said. A large shadow drifted closer to us.

      "I just be on the way to watch for the abbot," Ruadh said as he pulled a stool over to join us. He had donned a clean, grey tunic. His ornately carved, dark wooden cross caught my eye. It was exquisite work. Whoever had carved it was a master craftsman. It made the simple carved ivory one I wore seem simple.

      “What be in your cup, Mair?” he asked with a wink.

      “Wine,” I said and held it out toward him. “Would you like a sip?”

      “Only a sip?” he said as he took the mug. He drank it in three large swallows. “You need to be drinkin’ mead, me girl,” he added, then shifted to a whisper. “Especially if I have to be drainin’ your mug for ya.”

      “How fares the abbot and the monastery?” Gwen asked. “I spent the last month with Mair and haven’t been in Penllyn to check in.”

      “All is well,” Ruadh rumbled. “The abbot sent Iolo off to Penda. It’s time he was to visit his mother, and that trip be not too far out of his way.” Our bearish monk glanced at me. “Penda be king of Mercia, the Saxon kingdom to Penllyn’s east.”

      “The abbot,” Gwen asked, “wants to expand churches into the pagan lands?”

      “More like the council of Bishops,” Ruadh said. “The Anglo bishops from Canterbury are reaching out to Lords and Kings, with the blessings of the Roman Church. They’re good at converting a lord, and when enough of the lords convert, the kings feel the pressure.” He glanced at me and winked. “And when they get a king to convert, the peasants are forced to convert along with him.”

      “That never goes well,” I said. “I’ve been in a few areas when that happened. Funny, the clergy doing the converting never seem to stick around and educate the common folks on the new religion.”

      “Aye,” Ruadh grinned. “All the villagers know is the baptism and the communion supper. We heard of a bunch of villagers down in Wessex that kept pouring water on each other at every meal. The Cymry bishop nearby had to send monks around to each village to help them learn right.”

      “Such a pity to force the old faiths away,” Gwen said. She shook her head and stared off toward the distance.

      Ruadh nodded in agreement.

      "That be why the bishops be trying to grow churches in Mercia," he continued. "If Brother Iolo gets permission to assist the Thanes of Penda who have converted, our monks and friars can head over to help build a church in that part of the land. The friars can stay long enough to train new clergy, or we can send a monk every week for mass, around as we do in Penllyn."

      Ruadh’s eyes wandered the courtyard. “Ah, they be bringing out the mead. I best check to be sure it’s good enough for our abbot,” He said with a wink as he rose. “Lord Penllyn takes pride in his mead.”

      I glanced around after Ruadh headed off. One of the serving lads at the table filled my former mug for him. The golden rays of the late afternoon sun washed the main yard of the fort. A small table, suitable for two, stood in a place of honour in front of a long table. That would be the table for the bridal couple. Linen cloths in bright green and blue decorated those two tables.

      Men and women from the small town atop the hill brought out stools and chairs from the Keep's great hall. Lord and Lady Penllyn moved about them and helped where they could.

      Like many other cultures, the act of the wedding itself wasn't the notable event. The feast in honour of it was the real celebration.

      The guards were careful to make sure that no one who came in for the festivities carried any weapon other than a belt knife. Few of the folks from the villages around the hill had such weapons, so the guards usually just smiled and waved the yeomen and their families through.

      A portly man in a long grey tunic entered the grounds. He carried a staff topped with a cross and led a small band of men dressed in simple grey tunics. Each wore an odd haircut that I'd learned was the Celtic version of a monk's tonsure. Their heads had been shaved to the mid-point of the crown, but the hair behind that was kept shoulder length. Each wore an intricate wooden cross on a simple cord.

      “The abbot,” Gwen said. She must have sensed my angst at men of the church in our midst. She snuck an arm around me for a quick hug.

      Still, the sight of their holy symbols and monks tonsures gave my stomach a flutter. After my time with the Witch Hunters, I was still leery of the church. Ruadh hurried toward them, wearing a broad grin. The abbot held his arms out and embraced my new bearish friend.

      “He is a fine man, and understanding of the old ways,” Gwen sent. "Remember, that the Cymry church regards well the old traditions. This abbot and the bishops of the Cymry church are unlike the Roman clergy. They revere our goddess, The Lady, as the holiest of all saints."

      I toyed with the ivory cross that hung down on my chest. “A few weeks ago, I believed in no gods,” I whispered. “Now, an ancient goddess has noticed me. The local abbot believes that this goddess of yours to be the Virgin Mother?”

      "Goddess of ours. She seems to have a special interest in you," Gwen reminded me. "To adopt our goddess as a saint, the Church created a legend which says the Holy Mother visited Britain when she and her young son fled from Rome."

      Ruadh led the abbot our way. He was, perhaps a finger's width or two taller than I. The abbot's girth appeared to be food and age. His smile, however, was wide and sunny. He passed his staff to Ruadh and bowed toward us. The cross on his chest swung out as he bent. It was at least as well crafted as Ruadh's. Whoever had made these was a master carver.

      Gwen curtseyed, and I jerked my eyes off the holy symbol and curtsied.

      "Lady Gwenhwyfar," the abbot said in a deep baritone. His grey hair, cut in the same tonsure as his monks, was almost pure white. "Your presence here today blesses us all."

      "Abbott Heilyn, you are most kind," Gwen said. "May I present the Lady Mair, my sister in service to The Holy Lady?"

      Before I could get in another curtsey, he grasped my hands in his. Thick callouses told me he worked just as hard at whatever task was before him as those he supervised. I liked that in a man with a title.

      "Brother Ruadh informed me of your presence," he said smiling. "Blessings upon you, sister. You are welcome in this land, and among our people. Blessings to you." He released my hands, and I dropped into a curtsey.

      “We should find time to talk this evening,” the abbot said to Gwen. His gaze included me. “Or perhaps tomorrow. I try to keep up with Ruadh on cups of mead, but I fear my better drinking days are behind me.”

      “Aye, and in front of you,” Ruadh chuckled and poked the abbot’s belly. We all laughed, the abbot was the loudest of all. He retrieved his staff from Ruadh.

      “Any word from Iolo?” Gwen asked.

      "Not yet, my dear," Abbot Heilyn said. "And you should see the mess our monastery is in now. With my dear cousin and Prior of the abbey gone for more than a month, then when Bleddyn pulled Ruadh away, I had to press Brother Hew into service as assistant Prior. He was in quite the tizzy, he was." The abbot smiled and winked at me. "T'was all he could do to keep the monk's schedule on track while I asked him to fire his ovens and bake his special pastries for the celebration tonight."

      He gave us a grin, then bowed.

      “Your pardon, dear sisters,” he said. “I must present myself to the Lords and Ladies. I must check with my sister and make sure Brother Hew delivered pastries of his normal quality. He was most stressed that she wouldn’t appreciate his efforts, with him trying to fill in as Prior while he baked.”

      “Sister?” I asked Gwen as he left.

      “Rhian is his sister,” she sent. “He is the youngest son of the former Lord Rhos and found the church a more fitting life.”

      No wonder Lady Seren cautioned me against involving the church. If the local Abbot were her uncle, both the church and Rhian’s family, and the might of their men at arms could come down hard on Mechain. That could be a nasty war.

      “And the bishops couldn’t pass up the opportunity,” Gwen continued, “to have someone with family ties to two different cantrefi head an Abbey.”

      “He’s a likeable enough fellow,” I sent. "But I'm not sure how well I'll adapt to being a part of the church when their witch hunters keep trying to kill me."

      “I trust the abbot,” she sent. “Even though he has known of Ruadh’s nature for a decade, he’s never once let it slip. He has always accepted my charade as a member of his religion although he knows otherwise.”

      She shifted her hand to my other shoulder and pulled me in for another hug. “Oh, Mair. I would love to make these Witch Hunters go away and never bother us. But the Church is everywhere. Here in our little corner of Britain, we’ve kept Rome at arm’s length. The authority the Bishop of Rome claims is not recognised by the Cymry bishops here.”

      I hugged her back. I wasn’t confident that she could keep me safe if the religious leaders in this part of their land found out about my nature. But, I was willing to believe she’d try. Maybe this abbot, the brother of Lady Penllyn would not be a thorn in my side the way the guilders were.

      “Perhaps, someday religions will accept everyone,” I said, my voice just above a whisper. “But, until then, I don’t want to indirectly deliver my friends over to those who hate and kill in the name of the gods.”

      Gwen sighed. A short little sigh, but one that spoke volumes.

      “I would say that you have The Lady’s protection, but I’m not sure even she knows what we face,” she sent. “I am glad that you are the one here to face this challenge with me, Mair. The Lady chose my companion well.”
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      The sun was in the golden hours right before sunset. In addition to the small town contained within the walls of Caer Penllyn, people from the villages around the base of the hill came for the festival and feast. The jovial mood of the day seemed contagious. I watched the villagers pass through the guard station at the gate. I smiled again as I watched them.

      Bleddyn and Rhian had dipped into their storerooms and brought out much of their larder. Large pots and cauldrons of various stews bubbled and simmered over the numerous outdoor hearths. Several boar carcasses dripped their juices into the fires laid below them, their meat crusted with glaze. Caerwyn and Nesta had brought several wagonloads of their own foodstuff to help. I guessed that the two lords would feed close to three or four hundred today.

      Many of the women carried baskets of bread into the fort with them. Their children walked with more baskets filled with fragrant petals. One small girl of five or six winters ran to where Gwen and I sat out of the way. Her basket was full of purple and red petals. She wore a broad smile as her hand grabbed a fistful and sprinkled them on the ground around us. Sweet aroma of flowers filled the air.

      Gwen reached out and touched the girl on the cheek. The girl rewarded her with a grin then ran back to her parents. She and the other children giggled as they spread the flowers all about the central courtyard. The fragrance of the petals mixed into the air and helped brighten the evening even more.

      “Are all British Lords and Ladies as eager to serve their guests?” I asked as I watched the parents of both the bride and groom work alongside the men and women of Caer Penllyn to set out the feast for tonight.

      “Most of the Cymry lords are excellent hosts,” Gwen said. She shot a glance at where Lord Fadog and his men gathered off to the side of the courtyard. “Not all care about their people, but most Rhian and Bleddyn care more about their guests than about maintaining airs about rank.”

      I liked that. Nobles that worked with their people, instead of taking from them were refreshing. Few cultures I had found in my travels seemed care about their under-classes as these Cymry.

      Gwen and I found extra aprons and helped carry the baskets of bread around to the various tables in the courtyard. There was plenty of work, and I was glad for the opportunity to get lost in the routine chores.

      Cadoc and his new bride stood by the gate to welcome the townsfolk. Enid seemed to enjoy her day as the centre of attention. She dropped curtsey after curtsey, with her arm linked through her husband's. Gwen saw me watch her and chuckled.

      “Most women would be sore and stiff from all of that bobbing up and down.” She said. “The joys of youth.”

      “She may be young,” I replied with a grin, “but, with the newly married, the gate isn’t where the bobbing up and down will tire her out, and make her not want to leave her bed in the morning.”

      The new arrivals slowed to a trickle. The sun was nearing the horizon by then. Rhian asked us to bring Ednid and Cadoc to the courtyard to begin the feast. Men carried the roasted boars to the serving line. The abbot found time to lead a short blessing of the meal in between mugs of mead. Gwen seemed to have a good read on him. He looked much more interested in eating the feast than in beseeching the powers above for spiritual matters about the lives of the animals and plants they were about to consume.

      I even spied Lord and Lady Mechain, the family that Rhian's daughter Seren had married into, in the line to help serve the food. Seren was nearby, helping with the food. She had a smile for everyone that stopped, no matter their station. I glanced around and spotted Dewi.

      He and another man stood talking with Fadog. The other man was taller and thinner than Dewi, with straight black hair cropped in a rounded cut, just off the shoulders.

      Gwen and I found room near the nobles and helped bring new platters of meat, or pots of stew to the line as needed. I nudged Gwen and nodded toward Lord Dewi.

      “Who’s the man with the sword next to him?”

      “Ah…” she paused for a moment. “Lord Mechain’s first sword, Pedr.”

      “That would explain the blade on his hip,” I said. Other than Emlyn and Penllyn’s guards, only a single man from each revenue was allowed to keep a long blade. Fadog kept his own. But Lord Mechain had deferred to his top warrior. “What’s the difference between First Sword and Lord Emlyn?”

      “A first sword is the next man under a Penteulu. Emlyn is Penteulu of Penllyn,” she said. We set the platter of roasted meat on the table, then each took an empty tray back to the kitchens. “The Penteulu for Mechain remained behind. Emlyn and Bleddyn rarely leave Caer Penllyn together.”

      "Gwen and Mair," Nesta said to us after the guests had been served. "You should be eating." She finally had her own plate and cup in her hands and moved to hand Gwen the food.

      "Nesta, you are most kind, but we've snacked on the food as it came out," Gwen said. She had tested a piece of roasted meat off each platter or sipped out of spoons in the kitchen before she announced that a stew was ready.

      “Honestly, I could not eat another bite,” I chimed in. Nesta looked at me. Gwen, knowing my nature and my diet, tried to hide a smirk. Nesta couldn’t quite figure out the humour in what I said. After a moment, she laughed.

      “Oh, Mair. I am grateful that you have found your way to us.”

      “As am I, Nesta,” I steered her toward her table. “But, these men need another lady with them to keep them from drinking themselves silly before the night is over.”

      “Dear, if my presence alone could do that,” she said as we rounded the table, “the abbot would nominate me for sainthood.”

      “You are a delight, dearest,” Gwen said as Nesta moved away. “I am pleased that The Lady has brought you into my life.”

      I smiled at her words. This place and the people had seemed comfortable after only a day at Caer Penllyn.

      We followed Nesta’s suggestion, though. Gwen dropped a few pieces of meat on our plates, along with some bread slathered with jam. She declared that was enough to get her through the night, and the next day if she had to eat it all.

      “I can pass the leftovers to Ruadh later on, or the abbot.” I winked at her. “He seems to like me, and would find room in his tunic for more of the feast.”

      We sat on a quiet bench near a shed while Gwen dined. We had declined seats for us with the Lords and Ladies, for which I was glad. I can maintain my charade better when I’m not in a prominent spot among the top guests.

      I made motions as though I were eating, and Gwen nibbled off of my plate and her own.

      At several spots around the courtyard, girls played melodies on the harps. In the yard's centre, small children giggled and laughed as they danced before the bridal table.

      Enid barely got a chance to eat as well-wishers stopped by. I watched the poor girl raise food to her mouth three times, only to set it down uneaten as another guest came by to offer congratulations. A smile seemed locked into her cheeks. Cadoc fared none better. He often rose to grab the arm of yeoman or landholder and pull them in for an embrace. He did manage to engage one man in discussion long enough that Enid could get several spoonfuls of stew and take a long drink from her cup before another landholder stopped to offer their congratulations.

      I kept an eye on Lady Seren and her poor excuse of a husband through the meal. Several times I felt the hairs on my neck stand up. Sure enough, Dewi glared at me but shifted his eyes away as soon I looked his way.

      “What’s gotten into him,” Gwen said after noticing. I stayed silent.

      “Dearest…” her tone was firm.

      I used our mind speak, and filled her in on how he accosted his wife, and how I stepped in to stop him. I finished with Seren’s request that I remain silent, so as not to cause a war.

      Gwen was quiet for a moment, lost in her own thoughts.

      “It’s not Bleddyn, nor Einion, I worry about,” she sent. “But Emlyn. He’s very protective of his family. If he were to find out, the best Dewi could hope for would be a fast death.” She sighed. “If he killed or harmed Dewi, then Lord Mechain would retaliate. Bleddyn wouldn’t give up his brother for punishment, and there would be war. Which is what the enemies of the Lady would want, for our own internal squabbles.”

      Two men carried in a large wooden case and set it in the yard's centre. A smiling man, dressed in a beautiful woollen tunic, decorated with Celtic designs watched as they opened the case. Most of the children stopped playing and surrounded the trio watching them. The numerous small eyes were wide with anticipation. The third man wore an expression that mixed pride with almost religious concern as he leaned in and pulled out a large bundle wrapped in oiled leathers. He and the other two men unwrapped those. Underneath that was soft cloths wrapped around the object within. They carefully revealed a harp. The bard had arrived.

      Children watched with a sense of awe as the bard took up his harp. The bard’s assistants closed the case, covered it with the wrappings. Only then did the bard set down his instrument. I tried to remember the name I had heard yesterday.

      “Ilar,” Gwen said quietly. “The Lady gifted him with a talent for poetry and music, and I helped Rhian notice him fourteen or fifteen years ago. Penllyn hadn’t had a bard for a few generations and relied on a few that travelled Powys and Gwynedd. She insisted that Illar study at the Bardic college and paid his expenses to do so. After he finished his studies, he returned to Penllyn.”

      "Bards are not just musicians?" I said and recalled my time in the Gallic areas several centuries ago.

      "They are our historians, and keep our past alive with verse and melody," Gwen said. "Although tonight will be more about music and merry-making. Once he begins his music, the hilltop will be his. No one interrupts a bard."

      “Not even Fadog?” I asked with a grin.

      “That would be the excuse Bleddyn needs to toss he and his men from the feast,” she replied, her voice merry but quiet. “Whatever his motive for being here, even Fadog knows not to interfere with a bard.”

      The children stepped forward as Ilar struck the taut wire strings. He adjusted the tightness of each as needed. The young girl who had sprinkled flowers around Gwen and I earlier seemed to be the boldest. She stepped closer to look at the harp. Ilar squatted down in front of her. His blue eyes danced with amusement as he listened to her stammer a question. She gave a quick squeal as he let her take a step closer to his ornate instrument.

      The girl reached out and laid the tips of her fingers onto the oiled wood of the harp's frame. He touched her hand and guided it to the strings. Her face glowed with excitement, and he pulled her fingers along them. Her touch released the angelic voice of the instrument in a short ripple. Ilar then showed how to strike the strings to get a resonating voice from them. Her eyes were wide as he took the time to encourage her. She squealed with joy and ran back toward her mother.

      My gaze found Fadog and his men. They had taken over an area near the back corner, closest to the path to the main gate. They were loud and well into their ale, but, so far, they had provoked no confrontations. Emlyn's guards kept a discrete distance but were alert. Bleddyn had set a few of his cup-bearers, young men tasked to keep cups and mugs full of ale, to cater to Fadog's party.

      Ilar had wandered near one of the girls, perhaps a dozen winters old, who played one of the keep's harps. It was similar in size to the one the bard had unveiled earlier, which now sat on its case near the bard's two assistants. Ilar watched her, his smile grew as he listened, and began to sing along with her tune. Her eyes widening as she saw him, but she kept her tune going. Together, the duet drew the attention of most of the festival goers. The song was a sweet one of a young maiden's love, and how she set out to be noticed by the bravest of the Lord's men. By the time they reached the final verse, where the man and his girl were married, the entire hilltop was quiet. The two voices wove in and around the melody the girl's fingers found hiding in the harp's melodic voice.

      At the end, as the last note of the harp drifted off on the summer breeze, Ilar pulled the girl to her feet. Cadoc banged his cup on his table as did many of the guests. Others stood to applaud. Ilar slid an arm around the girl's waist and got her to bow with him toward then head tables. One of the Penllyn guardsmen slid in behind Bleddyn to whisper in his ear. The Lord nodded and rose. Gwen's hand crept onto my arm and gave a squeeze.

      “Keep your face calm and do not move until I say.”

      “Why?”

      “Trouble just showed up. Brace yourself for the worst.”
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      My heart sank. A sudden urge to run, just like I had in the woods, washed over me. I wanted to be far away by sunrise. My legs shivered with the need to move. To flee.

      I sought my new bond with Gwen’s goddess. The cord between us lit up with a comforting presence. A warm glow flowed into my body. I felt her divine presence around me and in me. My urge to flee diminished.

      “Take a breath, dearest,” Gwen’s thoughts intruded on my panic. I released the breath I held back. Gwen kept her hand on my arm. I sensed that her own contact with The Lady was active.

      “Bleddyn is leading them up here,” her mind told me. “Can you follow my lead?”

      “I think so,” I replied.

      My eyes skimmed across the crowd in the courtyard, from where Fadog and his men laughed, to where Enid and Cadoc were still greeting well-wishers near the keep’s front porch.

      “Turn your head and look.”

      Bleddyn escorted two men toward the courtyard. One man had light blonde hair and appeared to be in his middle years. The other was older and bald with grey hair and stooped shoulders. He carried a dark wooden staff capped with a familiar symbol. The iron nails twisted into a cross, ringed with a silver crown of brambles. Both men wore similar medallions on cords around their necks.

      The Witch Hunters were here.

      Gwen squeezed my arm with a firm grip. My eyes darted to where Ruadh sat. Other than Gwen and I, Ruadh was the other person with secrets we didn’t need the guild to learn of. The old bear glanced my way, his eyes crinkled with worry, although he appeared calm and jovial.

      Bleddyn and the two witch hunters had entered the large courtyard. The abbot rose to meet the men. His smile was just as broad and jovial as when he greeted us earlier. I wondered if he had ever met a person he didn't like.

      The blond guilder's outfit was a dark leather jerkin over a dark tunic. He wore his yellow blond hair long but tied behind him. Grey had streaked his hair, making it almost silver in the torchlight. Unlike the Cymry men, he and he companion were clean-shaven with no facial hair. The cursed silver medallion hung high on his chest, its bright metal a dark contrast on the guilder's clothing.

      The other wore a long and dark robe. He, too, had a silver medallion upon his chest. His own hair was grey with age but cut in a tonsure more like that of the European monks.

      “Blessings upon you!” the jovial abbot said. He held his hands out to grasp theirs.

      “Peace be upon you, father,” the blond guilder said, his voice sweet and enticing. Several gold and silver rings adorned his hands. He was taller than the abbot, and thinner. He wore the attitude of one used to commanding authority. The chain for his medallion appeared to be silver. The cord that tied his long hair back seemed to shimmer. Was it woven with the same silver thread that Onion Breath and The Hunchback had used on me?

      “We arrived at your abbey about an hour ago. One of your monks was quite put off we dared ring the gate bell and interrupt his sleep.”

      “Ah, I pray you’ll forgive Brother Hew,” Abbot Heilyn said. “I tasked him with baking for a few hundred of our townsfolk and guests. Being around that much sugar makes him rather sour.”

      “Can you stay here if I leave for a moment? I want to warn Rhian,”

      That was a good question. My connection to the goddess still hummed. I glanced back at Ruadh. He was stoic. Waiting.

      “Yes…” I sent. I didn’t want to, but I could.

      Gwen rose and beckoned to Rhian while the men conversed. Lady Penllyn nodded and followed her to the outskirts of the festivities. I focused my attention on the men before me. They had stopped past where me, so I was out of the guilder's line of vision. Mud stained their boots and the bottom of the old one's robe.

      “We were just at Oswalt’s Cross,” the Witch Hunter said, “to investigate the reports of miracles there. The villagers said your monetary was the closest church site to the scene.”

      “Ah… those miracles,” the abbot shook his head. “I’ve sent my Prior to investigate each one. So far they’ve been about as much of a miracle, as curing a gassy ox by inducing it to belch.”

      “That is what we are here to decide. Our guild is tasked by the Bishop of Rome himself to seek miracles, and flush out heretics who claim to act in the church’s name. That is why we came this way, to seek your assistance in such matters.”

      "And, you could invite yourself to a feast," the abbot said. He adopted a more formal stance and tone. "Please forgive me, I forget my manners with all the celebrations. I am Abbot Heilyn. Welcome to our humble parish."

      “Thank you, Father Abbott,” the blond witch hunter said. They didn’t even bother with a nod of recognition, let alone a bow toward his title. Witch Hunters didn’t seem to think much of any church authority other than their own. The blond one’s gaze surveyed the courtyard. His demeanour shifted to one of annoyance. Perhaps a lowly abbot wasn’t who he expected to greet him here?

      Around the courtyard, the tables were still full of boisterous revellers. Some of Fadog’s men sang, and very off key, while the cup-bearers, with pitchers of ale, did their best to refill the mugs the men waved as they sang. The guilder found no one else of higher rank to present himself to.

      “I am Seeker Bechard, and this is Lecerf, also of our guild. We ask your hospitality while we are here on guild business.”

      Verpa Dei! The Seeker, the ranking officer of the Guild on this island, whom I needed on avoid at all costs, stood right in front of me. My legs twitched as I recalled the memories… the musty smell of Onion Breath’s feed bag over my head… I wanted to run. I closed my eyes to quell the thoughts, but that was no better. I remembered the sound of Onion Breath’s wheezing as he carved into my thighs with his silver knife. The pain I had endured fell heavy upon me. I jerked my eyes open. My legs trembled. My gaze darted toward where the main gate of the keep stood open. If I ran now, I could have a good head start.

      I felt The Lady’s touch warm my soul. The cord that connected me to her hummed. Love flowed up that connection, again. The twitch in my leg quieted though not entirely. I swallowed hard. Just stay quiet, I told myself. They won’t notice you.

      By now the sun had dipped below the horizon, and torches were being lit, and small fires set in pits scattered throughout the courtyard. Even the wrought iron baskets around the weapons practice field had fires in them. The flickering lights fought against the dark of the descending night. This battle of lightness and darkness wrapped around the two guild members and highlighted the light and dark on their faces.

      “What,” the abbot asked, “does your order do with heretics when you find them?”

      “Guild business,” the seeker said. “We will explain our mission to the Bishop of this see when we meet him.”

      Abbot Heilyn smiled at the Seeker, then belched once. Our friendly abbot appeared to be several cups of mead into his quest to keep up with Ruadh. Still, he had a sharp glint in his eyes that made me suspect there was more to his demeanour with these guilders than he let on.

      “Very well, milords,” he said as rubbed his belly. “If you will excuse me, I have festivities to resume.” He turned away without a bow and returned to his table.

      I felt Gwen behind me. Rhian approached the men and laid her hand on Bleddyn’s arm.

      “Gentle sirs, you are welcome at our feast,” she said. She wore a formal smile. One I recognised from many courts. The smile that a noble wore when they wanted nothing to do with the person in front of them — except, perhaps, to have then drawn and quartered or tossed into a prison cell — but could do little more than follow rituals of court hospitality, instead.

      “We thank you for our hospitality, milady,” Bechard said. “Is there a seat for us?” He made a pointed glance toward the table for the Lords and Ladies behind the bridal couple.

      “Oh, sit anywhere you can find room.” Rhian tightened her grip on Bleddyn’s arm. He kept his mouth shut. “We are casual tonight.” She pointed at the almost empty meat trays, and the few baskets of bread, and other dishes still out on the tables where the servers had long since abandoned their posts, and folks helped themselves to food and drink. “You are welcome to prepare yourself plates from whatever is left. We’ve had quite the crowd this evening.”

      I could tell the Lady of the land seemed to enjoy herself as she took these two down a notch or two in their expectations. Bleddyn let a look of confusion escape as Rhian took charge of the conversation. But he covered it in a heartbeat.

      A few notes sounded from Ilar’s impressive harp. Rhian’s eyes darted back toward the centre of the yard. “If you will excuse us, gentlemen, the bard is about to begin.” She inclined her head, barely a nod, and led her husband away. A few feet away, Ilar plucked at the strings to let the nobles know he was ready. Lord and Lady Penllyn headed back toward the head table. The Witch Hunters stood, alone, in the yard's centre. Ilar plucked again as he glanced at the two men. The implication they should move away was clear.
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      “Lady Penllyn seemed rather annoyed with the Witch Hunters,” I projected to Gwen, who had her hand laid on my shoulder. “What did you tell her?”

      “Oh, just what the guild members do to women they find alone in the wilds of Mercia,” Gwen chuckled. “I only told the vaguest of stories about what you endured. But it set her blood to boiling. Had she not been required to offer hospitality due to custom, she would have sent them off.”

      Ilar, the bard strummed his harp and invited the festival goers to sing several songs with him. Even Fadog and his men sang along. I wondered if they were drunk enough to cause a ruckus of some sort. When I could, I kept my eyes in their direction. I also wanted to watch the Witch Hunters but didn't want them to notice my attention. Fadog gave me a good distraction.

      Gwen excused herself again and drifted toward the head table again. She moved to sit behind the abbot and began a quiet conversation with him. Was she sharing my secrets again? There was little I could do, but go along with her opinions on whom to trust, and how much. Once I had more time in Penllyn and the other cantrefi, I'd rely on my judgement. But, for now, I had to trust Gwen.

      There wasn't much I could do, so I shifted my attention to the bard. He let his song drift off to applause. His audience cheered and banged their cups on tables. He bowed and then gestured to Lord Penllyn who stood and waved for quiet.

      “I have asked our friend Ilar, whose music you’ve been enjoying this evening, to allow a special guest to share a story with you.” Gwen, who sat on a stool behind the abbot, stood and walked into the open area near the tables.

      “Lady Gwen, would you be so kind as to share a tale of the time from when your namesake, Good Queen Gwenhwyfar and King Arthur oversaw these lands?”

      The crowd fell silent and leaned forward on their seats. Gwen bowed to Bleddyn. Her voice was loud, yet composed.

      “In honour of the bridal couple,” Gwen said with a smile at Enid, “I shall tell a small bit of the tale of Geraint and his bride Enid, who bears both the name and the beauty of our lovely bride here today.”

      Lady Enid blushed and gave a little clap of encouragement. Ilar, the bard, nodded to her and tapped the strings of his harp in time to the cadence she set as she recited the poetic verse.

      The tale Gwen wove was one of a young man at arms, Geraint, who accompanied Queen Gwenhwyfar. When she was insulted by a passing warrior, Geraint sought redress for the queen’s honour. The story told how Geraint met Enid and her family. They helped him defeat the man who had insulted the Queen. After that Geraint took Enid to the court of King Arthur where they were married.

      By the end of her story, the townsfolk and the nobles followed her every word. Ilar mouthed the words of the verses with her. As she finished, he was the first on his feet and bowed to her. The crowd banged their cups and hands in applause. Gwen accepted the recognition in a dignified manner and bowed toward the crowd.

      After Gwen finished her story and came back to sit next to me, several of Enid's relatives ran up and grabbed hold of the young bride. They hoisted her onto their shoulders and ran out the gate, down to the village below the fort. Enid played the part of the abducted bride but grinned from ear to ear.

      I pointed at the small mob. “Custom?”

      "Cadoc will follow," she said. "He will have to perform silly and impractical feats for their entertainment to win her back. They'll hide her in a house down in the village. Cadoc will eventually be allowed to find her." She chuckled and pointed up the hill.

      “Once they’re back here, she’ll run, probably toward the grove. The first of the girls to catch her will get married next, according to custom.” Her eyes grew distant. She laid her hand on my shoulder before she continued.

      “My wedding had a similar custom. Times haven’t changed much,” She projected.

      “Did they make your new husband, the King… was it Arthur… perform silly tasks to rescue you?”

      “Yes,” She looked down the hill before she resumed our mental conversation. “Though, he wasn’t king yet. He had a few battles to win before enough of the British warlords would bend their knees to him.”

      “You told an interesting story. Were you really insulted by a noble in black and the lord’s man?” I asked.

      “Actually, yes,” she sent, then said. “I’ve gotten so used to the bard’s retelling, I have to pause to remember the real story. Arthur lead a hunt for a white stag. I rose late that morning. Geraint stayed to accompany me to the hunt.”

      “Was Geraint that good a fighter?”

      "Precocious. He was very skilled but was a condescending brat. I felt sorry for that Enid. There is more to the bard's version I didn't tell tonight. It would have shown just how cocky he was. The previous Enid deserved to be sainted for her efforts to keep him on task."

      "Is this where we're supposed to shake our heads and mutter ‘men!' under our breath?"

      Gwen chuckled. Around us, folks at the festival danced around the bonfire. We watched Fadog stumble his way around the festival. Most of the nobles, landholders under Penllyn or the other Lords, tried their best to avoid Fadog.

      I half-expected Fadog to push an issue or cause a ruckus. Tonight had been too smooth so far. At his worst, so far, Fadog and his men had been loud and off-key when they sang bawdy songs. That earned them a stern glance from Illar. Fadog just smiled and kept singing.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I remembered our other guests. The guild's Seeker and his servant.
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      Mist formed atop the hill. Thin tendrils wafted from the grass as the nighttime air brought a chill.

      The seeker drifted through the crowd. He tried to chat with townsfolk and servants who lived in the hillfort. His companion sat on their bench. His fingers idly twisting the black staff with the silver and iron Witch Hunter’s sigil atop it. The sight of the guild’s symbol sent another shiver down my spine.

      The aged guilder's eyes scanned the crowd. I turned away after a second or two. No sense in making eye contact. Most of the people the seeker tried to make conversation with listened for just a moment, then turned to head to where others danced to the bard's music.

      "Let us help," Gwen said and pointed at where the servant girls worked to clear away the remains of the feast. We found the aprons we had used earlier. I tucked the cross Gwen had given me under the fabric. It was a shield, more so than just to have villagers and nobles connect me with their religious notions. With the Witch Hunters in the area, I could also claim church connection, limited as it was in this remote land. Just like Ruadh, I had found a home in the religious group that encouraged my destruction for being different.

      "Do the Cymry nobles usually help with mundane chores at feasts?" I asked Gwen as we lifted a large wooden platter off the table. I nodded toward where Bleddyn and Caerwyn helped pull chairs and stools back from the ever-growing crowd around Ilar and his harp.

      "Some more than others," she said. "Our customs in this part of Britannia are that no man or woman is above work. Our notion of hospitality means you'll often find Lords and Ladies serve their guests, peasants and nobles, before they sit to a meal." She glanced to where Bleddyn helped clean the remains of one of the roasted boars. "Penllyn nobles are amongst the best. That includes being among the first to dirty their hands with a task."

      "Many of the European nobles I have met could take lessons here," I added. Nesta and Rhian, along with Dylis, the Lady Mechain, gathered plates and mugs from the tables and carried them to where kitchen girls were scraping leftovers and crumbs into buckets for the hogs.

      I tried to keep an eye on the seeker. He made his way to where the men gathered the smaller tables and stools. The Seeker lifted a small table and walk alongside the Lord of Penllyn. Bleddyn kept walking. He carried two of the tables for each one the Seeker grabbed. Bleddyn refused to stop to talk, which forced the guilder to help with the cleanup, or follow along and do nothing as he tried to converse with him. Bleddyn’s stoic expression let me know the seeker wasn’t having much luck ingratiating himself or his guild with the noble.

      Two of the kitchen girls had finished scrubbing out one of the largest metal cauldrons and had just moved onto another almost as big. Rhian was there and motioned me toward her.

      “Two of us can handle this,” she said. I helped her lift it. We carried it back to the main building. Rhian kept her eyes on her husband while he conversed with the Witch Hunter.

      “Problems, milady?” I asked. Her eyes still lingered on Bleddyn and the Witch Hunter. They only moved off once we climbed the short set of steps into the kitchen. We set the large cauldron back in its place.

      “My husband had better not send for water and offer those guilders hospitality in the fort,” Lady Penllyn said. No matter what she had said before, her forceful personality still made me want to use her title instead of her name.

      I remembered the girl who washed the mud off of our shoes when Gwen and I had entered the main keep with Cadoc.

      “Gwen came to me tonight,” she continued. “She let me know some of their guild had captured and tortured you. We hadn’t heard of them until this spring, and now they’ve attacked people in the name of all that’s holy?” Her eyes, even in the dim light of the few oil lamps they had lit in the kitchen sparkled with an inner fire.

      “As long as I am Lady Penllyn, they will find no hospitality beyond the bare necessities in this land. I’ve already told my husband not to extend a welcome.” She said, thoughtful. “Would you like to make formal charges? Between the power my brother and my husband hold, we could run them out of the cantref, and out of Britain for good.”

      "No…" I shook my head. There was so much that I couldn't tell Lady Penllyn though she meant well.

      “There is much about Gwen and I that we don’t want the Roman Church to scrutinise.” Her eyes got a glimmer of recognition though I doubted her understanding of my situation was anywhere close to the truth.

      “Your relationship with Gwen…” she let that trail off.

      “Be careful,” I said and motioned toward the door to outside. “The Guild is adept at spreading coins and favours. Any of the servants or villagers here are likely to have been promised enough to get them to listen and report back. I’ve seen it happen everywhere the guild has gone.”

      The Lady of Penllyn held my gaze for a moment. Fire burned behind her eyes. She untied her apron and tossed it on a table in the empty kitchen.

      “Perhaps I should be sure my husband gives them only the welcome they deserve.” Her face was grim, and I pitied the man, lord or not, who crossed the Lady Penllyn tonight.

      Another serving girl came into the kitchen, so our conversation ended. I went back out and continued to help clean up. The two Witch Hunters were still in the courtyard, though they retreated as Rhian approached. I glanced at the seeker and repressed a shiver.

      Instead of embracing my flight instinct, I searched for another chore. More dirty pots stood waiting. I grabbed a bucket and went to get water from the well. When I returned, the girls with the scrapers had already moved onto another large pot. The hogs in the village would eat well tomorrow.

      Ruadh found me as I leaned on one tables made from long and heavy planks set on wooden horses. The men hadn’t yet gotten around to carrying them out of the courtyard.

      “Tis a heavy one, milady,” he said. “Let me help you with it.”

      I laughed. With our preternatural abilities, either Ruadh or I could have lifted and carried the thick plank with ease. These were thick cut timbers, used for outer walls of stout buildings. Few of the men used to hard labour could have managed one alone. I pretended to struggle with the weight.

      Here we were, the two people least likely to need help due to our preternatural strength, helping each other. Ruadh winked at me. We made a show of lifting it high to stack it with the other planks, just in case someone wandered by the dark area between the buildings.

      “I dinnae know what got into Lady Penllyn, but she is not kind to them Witch Hunters,” he said as we walked back toward the courtyard and lifted another plank. I noticed the servants seemed happy to leave the heavy job to Ruadh and I.

      "Gwen talked to her about my experience," I volunteered once we were out of earshot of others. "She told how the witchers had accosted me in the woods." By now we had a second board back at the pile. I sent my senses out through the area, but found no one close enough to hear our conversation.

      "Aye. Gwen said the same to the abbot," Ruadh said, his own voice quiet. "She told him they had accosted you in the woods. The abbot nae be happy with them right now."

      “Gwen didn’t mention my other… nature, did she?”

      Ruadh shook his head.

      "Nae," he said, his voice quiet. "Lady Gwen is smart enough to say just enough to show how bad these Witch Hunters be." He glanced around, to make sure no one was close to us.

      “What did she tell the abbot?”

      "That your womanhood had been threatened, and two of the guilders had tortured you. She didn't share the details and said he was treat it as if it were under the bonds of confession." He stroked his scraggly beard and pulled down on it as he pondered. "I've not seen the abbot that mad, ever. I could hear his blood pumping hard and fast."

      “When he heard about what they did to you,” Ruadh added, “the abbot wanted to oust them right away. Lady Gwen convinced him to make them move on, and show them no welcome.”

      I slumped back against the wall and crossed my arms over my chest. My urge to run was back and growing. I didn't need the Witch Hunters anywhere near me. Onion Breath… Hunchback… I didn't want to go back to the memories of my ordeal with them.

      Ruadh must have seen me shake. He lay a hand on my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, as I brought my tremors under control. “They made me feel vulnerable, in ways I hadn’t for centuries.”

      “Tis all right, lass,” he said, letting his toothy smile break through his beard again. “The Lord and Lady Penllyn be friends. They and the abbot won’t be lettin’ them do harm to anyone here.”

      Now, two more people, Rhian, and the abbot knew enough of what had happened at guilder hands. Tonight, a happy occasion had gotten somewhat complicated because of the Guild.

      “Perhaps we should dump those two in a ditch somewhere…?” I asked, half joking. With a shifter like Ruadh with me, we could catch the two guilders out away from other eyes and end their incursion into Penllyn.

      “Aye, that could be arranged.” Ruadh grinned. “You’ll need a bigger ditch. There be a score of them down the hill camped between the town and the abbey. Those two just be the leaders.”

      My heart sank. I did not want this, did not need this. Just when I was comfortable in a new relationship. I had found Gwen, or she had found me. She knew what I was and didn't mind. She was already over a century old and didn't show signs of ageing. That meant we could have a very long time together. Time in which I wouldn't have to watch her wither with age and die while I stayed the same.

      “Damn that Seeker to hell and back,” I breathed.

      “He probably already has been there, lass,” Ruadh chuckled. “I can see why you be concerned. He is dangerous as long as he’s here. One wrong word, one little slip by any of us with secrets, and we’re all in trouble.”

      I tightened my arms around my chest. Every time I found family, found love and companionship, it was ripped away from me. I didn’t want to flee again because of the damned Witch Hunters. I came to Britain to avoid them. Then they were in Mercia. I escaped them there. Gwen found me, they made it even farther west. And the damned Seeker, no less. Right here!

      “Aye, lass, you be thinking of running…”

      I bit my lip, and gave him a weak smile. I wanted another month, or a year before I had to make that choice to leave or stay.

      "Now, lass." His voice rumbled, but still quiet. "You have friends here. Lady Gwen be excellent at seeing the true person inside of us. If she likes you, then ye be a fine person." Ruadh said. He wiped a red tear off my face. "The guild won't be causing us problems as long as we stand together, here with our friends."

      He and I stood to lose the most with the bastards from the guild in this land. If he wouldn’t run from them, neither would I.

      I peeled the apron from around me and used it to wipe my eyes. An extra bloodstain or two from my tears wouldn't be noticed on its already greasy and stained surface.

      Damn those Witch Hunters. They would not disrupt my life again. I stood straight and looped my arm through Ruadh's for the short walk back to the courtyard.
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      Hollers of excitement told us that Cadoc had found his bride. Family and friends of the couple surrounded them as the groom carried Lady Enid back to the festival.

      I tossed my apron on a table. Mead mugs in hand, the lords and ladies conversed with several of their retainers. Einion, Lord Mechain, his head as bereft of hair as the abbot’s, stood talking to Lord Emlyn. Bleddyn was nearby and chatted with Penllyn landholders. He had a jug of mead in hand and refilled a man’s mug as they joked.

      All three of the noble Ladies were together with Gwen, each had a cup in hand. Rhian laughed and offered a one-armed hug to one of the kitchen girls that passed by. The courtyard still brimmed with revellers. Ilar, the bard plucked a merry tune on his harp as townsfolk sang a bawdy song about a wedded couple's first night together.

      My eyes chanced across the Witch Hunters. The two guilders huddled by themselves at the lonely table near the outskirts of the festivities. They seemed to be impatiently waiting for someone to clear their table.

      The younger folks, friends and relatives of Cadoc and Enid surrounded the happy couple as they came into the courtyard. They chanted a countdown, ready… set… go… and the bride was off in a flash, just as Gwen had predicted, Enid ran away from us, and up the hill. She darted to and fro across the field and tried to avoid the outstretched arms of the young girls. Enid was smart enough to steer clear of fires in the iron baskets around the weapons field. The yellow glow gave light for everyone to watch the chase. Many of those in the courtyard yelled encouragement to their favourite maidens.

      Even those down to six or seven winters joined in the fun and raced after the bride. The older girls, those closest to marrying age, were the ones closest to catching the bride, though. Their giggles and laughs filled the night air with fun and joyous sounds.

      The laughter gave way to shrieks of panic. Revellers in the main yard gasped. Several glowing wispy white figures darted down from the grove. More rose from the ground behind them and cut off their escape.

      The young women collapsed, amid shrieks of fright. Enid pulled a few of the girls close to her and tried to shield them from the ghostly figures.

      Overlapping strips of ghostly metal wrapped around the chests of the spectres and additional strips lay across their shoulders. Crested helms covered heads that yelled soundlessly at the frightened lasses. I recognised them from my time in Rome and my travels through the old empire. Centurions.

      A spirit swooped at Enid, who shrieked and dodged. She took a step back and fell. The girls clinging to her legs tumbled with her. Cadoc took off toward his bride. Behind me, more shrieks erupted. Crap!

      More spectres darted about the courtyard. More undead Romans, with sword and shield, harassed the festivities. One swooped at Fadog and his men. The nobleman blanched. He swayed and toppled backwards. The men behind him ignored their downed lord and dived under one of the serving tables.

      I had seen spectres before when my brother and I ventured into an ancient tomb in the middle of a desert. One dived into the body of our guide and possessed him. The spirit made our friend attack us, which did little good. Once it determined it could not hurt us, the spirit pulled the life energy from our guide. He collapsed at our feet. Nothing left but a pile of dry flesh and vacant eyes. I didn't want that to happen here. Not with a score of these spirits flying about Caer Penllyn.

      Gwen would know what to do. Her face, however, was as white as Fadog. She wrapped her arms around her chest, her eyes wide with fright and her mouth open. Rhian, Dylis and Nesta stood with her. All the Ladies clutched each other, with Gwen in the centre.

      Even the so-called Witch Hunters seemed frozen with shock. The seeker stood with his mouth open and hand out as though he was going to begin a prayer. His eyes followed Cadoc up the hill. His servant was no help, either. Their lack of action didn't surprise me. The guild loved to deal with flesh and blood. Here we had a real threat where their devotion to the divine might shine through, and they stood frozen. They were useless.

      Lord Emlyn and some of his guards had their blades out. One spectre dived at the war leader of Penllyn. Both of his blades danced in the night. The ghost tried to thrust his spear into the Penteulu. Lord Emlyn attempted to use his main sword to push it aside while he pivoted away from the thrust. The steel passed right through the apparition. His other did no better as it sliced through the ghost without effect. Emlyn stepped out of its line of attack, and confusion danced across his face.

      I knew the feeling. If cold steel couldn’t harm the spirits what could? Gwen might know, but she shivered, wide-eyed with fright.

      Behind Emlyn, Fadog stirred. He glanced around and found his men under the table. He crawled toward them, waving for them to slide over and allow him space to hide. Another of the spectres charged at him, seeking to cut him off. He shrieked and flopped down. His arms crossed tight behind his head, and his eyes scrunched shut as he wailed.
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      Penllyn guards, with swords in hand, tried to fight the ghosts. Their steel still did no good. Another spectre flashed by me and thrust his glowing sword at Lord Penllyn. Bleddyn had steel in hand. It did as little good as Emlyn's had. He twisted to the side as the spirit charged.

      A Roman ghost dived at a monk. The cleric, older and just as portly as the abbot, raised his cross and muttered a prayer. Maybe the Roman ghost hadn't kept up with the language changes during the last few centuries. The monk's prayers hadn't phased it. Nor did it seem bothered by the holy symbol. Instead, the Roman ghost flew, spear first, right through the man.

      The poor monk clutched at his chest where the misty spear had pierced him. He shuddered. He looked down at his grey monk’s robe. No blood. Not a mark on him. His eyes rolled back, and he crumpled to the ground.

      Beyond him, Abbot Heilyn waved his monks on, pointing them toward children and women, then gesturing at the keep’s main doors. He urged them to help people get to the imagined safety of the large building.

      Spirits chased shrieking townsfolk about the courtyard. Even the lords hid behind tables. The noble ladies ran toward the serving tables. They had to pull Gwen along. Her mouth still open in shock, her eyes shut tight.

      Up the hill, Lord Cadoc stood over his fallen bride, his sword in hand. The very blade that Gwen had called upon the goddess to bless. Cadoc's sword glowed with the same divine light Gwen had called forth in the blessing.

      A ghost dived at the girls.

      Cadoc sliced the blade into the spirit. Light surged from the blade. Without even a cry, the ghost winked out of survival. Prayers might not do any good. Divine magic, however, could harm them.

      Gwen lay under a table. Nesta and Rhian lay next to her, huddled together with Dylis.

      Magic dispelled the ghosts. The only person who could use magic, Gwen, was scared senseless.

      I glanced back at the witch hunters. They paid me no mind. The seeker still looked to be in shock. His servant clasped his hands before him but stared at Cadoc and his glowing sword. Some witch hunters. Couldn’t even handle a few ghosts.

      Ruadh had his cross clasped in one hand, his other hand fished in a pouch at his belt. He found whatever he searched for and pulled his fist out. He shut his eyes and mumbled a few words.

      I felt the warmth of the goddess settle on me then. My fingers tingled. I felt the mystical cord that connected me to Gwen’s goddess hum with energy. I held my hand up. The white light of the goddess arced between my fingers, seeking release. What id I know about magic? I couldn’t even summon a ball of light. I needed something to put the magic into. No one near me had a sword. Even the guards were hiding.

      Another ghost, Roman spear and shield before it, darted at the tables where Gwen and the noble ladies hid. Gwen along with the others shrieked and ducked their heads.

      I grabbed the cross that hung from my neck and sent a quick prayer out to the goddess. I hoped she knew what she was doing. The cord parted at my sharp tug. I pushed the divine energy into the wood. I darted in front of the spectre and shoved the glowing cross into its dark face. Damn the witch hunters to all the hells. I'd do what they should be doing. If I had to run later because of them, and leave Gwen, I would. But right now I wouldn't let harm come to her.

      The cross in my hand glowed, then flashed. Another ghost dissapeared. Up the hill, another spirit charged toward the terrified girls. Cadoc's glowing blade met, sparked and dispatched another one.

      I ran around the courtyard. Wherever a spirit flew, I thrust with my cross full of the goddess's magic. Every flash ended the existence of another ghost.

      The last spirit in the courtyard dived at Lord Fadog who was crawling toward his men under the table. It flew right into his face. He shrieked and flung himself over to avoid being hit. I shoved the cross full of magic in the spirit’s face. It blinked away. Gone.

      Fadog bounded to his feet and ran for the main gate. In his haste, he tripped on a stool and flew facedown into the well-trod main path. The mud-coated lord bounced up and continued his run, leaving his men behind.

      The only ghosts left were on on the hillside, near Cadoc. Half a score darted in and around him. I raced up the hill with my cross in my hand. My headscarf came loose and fluttered away in the breeze behind me.

      A few young maids ran past us, down the hill. Their shrieks adding to the confusion. I spied several of the girls a few paces away from Cadoc and Enid. I headed toward the scrub where they hid.

      One spirit flashed toward me, as it dodged his strike. I thrust my holy symbol into it. Another flash and that spirit winked out too.

      Cadoc noticed my efforts. Since the spirits seemed to avoid his blade, he and I worked as a team. He’d attack one and force it back toward me. I thrust the goddess’ magic into it. Another ghost gone. But, Cadoc had stepped too far away from Lady Enid.

      A spirit surged toward the bride, its arms stretched wide as if to grab her. Cadoc darted back and slashed with his blade. The glowing sword sliced right through the ghost. Light pulsed from the blade as it connected. The spectre disappeared into the glow.

      Another of the spirits dived at me. It held the curved shield of the legionnaires and thrust its spear at me. I thrust the I thrust the cross into its face as it charged. The ghostly form hit the glow I felt a surge of power from the goddess, through me and out the ivory in my hand. A burst of light blossomed, and the spirit winked out of existence. The final spectre darted back toward the trees. Cadoc pursued and lunged with his sword. The last ghost disappeared as the others had.

      Cadoc gave a long look at the dimming light from his weapon, then sheathed his blade. He swept up his bride. Enid clung to his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. Most of the young girls at my feet trembled and covered their faces. One, however, gazed up at me, her eyes wide.

      "Let's go down to the keep, girls," I said. The two older girls had a haunted look to their gaze, and their eyes darted around as they stood. I retied the cord for the cross around my neck, then reached down to help them. Two warm hands from the frightened girls found mine. The other two girls grabbed onto my skirt as we turned to walk down the hill. But my thoughts turned toward the spirits.

      Why did these spirits show up here, tonight?

      I glanced at the huddle of ladies where I had last seen Gwen. Her face was still white. Nesta and Dylis clung to her. Rhian had recovered and was directing others about. Gwen’s eyes were haunted but open. Her eyes met mine, and I saw a look of pride fill them. Evidently, I had done all right tonight.
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      Once Cadoc set Enid on her feet, she took the youngest of my charges by the hand, then gathered the others around her and led them toward the keep's main door. Seren stood by the door and reached toward the frightened girls. A pat on a back or a stroke along an arm was her way to bring comfort.

      Many of the remaining guests peeked out from behind overturned tables, under wagons, or around the small cottages. Even the bard was peering out from behind an overturned table. His ornate harp stood alone in the centre of the courtyard. I groaned when I realised he'd write a few verses about the haunted wedding celebration. I would, unfortunately, have a significant role.

      Several guards had their blades drawn and stood in a protective circle around Bleddyn, Caerwyn and Einion. The guards twisted their hands around the hilts nervously as they looked about for a threat made of flesh. Even the lords wore looks of shock, their eyes creased with fear or worry.

      Emlyn’s eyes were on me. He met my gaze and held it for a moment. Despite the supernatural nature of the foes Cadoc and I had just battled, the Penteulu was all warrior. He gave me a stiff nod.

      “Emlyn will release weapons to your men,” Bleddyn told the other two. “They can help with patrols on the gate and grounds.”

      "Swords won't do much against spirits," Einion said.

      “We’ve got Fadog camped outside,” Bleddyn added. “Assuming he’s not run back to his own lands by now.”

      “Never trust a Fadog,” Caerwyn said. “Extra force on the walls won’t go unnoticed by him.”

      “With the panic about the spirits,” Bleddyn said, “he might get his courage back for an attack. Though ambush and trickery are more his style.”

      The abbot had joined Lady Seren by the doors. They greeted each of the girls and their parents at the doorway into the great hall. Several of the girls with tear-streaked faces managed a smile for the friendly cleric or Lady Seren.

      I found Gwen near the keep, still pale. She saw me and gave a weak smile.

      “How are you feeling?” I sent when we were still a few paces apart. Her head swivelled toward me, her mouth open in surprise that we hadn’t been touching.

      “How did you… dearest…?”

      “I’ll explain later,” I sent. “Will the Lords mind if we listen in? I want to hear what those damned Witch Hunters thought they were doing.”

      “We’ll be welcomed by all except the Witch Hunters,” she sent. The Abbot strode toward the Lords. We fell in behind him.

      Gwen stood straight but shifted to lean into me, so our shoulders touched. I felt a small shudder, more a twitch, in her flesh for a second. Then she resumed her usual demeanour.

      The Witch Hunters also stepped into the circle.  Abbot Heilyn, with Ruadh behind him, stood next to Bleddyn.

      “Milord, you were fortunate to have a blessed blade, and good church folk here tonight,” Seeker Bechard said.

      "Blessings indeed," the abbot said, then turned toward me. "Sister Mair, we are fortunate to have you here." He took my hands in his and raised them to his lips. "Your bond with the Holy Mother has helped save us from catastrophe tonight. You are a blessing from on high for our humble parish."

      "Indeed," Bechard said with only the barest of acknowledgement toward me. "The blade, how did you come by a holy relic?" he asked Cadoc.

      “Lord Meirionnydd passed that blade to Lord Cadoc,” the abbot said, “earlier today as part of the betrothal ceremony. I understand that he had representatives of the church bless the blade before he passed it on.”

      “Ah, then the one true faith has helped all of us today,” the seeker intoned. His lips were tight though.

      "When the spectres appeared," Einion asked, "and chased the bride, why did you, the Witch Hunters, not respond as Sister Mair and Lord Cadoc did?" His eyes shifted from one to the other. "We were fortunate that they were here to confront the spectres because our bare blades did little against the powers of such evil."

      "We, ah…" Bechard blanched at the accusation. "The power of prayer and the church works best. We aided the defence with our prayers to strengthen the resolve and divine blessings they wielded in the name of the Almighty. The prayers of the pious strengthened the sister and the young lord and helped them defeat the spirits."

      “Perhaps you should have been here two score of years ago and helped the twelve hundred monks who prayed to have Powys spared from the Northumbrian invaders. The invaders slaughtered them all for their prayers,” the abbot said. “I have long admired those who can both pray and act when evil approaches.” His gaze shifted between the two witch hunters. “What business of the church has brought you to our land?”

      “That is information for the bishops of the lands we travel through.” Bechard intoned, his voice one of authority.

      “I see,” Abbot Heilyn said. He waved his hand to Ruadh, motioning him back to where the abbot had sat earlier for dinner. He then dug through the leather pouches that hung from his belt as he muttered to himself about Bishops, ignoring the witch hunters.

      Bechard’s look of contempt at the abbot was obvious as he shifted his attention to Bleddyn. “Lord Penllyn, if we may be so bold, we must investigate the items of magic here. The young lord’s sword… oh, and the sister’s cross.”

      "Ah, here it is," the abbot said, as he pulled a gold ring with a single gemstone from a pouch. He slid it on the fourth finger of his right hand. Ruadh came back and held out a flat, cloth-wrapped bundle in the palm of his hand. The abbot untied an elegant ribbon from around the velvet. He laid one side of the soft cloth open, then the other, to reveal a large golden cross, as large as Ruadh's hand.

      I had seen such before, worn only by bishops of the Roman church. The abbot retrieved it by the chain which he placed over his head, so the pectoral cross hung low on his chest.

      Bechard and Lecerf blanched as they saw the ring and cross. Both bowed. Evidently, our friendly and overly hungry abbot didn’t like to proclaim his higher station without need. I was glad to see he viewed the Guilders as such a need.

      “Now, Seeker Bechard, you are before the bishop of this See,” our rotund abbot said. “What is your business in this land?”

      Bechard blanched, then reached into his satchel, and brought out a document, folded and marked with a seal in red wax. He handed it to the bishop who passed it to Ruadh without even a glance at it. His eyes held Bechard’s. The seeker attempted to match stares, but shifted his eyes around the group. He had been outmanoeuvred in his power play, and he knew it.

      “That is church business, best discussed in private,” Bechard said.

      “Considering what has just occurred, I believe it best to discuss it here with the Lords of the cantrefi.”

      The Seeker flicked his gaze to Lecerf, who met it, his hands moving nervously along the black staff.

      Bechard curled his lips back in a little snarl. I could tell he was not used to being outmanoeuvred, nor did he like having his authority blocked.

      “Well, your grace.” The seeker’s tone was hard. Frosty. “Besides helping the church in Canterbury, we are to convert the unchurched in the Saxon lands to the one true faith.”

      “Excellent,” the abbot… er… bishop interrupted him. “Once he returns, I’ll have my Prior, brother Iolo, take a message King Penda in Mercia. He will inform his majesty that your guild will be building new churches for all the villages of his who have converted.”

      “The guild will do no… I mean that’s not what we usually, do,” Bechard stammered. “Under orders from his holiness in Rome, we are to find and correct those villagers and lords who cling to their heretic ways, and ways of the old religions.”

      “Is that why you’ve had men recruiting from the yeomen in the villages?” Bleddyn asked.

      “Our advance groups have been recruiting for the guild,” the seeker said, “so we will be ready to spread the true faith to these lands.”

      "Cymry lands have long been converted. Your efforts would have a much greater effect in Mercia to the east." Bishop Heilyn said and turned toward the Lords. "Have the guild parties been active in your lands? Recruiting?"

      All three indicated they had.

      “Did any of them seek your permission to recruit?”

      “Not a single request,” Einion said with a glare at the seeker. Bleddyn and Caerwyn shook their heads to show the same.

      “The Bishop of Rome has given us our charter, himself,” Bechard declared.

      “Cymru bishops work with, not for, the Roman clergy,” Heilyn said. His glare at the Witch Hunter told me all I needed to know about the local Bishop’s opinion of the Roman Church.

      I'd never heard the guilders needed local permission for such activities, but we were in Britain now. Did the guild require the consent of the local lords or the local church officials? If I didn't know, I doubted the Witch Hunters knew either.

      The wily bishop turned his gaze on the witch hunters. “I received no such request either.” His eyes narrowed as he held the seeker’s gaze. “You must ask each Lord’s permission for recruitment of their retainers and yeomen. The local lords will know who they can spare.”

      “Submit your request in writing in the morning,” Bleddyn said. “I shall send word to Canterbury once I make my decision.”

      “For Meirionnydd, as well,” Caerwyn said. “Until then, inform us of any guild members in our lands, and what their purposes are.”

      “As you request, Milords,” the seeker said.

      “That is not all,” Bishop Heilyn said. “What else do you intend to do in these lands?”

      The seeker blanched and shifted his eyes off to his assistant for a second. The old guilder had no comment. Bechard glanced around the lords and the rest of us. Well, he slid his eyes right over Gwen and I. We women were beneath his notice.

      "We are to gather any items of a holy nature that show signs of miracles," Bechard said. His tone was hard and authoritative. "Those we deem to hold divine power, are to be sent back to Rome. There his excellency will determine how best to use them to support the church. The young lord's sword…"

      “Will stay right where it is,” intoned the Bishop. “Rome has no say over the property of these lords and their people.” He crossed his arms over his wide belly. “You said yourself that your prayers aided Lord Cadoc and Sister Mair.”

      "We will need to spend days examining the items, your grace," Bechard almost whined. "Should the Sword of Light not be of divine grace, we will gladly return it."

      "The Sword of Light?" Bleddyn asked. "Surely you don't mean to say that is Arthur's sword? There is only one Sword of Light, and it was broken a century ago."

      “Well… Ah…” Bechard started to look pale. His eyes darted around. “My apologies. Your language is fairly new to us. We heard the term and thought it was wider in its use. As for the sword, whatever it is called, we shall be most diligent in its care.”

      The abbot peered at me. His eyes drifted down to my ivory cross, then back up. I thought I understood and gave a nod.

      “Then perhaps Sister Mair will be so kind as to loan you her holy symbol?” Bishop Heilyn stated. “You may examine it. Should you find evidence of a divine miracle infused into it, you can demonstrate the evidence for myself and the Lords gathered here. Only then would we consider asking Lord Cadoc to give you the blade.”

      “Well… I…” Bechard stammered. I smiled and pulled the cord with the cross over my head. After a few beats, he reached out and accepted it.

      “We shall begin the examination in the morning,” Bechard said. He straightened his shoulders and passed the cross to his old servant.

      “My lord Penllyn,” Bechard said. His tone shifted to one of contrition. “We have been in the saddle for too many days, sleeping on rocks and grass. We left our men at the foot of the hill, to do more of the same, but had hoped for hospitality…”

      “As you noticed at the feast,” Bleddyn said. “Our keep and cottages are full of special guests already.” He gestured toward the bishop. “We have only one room for his grace and his retinue, and it only has one bed. You would be more comfortable with your own men. But we might find an empty board on the porch near the monks for you to lie on.” Bleddyn hooked a thumb at the porch behind him.

      “Seeker Bechard,” the Bishop said, “while you are under my watch…”

      “We of the Guild answer only to his Holiness in Rome,” Bechard interjected.

      "When the Bishop of Rome comes to Cymru," this cagy bishop pronounced, "the other Bishops of Britain and I will gather in conference to consider his words. Until that time, you are in my see, and under my authority." Bechard stood straight but said nothing.

      Bishop Heilyn thrust a finger at the witch hunter, and the torchlight caught the gem in his bishop's ring and set it glimmering. "See to it that all of your men, as well as you," he told the guilders, "live the life that our Lord and Saviour lived. You and your men are to be the humblest of servants and do nothing to cause harm to person nor beast while here. If any of your men do so, they are to be given to my authority. I will pass them on to these Lords if any of the misdeeds are against the people or the lands they protect."

      “As your grace wills it,” Bechard said, but I could see the defiance grow in his eyes. Bechard bowed the smallest of bows possible. Then he spun on his heal.

      The Seeker’s servant walked with him down to the gate. As they mounted their horses, Bechard turned back toward the lords at the top of the hill. They and the bishops paid him no more attention. But, I could tell from the way the Seeker held himself erect in the saddle, and with the long, lingering glare he gave the lords, the fire that had lit in his eyes wouldn’t be extinguished by any of the men standing here. They had made themselves a new enemy, one to rival Fadog, if not worse.
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      Lord Mechain and Bishop Heilyn headed toward the keep. The lords of Penllyn and Meirionnydd still stood with us. Their demeanour had recovered from the scare a few moments before. Gwen, however, still looked pale, even in the yellow light of the torches and fires.

      “Come, Mair, let us inspect the grove to learn what we can about these spirits,” she said in her Gwen the leader tone. But, there was an odd catch in her voice.

      “We’ll go with you,” Lord Penllyn said. “We’ve never had spirits here before. I want to know why now…” Gwen waved them off.

      “We are better off alone in The Lady’s blessed grove. Your blades will fare poorly against what we saw before.”

      The Lord of Penllyn opened his mouth to object. Gwen raised a hand. I thought I saw it quiver.

      “Post a man here to run to find your son, if he sees the glow of my cross. Only Cadoc’s sword will be of use then.”

      Bleddyn motioned for one of his men to stand watch from the base of the slope. Gwen pulled at my arm. I let her lead toward the scene of the ghost attack.

      Her legs and hands trembled by the time we had reached the trees. I sensed her mind reach out. Her magic cord back to the goddess sparkled with energy as it probed the hillside. She shivered again as her probe died out.

      I slowed to see if she was all right, but she pulled me uphill into the darkness. Once we had moved far into the back of the grove, she flung herself into my arms and collapsed onto me. Her entire body quivered. Her sobs drifted to my ears. She kept them quiet and used my dress and shoulder to muffle the sound.

      I held her while she cried. This was Gwen the vulnerable. A Gwen I hadn’t expected. I wasn’t sure what to do for her other than give her time and comfort.

      I stroked her hair, and kissed her forehead, but stayed quiet. This was her tale to tell. But first, she had to get over whatever was twisting her insides into a fearful knot. My stomach tightened, which was rare. Since I didn't eat, my gut stayed quiet, unless I felt extreme emotions. All I could do was hold her and wait for her anxiety to run its course.

      Her sobbing slowed then stopped, and the trembling in her limbs quieted. I eased her down to sit on the soft loam under the trees. A tree had fallen in the past, and we could lean against it as we had done back at our lake. Gwen curled herself against me. I brushed her hair back from her face, in a gesture she had used on me many times before.

      She whispered.

      “Thank you, dearest, for being the rock while I was scared.” She laid her head on my shoulder.

      "I have… I had…" trembles set into her again. She closed her eyes, swallowed hard and regained her composure. "I've encountered a spirit here in the earthly realm. That experience frightened me to my core." Her words were soft, however, her voice betrayed that she was on the verge of tears again. Her hand drifted to massaged her temple. I wasn't sure if she was developing a headache or reliving a memory. All I could do then was pull her tight against me, and kiss her forehead.

      “Silly me,” she said. “The Lady Gwen, representative of the old gods, Mistress of The Divine Lady of Britannia. And I am scared of ghosts.”

      I let her talk and take her time.

      "Death does not frighten me," she continued. "I have seen it all too often, all too gruesome. I have seen souls move through the Otherworld in the cycle of being reborn, time and again. It's the lingering spirits, or the bodies re-animated. Those frighten me."

      She sat for a time, her head still on my shoulder. I stroked her arm, where it lay across my lap, while I held her tight with my other arm.

      "Once, a spirit took my body from me," another wave of shivers took her. Gwen drew a deep breath and got control of her body again. "I was with Ruadh, helping him escape his brothers. The spirit… she plunged into me. Her presence was ice in my veins, and I had no control. She… she used my link to the goddess… I've never felt so abused, not in control… unable to stop her from violating me…"

      Ah, that explained her reaction. I pulled her in tighter and kissed her cheek. She fought another wave of shivers.

      “Tonight, I panicked,” Gwen’s voice was quiet against my chest as I held her. “I have not seen the undead since that time with Ruadh, and it shook me…”

      “Not seen undead?” I asked in mock surprise.

      “Oh?... What… OH!” she giggled a little. “I didn’t mean you. You’re here now…” she smiled again. “Oh, Mair. You are a real person. Even though you were almost dead when I found you.”

      "You mean, dead again, for real," I used a finger and pulled her chin up, so she looked into my eyes. "I do not need to breathe or eat or drink or," I waved my hand toward the building where we had spent the night, "or even use the bucket under the table in our room. I only need to sleep every few days, and I burrow into the earth to do so."

      “I understand that,” she said. “But, you are still you. A person, not a ghost. What else is there yet to come, undead bodies and bones walking the land? Is that what we’ll be facing along with spectres and spirits?” she shuddered again. “Until now, I always viewed my death as a way to be one with The Lady, to spend eternity with her, serving her in the Otherworld. The thought that I could be controlled by another force, a spirit bent on destruction...”

      I squeezed her close and kissed her head again.

      "Thank you for being the brave one. The one without fear," Gwen said.

      I shook my head.

      “Except for the odd witch hunter,” she asked, “what do you have to fear?”

      I wasn’t sure she would understand.

      “Tell me.” Gwen the defiant, the confident was returning. I decided I might as well tell her.

      “Love… family…” I said. “I don’t know yet if my feelings for you are because you shared so much of your blood when I was unconscious, or because we’ve been pushed by this goddess of yours? Or, if this desire is mine and mine alone. I must feed again in the next few weeks, and I don’t want to feed my passion from anyone except you. I must understand my heart, and that means blood from another person...”

      “Feed from whoever you need, love. You will find your own heart, and we’ll know then.” She raised her hand and brushed my hair out of my face again.

      “I cannot feed from you. Once every two weeks will keep my colour and body warmth at human levels.” Neither of us had ventured far down this road in conversation. “If we have battles ahead of us I will have to find other donors. You alone won’t be able to supply what I need.”

      “I know how you feed, and what you said you give to the men you feed from,” Gwen said.

      “Sometimes, my donors, they are women, too,” I replied.

      "I know. Save the special times for me, dearest. I understand that you derive pleasure from your meals," she said. "You have to drink from your donors to live, dead or not. I ask only that I be the special one."

      “Once I can be sure of that…” I said. Until I had blood from someone other than Gwen in me, I had no way of knowing what feelings toward her were my own, and what was blood – or Goddess—fuelled.

      A step crunched on the path, and a rock skittered. A rough voice called out “Gwen, Mair?”

      Gwen jumped at her name. Then relaxed. She wiped the tear stains off her face with her sleeve. I pulled her up while Ruadh climbed the hill.

      “Bleddyn sent me to check on you two,” he said. “Did you find anything?” His eyes lingered on Gwen. His eyes were soft, full of care. Gwen nodded and gave him a weak smile.

      “I’ll check now,” she said.

      She activated her link to the goddess. I did as well and joined her thoughts as she led the mental search. Just like our first link, when I fed from her back by the lake, I sensed the dead. Forty or fifty bodies, skeletal or crumbled to dust by now, lay interred there. All of them were empty vessels, no sign of disturbance.

      Gwen seemed satisfied and pulled our minds back to our bodies on the surface. My eyes opened first. Gwen took a deep breath. One of her hands trembled in my grasp.

      “So, you nae find anything?” Ruadh asked. Gwen still had her eyes closed.

      “Nothing,” she said. “No sign of anything disturbed.” Her eyes opened and drifted across the hillside. Searching. For what, I didn’t know.

      “Something is different about this time,” she said. “I don’t wish to remember that… other time… this feels different, somehow.”

      “I couldn’t sense any spirits, undead or anything other than the ground underneath us,” I said. “Even the dead in the crypts… they’re just… well, dead.”

      Ruadh fixed his eyes on Gwen. Worry creased his face. After a moment, her gaze came back to us. She shrugged.

      “Let’s go see what the Lords and Ladies are plotting for us to save them from tomorrow,” she said. Ruadh’s chest rumbled with a deep bearish chuckle.
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      The beast stayed at edge of the tree line as wind blew the aroma of wet wool toward him. The sheep in the yard, kept corralled by a flimsy wooden fence wouldn’t smell him. Not until it was too late.

      Next to the pen, a wooden barn stood. Farm tools hung inside, or leaned against the walls. The lambs lay asleep in the dried grasses inside the shed. One or two rams drifted around the fence. The rest of the flock huddled around the lambs.

      Beyond the barn stood a roundhouse. Stone and wood. Smoke drifted up through the thatch roof. Yellow light spilled from the wooden shutters, and from around the thick wooden door.

      Laughter drifted to his sharp ears. The farm family inside enjoyed their evening meal. A lone female voice laughed with the other male voices. Two still cracked with the change age brought. A light, high chuckle might be that of a young girl. Perhaps a boy.

      The beast didn’t care. Too long had gone between his kills. He had taken too many steps. Tonight, he would sate his thirst again. The taste of flesh between his jaws. His claws would rip and tear.

      His fur stirred in the breeze. He slunk back. Waiting, to make sure the wind didn’t shift further. The livestock at the last three farms had stirred too soon. Farmers shouted and roused their neighbours. The communities had been too big. Three or four families together. He could take them. The chance that a lone survivor might escape his notice worried his master. Better to look for a lone farmstead like this one.

      The lords of the land would learn of his deeds soon enough. Especially that lord of Penllyn. His master said to stay to Penllyn’s side of the border stones for a fortnight. Bring the lord of Penllyn out. His master had spoken.

      The livestock hadn’t smelled him. They stayed still, settling in for the night.

      The door cracked open, and a young boy stepped out. He stood only half the height of the man behind him.

      “Take care to get it all in the trough,” the man in the door said. The young boy nodded and carried two buckets out toward the barn.

      The beast moved. Age mattered not to him. He wasn’t here for food. He wanted to sow fear, to cause destruction, to taste death.

      Steps silent as death in the night… that is what he was tonight. Death.

      His claws struck. Hard. Sharp. Fast. The buckets hit the ground, though one fell into the trough and banged against the wood.

      “Be careful, lad,” the man’s voice called behind him. The boy’s breath gurgled out as his blood coated the creature’s thick paw and claws. A step crunched behind him.

      “Holy mother of the Saviour!” the farmer cried. He ran.

      With a snarl the beast leapt after him. The farmer was closer to the house. The door slammed shut.

      No matter. The creature had the strength. It wouldn’t hold for more than a blow or two. The rest of the family would feed his lust for death.

      The beast raised a paw to his face. His tongue wiped the boy’s blood from his fur and claws. With a snarl he threw himself against the door as the farmer tried to force the bar into place. The wood creaked and groaned. They were too late.

      Death had come.
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        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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Please Leave a Review

          

        

      

    

    
      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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welsh Pronunciations

          

        

      

    

    
      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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      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.

      Penda: King of Mercia

      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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