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      Throughout this series I’ve opted to use modern Welsh words in place of old Brythonic variants.

      Any errors in word use or selection are solely mine.  Variations in northern and southern Welsh accents are not included in this guide.

      Below is a limited guide to some of the spellings and pronunciations you will find in this series.

      Welsh Pronunciations: In Welsh, all letters are pronounced, even when it appears impossible to do so. Vowels typical are pronounced in their “soft” forms with a few exceptions:

      A  as in man

      E  as in met

      I is a hard E sound, as in Queen

      O as in hot

      U is a hard I or E sound, as in Pita

      W (yes, it’s a vowel in Welsh) is the double O sound, as in Zoo

      Y has several variations:

      Alone it’s usually pronounced uh as an article: y caer (the fortress)

      Within a word, it acts as a Welsh U

      Double Vowell Dipthongs:

      Ei, Eu: as ay way

      Ow: long O as in tow

      Ae, Ai, Au: as the y in my

      Ywy: as in the ui in Fluid

      Other Welsh Sounds:

      dd: pronounced as the TH sound

      Bleddyn = Blethun

      Rh: to pronounce this, reverse the sounds. H then R, and trill or roll the R

      LL: This is the “dreaded” Welsh sound, and is almost unique to the Welsh language. To pronounce this sound, place your tongue against the roof of your mouth, as though you’ve finished the sound of “EL”, then blow as though you’re pronouncing the beginning of the “H” sound. Add in the “EL” sound. This sound has also been described as pronouncing an L with a th in front of it.

      FF: is F as in fan

      F: is V as in Avon (Welsh pronunciation of “Afon”)

      C: is always hard, similar to the K in English, as in “Cat”

      CH: as in the Scottish “Loch”

      Names in Penllyn

      Mair: Ma-ir

      Neirin: Nayreen

      Rhian: Hrrian

      Rhos: Hrross

      Bleddyn: Blethun

      Owain: O-wine

      Fadog: Va-dog

      If you are a native Welsh speaker, and notice any flaws in the above, please let me know via email: troy@troyahill.com
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      If you enjoyed 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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            Unwelcome News

          

        

      

    

    
      “How’s Ruadh?” Bleddyn asked.

      We had barely made it back through the mists to Caer Penllyn, before Bleddyn, ensconced in his chambers upstairs, insisted we head up to report in. Based on the lap full of wood shavings, he had been focusing his impatience on an innocent block of wood. Another toy for his impending grandchildren.

      Fortunately, Gwen had the foresight to heal Ruadh back at the cave where the rogue shifter disappeared. Bleddyn’s impatience for news wouldn’t have allowed her the time to do so once we returned.

      “Angry, but alive,” Gwen said. “I healed the worst of the burn and dulled the pain for him with The Lady’s magic. He is downstairs swapping stories with Afon. They have already killed  one of your mead jugs. You may lose a few more jugs to get him over the pain of that burn.

      “He’s earned that and more, from the sounds of it,” Rhian added. She glanced around Bleddyn’s chamber. The dark wood was stained with soot from the meagre hearth in the centre of the room. Years of touches on the carved wooden furniture kept it sleek. Horses, the primary export from the cantref, were carved in both simple and ornate patterns on almost every chest, chair, table and bed frame here. Through a door to the side, Rhian’s own chambers matched. Hers had more fabric and a feminine touch than Bleddyn’s, though it was just as fine with its trappings.

      Gwen sat sedate, opposite Bleddyn and next to an energetic Rhian. Lady Penllyn leaned forward in her chair as we told our stories. Her hands were twisting the fabric of her skirts or toying with the arms of the chair.

      Despite the fight with the werebear we had just returned from, I wanted something more sedate than battling ancient dead warriors. I had retrieved my sewing, and let the dress drape across my lap. I moved the needle back and forth through the fabric. The act was almost as calming as running sword meditations. Despite the large size of Lord Penllyn’s chambers, there wasn’t enough room for a full set of those.

      Across from me, Emlyn poured a mug of mead from Bleddyn’s own jug. His twin swords, Corff and Medwyll, Body and Mind in the Cymry language, still hung from his belts to either side of his chair.

      “Why did the beast want your sword?” Rhian asked me.

      I shrugged. “It’s not every day a werebear sees a glowing sword that can cause wounds that won’t heal quickly. I’d try to take it too, if I faced one.”

      “And magic arrows,” Bleddyn said as he sent another sliver of wood cascading into his lap. “Someone is flinging flaming arrows of magic around Penllyn. I’d like to know who.”

      We all would, but none of us had answers.

      A rap at Bleddyn’s door broke the silence. Cadoc rose and opened it to reveal Sawyl, escorting a man dressed in mud-streaked leathers. A sword hung from a baldric across his body. His hair was a light brown, as was the moustache above his lip. His eyes darted nervously around the room. Evidently he hadn’t expected a visit to his lord’s private chambers.

      “Pedr, come in,” Bleddyn said. Pedr, the first sword of Mechain. The head of their guard, under the Penteulu. Just as Gerallt was First Sword here in Penllyn, under Emlyn. Pedr had been with Lord and Lady Mechain when they attended Cadoc and Enid’s wedding.

      “Yes, milord,” Pedr replied, his body stiff, attentive. He looked nervous. Unfortunately, for second in charge of Mechain’s war-band, he didn’t carry himself like a fighter. But, not every leader was in their role because of skill. Ruadh had told me, back at Cadoc and Enid’s wedding, that Pedr had gotten his post due to politics. He was probably a relation to Lord Mechain, or one of his top retainers.

      “You need to hear his report, Milord.” Sawyl said.

      Bleddyn waved them in. He pointed to the jug of water on a side table.

      “Have you had a chance to get a drink yet?”

      Pedr nodded.

      “He had a mug or two when he told me and Gerallt his tale,” Sawyl said. His face was expressionless, yet gave me a creeping sensation, like ice cold fingers grasping my spine. We had just learned of one major complication, and now another was about to fall into our laps.

      Bleddyn motioned Pedr to begin.

      “I just rode in from Nant Bywyd,” Pedr began. “The gates of Hell have opened and the dead are out of their graves. They walk in the night.”

      We were all silent. No one seemed to want to share our experiences. Pedr glanced around, clearly expecting a much stronger reaction.

      “What exactly happened?” Emlyn prompted him.

      “Last night, the bones of ancient warriors marched from village to village on the Penllyn side of the border. They drove the folks away in terror. Any man who stood against them fell to their spears and swords.” His face had lost colour as he no doubt relived the memories of what he had witnessed.

      “I coming back from delivering a message, and saw the villagers running. I tried to rally the men of the next village. We didn’t believe their tales, until we saw them with our own eyes.” He looked down at his feet. I glanced down as well. The dress I had intended to work on lay spread out across my lap. I had tucked my needle into the sleeve to listen to his report. On the outside I probably appeared calm. Inside, however, I felt a cold chill spreading. The attack against us wasn’t the only time the dead walked Penllyn.

      “Skeletal warriors with the old swords, like from the age of Buddug,” Pedr’s voice caught, then continued. “They were mere bones. Arrows and spears had no effect on them. Went right through them. Clubs worked best. Smash them to bits was all we could do. I set the women folk and children to pray for deliverance and kept the men armed and the defences set.”

      He swallowed hard, then set his eyes back on Lord Penllyn. Bleddyn’s colour might have paled a bit. Dealing with a rogue lycanthrope didn’t seem as fantastic when compared to the dead warriors attacking Penllyn’s people directly.

      “The prayers did little, and the women and children ran when they saw the dead. Me and the men, those who didn’t break and run… we worked as their rear guard until we got to the next village. The one where Lord Dewi has built a hill fort on the Mechain side of the border next to Lady Seren’s lands. They set the men to watch with orders to fall back into Lord Dewi’s fort if the dead approached. Lord Mechain wanted you to be aware, so I volunteered to deliver the report.”

      “When did these attacks begin?” Bleddyn asked, his eyes fixed on the guardsman.

      “A night ago, milord. The folks from the first village…” Pedr paused and reached for a cup. Once he’d had a swallow or two of mead, he continued. His eyes darted nervously about those of us in the room. “The villagers, they said once the moon was in the sky last night, they heard the first screams. As the moon rose so did the dead.”

      “How was our daughter? And Lord Dewi?” Rhian asked.

      “Fine but worried,” he said. “Lord and Lady Mechain had come to visit. The villagers were fortunate that we were in the area with men. I had been out on an errand and was on my way back when I heard screams of the villagers running fleeing the dead.”

      “Go get some rest.” Bleddyn patted the man’s shoulder. “You did well with unusual times. We’ll have plans laid by morning. Will you be able to go back and show us?”

      Pedr straightened.

      “Of course, milord.”

      “Good man,” Bleddyn said. “Now go get some food and rest.”

      “Keep this news to yourself,” Emlyn added. “Let’s not start a panic in the keep.” Pedr agreed then spun to leave.

      Emlyn’s eyes shifted toward me. There was a haunted look there. I knew him well enough now to understand that not much that scared him. He even understood my nature, thanks to his time with my brother of the undead, Aemi. But my kind of undead wasn’t what we faced now. Undead that marched in numbers across Penllyn. Walking corpses, some with flesh, others just bones. Undead that would send normal people running. Undead that don’t seem to care who they attack. Mindless. Following orders? But whose orders? How large was this army? Who led them? Why were they here?

      I knew why I was here. To protect Penllyn, my new home. To protect Gwen and Emlyn, and the people here I had come to love.

      But an undead army? Even Emlyn and I standing together would have a bad time with that. Two of us, against an army of skeletons, and walking corpses that didn’t know how to die? The situation had just gotten a lot worse. And neither of us really knew what to do.
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      The morning sky was overcast. In the narrow slit between cloud and earth, the eastern sky shifted from deep blue to light red, almost the colour of fresh blood. I shifted and leaned in for the touch of Gwen’s body against mine as we sat on the front porch of the keep.

      “You look sad,” Gwen said, stirring a trio of blueberries around on her plate.

      “The grey skies. I was getting used to the sun again,” I said with a tinge of disappointment. Her goddess—I mean our goddess—fed me the energy that allowed me to walk in the sunlight like a mortal now.

      “Oh, Mair,” Gwen said and pulled me in for a one-armed hug. “Our land gets grey skies often. But, I can see why you’d relish the sun after all that time without it.”

      Down in the courtyard, Sawyl and his men mounted up and rode out the gates. Afon, with Llinos’ cloak over his shoulders, glanced back at us. His long blond hair hung loose to his shoulders in stark contrast to the deep blue tones of his new cloak. With a wink, he mouthed the words “Live by the sword…” His expression slid to a grim one as he turned back to face the road down toward Nant Bywyd, and where the dead had attacked.

      I finished the rest of his oft-used expression. Die by the sword. But what did it mean when the enemy weren’t alive themselves?

      Bleddyn, Lord of Penllyn, had agreed with Emlyn, his Penteulu or captain of the guard, last night. They were sending Sawyl and a party of half a dozen men across the southern border into the cantref of Mechain to aid our allies in the defences there. Sawyl would lead the party, with Afon as his second-in-command. The armies of the dead had attacked two villages, driven the survivors into the brin, the local word for a small fort, at Nant Bywyd. The walking corpses and ancient skeletons then vanished into the night.

      The door to the keep opened and Emlyn stepped onto the porch, along with Pedr. Fortunately, Lord Mechain and some of his teulu had been at the brin when the attacks occurred. Ruadh hadn’t seemed very impressed with Pedr’s weapons skills. Neither had Emlyn. The way that Lords had to find leadership positions for relatives and well connected sons of retainers explained why someone with Pedr’s lack of talent with weapons had become second to Mechain’s Penteulu.

      “Ready?” Emlyn asked Gwen and me. His tone was back to his usual sharp snap.

      “Yes.” Gwen set aside her empty plate.

      Pedr looked around, puzzled.

      “No horses? Do we not ride with the others?”

      “You’ll get used to it,” Emlyn said, his face bland. “Lady Gwen is an excellent guide and will get you to Mechain far faster.”

      I rose. Soul swung into view. Pedr raised an eyebrow at the blade.

      “Should we not,” Pedr asked, “have more men go with the ladies?”

      The Penteulu’s face cracked a rare grin. “Perhaps Lady Mair will give you a lesson in sword dancing while you’re out with her.”

      Pedr’s spine stiffened at the implication. “I’m first sword of Lord Mechain’s guard.” Pedr motioned to me. “You’ve taken her on as a student?”

      “No.” Emlyn said.  Emlyn seemed to enjoy Pedr’s confusion. “But Lady Mair has taken Sawyl and Lady Enid on as her students. You haven’t been here to see them on the practice field most mornings.”

      Pedr shook his head, then hoisted his pack over his shoulder. “I’ll do my best to protect you,” he said.

      I said nothing. No reason to damage his ego, unless something attacked us. Then his ego would be the least of my worries.

      “Lead on, miladies.”

      We climbed the hill to the grove which stood within the walls of the fort. I looked back down at the keep. Folk of the caer headed into the great hall to break their fasts. Their laughter and chatter drifted to me through the air, along with the scents of bacon and hot bread. They’d eat their fill, then go about the day’s work and return in the evening to eat and sit by the fire and listen to the girls play the harp.

      Wherever we went and whatever dangers awaited us, I knew that I would come home to Caer Penllyn when we finished.

      Gwen touched the tree. The red slit crackled open. I stepped through the portal into the mists on the other side and glanced back. Pedr’s eyes were wide and he swallowed hard. I raised my hand to wave him in. He shut his eyes and took the step as he crossed himself.

      Our journey through the mists of the Otherworld was only a few moments, led by the raven sent by the goddess. Pedr glanced around the entire way. When Gwen opened the rift between the worlds at the end of our short walk, he paused, then crossed himself and hurried through.

      Southern Penllyn was just as fog-shrouded as Bleddyn’s hill fort. Once he had stepped out of the tree, the guardsman squared his shoulders with a slight quiver. He glanced around for the landmarks he was seeking, then pointed towards two distant hills that faded into the fog.

      “The first village they attacked should be down that path,” he said. “Your Penllyn folks know this area better than I, but I believe I’ve got it right.” The cart path wound away into the misty landscape. I awakened my connection to The Lady. Gwen’s golden cord to the goddess hummed as well. I kept my preternatural senses sharp for anything unusual.

      After half a league, the abandoned houses of the village appeared out of the mists. The mud brick and timber homes, with their thatch roofs and rough wooden doors, felt forlorn as we approached. Sheep, swine, and other livestock grazed in the quiet fields with no herders in sight. What struck me odd was the lack of bodies, of bones. There should be signs of a battle here—casualties. The village was just… empty.

      We drifted through the buildings. Benches and worktables were overturned. I spied a puddle of dried blood where someone had likely fallen. But no sign of their body nearby.

      “You weren't here when the dead first attacked?” Gwen asked the guardsman.

      He shook his head. “No. I was in at the next village down the road. The people from this village ran to find us. The dead followed them and attacked us there.”

      “We’re near the borderlands, here, aren’t we?” I asked.

      “Yes.” He glanced about, as if looking for shadows of the dead, then crossed himself again. “I’ve ridden this area with Lord Dewi enough to know. The borderlands should be half a league that direction,” Pedr said as he pointed towards the east.

      I reached out with my magical and undead senses but found no one, alive or dead, in the immediate area. I peered closer at the dried pool of blood. Two trails of magic met there. One shambled towards it from the borderlands. The other trail began at the blood pool and fell into step beside the first trail. They trundled down the cart path towards where Pedr indicated the next village lay.

      Gwen knelt next to me. I used our mental link to show her the threads I was detecting. She paled, then trembled.

      “The person who fell here… they walk again…” she sent across our mental link as she wrapped her arms around her chest. “The newly dead walk with the ancient dead.”

      “Will you be able to handle this?” I asked.

      Gwen tucked her bottom lip behind her teeth. Her earlier comment that the undead didn’t bother her seemed weak.

      “I have to,” she sent, “don’t I?”

      “We know the shifter had magical help last night,” I sent. We’d tracked and fought a shape-shifting bear, only for him to vanish in a cave with no outlet. “And now we’ve got dead walking again. Would that be a druid?”

      “None are left, that I know of,” she sent. “Even Myrddin, who was more wizard than druid, is long passed from this world.” She stared at the blood pool for a moment. “Whoever is behind this has power. A lot of power. I’m not sure even Myrddin could have made the dead walk again in numbers like this. And from the empty graves we tracked before, there could be hundreds.”

      We followed the cart path for the next hour, each lost in our own thoughts. The trail of undead magic followed the path. The fog still hung in the air, but thinned by the time we reached the next village. It too was abandoned. Sheep and an odd cow or goat roamed the empty streets.

      The homes in the second village were wood and stone, similar to the last village. Everything was similar. Including another pool of blood, and some overturned tables and stools, pushed over by the undead horde, no doubt. But here, we found flights of arrows stuck in the earth where Pedr and his men had loosed volleys at the undead. A few fragments of bone, chipped off by the arrowheads, was all that we found. No dismantled skeletons lay about. No pools of blood.

      “Did you lose anyone in this village?” Gwen asked.

      “No, milady. Once we saw how many there were, we ordered the entire village to retreat to Nant Bywyd while the men and I fought as rearguard.” He stood straight, all business about him. What I expected from a leader of a cantref’s guard. “We knocked apart at least a score of the old fighters. There should be bones here. I don’t see bones nor their weapons about. It’s as though they pulled themselves back together and walked away.”

      “Let’s go on,” Gwen said and pointed down the path towards Nant Bywyd. I could see the trail of residual magic the undead horde had left as they shambled along.

      As we walked, I asked Gwen to translate the village’s name for me. There were still holes in my vocabulary of the Briton language.

      “Nant Bywyd, dearest, means ‘Life spring’ or ‘Spring of Life,’” she said as she inserted Latin phrases to help me. “After Einion and Dewi built the hill fort there, Brin was added to the name.”

      “Ironic,” I said as we walked several paces behind Pedr, “for the ‘Spring of Life’ to come under attack by the armies of the dead.”

      An hour later, the undead trail veered off. We called Pedr back and followed the branching trail.

      We came upon another patch of blight. Where the grass should have been green and verdant, it was instead brown and dead. We knew what we would find here. Graves. But this site didn’t appear to have been a hill fort as the others had. Instead, it was on a small rise. Pedr watched as Gwen and I knelt near the centre of the area. About a dozen of the ovals of dead grass stretched around us on the hill. Gwen and I each sent our magic sense down into the earth.

      I let out a slow whistle. Gwen looked at me.

      “Sorry, I’ve been around Bleddyn too much.” The Lord of Penllyn liked to whistle as he carved his dolls.

      Below the brown, dead grass, we found ancient graves, now empty. One, however, remained occupied. Rivers of magical threads ran through this grave and vanished.

      “You remember you told me my magic might be better suited to grave-walking instead of tree walking?” I sent.

      “Yes, dearest,” she replied mentally. “Whoever is behind this can travel as we do, but they use graves as portals.” Another quiver ran across her shoulders, despite the look of concentration on her face.

      We had seen similar evidence the night before with the rough shapeshifter that had been slaughtering villagers and livestock along the borderlands. We tracked him, gave chase, and thought we had him cornered in a cave. A crypt with only one way in. A single corpse was entombed there, lifeless. The shifter, however, was nowhere to be found.

      Pedr, who had made a circuit of the area, came to see what we had discovered.

      “How many of the ancient warriors assaulted your village?” Gwen asked.

      “About three score, perhaps a few more.”

      “I count about that many paths out of the grave below,” I projected to Gwen. “Plus something else. I’m not sure what, though.”

      Gwen paled as she grappled with the idea. I wasn’t sure I wanted to consider it, either. But we had no choice. That’s what the trails of residual magic showed us.

      We continued to search the area but found nothing else. Pedr looked at us with a cocked eyebrow after he completed another slow circuit of the hilltop with the ancient graves.

      “We need to tell Bleddyn,” Gwen sent. “Can you accompany Pedr, and relay information to me while I’m at Caer Penllyn?”

      “Of course,” I replied.

      “You retreated that way? How far?” I asked Pedr as I pointed down the trail.

      “Nant Bywyd is another league that way.” He gestured down the cart path. “Lord Dewi and Lord Einion pulled all the displaced villagers into the hill fort. They’re crowded in, but they’re safe.” He drifted off down the road, his eyes scanning the grasses to either side. The odd boney foot print showed in the mud of the road every few paces. Pedr’s hand twitched nervously near his sword hilt. I didn’t blame him. After the run-in with the skeletons Emlyn and I, then Ruadh and I had the night before, I was on edge, too.

      “Why is Lord Mechain pulling in Penllyn’s people?” I asked Gwen.

      “With Seren marriage to Lord Dewi,” Gwen explained, “each was given land by their parents. Those holdings are on either side of the border. Lord Dewi oversees Lady Seren’s lands for her.” Gwen scowled as she mentioned him, then blanked her expression before Pedr could look back at us. “I really should head back to Caer Penllyn and tell Bleddyn what we’ve found. He may want to send more men this way. Sawyl’s party may not be enough.”

      “Is Sawyl likely to come up behind us?” I wasn’t sure of the geography here… well, I wasn’t sure about it in most of Penllyn. My only exposure had been two rides out of the Caer. Once for the trip when we were attacked by the rogue werebear, and once to attend Rhys’ funeral at the abbey.

      “This road,” she gestured at the wagon wheel ruts that comprised the road, “is an offshoot from the main road to Nant Bywyd. With our delay exploring these villages, and walking, Sawyl should arrive at the Brin well before we do.”

      Gwen glanced around, probably for a tree to open her own portal.

      “Why don’t we head on towards the brin,” I suggested out loud.

      “That way your passage back won’t leave an imprint close to this area,” I added just to Gwen. She raised an eyebrow at that suggestion.

      “I never considered my own magical imprint,” she said.

      We walked the cart path in silence after that until Gwen pointed towards a grove.

      “I detect no magical traces here, and we are far enough away from the last undead portal,” she sent. “I’ll carry our report to Bleddyn.” Then she added out loud, “You and Pedr will still go to see Einion?”

      “Yes,” I said, then shifted to mental contact. “I’ll contact you once we arrive.”

      Gwen nodded, then held up her cross and pushed energy into enough for it to glow. Only then did she open a slit in a nearby tree and stepped through.

      Pedr shook his head and stared at the tree where Gwen had disappeared. Magical travel sounded good when we thought we were the only ones who could use it.
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      Pedr and I walked on. Neither of us had much to say, and we kept to our own thoughts. Our destination was the village on the Penllyn side of the border. Dewi’s brin, or small fort, was just across the border-stones on the Mechain side. Pedr had explained how Lord Dewi and his father had spent the last two years constructing the brin on the Mechain side, up the hill from the village that was tied to Seren’s lands.

      After an hour or two, the buildings of the village took shape before us. The area seemed deserted. I lead us towards where I sensed the people. Before we got to them, Pedr pointed at a doorway to a small house. It had a glyph scrawled on its frame. Another had been scrawled on the stone in front of the door. It appeared to be a three-petalled leaf set inside a sun, like the Celtic artwork I had seen. I sensed something odd, a type of magic about it.

      For magic, I knew I wasn’t the expert. I reached out to Gwen.

      “Show me,” was her reply. After a long pause, she responded.

      “Try to open the door, dearest.”

      I reached out my hand, but couldn’t grasp the handle before my arm tingled and stopped moving.

      “It’s a glyph of protection,” Gwen sent after I explained. “Whoever sets them, can key the glyph guard against a specific types of beings.”

      “Undead…” No wonder I couldn’t cross it.

      “Do you have your cross with you?” she asked. I fished it from under my woollen dress. “Good. Fill it with energy from The Lady, like you did with the spectre. If I’m correct, you won’t need much. Put it into the cross and hold it before you.”

      I did so and let a trickle of energy flow from the goddess into my holy symbol. Not even enough to make it glow. But I could feel the tingle of the magic. I held my cross in one hand, I reached out with my other and grasped handle. The door swung open, and I stepped across the threshold into the building. Pedr followed a few steps behind me. He glanced at the holy symbol in my hand.

      “You can never be too careful with the undead about,” I said. I fought the urge to chuckle. Pedr, unaware of the irony in my statement, gave a nod of agreement.

      I glanced around the room. The house seemed orderly. The bed and other furniture was well kept. Still, the home was eerie as it sat empty. As we exited, I again used The Lady’s magic to offset the ward that kept the undead at bay.

      Pedr stopped a few steps away, with his hand raised. He gestured to his ear and pointed down a side path. I listed and heard the wail. A female voice sobbed in the distance. Damn. I had been so distracted with the glyph barring me from the house I hadn’t paid attention to anything else. I left my link open to Gwen and ran towards the sound.

      I raced down a string of winding roads through the large village, following the wails. What I saw at the end of one dirt road stopped me in my tracks. Four horses stood in the narrow street before a house. The dreaded sign of the Witch Hunter Guild was branded on a leather bag tied behind a saddle. Iron manacles hung from one.

      The female voice shrieked.

      “NO… NO… NO…”

      “Confess. You are a witch,” a deep male voice, oddly familiar, boomed out of the window.

      The woman shrieked in agony. I charged towards the sound. There was a half-drawn glyph on the threshold stone. It had been scuffed by passing feet. I reached towards the door handle, Soul in hand. I pulled energy from my demon and kicked open the door. It splintered where it was latched and struck the wooden wall behind it with a loud, bone-rattling crash.

      Time slowed for me. Four men stood inside the house. Stretched across a table, a woman lay. Reddish-brown hair covered her face. Her arms were tied, spread apart, to the legs of the table at opposite corners. One man to my left had his blade out.

      Another man stood behind the woman and pressed her head down onto the rough wood. I recognised him. Two crossed baldrics with a sword hanging on each hip. Osbert, the Witch Hunters’ sword master. He twisted a screw on a contraption clamped tight to the girl’s fingers. Two wooden blocks. One above her hand, one below. They squeezed her flesh and bones.

      In front of the table, to my right, a third man, who wore leathers like the others, started to jerk his sword from the sheath. Another man stood in the far corner. I’d leave him for Pedr. There were three immediate threats.

      The first was to my left. His sword arced at my head. I ducked under it and flicked my sword up. Soul’s pommel struck him on the chin. As he dropped to the floor, the other man sliced his blade towards me. I pivoted on the ball of my left foot and stepped inside his reach. My right knee, with extra help from my demon, connected with his family jewels. His sword clanged on the wooden floor as he grabbed his groin and his mouth opened in a shriek. Soul’s pommel connected with his head. He collapsed like the first man.

      Even though they swung to harm or kill me, I didn’t want to take their lives. Guilders in Penllyn, caught in the act of torture, was a matter that Lord Penllyn could use to drive them far, far away from me. Living guilders would be preferable to dead ones for the trial I expected.

      I jumped on the table, one foot on either side of the captive girl. I towered above the guild’s swordmaster. My demon still lent me speed and power as I sliced my blade towards Osbert. I forced her to slow down. Soul’s edge halted against the guilder’s neck. Osbert’s hand still pushed on the girl’s head. With my demon’s aid, I had moved before he could so much as flinched. His eyes were wide. Unbelieving. But still wild. This one was definitely on the crazy side. I’d need to be careful with him.

      “Release her now,” I said flatly.

      His eyes flicked towards the fourth man, whom I had left for Pedr. I strained my ears for the sounds of the guardsman’s sword and footfalls. He was too far away. The other man swung his blade in an overhead blow. Stupid. I dropped from the table and used the Witcher’s own momentum, with guidance from Soul, to pin his blade to the table. My free hand crashed down on his sword hand and pinned it. Soul rose then fell pommel-first onto his forearm, just beyond the table’s edge. I felt one of the bones in his arm snap as I pulled his sword from his limp hand.

      He screamed and collapsed. Before his knees touched ground, I was on the table again with both blades crossed at Osbert’s neck. His hands were on the hilts of his weapons, but he didn't get them clear of their scabbards. More preternatural speed I didn’t remember asking for. I’d worry about my demon later. I had an Osbert to deal with. Since he had been the one using the torture device, I wasn’t concerned if I brought just his head back to Lord Penllyn.

      “Free her,” I said in a low, flat tone. "Now!" Both my blades slid and drew a red line on either side of his neck. I could smell the scent of fresh blood as it started to ooze from the cuts. My demon began a little song of hunger. Fortunately, I was still far from needing to feed. Heavy panting approached from behind. Pedr stepped into the room. Finally.

      Underneath me the girl sobbed. Osbert snarled, but bobbed his head ever so slightly. His fingers released his swords, and they dropped back into his scabbards.

      I backed my blades off but let them rest on the curve of his wide neck. He untwisted the thumbscrew. The girl let out a wail as blood returned to her injured hand to amplify her pain. She screamed then went limp.

      “You are both witches,” Osbert snarled and grabbed for his swords.

      I flicked Soul’s pommel against his chin. I let my demon add to the blow. Osbert went limp before his swords were even half-way out of their scabbards.

      “Lady Mair,” a familiar voice boomed behind me. I leapt down from the table. Sawyl stood in the doorway, his broadsword bare in his hand. Pedr stood just inside the door, blade out as well, his attention on the three fighters I had dropped.

      “Good timing, Sawyl,”  I said. “This young lady was tortured by these Witch Hunters. Lord and Lady Penllyn need to know.”

      “They will indeed,” he said, sorrow evident in his every feature. “Lord Penllyn will not deal kindly with the men who harmed his daughter.” Sawyl brushed the hair back from the girl’s face.

      Deodamnatus! I hadn’t recognised her. Cadoc’s sister, Lady Seren. She had been at Cadoc’s wedding.
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      Pedr grabbed the legs of the one whose crotch I had kicked, then pulled him through the door. Sawyl was none too gentle as he hoisted Osbert up by the tunic to strip him of his baldrics and swords. He dropped the guild’s sword master onto the floor. Osbert’s head bounced with a thwack. Sawyl proceeded to drag the Witcher out the door while Pedr returned for the next. Afon stood outside and tied the guilders by the hands and feet.

      I sensed magic behind me. A red slit appeared on the wooden wall and Cadoc stepped out, followed by Gwen.

      “Seren!” Cadoc’s anguished voice cried out. He strode across the room and began to untie her.

      I set my blades on the table and worked on the knots that held her other arm to the table. The fingers of her right hand were swollen, purple. There were bruises on her wrist where they had grabbed her roughly. Even her neck showed signs of bruising. Crap. How long had they been here with her?

      Gwen moved to my side. The glow of The Lady’s magic spilled from her hands as she traced the unconscious girl’s mutilated fingers. Seren let out a loud moan as her eyes flicked open.

      “Are you an angel?” she asked me. Gwen touched her forehead. Seren’s eyes closed.

      “She needs to sleep. Her injuries don’t appear grave beyond her hand, but I will need to examine her further.”

      Cadoc looked at Gwen, the unasked question on his face.

      “She will be fine. We’ll take her to Caer Penllyn soon.”

      Cadoc reached out to stroke her cheek, then carried her to the bed along the wall. He eased a folded blanket under her head. Gwen watched Cadoc brush his sister’s hair back from her face.

      “Dewi needs to be told,” Gwen said.

      Cadoc’s mouth twisted, then he clenched his jaw. For a moment, he didn’t move. Then he sighed through his nose—snorted, rather – and whirled toward the door. “I’ll ask Pedr to take word of this to Lord Mechain,” he said, his voice hard.  “Lord Dewi should be near him and will hear it as well.”

      As he disappeared around the corner, Gwen ran her hands along Seren’s form, searching for injuries invisible to the eye.

      “How did you get here so fast?” I asked across our link.

      Her hands finished their exploratory touches on Seren.

      “You left the link open. I narrated what I saw to Bleddyn and Rhian. Once I realised the girl was Seren, Rhian commanded me to get here as fast as I could.” Gwen chuckled. “If Cadoc hadn’t had a death grip on his sword, Rhian probably would have grabbed it and started running this way. Could you stand in the door? I want to examine her to see if they harmed her in any other way. We don’t need men walking in during that.”

      I leaned against the doorframe and watched Sawyl and Afon finish searching the guilders.

      “It’s a long walk to the grove.” I sent.

      “I acted without thinking.” She gave me a sly grin. “Perhaps your impetuous attitude has rubbed off on me.”

      I gave her my impression of her stern look. She giggled.

      “I opened a portal on one of the log timbers inside Bleddyn’s quarters. I’ve had occasion to use those walls to enter undetected when Bleddyn’s father was Lord.”

      “You entered the Lord Penllyn’s chambers undetected?”

      She didn’t say a word as she kept her attention on Seren. Her cheeks were turning scarlet.

      “You’re blushing,” I sent. Her cheeks grew even warmer.

      “I just wanted to get here quickly,” she sent, tactfully avoiding my probes. “I’ve never run through the mists before. But we did. The Lady’s raven was hard pressed to stay ahead of us. Fortunately this house is wood and not stone.”

      Gwen gestured toward the bed.

      “Can you come steady her while I roll her to look at her back?”

      I did so. Gwen pulled the girl’s high-necked dress and underdress away from her back. More bruises showed on her back, dark, dark, angry, with yellow tinges.

      "They were not kind,” she sent.

      We eased the unconscious Seren onto her back again. I supported her arm so Gwen could splint and wrap her injured hand. More white healing magic shone where she touched. The lesser of the red marks on her fingers began to fade.

      “Bone breaks are the most difficult to heal,” Gwen sent. “I’ve stopped the bleeding, and repaired the tissue, but her finger bones are splinters. At least I’ve got them aligned again, ready to knit together on their own.”

      Sawyl came in and gave a start at the sight of Gwen. He blinked, then simply knelt beside the last guilder left on the floor. I liked Sawyl for his ability to accept the extraordinary without question.

      “I should set that man’s arm and splint it before you take him anywhere,” Gwen said.

      “Afon is fetching some now,” Sawyl said, but let her take charge. He held the man’s shoulder and bicep. Gwen knelt on the floor next to the Witcher and pulled the broken arm apart. The man woke and screamed once. His head rolled to the side and he once again fell unconscious.

      “He’ll sleep for a while,” Gwen said. “Just like with Seren, I’ve got his bones aligned to heal well on their own. You did quite a bit of damage to him.”

      “Well, I had cause, didn’t I?”

      Gwen smiled and gave a nod. “Most definitely, dearest. Lord Penllyn will insist on a trial. Such is his nature. But I have no doubt he will find these men guilty and give them a severe punishment.”

      Afon walked in and dropped a couple of wooden slats and cloth strips next to her. He knelt and helped her wrap the splint on the man’s arm.

      “Ouch,” Afon muttered. “I’d never wish a broken arm on a man. Live by the sword…” He paled. “Still, beats being dead.”

      Under normal circumstances, I’d agree with him. But I was a special kind of dead.

      Sawyl and Afon dragged the last of the Witch Hunters outside. The rest, stripped of weapons and tied securely, were slowly regaining consciousness. Sawyl and Afon set to questioning them.

      Lord Mechain and his son Dewi arrived soon after. Einion was gruff, but likeable enough.

      Dewi, on the other hand. I wouldn’t mind strangling him. Seren had caught him… in a familiar way with one of Caer Penllyn’s servants. He had lashed out and punched Seren, then choked her. I heard the ruckus and intervened. It was safe to say he didn’t like me very well.

      Lord Dewi took one look at his sleeping wife and her damaged hand, now wrapped and splinted by Gwen, then glanced at me. An angry flame sputtered in his eye before he diverted his glare to the floor.

      He stepped toward her to smooth her dress around her ankles. No one should see his wife’s flesh, I suppose. He didn’t touch her in any other way. I sighed. Political marriages could be a rough ride. Dewi and Seren’s jolted over every rock in the path. I suspected the biggest rock in the way was Lord Dewi.

      Dewi’s eyes jerked toward me as I sighed. Crimson lit his cheeks, and his hands flexed. He shifted his gaze to Gwen.

      “She will be all right?” he asked. His tone was flat.

      “Yes,” Gwen said. “A few damaged fingers that will heal in time, and bruises where they struck and bound her. She’ll sleep for a while.”

      “Pedr says you are the one to thank for protecting my son’s wife?” Einion said and reached an arm out to me.

      I wasn’t sure what to say, so I just nodded and grasped his outstretched arm.

      Dewi looked my way as well. Instead of thanks, he gave a simple, short nod. Then he spun for the door. “They will pay for this,” he declared. His hand moved towards his blade.

      His father slid in front of him and held his eyes. “Lord Penllyn will decide their fate,” he said. “Lord Cadoc has ordered Sawyl and his men to escort the Witchers back to Caer Penllyn for trial. We’ll send Pedr with them.”

      Dewi frowned, his face growing red. I could hear his heart pounding when I paid attention to my undead senses.  “We should try them here, now,” he snarled.

      That was awfully thoughtful of him to finally care about her. I almost called him out on his past behaviour.

      Einion shook his head. “We’re on Penllyn soil,” he said. “Even though I’m sure Bleddyn wouldn’t mind if we sent him just their heads.” He drummed his fingers on the pommel of his sword, almost longingly. “It’s to Penllyn they will go—and to Bishop Heilyn. Since these Witchers are consecrated by the Roman Church, the church needs to be involved.” He glanced at Cadoc, who nodded. “But we’ll make sure a good Cymry bishop is the one to oversee the trials.” He flashed a wink, and Cadoc smiled.

      He’d left it unsaid that Heilyn was not only the Bishop in question but also Rhian’s brother, uncle to Lady Seren.

      Dewi, still fuming, held his father’s eyes. He finally nodded.

      “Why was she here in the village?” I asked.

      “She wanted to help,” Dewi replied. He glared at the half-drawn glyph in the door. “I didn’t know she dabbled in the old Celtic ways.” He shook his head. “Better to kneel and pray at each door. Those old signs have no power.”

      Funny, the glyph had stopped me. But I wasn’t about to announce that.

      “Seren was interested in the old ways when she was young,” Gwen said with a glance at me. “I steered her towards the herb-women who understood the glyphs. I didn’t realise she had learned so much though.”

      “I would like to return to Caer Penllyn with Seren as soon as possible,” Gwen told Einion.

      “You didn’t bring horses?” he asked, with a glance out the door.

      Gwen looked at me. I shrugged. Too many people were learning of our talents when we had the damned Witch Hunters in the cantref.

      “I have other ways to travel,” she said. “Once Sawyl is on his way with the prisoners, we will take Seren back. It will be faster and more comfortable for her.”

      Einion cocked an eyebrow, perplexed.

      “Lady Gwen has the blessings of The Holy Lady,” Cadoc intervened. He glanced out the door towards the prisoners. Dewi stood over them, hands clenched. “It would be best, I suppose, to ask Dewi to come along. We’ll make a litter and he can help me carry Seren back.”

      “He should be there to care for his wife. My son had best learn that soon.” Einion shrugged, but nodded at Cadoc. “Please let your father know,” Lord Mechain said, “that I hope his justice to those… men… is swift and fair. I shall remain here a few more days.” His eyes slid over to me, and dropped to my sword.

      “I’m not sure how to protect our people. But I’ll be here to try,” Einion said, his gruff tone shifted to one of a man unsure of his prospects. “Just in case the dead return.”
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      Afon and another Penllyn guard would stay to help with the brin's defences at Nant Bywyd, as would I. Once the Guilders had regained their wits well enough to stand, Sawyl, Pedr, and the other guards left to march them back to Caer Penllyn. Each of the Guilders walked behind one of the guardsmen’s horses, their hands tied before them. Unlike my treatment from Onion Breath and Hunchback, the Guilders who had captured and tortured me, Penllyn’s prisoners kept their sight. No bags covered their heads. They would not stumble along the road.

      After we had watched them ride away, Cadoc and Dewi carried Seren on a litter to a nearby grove. Einion and I accompanied them to bid farewell. Once we were into the trees, out of sight of Lord Dewi’s hill fort, Gwen reached into her dress and pulled out her cross, decorated with Celtic patterns.

      “Too many people have learned of our talents,” she projected. “Remember to use your cross if you need to access The Lady’s magic.”

      “We never know who is watching,” I added, “who might have connections to the guild.”

      “Lady Mair will stay here for the night,” Gwen told Einion.

      “If her skill at arms is half-as-good,” he replied, “as what I just saw, then I welcome her to help protect our people.”

      Gripping the cross, Gwen reached towards the tree and opened the portal.

      Einion’s eyes went wide and he swallowed hard. Dewi took a step back and almost dropped his end of the litter.

      “Holy sweet mother of the Saviour!” Dewi gasped. Then he must have realised he swore. He lifted his knee to balance the litter so he could raise a hand to cross himself. Latin tumbled from his lips as he recited a prayer I was all too familiar with, the Ave Maria

      Cadoc glanced at Gwen. She pressed her lips tight together then motioned Cadoc into the slit. Dewi, eyes clamped shut while he whispered entreaties to heaven, walked into the slit.

      Gwen stepped through, and the portal closed behind her.

      “If that were anyone other than Lady Gwen,” Einion said, “I’d piss myself and contact the Witch Hunters to chase them down. And I despise the Witch Hunters.”

      He led me to the brin, where the displaced villagers huddled inside the fort. They had assembled makeshift tents, and many small campfires littered the bits of open ground in between. Children laughed, but the adults all had a haunted look to their gaze. Now and then, one would catch a look off at the gate, cross themselves, then return to their chore.

      Gwen checked in with me once, to let me know that Seren was awake and recovering. She was distraught, though. Little wonder.

      “Bleddyn and Rhian have called a council to discuss the trial,” she sent. “They've requested that Bishop Heilyn attend.”

      “Bishop?” I repeated, eyebrow raised. “Not ‘Abbot Heilyn’?” It was the same man, but with two titles. “Is Bleddyn that serious?”

      “I’ve never seen him more irate,” she replied. Her tone had gone sombre. “When he gets quiet and his eyes go cold, there will be hell to pay.”

      “And I’m stuck here in Mechain. I have to miss all the fun.”

      “Help protect our people first,” she replied. “I will bring you back to Caer Penllyn in the morning so you can lend your voice to the council.”

      “My advice on just punishment for the Guilders will make Bleddyn’s ideas sound peaceful.”

      “That is why you need to be here,” she replied. “You have more experience with the Guild than the rest of us. Though the abbot doesn’t know of your true nature.”

      “We’ve shared our secrets with too many people. How did Dewi survive the walk in the mists?”

      Gwen sighed.

      “Not well,” she sent. “He insisted we stop as soon as we arrived in the grove at Caer Penllyn. He collapsed in prayer and had to recite the full Rosary before he’d pick up his wife’s litter again.”

      “I’m not very impressed by him as husband material,” I sent back. “You should be cautious about showing magic around him.”

      “Agreed,” she sighed. “Just make sure you keep your cross handy if you need to use The Lady’s power, I’ll ask Heilyn to sit with Dewi. Our abbot has a knack for explaining miracles to the pious.”

      “You know that Dewi will tell him all?” I asked. “Are you sure we want to reveal such things to a Bishop of the church?”

      Gwen’s chuckle came through the link.

      “Yes, dearest. Abbot Heilyn is one of the few clergy I trust to handle this,” Gwen’s tone, even in our mindspeak, was confident. “He was with me on several occasions when I used what he calls ‘The Divine Miracles of The Holiest of Ladies.’ He is most accepting of miracles to help the people of his flock.”

      “I know you said that the bishops here don’t hold with the Roman church…”

      “They don’t,” Gwen reassured me. “There is not one all powerful church, no matter how much the Bishop of Rome wants to have one. The Cymry bishops have been on their own for over two centuries. Rome may command, but our bishops listen only to their own counsel.”

      Still,” I replied, “circumstances have forced us into revealing too much.”

      “Only those who needed to know,” she replied. “We will deal with what comes, but I trust the abbot, as well as Bleddyn and Rhian.”

      Later, I joined the Mechain guard for the night patrol outside the brin. Afon and I would rotate shifts with the rest. One of the Mechain guards suggested I’d be better off inside. Afon laughed and slapped the man on the shoulder.

      “If you had seen the men who accosted Lady Seren, you’d be more worried about our enemies than Lady Mair."

      I wasn’t happy with the reputation I had developed. But I cared for the people of Penllyn. I was the child of my master. Just as he always taught. Love wins. I remembered what The Lady had asked when I lay in the mists and fought my demon’s hunger. Did I love her people? My answer still held true. Even more so. I loved this land. Penllyn was my home now.

      The guard changed shifts every few hours. After last night’s horrifying assault by the armies of the dead, our nerves were on edge, and I called upon every undead sense I had. But we detected nothing all night, to our relief, and I communicated such to Gwen.

      When the red glow stained the eastern sky and morning fog seeped across the countryside, I made for the keep to find Lord Mechain and report that I was taking my leave. The main hall here at Nant Bywyd was smaller than that at Caer Penllyn, and made all the tighter by the onslaught of refugees from the Penllyn villages. The people laughed and joked despite the horrific experience in the days before. A calm night had settled nerves better than any tonic could. I nudged and slid my way through the crowded hall to find Lord Mechain.

      “Lady Mair,” Einion said when he spied me. “Any disturbance during the night?”

      I shook my head.

      Dylis, Lady Mechain, rose and gave me a hug. “Please see that Seren is cared for,” she said. She was still her plump, cheery self, despite the haunted look in her eyes. “And that Lord Penllyn is wise and swift with his punishment to the filth who harmed her.” She stepped back but kept her hands on my arms, her eyes locked on mine. Those two sentences were as much as I’d heard her speak the day of the wedding. She was always quiet, listening instead of speaking.

      “You have my word that I will stand for the severest punishment on those guilders, milady,” I said. “I pray that this is the end of the guild’s time in Penllyn.”

      “They are no longer welcome in Mechain,” Einion proclaimed.

      Dylis touched my arm in invitation. “Will you break your fast with us?”

      I waved off their suggestion. “I must return to Caer Penllyn,” I said. “I thank you for your hospitality, milord and milady.” I bowed and turned to make my way back through the crowd.

      On the way out, a long, dark blue cloak caught my eye. Afon stood at the tables filling a plate. He extended his arm in greeting as I passed. I gripped his forearm, and he pulled me in so we could slap each other’s back. His greeting was one warrior to another. No matter if I wanted the status or not, I was part of the teulu’s circle.

      “Did you thank Llinos for her gift?” I asked, tugging on his brilliant cloak.

      He smiled and fingered the edge. “She’s a nice little bird,” he said, a twinkle to his eye. “You were right about the flowers. I told her I’d take her on a walk to see more once I’m back from this duty.”

      I chuckled. He grinned, but his eyes went cold as another thought crossed his mind.

      “I saw what you did to the guilders,” he said. “Sawyl and I heard a woman scream then a door crash open. By the time we got there, Pedr was steps behind you, and you had taken four men out by yourself—including the infamous Osbert.” Afon’s expression was full of awe and respect.

      “He was occupied with the screws,” I said, shrugging. “He only tried to draw steel after I had the others down.”

      “However you managed it,” he said, “you have my commendation. I am sworn to Penllyn and will follow Lord Penllyn and Lord Emlyn into whatever battle lies before us.” He stood straight and looked me in the eye. “But you have shown character as good as theirs, and skill above any man’s in this teulu. If Hell comes to Penllyn, Lady Mair, know that I and the men will stand by your side no matter what the cost. You have more than earned the respect of our teulu.”

      “Unfortunately, Afon,” I said, “I suspect you’ll get that opportunity all too soon. I doubt the dead will rest for long.”

      His gaze didn’t waver from my eyes. He held out his arm again. I grabbed it.

      “Even at the gates of hell, Lady Mair,” he said. “We will have your back.”
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      Gwen came to fetch me and led me back to Caer Penllyn through the mist. As we left the grove within the walls of the fort, I spied a lone figure on the keep’s porch.

      Rhian was waiting for us atop the stairs. Tears threatened to leak from her misty eyes as she reached towards me. At first I thought she would take my hands, but she pulled me in for a hug. Her embrace wasn't just a welcome. She clung to me, her grasp tight.

      She wasn’t the Lady Penllyn right then. She was Seren’s mother. One sob escaped her. Then she pulled Lady Penllyn back together. She leaned back, her hands still on my arms. A tear ran down each of her cheeks.

      “Thank you.”

      That was all she said. It was enough.

      “I protect my friends,” I replied.

      “Welcome home, my sister.”

      She guided me to the bench on the porch and knelt beside me. She pulled forward a basin of water and washed the mud from my shoes. That was how one welcomed a guest in Cymry lands. But the Lady Penllyn herself washed my shoes. The honour of her act spoke volumes of her gratitude. I had to fight back my own tears at her gesture. This wasn’t the type of homecoming I wanted. I didn’t want to be a hero. I wanted to be a friend. And what I did yesterday was what friends do for one another.

      As she finished, she raised her eyes to mine. I pulled her face close and kissed her forehead.

      “It’s good to be home.”

      Rhian stood and pulled me to my feet. “Come, we have much to discuss.”

      She led me into the keep’s main hall. It was packed to overflowing, but the people were quiet. Waiting.

      Confused, I glanced to the chair by the fire, where Bleddyn sat. Next to him was Abbot Heilyn, carrying his Bishop’s staff and looking uncharacteristically serious.

      Leaning on his walking stick for balance, Bleddyn pulled himself to his feet. Those seated in the great hall rose as well. He bowed towards me. Everyone in the hall followed his lead, bending or curtseying my way. My cheeks warmed and a lump settled in my throat.

      “Lady Mair,” the bishop proclaimed, “you have been a blessing to this land. Lord and Lady Penllyn have asked me to grant official recognition of our church that you are now their kin. They wish to proclaim you to be sister to them. Do you agree with their request?”

      Gwen's eyes danced in their happiest light blue colour.

      “I accept their gift humbly, your grace,” I said. “They honour me beyond all measure.” My knees held me upright, but I wasn’t sure if they would for long. Everyone was so serious. All I wanted was to hug my friends. But now I had a family. Oh, crap! I was going to cry. I blinked hard to keep the tears under control. I didn’t need red blood-tears streaking my face.

      “No, Mair,” Bleddyn said. He leaned on his stick, still recovering from the attack of the shape-shifting bear. “You have honoured and graced all of Penllyn with your love. We return the favour.”

      The people erupted with cheers.

      The bishop rapped his staff on the floor until the crowd quieted. He held out his hands. “Allow me to be the first to welcome Lady Mair ferch Penllyn.”

      I liked the sound of that. Lady Mair, daughter of Penllyn. Abbot Heilyn grasped my hands between his. The jovial smile returned to his face. “Welcome home, Lady Mair.”

      Rhian stepped forward and hugged me. Cadoc and Enid were close by and extended their arms with a large smile. When they had all released me from their embraces, I spied a young lady with a bandaged hand standing, waiting. Seren stood tall though she seemed on the verge of tears. I hugged her.

      “Thank you, sister,” she whispered and kissed my cheek before stepping back.

      The townsfolk pressed in to take my hand or hug me in congratulations. Llinos, the weaver, smiled with shy eyes. Haf, the kitchen girl who was seeing Sawyl, squeezed me hard and promised to bring me sweetbread. Parry the groom bounced his head, nod after nod and wished me well.

      Eventually, the people of the hilltop faded away. Emlyn had been hanging back, watching from a dim corner. He drifted in at the end, offered a brief smile, and led me to my usual chair across from Bleddyn’s. Instead of sitting, I stood on my toes and reached to kiss his lips. In public or not, I was now part of his family, and I would enjoy every reminder I got to give him. He returned my kiss briefly.

      Bleddyn still stood, waiting.

      “All right, all right, but when do I get some attention?” he asked.

      I laughed and hugged him on the side away from his wounds. He gripped me firmly back.

      Haf brought a large plate of sweetbread and set it on a table in front of Bleddyn.

      “Now make sure you get some bread, Lady Mair,” she scolded. “His Lordship said you’d want sweetbread when you arrived, but we know he’s the one who likes it best.”

      We laughed while Bleddyn shrugged innocently. Then Gwen and I took our seats with the head family of Penllyn, along with Abbot Heilyn and Brother Ruadh. Seren was careful of her bandaged hand, her fingers splinted to keep them from bending. Bruised fingertips peeked out from the ends of the wrappings. But with a smile on her face, she appeared much better than she had the day before.

      “Have you any more battles planned?” Emlyn chided me.

      “Battle?” I said. “There were only four, and I left one for Pedr. But he was slow.”

      “He’s always been a better politician than a fighter,” Emlyn said. "I’m not surprised he didn’t rush into battle. But I’m not Penteulu of Mechain to decide who Einion’s first sword should be.”

      “We should discuss the matter of the trial,” Heilyn said.

      “Why a trial?” Dewi growled. He sat next his wife, but leaned on the arm furthest from her. “They threatened and tortured the future Lady Mechain. I will not tolerate that.” Funny that he gave her eventual title instead of referring to her as his wife, or even using her name.

      Rhian's lips were tight. Even now, Seren and Dewi’s body language spoke volumes. Seren sat angled towards her husband. Her uninjured hand, closest to him, was open, almost reaching. But he sat with hands clasped across his lap, oblivious to the distance between them.

      “In Penllyn, every man accused deserves a fair trial,” Bleddyn said. He looked to me. “Will you describe at the trial what you observed and how you corrected the situation?” As he awaited my answer, he glanced with concern at Seren. Evidently, he didn’t want to force her to testify.

      “Of course,” I said. “Pedr was close behind. He can also stand witness.”

      “Plus Sawyl,” Cadoc added. He too looked at Seren. She sat silent, but gave him a thin smile.

      “That should be enough witnesses,” Heilyn said. “Can you think of anything the Guilders might say to prove their innocence?”

      “Just that they’re Guilders,” I replied. “The Witch Hunter’s Guild is part of the Roman church. They’ll try to show they’re outside anyone's authority except that of the church.”

      “Well, my dear,” Heilyn beamed at me, “that is why my favourite Bishop will be there to remand them to Lord Penllyn’s authority.” He hooked his thumbs in his tunic and drummed his fingers proudly on his spacious chest.

      We all laughed. Except Bleddyn. Deep in thought, he sat with his elbows on the arms of his chair, fingers interlaced, chin leaning on his knuckles.

      “Unless they pull off a miracle of their own,” Bleddyn said, “Penllyn’s justice must be severe enough to dissuade this Guild from repeating any such actions. What say you about the punishment of those men, Mair? You caught them in the act. What do their actions warrant?”

      “They killed no one,” I noted.

      “Not that we know of,” Bleddyn replied.

      “That’s why I didn’t kill them there,” I said. “Though Osbert tempted me.”

      “The one with the thumbscrews?” Heilyn asked. I gave him a nod and he lifted an eyebrow. “No one would have faulted you if you had run him through, my dear.”

      I gave the abbot my I’m a nice girl and wouldn’t do that, would I? smile. Rhian and Gwen both chuckled.

      “They did purposely cause harm to another,” I continued. “Their punishment should be physical.”

      “Agreed,” said the Abbot.

      “Is flogging the method used here?” I asked.

      “It may be,” Bleddyn says. “Each lord decides. Unless one of the accused requests a trial by combat.” He glanced at Emlyn. “Which does not often happen in these parts.”

      “Then lashes for causing harm to another," I said. "Perhaps a fine to compensate Seren for her distress.”

      “We get little use for coin in this part of Britannia,” Bleddyn said. “Such a penalty would be servitude. Usually a year or three.”

      Deodamnatus! I didn’t want Guilders anywhere near the cantref. Perhaps they’d ask for trials by combat and Emlyn could run them through and we’d be done with the lot.

      Seren cleared her throat. “Lady Mair speaks wisdom,” she said, her voice firm.

      “We have discussed punishment,” her uncle said, “and have forgotten to ask the one who suffered most.”

      “I have been silent on the matter till now,” Seren offered, “because I did not want my experience to cloud my suggestions.” She glanced at her bandaged hand then straightened her shoulders. “As much as I could desire the severest of punishments for them, I ask instead that the Lord Penllyn be just in his ruling. You must let neither kin nor desire for revenge cloud your judgement.”

      Rhian leaned towards her daughter and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

      Bleddyn nodded soberly. “You have my word, Seren. No more than they deserve.” He took a slice of sweetbread from the plate on the table, turned it in his hands, then tore it in half. He looked at his daughter pointedly and smiled. “But also no less.”

      I looked to Emlyn. “How far is it,” I asked, “from Nant Bywyd to Caer Penllyn?”

      “I sent a rider to meet up with Sawyl, to get an estimate,” he said. “Walking is slow, and that Osbert is making things slower. They should arrive tomorrow around midday.”

      The rest of the day passed serenely for me, surrounded by the people in whom I found joy. Gwen and I indulged in a cuddle that evening in our cottage. As I lay with her, I realised I looked forward to the next day, and the ones after that, here in Caer Penllyn. Whatever troubles we faced, I wanted to be here with Gwen, as well as Emlyn. Rhian, Bleddyn, Cadoc, and Enid, too. Even Haf, Sawyl, Rhosyn, and Llinos. They were my friends. They were my family.
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      The next morning, I met Enid on the weapons field for our usual sword lesson. So far, her pregnancy wasn’t showing. When it did, I’d have to limit her meditations to more sedate ones. That meant she wouldn’t be advancing to the more complicated routines. Which was for the best. Sawyl didn’t have her natural talent. He struggled to learn each new set, while Enid picked them up quickly. The large guardsman was still fighting his tendency to just bull-rush his way through a task. He always wanted to use his size and strength to push.

      Enid was the opposite and saw the benefit of being fast and nimble. And, she had innate talent. Give me a decade or more of daily lessons with her, and she’d be able to compete not only with Afon, but be close to Emlyn’s level. But, with her babies on the way, impending duties of both motherhood, and heir to two Ladies of their Cantrefi, she’d be hard pushed to keep her dedication to the blade work.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched with interest as Cadoc brought a work crew to the main yard of the keep. They dragged in two stout logs and set to work tying a crossbar across the top, then dug a pair of holes. I saw the plan. They’d stand the poles upright in the ground. I understood what they were building, but wasn’t sure why. We had agreed on lashes, perhaps servitude—not hanging.

      “Father likes theatrics,” Cadoc explained when I asked him about it after my sword lesson. “And he wants to send a message to their leadership. We’ll send riders out later today. Father wants that Bechard fellow to come here to claim his men. They can all enjoy a good look at the nooses when Father tells them to never set foot in our lands again.”

      “I like how he thinks,” I said.

      “Unless Osbert presses his claim and demands trial by combat,” Cadoc said and eyed the gallows they were about to erect. “Did you get any sense how skilled he was?” the young lord asked.

      “None,” I said. “His hands were on the device, not near his blades.”

      “Still,” Cadoc said. “Osbert is untested on our soil. No one here has seen him fight. All we have are rumours of his reputation.”

      “You’re worried that he’s as good as or better than Emlyn?”

      “I didn’t believe that was possible,” he said, then looked at me. “But then The Holy Lady brought you to Penllyn.”

      “We’ll have to wait and see what Osbert does,” I said. I leaned in and wrapped an arm around his waist for a hug. He returned it briefly, then grabbed a rope to help the men pull the logs upright. I headed back to our cottage to avoid breakfast and not have to pretend to eat mortal food.

      Gwen was away, so I had the small cottage to myself. This was a good time to care for Soul. I retrieved my stone to work the nicks out of her edges, then oiled the blade well. I slid Soul in and out of its scabbard a few times to help coat the inside with oil. Emlyn had kept the weapon in good order—immaculate even. I intended to give it the same attention.

      I wound my way along the path to the keep. Gwen and Rhian sat by Bleddyn. Someone had placed my sewing project on my favourite chair, awaiting my arrival. Bleddyn pointed at a small wooden plate with a single piece of sweetbread on it. A forlorn look settled on his face.

      “Haf said I absolutely had to save the last slice for you.”

      I lifted the plate. His eyes followed it like a puppy’s. I held it under my nose and breathed in the scent. It smelled wonderful.

      “I’m just not hungry this morning,” I said. Bleddyn’s expression brightened, but I gave a cheerful smile to Gwen. “Would you like my bread?”

      She grinned, then patted Bleddyn’s arm. “You’d better let him have it, dearest. You know how surly he gets when he doesn’t get his food.”

      “Rhian told you two to pick on me this morning,” he said as his eyes shifted towards his wife. I handed him the plate.

      “No,” I said. “We just enjoy doing so.”

      “What had Cadoc so talkative?” Rhian asked as Bleddyn finished the slice and picked the last few crumbs off the plate.

      “He’s worried about Osbert,” I said.

      “We all are. Osbert is an unknown,” Bleddyn said and pointed out the window towards the gallows. “That’s part of why I’ve asked the men to assemble my little theatre for today. I expect Osbert to ask for trial by combat. His reputation will force him to.” He glanced at me, or, rather, at my sword.

      “Until you came to us,” he added, “I’d seen no one match Emlyn in a fight.”

      “You wonder,” I said, “if there is one, there might be another?”

      He nodded.

      “I detected noting unnatural about Osbert,” I said, and kept my voice quiet so it wouldn’t carry. “But I don’t believe him to be like Ruadh or me. The Guild wouldn’t use someone like us. They’d torture then kill us, since they couldn’t change us.”

      “Have you time today,” Bleddyn asked Gwen, “to take messages to Lord Meirionnydd and Lord Mechain?”

      “And to my brother?” Rhian added. “Rhos needs to be included.” I had forgotten that Rhian was the daughter of the old Lord of Rhos. His eldest son had inherited the title a few years before I arrived in Britain.

      “What do you have in mind?” Gwen responded.

      “Now is the time to drive the Guild as far from Britain as possible,” Bleddyn said. His tone was serious. “If we begin with these four cantrefi, then send word to the others, we should find enough agreement among the lords to make movement in at least the northern part of Cymru difficult for them.”

      “Did I tell you how happy I am that you’re now my brother?” I said with a grin.

      “Not this morning,” he said. “But you can make it up to me, sister, and get me another cup of mead.”

      I laughed, folded my sewing, and took the mug he held out. Rhian stood, too.

      “I’ll fetch writing materials for the letters,” she said.
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      The guard at the gates shouted and waved a flag. They had spotted Sawyl and his party in the distance. The people of Caer Penllyn and the village below turned out to watch the procession.

      Sawyl and his guards marched the prisoners in through the fort’s gates. I stayed in the keep where Bleddyn sat carving, but stood where I could see through one of the large, unshuttered windows. The prisoners stumbled along behind the horses. A few of the villagers that lined the road raised their fists and yelled at the men. Bleddyn had to have heard the commotion, but merely continued to slice and chip away at his block of wood.

      The prisoner’s hands were tied together in front, except the one whose arm I had broken. His good arm was bound to the splinted arm, each wrist tied to an elbow across his chest. Pedr kept the man’s line slack. He had no good way to protect himself in a fall. The clothes and faces of the other three were mud-stained, evidence of many tumbles along the way.

      Two of them walked with their heads down, careful of where they stepped and ignoring the crowd. Osbert, behind Sawyl’s horse, held his eyes up defiantly. At every shout, he stopped and glared until the rope jerk him along. He spat at the crowd in disgust.

      As they crested the hill, the prisoners’ eyes fell upon the gallows. Four nooses hung from the crossbar and four stools stood under the ropes. Three of the prisoners paled. Osbert spat again, towards the keep.

      Emlyn ordered the guards to make the four prisoners kneel in the mud of the courtyard, facing the gallows. Haf and Sawyl exchanged smiles. The large guard nodded to Emlyn,  then headed toward the keep. Emlyn waved the kitchen girls out toward the prisoners.

      The girls gave each man a wooden cup, which they held in their bond hands. Another girl followed and scooped water out of a bucket to fill the cups. When they got to the man with the broken arm, Haf held the cup for him as he drank. Osbert kept his eyes on the girls. Even from here, I could see the rage simmer in his eyes.

      When they’d had their fill, Haf went round again and collected the cups. When she came to Osbert, he threw it as best he could with his bound hands into the mud. Haf upended what water remained in the other three mugs on his head.

      I giggled. Sawyl walked in, brushing the mud of the road from his clothing. He joined me at the window. Osbert sputtered and pulled his hands back as if to strike Haf, but a guard cuffed him in the back of the head with the pommel of his sword.

      “That one has been trouble,” Sawyl said. “Tried to chew through his ropes. We had to tie him to a tree with his hands above his head. Every time we stopped, he demanded a sword to prove he was our better.” The large guardsman shook his head.

      “The other three may have sense. Osbert, though, he talked the entire way about challenging Lord Emlyn.” Sawyl said and shook his head. “That one is trouble.”

      The abbot and Ruadh walked between the prisoners and talked with each of them. Abbot Heilyn, though serious, brought a smile to each of the first three faces as they conversed. Osbert, however, jerked away from the abbot’s friendly touch on his shoulder.

      I sensed Gwen back in Caer Penllyn. Her magical trail moved from the grove to the keep. A moment later, she entered.

      “Your letters have been received and replied to,” she reported to Bleddyn. “Mechain, Meirionnydd, and Rhos agree. The Witch Hunter’s Guild are no longer welcome in their lands.”

      Bleddyn nodded without taking his eyes off his work. He slid his knife into the wood and dropped a curl of wood shaving on his lap. It joined  the ever-growing pile. The slide of his knife was the loudest sound in a room that had gone silent. We waited for him to move. The prisoners were here. It was time for the trial.

      Bleddyn lifted his carving to show me. “I do believe it’s a hen,” he said.

      “Definitely a chicken,” I said, with a grin at Abbot Heilyn. “At least it keeps him out of trouble and away from bears.”

      Bleddyn glared at me, then winked. “Well, then. We have four of your Witcher friends to try.” He placed the carving in his basket and rose from his chair.

      With Lord and Lady Penllyn in the lead, we gathered before the main doors. Bleddyn leaned on his stick but tried to hide the discomfort from his wounds.  He saw me watch him and he shook his head.

      “Damn bear got me on my good hip. Now I limp on both sides.”

      Behind Bleddyn and Rhian, Abbot Heilyn waited—or rather, Bishop Heilyn. He wore his pectoral cross over his robe and carried his bishop’s staff, carved with pointed Celtic swirls. Behind him stood Cadoc and Enid, then Seren and Dewi. Gwen and I brought up the rear. Gwen had a whispered conversation with Enid, then Dewi, passing each a rolled document. They both glanced at the writing, then nodded.

      “I know my brother,” Bishop Heilyn said, and passed the rolled letter over to Ruadh. “He’s probably got half of his warband standing, ready to ride to Penllyn and assist with the trial, if you were to ask. He’s not fond of people who would harm his niece or nephew.”

      Two of Penllyn’s guards opened the doors, and the Lord and Lady Penllyn stepped out into the grey, overcast daylight. They took the chairs in the centre of the porch. The rest of us stood to either side.

      Bleddyn motioned Rhian to take her seat before he eased himself down into his chair. He kept the walking stick in his hands as he gazed out at the prisoners.

      As the rest of us sat, Cadoc glanced towards the main gate.

      “Isn’t that convenient?” he said with an exasperated sigh. Two familiar riders rode through the gates. Another score of armed guards waited outside.

      “Have you sent anyone out to find them?” Bleddyn asked. Cadoc shook his head.

      “I wanted to wait until after we finished with the trials.”

      The Witch Hunter Seeker and his assistant had arrived. They were not happy.
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      “Seeker Bechard,” Bleddyn said without rising. “What business brings you here?”

      “You have the sword-captain of my Guild and three of his men. I demand their release,” the Seeker said. His demeanour was one of condescension. Bleddyn’s eyes narrowed.

      “We were about to ascertain their fates with trial here. You are welcome to speak on their behalf.”

      “They are members of the Guild and should be released to church authority.”

      “Seeker Bechard,” Heilyn said as he rose. He held his bishop’s staff in his left hand. It provided a counterpoint to the shining silver of the Guild symbol, which sat atop the staff the Seeker’s assistant, Lecerf, carried. “The church has recognised Penllyn’s right to try these men, as they directed their crimes at people under his care.”

      “He claims authority that belongs to the Guild, your grace, because his own daughter was the victim.” Bechard sounded scornful now. Lecerf huddled in the background as his master argued.

      “I said at our first meeting,” Heilyn replied, “that, given cause, I would give any of your men to Lord Penllyn for judgement. And I have done exactly that.” He grinned cunningly. “But if you prefer, once Lord Penllyn has delivered his verdict, I may open a church trial as well.”

      “Rome shall hear of this, you pompous oaf,” Bechard spat.

      “Be careful, Seeker Bechard,” Heilyn said, his voice hard. “Not only are you a long way from Rome, but the Bishop of Rome carries little authority in these lands.”

      Bechard’s eyes narrowed. His lips tightened as though he were holding back a scolding for an underling. He didn’t have the powerbase he had back in Europe. Here, the Bishop had the authority. And he realized it. The tension between the two men almost crackled like lightning.

      At last, Bechard gave a slight bow, his face noncommittal. He was apparently smart enough to see the reality of his position.

      “Very well,” Lord Penllyn groused, as if shaking off an annoying flea. “Let’s get on with this trial. What crimes are these men charged with?”

      Sawyl’s voice boomed out from behind the accused, who still knelt in the mud. “Doing harm unto the person of Lady Seren ferch Bleddyn, wife of Lord Dewi ap Einion.”

      “Did you witness this harm yourself?” Bleddyn asked.

      “Only the undoing, milord.” He gestured my way. “Lady Mair was there before I, and she ordered the torturous device be removed as I drew close enough to see.” He pointed at Osbert. “This man, milord, stood behind Lady Seren, who had been tied to a table, and her hand was pressed in a device he controlled. When Lady Mair ordered him to undo the screws, Lady Seren screamed in agony and passed out.”

      “Is this true?” Bleddyn turned to me. Before I could answer, Osbert spat again.

      “We were on the guild’s business in the church’s name,” he snarled. “You have no right to try us.” Osbert was defiant even now. I wasn’t sure if he expected Bechard and his old toady to pull out a miracle, or if he was just that stupid.

      “Seeker Bechard,” Bleddyn said, “I ordered you to not conduct Guild business in Penllyn, yet this man does not deny they put people to torment and question in the name of your guild. What say you?”

      “The girl’s a witch!” Osbert screamed before Bechard could open his mouth. “She was drawing the devil’s symbols!”

      “Five lashes for disrespect,” Bleddyn said, and flicked his hand as though he waved away an insect. Sawyl and another guard grabbed the man and hoisted him to his feet. Osbert refused to walk and continued to scream “She is a witch!” as they dragged him towards the log frame.

      Cadoc's men had set a metal hook in one of the uprights. A guard looped a length of rope around the cord that tied Osbert’s wrists and ran it over the hook. He raised the Witch Hunter to his toes. Osbert turned so his face was towards Bechard, who sat on his horse with a stoic expression. Emlyn ran a knife down the back of the man’s tunic to split it open. Although he looked bulky and muscular when clothed, his middle years were affecting the guild’s sword-captain. His head spun enough to glare at Bleddyn. Osbert’s belly showed signs of spreading, though not to the girth of my favourite bishop.

      Another guard stepped behind Osbert. Long strips of leather dangled from a wooden handle in the guard’s hand. The first blow smacked against the Witcher’s unprotected back with a snap.

      “WITCH!” he screamed.

      Another blow, and another cry of “WITCH!” He repeated it with each lash.

      Bleddyn gestured to the guards. They slackened the line enough for Osbert to drop to his knees in the mud. His hands remained above his head.

      “Milord,” a voice called from among the prisoners. The Guilder whose arm I had broken looked pleadingly toward the porch.

      Bleddyn motioned again. The guards pulled him to his feet. He winced in pain as they jostled his broken arm. Once he was upright he bowed towards the Lord and Lady.

      “Your name, man.” Bleddyn said.

      “Mikkel ap Meurig.” He raised his eyes. “Of Elfael, milord.”

      “You have something to say, Mikkel of Elfael?”

      “Only to confirm what your man said, milord,” he replied. “We was dispatched to Mechain and Penllyn’s border after we heard rumours of an army of the dead. We’d just entered the village when we saw the girl scrawling marks on the entry stones of a house.” His eyes shifted to Seren. Anguish haunted his gaze.

      “Osbert,” he nodded at the guild's sword captain, “he commanded that we capture her and hold her for witchcraft. I tried to explain, milord, that those was just Celtic signs… to give  blessings on the homes. My ma made them all the time around our house. She said they drew the attention of the saints and helped them hear our prayers.” He shook his head, his eyes darting to Seren again as he bit his lip.

      “Osbert would listen to none of that,” Mikkel continued. “He got out the screws and questioned her. I didn’t want no part of that, I swear… but…” He shifted his eyes to Seren.

      “I’m sorry, milady. The captain is fierce, he is. I didn’t know how to make him stop.”

      “Why did you attack Lady Mair, then?” Bleddyn asked.

      “My apologies, milord,” Mikkel said. I kept my face unemotional. “When the lady entered," he nodded towards me, "and dropped the others, I could only think to protect us from an attacker.” He glanced down at his arm. “I am not good with swords, and I paid the price. I should have stood my ground against Osbert.”

      “I’d have thrashed you, you scum,” Osbert yelled. The guard jerked the rope. Osbert yelped, then glared at the guard.

      “Mikkel of Elfael, I thank you for your honesty today,” Bleddyn said.

      “You pathetic weakling,” Osbert snarled. He winced as the guard jerked his rope. “I knew you would be trouble. No stomach for doing what’s right.”

      Bleddyn motioned toward the other two Witchers, still on their knees in the mud.

      “Aye,” one of them said. His eyes down “He did not want to be a part. We didn’t either milord.”

      I glanced at Seeker Bechard. He and his retainer kept their lips tight and said nothing. Even counting their men outside the gates, they were outnumbered here. Bleddyn’s sly grin, however, showed me he only believed the first part of the Guilder’s confirmation about Mikkel.

      “Then each of you shall receive ten lashes and give service to Penllyn for three years.”

      Mikkel nodded, his eyes on Bleddyn. The other two kept their eyes down.

      “I demand a trial by combat!” Osbert yelled. “The girl is a witch and I will prove it upon her body.”

      “Coward,” Bleddyn said. His voice had gone cold. “You harmed my daughter’s hand beyond her ability to hold a weapon. Yet you dare challenge that she hold a blade against you?”

      “Then her accomplice,” Osbert snarled, nodding at me. “The devil’s behind her sword. I can kill her as easily to prove they are both witches.”

      Emlyn’s voice cut through the hushed silence.

      “Then you wish to die today.”
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      The Witch Hunter paid him no heed. Instead, he jerked his bound hands down. The guards let the rope go slack. Osbert held his arms towards Emlyn, but glared at me. “Give me my fair trial.”

      “Emlyn should be the one to face him,” Bleddyn whispered. “This does not have to be your fight.”

      “I made it my fight when I kicked the door open,” I said, then shifted my gaze to Emlyn. I could see the desire burn in his eyes. He wanted to take on Osbert. But the guild’s sword captain had challenged me. I let Emlyn make the call. After a beat, he nodded. Knife still in hand, he turned and sliced through Osbert’s bonds.

      “Perhaps,” Osbert said as he stood, his gaze on Emlyn, “once I kill the witch, you and I can dance.”

      “Do the dead dance?” Emlyn asked, his expression and tone flat, emotionless. A laugh escaped my lips. Not because of his threat to Osbert. But because Emlyn knew I was dead.

      I chanced a glance at Seeker Bechard. He sat on his horse stoically, no expression on his face. His eyes were on Osbert, and not on me right then. I wondered what the Seeker was thinking. How easily his sword captain, the renowned Osbert would defeat a mere woman like me?

      Osbert had already made a name for himself in the other kingdoms. I would not underestimate him. What if he were as skilled as Emlyn and I? Worse yet, the sun was up. That meant I would tire easily unless I pulled from my demon’s magic. But I couldn’t. The Witch Hunters were watching. Our victory over them today could turn to utter defeat if they learned that Penllyn was harbouring a Child of the Night. I was not the only one who stood to lose. The Guild might leave for the day, but they would be back with an army and crush Penllyn under their heel. What would become of Gwen? Of Ruadh? Of all the people I loved?

      Osbert shrugged out of his ripped tunic and grimaced at the pain from his lashes. He flexed his fingers and shook his arms to loosen his muscles. He only wore breeches with a loin cloth tied across his crotch and leather boots. Despite the spread of age that was beginning to settle on his waist, his arms and legs were lean and muscular, similar to Emlyn.

      “Is ‘Peace’ the word used to acknowledge defeat?” I asked Emlyn, but loud enough for Osbert to hear as well.

      “There shall be no peace, Witch!” he said, his face red. “Your death shall prove your nature, and that of the girl.”

      A fire still flickered behind Emlyn’s eyes. He was ready to step in front of me and take the challenge. But what if Osbert proved to be the superior swordsman? I could survive whatever damage he did. I was already dead. Emlyn, however, was mortal. I held Emlyn’s eyes and gave the tiniest shake of my head. He sighed and made one short nod.

      “You heard him,” Emlyn said. “No peace.”

      Sawyl searched among the prisoners' packs. He retrieved what I assumed where the Witch Hunter’s own blades—an impressive collection—and presented them to Osbert for his selection. Each of Osbert’s hands grabbed a hilt. Deodamnatus! I forgot he carried two swords.

      “He jerked both blades out of the scabbards and lunged towards me. I flicked Soul out of her scabbard. With only one sword to his two, my hand worked fast to parry his blows. But I didn’t draw from my demon. Not yet. I worked my way around the courtyard as I got used to Osbert’s aggressive style. He, on the other hand, didn’t seek to find my skill level. He was going for the kill.

      I had to be careful. I didn’t want to take a wound that didn’t bleed as a mortal’s should. I needed to remain unscathed in this battle. I needed another blade to counter Osbert’s two.

      I slowly worked us around the courtyard, back towards where we had started, to where Emlyn stood. Osbert read my retreat as weakness. He growled a grin, sweat pouring past his brows, and pressed the attack harder. I couldn’t risk taking my eyes from my opponent to steal a glance at Emlyn, to tell him what I needed. But he had eyes. He could read the situation. I hoped he could read my intent.

      As I came close to where he stood, I shifted from the two handed grip I had on Soul to a one-handed grip. I parried Osbert’s first strike of the sequence and spun away from the second.

      My off-hand reached back as I rotated full-circle. If I was wrong about Emlyn’s intuition, I might finish my turn and plunge straight into a waiting blade, with nothing to parry it. If this didn’t work, I’d have to take Osbert’s sword from him. With his skill, I’d probably have to risk showing my undead speed. That I couldn’t afford with Seeker Bechard watching.

      My hand found the pommel of the weapon Emlyn thrust towards me. He stepped back and took the scabbard with him. I turned to face the Witch Hunter with Soul in one hand and Emlyn’s blade Medwyll in the other.

      I smiled at Osbert.

      “Last chance,” I said, and dropped into my ready position, one blade in front, the other behind and overhead. “You may ask for ‘peace’ at any time.”

      Come at me, witch,” he sneered, and launched another blow. His offensive drive lasted two seconds. I shrugged aside his blows, then began a series of counterstrikes. It was my turn to see how he parried, where he kept his balance. His blocks were all half a beat behind. He put too much weight on his heels, not enough on his toes. This man lived in the offensive. Put on the defensive, he was no better than students on the practice field.

      Seeing his position, he tried to force my blades out of line and launch a kick at my legs. I slid out of its way easily. Even without my undead speed, I was quicker than he. This would be my battle. The witch hunters would be banished and Penllyn would live.

      Surprise at my skill crept into his face. He smashed another overhead blow at me. I caught his blade with Medwyll. Growling, he pushed down with brute strength. I strained so hard against his weight, I almost forgot to breathe heavily, like a mortal.

      His second blade stabbed towards my side. I parried it with Soul and bound it against the guard. Both our swords were tied together. He was close enough I could hear his breath wheeze as he panted. Trying to force my arms down with his brute force. I had to be careful, I could easily add strength from my demon. But that would be obvious to someone like a Seeker. So I didn’t do any more than hold him at bay. This damn fight was drawing enough attention to me.

      “Witch!” Osbert grunted in my face. He kicked out again to get me to disengage, then launched a series of quick strikes with both blades. I parried each. “Vile Witch!” he cried again with each blow he tried to land. “Child of the devil! You shall not rob me of my chance to clear your filth from the face of the earth.”

      I remembered the screams of Seren as she suffered under the witch hunter’s torture. I hissed, quiet, just for his ears, “You already passed on your last chance.”

      I began another set of blows, pushing his skills to the edge. Fear crept into in his gaze. He realised he was in trouble. His approach shifted from dominance to survival. I almost felt sorry for him. He dodged a blow and twisted too far, leaving his back open. His flesh glistened with both sweat and crimson. The blood that oozed from his welts smelled sour to me. Even my demon shrank back in disgust. I had no desire to feed from him. As he returned to the fight, I pushed my main blade towards his shoulder. Osbert dropped below my thrust at the last second and landed on his knee. I twisted one blade out of his hand. It spun away, metal singing through the air, and embedded itself point-down in the mud.

      I crossed both my blades at his throat.

      Thick silence enshrouded the courtyard. I swore I could hear the mist swirl.

      “Will you have peace?” I demanded.

      “Who are you?” he croaked out, sweat trickling past his brow and down his nose.

      I remembered Seren, lying on the table, hands bound, eyes staring up at me. “Are you an angel?” The memory of her whisper flashed across my mind.

      “An angel,” I hissed at him. “The angel of death, here to protect Penllyn and her people.”

      Osbert sucked in a heavy breath. The rising and falling of his shoulders scraped the edges of my swords against each other. “Penllyn shall have no peace, witch!” he screamed.

      He swung his remaining sword at my side.

      I slid my crossed blades down and out, slicing the guilder’s throat wide open. He yelled one more time, but his breath gurgled through a fountain of blood across his neck. His lips formed the word “Witch” as life faded from his eyes. I kicked his chest. His body dropped back and he died leaking his sour blood into the mud of Caer Penllyn. I’d have to apologise to Bleddyn for spoiling that patch of ground.

      I held Medwyll in low guard, with Soul back and overhead, and rotated to face the Seeker and his old toady with the staff.

      “Does anyone else here feel the need to prove the guilt of Lady Seren or myself against my steel?”

      Bechard closed his eyes and swallowed, his face as colourless as the grey sky. The corner of my mouth twitched into half a smile.
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      Emlyn offered me Osbert’s tunic. I wiped the blades on the cloth, then he tossed it towards Osbert’s head. It fluttered down across the wound in the dead man’s neck.

      “Thank you,” I said as I handed Medwyll back to him.

      He nodded curtly, and I thought his expression was colder than usual.

      Bleddyn addressed the remaining prisoners. “Do any of you wish trial by combat?” he asked. His voice was cold, stern. The two Guilders on their knees kept their eyes on the mud in front of them.

      Mikkel stepped forward a pace.

      “I accept the punishment you have decreed, Milord Penllyn, and beg forgiveness,” he said.

      “Mikkel of Elfael,” Bleddyn said, “for your honesty, your sentence is reduced to only one year’s service to Penllyn.” He shifted his attention to Bechard. “Seeker of the guild, do you have anything to say on behalf of the other two?”

      Bechard jiggled a leather purse that hung from his belt. He wore a look of grim determination. He jerked the purse from his belt and threw it towards Emlyn, who snatched it out of the air.

      “That should be more than enough silver to pay their fines and ransom,” he said and pointed at Mikkel. “The other one you may keep. He is not worth our coin.”

      Emlyn opened the purse and spilled the coins into his hand. He gave a curt nod to his lord. Lord Penllyn turned to his daughter for her opinion. She sat with her back straight and glanced at the body of the man who had tortured her. Seren shut her eyes tight and fought to control another shiver, then nodded. Finally, Bleddyn looked at me.

      I didn’t want the Guild left anywhere in the cantref. Mikkel’s presence was concern enough. We now had a former Guild member tied to the cantref for the next year. I weighed the options: keep two more in the caer, or let them be ransomed?

      I nodded my approval. Release the others.

      “Take your men,” Bleddyn said and motioned to the guards. He shifted his gaze back to Bechard, eyes narrowed. “You and your Guild are no longer welcome in the cantref under any circumstances.” His voice carried the weight of an exasperated lord. “All Guild activities are to cease immediately in Penllyn. Any person connected to the Guild is hereby expelled and is to be gone from our lands by sunrise tomorrow. The penalty if you return to Penllyn, or interfere with our people, is death.”

      Dewi rose from his chair on the porch. The stare he gave Bechard was beyond hard. His right hand drifted across his belly and flexed open, then almost shut, as though he was about to grab a sword hilt.

      “Your men did intentional harm to my wife,” he said through clenched teeth. “Neither my father Lord Mechain nor I will tolerate your guild’s presence in our lands, upon pain of death.” At least he was willing to protect his wife. Up till now, I had the sense she disappointed him and was barely worth his notice.

      Bechard opened his mouth to speak, but Enid rose as well.

      “I speak for my father, Lord Meirionnydd,” Enid said. “He, too, has banished your Guild from his lands.”

      “Seeker Bechard,” Heilyn’s stern and commanding voice cut in right as Enid finished.

      Bechard raised a hand. “The church cannot banish me. I am sanctified by Rome herself.”

      Heilyn grinned. “As a matter of fact, I was about to speak on behalf of my brother, Lord Rhos. He, too, prohibits any future presence of the Guild in his cantref.”

      Bechard’s lips went tight and his face reddened.

      The bishop stepped forward, right to the edge of the porch. “And now I speak as one of the Bishops of Cymru. Your Guild has violated the sanctity and teachings of the church…”

      “We have done no such…” the seeker sputtered.

      The bishop raised a hand. “Your Guild has attacked an innocent girl, who was acting under accepted doctrine to protect church members.” He passed his bishop’s staff to his other hand to punctuate his authority. “Your Guild is to remove itself from my See. You will conduct no further activities, and have no contact with any church members in the area. Take yourself and your Guild to the pagan lands if you wish to conduct your illicit witch hunts. You shall not do so in my See.”

      Outmanoeuvred, and undone by his own people, Bechard fumed in silence. His face went deep red. I could hear his pulse pounding despite the two dozen paces between us. After a moment of stony silence, he bowed stiffly in his saddle.

      Bleddyn pointed at Osbert. “Take your rubbish with you and do not bury him in Penllyn soil.” The seeker, his face grim, motioned to his two men, newly freed of their bonds. They each grabbed an arm and carried Osbert’s corpse out face-down. His body left a dark trail of blood all the way to the gate. The Seeker and his aid wheeled their horses and trotted down the hill and out the gate. A chorus of jeers followed them.

      “So, Mikkel of Elfael,” Bleddyn said when the noise had died down, “What skills do you offer Penllyn?”

      The man, his good arm now free, stood straight.

      “I am good with horses, milord.” He raised his injured arm. “Or whatever I can do until I heal up.”

      Cadoc pointed towards Penllyn’s young groom. “Parry will show you around the keep and introduce you to the stable master.”

      “Yes, milord. And…” He turned towards Seren. His lips quivered as he bowed to her again. “Milady, I apologise for my actions, or lack of them. I should not have allowed hurt to come to you.”

      “Mikkel of Elfael,” Seren replied. “We saw today the type of men you fell in with. You know that had you stood against them, you would have given them two victims instead of one.”

      “That may be, your ladyship,” he said as he raised his eyes to hers. “But I hear your screams in my sleep at night, and I cannot forgive myself.” He shuddered.

      “Then serve out your year with honour, and with the honesty you have shown today, and I will forgive you,” Seren said.

      As Bleddyn and Rhian led those on the deck back inside, Emlyn stepped beside me again. The people of Caer Penllyn drifted back to their tasks, now that the excitement of the day was over.

      Emlyn’s expression was cross.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “I’m concerned my men will look to you instead of me as their leader,” he said, his arms folded over his chest.

      I sighed. The thought did not surprise me. “Afon told me almost as much at Nant Bywyd,” I said. Emlyn raised an eyebrow. “He said that he was sworn to Penllyn, but if I needed him, he and his men would have my back all the way to the gates of Hell.”

      “That’s both a blessing and a curse,” he said. “If I need them for Penllyn, but you’re in jeopardy, will they make the correct choice?”

      “You’ve missed the obvious question,” I said, my tone snippy. “Will I make the correct choice and send them where they should be?”

      Emlyn considered my words.

      “You placed yourself in danger three times now for Penllyn.” He shook his head as he worked through the obvious. “Four if you count the fight today.”

      “The only danger from today,” I said, careful to not be overheard by others, “was that I might reveal my nature to the guild’s seeker. Osbert was only an annoyance.”

      “We didn’t know that until you began the fight. Still, you disregarded your own safety for the people of Penllyn,” he said. “Twice for those who have befriended you, and once when you could not have known who was behind the door.”

      I pulled his arms. He let me take each of his hands in one of my own. I raised them to my lips and kissed each in turn.

      “My master... Aemi’s master...” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “He said my only fault was that I loved too deeply.”

      I sighed, but held his gaze.

      “I love this land and her people. Not just you and Gwen,” I said, “but also Enid and Cadoc… Everyone,” I said. “You know how old I am.”

      “I know better than to ask a woman’s age,” he said. A ghost of a smile flitted across his face. He knew. He had studied with my undead sibling, Aemi, who had told him about our nature.

      “My safety means nothing,” I continued, “when faced with the potential harm to someone I love. My life has been long and full. If I have to choose, I’ll choose Penllyn. No hesitation.”

      “To the gates of Hell…” Emlyn said.

      “If I have to go, there will be a bloody path all the way,” I said. “Where Penllyn goes, I go. No questions, no hesitation.”

      He raised my hands to his lips this time.

      “If we do go to the gates of Hell, the body count will be high,” he said. “Can you keep up?”

      I grinned again, then stepped back. Our fingers lingered in each other’s hand.

      “I need to go change my dress before dinner. This one smells of blood.”
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      I was sitting by the hearth with my new family that evening when Parry escorted Mikkel into the great hall. I swivelled to follow them with my eyes. The young groom showed the former Guilder where the stable lads sat. Regardless how I felt about the Witch Hunter, perhaps it was a blessing Parry finally had someone to listen to all his prattle. Most people had long since learned to move away after a simple greeting.

      But I wanted to keep an eye on Caer Penllyn’s newest addition.

      Bleddyn cleared his throat. I glanced back and saw his eyes on me.

      “Don’t trust him?” Bleddyn asked.

      “I never trust Guilders.”

      “Perhaps you’ll soon know if he’s a true Guilder, or if he took an opportunity he now regrets,” Bleddyn said. “You being the older sister in our family, I’ll respect your judgement on the matter.”

      “Be nice, or I’ll tell Haf that I’m tired of sweetbread,” I teased, “and want gruel from now on.”

      “Porridge isn’t bad when we have apples to slice into it. But we are still a month from harvest.” He sighed and gathered slivers of wood from his lap to toss into the fire.

      A thought tickled the back of my mind. I caught Gwen’s eye and leaned forward. “Has anyone thought to put a glyph on the graves here inside the walls?” I asked.

      Bleddyn frowned. “Glyphs? Graves? What are you talking about?”

      “The armies of the dead,” I replied. “They travel through the graves. But Seren’s glyphs have power. I had to channel The Lady to pass by them.”

      Gwen raised a hand to her cheek. “I’d forgotten about the graves in the caer. To think we’ve been vulnerable this whole time!” She tapped a finger to her chin. “If you don’t mind,” she said to Rhian, “I’d like to see if Seren has the talent I believe she might.”

      “Talent?” Lady Penllyn raised an eyebrow.

      “I had forgotten she was interested in warding glyphs,” Gwen explained. “How she set the glyphs indicates she may have a special skill.”

      “By all means, please,” she said. “I’m sure that some positive attention will do her good.”

      When the meal was finished, Gwen and I found Seren and headed to the top of Caer Penllyn’s hill. Gwen asked Seren how much training she’d received from the herb-women.

      “Some,” she said. Her solid yet cautious tone told me she realised there was a point to the conversation. “They were the ones who taught me the glyphs.”

      “You did admirably with the ones you drew in Nant Bywyd,” Gwen said. “Mair realised tonight that we should have one drawn here.” She pointed to the cleft in a rocky ledge, just below top of the cliff. The Penllyn family’s burial crypts were in the old caves below the cliff.

      “I didn’t bring any charcoal,” she said. Her eyes grew wide. “Do you really want me to draw it?”

      “Yes, dear,” Gwen said. “I’d like to help you. You won’t need charcoal. We can embed it in the rock and make it almost permanent that way.”

      The girl brightened.

      “Magic? I always wanted to see how magic worked. The herb-women could tell me about it, but they couldn’t do any themselves. They said it takes the attention of a saint to work such miracles. How to set glyphs and make salves and tonics was the best they knew.”

      The entrance was large enough for me to walk through. Most of the men in the keep, however, would’ve had to duck. The slit was just wide enough to get a burial litter through. Fortunately, Bleddyn’s family wasn’t prone to large or portly members. Some lords and princes in Europe wouldn’t fit through this entrance.

      Gwen knelt in front of the rocky opening and motioned Seren to kneel beside her.

      “Use just one finger,” Gwen said. “Trace the glyph on the rock.”

      “How will that make it permanent?” Seren asked. “My finger won’t make a mark, will it?”

      “I will open myself to The Lady’s power and lay my hand on top of yours,” Gwen said. “You’ll do the work, I’ll supply the magic. Unless you can access the magic yourself. Would you like to try?”

      Seren gave a little gasp.

      “Please? May I?” Her eyes sparkled.

      I smiled. It was good to see Seren happy for once. And I found her attitude amusing. Even with her uncle as a bishop of the church, Seren wanted to explore the old ways. There really was something special about Rhian and Bleddyn’s family. Something different that didn’t lock them into strict dogma.

      “Let us see if you have The Lady’s blessing,” Gwen said. “I’ll show you how. Ready?”

      Seren took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and exhaled slowly. As she drew another breath, she opened her eyes and held out her bandaged hand.

      Gwen laid her hand on Seren’s. “Open your mind to my touch. Notice the warmth.” Gwen drew power from our goddess, and her hand began to glow. Seren gasped.

      “Did you sense when I channelled the power?” Gwen let the energy she had gathered dissipate.

      “Maybe?” Seren said. “I didn’t know what to expect.”

      “This time close your eyes, and pay attention with just your mind.”

      Seren did as Gwen instructed. I shut my eyes as well and used my connection to the goddess to see the process. My own magic was limited to drawing small supplies of light and energy from The Lady—and living while dead. Gwen’s magical golden cord thrummed. I sensed another slim gold cord descending from Seren. It drifted down towards the Otherworld. I almost whistled like Bleddyn at the sight. Seren really was special.

      Gwen let the power dissipate again. “Did you see what I did?”

      “Not see,” Seren said. “But I sensed… a cord or a rope that went somewhere… It brought you energy.”

      “Very good. Let’s do it again. Reach out when I do. See if you can find your own cord and your own power.”

      I kept my eyes closed and watched with my magical sight. Gwen’s cord hummed with its golden light. Seren’s glowed and hummed a little, dimmed, then hummed more. “Good, dear,” Gwen said. “Keep your mind on the image of that cord. Pull a little more energy in. Like a bucket under a waterfall, you can fill yourself with just the magic you need. As you use it, the waterfall will replenish what you use. What you don’t need will wash on by.” I opened my eyes to watch.

      Gwen had Seren start and stop her power flower for several minutes. Seren’s eyes to widened when her hand glowed. Feebly at first, flickering and dancing between her fingers above the splint and wrappings. She gasped, and the energy died off.

      “Good,” Gwen said. “Try again, dear. See if you can hold it steady.” She shot me a quick grin. Seren did have talent. A few more tries and Seren could hold the light steady on her fingers.

      “Ready to try the glyph?”

      “I think so…” Seren sounded unsure. Then she set her shoulders. “Yes. I want to do it.”

      Gwen slid behind Seren and set her hand on the girl’s arm.

      “Let’s do just the outer circle first,” Gwen sent through the mental link.

      Seren nodded as if nothing new had happened. Gwen and I raised our eyebrows at each other.

      “You draw the circle," Gwen sent. "I’ll add a push to guide your power. Together, we’ll etch the rock.”

      Seren’s hand glowed as she traced a circle about a foot across in the rock floor. I could sense Gwen adding magical power to Seren’s own flow.

      “Did you understand what I did, how I shaped the power to embed it?” Gwen asked across the mental link.

      “Most of it, I think,” Seren said aloud. She still hadn’t noticed the lack of sound in Gwen’s half of the conversation.

      “Try to finish the glyph on your own,” Gwen sent. “I’ll move my touch to your shoulder and only guide you if you need help.”

      Seren pulled in power. Then she traced the intricate design inside the circle she had just drawn. A three petaled loop that wove around and into itself in a single line. Outside of the that, the circle became a sun. Another set of symbols filled in the gaps the main look created toward the out circle. A more elaborate version of what I had seen in Nant Bywyd.

      Gwen kept a hand on the girl’s shoulder while she worked, but she never had to correct Seren. The girl was good.

      “You’re doing well. You tied the death and life symbols together in a way that works well.” Gwen projected mentally. “Now, trace a line from the outer circle around the opening. Make sure the line is unbroken.”

      Seren shifted forward and didn’t notice when Gwen dropped her arm away. This part was all Seren, with no help. When she knelt again, her hand hadn’t lost contact with the line she was drawing.

      “Very good,” Gwen projected. Seren had no reaction. Gwen touched her hand. Seren turned.

      “I just said you did very well. Can you hear me?”

      Seren’s eyes went wide. “How… ? What…?”

      Gwen smiled. “We should go visit the lake. Tonight is special, and we should go to a special place for our conversation.”

      I smiled as I thought of the time Gwen and I had spent there. A fire on shore of The Lady’s special lake seemed appropriate if we were to bring Seren into our little group.

      “But first, I’d like Mair to test your glyph.”

      “You can do magic too?” Seren whispered, her eyes wide.

      “Of a different kind,” I replied. Better she not know the difference right now.

      I approached the mouth of the cave and found the tingle and the invisible wall I could not pass. Then I stepped to one side and ran my hand along the line between the edge of the ward and the opening of the cave. I felt for even the tiniest crack where I could peel the ward back. Nothing. Neither side had a flaw. The girl had done well.

      Seren opened her mouth to speak. I put a finger on her lips, then held my hand out to her. I pulled her up. Gwen followed and laid a hand on Seren’s shoulder.

      “As long as we touch, we can speak without others hearing,” I sent.

      Seren blinked rapidly as her eyes darted between Gwen and I.

      I tilted my head in invitation. “What would you like to ask?”

      “You have a cord, too…” she sent to us. “Where do they go?”

      “To the Otherworld, where the goddess lives,” Gwen explained as she led us to the grove.

      “But why is Lady Mair’s cord black, and ours are gold?” Seren asked with her thoughts.

      “Let us go to the lake. Then we’ll answer whatever questions you have,” Gwen sent. Seren appeared puzzled.

      “Place your hand on mine, and watch with your mind.”

      Seren’s eyes were wide open, dazed. But she nodded. I understood how she felt. My life, too, had changed in a short span of time. Gwen pulled in energy and touched the tree. Seren gasped as the bark melted and a red rip appeared.

      “Where are we going?” she asked out loud.

      I stepped into the slit and pulled her along behind me. “A special place,” I said.
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      Seren’s eyes were wide as the raven led us through the white mists. It dipped its wings and flew away. Instead of red slit opening on a shadow tree, as the clouds thinned. We stepped into a twilit landscape, where the golden-red rays of the sun had just been swallowed by the night sky. The sky dimmed as we walked. Stars and a sliver of moon illuminated the land before us.

      In the distance a large stream gurgled through a shallow valley. Across the stream, tents stood at the edge of wood. Beyond that soared, a building of white stone, marble from the way it reflected the moonlight back at us.

      “Where are we?” Seren asked as we walked. Her eyes were wide like a child who’d received an unexpected gift.

      “Apparently, The Lady had other plans for us,” Gwen said. “Our raven guide has brought us to her home in the Otherworld.”  She pointed towards the stream and the majestic caer beyond, which rode the hilltop like a fin on the back of a dragon. “We need to stay on this side of the stream. We are still mortal.” She glanced at me, her face betraying an unasked question.

      I shrugged. I wasn’t sure where I fell on that scale. Undead and dead might be two different states.

      “Let us walk this way and see what we discover,” Gwen said.

      Seren’s eyes darted about. “The Otherworld?” she asked

      “The Lady’s portion,” Gwen said. “Or at least the edge of it. Mortals cross that stream only two ways: in dreams or at death.” She pointed towards the grove on the other side, where a group of semi-solid boys chased after several transparent girls. They all laughed and giggled in play. “The happiest dreams bring us here.”

      “What about the bad dreams?” Seren asked.

      Gwen pointed around us.

      “This is the domain of The Lady, who cares for both the land of Britannia and her people. The other gods and goddesses have their own lands in the Otherworld. Some of those are not happy places.”

      “Other gods?” Seren asked. “But uncle… the abbot and the church…” she let her thought trail off. Gwen put her arm around Seren’s shoulders.

      “Churches often want to control the message,” she said, “to control the lives of their faithful.”

      Gwen pointed to a tranquil place where the brook curved around the trees and widened into a pool.

      "When I come to visit," she said, "I like to sit there. It revives me in body and mind. Let’s go there for our chat.”

      As we approached, we spied an old woman sitting on the bank. A small fire danced between the crone and the pool. The golden fingers of flame provided a warm glow, like a flickering sunset, as she sat and watched the water bubble.

      “Steal yer spot, did I?” the loathly old woman asked in a wizened voice. She leaned back against a log.

      “We are most happy to share if you like,” Gwen said. Her eyes sparkled in their happy aqua shade.

      The old woman pointed at a pile of folded woollen blankets.

      “Help yourself. Plenty of room for everyone.”

      Gwen and I shook out blankets and made ourselves comfortable on the forest floor. Seren followed our example slowly.

      “I…” she stared at the woman in her ragged dress and cape. The wrinkles of the face framed brilliant blue eyes that danced in the moonlight. “I apologise, milady,” she said. “How did you come to this place?”

      The old hag grinned a gap-toothed grin. She poked a bent and wrinkled finger towards the young lady.

      “A better question would be why are you here?”

      “Lady Gwen brought us here,” Seren said, but her tone indicated she knew the simple answer wasn’t the correct one.

      The old woman stared at Seren, her lips set firm in her wizened face.

      “I’m… not sure what you ask,” Seren tried again. “I’m here because Lady Gwen said we needed to go someplace special to answer questions…” She shrugged.

      “You have questions, do you?” The old woman let her gaze sweep all of us, then settled back on Seren. “Do you know who’s realm you visit now?”

      Seren set her shoulders and raised her chin. Much like her mother when she shifter to her Lady Penllyn demeanour.

      “The Holy Lady of Britannia’s realm in the Otherworld.”

      “Before me sits the Wisdom,” the old crone continued, “and the Warrioress of The Lady. But which aspect of her do you embody?”

      “I’m sorry,” Seren said. “I don’t understand the question.”

      I remembered my conversation with Gwen several days before, the morning after the werebear attacked Bleddyn and killed Rhys. Three sisters in service… But meek and downtrodden Seren wasn't who I would have considered for the third servant to the goddess.

      “Everything comes in threes, young one.” The crone picked at her teeth with a gnarled nail. “This Holy Lady of yours has three aspects: The young and beautiful maiden, the wise queen, and… either the ancient wizened woman,” she pointed to me. I stuck my tongue out at her. The loathly woman winked at me as she continued “…or the warrioress.”

      Her finger swivelled from me to Gwen. “The Royal and Wise Woman, Queen of Sovereignty.” Then back to me. “The Elder Warrior. There remains but one, young maiden fair. You possess the potential. Have you found it yet?”

      Seren glanced at me. “You’re not old…?”

      “I hide my centuries well,” I said.

      Seren crinkled her brow and glanced back at the old woman.

      The crone pointed at Gwen, but looked at Seren while nodding deeply, like a tutor prompting a slow student. “The regal queen, the nurturer, the wise one.” Then her finger turned to me. “The lover and the fighter.” She pointed at Seren again. “Do you know what you are yet?”

      Seren’s puzzled expression deepened. Her head jerked around to stare at Gwen. “Gwenhwyfar … Arthur…” Her eyes wide, she shook her head as if to clear it. Then she looked at me. A puzzled look on her face. “You I don’t know. Who are you?” Seren clasped her arms over her chest. Hugging herself. “Who am I?”

      “Exactly,” the woman said. “Perhaps you will uncover it in time. The goddess has three aspects. You carry one, mark my words. In time you will come to know yourself.”

      The old hag turned her attention to me. “You came to the land seeking something.”

      “I found more than I had hoped for,” I said.

      “You were tested on the road you travelled,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “Each time you chose someone other than yourself.” She began counting items off on her fingers. “You helped the innocents when you were pursued.”

      I remembered the wolves and the apprentice. How they had helped me to escape from Onion Breath and Hunchback.

      “You rushed up the hill toward the spirits of the dead to protect the people of Penllyn.” The attack of the ghosts at Cadoc and Enid’s wedding. Her eyes were intense, yet full of love. “You stood and took wounds to protect my appointed lords of this land.” Bleddyn and the battle with the shapeshifter. “And you protected my daughter.” Her ancient finger pointed at Seren. “I told you once you would find this land difficult and dangerous. But I trust you find the reward to your liking?”

      “I do,” I said.

      “What did you find?” The crone’s old voice softened as she asked.

      I stood and held my hands out the woman. She let me pull her upright. I cupped her face in my hands and leaned in to kiss her.

      “You asked me for a kiss once,” I said. “You knew my heart then, and you know it now. I have found my home and my family. Thank you.”

      Gwen too had risen. She reached out toward her.

      “You have done well,” the hag told Gwen. “Better than I could have asked.” They embraced.

      Seren sat with her eyes wide and her mouth open. She stared at the old woman. An inkling of realisation started to dawn on her.

      “Will you have a kiss and a hug for me too?” the old crone asked her.

      Seren giggled. “Finally, a question I can understand and answer.”

      She rose and kissed the woman’s cheek, then leaned in for a hug. While still in the maiden’s arms, the crone slowly melted into a beautiful woman. She could have been Gwen’s sister. I had seen her in this form before, in the mists after my battle with the shifter that had attacked Bleddyn. Seren stepped back and gasped.

      The beautiful goddess, in her gold dress with red dragons entwined around the sleeves, took Seren’s injured hand. She unwound the bandage from the splints. White light shone between her divine hands. Seren watched transfixed, apparently forgetting to breathe. As the light faded, Seren wiggled her fingers, free of their wrappings.

      “It’s healed. Thank you.” She hugged The Lady again.

      The goddess held her at arm’s length. “Seren ferch Bleddyn, will you serve the land and her people?” she asked her.

      Seren again straightened her shoulders. “I have always done so, and will continue to do so,” she pronounced.

      “There is a game we must play,” The Lady said to her, but included Gwen and I with her glance. “This game threatens not only our people, but my existence as well. You have a role to play, young one. But you must find your strengths to understand that role.”

      The goddess turned to Gwen.

      “Teach her, as I taught you,” she said.

      Gwen nodded.

      The goddess shifted her attention back to Seren. “Will you study and learn from my daughters?”

      “I’m to learn magic?”

      “Yes, and more. One daughter will teach you magic. The other will teach you love.”

      Seren’s eyes dropped for an instant, then looked back up. “I had hoped for love once, but I am the daughter of Lord Penllyn. Such was not my fate.”

      “Not the love of a single man,” The Lady said, and stroked Seren’s hair back behind her ear. “Maria teaches us all how to love life, to love all our people, and to love our land. She is my warrioress, but also my heart. Will you listen to both, watch and learn?”

      “I will,” Seren said. Her eyes stayed low.

      “The tasks I place before you may be great,” the goddess said. “But know that one burden will lift before you need the strength for another.”

      Seren was quiet, but raised her head and nodded once. I saw a spark in her eyes. I could see the influence of her mother, of Lady Penllyn come through. She didn’t seem as timid as she had up till now.

      “My daughters.” The thoughts of our goddess came into our minds. “I am proud of you. Both of you have cared for the land and her people well.” She looked towards Seren. “Your time is almost here, dear one. Study and learn. You have my best teachers with you. Follow them and prepare yourself. The road before them is perilous. Your aid will come when they least expect it and most need it.”

      “Can you tell us what we are to face?” Gwen asked aloud.

      “Always one with the questions for the future,” The Lady said. “I can see only paths, not events. This game they force us to play is dangerous. All of Britannia is at stake.”

      The goddess released Seren’s hand. She reached out to smooth my hair and tucked it behind my ear.

      “I sense a great sacrifice ahead. Destruction…” She said with a glance from me to Gwen, “…and death.”

      “Who? When?” Gwen asked.

      “This game has rules, and I cannot break them,” the goddess said and shifted her eyes back to me. “You are the most daring of my daughters,. Prepare yourself and be ready. That is all I can say.”

      I thought back to my dream, the one with the Gwyddbwyll board after Onion Breath had killed me, and Gwen nursed me back to undead life. Two players moved us as pieces in their game. The goddess was one of those players. The other, I saw, but did not recognise.

      “Who must we fight?” I asked. I blinked as I realised the goddess was fading from sight.

      “There are rules, daughter,” she said and disappeared from view. Her final words caressed our minds.

      “Go with my love.”
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      After The Lady had left us, Gwen, Seren, and I sat by the spring. Seren’s eyes widened as Gwen revealed her past, her husband’s name—Arthur—and how the goddess had found her and taught her magic. When those questions were satisfied, Seren turned her curious mind to me.

      “You said you wear your centuries well…” she asked. “If Gwen is a century old… how old are you?”

      “I was born right before Augustus donned the purple,” I replied. I

      “Augustus…?”

      “Emperor of Rome. Six hundred years ago, give or take a few decades.” I replied. “I died a few years before he did.”

      “Died?” She paled. Then shook her head. “That’s why you had to check my glyph at the catacombs…”

      I nodded and shared my story. If she was part of the Lady’s triumvirate, one of my sisters in service to the goddess, she needed to know about me.

      Seren put her hands to her head. “If I learn anything more tonight, anything else to turn the world upside down, I may sit here and stare at the creek until I grow moss in my hair.”

      Gwen laughed and leaned in to hug her.

      “The Lady chooses those of strong character and will to aid her,” she said. “You would not have been graced with a visit from The Lady herself if you were not ready to be trained for the tasks ahead.”

      “Oh, dear,” Seren said. “What will we tell mother?”

      “Everything,” I said and laughed. “The Lady Penllyn will quickly discern that we keep secrets.”

      “You are correct, Mair,” Seren replied. “Mother is very intuitive. Still, I suspect that much of what happened tonight, if not all of it, should be our little secret. We’ll tell only those who have a strong reason to know.”
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      We returned through the mists to the grove at Caer Penllyn. As we descended the hill toward the keep, we noted a man peering into the slit in the rock where Seren and Gwen had set the glyph against the undead. That was an hour before? Or longer? I wasn’t sure if time behaved the same in the Otherworld.

      It was Pedr, Lord Mechain’s first sword. He gave a start as we came up behind him.

      “Lady Seren,” he said in surprise. He collected himself and bowed to all of us. “Lord Dewi hoped you were finished here and could return to the keep.”

      “Thank you, Pedr” Seren said. “We are just on our way back down.”

      I noticed she spoke with more authority than before, and approved of the change.

      The guardsman followed behind us. Once the path widened, Seren fell in next to him.

      “I would thank you for your aid two days ago,” she said as we walked.

      “I did little, milady,” he said. “Lady Mair was through the door faster than I could think. I was still outside when she disarmed the last of the Guilders.”

      “But you alerted me to Seren’s cries,” I said. “We might not have known of her predicament without your ears.”

      Pedr bowed. “I am grateful to have been of use, however slight.” He motioned towards the keep. “They await you inside. I have an appointment with the rest of one of Lord Penllyn’s jugs of mead.”

      Inside, we found Rhian and Bleddyn in their usual chairs by the circular hearth in the middle of the great hall. Emlyn and Dewi were the only two still with them. We must have been gone longer than I had imagined. Dewi noticed Seren’s hand, free of its wrappings. His eyes were wide as he held her formerly injured hand up and examined it.

      “What? How did you…?” Dewi asked.

      I exchanged nervous glances with Gwen and Seren as we realized it would be harder than we thought to keep Dewi in the dark entirely.

      “Perhaps upstairs?” Gwen suggested. Rhian’s eyes lit up. Bleddyn set his piece of wood and his knife back into the basket by his chair. Emlyn was puzzled but calm. I could see the calculations form behind his eyes.

      In Lord Penllyn’s rooms, we unfolded the tale of our meeting with The Lady, with much kissing of crosses for Dewi’s sake, and knowing glances towards Bleddyn, Rhian, and Emlyn.

      “‘The blessings of the holy lady?’” Dewi asked. “‘Miracles?’ You mean magic! I’ll have none of that in my presence, no matter which saint you claim to have met.”

      “Husband,” Seren said, her eyes on her hands, “I will respect your wishes, but I have a holy command to attend to.”

      “You’re not a nun,” Dewi said and stood. He was getting red. “I’ll not have these dabblings of magic in Mechain, nor in our brin.”

      “That is your prerogative,” Bleddyn said as he made little scrapes with his knife around the chicken or whatever he was carving. “But I’d caution against making definitive pronouncements where divine favour is the reward. The alternative can be divine punishment.”

      Dewi stared at Lord Penllyn. I had stopped breathing. After an eternal moment, Dewi spun towards the door.

      “Very well then. Let her learn these miracles, or whatever you call them. She must spend her time doing something, since she lacks the ability to fulfil her most important duty.”

      Seren kept her head high, but her chin quivered.

      “I will ride back to Nant Bywyd with Pedr tomorrow,” Dewi said. He pointed at Seren. “You may remain here two weeks. Then return for your duties at Nant Bywyd. After that you’ll be back to overseeing the kitchens, housekeeping, and, if you can do your duty, baby-making.”

      Gwen’s jaw firmed, and her lips tightened. “Two weeks? To master these arts…”

      But Seren’s voice, calm and low, interrupted. “As my husband wishes,” she said, her teeth clenched. She stayed seated, and her hands were death-grip tight on the arms of her chair, her eyes hot. It was a death stare befitting her mother. It was the first I’d seen such a look on Lady Seren.

      Dewi’s hands flexed and curled into a fist. Emlyn raised a hand to his mouth and coughed. Dewi’s eyes flicked towards him. Emlyn smiled — an expression so foreign to his face, the effect was terrifying. Dewi spun and left the room.

      The tension in the air left with Seren’s husband. Rhian hugged her daughter.

      “I had hoped he had more of his father’s personality,” Rhian said. “You will need to be patient and strong to deal with him.”

      “His brother will marry in a year or two,” Seren said. “When he does, we’ll foster his first son and gain an heir. But Dewi wants so much to have a son of his own…”

      “What of this game the Holy Lady spoke of?” Emlyn interrupted. “The rules even she must follow?”

      With everything else on our plate, I was glad to move on from Seren’s troubling marriage.

      “Our little cantref appears to be the centre of the turmoil yet to come,” Bleddyn said.

      “The Lady has always given her blessings to the leaders of Britannia who protect her people and her lands,” Gwen said. “Arthur was foremost of those. She rewarded him with his sword, many fine advisors…”

      “And the best wife,” Rhian said. I thought I saw a hint of smile dart across her face.

      “I don’t want to be another Arthur,” Bleddyn said firmly yet quietly. “This cantref and her people are all I can manage. I have no desire for more.”

      “That is why The Lady has blessed you and drawn the best people to your side,” Gwen said. She toyed with a fold in the fabric of her dress. “Arthur’s flaw was that his desire to protect became ambition to control. And that is why he lost The Lady’s blessing.”

      Lady Penllyn paid close attention to Gwen’s words. “You…” Rhian said, but looked at Gwen with narrowed eyes. “Arthur’s queen must have been a lady of stout character, who loved the land as much as he.”

      “Perhaps… in the beginning,” Gwen said. “Everyone can be distracted, or get caught in courtly politics and forget their primary task of caring for the people.”

      “That is why I wish for no more that what we have,” Bleddyn said. “I fear for Cadoc, heir to two cantrefi now. But I know of no other man I’d trust with such a task than my son. I’ve done my best to teach him to respect the land and take on only what he can bear to manage.”

      “The church tells us the Holy Lady is…” Rhian said. I could tell she grappled with some new ideas. “But she is really a Goddess?”

      “Modron, The Lady, was here long before the Romans brought their church to our lands,” Gwen explained. “She’s as old as… she is the land itself. The goddess has many siblings. Each land is its own power. But when the Roman church came to our shores, the gods they couldn’t dismiss from the hearts of the Cymry they adopted as servants of their own deity.”

      “I don’t believe I should tell my brother,” Rhian said. Bleddyn chuckled.

      “Your brother, the abbot, probably understands more than you realise,” Gwen said with a mischievous smile. “But best to speak of Her as the holy mother. We avoid unwanted discussions that way.”

      Bleddyn looked past Gwen as he stroked his moustache. “The Holy Lady said we face a time of turmoil?”

      Gwen nodded.

      “We know there’s someone,” Bleddyn continued his thought, “who makes the dead walk again and bear arms.”

      “A wizard,” I added.

      “Don’t tell Dewi,” Emlyn said. “I believe he’s had enough shocks for one night.” Even though his face was its normal unemotional self, I grinned. Emlyn had a sense of humour hiding behind his calloused exterior.

      “And a shape-shifting beast that roams the borderlands,” Bleddyn said. His hand touched his wounded side. “I would like to know who is behind this all…”

      “Fadog?” Emlyn volunteered. “Our fond old friends to the north still carry a grudge over their lost lands in the borders, where our herds now graze.”

      “Ah, Little Ffransis, Lord Fadog,” Bleddyn said, shaking his head and peeling a large curl off his slab of wood. “He has the ambition to find one of the old mages to raise an army of the dead, but I doubt he has the wealth in his cantref to afford much of a wizard, let alone one who can make the dead walk.”

      “What if someone is backing him?” Emlyn said. “Someone with a far deeper purse?”

      Bleddyn frowned. “Who?”

      “Oswiu.”

      I glanced between my brothers. “Oswiu?”

      “Forgive us, Mair,” said Bleddyn. “He’s a king north of the Humber River, technically two kingdoms, but the other king is his puppet. They’re effectively one kingdom, Northumbria. Oswiu butts heads often with Penda, the pagan king of Mercia, a close neighbour of ours.” He motioned over his shoulder with his carving knife. “Just on the Saxon side of the borderlands.”

      Emlyn leaned closer, the firelight illuminating his face with an orange glow. “Oswiu, too, is hungry. He hasn’t forgotten that Penda killed his brother. And he knows he has a friend in Fadog. Perhaps Fadog has promised that northern king a route to Mercia through the back door—through Penllyn.”

      Bleddyn leaned on his knee and stroked his moustache. “Fadog would reap the spoils of war here.”

      “And come one step closer to his ultimate goal: the kingship of all Powys.”

      “Osbert was from Northumbria,” Rhian pointed out.

      “Another ‘O,’” I quipped. “Osbert the deceased.”

      “He had been in Bernicia under Oswiu, hadn’t he?” Bleddyn said. “Perhaps the king of Bernicia let Osbert come this way was to test us, test Emlyn. We’d heard that Fadog had tried to hire Osbert away from Oswiu.”

      “But this is all conjecture,” Rhian said, her voice quiet. “We have nothing we can prove against Oswiu or Fadog. We’re as confused as we were this morning—more so, now that the Holy Lady has called a new disciple.” She looked at her daughter and smiled. But there was tension behind her eyes.

      “What talents does Seren have?” Emlyn asked. “Because of her connection to the goddess?”

      “Her glyphs are quite effective,” Gwen pointed out, tapping her chin. “But if I read The Lady right, there may be more.” She shifted her gaze to Seren. “We will begin your training in the morning. The Holy Lady says we will have need of you.”
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      The next morning the tendrils of fog dissipated while I drilled Enid and Sawyl on the practice field. It was satisfying to return to the dance of the swords, the meditations, the clack of wooden weapons. Towards the end of the lesson, I noticed Dewi and Pedr and a detachment of Penllyn guards preparing to leave.

      As they tied their packs to their horses, Emlyn walked down from the keep and pulled Dewi aside. He whispered in the young lord’s ear. When Emlyn turned away, Dewi looked shaken. Even from here, I could see the colour drain from his face.What had Emlyn said to him?

      Once sword practice had ended, I headed to the keep where breakfast was being served to all the mortals. Curiosity got the better of me, so I sought Emlyn out.

      “Did you have a nice chat with Dewi today?”

      “Amicable,” he said between bites. “I’m tired of him taking his aggressions out on my niece.”

      “What, Lord Emlyn threatening the heir to another cantref?” I grinned and narrowed my eyes. “That’s a good way to start a war. Did you tell him you’d cut his balls off if he left a bruise on Seren?”

      Emlyn paused, with his mug half-way to his face. A grin slowly spread. “No, I told him you would.”

      “What!”

      Emlyn shrugged innocently. “You’re right. I could start a war if I made the threat.” His grin faded and the serious Penteulu demeanour returned. “But he witnessed you slicing the throat of a man who harmed Seren. One of the best swordsmen from north of the Humber river. And you, a woman, not only took him down, you did it without taking a scratch.”

      "Why does it matter I'm a woman?"

      "To most of Penllyn, it doesn't," he said. "But to Lord Dewi,” he pronounced the name to make it sound powerful, ominous, “it matters a great deal. No woman is that capable in his eyes. And you did what he never would have had the courage to do, Face Osbert."

      “Well…” I shrugged. I decided not to mention that Dewi and I had tangled once before. Dewi didn't look too happy when I slammed him into a shed wall and raised him off his feet.

      Emlyn took another bit of bread before he continued. “I asked him only what he thought you would do if Seren were harmed, or you noticed an extra bruise on her. I even reminded him that women tend to bathe together.” Emlyn’s grin started to tug at his mouth again. “He went pale when I mentioned you were muttering about slicing trousers after he banned Seren from practicing magic in Mechain.”

      “I did no such thing!”

      “But he doesn’t know that,” Emlyn added. “And if that threat keeps his hands off my niece, I’ll use it.”

      “And what if I refuse to follow through on all these threats you put into my mouth? I asked. “Serve you right for using my name that way.”

      He took a sip, but didn’t lower the mug. He just stared at me over the lip for a few seconds.

      I rolled my eyes and sighed. “You’re right. His balls would be the least of his worries if I see a mark on Seren.”

      Emlyn grinned again, then drained his mug.

      After breakfast, Gwen lead Seren and me towards the grove. We passed by the cleft in the rock that led to the catacombs. Seren’s glyph was wet with morning fog and stood out a dark grey in the lightness of the slick stone. We went deep into trees, away from any eyes that might look our way.

      “Let’s begin,” Gwen said. “Open yourself to The Lady’s energy.” She touched Seren’s shoulder.

      “Find your link and activate it,” Gwen sent. Seren closed her eyes. I sensed the power awaken within her magical cord to the Otherworld. “We’ll start with simple magic.” Gwen showed her how to call the ball of light, as she had when Ruadh and I fought the lycanthrope.

      Seren grasped the concept right away and made her own orb appear and disappear. Gwen taught her how to hang it in the air.

      This looked easy. I grinned and followed along, hanging several balls of light around me. This was the first time I had been able to do anything with magic other than make something glow by shoving energy into it.

      “Very good, dearest,” Gwen sent. “This patch of the hill will soon be a beacon that can be seen for miles.”

      I poked each of my orbs to release the energy. “I’m happy I’ve found something magical I can do,” I replied.

      Gwen watched Seren closely. “How do you feel? Tired?”

      “Elated,” Seren said aloud. “I can feel the energy there, like you said, a waterfall ready to fill me like a bucket.”

      “Good. At this stage, you’ll tire easily,” Gwen said. “You’ll not only get more skilled as you practice, but you’ll extend how much energy you’re capable of channelling.”

      Seren nodded. But I doubted she had any notion of the depths Gwen suggested. I’d seen her spend herself to the edge of life itself. She lit another ball and hung it in the air, scrunching her brows. “They’re very pretty. But how will this help me in the war The Lady foretold?”

      “One never knows, dearest,” Gwen said. “A light in a dark place can be a great help. But we must keep exploring until we find your talents. Would you like to try tree walking?”

      “May I?” she said with enthusiasm. Then she wrapped her arms around her chest. “Dewi declared it the work of a devil. He said he’d walk the road from Nant Bywyd to Caer Penllyn a thousand times rather than take that trip again.” She chanced a smile at Gwen. “But I wish I’d been awake to experience it.”

      “Today, you shall.”

      Gwen directed Seren to place her hand against a tree, then laid her own hand on Seren’s.

      “Pull in some energy. I will guide and direct, but the magic will come from your connection.”

      Seren’s hand glowed. Her brow furrowed as she concentrated on what Gwen did with the energy. A moment later, she gasped as the bark melted and the red rip opened.

      We stepped into the dim and misty landscape and Gwen instructed her how to summon the raven that would guide us through the mists. Seren grinned as the bird appeared. At Gwen’s instruction, she closed her eyes and thought of where she wanted to go. She chose the grove of trees near her home. The raven cawed once and headed away. It drifted in the slight breeze that stirred the mists.

      “Nant Bywyd is a long walk, even through the Otherworld,” Gwen said. “You opened the slit and called the raven, so the magical burden will be yours. But I’ll help you if you tire.”

      By the time we reached the shadowy grove at the other end of our journey, Seren’s steps had slowed. Her shoulders drooped, and she almost stumbled.

      “You should be the one to open the portal. That closes your connection down, and you’ll recover faster.” Gwen instructed. “But I can lend you most of the energy.”

      Seren smiled weakly but held forth her hand. I could sense the magic flowing from Gwen, through Seren. The red seam appeared and spread, but slower than when Gwen opened it. I stepped through the rift. Seren took two wobbly steps out of the gateway with Gwen right behind her. I wrapped an arm around the girl’s waist and kept her upright. I guided her to a nearby tree stump and got her seated before I let go.

      “How many of these trips did you make when you tracked the beast through the borderlands?” she asked Gwen.

      “Several,” Gwen replied.

      Seren moaned. “I’ll stick to making balls of light, thank you.”

      Gwen smiled. “You did well. When I first learned the art, it took almost a week to open the rift wide enough to step through. A month passed before I had the energy to go very far.” She motioned around them. “We’re at Nant Bywyd.”

      “Who taught you tree walking?” Seren asked.

      “An old woman who kept finding me in the forest. Rather loathly in appearance, but very knowledgeable and patient. She found me every time I tried to channel magic and warned me when I attempted too much.”

      “Is she still alive?” Seren asked.

      “You saw my teacher last night,” Gwen said.

      “Oh!” Her eyes brightened as the full meaning sunk in. Gwen had been taught by the greatest of teachers—The Lady herself.

      “Ready for a walk yet?” Gwen asked and touched the nearest tree.

      Seren shut her eyes. “Must we?”

      “Perhaps more of a restful morning here,” Gwen said. “Let’s go find your in-laws, Einion and Dylis. They’ll want to hear about the Guilder’s trial. And we should be the ones to share the news of your new apprenticeship before your husband arrives. Einion has a more sensible head on his shoulders than his son.”

      “Must we tell them?” Seren asked. “What will they think?”

      “Yes, we must,” Gwen replied. “Otherwise Dewi will.”

      We pulled Seren to her feet and set out toward the fort. Gwen glanced at me as we walked. I had not bothered to pull my cloak over my sword, and instead let my left hand rest in its familiar spot on Soul’s pommel.

      “The townsfolk have seen you with a blade,” Gwen said. “You won’t draw too much attention.”

      “After my fight with Osbert yesterday, the Witch Hunters are well aware I know how to use it,” I said. “They’re the ones that worry me.”

      “Yes, dearest,” Gwen said. A smile lit her face. “As The Lady said, you are her warrioress. You would be naked without a weapon.”
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      Afon was the first to spot us as we approached the village. He fell in next to me, and we stayed behind Gwen and Seren on our way to the fort.

      Villagers stopped Seren along the way. They inquired about her injuries and how the trials had gone. She gave a very condensed version of the day, and left out details like who fought Osbert. Fortunately, none of them had been present to see how badly her finger had been mangled by the screws. None of them gave a thought to how well they looked now.

      Afon, however, asked me about Osbert. We stepped away from the others. I gave him a quiet explanation of how Osbert had called for a trial by combat.

      “The fool knew of Emlyn’s reputation. He should have been happy enough with his penalty.” Afon said.

      “The fool did not face Emlyn in the trial.”

      Afon’s head jerked toward me, his eyebrows raised high. He slowly smiled as he pieced together what I meant.

      “Osbert should have known. Live by the sword, die by the sword.” He grinned when he said it. Even Afon knew his penchant for the phrase had become a joke. “The Witch Hunters know you’ve got talent then. They seem like the kind that don’t like women to be trained in arms.”

      “Fortunately,” I said, “they are no longer welcome in Penllyn, Mechain nor Meirionnydd.” I said.

      “Good,” Afon said. “There’s not a man or woman here that wouldn’t be happy to chase them out of our lands after what they did to Lady Seren. At least, they all say that now. Quite a few tell us they’d been on the lookout to see if they could pick up an extra coin or two with a story for the Guilders. Lord Mechain told us to spread the word that the Guild wasn’t welcome, and any who helped them could beg for food and cloth from the guild.”
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      Einion and Dylis waited for us on the keep’s porch, and, unlike their son, they were warm and friendly. Einion, though he usually came across as gruff, let his amiable side show through.

      He led us to a cluster of chairs by the hearth. These Cymry lords loved to sit by their fires. Britannia wasn’t the warmest place I had visited, even in the summer.

      We were careful to keep our voices from drifting. There were still extra folks about, unwilling to return to their villages while the dead might be walking.

      Einion grinned at Seren’s description of my combat with Osbert.

      “One less piece of filth to litter our land,” he said. “Unfortunately, he’ll have been buried somewhere in our side of Britannia.” He shrugged. “It’s probably too much to suppose they drug him back to Deira before they dug his hole?”

      “Emlyn had a patrol follow them,” Gwen said, “to make sure they made it across into the borderlands by nightfall. The guilders buried him there.”

      “Still, with the fluid nature of the borders,” Einion said, “that could be Penllyn territory soon.” Talk then shifted to filling them in on Seren’s new role.

      “My son is headstrong, especially about these old ways,” Einion said. “One of the monks we had tutor our sons was from Mercia, not Cymru. He’s filled Dewi's head with several notions from their church that I’ve tried to drive out of him.” Einion shook his head. “But, when there’s religion involved, what a parent says doesn’t carry much water.”

      “Uncle Heilyn talked with him some, but I’m not sure it helped,” Seren said, and kept her eyes on her lap. Dylis touched her arm, and gave her a warm smile.

      “He’ll come around dear,” she said. “Give him time. Lady Mair, you’re not eating. Here take my plate.” That was more than I had heard her say even at Cadoc’s wedding. I couldn’t refuse and took the food Dylis forced on me. Luckily, I spied Afon and the Penllyn guards across the room. They were headed outside to eat.

      “Care for more?” I asked once I had caught up. They sat around a table on the keep’s porch. “I've had my fill, but Lady Mechain insisted.”

      Afon took the offered food. “Let it never be said a man or woman went hungry when Lady Mechain was around.”

      “The men in village talked about how you stood with us on watch two nights ago,” one of the other guards said. “The local ones seemed sceptical that Lord Mechain had a woman walk guard alone, until we told them how you fought the beast that attack Lord Penllyn. That story drifted, and now everyone here has heard of Lord Penllyn’s swordswoman.”

      “I’m not sure I want that notoriety,” I said.

      But, before I could caution Afon, two Mechain guards joined us. “Penllyn’s swordswoman?” one guard asked with a grin, teasing.

      “I hope that reputation doesn’t come back to bite me,” I said.

      “If you and Emlyn ever tire of protecting Penllyn,” Afon grinned, “you could make coin with a sword show.”

      “I prefer a quieter life.”

      “Good luck with that,” Afon chuckled. “Life here has been anything but quiet since Lord Cadoc’s wedding. What you did to Osbert will get around. You’ve got a reputation whether you want it, or not.”

      “Osbert of Deira?” the other Mechain guards asked. “People said he might come out of the Northumbrian kingdoms to challenge Emlyn.”

      “How’d you best him?” one guard asked me. They all leaned in, waiting for the story. I wasn’t Lady Mair to them. Just like Afon said. I had a reputation now. I sighed. Afon winked at me, and nodded an invitation. I wasn’t going to get out of telling the tale.

      “He was their sword-captain,” I explained. “I expected skill. But, Osbert wanted to fight to prove he was better.” I shook my head. “That always ends badly. If you seek a reputation, you usually get one you don’t want.”

      “How good was he?” one guard pressed.

      “Good enough,” I said, and began the tale from the beginning, when Sawyl offered him his choice of weapons. The guards leaned in, settling into chairs backwards or propping boots on stools. They weren’t going to let me get away with a shortened retelling of the fight. I relented and shared details—how Osbert attacked me with two swords, how Emlyn passed me a second blade, how I finally forced the Witcher swordsman to his knees.

      “He refused twice to concede, and pressed to attack when I had the blades at his throat," I said. “He gave me no choice.”

      “He deserved it, scum!” one guard exclaimed, thumping the back of his chair. At a raised eyebrow from Afon, he became suddenly demure. “Beg pardon, milady. It ain’t my place to call judgments. That’s for lords and kings and such.” He stiffened his jaw. “But by the saints, I’m ready and eager to carry out such judgments as they hand down!”

      The men laughed.

      “I agree with you,” I said. “He deserved his death. No man that inflicts such pain on the innocent in the name all that’s Holy deserves to live.”

      The guards nodded.

      “Had he lived,” Afon pointed out, “the Guilders would have paid his fine and ransom. He would have gone free to inflict more pain and injustice.” He faced me and extended his arm, fighter to fighter. I grasped it in return. “You have come to the aid of Penllyn’s people yet again in the few weeks we’ve known you. I’ve said it before, and I will say it again: I will have your back any time you need it.”

      A Mechain guard was quick to rise and grip my arm as well. “Lady Seren is as much a daughter of Mechain now as Penllyn,” he said. “I, too, will have your back.”

      “I too, milady,” said another, holding forth his arm. One by one, they all stood and repeated the declaration.

      I didn’t want this reputation. Nor did I want to be the possible source of division between the teulu and their rightful leaders. But I could do nothing more than smile and accept their pledges.
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      Despite her rest at Nant Bywyd, Seren wasn’t interested in leading the tree walk again,  so Gwen opened a slit and led us through the mists to The Lady’s lake. Dewi’s deadline hung over all our heads, and there was much for Seren to learn.  As for me, when it came to using magic, I felt like a fifth leg on a mule. So while Gwen and Seren practiced opening slits in trees, I busied myself with routine chores. I gathered wood, set a fire to blaze, and filled a pitcher of water in the lake.

      The day stayed overcast, so I didn’t feel tired as I sat on the blanket by the logs, enjoying the view. A flock of small birds, black with white tufts on their throats, swooped and fluttered in pretty patters above the treetops. We were high in the mountains, and I was surprised that trees grew up here at all. However, this lake was sacred ground for the goddess, and her disciple Gwen travelled through the mists using trees as doorways. So I supposed the presence of the grove was required here. It would be a long walk up the mountains without them.

      The red rift opened again in a large oak and Seren and Gwen stepped through. Seren’s shoulders slumped and her face was slack as she stumbled to a seat next to me. I passed her a cup of water and a basket of berries I’d gathered.

      “Is it always this much work?” she asked.

      “You’ll adjust, and the burden won’t seem near as great in a year or two,” Gwen replied.

      “A year?” Seren said, her face clouded. “How will I fit in helping the goddess with all my other duties?” Seren sighed. “Dewi expects me to not only manage our brin, but to prepare to take over as Lady Mechain when he inherits his father’s title. He’s set a strict schedule for me to travel the cantref each summer.”

      “The Lady wouldn’t have selected you,” Gwen said, and laid a hand on Seren’s shoulder, “if you were not strong enough for the tasks ahead.”

      A screech caught our attention and we turned toward the flock of birds which had been drifting lazily over the lake. They now scattered in all directions as a hawk streaked into their midst. They darted, swooped, tried to regather, and broke up again as the hawk twisted and turned, following closely on the tail feathers of a small young bird. A flash of feathers, and the hawk grabbed its prey. The little bird let out a terrified squeak. Seren gasped and clasped her hands over her heart.

      The rest of the flock darted in to defend their companion. The hawk pushed hard once with his wings, seeking elevation and escape. But the darting and pecking of the smaller birds kept him from getting enough air to get ahead of them. The unfortunate bird in the talons struggled, but the raptor’s grip was tight.

      “Poor bird,” Seren said and stood to watch.

      I felt for the falcon. He just wanted a meal.

      The black birds dove and harassed the falcon as he wheeled through the air above the shore. Finally, he had enough and released his catch. With talons free, he defended himself from the flock, which gave him the space to get some air in his wings and push up and away from them.

      “Come help me find that little bird!” Seren said and darted toward the lake.

      “I thought she was worn out?” I said.

      Gwen just shrugged and stood.

      By the time we caught up with Seren, she had the bird in her hands and was cooing softly to it.

      “Yes, I know,” she whispered. Then she looked up at Gwen. “He says his wing is hurt.”

      “You can understand bird?” I asked.

      Seren glanced up at me, a look of surprise on her face. “Well, yes, I can now… I mean… I never could before… He says he’s still frightened and can’t fly anymore.”

      The bird’s face peeked out from between her cupped hands. It chirped once. I couldn’t understand it. Evidently wolf-speech was my limit with animals.

      Seren looked at Gwen. “Teach me how to heal, please! Like The Lady healed me. He can’t fly,” she pleaded. “If I don’t help him, the falcon will return, or some fox will get him.”

      “Of course, dear one,” Gwen said. “Bring him back to our blankets and we’ll have another lesson.”

      We returned to my fire and Seren gently nestled her tiny patient in the woollen blankets. Gwen ran her hands over the bird’s body.

      “Some scratches, not too deep. And here, a broken bone in his wing. Hover your hand here, like so. Do you sense it?”

      Seren closed her eyes and concentrated. “Yes. How do I fix it?”

      “Healing is different from the other magic we’ve practiced. You’re not merely channelling energy—you’re drawing from your own life force.”

      Seren’s eyes opened wide.

      “That’s what healing is,” Gwen explained, “using some of our own life energy to enable the other to heal. Therefore, there is a limit to how much we can heal. We don’t lose the energy we offer up, but it gets tied in with the one we help. It takes a while for our own life energy to drift back to us.”

      Gwen touched Seren’s hand. The same hand that had been in the screws a few days before. “The Lady’s power augments the energy we put in, but the initial start has to come from us. Our life energy gives the spark to help restore and heal living flesh. That’s why I never tried to teach Mair to heal.”

      Seren gasped and looked at me. “You’re not alive,” she said.

      I grinned and shrugged. Made sense to me. But did this in any way explain why I wasn’t good at magic in general?

      “Be careful though,” Gwen added. “Until you learn your limits, it will be easy to pull too much or too often.”

      Seren nodded.

      “Let’s start,” Gwen said. “Lay your hand on mine and watch with your mind. First, we clean the wounds. They aren’t deep; one or two passes will do.”

      Together, they waved their hands over the bird’s injuries, white light glowing softly. Their little patient fluttered a feather now and again, but otherwise laid quietly, as if he understood they were helping.

      “Excellent, Seren,” Gwen said. “Now on to that broken bone. Bones are difficult to mend, but we should be able to manage with something as small as this bird.”

      “Is that why the goddess had to heal my fingers?”

      “I did what I could for you,” Gwen explained. “Your fingers were quite the mess. I’ve found it best to get the bones lined up, and encourage them to heal faster, but not pour large amounts of energy into the break. Remember, we’re using our own energy to heal with. Bones take a lot to mend.” She pointed to the bird’s wing.

      “His are so small, you should be able to manage though. Move your hand in the direction it should align. We’ll go very slowly to cause the least pain.”

      They stroked their fingers in tiny movements, over and over. The bird chirped once and flinched, but didn’t try to escape.

      “Very good,” Gwen said. “How do you feel? Tired?”

      Seren shook her head and smiled. “Not at all! It feels wonderful.”

      Gwen lifted an eyebrow. “Well, then. We’ll keep going. A few more passes should do it. That’s it. Nice and gentle.” Gwen slowly removed her hand. “Seren, you did all of that on your own.”

      Seren laughed with joy. I smiled. Perhaps she had found her skill?

      “The bone feels whole again,” Seren said, as her hand hovered over the wing. She raised the small bird up before her face.

      The bird flapped his wing, as if giving it a test go. His eyes were bright. He was ready to be on his way again.

      “One moment, little bird,” Seren said. “Let me close up those scratches on your other side.”

      Gwen nodded. “The same as setting the bone. But this time, focus your energy on the soft tissues. Ask them to knit together. Start with your own energy, and let The Lady take over.”

      Seren stroked her fingers over the scratches. Bit by bit, they closed over. They were almost gone completely when the bird suddenly hopped up, gave a joyous chirp, and flapped into the air.

      Seren laughed and watched him pump his wings furiously to catch up with his flock. “That was amazing!” she said.

      “Remember what I said, dear. These were small injuries and didn’t take much out of you. But healing requires you to draw from your own life force. You can draw too deeply.”

      Seren let her arms fall and looked at Gwen seriously. “What happens if I do?”

      Gwen’s tone was quiet as she sat with her hands folded in her lap. “When I healed your father after the attack of the shapeshifter, the effort to clean out the lycanthrope’s curse took most of energy I was able draw. Your father’s wounds were deep. He would have died if I hadn’t given my all. But I put too much of myself into my efforts.” Gwen gave me a guilty glance. “Mair shoved energy into me to make up for what I had stolen from myself.”

      I gave her a grim smile.

      “The same can happen when you channel regular energy,” Gwen continued. “You can become too tired to know where you draw your energy from. You can pull your own energy and exhaust your life force. I’m not worried about Mair,” she said. “She has had centuries of experience with her undead nature. She’s already had to learn limits. But you must be careful.”

      My mind flashed to when my demon had broken free in the forest with Onion Breath and the Hunchback. And again when the shifter had attacked Bleddyn in the cave. I was so stretched for energy, she had almost made me turn on my friends for their blood. I might know the limits, but my Demon didn’t. I wanted to avoid ever getting that close to them again.
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      Bleddyn was sitting in his chair by the fire when we walked into the keep at Caer Penllyn. The kitchen girls were just setting out the evening meal on the table in the otherwise empty great hall.

      “How did your practice go?” he asked.

      “Good,” Seren said. Her face was flushed with her recent victory in healing, but her voice sounded tired as she slumped into a chair by the hearth.

      “Very well,” Gwen explained. “She’s a quick learner. But she needs to build her stamina. The effort to channel The Lady’s magic takes time to get used to, and she’ll tire easily for several months.”

      I retrieved my sewing and settled in my favourite chair across from Bleddyn. “Haf came to me today,” Bleddyn said. “She said if I wanted you to have any more sweetbread, I’d have to go find more honey. Can you figure a way to magic honey out of a hive?” he asked with a grin at his daughter. “I hate trying to convince wild bees to give me their honey. They always seem grumpy about it.”

      “I’ll work on how to talk to bees,” Seren said, “as soon as Lady Gwen gets me through all of my other lessons.”

      “Can you move that up on your schedule?” he asked Gwen.

      Gwen grinned. “Perhaps we can work in bee-whispering right after tree walking, healing, enchanting weapons, setting warding glyphs…”

      “Excellent! So, tomorrow then?”

      Seren slumped in her chair, her eyes half shut and her shoulders sagging. Emlyn walked in and pulled up a chair. “Are you needed tomorrow morning?” he asked me.

      I glanced at Gwen. She shook her head.

      “Evidently not. What do you have in mind?”

      “I want to make sure you or I are at Caer Penllyn at all times. Sawyl and I are riding out tomorrow.”

      “You’re not leaving me in charge, are you?”

      “Cadoc will be in command of the teulu while I’m out,” he explained. “But I’m worried about Fadog. If he realised I was absent, he might try to outflank us and raid along the western border. You can ride out or get Gwen to take you where you need.”

      “Fadog on your mind, is he?” I smiled and poked the fabric with my needle. “You believe he’s behind these attacks?

      “It’s a good idea to keep an eye on him. I don’t give him much credit, but there is always Northumbria.”

      “Oswiu could be funding Fadog’s deep purse?” I said, recalling our earlier discussion on whether Fadog was wealthy enough to afford a wizard who could raise the dead.

      Emlyn shrugged. “Sawyl came from near the Fadog border. I want his appraisal of whatever we find on the scouting trip.” His eyes twinkled. “Meanwhile, I have a challenge for you.”

      “Am I going to regret this?”

      “Depends. Do you mind if I send you some new recruits for sword lessons? While Sawyl is out with me, they’ll be short a teacher. You only need to drill them tomorrow, right after they break their fast. They have other duties the other days.”

      “What has Sawyl taught them?”

      “Believe it or not,” Emlyn said, “the first set of meditations. No sparing, but they practice defensive parries based on the first set.”

      “I have a better idea,” I said, glancing at Enid, who had just entered the hall with her husband Cadoc. “I believe a certain apprentice of mine needs to show me how she trains others.”

      Emlyn glanced at Enid, then back at me. “In any other cantref, I’d expect a mutiny if a lady of the keep tried to train teulu guards.”

      “Penllyn men know better!” Bleddyn declared. “We only need wise guardsmen, ones who know when to salute and say ‘Yes, milady!’ That’s how I got this keep working so well.”

      Emlyn and I chuckled. Bleddyn slid his knife across his block of wood and whistled while he ignored the glares from Gwen and Seren. “Then it’s settled,” Emlyn said. “Tomorrow, you and Enid drill with the new recruits. I expect they won’t give you any trouble.”
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      Emlyn and I danced early the next morning, but finished soon enough for him to grab food before heading out with Sawyl.

      “Do whatever you want with the new men today,” he said. “They’re still wet behind the ears and need rough edges knocked off. If anyone gives you trouble, a run around the caer should set them straight.”

      “Any outstanding runners in the group?” I asked.

      “One. Tomi. He has an attitude which has led to a great familiarity with our outer fortifications. Everyone starts in Penllyn’s service with a run around the caer.” He winked at me. “You seem to be the only exception.”

      “I’m in service to The Lady,” I said, but bent side-to-side to stretch my legs. I’d never once had a cramp in my undead body, so the stretches were for show. “But if you want to race me around the hill…?”

      “Ah… no. Not today.” Emlyn knew what I was capable of. I could always pull a little undead speed…

      “Use your judgement with the recruits,” he said, getting back to business. “Remember, on this field you outrank even Bleddyn. He and Rhian will trust your judgement on almost everything.”

      Enid crested the hill and joined us. During today’s session, she would be the teacher, and the recruits her students.

      “I will leave you to your lessons, then.” Emlyn headed towards the keep, passing the trainees about half-way down. They straightened and let him pass, then joined Enid and me at the edge of the practice field. Each had a steel sword from Bleddyn’s armoury belted around him, and a wooden practice sword in hand.

      “Lady Enid will lead you through the meditations this morning,” I said, “while I observe your form.”

      As I spoke, I noticed Tomi’s eyes drift listlessly around the practice field and the expanse of the courtyard.

      “Problems, Tomi?”

      “Um,” his eyes jerked back to me. “No, milady.”

      “Good. Put your practice weapons on my cloak. Use steel for your meditations.” I motioned Enid to lead. She walked towards the centre of the field and lined the men to face her. After training with Sawyl, all of the young men knew the basic routines, but I noted they were still inexperienced and sloppy.

      I retrieved one of the practice weapons, then told Enid to do the same run again. This time I used the wooden sword to tap the young men, moving their limbs where they should be. We repeated the meditation twice more. Then I told Enid to start the second meditation in the set. We repeated the process, and needed another three rounds before I was comfortable with their practice.

      “Sheath your weapons and pile them on my cloak. We’ll begin one-on-one meditations.”

      “Sawyl has us spar,” Tomi said with another roll of his eyes.

      Enid’s mouth was a thin straight line. She deferred to me. This was my practice field.

      “Excellent idea,” I said to Tomi. “You only. Bring me two practice swords. The rest of you stay to the side and observe.”

      Tomi went pale. He found some backbone, though, and retrieved two of the practice swords. He extended one my way. He crinkled his brow, puzzled, when he realised I already had one.

      “No. Not for me. Hand it to Lady Enid,” I said.

      His eyes grew wide, as if I’d lost my mind. “I’d rather not hurt her.”

      “Feel free to try your best,” I said to him. Enid’s eyes were wide as well.

      “If you see an opening, take it,” I told her. “But all you need do is defend against him.”

      There was still a tinge of doubt in her eyes. Unlike Tomi, she wasn’t cocky, nor sure of herself. Tomi shot glances at his comrades on the sidelines, jerking his head upwards in self-assured nods. They seemed to know better than to egg him on.

      “If you land just one blow on her,” I told him, “above the wrist or ankles, and below the neck, you can join us tomorrow morning for our sunrise lessons.”

      I knew the guardsmen had developed a contest. Those that I invited to join for private sword meditations gained points in their game. Afon and  Gerallt, were the only honourees so far. Tomi as a mere recruit could score some major points if I was wrong about Enid’s skill.

      “But after twenty strikes,” I added, “if you don’t land one on her, you have to run two laps.”

      His gaze slid between Enid and me. He shot a final glance at his buddies, who were stony faced by this time. Tomi agreed with a large grin. I could see he thought this would be an easy win for him.

      “Salute,” I said.

      Enid raised her wooden weapon. Tomi merely raised his weapon half-way through a poor salute, and let it drop. I rapped his weapon with my practice sword.

      “Again, with respect for your instructor.”

      He glanced at me, swallowed with a nervous nod, then raised his weapon, held it a beat, and swooshed it out to his side as Enid had done with hers.

      “Ready… Begin.”

      “One… Two… Three…” I counted his swings against her. Enid concentrated and parried each of Tomi’s strikes. Tomi had speed and power but used only techniques from the meditations in his first half-dozen swings. He tried to combine a side attack to her upper outside quadrant, but as a feint to attack her lower quadrant. Enid and I had practiced just that attack while Emlyn and Ruadh were hunting the shifter. She knew how to defend against it. Her wooden weapon clacked and swooshed along his blade. Her wrist twisted to trap his downward press against her guard. She tilted and thrust forward. Tomi barely jerked back from her reversal.

      His cheeks reddened when he realised his method wasn’t working. He shifted to a more forceful, wild hack. I grimaced. With that much force, he could injure Enid or her babies if he landed a wild blow.

      “Seven,” I called as their wooden blades met. “Tomi, concentrate on technique.”

      Another wild hack from him. I stepped closer, ready to intercept a blow. Another overhead strike down at her. He was trying to bully his way to a hit. I held my practice sword in a ready stance, prepared to intercept his weapon if Enid failed to parry. His strike would still count, but I didn’t trust him to pull his blow and not harm her.

      Enid’s stepped slightly out of line, and let his wooden blade sail past her. She launched her blade back up and caught Tomi on his arm.

      “One point for Lady Enid,” I pronounced. Good girl. She had been paying attention in our meditations.

      “Ten, eleven, twelve…” his cheeks were a deep scarlet now. He launched several strikes in quick succession. I could see the confidence grow in her face. She parried each blow. Her body in the defensive stance adjusted to every hack he launched at her. Her feet slid to draw her off his attack line. She had talent. I’d have to adjust our training and let her find the sense of the sword dance she had inside her.

      Tomi tried to reverse his grip, turning the blade over after she parried. But Enid saw the move develop and shifted farther out of line. He overcompensated and almost hit his own leg with the swing. He barely had time to jerk his weapon back into his main line. But Enid was already in motion. Good girl. She slid her blade into the opening in his defensive, this time against his outer thigh as he overcorrected back up.

      “Two points for Lady Enid,” I called. Tomi surged back with both hands on the short hilt of the weapon. His swings went wild as he realised he was outmatched. I stayed close. His anger had the better of him now.

      Enid parried his attacks and landed yet another attack. I counted, “Eighteen, nineteen, twenty—HOLD!” But his weapon came in for another strike. Enid parried. I rapped Tomi’s knuckles with my practice sword. He yelped and dropped his weapon.

      “You will respect the rules of the practice field.” I caught his gaze. He knew he was in a world of trouble. “You owe me two laps today.” He hung his head, eyes at his feet, and started to step away. I blocked him. “You owe Lady Enid something more.”

      “I am sorry, milady,” he said with a bow towards her. “My temper got the best of me.”

      “I shall trust Lady Mair’s judgement on your punishment. This is her field,” Enid said.

      “For your disrespect to Lady Enid,” I pronounced, “you will run a lap each morning for the next three days.” Eyes down, he nodded, but his face was scarlet. “Pick up your practice sword and leave it on my cloak on the way down.

      Tomi glared at me, but retrieved the weapon. His face was red, and not just from exertion. I knew what his problem was. I had let a woman, a girl, get the better of him on the field. In front of his friends.

      “Gerallt is lead officer of the day,” I said. “Tell him what you did here so he can ensure you run your laps. I’ll check with him later to make sure you passed my instructions along accurately.”

      “As you wish.” His nostrils flared and his hands twisted on the hilt of his wooden sword. Anger lurked behind his gaze, ready to spark.

      I took a step closer, almost nose-to-nose. I had to tilt my head up to look him in the eye. “Be very careful about your next action,” I said, my voice quiet and low. Only for him. “These practice weapons can leave a nasty welt, or even break bones. Do you want to face me on this field? If you don’t, get your anger under control.”

      I held his eyes. No undead powers. Just authority. This was my weapons field, and I wasn’t going to let an upstart young trainee try to control it. He stepped back, still holding my gaze. The fool swung the wooden blade at me.

      I shifted just out of line of his attack. His strike sailed by me. His arse was a prime target. My wooden blade slapped him hard.

      He bellowed and turned again. His upward swing was easy to drive to the side. I stepped inside his measure, caught his blade in a bind against my hilt, and twisted. My other hand slapped his wrist, and kept twisting. He gasped as his wrist neared the popping point. He either needed to release the weapon or I’d break his wrist. He gasped and loosened his grip.

      I took the wooden sword from his grasp. My first strike hit the side of his knee. He howled. My second, with his own weapon, caught his elbow. I swept my leg around and under him. He hit the ground with a loud grunt. Fortunately, the practice field was coated with layers of  wood chips. Had his head bounced that hard on solid ground, he wouldn’t have seen straight for several moments.

      My wooden sword pressed, point-first, into his throat. “Would you care to do that again, Tomi?”

      He had gone pale. His arm slithered across his chest and rubbed his injured elbow. He wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “No, milady,” he whispered. I dropped his practice sword next to him.

      “Retrieve your weapon, and honour your instructor. Then find Gerallt. Tell him what you did, and that you owe me two laps right now. And a week of clearing the ditches below the fort.”

      “Yes, Milady.” He struggled to his feet. He bent to retrieve his wooden blade and winced. His right hand trembled, but he grasped the hilt. He  gave me a short bow and saluted Enid, his face still red. He refused to look at his friends, and limped down the path.

      The other recruits stood silent, keeping their eyes anywhere but on me.

      “On the field,” I instructed. “Lady Enid, resume the meditations.”

      I glanced down the hill after Tomi. To my satisfaction, he was headed for the gate, where Gerallt was stationed. But he cast a dark glare over his shoulder at me.
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      I was sitting with Bleddyn in the great hall when the kitchen girls began to set out the platters for the evening meal. The great wooden door slammed and I turned to see who it was. Tomi stormed in, panting heavily. He grabbed a pitcher from the table, sloshed ale into a mug, and chugged it down. Sweat drenched the back of his thin tunic and matted his curly hair. When he came up for air, he cast his glance around the room. Seeing me, he jerked his head away and stomped out to the courtyard. He almost knocked Gerallt over on his way out.

      “Careful, man!” Gerallt bellowed. “Are you looking for another lap?”

      Apparently too tired to speak, Tomi simply shook his head.

      “Back to your duty, then,” Gerallt told him gruffly. Tomi was quick to comply.

      Gerallt crossed the room and took up a chair next to me. His dark hair and moustache were darker than Emlyn’s. But he kept his hair cropped shorter. He was almost as tall as Cadoc, and thicker than Emlyn.

      “Lady Mair, I hope you don’t mind, but I added a lap to the two you gave him. He was insubordinate to Lady Enid. I won’t stand for one of my men, no matter how green, to be disrespectful to our ladies.”

      “I only manage the practice field,” I said. “Discipline among your men is your purview.” I shifted an eyebrow. “In fact, I was concerned I had overstepped.”

      “Lord Emlyn has always enforced that the trainer on the practice field has authority over what happens on the field,” Gerallt said. “The trainees’ safety is in your hands. Therefore, you set the discipline as you see fit. Though I wasn’t sure at first if Tomi’s limp was one you gave him, or if was acting for sympathy. But the other recruits told me how you thrashed him on the field. Lord Emlyn would have made him get up, then knocked him down a few more times. ”

      “Evidently I’m nicer than Emlyn. I’ll remember that for next time.”

      Gerallt and Bleddyn chuckled.

      “If this Tomi,” Bleddyn said, his voice stern, “doesn’t get his attitude adjusted in the next week or two, cut him loose and send him back to whichever holding he came from. Neither Emlyn nor I want that kind of man in our guard.”

      “Of course, milord,” Gerallt replied.

      Gwen and Seren walked in. They’d spent the entire day training. As Seren slumped into a chair, I filled a plate of bread and cheese from the supply the serving girls had set nearby, then handed them to the exhausted girl.

      She reached for them hungrily. “How did you know?” She lit into the cheese immediately.

      I smiled. “After Gwen healed your father and brought four of us back through the mists, she slept hours longer the next three nights, and had an appetite like Ruadh’s.”

      “I wasn’t that hungry,” Gwen argued.

      I winked at Seren, who had already finished the first hunk of cheese. She reached out, so I handed her a mug I had waiting. “How is training?”

      “Very good,” Gwen said. No one was close enough to overhear us, but she still kept her voice low. “Seren has been able to mind-speak without a physical touch. Her range is growing. But the use of magic still tires her easily.”

      “She’ll learn,” Bleddyn said with confidence. “She has the best teacher. Actually, you’re the only teacher I know of for that set of skills.” As he set aside his own mug, a ripple of pain darted into his face.

      Seren glanced towards Gwen. “Is it possible to heal his wounds faster?”

      “I’m not sure…” Gwen replied. “I was very weak after I first cleansed the curse and never closed the wounds as well as I would have liked. I’ve never tried to heal the same wound a second time. And shifter wounds are much harder.” She shifted her gaze back to Seren. “If he’s willing, we could try later this evening. After you’ve had time to recover your strength.”

      Rhian stepped up to our circle and laid her hands on Bleddyn’s shoulders. Her gaze darted between Gwen and her daughter. “What is this about healing?” she asked with a smile. “What have I not heard yet?”

      Seren’s cheeks reddened and she shifted her eyes down like a child who’s been caught at mischief.

      “Seren has an aptitude for healing,” Gwen said. “We visited Nant Bywyd and The Lady’s Lake today in search of injured animals. She healed a bird and a rabbit who had survived tangles with predators.”

      “I didn’t feel tired,” Seren said. “The other…” she glanced around to make sure no one else would overhear. “The other magic seems to drain me quickly, but not healing. I’d like to look at father’s wounds. I think I can make them a little better.”

      “If we can do something that stinks less,” Bleddyn said, “than the cream the herb women rub on my side, I’m all for it. I might even share my next loaf of sweetbread with you,” he said.
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      After the evening meal was cleared, Bleddyn headed to his rooms with Rhian, Seren, and Gwen. I took the time to fold my sewing and store it. By the time I made it into the lord’s chamber at the top of the stairs, Bleddyn was sitting on his bed in trousers and boots. Gwen unwound the wrappings from his chest. I frowned when I saw the wounds.

      “If you think they look bad, you should get some of your own.” Bleddyn said.

      I shrugged. “Already did.”

      “Sorry, Mair. I forgot about that,” he said. “I would have loved to witness that fight. Unfortunately, I was trying to die right then. We don’t all have your special abilities.” He winced as the last of the cloth pulled free from the scabs and ointment.

      A few drops of blood leaked from the cuts. They were healing, but slowly. Where the herb women had stitched them together was red and ugly.

      “Do shifter wounds always heal so slow?” Gwen asked with a glance at me.

      I shrugged. “Probably only when the curse doesn’t get passed along,” I suggested. “Shifters heal fast. Perhaps it’s good that the wounds are slow to heal?”

      Bleddyn grunted. He wasn’t happy with the injuries either way.

      “I try to keep him stationary as much as possible,” Rhian said. “But if we locked him here in his room, he’d just holler out the window until his men helped him escape.”

      Gwen had him lay on his good side and slid his trousers down slightly to see the full extent of the lowest claw slice. It was the shortest, but the one most aggravated by his movement.

      “I will try the first pass,” Gwen said to Seren. “Lay your hand on mine and watch with your mind.”

      Seren placed her hand on Gwen’s. The white light of The Lady’s magic glowed from their fingers.

      “First we clean the wound,” Gwen recited, and Seren nodded. Their hands shifted back and forth. “And now I’ll try to heal, but only a small amount. I’m afraid to close the wound too much in one pass, since it’s so deep.”

      Again, light spilled across Bleddyn’s wounds. He caught my eye and made a face that was both a laugh and a wince.

      “Tickles?” I asked.

      “And hurts,” Bleddyn said. “A little. I didn’t think magic was supposed to hurt.”

      “That’s why we’re going slow,” Gwen explained.

      Seren frowned. “I feel as though we’re pushing against something to get to the wound itself. Magic…?”

      Gwen nodded. “Shifter wounds. Nasty things to heal.”

      “Make me feel better, why don’t you?” Bleddyn jibed.

      Seren used a wet cloth to clean away the blood that seeped out. “Ah, I see,” she said. “The shifter magic is still there. But what you did blocked it from affecting him with your ward. As long as the wounds are open, the magic of the curse is trying to take hold. Because the curse and the ward are fighting, his body isn’t being allowed to heal at its normal rate. The only way to make them heal any quicker is to push good magic past the curse.”

      “Is there any way to break the curse loose from his flesh?” Gwen asked. Her eyes were probing, locked on Seren’s face as she traced a finger along Bleddyn’s wounds.

      “Break the curse? No. But what we are doing tonight is having an effect on father’s wounds. I’d like to make one more pass,” she said. “The scabs are loose now, and we might get it connected enough to get him past the worst of the discomfort. If I spend time each evening pushing past the curse, we should be able to negate it in a fortnight.”

      Gwen nodded. “You have a good sense about this,” she told Seren. “Do you want to do it by yourself?”

      Seren was already tracing her finger along the gash on her father’s hip. He winced as her hand slid along. Once she finished the pass, she wet the cloth again, and dabbed the wound.

      “Let me do the next one as well,” she said, and moved her hand up his side.

      “Good, you remembered the cleaning pass,” Gwen said. This time Bleddyn didn’t wince, but, from his expression I could tell it tickled.

      Seren worked on the worst of his wounds and by the end, three of them had begun to close.

      “That’s enough for now.” Gwen touched Seren’s arm. “Rest.”

      “I feel fine,” she said. But she could see Gwen was not to be argued with and took a seat near her father’s bed.

      Bleddyn sat up and gently touched his wounds.

      “Better?” I asked.

      “They don’t pull as much when I move,” he said. “Thank you, dear. You’ve earned a slice of sweetbread. But first,” Bleddyn added, “you and Gwen have to figure out how to get the bees to deliver their honey to Haf without complaining. I always get nervous around bees.”

      We chuckled at Bleddyn’s fixation on bees. As Rhian and Gwen re-wrapped the bandages around his chest, I smiled at Seren, happy that she was finding her skills in The Lady’s service. Whatever battles lay ahead of us, we were in good hands.

      Bleddyn was happy when Gwen said they didn’t need to reapply the herb cream.
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      While we listened for news from Nant Bywyd of further attacks by the dead, the next few days remained quiet and we all settled into a relieved but uneasy routine. Gwen and Seren went each morning to The Lady’s Lake for more training, then returned to the caer in the evening, where Seren made slow progress against the magic embedded in her father’s wounds.

      On the third morning since Emlyn had left, I was eager for news from the northern border and whether Emlyn had evidence that Fadog was up to no good. Hopefully, our Penteulu would be home soon. I finished my lesson with Enid, then turned and headed up to the grove of ancient oaks at the top of the hill. It was one of the few places in the Caer I could use my magic to sink into the earth, avoid the sun, and take an undead nap.
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      Even in my slumber I sensed my connection to The Lady. My mind flowed about the countryside, as if I were a bird in flight, soaring above village and farm, shepherd and townsfolk.

      I swooped above the tree line. Something glinted below me. Sunlight on metal. Men with helm and shield, perhaps two score strong, rode along the edge of a gully.

      The land fell away from me as my mind drifted higher and higher. I circled down and found myself above the abbey. I saw the monks as they worked in their fields and tended their crops.

      After many visions of my various friends below, from Emlyn to Ruadh, from Llinos and Afon, to even people out in the countryside whom I had never met, something drew me into the mists of The Lady’s Otherworld.

      A golden glow formed before me. I plummeted to land on my feet on a familiar setting: The same Gwyddbwyll board I had dreamed of before.

      I stood in the centre of the board, surrounded by silver pawns and led by two silver queens. Amongst our ranks stood taller figures, fighters by their look. I’d never seen such pieces. The squares beneath their feet shimmered gold. I was a member of their force, though I wore a black dress. Two swords were belted to my sides, just as I had in the dreams before. The Lady, the goddess herself used these dreams to impart information. Why? Some rule of whatever game she played with her adversary?

      Across from me stood a horde of reddish-gold pawns, backed by more imposing fighters. Where they stood, they discoloured the board. The colour of rot and death. A sickly brown hue that absorbed light instead of reflecting it. Dread crept over me.

      Somewhere in the mists beyond the board  growl echoed, as it had in my dream before. Was that the rogue shifter? The one who had attacked Bleddyn? Where was he?

      The hairs on my neck stood up, as though a hand from the grave had reached out to grab me.  Something was behind me. Chills ran along my spine and over my skin. I spun towards it, my blades out. Ready.

      But it was one of our own silver pawns. I stared at it, confused, wondering why the little pawn gave me such a sense of foreboding.  Then before my eyes, it transformed from silver to red. Two pinpoints like glowing embers lit up its face, looking like eyes.

      This pawn hadn’t been captured. It had changed sides. Behind it stood an entire army of red pieces, the board beneath their feet turning brown and dead and licking at the edges of the golden squares. The traitor pawn stepped towards me. Its blade flashed. I blocked the blow. We leaned into each other, straining against each other’s swords. Who was this traitor? My fiends’ faces flashed before my eyes again. Sawyl and Haf. Afon and Llinos. Ruadh, Abbot Heilyn—even Bleddyn, Rhian, and Emlyn. I refused to think of Gwen.

      The Lady’s magical light spilled from my blades, and the intensity of the glow increased until it blinded me.
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      The chill of my dream stayed with me as I arose from the earth. My memory was of those red eyes. They glowed like my own eyes did when my demon took control. Blood-red. I was sure there was a message here—a warning from The Lady. But who in all the hells was the traitor? And why did the eyes glow red?

      Several hours had passed while I slept, based on how far the sun had moved across the sky. I stood and checked my clothing. Except for an odd leaf stuck to my dress, I was just as clean as before I began my nap. The undead magic protected me from even the dirt that surrounded me. I took a few deep breaths to calm my nerves.

      Below, shouts of greeting rose. Riders were coming in. Emlyn and Sawyl and the men they had brought with them. Thoughts of the potential turncoat drifted away. I wrapped my arms around my chest as my hands itched to touch Emlyn again. I wanted to feel his warmth next to me. I wanted him to hold me for a few moments and comfort me.

      Emlyn and Sawyl had time to clean off the trail mud before we all gathered in the great hall to hear their report from the north. Each had a mug of ale, and Haf had brought out a plate of bread and cheese.

      “There are signs of riders at the borderlands,” Emlyn said. “Someone has been patrolling that area for some time, perhaps Fadog’s men.”

      “Just a few?” Bleddyn asked.

      “Perhaps a score,” Emlyn said. “They appeared to be on set routes. They watched our villages and settlements from the other side of the borderlands.”

      “What areas were they in?” Bleddyn asked.

      “From Gwyrrd Coedwyg down to Cilfach Mwd,” Sawyl said. “All along the eastern villages on the north side of the cantref. I knew a few of the farmers in the area. We kept watch through most of the first night and saw nothing unusual,” he added. “The second night, we thought we heard some activity.”

      “We tried to close in on them, but they must have heard us coming. But we found footprints. Bootless. Boney.”

      Bleddyn stroked his moustache, eyes wide and serious. “So the dead haunt our northern border, as well.”

      “No signs of battle,” Emlyn said. “And they were not alone. There were riders mixed in with the dead.”

      “Did they go close to our villages or farms?” Cadoc asked.

      Sawyl shook his head. “No. The tracks started at one area of blight and disappeared at another. But the prints of the riders continued.

      “Were you followed?” I asked.

      His eyes shot toward me, and the mug of mead hovered in front of his face. “Maybe, but… I couldn’t be sure. Once, when we were in a forested area, I had an eerie feeling down my spine. I handed my reins to Sawyl and pulled myself up into the trees. Sawyl and the other men rode on and I stayed quiet and waited.”

      “See anything?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “The forest went quiet once the others rode off. No birds, no insects. Nothing. After a moment the forest life seemed to wake up again. I stayed there about an hour, then dropped out of the trees and walked the path to where Sawyl had the men stop and wait.”

      He held his mug with both hands and rested his elbows on the arms of his chair. His eyes stayed on me for several seconds after he finished. He sensed that I had left something unsaid.

      Their report finished, Emlyn and Sawyl excused themselves to get some rest. Meanwhile, the people of the caer began to enter for the evening meal. The stable hands were among the first in line. I spied Mikkel, the former Guilder, along with Parry at the food table. The gossipy, talkative young man helped Mikkel get his dinner, since his arm was still splinted and tied in a sling across his chest. Mikkel, laughing at Parry’s banter, gave every impression of having settled in nicely at the caer. I scowled my disapproval.

      “You look like you don’t trust our new man,” Cadoc said.

      “I never trust Guilders,” I said.

      “I’ve talked with the stable master and spent some time with Mikkel,” Cadoc said. “He’s good with horses and has a calming presence around them. I liked his appraisals of the horses we keep here. He understood their personalities and strengths even though he’s only been here a few days.”

      I shrugged. I still couldn’t trust a Guilder.

      “Mikkel will be an asset for Penllyn once he heals that arm,” Cadoc added. “Stable Master Rees is up in years and knows he needs to search for a suitable replacement.”

      I shot a glare at Cadoc. “He isn’t considering Mikkel?”

      “He said he’ll keep a close watch on him.”

      “He’s indentured for his crimes.”

      Cadoc blinked. “He regrets his switch of alliance to the Guilders. He’s repented for his part in their ill deeds. Besides, Mikkel has the same connection with the animals as Rees. He’s a natural fit for the position.”

      Renegade? He’s switched alliances once before. I thought back to my dream. The silver pawn, turning red and striking out at me. Only one person in the Caer had connections with the Witch Hunters. And the Witch Hunters were no friends of the goddess. Could they be the unknown players seeking to foil her in the game she played? Was Mikkel a plant by the guild? Or was the Guild itself just a cover for some other enemy? I blinked and tried to dispel my thoughts. I was seeing conspiracies under every table. We didn’t even know who the enemies of The Lady were.

      “We do not always make the best choices in life,” Bleddyn said, his green-grey eyes on me. “Sometimes we choose unwisely and pay the price. We must give Mikkel the time we have agreed—a year’s servitude. He will prove himself either a friend or a foe.”

      I frowned. “What if a year is too late?”

      “Treat him fairly, that is what I ask of each person in Penllyn,” Bleddyn said.

      I sighed. They had done that for me. I could do the same for Mikkel. I just prayed we weren’t all playing the fool.

      That evening we gathered again upstairs and watched Seren coax Bleddyn’s wounds to heal. Emlyn had gone to an early bed but had promised to meet me after midnight on the weapons field.

      “You were suspicious tonight,” Rhian said. “Not only of Mikkel. You also asked Emlyn about being followed.” She left the statement hang.

      “I took a nap today,” I said.

      “You dreamed again?” Gwen asked.

      Rhian cocked her head, a question unspoken on her lips.

      “When I sleep, I don't dream. I’m just… well… dead. But with this connection to the goddess, I’m… able to see what goes on around me.”

      “Anywhere?” Rhian asked.

      “I don’t have control,” I said. “I drift. The last time it happened was after the wedding. I saw Emlyn deliver my blade and sword clothes, and you showing Gwen our cottage here.” And more, but I didn’t want to mention the other, more personal, activities I had observed. Intimacies best left undescribed. Cadoc and Enid, some townsfolk, even some nobles were engaged in activities best left unsaid.

      Rhian’s eyes lingered on mine. Had she sensed something that day? The day she and Nesta, Lady Meirionnydd, were together?

      “The Lady was sending you messages. What did you see this time?” Gwen asked.

      I told them what I could remember: the eyes that observed Emlyn, the shadow that followed Ruadh on his run through the forest. I described the Gwyddbwyll board, with both pawns and larger figures.

      “Those are not the normal pieces,” Bleddyn said. “Queens don’t exist in the game. Only kings and pawns.”

      I shrugged. The goddess had not explained the game to me. Nor why it had changed. I knew only what I saw. “I had a similar dream while Gwen helped me recover from my capture and torture at the hands of the Witch Hunters.”

      They listened as I described that dream. Bleddyn whistled at the end of the tale.

      “With larger pieces on the other side?” he asked.

      “Pawns, and a few larger pieces. All had weapons.”

      “What do those larger pieces represent?” Bleddyn wondered. “Fadog might be one… I suspect he is.” Bleddyn winced once as Seren continued her passes along his wounds. “That still tickles and hurts at the same time.”

      “Almost finished for tonight, father,” she said. She made two more passes on the uppermost gash. “There. All but two of them are nothing but scars. I should be able to get the last two closed in another night or two. I need to get these stitches out. No need for them anymore. Hand me those shears so I can cut the threads,” she said to Gwen.

      “The herb woman was most impressed with how fast I’ve healed,” he said and winced as she plucked the first thread from his flesh. “Until my lady wife told her that Gwen had prayed for The Lady’s blessing.” He winked at his daughter. “We didn’t tell her that the lady in question was you.”

      “The Holy Lady’s magic is what I’ve used. Be sure to credit her,” Seren said, before she kissed his cheek. She had him sit so she and Gwen could re-wrap the bandages.

      “You didn’t finish your story,” Bleddyn said. “You've left something unsaid about the game board.”

      “You are as perceptive as Rhian,” I laughed.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” Bleddyn said. “That’s how I know what is really going on in this cantref. But your story…”

      I told them of how the pawn behind me changed from silver to red as the battle brewed. This got an even longer whistle from Lord Penllyn.

      “Was there any indication in your dream of who the pawn could be?”

      “None,” I said. “No features at all, like the other pawns.”

      “So, we cannot be sure Mikkel is the pawn,” he said, “as you apparently suspect.”

      “He was allied with the Guild.”

      “The Guild is one enemy,” Bleddyn said. “But do we know they’re the ones opposed to the Holy Lady’s plans? That they are the unknown players on the opposite side of the board? Why would they be?”

      “He’s a good candidate,” I insisted.

      “But not the only one,” Rhian interjected. “It could be anyone in the entire cantref, for all we know. A tradesman or a villager? We have merchants that visit from time to time. What of our new recruits—Tomi, the fiery one? We know nothing of him, or of the rest. Or even Ilar our bard?” I knew now she was stretching the possible connection to make a point. “He should be back around for our Gwyl Awst festival in a fortnight,” she added.

      I must have looked puzzled at the term.

      “My apologies, Mair,” Rhian said. “Gwyl Awst is a celebration as we begin our harvest cycles. But my point is that we have no reason to single out Mikkel. If there is indeed a traitor in our midst, it could be anyone.”

      “You’re right.” I sighed. “Mikkel may be the obvious and easy choice. But we don’t know.”

      “Caution is all we can keep, and our own counsel.” Bleddyn said. “Still, I shall ask the monk who comes tomorrow for mass to ask the abbot to pay us a visit. We should advise him to be cautious, and to alert Ruadh as well.”

      “We should keep this idea of a spy quiet,” Seren said. “If word gets around, then people will suspect each other.”

      “Let’s keep it in this room,” Rhian said, “and Emlyn.”

      “I will tell him tonight when we dance the blades,” I said. “I expect him out well before the sun rises.”

      Damn. After that dream I wasn’t sure who to trust. I even had a flash of doubt about Emlyn.
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      Gwen was sleeping when I headed to the weapons field. I ran through meditations for an hour before I heard Emlyn’s light footsteps approaching.

      Finally, I thought. I’d wanted to be alone with him since he’d first ridden through the gates. Since I’d awoken from my troubling dream. My body tingled with anticipation of the dances we’d have tonight. First the dance with our wooden practice blades, then a dance back in his cottage. Presumptuous of me, I knew. But I doubted he’d mind sharing his bed or his body with me tonight.

      After I finished the series I was working, he waved me to the side. Instead of handing me a practice weapon, he hitched his thumbs in his belt.

      “How did you know my men and I were followed when we were on patrol?”

      Drat! I was hoping for a kiss. But he was the Penteulu, the war leader. At least until I raised his passions by getting him to spar with me.

      “I had a dream,” I said.

      “A dream?”

      I told him of the mists, the game The Lady played against an unknown opponent, and how the pawn near me had switched colours and attacked me.

      “You have no idea who it was?”

      "None."

      “And you suspect our new groom with the broken arm?”

      “Wouldn’t you?” I asked.

      “Logical choice,” he volunteered. “Except that we have a rogue magician making the dead walk again and attack our people. Why on earth would the Witch Hunters Guild align themselves with a dark magician? I still place my bet with Fadog. Or perhaps another ill-tempered neighbour we haven’t considered.”

      “Who?”

      “Dewi.”

      “Lord Dewi?” I over pronounced his title the way Ruadh had when I first noticed Seren’s husband. “I know he mistreats Seren, but his family is a friend and ally of Penllyn.”

      “Is he?” Emlyn asked. “Ever since I gave the First Sword title to Gerallt instead of Dewi’s uncle Nye, the old Lord Mechain – Einion’s father — had bullied us. Nye was the youngest son of old Lord Mechain. He didn’t like me all that much. He was too much like Sawyl while he fostered here.”

      Emlyn let his eyes drift across weapons field. I could sense the memories that flitted behind his eyes. He shook his head to clear it.

      “After Nye made a ruckus over Gerallt’s promotion, my brother had quite the time repairing the relationship with Nye’s father. Just as Einion is stuck with Pedr as First Sword, we would have been stuck with Nye. I wouldn’t do that to my men.”

      “When did Einion take the title?” I asked. Despite his gruff exterior, he seemed amiable enough when we had visited him in Nant Bywyd.

      “About half a decade ago. We had another wave of sickness. Mechain was hit hard. Had Einion passed in the plague that took old lord Mechain, we’d have Nye as their lord. He’d be looking for revenge. Nye took Dewi under his wing early on. Revenge by proxy, I guess.”

      Emlyn let his fingers twist along the pommel of his sword. Much like his brother stroked the hair above his lip as he pondered.

      “Dewi and Seren’s marriage was meant to bring peace. But perhaps Dewi grows impatient for conquest,” he continued. “But ultimately, we don't know who. We won't accuse anyone without proof, but we must suspect everyone outside the immediate family. You and Gwen, Rhian and Bleddyn, Cadoc and Enid are the only ones to trust completely. Until the traitor reveals themselves, all we can do is stay prepared.”

      “I hate that,” I said. "Now we’ll suspect innocents, along with the guilty.” I nodded towards the field. “Let’s take our mind off the imponderables of a secret traitor.”

      We raised our wooden blades and began our free-flowing dance. Tonight, Emlyn was quiet, not asking for speed. We danced the meditations for two blades.

      “You’re doing well,” Emlyn said as we took a brief pause, our blades still at the ready. “Fairly spry for a woman of your advanced age.”

      “Why! You!” I pulled from my undead speed and launched a fast series of strikes at him. I forced him back a good five paces with my flurry of blows. He laughed.

      I slowed my attacks. His laugh, so unlike the Emlyn I knew and loved, was contagious. I laughed with him.

      His eyes calmed, with a warm crinkle around them. This was the old Emlyn. His given name was Neirin… But Neirin had died with his beloved adopted father, the old Lord Penllyn.

      “You’re smiling,” I said and stepped in to him. I dropped my wooden swords to the ground. My hand on his chest sent a charge through me.

      “You have that effect on me,” he said and leaned in for a kiss.

      “For a young pup,” I said when we parted, “you don’t kiss too badly. If you like, you can take me down to your cottage and practice some more.”
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      The next evening, as we gathered in Bleddyn’s rooms, Emlyn invited himself along. He raised an eyebrow as he watched Seren trace her glowing fingers along Lord Penllyn’s wounds.

      “Is this something you can teach to others?” he asked.

      “If they are accepted by The Lady as her disciples,” Gwen said. “Would you like me to ask The Lady if she’ll grant you an interview?”

      “I’ve had that interview,” Emlyn said, but shifted to a perplexed look, as though he were searching his distant memories. “I had a dream where I visited her land. That was two decades ago, before Fadog ambushed father and I. She told me my place was here.” He glanced at me. “She said something about you… Maria…” His brow furrowed, as if trying to remember.

      That was odd. He used my Latin name… The goddess had told him my name? Twenty years ago? Why did that make me worry? He shook his head as though to clear it.

      “If any battles occur, young lady,” he said to Seren, “you are to be as far to the rear as possible. Your talents can save lives.”

      “I’ll leave the battles to you and Mair,” Seren said. “Try not to get too injured.”

      As we waited for Seren to make her final passes, we discussed the same topics we had been. Potential spies. Who might have been behind the eyes on Emlyn.

      Emlyn toyed with the pommel stone of his sword as he pondered. His voice was quiet when he spoke. “Ruadh has been searching the borderlands for the shapeshifter. He sends me word though the monks every few days.” He shook his head. “No traces yet. Nothing. The creature just vanished when we had him boxed in.”

      “You think the lycanthrope is the one that was watching you and Sawyl?” I asked.

      He shrugged.

      “Or the people who it’s connected with, his rescuers,” I added.

      “I have no answers,” Emlyn said regretfully.

      “I wish we had a better way to communicate between the villages. Something like the way you three do,” Rhian said.

      Seren used a small pair of shears to trim away the stitches in her father’s wounds and plucked them out between her fingernails. “With Gwyl Awst approaching,” she said, “I need to return to Nant Bywyd and plan the celebration for our villages. I’ve gotten better at communicating over distances. I can be our link to the south of Penllyn.”

      “We’ll see that you are there for your duties,” Gwen said. “And we don’t want to give Dewi cause to be angry. When he leaves the brin, we’ll meet and continue your lessons.” We all soured at the mention of Lord Dewi. Even Gwen paused. “Do you need to go tonight?”

      “No,” Seren replied. “If I return by week’s end, that will fulfill my husband’s command.”

      I remembered what Emlyn had suggested about Dewi the night before—that even he could be the enemy in our midst. I shot Emlyn a quick glance. His eyes were already on me. Neither of us nodded or said anything. We didn’t want to bring up that possibility and make Seren’s situation any worse.

      “That takes care of our southern borders,” Bleddyn said. “You can let Gwen or Mair know of any disturbances. Now what about our northern border with Fadog?”

      Emlyn glanced my way.

      “Any chance you can travel north each evening?” he asked. “Gerallt is taking a few men into that area. I want to increase patrols there for a few weeks. I have a sneaky suspicion that the next attack may occur to our north.”

      “I can take her and bring her back,” Gwen said. “That may give us enough of a warning to act in either direction. Then I can take some of the teulu through the mists to where they’re needed.”

      Bleddyn voiced his approval. Seren, however, tapped her finger on her pursed lips. She stared at me for a few seconds, then glanced around the room. Only Gwen and I, her parents, and Emlyn were here tonight.

      “Everyone here knows about… you?” she asked through our mental link.

      “Yes,” I sent back. “We’re among friends who know.”

      Rhian stared at her daughter with her firm Lady Penllyn gaze. Seren blushed like a child caught with a treat they weren’t allowed.

      “My apologies,” she said. “I wanted to make sure I wasn’t about to betray Mair’s confidence.” She glanced my way again. “You know the glyphs against the undead that I set at the entrance to the graves? I could set wards against the undead on all the buildings and the fort’s gate.”

      “But…” Rhian asked, “Mair won’t be able to cross. She’ll be trapped. Won’t that be obvious to our unknown watcher?”

      “Not if Mair helps me set the glyphs,” Seren said. Gwen’s eyes narrowed.

      “Gwen helped me set the ward on the catacombs,” Seren explained. “If Mair is along, and lends me the magical energy, I can set the ward for undead, but, because her energy is part of that ward, she should be unaffected.”

      “Will the glyphs be obvious?” Bleddyn asked. “I don’t want to alarm folks in the fort by a sudden appearance of wards on every door.”

      “I think I can make them fade,” Seren said. “They may glow if they’re triggered, but should blend into the surface all other times.”

      Gwen had a crinkle of doubt in the sides of her eyes. “What you’ve described are rather advanced techniques.”

      Seren shrugged. “They seem like natural extensions of what you’ve taught me,” she said. “I’ve already put wards against insects on the windows in mother’s rooms. I told them to fade as soon as I had them laid on the wood. We can try here with your door.”

      “But if it doesn’t work, Mair will be trapped,” her mother said.

      “Not if I put it on the door itself.” Seren’s voice was confident. “You can open the door and let her in if I’m wrong.”

      “That’s why,” Gwen said, “we put the glyphs on the thresholds or frames around the windows and doors. If we put the glyph on the actual door, it won’t protect when the door is open.”

      “Let’s try it,” I said. “If it works, we can take time tonight to protect the main parts of the keep when everyone is asleep.”

      I placed my hand on Seren’s as she reached to the door.

      “Pull in some energy,” she said. “I’ll guide and borrow what I need from you.” I activated my connection to The Lady’s magic. My right hand glowed, and the light blended into her hand. Bleddyn gave one of his long whistles.

      Seren didn’t activate her own magical connection. Instead, I sensed her pull my energy to draw the glyph. Our hands, mine pressed against the back of hers, drifted around the wooden door. She left a radiant hue where her index finger traced the intricate design. Once she had the ward completed, she opened her hand. I kept my hand on hers. I felt more energy flow between us. The design faded.

      Gwen came closer and passed her hand over the wood. “Very good,” she said. “The pupil had surpassed her teacher.”

      “Can Mair get the door open?” Bleddyn asked with a wry tone in his voice. “Or is she stuck in here with me until I run out of stories to tell her?” His grin was wide under his thick grey moustache.

      I reached for the door, curious if it would repel me. But I touched the knob without resistance. I swung the door into the room and stepped across the threshold into the hallway.

      “I’m free.” Then I stepped back in and shut the door. “But I’ll be happy to sit and listen to another story.”

      “Perhaps tomorrow,” he said. “Unlike you, some of us need to sleep at night.”

      “We should wait until tomorrow to set the wards on the fort’s main gates,” I said, “when the sun is out and the glow won’t be noticed.”

      “We’ve seen so much of your miracles,” Rhian said, “I forget that the people don’t see such. Let’s not give them cause to be alarmed.”

      “Let’s not give our unknown red pawn a reason to report into his or her master,” Emlyn said. “the less we have these showy miracles in the Caer, the less they’ll report.”

      “And the Guild may have eyes and ears among the people,” Bleddyn said and sighed. “I trust our people, but…” he shook his head. “All it takes is one person with a streak of greed.”

      “How about if” Seren said, “we place them on the keep’s doors and windows tonight. We can do so while the guards are outside on rounds. Everyone else will be in their cottages by now. We shouldn’t alarm anyone with our ‘miracles,’ nor be apparent for the unseen watcher.”

      “Do we know the ward works?” Emlyn asked. “Have we seen it stop the undead?”

      “If you go find a corpse and make it walk,” Gwen said, “we can put it to the test.”

      Seren and I giggled.

      Bleddyn shrugged. “I’d rather not,” he said. “Let’s leave the dead out of our keep.”

      “I’ll go with you ladies in the morning,” Emlyn said, “and show you where along the walls I want the glyphs. When I took this post I expected the worst I’d have to prepare for was an army of the living, and work to make them dead. I never expected that we’d end up facing the dead in battle.”
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      Once the great hall was empty and most of the people of the caer quietly in bed, Seren and I slipped about the keep setting glyphs on every door and window. Afterwards, feeling our caer was about as unfriendly as it could be to the undead, we parted to our own beds.

      I found Gwen in our cottage and slipped under the covers to cuddle her for a while. I loved the warmth of her body against mine. This cottage, Caer Penllyn, this land felt like home. Gwen and the others were my family. But especially Gwen. I held her in our bed and stroked her pale golden hair until she drifted to sleep.

      Only then did I rise and don my sword clothes. I waited until I was out of our cottage before I wrapped my sword belt around my waist. The fort was quiet, except the guards upon the walls. I made my way past the cottages and the keep to the practice field.

      While I danced my meditations, my mind drifted to the night Gwen, Seren, and I had sat with the goddess in the underworld. She had warned us of great sacrifices, death and destruction. The goddess had looked at me as she said to prepare. Would I have to make a great sacrifice to protect those I loved? If I had to sacrifice myself, I was ready. Six centuries of life was more than enough.

      Emlyn came two hours before sunrise. We didn’t speak as he lit the lamps around the field. Under their dim yellow glow, we each stayed in our own thoughts as he ran us through a meditation series to loosen his own body for our dance.

      We traded our steel for the wooden practice weapons. But before I could step out on the field, he placed a hand on my arm.

      “I remember,” he said, his voice quiet in the damp night.

      “Remember?”

      “What this goddess of yours told me in that dream…” his voice trailed off. “She said when Maria came to Britain, she… you would complete my soul…”

      I returned his gaze. His words made me think he wanted more of a dance than just with our swords. But his eyes showed another truth. I waited for him to continue.

      “She also said when you came to Penllyn, our land would face its greatest challenge.” One of the lamp wicks popped. Its flame danced before it settled into its normal amber glow.

      “That’s not all she told you,” I said, my own voice quiet. By his look, I was sure there was more.

      “You and I, she told me, are the keys to winning,” he said. He raised one of his two practice weapons between us. “This is the only skill I know that could aid us in a battle,” he added.

      “There is another,” I said as I pushed his hands out of my way and wrapped my arms around him. “Love wins. Our blades and our skills may win the fights, but our love for Penllyn, for the land and her people… that’s what The Lady sees.”

      I reached up and kissed his lips. He returned the kiss, but kept his passion in check. He guided me towards the field.

      “Love may win, but our skills will protect our friends, our family,” he said as he raised his weapons to salute me. I returned the salute and dropped into a ready stance.

      We stayed quiet as we danced. We let our weapons speak for us. Tonight was  contemplation, not passion.

      Red light stained the horizon. Neither of us wanted to let the dance go. Even after the sunrise burned away the morning fog, we didn’t stop. We sparred for at least another hour. When Enid and Sawyl arrived for their lessons, they spread a cloak then sat and watched us.

      Finally, Emlyn saluted with his wooden swords. I returned the gesture, then stepped forward. I pulled him in for a kiss. I wanted to enjoy every moment I had with my new family. I would love and be loved. Who knew how much time we had left together? What sacrifices would have to be made?

      He obliged for a few seconds, the whiskers on his face scraping against my chin and cheeks.

      “After your lesson, I’ll meet you and Seren at the keep to set the glyphs on the gate and walls.”

      I  nodded, then waved Enid and Sawyl onto the field. As Enid tried to rise, her eyes grew wide and she rolled onto her knees in the grass. Holding her stomach, she heaved.

      “Oh dear,” I said, I knelt and held her hair back. Sawyl and Emlyn had gone pale.

      “Dearest,” I sent to Gwen. “Can you come to the practice field? Enid has the morning sickness.”

      “I’ll be right up.”

      Gwen and Rhian arrived a few moments later. Enid smiled meekly at them, then rolled and heaved again. Gwen bent down to steady her. She moved her hand, glowing white, over Enid’s shoulders and back, and when the girl could sit upright, over her belly. Fortunately, only Sawyl was here, to see it. Rhian was already used to the white glow of The Lady’s magic.

      “She’ll be fine,” Gwen said. “I’ve calmed it for today, but perhaps we’ll need to keep her calm in the mornings.”

      “The herb women make a tea that is good for this,” Rhian said. “I’ll ask them to have some sent to your cottage, dear.”

      Enid bit at her lower lip, which trembled. “But I want to practice,” she pleaded.

      “You need to reduce your activity,” Gwen said, “until your body adjusts. We want to keep your babies healthy, and that means you need to be healthy.”

      Enid frowned. I could tell she didn’t want to stop our lessons, but the reality of her pregnancy gave her no choice.

      Rhian and Gwen helped Enid to her feet and walked her to her cottage. Seeing the emergency was over, Emlyn headed to the keep. I was left with Sawyl, who was staring after Enid wide-eyed and colourless.

      “Let’s do one set of meditations to calm our nerves,” I suggested.

      He fumbled his practice sword and finally stumbled into something resembling the ready stance. His eyes were toward the keep. Specifically at the end where the kitchen was. “Pardon, milady… Do all women get that way with child?” he asked.

      “Some,” I said. “Gwen will look after her.” I raised my blade in salute, but had to wait as his eyes drifted from Enid’s cottage to the keep. I decided not to ask about Haf.

      After our lesson, I made my way to the keep, where I found Emlyn, Gwen, and Seren on the porch.

      “How’s the young mother?” I asked.

      “Just fine,” Gwen replied. “Resting quietly. She didn’t want breakfast, obviously.”

      “Poor thing.” I then sent, “You might want to check on Haf, too.”

      Gwen and Seren swivelled their heads to face me fully.

      Emlyn raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms. “Something I should know?”

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Gwen excused herself and headed into the keep’s great hall.

      Emlyn cleared his throat. “You’re not going to tell me?”

      “We’ll know in a moment if it’s important,” I said with a wink at Seren. She giggled. Emlyn’s frown deepened behind the whiskers that outlined his mouth and chin.

      “Oh dear,” Gwen sent. “I’ll tell Rhian.”

      Seren giggled, which caused Emlyn’s scowl to deepen. Gwen rejoined us. We avoided Emlyn’s gaze as he shifted his eyes between us.

      “It’s not twins, is it?” I teased.

      Emlyn’s eyebrows sprang up as he finally caught on to our secret conversation.

      “No, just a baby,” Gwen said. “Rhian said she isn’t surprised, and wondered if Sawyl would ask Haf in time for the feast day.”

      “Should I order him to do so now?” Emlyn asked. He stepped toward the keep, glancing at Gwen with a rare grin on his face.

      I slapped his arm. “Stop teasing. That’s for Haf and he to work out.” I pointed towards the gate. “We’ve got our own business to attend to. Let Rhian and Haf take care of this.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Yes, your ladyships,” he bowed with an overdone flourish.
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      “Our first glyph should be on the gate,” Emlyn said. “We’ll work our way around from there.”

      Emlyn was methodical as he led Gwen, Seren, and me around the fort. Whenever we were in earshot of a villager or occupant of the hillfort, he gave us an informative lecture on how the palisade walls were constructed generations earlier. For setting the glyphs, he selected locations where we would be out of sight behind buildings or stacks of wood. There I would pull in The Lady’s magic and Seren would guide our hands.

      An hour later, as we neared the end of our task, I shifted my eyes towards the cleft to the catacombs.

      “Is it possible,” I asked out loud for Emlyn’s benefit, “to set a glyph against shape shifters?”

      Emlyn cocked an eyebrow at me and turned his gaze to Gwen. She gave a slow nod. Seren bit her lower lip thoughtfully, then nodded.

      “Perhaps if we altered the one for animals,” Seren suggested.

      “We’d have to incorporate marks that guard against magic use,” Gwen continued. She grabbed a nearby stick and drew in the bare dirt near the fence. Seren used a pointed rock to add marks to Gwen’s drawing. They shifted to an undisturbed section of dirt and started a fresh drawing as they tried to find the combination of marks that felt right to them.

      Emlyn glanced at me.

      “Do you understand any of that?”

      “No,” I replied. “I think of the good ideas and let them figure it out.”

      “Yes,” Gwen announced. “We believe we know how to build a glyph to stop a shapeshifter. Seren is adept at protection wards and has found a design I believe will work. Where would you like it placed?”

      “Not on the gate or keep,” Emlyn said. “Unless you have a way to let Ruadh in?”

      I pointed across the practice field. “The catacombs. The creature that attacked Bleddyn is still out there. And it appears to grave walk the way we tree walk.”

      “Excellent idea,” Emlyn said.

      Seren laid another glyph at the entrance to the caves below. She placed it next to the undead glyph, and made these two glyphs fade from sight. Once she finished, I reached out and ran my fingers along the rock face.

      “The undead one still holds,” I said. “But I can't sense the other.”

      “I’ll ask Ruadh to check it when he comes back,” Emlyn said. No one was near us, but we still kept our voices low.

      “How are you feeling? Tired?” Gwen asked Seren.

      “I’m fine.” She pointed at the cave. “Until this last glyph, I’ve only used Mair’s energy. None of my own.”

      Gwen’s eyes shifted to me. I shrugged and turned my sight onto the cord that connected me to the Otherworld. It hummed as it normally did in the daytime.

      “Good,” Gwen said. “Then with all our glyphs set, Seren and I will leave for more training.”

      “Other than closing wounds and making glyphs,” Emlyn asked, “have you found out where else her talents lie?”

      “We’re still not sure,” Gwen said.

      “Tree walking is the hardest for me,” Seren volunteered. “I can open the first portal, but I’m so tired by the time we go from here to the lake that Gwen has to take over. I only get about two steps out of the mists before my knees give out.”

      “That’s why we’ll be going to Mechain today,” Gwen said. “We’ll use areas Seren is familiar with near Nant Bywyd. She can practice with shorter trips.”

      “To build up her stamina,” Emlyn said with a nod. “Just like learning a new weapon. You have to sneak up on conditioning the muscles. Good plan.”

      “And if Dewi is away from the brin,” Seren said, her voice quiet and her eyes on her hands, “we’ll place wards on the gates and walls to keep undead out.”

      “Is that likely you’ll find him away?” Emlyn asked. His eyes had gone cold at the mention of Seren’s husband.

      “Mid-week, he takes a ride into the countryside to check on our landholders,” she said. She didn’t say it, but I suspected there were a few widows or young maids anxious for a lord’s attentions along his route. Seren probably realised as well. Her fingers absently twisted a fold in her skirt. “I hope he’s out. We need to set the glyphs. I can’t leave our people unprotected.”

      “What about Mair?” Emlyn nodded toward me. “She may need to visit.

      “I’ve been using her energy enough today,” Seren grinned, “I can recreate the signature feel of it if I want. I definitely can set the wards to allow her free access.”

      Gwen looked at her, one eyebrow cocked. Seren smiled back and nodded. I looked at Emlyn and shrugged. Magic of that sort was beyond my ability.

      After Gwen and Seren had left for the grove, Emlyn remained by the entrance to the crypts, staring into the cleft in the rock wall.

      “I don’t know how to fight against magic,” he said. His voice was quiet, sombre. “Emilius didn’t teach me that.”

      I slid an arm around his waist and leaned in for a hug. His arm pulled me in tighter.

      “Any ideas what we’re facing?” he asked, but dropped his eyes to the bare rock, where the two glyphs Seren had laid were hiding.

      “Other than a traitor, a wizard who reanimates the dead to attack our people, and a shifter stalking Penllyn’s borders?”

      “So much magic. What good is a sword against all that? We could reach out to the Witch Hunters,” he suggested.

      “You mean ask aid from a bunch of religious zealots who might kill off your most important assets?”

      “Family,” he said. “You, Ruadh, Gwen, and Seren. You’re family. Not assets.”

      “Thank you.” I sighed and laid my head against his arm.

      “But you’re right,” he said. “Even though the Witch Hunters insist they’re the best at fighting magical beings, it isn’t worth the risk to my family. I’ll trust to my swords — and apparently a lot of glyphs.”

      “And love,” I reminded him.
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      That evening Sawyl and Haf approached us as the meal ended, their face alight with smiles.

      “Lady Mair,” Haf said as she held the large guard’s hand, “Lady Penllyn has given us permission to marry on Gwyl Awst, here at the caer. It would honour us if you would lead our vows.”

      “Of course I will.” I smiled and rose to hug Haf.

      Her freckled cheeks crinkled with a grin. Gwen, Enid, and Rhian embraced her as well. Cadoc, one of the few men as tall as Sawyl at Caer Penllyn, pounded him on the back. Even Bleddyn rose to congratulate the couple, moving much more easily thanks to the healing magic from Seren.

      As the kitchen girls cleared away the last of the evening’s dishes, Seren and her parents headed towards Bleddyn's rooms for another session of healing. Gwen and I stayed in the great hall. Tonight, I was going to the northern end of the cantref.

      “You don’t need to supervise Seren?” I asked as Gwen and I walked towards the grove.

      “She has surpassed me in many ways,” Gwen said. “Healing and magical wards are clearly her specialties. She senses the paths of magic far better than I do.”

      “But…?”

      “She is at the beginning of this journey,” Gwen sighed. “Seeing a magic pathway is easy for her. Using the magic for something that takes complex refinement is also easy. But her ability to use large amounts of power… She needs to build stamina.”

      At the top of the hill she pointed to a tree. “Opening the rift is easy, but for us to walk in the mists I have to open myself to the power of the land, and keep if flowing as we walk. Seren can’t handle that much energy at once. Perhaps in time.”

      “Like Sawyl is large and strong,” I suggested, “and can handle tasks that take large muscles. You have the same ability with channelling magic.”

      “Seren is more like Emlyn. Tasks that require dexterity, fast thinking and quick reflexes come easy to her. Ask Emlyn to move the smith’s anvil, though…”

      “And he’ll go find Sawyl to do it for him,” I added.

      “Exactly,” she said, and pressed her hand to the tree. The familiar red rift split the bark and I stepped between the worlds again. I couldn’t handle any magic beyond making things glow. My skills were in other areas. I shrugged. We each had our talents. Mine lay with the blades. That was enough for me. Hurling spells about sounded good. Unless the spell was sizzling at me like those flaming arrows from the cave where the shifter disappeared. But, I imagined, sticking steel in someone would be a good way to end whatever spell they wanted to hit me with.

      Gwen and I travelled in silence through the mists until our raven guide circled a shadowy tree, cawed, and flew away. Gwen paused before she opened the gateway out. I wrapped my arms around her.

      “Not a replacement for cuddling,” I said.

      She grinned and kissed me. “It will have to do for a while.”

      “One of us has to stay at Caer Penllyn. And you can move about with tree-walking,” I said. “That’s why I’m here. If the dead were to attack, you’d have to return to get me, then bring me back. Emlyn’s good at spreading his resources.”

      “We’re more than resources,” she said and pulled me in for a lengthy hug, then opened the portal. I stepped out of the mists back into our world and recognized the hilly forests of northern Penllyn. I scanned the area with my mind and sensed Gerallt and his men half an hour’s walk away.

      We exchanged smiles one last time before she closed the portal. I waited a few beats to make sure I was alone in the forest, then set a quick, quiet pace as the last red rays of the sunset faded into the blue of twilight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I found Gerallt and his men at a small farm near the borderlands in the village of Cilfach Mwd—“Muddy Creek” in the Cymry language. They had arrived that morning. This was the family farm Sawyle had grown up on. His father, was bent with age, but amiable and welcoming. Gerallt and the others already had bowls of stew, and mugs of ale in hand. I wave off the food, claiming to have eaten on the journey.

      Once I shared Sawyl’s message for his family, preparations flowered quickly. We would take up residence in their house, while Cledwyn and his family would make the long day’s walk to Caer Penllyn.

      One of the neighbouring farmers would sent a couple of their sons to take over the farm chores each morning. They invited our party to stay there until the family returned in a fortnight. I’d have to return to the Caer for the wedding in about a week. But until Gwen came to get me, I’d stay and run patrols with Gerallt and his men.

      On the fourth morning, Gwen let me know she was heading my way and would bring a surprise. I took a stroll to the woods on the edge of the farmstead, and when the red rift opened, Enid stepped through, followed by Gwen. Enid wore a large smile—along with her sword.

      “Oh, Mair. I was going stir crazy,” she said and slid an arm around my waist. Her sword banged against my hip. “I hate being cooped up with this pregnancy. How do you sit there and do nothing but sew all day?”

      “Practice, dear. Centuries of practice.” I said.

      “Rhian suggested we show Enid the sunny countryside to get her out and about,” Gwen said.

      “How is she?” I sent as I hugged Gwen.

      “Fine as can be.” She kissed my cheek before she stepped back. “I’ve done what I can to help her morning sickness, and the herbal teas have helped with the rest. We believe we’ve stabilised her tummy to where she will keep her meals down if she doesn’t exert herself.”

      “I’m feeling far better,” Enid said, as if reading our silent conversation. “I miss our sword practice.” She grinned at me slyly.

      “I see you came prepared,” I said.

      Gwen sighed and nodded her blessing.

      “Gerallt and his men are still asleep in the farmhouse,” I said. “They’ll rise in another few hours. Let’s go to the other side of the woods so we don’t wake them.”

      Gwen sat on my cloak to watch Enid and me. We worked through a new set of intermediate meditations. This would give her something unfamiliar to practice on her own and help keep her mind off her confinement. Aemi wouldn’t have taught these meditations until a student’s second year, but Enid had already learned all the first year meditations.

      “I’m fine,” she said as Gwen called for another break to rest. Gwen had fetched a pitcher and mugs out of a magical slit in a log, then found water in a nearby stream. She made sure Enid sat and drank every time we took a rest from our sword meditations. “I want to be active but everyone is treating me like I can’t do anything.”

      “They’re just worried,” Gwen said. “Remember, you’re three people right now.”

      Enid sighed and laid a hand on her slightly swollen belly. “I know, but…”

      “Once we’re sure the morning sickness will not drain your energy, and put a strain on the babies,” Gwen said, “Rhian will let you have other duties. But for now, you have only one duty: Caring for those babies.”

      “I know, but… how long will this morning sickness continue?”

      “Most women get over it in a month or two, but,” she said, “with twins, your body could carry on even longer. I can’t stop it from happening, I can only lessen its impact.” Gwen wrapped her arm around Enid. “Everyone at the keep loves you and cares for you and your babies.”

      “I know… thank you.” Enid shifted her eyes towards me. “Can I come back for more meditations?”

      “Yes, when Gwen says. Perhaps two or three days a week?” I glanced at Gwen. She nodded.

      Enid smiled and stood to hug me.

      When Enid and I had finished our lessons, she and Gwen walked me back to the farm. We were chatting about the impending autumn festival and the upcoming wedding when Gwen stopped. Enid broke off her comment mid stride and glanced around.

      “Something is different,” Gwen said.

      I glanced around the forest, probing the typical mist that followed the morning rain. But Gwen was correct. This fog was different. Otherworldly. But unlike the mists we traversed when Gwen opened a portal on a tree, these tendrils of vapour were darker. More sinister. Like spectral fingers reaching out from the grave.

      My fingers wrapped around the hilt of Soul. We continued our walk, but slowly. I reached out with my undead senses. I could detect nothing. Not even forest creatures. No birds in their nests; no rabbits in their burrows. The hairs on the back of my neck went taunt. I drew Soul.

      As we crested a small rise that should have shown us the path towards the farmstead, we found ourselves faced with a tall hedge, taller than any of us. The shrubs were cropped straight along the side and top. The dark mists threaded through the leaves, dripping like slow-falling water to swirl around our feet.

      I glanced at Gwen. Her eyes were uncertain. Enid reached for her blade, but I put a hand on her arm. I didn’t want her to think about a fight. Her role was only for defence until she got a lot more time on the practice field.

      Our desired path blocked, so we walked along the hedge. No breeze touched us, but the fog danced a dance of death. A creeping sensation crawled up my spine.

      Another few paces and the dreary mist parted just enough. A pike stood upright in the foliage. From it, a decomposing head grinned at us. A few paces away, the mists swirled to reveal another pike with a severed head, then another, and another.

      Wherever we were, we were clearly in trouble.
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      “Recognise it?” Gwen asked.

      I shook my head, but Enid nodded.

      “Geraint and Enid’s story,” she said, then swallowed hard. Her hand slid across her belly. Poor girl. I hoped her delicate stomach could handle this. “Behind the hedge is a game… of sorts. Geraint was a man of Arthur’s who protected the honour of Queen Gwenhwyfar, defeated a fighter in black armour, and married a young lady named Enid—my namesake.”

      I remembered. Gwen had told this story and Enid and Cadoc’s wedding. Gwen had searched her own memories of long ago tell the tale of the real Geraint to me afterward. The real person named Geraint was apparently more precocious than the bards’ tales let on. But, at the wedding celebration, she told the standard tale, the one the bards told. I had the feeling this part of the tale was more deadly than the bard’s tale.

      “This was one of Geraint’s final challenges,” Gwen said. “The games in the mists. Anyone who entered the courtyard in the middle of the hedge had to battle a great fighter cursed to remain and fight all who challenged him. They always lost.” She pointed at the next severed head on a pike.

      “Perhaps if we go another way…” I suggested. A battle in the mists wasn’t on my list of what I wanted to do today. Something like that could wait. Forever.

      Gwen shrugged. It was worth a try. We turned and walked away. The mist was thick now. Twenty paces later, we found another hedge, identical to the first. More pikes and more severed heads that grinned ominously at us. I reached down along my connection to The Lady. Soul glowed with her light.

      “Tree walk?” I suggested. Gwen reached towards a nearby tree. Her hand glowed with The Lady’s power, but no rift opened.

      “Looks like we play the games…” I said. I hated being led.

      “The heads are fresher if we go that way,” Gwen said. “No doubt, that’s where we’ll find the entrance.”

      Enid’s face grew increasingly green as we went. I hoped she could keep her breakfast down until we got through whatever was ahead of us.

      The dark mist parted for a gap in the hedge.

      Gwen shrugged. “No other way in or around.”

      I still had Soul in hand. Luckily, being dead, I didn’t perspire anymore. With the way my nerves were on edge, I would have been wiping my palms on my dress to make sure I had a good grip on my sword. Instead, my fingers twitched to realign the flat sides of the hilt into my palm.

      “Let’s go play the games,” I said and stepped between the hedge walls.

      Just inside, another wall of dark green leaves blocked my way forward. Even the plants seemed deadly here. The leaves were thick, with sharp, jagged edges.  The path bent towards the left. I took several cautious steps. I held my blade in a guard position in front of me, ready. A dozen more paces, then the path opened to the right. With Soul in front of me I turned the corner. Behind me, Enid sucked in a quick breath. We had reached the courtyard.

      It was large—large enough to fit an apple orchard, with a red tent and two golden sling chairs to one side. A cleared area with matted grass and bare patches of dirt indicated a weapons practice area. More decaying heads stared vacantly from pikes set around the courtyard, their mouths set in macabre grins. Empty eyes peered from white skulls around the hedges.

      In one chair sat a woman in a fine golden dress. She gave no greeting other than a smile. I reached out with my mind. I found only a wrinkle where she was, like that of a shifter, but different, though I couldn’t figure out why. There was a subtle shift of something there, but not there. I sensed another wrinkle inside the tent. Had I not been actively searching, I wouldn’t have noticed

      “Anything?” I asked Gwen mentally.

      “Nothing. Or rather, everything here is magical. I cannot make sense of it.” She turned, her eyes closed. “If only Seren were here. She seems adept at understanding complicated magic.”

      “The Lady’s mysterious opponent seems to have found us,” I said aloud for Enid’s benefit. I couldn’t help remembering my dreams of the gwyddbwyll board, and the player who stayed in shadows beyond my vision. “Now if we only knew his game?”

      “Touch nothing,” Gwen whispered.

      The lady in the chair motioned towards the chair across from her.

      “What is the story we’re supposed to be in?” I asked.

      “Geraint came into this place to fight the one who cursed to be in the game. Sitting in the chair signalled the other fighter to appear.”

      I glanced at the tent. Either I was going in, or whatever was inside would come out.

      “And then?” I asked.

      “Geraint defeated the other fighter, who begged for mercy. They told him that the only way to end the enchanted games was to blow the horn. So he did and broke the curse. Geraint was the hero once again.”

      Here, today, there was no horn. The woman in the chair was still, her smile fading. She said nothing.

      “I see no other way,” I said.

      The woman sat strangely silent, but smiled again as I approached. She waved towards the chair, a simple cloth sling strung between two sets of stout wooden legs, painted gold, and crossed in an X. Atop the golden legs was a golden cushion. The woman’s smile grew as I stepped towards the chair. Again she motioned for me to sit. I smiled back.

      Soul’s glow intensified as I pushed The Lady’s power into the blade. Soul arced in an underhand swing. I sliced the cloth and sent the cushion into the hedgerow. Another swing, alive with the magic of my goddess, shattered the wooden legs. A little destruction felt good amid this uncertainty.

      The seated woman, still smiling, turned towards the red tent. The door-flap opened. Apparently, destroying the chair was as effective as sitting in it. A man as large as Sawyl stepped out. His tunic was dyed black, and black leather mail covered his chest. Thick metal rings covered the leather. The rings were dull. Deep black. A colour that reminded me of death. Long tangles of black hair cascaded from the metal helm on his head. He carried a large golden horn. A gilded ram’s horn. He hung it on a branch of the nearby apple tree. He drew his great sword and stepped into the clearing.

      “Be careful, dearest,” Gwen sent.

      I couldn’t get any magical read on him, either. He was probably the null-wrinkle I had sensed inside the tent. I raised Soul into a ready position. My legs stirred the dark mists as I stepped onto the weapons field.

      From his first swing with his large blade, I knew I was to win the fight. He fought slowly and gave me lots of openings. I dodged his blows with ease. This wasn’t right. It wasn’t a fight. It would be a slaughter. There was no skill in this fighter. No skill that could line the hedge walls, inside and out, with a severed head.

      I slid easily out of line from another of his blows. Gwen and Enid wore puzzled expressions. My bulky opponent chopped at me with his sword again. I decided to end it. I sliced into his arm, an attempt to get him to drop his weapon. Instead he maintained his grip and took another slow swing at me. What should have wounded him clearly had no effect. I used some of my special strength and shoved Soul into his flesh. He pressed forward and drove my blade deeper into his chest. He pulled his arm back for another blow.

      I jerked my sword free, pivoted around him, and swung the blade at his calves. Soul sliced deep, and the big fighter tumbled to the ground. With the muscles on his legs severed, he couldn’t stand. The fighter, with vacant eyes, stared at me as he struggled to pull himself along the ground with his off hand. His other hand continued to make wide and clumsy swings at me. His mouth never opened. No cry of pain rang out.

      I dodged his swipes. Off to the side, Enid had drawn her blade, but hadn’t moved to interfere. Gwen’s puzzlement was clear on her face.

      The fighter, unable to stand, continued to drag himself along after me. His wounds weren’t bleeding. I sighed. This made sense now. Our mysterious wizard, the one who caused the dead to walk, was playing games. And I was one of the pawns he toyed with.

      Time to finish the game and see what came next. I struck hard. Soul connected with his neck as I channelled The Lady’s power into the blade. His head parted from his shoulders and spun off. His body collapsed at my feet. No blood gushed from his wounds. Raw flesh was bare at his neck.

      The woman rose to her feet and walked stiffly towards the apple tree where the fallen swordsman had hung the golden horn. I let her pass. After retrieving the horn, she took several steps towards me and held it out with both hands.

      “In the story,” I asked, “Geraint had to blow the horn to end the games?”

      “In the story, yes,” Gwen said. “But…”

      “I’m not that stupid,” I said out loud. This was clearly not Geraint’s story.

      I used my undead strength for the blow. Soul slice through her neck. The woman’s head spun to the side. No fountain of blood. No gurgle of breath. She had been dead before I struck her.

      My second blow was intended to pin the golden horn to the dead woman’s chest. But as I shoved my blade, alive with the glow of the goddess, into contact with the horn, a violent flash of energy threw me back. Gwen spun and covered Enid with her own body.

      I hit the ground hard but rolled into a crouch. Soul glowed in the misty air before me. I activated my cord to the Otherworld and made sure I still had my connection. The hedges, the tent, and the pikes with heads dissipated. They fell into nothing, like a dream that ended.

      The dark mist in the forest was the only part of the setting that remained—that, and the two headless bodies. Gwen helped Enid rise. They had tumbled with the shock of the magic from the horn. They both seemed all right.

      I walked to the corpse of the woman. Her dead, long-rotted hand still held the horn. Black streaks outlined the slice I had made in it with my blade. The horn was silver, not gold. Silver—the bane of my kind.

      The fighter was just as decomposed as the woman, probably years in the grave. I held my hand out towards Gwen and Enid. I hoped to stop Enid before she approached. Her stomach might not appreciate the sight nor the smell of the two. She kept her distance from the corpses, but her gaze was firm. She still held her naked sword. Her eyes darted around our surroundings. Like Rhian, there was steel in her spine.

      I still had questions. Why did they try to kill us with that enchanted horn? There had to be some kind of wizard behind this. Gwen and I shared a glance. From the look in her eyes, I was sure she was just as confused as me. Who in the hells were we facing? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.
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      I stayed the night at the farmstead, while Gwen took Enid back to Caer Penllyn. Gerallt shook his head and bit his lip as I reported our adventures to him. He went back with me to survey the scene.

      “Magic,” he mumbled. “I don’t understand magic, milady. I like human things that die when I stick them with steel.”

      “Me too,” I said. “But that’s not what I faced. These dead don’t like to die. Warn the men to go for the head, like Emlyn and I did that night that Ruadh and I tracked the shifter.” Gerallt ranked high enough to have been told our tale.

      “Where’d the bodies go?” Gerallt asked.

      “Gwen used a miracle from the Holy Lady,” I said. Too many people were learning of our abilities with magic. Gerallt was of good enough character for Emlyn to make him Penllyn’s First Sword. I hoped that meant he was stout enough to not be the red pawn I had dreamed about.

      “She had the forest swallow the bodies. There are graves over that way,” I pointed. “Two of village’s dead had been reanimated by our unseen foe.”

      “That could have been some of Sawyl’s kin,” Gerallt muttered. His face was white, even in the golden light of the setting sun. He swallowed once, his eyes darting around the landscape.

      “I don’t like dead that fight,” he said and nervously touched the hilt of his sword. A stout mace, an iron ball atop a thick wooden handle hung from his belt as well. Emlyn had been smart enough after our battle with the skeletons to see a need for his men to carry something that could break bones.

      “I prefer the corpse and skeletons in their graves too,” I said, careful to avoid using the term ‘dead.’ I was dead, and I liked my time above the soil. I wasn’t ready to retired their permanently.

      The next morning Gwen came to get me. She reported that Bleddyn had whistled in surprise when she and Enid related the story of my battle with the undead fighter. The report of the magical illusions had impressed both him and Emlyn. But they were just as perplexed as we were. Who was behind the elaborate attempt to kill us?

      But today was the feast day of Gwyl Awst, as well as Haf and Sawyl’s wedding. Upon our return, I found a bustle of activity at Caer Penllyn. Townsfolk were setting up tables again. The odours of wood smoke and roasting boars drifted on the wind and stirred my memories of Cadoc and Enid’s wedding.

      Haf asked several of her fellow kitchen girls to serve as bridesmaids. Rhian and Gwen headed towards the kitchen to make up for their absence. I tried to help the best I could, but my kitchen skills had disappeared. Too many centuries without the need to prepare food.

      I stirred a pot that didn’t need stirred. This kept me in the kitchen, but out of the way.

      “Perhaps, Mair,” Rhian said, “you could help gather and count the cloths and utensils?”

      I agreed. I’d rather be useful somewhere than pretending to help.

      Rhian led me back to a storeroom and left me with Llinos. Our pairing for this task worked well. I pulled a stool around the storeroom, then climbed to retrieve items on high shelves. Llinos stayed below and ticked off the list Lady Penllyn had left us. We ran counts of everything and made sure we pulled enough of each item for the feast.

      “Thank you, Lady Mair,” Llinos said. I realised she wasn’t grateful for the stack of table linens I’d handed her.

      “For what, dear?” I suspected I knew.

      “Being braver than I am,” she said. Her cheeks flushed. “Afon has visited me several times. I could have never worked up the courage to talk to him.”

      “He’s treating you well?” I asked.

      “Oh, most definitely.” She pointed at another stack of linens. I slid the stool that direction. “I wish I were brave, like you were the night of Lord Cadoc’s wedding…”

      “Anyone can be brave, Llinos,” I said. She pointed again, and I slid my stool over.

      “We’ll not see more ghosts at the wedding tonight, will we?” Her voice had an excited edge to it. Apprehensive, yet with an underlying sense of curiosity.

      I paused. Ghosts had attacked Caer Penllyn before. Why? I had no clue. But we’d certainly had a glimpse that night of who in Penllyn was brave, and who was not. It had happened when those damn Witch Hunters were here. They’d done nothing to help, instead leaving Cadoc and me to drive the spirits away. Had it not been for The Lady using us to channel her power, the lords of the land might not have seen how useless the Witchers were.

      “I should hope there will be no more ghostly visits tonight,” I said.

      “You’ll be here?” she asked. "You and Lord Cadoc will help if the ghosts return?"

      “Of course, dear.” I passed her more table runners. Green, the colour of Penllyn. “This is my home.”
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      I filled a plate with bread and fruit and grabbed a mug before I headed up the hill to the grove, where the wedding was to take place. I could sense Gwen up there. Light spilling from her hands, she wove together a lattice of vines and branches to create a beautiful canopy overhead. It was just as elaborate as the one she had made for Enid's wedding day.

      “Very nice,” I said and passed her the plate and mug. “You have a way with plants.”

      We sat on a log and looked at the countryside below the hillfort. I leaned over the edge of the steep drop.

      “Are you sure Ruadh has climbed this?” I asked. Even with my special abilities, I never could have climbed this cliff face.

      Gwen laughed. “He and Iolo spent two summers trying to find a way up. When they finally did, Bleddyn sent Ruadh back with a crew and some heavy hammers to knock loose the handholds he and Iolo had used.”

      “Two years?” I asked.

      “They had many false starts. The lords of Penllyn like this wall to be impassable,” she said. “ But show Ruadh or Iolo a rock they haven’t climbed before, and they’ll be climbing quicker than you can draw your sword.”

      Interesting. I wondered what my friendly bear was like when the mysterious brother Iolo was around. I hoped the missing monk was still alive wherever he was. But my mind turned to the question Llinos had asked.

      “We still have no idea why the spirits chose Cadoc’s wedding night to attack,” I said.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Thinking of that night again?” She shuddered. “I suppose it’s only natural, with another wedding to take place on this very hill.”

      “Perhaps the spirits weren’t merely disturbed,” I said. “Perhaps they were directed by someone. The same one who raises the dead?”

      “Our unknown magician?” Gwen said. She wrapped her arms around her chest. Even now, the memory of the disembodies spirits darting about this hill clearly unnerved her. I leaned in and pulled her tight against me.

      “Who could it be, though?” I pondered.

      Enclosed in my arms, Gwen’s tension began to ebb. “About the only power players in this part of Britain who weren’t here for the wedding feast were Penda of Mercia and his dear old enemy, Oswiu of Northumbria.”

      “Perhaps they didn’t get their invitation?” I asked, then giggled.

      “At least,” Gwen said with a hint of a smile, “the spirits showed us how limited the Seeker and his men really are. How did that Guild get so powerful in Europe, anyway.?”

      “Connection with the church,” I said with a shrug. “And silver.”

      “Money, ah…”

      “Not only coin,” I said, “but the metal itself as a weapon. When the Guild tracks us down—us children of the night, or our brothers the shifters—they use forged weapons of steel mixed with silver. Cuts from silver are painful and deadly to us. And when they find one of us, they draw out the agony…”

      A shudder rippled through me. Memories passed through my mind of my time at the hands of Onion Breath. He was pure evil. Silver ropes I couldn’t break without seriously harming myself… A silver blade I couldn’t escape… The metal pierced my soul, not just my body, as he carved designs into my flesh. My blood demon, content and asleep in the corner of my mind, awoke and rattled her cage. The memories of the experience were enough to rouse her.

      Gwen leaned over to hug me. “Those men are dead now, dearest,” she said and kissed my temple. “You killed them, and I made the forest swallow their bodies. No one but you or I know where their corpses lie.”

      “One does,” I said. My memories flashed back. The young man, the witcher apprentice.

      “The lad who gave you his knife so you could free yourself?”

      I only knew him as their apprentice. I didn’t even know his name. The girl he wanted to marry, the one he left his family farm for, Bethan, I remembered her name. The apprentice had joined the Guild to find a profession that could help him make a home with her.

      Onion breath had cut me, many times while I was his captive. I fought my demon more than I fought Onion Breath and the Hunchback that night. She demanded blood to heal our body. A lot of blood. But we had killed off the two Witchers. The apprentice was the only source of fresh, living, human blood.

      “I couldn’t kill him,” I whispered. I couldn’t kill the young man who had saved me, no matter how viciously my demon screamed for him.

      Gwen tightened her hug on me. “That is why I love you,” she whispered. “You are a beautiful soul, full of love. You were willing to die yourself that night, instead of harming the young man, even though he pointed a crossbow at you. Did it have one of those silver tipped bolts in it?”

      That brought me out of my melancholy.

      “No.” I found a smile. “He was so scared when he cocked the weapon, he forgot to load it.” I saw his face in my mind. Beyond scared. He was petrified. “He kept whispering ‘I’m Sorry,’ over and over.”

      Gwen patted my arm. “Let the memories of the past be gone,” she said. “We have driven the Witch Hunters from Penllyn forever.”

      I held her tightly and hoped she was right.
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      Despite all our whispers and worries, the wedding took place without incident. Haf and Sawyl exchanged vows and Gwen helped me preform the hand fasting. Then came the hugs and smiles, the feasting and dancing. Ilar the bard sang, and the townsfolk enjoyed their ale. Fear of the undead seemed to have passed from everyone’s mind. I even caught Afon and Llinos quietly strolling towards a table at the edge of the gathering, hand-in-hand, to enjoy a quiet moment alone.

      Sawyl had asked Emlyn to stand as best man again, which he had agreed to. “I don’t have to watch the ceremony,” he admitted later as he and I strolled around the edges of the festivities. “I stand behind everyone with my swords and watch for troublemakers.” He winked at me as his gaze scanned the festival again. “You had to do all the talking, with the ‘do you this?’ and ‘have you brought that?’”

      “Gwen helped,” I said. “She fed me my lines. I just repeated what she sent into my mind.”

      “When did you tell Gerallt that you’d return?”

      “I didn’t. That depends on the festivities.” I pointed up the hill. “Not only are dead bodies and skeletons walking the land, I want to make sure we have no more surprises when the young girls chase the bride again.”

      “The ghostly are up to you and Cadoc,” he said. I expected a smile, but he stayed serious.

      “If they have bodies, bones or not, my men can handle them. I’ve got three guards ready to go with Gwen. I can spare them,” he said. “But we are spread thin. If Caer Penllyn were to come under attack this week, every villager will be on the walls.” His eyes locked onto mine. “At least we have a special surprise for whatever enemy makes the terrible decision to attack us.”

      I knew I was his special surprise, sent wherever he needed me.

      “There is a problem in Nant Bywyd I may have to correct, though,” he said and pulled me farther away from others who might overhear.

      “Oh?”

      “I took the opportunity to have a chat with your friend Mikkel,” he said. His face was serious, and a fire had started to smoulder behind his gaze. I waited. “I noticed something strange about Seren’s wounds. Something Gwen said and something Mikkel said didn’t match up. According to Gwen, Seren was bruised on her legs and back the day you rescued her from the witch hunters.”

      "And her hand was crushed and broken," I added.

      Emlyn frowned at me, head tilted. “You don’t bruise, do you?”

      “I haven’t had a bruise for over six hundred years,” I said. He knew that. He’d been with Aemi long enough to learn about us.

      “What colour were Seren’s bruises?” he asked.

      “A nasty yellow.”

      The fire behind his eyes was hot. “The bruises you saw weren’t given her by the witch hunters. Bruises take a while to show. If I got hit now, it might be tomorrow before the marks would darken. They’re only red on the first day. After that they turn black and blue. Old ones are yellowish. Usually takes a week to go that far.”

      “So where did the other bruises on her legs and back…? Damn him!”

      I remembered my first night here in Caer Penllyn, the night before Enid and Cadoc had married. I had overheard a tryst in process and didn’t think anything of it. But Seren did. She realised it was her husband and one of the kitchen girls. She found the courage to confront him. Meek and mild Seren had the backbone of her mother when occasion demanded. But, in public, she kept her presence subservient to him. Gods! Her life was complicated due to that marriage.

      “You know I caught him choking Seren earlier, the night before Cadoc’s wedding?”

      “No…” Emlyn said evenly. “And you stayed quiet why?”

      “My knee had a pointed conversation with the parts of Lord Dewi that were engaged in banging a kitchen girl. Then I choked him like he choked Seren.” I nodded at the smithy where it had happened. “I had him two feet off the ground and threatened to do it again in front of witnesses if I found another bruise on her.”

      Emlyn not only grinned, he laughed. “What did the scum, I mean Lord Dewi have to say for himself?”

      “Not much,” I said. “His face was turning purple when I dropped him. I’d be surprised if his manly bits had recovered in time for him to have another go at any of the girls before they left after the wedding.”

      I thought more about Dewi’s actions when he came to find us with Seren after Osbert had crushed her fingers. Damn him! He had been trying to hide what he had done to her even then. He had flicked her skirt down to cover bruises he had made on her. Damn him!

      “I’ll go to Nant Bywyd. You stay here,” I said. “We don’t need a war between Penllyn and Mechain.”

      “I’ll go,” Emlyn replied. “While I love nothing more than to see you humiliate him in front of the entire village, I don’t want you to leave the caer.”

      "But..."

      “This one,” Emlyn’s voice was hard. “is personal. No one in Penllyn harms a woman like that. Especially not my niece.”

      “Bleddyn’s not stupid,” I said.

      “He volunteered to ride down with me.” Emlyn’s mouth curled into a grin. “I told him I could avoid a war with Mechain if I went by myself.”

      “I could go with you,” I volunteered. “Like you said, this is family. And I’m family now.”

      “But we’ve got an army of ancient dead out there. I need one of us here.” He gave me one of his stern looks. “You stay in the caer to ride out as needed,” he said. “Or get Gwen to take you. I’ll handle the family matters.”

      He had a point. He or I should be here, centralized and ready to ride anywhere hostilities broke out. But I could get Gwen to take me to Nant Bywyd early tomorrow morning, before he left. I’d have that conversation with her tonight in bed. I smiled deviously.

      A shriek grabbed our attention. Our hands flinched towards our hilts before we realized it was merely the traditional kidnaping of the bride. The younger folk had grabbed hold of Haf and were carrying her towards the cottages next to the keep.

      As our excitement settled, Emlyn raised his mug towards the mob abducting Haf. “Another reason to not marry. No telling what kind of silly games they’d make me perform.”

      “Perhaps they could kidnap you instead,” I said. “Your bride could just wait for you to free yourself.”

      A familiar tingling grew in the back of my mind. A moment later, Seren’s voice rang out inside my head. “Gwen! Mair! Nant Bywyd is under attack! The dead—It’s the armies of the dead!”

      A thousand curses! We had been so worried about our own lands and borders. The dead were still in Mechain.

      Emlyn’s eyes narrowed as he saw my expression darken.

      I nodded as I listened to Seren’s mental report. “The dead attack Nant Bywyd,” I whispered and jerked my thumb toward the grove.

      Emlyn spun and strode towards Siors, one of his captains.

      “Emlyn is gathering men,” I sent back to Seren.

      “Meet me at the grove,” Gwen added. I could see her across the courtyard. She whispered to Rhian, who stiffened. Her face shifted from mirth and a smile, to a serious visage. Lady Penllyn was back.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “They attacked at our Gwyl Awst festival…” Seren replied, then paused. She was moving. Catching her breath. “We fell back into the keep and barred the doors and windows… I’m not sure where Dewi is… some of the men are on the porch, to protect the women and children inside the keep.”

      Emlyn lead Siors, Afon, and two other Penllyn’s guards up the hill. Each of them carried a chain mail shirt rolled up under their arms.

      Joining them, I passed along what Seren had told us. Emlyn listened as his men dropped their bundles. They helped each other don their mail and belt on their weapons.

      Gwen and Bleddyn arrived. Lord Penllyn kept his gaze on his Penteulu.

      “I’m going, too,” Emlyn said. “We’ve stretched the Teulu too thin. You’ll have Mair here.”

      Bleddyn raised an eyebrow, then gave a curt nod. I suspected this would be Emlyn’s excuse and cover for whatever he would do to Dewi.

      “Can you get us inside the walls of the fort?” Emlyn asked Gwen.

      “I believe so. The wooden walls are fairly new, so I should be able to link to a log in the fortifications.” She looked around at the men. “Everyone ready?”

      “Let’s go.” Emlyn said. Gwen turned towards the tree and raised her hand to open the slit. They all ducked through, Afon last of all. He cast a glance back at where Llinos sat to watch the dancing. He didn’t say a word before vanishing into the mists. Not even the usual “Live by the sword…” line he loved.

      I knew how he felt. I was watching my own loved ones pass from sight. I silently sent the blessings of The Lady with them.

      Gwen looked into my eyes, then closed the slit.
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      Once Gwen, Emlyn, and the rest had passed through the rift, I sat with Bleddyn, Rhian, Enid, and Cadoc at a table to the side of the main courtyard. Gwen linked me her vision as soon as she came out of the mists. I saw the backs of Emlyn and the other guards as they ran into the courtyard of Nant Bywyd. Skeletal warriors in old Roman breastplates and helms pressed toward the keep. A handfuls of Mechain and Penllyn guards held the porch against the skeletal invaders. I could feel Gwen tense across our connection, and imagined the gasp and cold chill that was probably running along her spine. She didn’t do well with undead. Well, that kind anyway.

      Gwen’s eyes sought out the gate. I noticed a blackened and charred spot on the logs beside it, the size of one of Seren’s glyphs. The glyph was clearly gone, destroyed as if a magic fire had been set to it. The unknown wizard at work again. My heart sank in my chest.

      I felt Gwen call the power of The Lady, and her magical shield formed in front of her. It caused her sight to waver as the light from the moon danced along it. I couldn’t see enough details through Gwen’s vision to make out who was on the porch next to her, but the pile of bones from the dead warriors increased as they fought.

      Emlyn led his men into the battle from the right rear flank. The men with maces pummelled the skeletal warriors from behind. Emlyn and Afon used their blades. They attacked the spine between the armour and the helm. Sever the heads from the spines. The old bodies crumbled under their assault.

      “There is a spell I might have to use, if Emlyn and the Penllyn guards can’t turn the tide,” Gwen sent. “But it takes a lot of energy to channel it.”

      “Sounds dangerous.”

      “If you were near, dearest, you would be in peril,” she replied. “It could kill you.”

      “Please don’t use it around me, then,” I sent. “I just found a home, I don’t want to leave it yet.”

      The dead soldiers in the rear had turned towards Emlyn and his men. That would help. Barely. The men on the porch of the keep were wearing thin. I could see exhaustion in their eyes. Only the fear of the undead seemed to keep them moving.

      One of the corpses thrust with its gladius at Afon. He blocked with his shield, then swung hard with his sword. His blade broke the bones at the wrist of the skeletal warrior. The old Roman sword fell to the ground, the skeletal hand still wrapped around it.

      “I’ve only cast that spell once before with the same level of power I’d need for this many undead.” I felt Gwen cringe. “May the Holy Lady Protect us all!” Her fear leaked through with her exclamation. A chill grabbed my spine.

      I searched the courtyard through Gwen’s vision. How bad was this situation? Did we have any other options? As I tried to make sense of the scene through her constantly-moving eyes, I noticed several human figures walking with and fighting amid the skeletons. Had the dead army recruited the living as well? But these fully-fleshed figures were no more alive than the Roman skeletons. One had a stab wound to the chest. Another had been slashed across the throat. These were freshly dead. These were Nant Bywyd people. Killed in the battle and resurrected, they had mindlessly joined the fight against their kin. One of them was familiar. Even Gwen stopped to stare.

      Dewi.

      His dead eyes gazed from an ashen, expressionless face, caked with mud on one cheek as if he had fallen in the dirt of the courtyard. Blood froth still dripped from his mouth and chin. An old gladius thrust into his back protruded from his chest. Now he carried a rusted sword and hacked with it.

      I sensed Gwen shiver.

      “Tell me about the spell,” I asked. Perhaps I could keep her mind off the undead she faced. She let her gaze sweep the courtyard. It was too early to tell, but Emlyn and the Penllyn guards seemed to have turned the tide. Gwen focussed on Emlyn as he wielded his blades and fought his way into the heart of the melee.

      “The spell calls the energy of the sun, and shines it bright.” Gwen sent. “There was another of your kind in the northern highlands many years ago… but can’t remember… I’ll have to ask Ruadh. I know he was there… why can’t I remember?”

      I had the sense she shook her head, trying to clear the cobwebs from old memories. How strange. She remembered events from her husband’s time—a century ago—as if it were yesterday. Why could she not remember this?

      Her eyes focussed on Emlyn’s back. Emlyn sidestepped enough for Gwen to see his face. No emotion. Just fight the battle. But then a look of both disgust, and curl to his lip. One that told me he recognized the irony in the situation.

      Emlyn’s off-hand blade knocked aside dead Dewi’s weapon. The corpses had no skill. No evidence of training. Just slow, brute force. Emlyn swung with Corff and it bit hard into the dead man’s neck. I could read enough of his body language. Emlyn was taking advantage of the situation. Dewi was already dead. In front of many who would vouch for that. There would be no war between Mechain and Penllyn. But, Emlyn could take out his aggression, in a very un-Emlyn way.

      Dewi’s body swung the sword again. Emlyn deflected it out of line and brought his other blade in for another forceful blow. Medwyll cut into Dewi’s neck on the other side. Another mindless blow from dead Dewi’s corpse. Emlyn twisted out of the blade’s path and used his momentum to deliver a third blow. This time Dewi’s head tumbled from his shoulders, and the body collapsed into the mud.

      “Rest in peace, Dewi ap Einion” Rhian said as she heard my narration. I opened an eye. Her face white, she crossed herself. Bleddyn and Cadoc did as well.

      “How are the injured? Any count of the dead on our side?” Bleddyn asked.

      “Seren says they have about a dozen injured villagers inside the keep,” I said, relaying her report to him. “She’s not sure of the dead since they’re still outside.”

      “Does Seren know?” Rhian asked.

      I shrugged. With Seren sharing our link, she probably did know. I wasn’t sure what the succession was. If I remembered correctly, Dewi had a younger brother would become heir. Seren would probably return to Penllyn soon.

      Behind Caer Penllyn’s keep, hoots and hollers erupted. Sawyl must have completed his tasks as groom and won the freedom of his bride from her friendly captors. I opened my eyes and glanced around Caer Penllyn’s main yard, lit now by braziers and the large oil lamps that ringed the weapons practice field. The contrast between the happy festivities here, and the battle at Nant Bywyd was jarring.

      Gwen couldn’t take every guard to Nant Bywyd. We already knew that herself plus four others was in her comfortable limit to travel the mists with. Plus, that would leave Penllyn underdefended. Emlyn had said his men were stretched thin trying to guard both ends of the cantref from potential incursions. One small bright spot was that with them attacking to our south, our night should be quiet in Caer Penllyn. Well, as quiet as a wedding celebration.

      The merriment of our bridal party grew louder. Sawyl carried his red-haired bride into the courtyard. He nodded at me. A huge grin split his face. I smiled at him. No sense in disrupting the festivities here. No one here could do anything about the dead to our south.

      Sawyl set Haf on her feet. The surrounding crowd chanted a countdown, and at “ONE!” Haf ran towards the practice field. The girls around her, unmarried maidens from the hill top and the village below, chased after. Llinos watched with a grin, still at the table where she had been with Afon moments before. With her bum leg, I wasn’t surprised that she sat out this chase.

      The other girls giggled as they raced after Haf. The crowd below shouted encouragement. Haf lead the girls up the hill. Gwen still sent her vision of the carnage through our mental link. The two images superimposed were a horrible study in opposites.

      Shrieks of fear told me we had problems of our own.
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      I shoved Gwen’s vision away and concentrated on what I could see at Caer Penllyn.

      In the courtyard, armour-clad men—living men—set upon our people. How the hells had they gotten past the guards at the gate? One of our guards charged at the melee, but another fighter appeared from nowhere. He wasn’t there, then he was. The invader plunged his sword into our man’s gut and twisted. Oh, damn. I kept forgetting they had a wizard. If I ever found him, I’d have a pointed conversation with him about this invisible fighter spell. I might have to ask Gwen if she could figure out how to make a dead wizard talk. Because the point I was going to use was Soul.

      The enemy fighters swarmed the stairs to the battlements and attacked our guards. Crap! We had been so worried about skeletons and ghosts, and here we were under attack by the living.

      Bleddyn yelled. “Fadog!” Followed by “Penllyn! To arms for Penllyn!”

      I sent my vision to Gwen and Seren as I drew my sword and charged.

      But shrieks erupted behind us as well, up the hill. These were not the same as the fearful cries of our people that sounded below. These were the screams of a far worse panic.

      Undead skeletons just like those at Nant Bywyd charged out of the slit in the rock from the catacombs. I sent a vision of it to Gwen and Seren. At least two score, a mix of old Britons and ancient Romans, shuffled forward, weapons out.

      “My glyph?” Seren sent back.

      “I don’t know,” I sent. “Someone’s destroying them.” I pictured the charred glyph I’d seen at Nant Bywyd through Gwen’s vision. Who was erasing our glyphs?

      Sawyl was one of the first to see the new danger and drew his sword. He charged into the throng of old bones, his large sword smashing them to pieces. While other girls, barely old enough to wed, if that, ran toward the keep, Haf stepped right up next to him. But I had no time to watch them fight. We had maybe half-a-dozen guardsmen here. Emlyn had taken to Nant bywyd almost half of the force we had left after all of the patrols had gone out. Crap! That left myself and perhaps seven or eight swords, counting Cadoc and Sawyl, against both the living and dead invaders.

      I grabbed Cadoc’s arm as he made for the armies of the living rampaging across the courtyard.

      “You go help Sawyl,” I shouted. “I will take care of Fadog and his men.”

      He glanced both ways, then nodded and rushed toward the undead. His sword was aglow with The Lady’s power.

      “To Arms for Penllyn!” The cry to arms was repeated across the hilltop. I ran towards the living warriors in the main yard of Caer Penllyn and kicked my demon awake. None would harm Penllyn or her people while I stood. And if they did, they wouldn’t live to tell the tale.

      The first mail-clad fighter I met didn’t even have a chance to swing his blade. Soul slid into his chest and was out again before the froth of blood could stain his lips. I grabbed his sword from his slack hand as he fell. Two blades in my hand. Parry and attack.

      Soul flashed in the starlight as I used every ounce of speed I could pull from my demon. Caer Penllyn was my home. Its people were my friends, my family. Tonight I was death to those who sought to harm them.

      I dropped three more guardsmen in the space of an eye blink. Lord and Lady Penllyn snatched up a pair of swords from those I had slain and took up position on the stairs of the keep. Women and children darted up the stairs between them and into the building. Enid guarded the side entrance, her sword in hand as women pushed children through the doorway.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a blaze of yellow light. The screaming of horses stood my hair on end. I turned toward the new danger. The thatch roof of the stables was on fire. Several Fadog men ran from the structure, torches in hand. Silhouetted against the blaze, Mikkel used a burning stake to fight off an intruder. Sparks flew as his makeshift weapon clashed against his opponent’s mace. At his feet, Parry lay crumpled on the ground, blood oozing down the side of his face.

      I watched in wonder and asked myself if, even now, Mikkel could be merely faking his adopted loyalty to Penllyn. If he could be the pawn of two colours—the one leaking information to our enemies on our plans, or defences, our glyphs…

      But Mikkel was wearing down in the fight, and Parry had neither stirred nor risen. With his arm still in a sling, Mikkel was no match for his opponent. One direct blow would do him in. The invader swung his mace for what was clearly meant to be the final strike.

      I pulled energy from my demon and sped in. A dozen paces was nothing. I hamstrung the enemy before his mace could complete its circle.  Then I pivoted and ran him through with Soul. His mace flew from his hand and crashed into the flames as he collapsed.

      Mikkel stared at me in disbelief.

      I glared at him a moment, still arguing with myself whether I had saved a friend or a foe. Finally, I shook the argument from my head. “Get in there and save the animals,” I shouted over the noise of the battle and the cries of the panicked horses.

      He nodded. Parry finally stirred and blinked around groggily. Mikkel helped him sit. As soon as Parry saw that his charges were in danger, he seemed to come fully to his senses. He stumbled to his feet and they charged into the blaze together. I watched them go, more torn than ever.

      “No, no, NO!” A woman shrieked.

      Llinos, Afon’s girl. Her voice came from across the courtyard, in the direction of the smithy. I looked across the courtyard and spotted a flash of pale flesh in the light of the inferno. A Fadog fighter had Llinos across a table in front of the smithy, her skirts up past her knees. His metal blade rested across her throat as he worked to undo the cloth across his loin.

      I spied Tomi nearby, the cocksure trainee guardsman. Sword in hand, he rushed toward the melee in the courtyard. He was closer to Llinos and her attacker than I

      “Tomi,” I called, “Llinos needs your aid!” I pointed with my sword to the smithy. He could surely handle one raider long enough for Llinos to escape. I’d take on the main melee.

      He paused in his run and glanced between me and Llinos. He turned again to me and curled his lip in a sneer. Ignoring Llinos, he charged into the battle instead. Idiot. His skills weren’t up for a full on battle.

      Words unfit for speech crashed through my mouth. I would deal with him later. For now, I swore Afon would not come home to find his girl harmed—in body or in spirit.

      The night was my time.

      I rushed in with preternatural speed. Soul sliced clean through the cretin’s neck. On my follow-through, I shoved his headless body away from Llinos.

      Her eyes were wide, her expression void, emotionless in her shock. She blinked once and pointed behind me.

      Tomi crossed blades with one of Fadog’s men, a burly fighter clad in leather and chain mail. Tomi didn’t have the skills for a battle like this. Already, his tunic was sliced and bloody. He wielded his sword as if trying to squash a spider with a broom. The Fadog man plunged his sword into Tomi’s chest. Llinos gasped.

      Tomi stumbled, his hand clutched over the wound. Finally realising he was in over his head, he turned to flee. Fadog’s fighter pursued him and cut across the back of his thighs. Tomi fell, but struggled to his knees. His gaze found me and Llinos and stared in blank terror, as if pleading for help. Fadog's man plunged his bloody sword into Tomi’s back. The young trainee’s eyes rolled back, and he collapsed into the mud. His hand released his blade as he fell.

      A mixture of fury and righteous indignation mixed in my chest. I couldn’t do anything for him now, except find his killer. First though, I had to get Llinos to safety.
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      I pressed my second sword into Llinos’ hand so she could defend herself. Then I grabbed her arm and pulled her to the keep. Enid still guarded the side door. I was relieved to find a Penllyn townsman at her side, helping her fight off two enemy soldiers. Enid was still too new to the dance of the blades. She shouldn’t even be here.

      The Penllyn villager was skilled with his staff. He blocked a strike, then popped the invader in the groin. As the man fell to his knees, another blow to his head toppled him.

      Enid caught the second fighter's blow on her sword, slid her own blade down his, twisted, and grabbed his hilt with her off hand. The man paused a moment, suddenly disarmed and shocked, then snarled and lunged at Enid with open hands. Moments later, one of her swords emerged from his back, the other slid across his neck. Enid snarled back as she pulled the swords from his body. She had always seemed quiet and studious on the practice field. This was a different side of her than I was used to. Her attacker toppled, and her eyes darted about for another enemy.

      I nodded once and gave her a smile. There was neither time nor need to coach Enid. She had done well. I thrust the weaver girl at her.

      "Get inside," I yelled, then ran back towards the courtyard. Battle sounded from the front of the keep. My demon and I raced towards the sound.

      A fight blocked the stairs to the wide porch. Bleddyn and two villagers held the staircase against Fadog’s invaders.

      Despite his recent injuries, Lord Penllyn swung his blade with skill. The two villagers that fought at his side were hard pressed to keep up. About half a dozen of Fadog’s men pressed onto the stairs. I recognised the burly man who had cut down Tomi. With my demon, I zipped in behind him. My left hand grabbed his sword hilt on his backswing. With my right, I slid Soul through his mail. He released his blade and dropped to the stairs.

      I pulled him out of the way, then shouldered my way into the fight. I once again had two blades. Two more Fadog fighters fell to them. The last two I shoved off the edge of the porch. As they stumbled to their feet, I crouched on the top of the stairs, holding Soul and the other sword before me. Light from the blaze of the stables danced along the blades.

      “Run back to your master,” I said.

      As they stood trembling, I took in the scene of the courtyard from the corners of my eyes. Fadog’s men had spread the fire. Cottages and buildings on the hilltop were ablaze. Caer Penllyn was burning. Bleddyn whispered behind me.

      “Fire and death…”

      My mind flashed back to his first night awake after the shifter had attacked him. We had sat by the hearth and he had stared into the cracking logs and said those same words. Fire and death…

      Fadog’s two minions hadn’t moved, undecided. Beyond them, Tomi’s dead body lay in the mud. There was no love lost on him. But he was a son of Penllyn, and I had sworn to protect Penllyn with the last ounce of my being.

      “You waited too long,” I said and leapt into their midst. Soul and my other blade wove a pattern of death.

      But no sooner had I sent them to the hereafter than a dozen more attackers ran towards us. One of them rode on horseback, average size for a Cymry, but one who barely seemed to belong in a battle. His shield and chainmail armour were bloody, however, attesting to his taste for the sport. He pointed his sword, dripping crimson, at Bleddyn.

      “Penllyn,” he shouted. Lord Fadog’s voice was tiny but full of contempt.

      His men stood around him, blades bare, shields at the ready. Behind their lord, another four riders arrived on horseback.

      “Your swordmaster is gone to Nant Bywyd tonight, Penllyn,” Fadog said. “He’s had to train a woman to replace him? Your cantref is poor in fighters.”

      “How do you know where Emlyn is, Ffransis?” Bleddyn said behind me. “Did you arrange the other attack to draw my guardsmen away? Your fighters are far poorer if they fear to face us all at once.”

      Fadog scowled, snapping his teeth like a small, wet dog. His fighters spread out around me as I stood alone at the bottom of the stairs. Four more joined them. I counted a score now. This could get interesting.

      “Your time has come, Penllyn. Betrayal of old paid for.”

      Fadog let his eyes drift around the blazing hilltop and raised his arm, ready to signal what was clearly designed to be an execution. First of me. Then of Bleddyn. The two villagers on the porch would be no obstacle to Fadog’s teulu. The enemy fighters stood in a semi-circle around me, teeth showing through their eager smiles. I grinned an evil smile.

      “Only twenty for my blades, Fadog,” I said. “Would you like to add any more to even the odds?”

      Fadog spat in the ground. “Penllyn dies tonight!” He dropped his arm and his men surged forward. I sped to meet them. Neither Penllyn—the lord nor the fort—would fall as long as I stood.

      The night was my time.

      Penllyn was my home.

      I heard a shout “For Penllyn!” and two men dropped beside me from over the porch railing. I expected to find the two villagers—and to see them cut to the ground ere long. Instead, as I swung and spun, I barely registered Cadoc and Sawyl at my side. I smiled.

      Dodging axe and sword, I stuck Soul into vulnerable flesh time and again, dropping three for every opponent the others faced. Sawyl danced his large blade near me. Some of our lessons had gotten through to him. Cadoc  had been trained by Emlyn, and flowed smoothly through the fight. His sword’s glow had faded. I assumed since our opponents were ordinary men, and not magical creatures like undead skeletons.

      The Fadog  fighters had no skill or finesse. They dropped around us like flies.

      A tingle raised hairs on the back of my neck. I glanced around. Behind Fadog, I sensed another threat lurking. My preternatural eyes made out the vital details. One of the men on horseback held a bow down out of view and nocked an arrow. Bleddyn still stood unarmoured on the porch.

      I flipped my second sword in my hand. The blood on the blade made it slick, but I didn’t have time to worry. My fingers wrapped around the narrow guard between the handle and the blade. Awkard. Aemi and I practiced tossing with the swords he had designed. Longer blades, and wider, cross shaped guards. With those we were deadly accurate. No time to worry, though. I pulled back and launched it at the archer in the shadows.

      The blade soared true and fast. The archer didn’t even notice the inferior blade tumble once in the air. Instead of stabbing him, the heavy pommel It struck him in the face. He squeaked as the metal crunched into his cheek. He dropped from his saddle.

      My hand was covered in blood from the blade I’d just thrown. The smell, strengthened by the spreading pools of crimson around me, made my demon sing. She pulled my hand to my mouth. I ran the fingers across my lips and let the sweet taste of blood wet my tongue. The four guardsmen still standing watched in horror. One found his courage and, screaming, lead a final lunge at me.

      I shifted to a two-handed grip on Soul and whirled into action. More fell to my blade, until only a single fighter faced us—me, Cadoc, and Sawyl. He backed away and glanced at his lord.

      “Run, Ffransis,” Bleddyn said. “I give you your life if you run and never set foot in Penllyn again.”

      Lord Fadog, despite the four men at his back, paled as he glanced at the carnage that had been his Teulu.

      “We will expand a league into Fadog, too, in payment for your attack tonight,” Bleddyn pronounced. “If you have dreams of taking the crown of Powys, I suggest you forget them. Once word of this raid spreads, no lord in Powys or Gwynedd will trade with you. Go now, if you value your life.”

      Bleddyn was too kind, too forgiving. The scum deserved to die.

      “Or we can dance if you prefer.” I stepped towards him and dropped into a ready stance. Blood ran red down Soul’s length, giving her an eerie, rose-coloured sheen. Fadog needed to die tonight, or he’d continue to be a burr under our saddles. My new brother was wrong on this, but I had to respect his authority. Unless Fadog made a threat, a gesture. Any reason for me to attack him.

      Fadog stared at me. The long strands of his moustache, where he let it grow down the sides of his mouth, twitched several times. Come on, I thought. Give me a reason to run you through. Fadog was one of the few people I’d enjoy sliding a blade into.

      Lord Fadog turned his horse and kicked it to race down the hill and out the gate. His four remaining men followed. The last fighter on foot ran after them.
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      Bleddyn and Cadoc rallied folks inside the keep to come out and fight the fires. About half the cottages, including Emlyn’s and the one I shared with Gwen, were ablaze. I bit my lip as I watched the final beam of our roof crack and fall. There was nothing of value in there—except my master’s cup. The one he’d given me when I crossed over and became a Child of the Night.

      I turned my back on the cottage. A single tear leaked from my eye as I walked. The tear wasn’t, I realised, for losing my cup. It was instead for the destruction on the hilltop. Invaders had ravaged the people and place I called home. I had just learned to embrace those concepts again, and now it was all ablaze. The warmth I felt here was replaced with a chill in my soul for Fadog and his teulu.

      Sawyl suggested we make a sweep for any Fadog fighters. We found none of them alive. A few of the townsfolk helped the wounded, but most folks manned the buckets.

      Sawyl told me that he and Cadoc, with a few others, had fought about a score of the ancient undead.

      “Haf was right there with me, Lady Mair. She helped protect the young girls,” he said. “She grabbed the first skeleton, ripped off his arm, and clubbed him with it.”

      Sawyl and Haf were clearly destined for many years of wedded bliss. But the appearance of a skeletal army, fighting side-by-side with Fadog, confirmed at least one of our fears. Fadog and the armies of the dead were working together. But whether Fadog was their master or merely their ally, we still didn’t know.

      Mikkel and Parry were at the head of a bucket brigade to save several smaller cottages near the now-decimated stables. Mikkel passed Parry empty buckets with his one good arm. Rhian and Enid joined the far end of the line and ran buckets to the well. Enid had the sword she had used slid through her belt.

      Sawyl and I pulled Tomi’s body from the mud and laid him on the keep’s porch with the other dead. I had a catch in my throat. Tomi didn’t deserve to die like that. With his cocksure attitude might not have survived his initiation into Penllyn’s guard. But he’d still walk out of the caer alive. Fortunately, most of the fallen were Fadog fighters, but several were faces of people I recognised from the caer. One of the grooms who sat with Parry and Mikkel. The smith’s apprentice, and a few others.

      As we made another sweep across the caer’s ground, I reached out to Gwen for an update.

      “We’re almost done with the clean up,” she replied. “Emlyn and his men turned the tide here. My guess is that we were the distraction to get forces out of Caer Penllyn. We’ve moved the dead, new and ancient, outside the fort’s walls. I’m not sure what to do to prevent our unseen enemy from raising them again. Seeing Dewi and the other local dead rise to fight again has unnerved even Emlyn.”

      “Cut off their heads?” I suggested. “That works to take the skeletal ones down.”

      “Emlyn had the men do so the old and new dead,” Gwen replied after a few beats. I could tell the talk of dead walking unnerved her. Even in our mental speech there was a quaver in her tone. “But I don’t recommend you do that at Caer Penllyn. The church, even our friendly abbot would frown on such practices. They smack too much of the very old druidic ways.”

      “I remember that Caesar, the first one, used their rituals and sacrifices as an excuse to exterminate the druids.” I paused for a moment to think again about the fight Emlyn had with dead Dewi. “Does Seren know about Dewi?”

      “Yes,” Gwen sent. “At first she seemed sad. But it was as The Lady said. One burden has lifted from her. She was a dutiful wife, but there was never any love between she and her husband.”

      “You knew he abused her?” I asked.

      “Only when I examined her after Osbert tortured her,” she sent. “I tried not to tell Emlyn yesterday. He discovered it on his own and pressed me on it. We do not need a war between Penllyn and Mechain right now. Our enemy, whoever it is, would love nothing more than to have us fighting each other.”

      “Surely the goddess didn’t make him do that…?” I shook my head to clear it. The ways of goddesses were confusing. “The Lady wouldn’t make Seren marry someone like Dewi…?”

      Gwen paused a second. “I doubt such is in her nature,” she said. “The Lady can see only paths into the future, and she never forces anyone into action. We make our own choices for good or ill. She must have seen Seren’s path going forward without a husband. That may be why Seren’s talent was hidden for so long. She was on the wrong path.”

      We were silent for a moment. We’d had the reminders tonight, both here and at Nant Bywyd, that our enemy was out there and talented in magical ways. How they staged undead attacks at two locations and get Fadog’s teulu past the guards at our gates was more than I wanted to fathom.

      “Now, how is Caer Penllyn?”

      I filled Gwen in on our fight and the fires. Rhian had stepped out of the bucket line, so I pulled her away to ask about the wounded. There was a haunted look to her eyes, but the Lady Penllyn stood straight as she kept watch on her people.

      “Too many wounded,” she said. “So far, we lost about a dozen townsfolk, two guards, and two of the new trainees.” I passed on her words to Gwen and Seren.

      “Give us an hour to finish here,” Gwen added. “I’ll bring Seren and Emlyn back. We can help with the wounded.”

      Rhian gave a faint, little smile when I relayed Gwen’s message. Things to smile at tonight were rare, but we did the best we could. The keep was sound as was the smithy and several other buildings. Penllyn still stood.

      “I’d hug you now,” she said. Her eyes were wet with unshed tears. “But I would go to pieces if I did. I have to be Lady Penllyn for a few more hours.”

      We held each other's gaze for a second. I could use a good cry right about now, too. But we had tasks to finish, people to protect and care for. Emotions would have to wait. With Soul in hand, I headed out to find Sawyl again.

      Enid was with the herb women, administering to the injured. The young heiress to Meirionnydd held hands with and comforted the injured while another woman sewed stitches into wounds. The smell of blood was thick here. Fortunately, my demon wasn’t stirring. I hoped, however, that Enid would be able to get through the night without her stomach rebelling.

      Sawyl checked in with Cadoc. Village men were at the wall, and the gates were barred. The villagers from below would spend the night in the fort, protected from any further Fadog raids—should Fadog be stupid enough to ask for a second taste of our steel.

      Most of the fires had been put out. Men used long pikes to pull the ruined stables down. Sawyl lent them his strength.

      I headed to the grove to meet Gwen and Seren. They should arrive soon. I rounded the path behind the keep, near the armoury building which stood untouched by fire. While I waited, I examined the strength of the rest of our defences in that part of the caer. All appeared sound. But as the moments dragged on, I began to wonder why Gwen and Seren hadn’t arrived yet. I wished I could open a slit in a tree and peek around for them.

      “Mair!” Seren’s frantic call invaded my thoughts. “Gwen has been struck down!”

      “What? How?” Damn! I swore mentally and verbally. My stomach dropped and a cold chill ran through me.

      “We think it was the wizard.” Panic surged in her mental voice. “Emlyn and she were doing a final sweep around the walls for any graves or fighters we might have missed. Emlyn said a bolt—a magical bolt, blacker than the night—hit her full in the chest and threw her back. She’s unconscious. I think I stopped the energy from spreading. It turned her skin dark and brittle.”

      My mind spun. Had we won two battles, here at Penllyn and at Nant Bywyd, only to lose Gwen to the wizard himself? Damn that wizard to all the hells, twice over!

      “Emlyn wants to know what you think we should do. He’ll help with whatever you say.”

      My only idea was a huge gamble, and I wasn’t sure if she was capable.

      “Can you tree walk?… Get Emlyn to carry her…” I paused. Could she even do this? Gwen had been trying to increase Seren’s range. To take three people—herself, Emlyn and Gwen—would tax her abilities.

      “I have to, don’t I? I will do it” Seren sent firmly. “Where should we go?”

      “Take her into The Lady’s realm in the Otherworld.” I had to make this up as I went. I tried to piece together enough details from all the talks Gwen and I had the last few months. “Take Gwen to the pool where you first met the Goddess. Bathe her wounds in the water of the well.”

      “Yes,” Seren sent. “Pools and wells are sacred in the old tales. That one would be special for the goddess.”

      “Gwen said she recovers quicker there.” I sighed. “I’m sorry, that’s the best I can think of.”

      Tears ran down my cheeks. They were in Nant Bywyd and I was here. I was The Lady’s warrior, and I couldn’t protect her other two special people. Emlyn trusted me to protect our people at Caer Penllyn. I’d have to trust him to help Gwen.

      “We’re going now,” Seren sent. “I’ll reach out to you when we get there.”

      “We’ve never been able to communicate from the Otherworld to our world,” I sent as I used my sleeve to wipe the tears from my cheeks. “But try to let me know. Rest up, then bring Emlyn here as soon as you can.”

      A moment later I sensed she had entered the mists between the worlds. I had to wait.
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      The bones of the undead that Cadoc and others had battled stood out white against the grey of the moonlit hillside. My eyes drifted to the rock face where the catacombs entrance was. The glyph. It was probably scorched, useless. The bones piled on the practice field gave testimony to that.

      A glint of metal, like a knife in moonlight, drew my eye to the cleft in the rock. A figure, bulkier than an average person, entered the catacombs. No, it was two people. One cloaked and hooded figure held another up under the arms and pulled her into the small entrance cleft. Enid. She was unconscious.

      I ran. Soul was in my hand as I closed the gap. My foot crossed the glyph that should have kept the undead trapped inside the catacombs and me outside. It and the lycanthrope glyph were blackened like the one at Nant Bywyd, just as I had feared and expected. I passed it with ease. It had to be that damn wizard again. What else could scorch the glyphs, and harm Gwen?

      I slowed. I didn’t know the layout of the caves, and I wasn’t sure where the hooded figure had gone with Enid. Dust and cobwebs lay undisturbed on the remains of the dead in the niches. The smell of wet stone hung stale in the air. The odour of old death was here.

      Twenty feet in, the narrow path curved to the right as it drifted down. Dim yellow light flickered ahead. I sensed only two people in the area. Soul’s bare blade glowing with The Lady’s power, I made my way around the bend.

      Burial nooks lined the uneven walls of a large chamber. A small oil lamp flickered on a ledge. A single stone pillar, carved with Celtic sigils, stood in the centre of the chamber, floor to carved roof above. With its light, I spied the hooded figure facing me, holding Enid’s slumped form erect with a blade pressed to her throat. The face between the folds of the hood was one I hadn’t expected to find.

      Pedr, Mechain’s first sword. He was supposed to be in Nant Bywyd. What in the hells? Was he the mysterious wizard? Somehow I just couldn’t see that. He never impressed me. But still, why was he here? And why was he dragging Enid into the catacombs?

      I had found our turncoat at last. Just as in my vision of The Lady’s gwyddbwyll board, he had sneaked up behind me to attack. And I had never seen him coming.

      With Soul in a two-handed grip, I began to circle slowly, seeking an opening to release Enid. “Let her go, Pedr.”

      “So you can kill me, witch?” he said. He rotated with me so he kept the unconscious girl’s body between my blade and his flesh. As the central pillar obscured me, slide a pace closer.

      “You might live if you cooperate now,” I said and resisted the urge to snarl. I needed to get him to relax the hand that held the knife at her throat. If I attacked, even with my speed, he’d have time to wound her, possibly kill her. He shook his head. I stepped forward again. I hoped to close of distance. The nearer I was, the less time he’d have to react.

      “Who is your master, Pedr?” I tried another step, sideways and closer. His back thudded against the wall, sending down a river of fine dust over his shoulders. He couldn’t retreat any more.

      “Stop, or I’ll cut her,” he said.

      “And you’ll lose your hostage, and I will take you, traitor.” I raised Soul in line with his eyes. “Who controls you, Pedr?”

      I felt metal snap around my neck. Oh, crap!

      My body went slack.

      My connection to The Lady disappeared.

      Soul’s light winked out, and my sword arm slumped to my side.

      What the Hells? What had happened to me?

      There were people here. And something else; something like an animal, yet not. My ability to sense magical presences had vanished. But I could smell them. I knew the shapeshifter was here—behind me where I could not see him.

      I couldn’t react. My body would not obey my mind. I had walked into a trap.

      “Well done, Bjørulf,” a voice hissed behind me. The speaker clapped a little round of applause that echoed hollowly in the chamber. Deodamitus! I knew that voice. Then robes swished against the dust and a staff tapped the ground as the man drew closer to me. “I am the shifter’s master, Maria,” he said behind my shoulder. “Now I am also your master.”

      I wanted to swear, but my mouth was no longer mine. My voice stayed silent while I screamed curses in my mind. I tried to whirl around and face our enemy, but my body stood like a dead stump, I was helpless. I couldn’t even turn my head to catch a glimpse of my worst fear realised.

      The tapping edged around me until the man stood fully in front of me. The face of the black-robed figure was hidden in a deep cowl. He carried a black staff, topped with that sigil I hated, two iron nails twisted into a cross wreathed with silver brambles. The symbol of the Witch Hunter’s guild.

      Aged, wrinkled hands reached up to the hem of the cowl. Slowly, they pulled it back, revealing a long, thin face, worn with years. A face I had not expected. But I knew it was coming. My stomach plunged to my feet, or so it seemed.

      Lecerf the Witch Hunter.

      The aged guilder grinned. “Ah, you are surprised? I’m so sorry. I should have sent a letter announcing my intention to visit. You see, I’ve been wanting to give you that neck ring for a long while.” He dipped the staff forward and tapped the metal band around my throat.

      Behind him, Seeker Bechard stepped out of … nowhere. Just a ripple in the air. Like the Fadog fighter than ran our guard through. Some sort of invisible cloak. A magical veil.

      “Your connection to the false goddess made it hard to use my spells,” the wizard said.

      Bechard’s mouth curled into an evil grin. “Disciple Lecerf had to modify the torc we had ready for you, because of your new powers from this false goddess.”

      Lecerf drew near me. “You misled us,” he breathed in my ear. “I didn’t realise who, what you were.”

      He was way too close for my comfort. I wanted to run. I longed to scream. But his voice influenced me strangely. It should have sent shivers down my spine, and caused me to tremble, but my body waited. It listened to every word he said even though I wanted to ignore him. Only my eyes could move freely. The one little bit of control I retained.

      I tried to sweep my thoughts out, to reach out to Seren with my connection to our Goddess.

      But that was locked away from me, too.

      Magic in the torc blocked my connection with The Lady. From Seren. From Gwen, if she were even still alive. Damn that wizard!

      “Your thoughts are your own,” his slimy voice slithered into my ears as he walked around me. “The rest of you I control. You will serve me well.”

      He ran a finger along my jaw and turned my head towards him.

      “Maria of Rome,” he almost whispered my name. Joy lurked behind his old eyes and edged his voice. “I’ve wanted to find you for over three centuries. Ever since you freed Lucius and decimated half of my new guild.”

      Holy Crap! How old was this… this wizard? Three centuries?

      “Yes. I can see the cloud behind your gaze. I can imagine what your thoughts are. Oh, I’ve known of the undead. I have a way with them. To control them… to control you.” He pushed my chin over to look at where Bechard and Pedr were wrapping cords around Enid’s hands and feet.

      “Hiding in plain sight,” he laughed. “Bechard has no talent for the undead. But he is an excellent showman and dedicated to our cause. He makes a much better mouthpiece for our cause than an old fool with a staff.” He wheezed out a chuckle again.

      I wanted to gag. His breath smelled like a mouldy grave. But I couldn’t. I had no control over my body.

      “Ah… now you’re piecing it together,” he said.

      I hadn’t, but he could tell me. I mean, there was nothing else I could do right then. I might as well listen to the old fool. I really wanted to have that very pointed conversation with him. But my sword arm stayed limp. I couldn’t have the satisfaction of sliding it into his chest.

      “The guild is mine. I made it. I grew it. And with it, I will take control of this island. I already control Canterbury. But these Cymry bishops… they bow not to Rome. So, we will create a crisis where their church must beg for our help.”

      He smiled and leaned on his staff. His fingers caressed it, much like a child with a new toy. Rubbing it in adoration.

      Shouts rang out from the cave entrance. Sawyl’s voice calling. “Lady Mair? Lady Enid?”

      Lecerf pointed to a corpse in the wall. Pedr touched the skull and a wave of darkness grew up from it, like a black cloud. Another shout from Sawyl, even closer, distracted Pedr. He jerked his head towards the cave mouth, and as he did so, the dark cloud over the skull collapsed.

      The old wizard, Disciple Lecerf or whatever he was, shoved Pedr out of the way. “Fool,” he snarled. “A sleep spell on the girl seems to be the limit of your talents.” He placed his own aged hand on the skull.

      A black slit opened in the air, similar to the rift Gwen and Seren used for tree walking. Lecerf motioned Bechard and the others to enter. I finally caught a glance of the lycanthrope, Bjørulf . He tossed Enid’s limp form over his shoulder. He shifted his eyes to me, and ran his tongue along his upper lip. I saw the fangs in his mouth elongate as he chuckled. He turned and stepped into the rift. Bechard entered behind him. Pedr paused. His eyes darted between the old wizard and my body.

      “She cannot harm you, acolyte Pedr,” Lecerf hissed. “I control her now. Watch. Maria, step into the portal.”

      I tried to lock my muscles, but my legs jerked me forward. I didn’t want to go, and tried to stop moving. My steps jerked. But I moved forward against my will.

      Lecerf laughed. Two more steps and I would enter the portal that crackled in the air before me. No one in Penllyn would know I had been here.

      I couldn’t move my muscles without a command. Relax, however, I could. I hadn’t been ordered to do anything with my hands. I relaxed my sword hand just before my body entered the slit between the worlds. Soul clattered onto the rock floor.

      “Leave it,” Lecerf hissed again from behind me. “She fed her power into the blade. It is not the sword we seek.”

      Pedr stepped in and bumped into me. My undead body followed orders literally. Lecerf had said to step into the rift. Once there, my body had no other order, so it waited. The old wizard chuckled. Behind me, Sawyl’s voice faded. The rift closed behind us. It cut me off from my home. My family.
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      We walked through a dark void, similar to the mists of The Lady, yet vastly different. The way wasn’t illuminated with twilight, as it was along the edge of the Lady’s part of the Otherworld. Lecerf’s passage was dark, with dim tendrils of inky mists that rose around us. No, not mists. Souls. Each patch of cloudiness had a human form from time to time. Eyes formed to watch us pass. Mouths took shape, and moved, but no words came forth.

      My body obeyed Lecerf’s command to follow him. I couldn’t turn my head, but my eyes roamed freely. We walked towards a dim glow in the distance. Not the inviting warmth of a portal like Gwen used to lead us into and out of The Lady’s section of the underworld. The glow that lay ahead was black, yet not. Sickly grey-green. The colour of the dead as they decomposed. When we reached it, I saw it was the outline of a corpse. Lecerf raised his hand and a shadowy slit opened.

      “Someday you need to teach me how to do that,” Bechard said as he motioned Pedr through the slit.

      “You must first abandon your pursuit of the magic of misdirection and embrace the magic of death, young fool.” Lecerf scowled at Bechard, and stood next to the slit to wave him out.

      I was learning to despise this wizard and his slimy voice.

      “My deceptions have served you well, Disciple Lecerf,” Bechard said, then stepped through the slit.

      I’d had their relationship reversed all this time. Until now, I thought a Seeker was bad news. Now I had to deal with whatever a Disciple in the guild was. Bechard’s shoulders slumped as he took the chastisement. But he shot a look of disdain over his shoulder once he was out of the undead landscape.

      “Maria,” Lecerf’s words hissed at me. He hadn’t noticed the look of contempt from his underling. “Step through the portal and move a few paces away. Wait there for my next command.”

      My legs walked without my control again. The room my body stepped into was another dark cavern. Small nooks and niches were carved into the wall. This was another set of catacombs. A few oil lamps shed their tiny glow about the large chamber. Plates and mugs stood on a rustic table near a few stools, testament to the frequent presence of the living amongst the dead. The underground room was perhaps twenty feet high and the same across. I couldn’t tell its length as my head was pointed at the wall along the side.

      The shifter came in behind me. He dumped Enid’s still form on the floor at my feet. Crap! I wanted to shout “She’s with child, Idiot! Treat her with care!” But my mouth wouldn’t move.

      Pedr drifted about and lit more lamps.

      “Maria, bring the girl and follow me.”

      That meant my head had to turn towards Enid. I tried to will my arms to be gentle as they slid under her shoulders and legs. I was able to direct my motions within the commands, but my body was forced to follow the Witch Hunter’s words. Her chest rose and fell, and I could hear the pulse of her heart as I neared. But, without my connection to the goddess, I had no idea about the condition of the babies in her womb. My arms picked her up, and my body followed Lecerf.

      My head now faced one of the long ends of the cavern. More burial niches lined the walls. Lecerf walked ahead of me for about fifty paces. The stone floor sloped down, and the passage narrowed. I was able turn my body to avoid bumping Enid against the jagged walls. I was relieved to know the commands gave me some leeway, though not much.

      He entered a side chamber, also full of burial niches. The bodies had long since decayed and dust caked the skeletons. Another figure sat in the darkness just past my vision, a man who slumped in the shadows. A chain clinked in the darkness as he shifted. A prisoner? So I was not the only one. But who or what was this? Was he alive or dead? And was his body controlled by the wizard as mine was? Clearly not. He had stirred on his own.

      The old wizard lifted his lamp past an empty burial niche carved into the wall. A large spider pulled back from the light. Lecerf pointed to a set of manacles chained to a large ring set into the wall.

      “Lay her there and attach the irons to her ankles.” His voice echoed off the walls. Each bounce added to the eerie quality of his high-pitched hissing. Again, I tried to be as gentle as I was able. My arms set Enid on the hard stone of the floor. My hands had to put the iron manacles on her. I couldn’t stop that, but was slow and careful as I did so. The locks clicked shut around her legs.

      Enid was now a prisoner, just as I. There was so much I wanted to explain to her. So much about me she might learn the hard way. I had no idea what this Witch Hun… wizard had planned for us. And I was helpless. I couldn’t aid my new family. I couldn’t help Enid. Even telling her about my nature was now beyond me.

      The wizard stepped towards the person who sat in the shadows and fidgeted with a key. The chains clinked and a lock sprang open.

      “Bring him, Pedr,” Lecerf breathed. “He will do for this test. Maria, follow me.”

      Pedr reached into the shadows and pulled the man upright. A familiar, youthful face looked at me in the pale light of the oil lamp. He muttered one phase before he lowered his eyes.

      “I’m sorry…”

      My mind flashed back to the horrible time I had suffered at Onion Breath’s hands, tied with silver ropes, unable to free myself. One young Witch Hunter had shown true character. That young man had slid me his knife. He had last said those words, I’m sorry, as he pointed a crossbow at me—unloaded, though he hadn’t known it.

      Of all the people that might have been in this place with Enid and me, it was Onion Breath’s apprentice, a young man I had never expected to see again. And he was just as much a prisoner of Lecerf as Enid and I.

      I’m sorry too, I thought. But my voice refused to work. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t answer him. My throat was locked. I needed an order to even speak. My body followed the Witch Hunter out into the large cavern again. The apprentice’s leg chain clanked as Pedr marched him behind us.

      Lecerf led us towards a burial niche. Inside was a skeleton of a warrior, the bones of its arms crossed over its chest. Probably a noble of some sort, interred with his sword. Dead for a century or two. The dust covered white finger bones laid across the pommel of its sword.

      “Maria, lay your hand on the skull.”

      My hand stopped palm-down on the exposed bone where the empty eye sockets stared upward.

      Lecerf’s hand came into view as he muttered words I didn’t understand. He pinched some dust from the skeleton and sprinkled it across my hand. My hand glowed with a sickly green light. The glow spread to the bones under my hand and diffused across the entire body. What it meant, I had no idea, but I didn’t like it.

      “Maria, step back.”

      I did so. My hand relaxed to my side.

      “Tell it to rise and guard that passage.” Lecerf pointed to another cleft in the rock wall.

      “Rise,” my voice said. I tried to clamp my jaws shut, but it was useless. “Guard that passage,” I commanded through clenched teeth. My arm pointed to where Lecerf had indicated.

      The skeleton moved. Centuries of dust fell from its bones and swirled as the figure rolled out of its nook and stood, sword in hand. Ancient leather and metal chest armour hung askew, only one brittle leather strap holding it together. The skeletal warrior took several steps and stopped in front of the passageway.

      Lecerf turned towards the apprentice. “You, go down that hallway.”

      He pointed towards the passage I had just instructed the skeleton to guard, but the young man didn’t move. Mechain’s traitorous First Sword pushed the young man towards the undead warrior. The apprentice backed away each time Pedr pushed him forward, the manacles still around his ankles clattering and tripping him up.

      “He fears the dead,” Lecerf said. “Give him a blade.” He reached into his robes and pulled out the metal key he had just used to unlock the young man from the ring set into the prison wall. He tossed the key past the skeleton where it clattered into the darkness.

      “That passage leads to the abbey,” Lecerf hissed again. I found his nasally voice irritating. I was sure he’d be delighted to know, so I decided not to tell him if he ever unlocked my mouth.

      “Go get the key, and you may free yourself of those chains. The way out is before you.”

      The apprentice glanced between the wizard and the skeleton and shook his head, even as Pedr pressed an old, rusted sword into his hand. Lecerf pointed towards the shifter.

      “Or stay here, and become the next meal for Bjørulf.”

      The shifter stepped forward. He was almost as tall as Ruadh. Slightly less bulky, but his body was just as muscular.

      “I’m afraid there aren't enough livestock and villagers in this area,” Lecerf grinned, “to assuage his hunger for violence.”

      The tall Norseman held his hand in front of the apprentice’s face. His human hand melted and elongated into fearsome claws. The lycanthrope’s face lengthened as well. A snout with long, yellow teeth formed. The half-bear, half-man leaned down and licked the young man’s cheek. Even Pedr gasped and edged another step away from the shifter.

      The apprentice swallowed hard, closed his eyes and shivered at the beast’s touch, but nodded. The hybrid bear stepped back and rumbled a chuckle. But his eyes still held that look of hunger. A hunger for violence ready to rip forwards

      The apprentice held the sword before him in a tight and awkward grip. It was clear he wasn’t skilled. He’d be lucky if he had even the training that Enid gave the youth at Caer Penllyn. His knuckles turned white on the haft as he attempted to slide sideways past the skeleton. The old warrior thrust its ancient sword forward to stop him. The apprentice dodged to the other side. Again the skeleton blocked him.

      “Fight it,” Lecerf snarled. “Win your freedom by fighting.”

      The apprentice raised his blade. He advanced a step and swung. The skeleton shifted its blade to parry. No finesse, just a straight block and divert. Yet it was just the sort of small, high-efficiency move I would have made.

      “Attack, shove it aside, disarm it, you cretin.” Lecerf was impatient. “Your freedom lies on the other side. Fight for it.”

      He attacked with clumsy speed and hacked at the undead. Again, I knew where I would block if I stood there. The skeleton did the same move and pushed his blade out of line. It was an easy block and riposte back at him. The apprentice earned a scratch on his arm, but he swung again. Over and over, the skeleton mirrored my own moves, my own style, the meditations I had drilled with Emlyn every morning on the practice field.

      What in all the hells? The skeleton had skill. Nothing great, but not the hack and slash of the undead Emlyn and I had faced when we pursued the shifter in the borderlands.

      “Bah, you have no ability,” Lecerf decreed.

      Bjørulf, the shifter, grabbed hold and jerked the apprentice back. The beast ripped the blade from his grasp and shoved him away. The manacles and chain between the apprentice’s feet tripped him. He stumbled back out of my line of vision. I heard old bones shift and snap as he tumbled into another burial niche.

      Lecerf motioned the lycanthrope forward. The creature slowly returned to his human form. He knew how to hold the blade and attacked the skeleton with it. A real duel raged in the catacombs. The skeleton displayed great skill with the blade, but lacked the speed of his opponent, who was of average skill.

      What the undead warrior had in talent, the shifter compensated for with speed. I could see the complicate block and riposte begin. I could tell the skeleton had skill. Not just skill. My level of skill. But it was still slow. Slow for even a human.

      The shifter had speed. Preternatural speed and strength. Bjørulf used both to push past the complicated skilled defence and attack of the undead warrior. He scored with a sideways blow that sent the skeletal head and its helm flying. The ancient bones collapsed.

      Lecerf leaned towards me. His breath smelled rancid. Mouldy. Like the surrounding graves.

      “You will lead our armies. My spells will pass your skills onto our armies of undead. My control of you will give the ancient undead warriors the abilities we need to conquer these lands.” He stepped behind me and adjusted the position of the silver torc on my neck. “Tomorrow night,” he said as he stepped back into my view, “we will make this permanent. You will be bound just as Bjørulf is. We need one more piece to make that happen…”

      I shifted my eyes past him towards the shifter. A faint ridge under the skin of the lycanthrope’s neck stood out. As though a similar torc had merged with the creature’s flesh. A torc under his skin, now a part of him. I wondered, though, if Lecerf’s control of the beast was to temper its violent nature.

      “Yes, you see how it works.” Lecerf’s hand touched my neck. “We’ll have our little ceremony. After that, I will be able to tap into your undead energy to power my spells. Your  energy will blend with that of my armies. I will command you to lead them into battle. Once we get the sword which I have sought so long, this land will be ours.”

      Oh, double damn! I shut my eyes. I didn’t want to be a part of this. But I couldn’t even tremble. My body was his to control, and I wanted to scream.

      “Control of the undead, that is my specialty,” he breathed in my ear. “For too long, you fooled me, Maria. But I learned the truth.” He stepped back and motioned down the hall.

      “Maria, take the young prisoner and lock him back in his place. Stay in that room until I call you. Remain out of reach of the prisoners.” My body grabbed the apprentice by the arm. He still tried to wipe cobwebs from his face.

      He peered at me through the dank gloom and mouthed his same phrase.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too,” I thought again.
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      My hand reached out and pulled the apprentice up by his arm. It kept hold of him all the way back to the antechamber. Enid sat up, and her eyes grew wide when we entered. Evidently whatever spell Pedr had used on her had worn off. She had been laying, sobbing quietly on the rock floor of the burial chamber.

      “Mair! It’s you. Where are we?”

      “She can’t talk, milady,” the apprentice said as my arms forced him down onto the flat rock of the floor. The wall behind him was carved with niches. Each holding a skeleton long dead. My hands clicked the large metal lock shut to secure his leg chain to an iron ring set into the floor.

      My body stepped back until I was against the wall. There my body stayed, awaiting more orders.

      “Mair… what has happened?” Enid sounded on the verge of tears. Her arm trembled as she reached towards me. But I was a step beyond her reach. And there my body stayed, despite my desire to grab her, hold her, and comfort her. The wizard’s orders had been clear.

      “The old Witch Hunter controls her," the apprentice had to fill her in.

      Enid’s eyes grew even wider and she gasped.

      “Bechard is the wizard?”

      “Not him,” the apprentice shook his head. “The other one. Leferk or something.”

      “Oh! Him!” Her hands jerked up to her mouth as she began to piece together what had happened. Her eyes darted toward me.

      “They’ve made a magical torc,” the young man added. “I’m not sure about it, but the old wizard put some sort of spell into it. He can control her because of it.”

      My head still faced Enid. I saw her glance at the ring around my neck, then shove away her fear and despair. She sat straighter, lifted her chin and set her shoulders.

      “Mair… Mair… can you hear me?”

      I blinked a couple of times. Fast. It was all I could do. The oil lamp in the nook was still lit. I hoped she saw my effort.

      “Ah… Once for yes, twice for no. Agreed?”

      I blinked once. The corner of her mouth tugged up into a short smile. She shifted her attention to the apprentice.

      “Who are you? How did they take Mair?”

      “My name is Talian, milady,” he said. “The wizard, the old one, he can control her because she’s dead.”

      Enid gasped.

      “How did she die?”

      He paused and shifted his gaze to me, questioning.

      I wanted to be the one to tell her if she had to know. Damn it! Even that was taken from me. I blinked. But what choice did I have. The poor girl needed to know. I couldn’t, though. The apprentice would have to help me once again. I blinked. Once for yes. Go ahead.

      Talian glanced between me and Enid uncomfortably. “She’s… She’s a blood drinker, milady. Didn’t you know that?”

      Enid’s mouth hung open. She shook her head without blinking.

      “I swear it’s true, milady,” he said. “The Witch Hunters, captured her this spring. They cut her flesh with knives. She didn’t bleed.”

      Enid gasped and pressed her hands to her mouth.

      “But everyone deserves fair treatment. So I passed her my knife one night. Once she had it, she cut her bonds, but she was mad with blood lust.” Talian shook his head. “My masters were fierce fighters and mean. But she fought them with just her hands and teeth, until her wolves came to help her. One of them was killed. That’s when she went berserk.”

      My heart wrenched. Greyback. My old wolf friend. He had died to protect me.

      We are pack… his memory rang out in my mind.

      Talian told of how I had killed one witch hunter, then the other. He told the story true. Even how he raised the crossbow to shoot me, but didn't press the trigger. Even now he didn’t realise he had forgotten to put a bolt in the crossbow’s channel.

      Enid’s eyes were wide with horror. This was a side of me she had never thought could exist. I hated not being able to jump in with explanations and excuses—pleas for forgiveness, even. Though I didn’t know what was there for her to forgive. I hadn’t wronged her, unless it was to deceive her. My heart sank with the fear she would never trust me again.

      Talian seemed to read the terror in Enid’s eyes. “No, you don’t understand,” he explained. “She could have killed me that night. My life wasn’t worth a prayer. But she didn’t touch me. She told me to run. Run back to my farm and my girl. I did. She collapsed there. She fought… something inside her. Her lust for blood, I suppose. If she hadn’t, I'd be dead, too.”

      Tears ran down Enid’s cheeks. She wiped them with the back of her sleeve, then looked up at me with puffy, bloodshot eyes.

      “Is it true, Mair?” she asked.

      What could I say? Nothing actually. That damned wizard Lecerf had taken even that from me.

      I blinked. Once.

      Yes.

      She pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged them, her face buried in her arms.

      Damn it! Curse Lecerf. A thousand curses on him and his companion. I should have been the one to share my story with Enid, and not like this. Not down here where there was no hope left.

      Her shoulders shook. Silent, but she cried.

      Talian seemed on the verge of tears himself. He looked at me. “I’m sorry, milady.”

      I blinked. Once.

      I’m sorry too.

      After several minutes, Enid stopped shaking. Again she wiped her face with her sleeve. To my surprise, she smiled.

      “Lady Mair is a daughter of Penllyn,” she said, “We must free her, and ourselves.”

      Tears ran down my cheeks. These people—my family—truly were good and kind. How could anyone hear a story like that, and love me still?

      But in one thing she was right. In a short while, we would all be dead—except for me. I would lead the charge to kill the rest of our people. I wanted Enid’s optimism about the situation. But I found none.

      She turned to our fellow prisoner. “Your accent sounds familiar, Talian. What village are you from?”

      “Caermuth in Meirionnydd, milady.”

      “I, too, am from Meirionnydd,” she said. Good girl, she  didn’t flaunt her rank the way Lord Dewi would. Even in my thoughts, I pronounced his title with a deep, guttural commanding LORD Dewi. Crap. That made me think of Seren again. I wanted to know how Gwen was. Did she survive. Fortunately, Enid interrupted my thoughts with more conversation for Talian.

      “We need to think of a way to free ourselves and get Lady Mair unbound from the magic. Tell me all you know of this place and these people.”

      Talian shrugged. He told the story of how he had first joined the witch hunters, in hopes of pulling together enough money to make a life for himself and his sweetheart. But after witnessing the tortures of the Witchers I called Onion Breath and the Hunchback, Talian had decided he wanted none of that life and turned his back on the guild. He had returned to his family’s farm, until he was taken by the Witchers a few weeks ago. What he described sounded much like my dream. The same one where I saw Emlyn followed, I also witnessed two women chased after the man, who had been taken at sword point.

      The witch hunters had taken him to an old graveyard, opened a rift between the worlds, and brought him to these catacombs. They had questioned him about the time he had spent with Onion Breath and the Hunchback—and me.

      Enid’s face paled. “What did you tell them?”

      Talian’s gaze fell to the ground as if he were reluctant to say. But he spoke on in a low voice. “That they cut her, and she did not bleed. That she had the strength of ten men and broke bones with her bare hands. That she screamed as one possessed and drank blood from their veins.” He glanced sheepishly at Enid. “I didn’t know who my captors were then.”

      He shifted his eyes up to me.

      “I’m sorry, milady. I see now I should have told them nothing at all.” He swallowed, and his eyes filled with unshed tears. His chains clinked as he pulled his sleeve up to dab at his eyes.

      I blinked. It was all I could do. Poor lad. He didn’t know. Again, he had just been a pawn in a larger game.

      Enid reached a hand towards him, even though she couldn’t touch him. “What’s past is past. We must deal with the present now. I know I can count on you to help us escape.”

      “Milady,” he said, “I’m not sure how to help. I don’t have a knife to give either of you.”

      “Then give us your knowledge,” Enid said. “Tell us more. Tell us all you know.”

      Talian thought. “With the attacks they staged tonight, they were to destroy Lord Penllyn and his heir. And the heirs to Mechain and Meirionnydd as well.”

      “I was at Caer Penllyn,” Enid said, “when Lord Fadog led his men in a surprise attack. Lord Penllyn, his heir, and…” she paused, then straightened her shoulders. “The heirs to Meirionnydd still live.”

      Talian jerked his eyes up to her, then tried to bow where he sat.

      “My Lady,” he said formally. “I had no idea…” he swallowed again and wouldn’t raise his eyes to her. “I’m sorry. I beg forgiveness. I didn’t know you were Lord Meirionnydd’s daughter…”

      “I am a prisoner,” Enid pronounce. “Just like you and Mair. Our duty is to help each other escape.” Talian raised his eyes and gave a slow nod. Enid smiled. A thin, weak smile, but one with a hint of confidence. Good girl. She had to be the one to act, to plan. I couldn’t help her. Maybe, the two of them…

      “Tell me of what they said about the wedding,” she asked.

      “The Witch Hunters said Fadog disappointed them,” Talian added. “The Witchers had loaned Fadog a score of their men to pose as his guards.”

      “Lady Mair slew them herself in about two minutes.”

      A score? I thought to myself. Surely it was longer than two minutes?

      “Lecerf and Bechard must have been the ones who tried to kill us with the magical orchard,” Enid said.

      “Kill you?” Talian replied. “They wanted to capture her.” His voice was quiet in the still rock walls of the catacombs. He and Enid had scooted towards each other as far as their chains would allow. Human companionship means so much when one is isolated. I wanted to be down there with them, not locked in my own mind, unable to do more than blink.

      Talian went on. “The Witchers were at a wedding in Penllyn. They seemed quite put out that her Ladyship,” he nodded at me, “did something at the wedding that ruined their plans. Apparently, they wanted to show that they alone were the masters of evil and protectors of the land.”

      “The ghosts,” Enid said, putting her hands to her cheeks. “They summoned the spirits themselves! Lady Mair and my husband came to save us.”

      “But they were not real ghosts. It was only an illusion. I heard them say so.”

      Enid frowned. “We believed the spirits to be real…”

      “The Seeker, Beck…”

      “Bechard.”

      “Yes, him.” Talian looked at me. “He’s the one that cast the spells to make things not as they seem. He made an orchard appear and did something with two of the dead that the older guilder had summoned.”

      “The black fighter and the lady on the golden chair,” Enid said.

      “Yes. They asked me about the story of Geraint. They’re from the continent, you know. They’ve never heard our stories. Apparently they heard a bard or someone tell the tale of Enid and Geraint at the wedding. I told them what I remembered of it, but had no idea why they were asking.”

      “The Lady Gwenhwyfar told the story, or the first part, at my wedding that night…” Enid’s voice trailed off. “Yes, the guilders were at the wedding feast by then. They must have thought it would make good bait and get us to fight.”

      “The old one, he had his doubts you would,” Talian said. “He yelled piss and vinegar at the other wizard for a long time when their plan didn’t work.”

      “Lady Mair fought their fighter, and when the woman brought the horn…”

      “She was supposed to take the horn,” Talian interjected. “Its touch was supposed to make her unable to move. The spell Lecerf put on it was to block her muscles from her mind as she is now.”

      Enid laughed. Just enough to change the mood in the dim, damp chamber for a second or two, before the gloom pressed in again.

      “Mair shattered that horn with her sword and The Lady’s magic. ‘I’m not that stupid,’ she said.” Enid laughed again as she quoted me in a serious voice. “There was a blast that knocked us from our feet.”

      Talian chuckled just a little. The first smile I had seen on his face.

      “The old one was furious about the horn. He let the Seeker know he had wasted several days putting his magic on it.” He looked at me. “But he already had the torc. Once they learned she had a magic sword, the old wizard was convinced they had to capture her ladyship alive… or whatever she is.”

      “She is alive,” Enid said. “She is a Lady of Penllyn, and of Britain.”

      “They call her undead.”

      Enid shook her head. “Mair is real, and a Lady of Penllyn. I won’t leave here without her. And now that we know something more of these Witch Hunters, perhaps we can form a plan. I just need to think…”

      Enid pulled her knees up, chains clinking in the damp air, and rested her chin on her knee. She stared at nothing. Talian was wise enough to leave her be. He leaned back against the wall.

      As for me, I couldn’t have interrupted her if I’d wanted to. My body just stood there as it waited for orders. Tears formed in my eyes. I was unable to wipe them away. Trapped in my body. A body controlled by the guild now. Only my thoughts were my own. Worse than when I had been captured before, forced to wear an oat sack over my head so I could see nothing. Greyback had been my eyes for me.

      Enid and Talian remained quiet. The lone tear drifted down my cheek and dripped from my chin. The oil lamp sputtered its last and darkness settled in our crypt.

      In the absolute silence and darkness, a thought wormed its way into my mind. Perhaps there was something I could do. I sent my mind out to search above me. I couldn’t use The Lady’s power. That was cut off from me by the damned silver torc. But I could use something else. Blood. Blood I had once licked from the palm of my hand, hours before during the fight with Fadog. And blood I had licked when I help an old wolf caught in a trap. Blood that had opened a link between my mind and…

      The sensation was weak when I found it, but I detected life above the catacombs. If we were at the abbey by Caer Penllyn, then there should be forest close by. I let my mind roam the forest above.

      Finally, I found what I needed. The mind of a wolf. It wasn’t Rocky or Mother, my old lupine friends, but it was a wolf, all the same. I smiled in my heart. Greyback’s blood was still a blessing to me still. I easily opened a link with the wolf’s mind and built an image of me when I helped Greyback. I pictured Rocky and Mother, and their new pack leader.

      “They are pack?” the wolf’s thought came back. Weak. Distant. The sensation filled me with relief and hope.

      “Yes, we ran together,” I sent.

      “We know that pack.”

      “Find them,” I begged him. “Take that pack to this place,” I sent an image of Caer Penllyn.

      “No,” I corrected myself. “First find this two leg, or this one.” I pictured Gwen, then Seren. “They will be at that place. Tell them I am trapped by two-legs. I wish to run again.”

      “We run now…”

      “Maria, follow me.”

      Lecerf’s whiney voice startled me. My mind twitched with surprise but my body just turned and walked down the corridor after him.

      The wolf’s mind had one more thought for me I left the chamber.

      “We shall run together.”
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      Lecerf led me back into the large central chamber. On the floor lay a body I didn’t want to see.

      Osbert’s.

      His corpse lay on a dirt-encrusted blanket, probably the one he had been wrapped in for burial.

      “Kneel at its side and place your hand on its forehead.” My body did what was ordered. My mind recoiled, and not just at touching the corpse of a man I’d hated. I realised what was coming, and I wanted no part of it. My mind went cold. I wished then that a chill could run up my spine. But even that was denied me. Nor was refusal of the order a choice I could make.

      Lecerf pinched some soil off the blanket and sprinkled the grave dirt across both my hand and the swordmaster’s corpse. The dead man’s throat gaped open with the wound that had ended his life. The Witch Hunter murmured the words of the spell. Sickly green light spilled from my hand again then spread throughout the dead fighter’s body.

      Osbert’s eyes opened and stared straight ahead. They stared at nothing. Waiting.

      “Maria, stand up.” My body stood. “Go to the far end of the table, arm yourself with the sword there.” My body shifted and my hand reached out. Crap! Could I handle this if I didn’t have conscious control of my body? Both swords on the table were the shorter, heavier blades of the area, not the longer, thinner ones Emlyn and I preferred. My hand closed around the nearest one.

      Lecerf, holding his staff with the iron and silver guild symbol attached to its top, stepped to the corpse of the fighter I had killed once already. He tapped Osbert’s chest with the end of his staff.

      “You, arise and take the sword from the table.” The corpse rose. The wound in its neck made the body’s head unstable, but most of the muscles that held the head on were still intact. Dead Osbert laid its hand on the hilt of the other sword.

      “You,” Lecerf pointed at Osbert, “Attack and kill that woman.” His finger pointed to me.

      Osbert's corpse stepped towards me. I was still frozen. Another step. My body had no orders to move. Was Lecerf just playing with his prizes now? Entertaining himself with the death of the undead? Osbert’s arm raised the sword to a ready position. Another step. The corpse swung the sword towards my neck.

      “Maria, defend yourself.”

      My arm lifted my blade. I could control my movement! I parried a blow from Dead Osbert, then twisted toward Lecerf with the intention of sliding the blade into his chest.

      That was what I wanted to do. Instead I twisted a hair past Osbert’s sword and froze. The corpse that had been the Witcher’s sword master slid his blade in and pricked my shoulder. Not silver, but it hurt enough I shifted back to defending against him.

      Lecerf chuckled.

      “You cannot harm me,” he wheezed. “You can only follow my commands. I said defend yourself. I did not command you to attack. Soon, my pet. Soon, you will get that chance. But not against me.”

      I was back to a strong desire to scream. But all I could manage was to defend myself against Dead Osbert. He had said defend. Every time I tried to follow through with an attack on Osbert’s corpse, my body froze and I had to pull undead speed to catch Dead Osbert next attack.

      Our dance was slower than what Emlyn and I performed on the field. But Dead Osbert and I were evenly matched at this speed. I could sense that the sun was high overhead. I really wanted to slide my blade into someone. If not Lecerf, then Dead Osbert.

      Killing Osbert a second time seemed like a really good idea. But even that was denied me.

      Lecerf watched us move around the room. I stepped back, again and again, since I could only fight a defensive battle. Osbert’s corpse seemed to have normal human speed, but was using more advanced techniques than he had when he was alive. I recognized many of the meditations Emlyn and I had learned from Aemi. The Witch Hunter had been correct. Lecerf’s magic passed my skills and knowledge through to Dead-Osbert. The thought made my heart sink. Most of Penllyn’s fighters would be no match.

      “Enough. Both of you stop.” Our blades stopped a finger’s width apart from each other and we each lowered our weapons.

      “Maria, place the blade on the table, then return to where the girl is. Kill anyone other than myself who tries to free her.”
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      I sensed the sun set a few hours later. I felt my undead abilities return to full strength. Little good that did me. The only way I could take action was with a direct order. Enid stirred when footsteps approached. She stifled a gasp as Pedr walked in with another lamp and two bowls of what smelled like porridge.

      “You… Pedr…”

      “Eat up, milady,” he said with a mock bow. “Consorting with witches will get you killed. This is your last meal.”

      “Witches? Do you not consort with witches? What do you call those who cast spells to make fighters invisible? So they can sneak into a caer during a celebration and kill their people?” Her voice was firm and commanding. “Why do you protect those who use spells to entrap others?” She nodded at me and the torc around my neck, “and threaten the lives of the innocent?”

      “You’re not innocent, milady. Neither is the blood-witch,” Pedr replied. “All the lords and ladies on that hill know what she is.” Pedr rested a hand over his heart and raised his head. “And spells? I cast a spell to make you sleep. That’s why you’re here now. Our guild uses the power of our faith to make the world a better place. We protect the people from the likes of her. It is good that Disciple Lecerf struck down her witch consort at Nant Bywyd before we grabbed you and set the trap for this witch.”

      Enid gasped at that. I wasn’t able to share the information about Gwen, so she hadn’t known.

      “Disciple Lecerf says his control of this witch,” the traitor continued his lecture, “will allow him to perform even greater miracles.”

      “An army of the dead? Seriously, Pedr.” She struggled to her feet and looked him in the eye, though the chains still bolted her to the wall.

      “Control and Power,” Pedr went on, the muscles in his neck and jaw tightening. “That is what all men want.” He clenched his fists. “I wasn’t fortunate enough to have been born with lordly blood like you. But with the miracles of faith, your father and your husband shall bow before us.” His arms vibrated with a struggle not to strike her.

      Try to drag her, even a hair’s width, you creep, you traitor, I thought. I’d welcome the opportunity to fulfil the order to kill, if he struck her.

      “Tonight,” he sneered as he spat the words out, “you will meet your fate, and the first step for new lordship of three cantrefi will begin. I’ve already struck down one heir to a cantref. Tonight another will fall.” A sick, evil grin slid onto his face. He laughed as she pressed back into the wall.

      Crap! No luck. He didn’t touch her, nor her chains. And now I knew. He had killed Dewi. Probably stabbed him in the back during the initial undead attack at Nant Bywyd. Little good that knowledge did me now.

      Pedr chuckled, then spun and left. Enid stamped her foot, making her leg chains rattle.

      “Ooo! He makes me mad.” She sat back down and put her head between her hands. After a moment, she looked up at me.

      “Mair, I’m sorry,” she said. “If only I hadn’t let him kidnap me. But I didn’t know! He told me one of our people was injured, and I needed to help. If I’d thought for two seconds, I would have realized there was no way for him to be at Caer Penllyn without magic. When we got to where he was taking me, there was nothing but a bedroll made to look like a person slumped on the ground.” She shrugged and bit her lower lip. “I awoke here.”

      She stared at me for a moment. I couldn’t do anything for her, no matter how much I wanted to.

      Enid pushed the porridge away, towards Talian. “I’m not hungry,” she said as she pulled her legs to her chest and hugged her knees. Poor girl. I wished I was able to reach out and hold her as she cried. I wanted to tell her I would protect her and get us out of this mess. I wanted to let her know I had successfully contacted the wolves. But my body stood locked in place, waiting for orders from that damned Witch Hunter.

      Her sobbing quieted. Tears streaked her cheeks, and I knew a few rolled down my own face. I stood helpless, unable to do more than blink.

      Eventually Pedr and Lecerf returned with manacles.

      “Maria, bind the girl’s hands with one pair of irons.” I hated that voice, but I couldn’t stop my body. My hands reached out and took a pair of the irons from him. My body moved towards Enid. I hoped she’d cooperate so my body wouldn’t hurt her.

      With sorrow in her eyes, she raised her hands, and let my arms lock the device around her wrists. Unlike the leg irons, these were cuffs attached to each other with no length of chain in between. Her hands were now locked before her at the wrist. I tried to pour my concern and sorrow into my gaze, but the wizard directed me to step back.

      Pedr locked Talian’s wrists as well.

      “Maria, carry the girl and follow me.” My body again bent and my arms scooped her up, one arm under her knees and the other behind her back. She buried her face in my neck. Her warm breath rolled across my cold skin. I tried to be as gentle as I could. I didn’t want to harm her, or the babies she carried.

      “Oh, Mair, I am so sorry,” she whispered.

      How I wished I could do more than blink.
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      Lecerf led us on another corpse walk. I carried Enid while Pedr tugged Talian along behind me. Bechard and Bjørulf the lycanthrope were behind them. Instead of a vertical slit between the worlds, like the slit in Gwen’s trees, Lecerf’s grave walk brought us to an eerie staircase of solidified spirits leading out of the realm of souls.

      We exited the ghostly passage into the abbey’s graveyard. Starlight was our only light. The moon hadn’t risen yet. I recognised the spot where we had buried Rhys a few paces away. Only a few weeks ago, he had been killed by the very shifter now walking behind me.

      We passed through a side gate in the palisade and into a short valley. We walked perhaps half a mile to a hilltop. Suddenly, Lecerf disappeared from sight right before my eyes. My legs kept walking, and I passed through a magical veil. As suddenly as Lecerf had disappeared, he reappeared, along with four stout logs sunk into the earth in a shallow arc. The other Witch Hunter, Seeker Bechard, must have cast another of his enchantments to hide this portion of the hill and make it seem empty.

      The crescent of four logs faced Caer Penllyn. A large pile of brush and timber stood before them, a blaze in waiting. It would be a signal fire visible for miles—certainly plain to see from the caer, if and when the magical veil was dropped. And I had no doubt it would be. Whatever happened here, it was clearly meant to be a show put on especially for Caer Penllyn.

      But the final detail that had drawn Enid’s gasp was the sight of Ruadh, hanging in shiny manacles from a hook on one of the poles. His clothing was torn and bloody. His legs, too, were shackled. Silver rope, similar to what The Hunchback had tied me with, further bound his arms and legs together. The silver in the rope wouldn’t harm him, unless he tried to break the bonds. Then the silver would cut into his flesh. Wounds caused by silver were painful, and extremely slow to heal for shifters and children of night like me.

      “You’re sure the Abbot and the monks are imprisoned securely?” Bechard asked Bjørulf in the Norse language. I had spent a few decades in the area a century or so ago, and I remembered enough of their tongue to piece together the conversation.

      “I locked them in the cellars under the kitchen,” Bjørulf answered.

      As my body passed by Ruadh, he raised his head.

      “Mair?” was all he said. I could hear the anguish in his voice.

      “She’s under their control,” Enid whispered. “The torc…”

      The other werebear growled a warning at her. His face shifted into a snout with sharp fangs. Enid’s head and shoulders slumped. Ruadh wore a torc similar to mine. We were both trapped. He seemed to have more movement, but he’d be free and not tied to a pole if that torc hadn’t limited him somehow.

      The old Witch Hunter, carrying his black staff, stopped in front of the third pole.

      “Maria, secure the girl to this pole. Hang her wrist manacles on the hook and lock her leg chain to the ring below.”

      How I hated his voice. I wanted to clamp my hands to my ears, or scream to drown out the sound. But my body wasn’t my own, and my arms set Enid down on her feet, then took her forearms and raised them. She didn’t fight me.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      I blinked three times. She found a thin smile for me. I concentrated and got my body to move slowly. This allowed me to keep her manacles as loose as possible. I tried to find any loopholes that let me help her as much as I could. Unfortunately, Lecerf’s words “secure her” were sufficient for my body to lock her in place.

      Pedr had marched Talian beyond me to the final pole and repeated the process with him. Both Talian and Enid stood with their wrists pulled above their head, and the shackles hooked above them. Their legs were locked to a ring at the bottom of each log.

      The moon had begun to peek above the horizon behind Caer Penllyn. Battle raged there again. Skeletal warriors massed at the gates and humans on horseback grouped behind them. We were too far away to make out more than that. Tears pricked my eyes at the sight of my friends under attack, and me unable to help them.

      “I will go stage the next move,” Lecerf told Bjørulf. “Remain here and guard these three.”

      The lycanthrope growled a deep laugh. He let his features shift towards his bearish form. His fingers grew long, tipped with menacing claws. I hoped Lecerf’s control through that torc under the shifter’s skin was enough to stop him from harming anyone here.

      “Maria, follow me.” That damn voice cut into my thoughts and made my legs walk along with the Witch Hunter.
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      Lecerf and I slipped out of the magical veil. After a few hundred paces, to my surprise, we walked into another. Sitting below the crest of the hill on the far side from Caer Penllyn, it would not have been visible from the caer, even without the magical concealment. Hidden inside the enchantment were about a hundred men gathered around small campfires.

      Behind them stood a mob of silent warriors. Most were skeletal, ancient fighters. Some Roman, others Britons, but from the weapons and shields they carried, I figured they’d be from the time of Buddug, centuries ago. Evidently raising an army of ancient skeletons meant ancient, rusty weapons to match them. They were perhaps three or four hundred strong.

      Lecerf walked to the corpse of Osbert, which held the two swords we had duelled with earlier. Evidently the old wizard had been busy in the hours I spent with Enid and Talian. He had gotten Osbert out here on this hill, and assembled a few hundred animate corpses with with weapons.

      “You,” Lecerf touched the lifeless corpse’s head with his dark staff. I thought a spark jumped from the metal of the Witch Hunters Guild sigil to Osbert’s pale, dead forehead.

      “Come with me,” Lecerf said. “Kill anyone who attempts to harm me.” He glanced at me. “You don’t get a sword… yet, Maria of Rome.” He chuckled with his high, thin voice. “Not yet. Both of you, follow me.”

      Bechard waited in the thin grey light of the moon by the gate to the abbey’s graveyard. He paled when he saw us approach.

      “Must you bring a damaged one?” He shivered as he looked away from Osbert’s neck wound. Black blood still caked the dead man’s bare torso.

      “Bandage it if it upsets you so, Seeker.” Lecerf chuckled again. He led us into the graveyard. Bechard stepped in next to him, in front of me. His shoulders shuddered again as we walked.

      “Perhaps we should kill one of the hostages and bury them on the hill, so we don’t have to return to this graveyard?” Bechard suggested as we walked through the mounds and stone markers.

      “The old graves work best,” Lecerf said. “The older it is, the more power it has. A new grave wouldn’t transport even a mouse between the Underworld and ours.”

      With that, he tilted his staff towards one of the oldest markers around us. Another little spark leaped from the top of the staff and the stone of the old grave. A black rift opened, and the two wizards strode into the void. Osbert and I followed. Silent. We had no orders to speak. I wasn’t sure Osbert’s corpse could speak since I had cut his throat open.

      The path through Lecerf’s rift into the Underworld was as dark as night. I wondered if it was another part of the Otherworld, or somewhere separate? There was no real sense of direction. The only sights were occasional wisps of souls that floated by.

      I tried to piece together the riddle Lecerf was weaving. What did he want with Ruadh? With Enid? Where were we going now, and what part was I meant to play in it?

      As we came to the portal back to our own world, the spirits of the departed again formed a stairway out of the void. My thoughts echoed the shiver that my body couldn’t reproduce. Gwen, I doubted, would have been able to step foot on that stairway of dead souls.

      Gwen. I hoped she was all right. Had Seren been able to tree walk with her and Emlyn to The Lady’s pool? And had Seren been able to bring them out again? If so, I hoped they hadn’t gone to Caer Penllyn. To escape one battle, only to walk into another… Then again, Caer Penllyn needed Emlyn right now.

      When we emerged from the black mists, I was surprised to see Caer Penllyn itself, closer than before. We were on a hill, near the village below the fort. I didn’t see any grave markers here, but knew there had to be one.

      “As I said,” Lecerf wheezed as we walked to the edge of the small wooded hilltop, “old graves have more power. Whoever lies in this solitary grave had no idea, centuries ago, what they would allow us to do because of where they were buried.” He chuckled. “I’m sure they merely thought it was a lovely view.” He pointed his staff at the hill where Bleddyn’s fort stood and intoned, “Seeker Bechard, begin.”

      Bechard waved his hands in an intricate pattern and muttered syllables that made no sense. The air around us crackled. I assumed the veil had drawn around us again.

      Having concealed our position, the seeker reached into his dark cloak and pulled out a short, thin stick, adorned with intricate carvings. He pointed it towards the hill fort. I recognized Fadog on horseback, leading his men around the palisade. They yelled taunts at those inside and released flights of arrows towards the guards on the wall.

      Bechard flicked his wand. An arrow popped out of nowhere and appeared to catch fire. It blazed towards the fort, only to fall just short of the wall. “Fadog’s spellcaster should see that.”

      “Please,” Lecerf growled. “That imbecile has as much of a chance successfully starting his boots on fire with a spell, as Fadog does of becoming King of Powys.”

      The arrow drew the attention of one of the riders by Fadog’s side. He turned and faced our hill. With a flowing purple cloak draped over his shoulders, he seemed hardly dressed for battle. Even from this distance, I could make out the large, bejewelled clasp at his throat. He carried no sword, but only a long staff. His gaze swept the hilltop where we stood but didn’t stop. He must not be able to see us. But the flaming arrow was apparently a signal. He stood in his stirrups and raised his staff above his head, staring down into the ditch around the fort.

      “We call upon the old gods,” the deep baritone of the rider sounded around us, “to bring forth our ancestors to rid Powys of the disloyal who seek to usurp Fadog, the rightful king of the land.” I had no idea where Fadog had found him, but this dandy seemed to play the wizard well.

      Apparently, Fadog had learned nothing from the previous battle if he allowed this lackey of his men to announce him as the “rightful king” of Powys. Nor had he learned anything about Witch Hunters. Fadog didn’t have my perspective on them. They lived to serve themselves. I had no doubt they would find a way to double cross Fadog, sooner or later. He’d learn, or die believing their lies. Emlyn would remove the idea of a kingship from his head… or perhaps just his head from his shoulders, should Fadog manage to get into Caer Penllyn again.

      While the rider waved his staff dramatically over the ditch, Bechard made tiny gestures with his stick. A mass of undead emerged from the ditch. The path Emlyn’s new recruits ran now teamed with undead warriors, like those in waiting at the encampment near the abbey. There was something strange about this undead horde, though. I mean, stranger than skeletons moving about on their own. And not just because I couldn’t quite understand who had summoned them, the showy rider or Bechard.

      “Work in some variety,” Lecerf hissed. “They all appear exactly the same.”

      Ah, that was the difference. These undead all looked alike. Their clothes were torn in the same places. Their hands gripped the same kind of sword. They even shuffled and lurched with the same gait, all as one body, like grass blowing in the wind. They weren’t real. They were just another of Bechard’s illusions—and the flashy rider was just for show. But what could Lecerf possibly want with an army that wasn’t even real?

      Bechard waved his fancy stick. The undead shifted appearance subtly and began to act as individuals as they swarmed towards the gates at the fort. Penllyn men lined the walls near the gates and shot arrows into the oncoming army. The arrows passed straight through the skeletons’ bodies. The defenders were too far away for me to make out features. I couldn’t tell if Emlyn was among them.

      Bechard continued to weave his illusion. Two figures on horseback appeared from the village. From the fort, it would appear as if they had ridden in, and not just appeared from nothing, as we could see from our vantage point. I blinked and glanced out of the corner of my eye between the two riders and the two Witch Hunters standing beside me. The riders were duplicates of Bechard and Lecerf.

      As the new figures neared the base of the hill, Seeker Bechard whispered next to me. But his voice boomed out from his illusionary double below us.

      “HOLD!” fake Bechard bellowed as real Bechard whispered the same words. “In the name of the one True God I command all that is unholy to be gone from these lands!”

      Below us, the illusionary Witch Hunters stood in their stirrups. The fake Lecerf gestured with his black staff towards the undead. As before, he appeared nothing more than a doddering old man, entrusted with carrying the symbol of the Witch Hunters Guild. Fake Lecerf acted almost afraid as a wave of white light, similar to the light The Lady sent to my ivory cross and Cadoc’s sword, swept over the battle field. All around him, the illusionary skeletal warriors appeared to crumble into dust.

      The white glow rushed across the landscape in all directions—including towards us on our hill. Internally, I braced for whatever magic this was. It didn’t look friendly to my kind. But as the wave rushed over us, it left me and Dead Osbert standing and unharmed. It was nothing more than a pretty light. Once again, Bechard was full of nothing but illusions and lies.

      The guards on the wall peered over the palisade into the ditch. A moment ago, it had been full of dead fighters. Now, it was empty, except for Fadog, his army, and the fake wizard. The Penllyn guards exchanged glances with each other.

      “Lord Penllyn,” the two Bechards, real and fake, intoned, “This day shall you regret banishing us from your lands.” Fake Bechard spread his arm welcomingly. “But you see we are full of love and generosity, willing to forget past slights. The true church has driven the threat of the dead away.” His tone hardened and he dropped his arm to his side. “But the Guild will not forget that you harboured witches in your land. Come down from your fortifications and submit yourself for the judgement of the church.”

      Emlyn’s voice cut through the night. My heart jumped.

      “You are welcome to enter our fort and discuss the matter,” he yelled from the wall. “Bring Fadog with you, and you can pronounce judgement on him as well. We will provide you both with a warm welcome, I guarantee it.”

      I wanted to smile then, but the control spells woven into the torc denied me even that little gesture.

      “If you will not ride out to surrender to the church for our judgement,” Bechard wheezed next to me, and his doppelgänger below bellowed at the fort, “then we shall release you to the mercies of your enemy. We will deal with whichever of you is victorious tonight.”

      “Traitor!” Fadog screamed at fake Bechard from his horse’s back. “Villain!”

      No one seemed to mind him.

      “You have violated Lord Penllyn’s order to remove your guild from our lands,” Emlyn’s voice shouted from the walls again. “Be gone—but remember that when we meet again.”

      “Very well,” fake Bechard hissed. “Let your lands be overrun by your enemies and their deviltry. You were given grace, and threw it down in the mud.”

      “‘Deviltry!’” Fadog screamed. “I’ll break your staff over your skull!”

      “Fool,” Bechard whispered. His voice no longer carried into the valley below. “We told him he had a part to play. And the idiot can’t even handle that bit of instruction.” The seeker paid Fadog no mind after that, and directed his illusion of himself and Lecerf back into the village, where they disappeared out of sight of those in the fort.

      Lecerf chuckled and turned to me. “More involved than the illusion of the spirits at the wedding where you interrupted our plans.” His words, too, were not duplicated near the fort. Only we on the hilltop could hear him. “But all for the best. We never would have noticed you.”

      By now the fake wizard next to Fadog danced and gestured again. This time, Lecerf stepped forward, while Bechard and his wand remained still. Lecerf spoke a single word, something magical, and his black staff hummed for a few seconds. This time, a score of undead rose from the defensive ditch. I feared this time they were made of more than imagination.

      “Is that enough undead?” Bechard asked. Head tilted, he eyed Lecerf’s work critically.

      “Enough for now,” Lecerf replied in his nasal voice. “Fadog is not supposed to win, despite what he hopes. We need to draw out the young lord and his sword.” The old wizard chuckled as his gaze met mine.

      “The plans are laid. Now we let them come to us. You, Maria,” he laughed again, “have a major role tonight. We must get you back for your performance.”
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      Lecerf led us through the unmarked grave and back through the dark part of the Otherworld. We emerged once again in the Abbey’s graveyard. He was talkative as we climbed the hill to where his army of skeletal, undead warriors and the rest of the live guild fighters hid in Bechard’s illusion.

      “You have led our guild on a merry hunt back in Europe,” he said. “I did not expect to find the famed Maria of Rome on these shores.” He stopped and spun towards me. “When was the last time you saw Aemilianus?”

      “Seventy-two years, three months, and twelve nights ago,” my voice said. I was surprised that my mind kept track of such things—and dismayed that his spell forced me to provide information. What more would he get out of me?

      “Do you know where we can find him now?” My head shook side to side. My earlier precaution to stay away from my siblings, especially Aemi, paid  now. I never wanted to be the reason any of them fell into the guild’s hands.

      “Did you ever create undead children of your own? Tell me if you did.”

      Again my head moved to indicate I had not. His eyes lit up. “Then I am fortunate, indeed. Other than you and Aemilianus, only one other Blood-Witch listed in our book has the potential to be as strong as the two of you. We shall control these islands within a year or two, and all the nobles and peasants shall embrace the true faith.”

      I blinked.

      My soul was screaming. I wanted to cry, to sob, to run away. To find out I had become one of the most powerful among the Children of the Night, but was about to become a permanent puppet of the Guilders, crushed my soul. Yet I couldn’t even tremble with the despair that wracked my soul.

      Lecerf led me through the ripple in the air that concealed the guild army and the undead army. The old wizard walked with a purpose. He strode towards a pocket of undead that included some more recent recruits. About a dozen human corpses, their flesh still whole, though pallid and sunken, stood silently with clubs and sticks among the skeleton warriors. Their clothing was dirt-encrusted and already smelled of the grave.

      The sight of two familiar faces shocked me. Their throats had been ripped out. Their flesh was green and blue, their tunics still drenched in the brown of their own dried blood. Onion Breath and The Hunchback. Their right arms were twisted where I had broken them. They still flopped about due to the broken bones sticking out of the palid flesh. In their left hands, each held a rusted and brittle sword. I would be surprised if the weapons survived one swing each. They stood silently and stared at nothing. Dead.

      “You are now my pet, just as Bjørulf is.” Lecerf’s hand touched my chin. I needed to slap his hand away, to recoil, to scream at his touch. Instead, my body stood stoic. Waiting.

      “Tonight we will complete the spell that locks you forever in my control. The dead you see here—some will fall in the battle tonight. Those I shall raise again tomorrow through your link to undeath. When I mix your energy with the spell, they shall have your skill with weapons” His wrinkled old face wasn’t used to smiling beyond his sick little laugh-grin, and seemed to creak and groan under the new expression. “Tonight, you will take the Sword of Light from the young lord when he comes to rescue his wife.”

      Cadoc. That’s why Lecerf wanted Enid. She was meant to lure him here, into a trap. And the Sword of Light must be the sword Gwen had blessed for his wedding. Lecerf had seen how it glowed when Cadoc attacked the illusionary ghosts.

      “You will kill the other lycanthrope with that sword,” Lecerf went on. My heart shuddered as I pictured myself attacking Ruadh, unable to do a thing to stop myself “Coat yourself with his blood. I have already cast the spell. His death, his blood on you, will sink that torc into your skin. It will become one with your body, and you shall be mine to control forever. With the power of that sword, we shall drain this false goddess of her power, and use it to secure our own future. This land shall be ours.”

      He stepped back and looked around. I wanted to scream and tear his head from his body. All I could do was blink.

      “You will need energy once you have completed the ritual of binding. The other two, the girl and the young man, are there to feed you. Drain them of life to fuel your own,” he said.

      Then he pointed his staff at my two dead tormentors. He touched each on the head with his staff. “You and you, follow her.” He chuckled again, his laugh still annoying. “Maria, follow me.”

      He led me and the animated corpses of my former captors from one magical veil to the next, to the posts where Enid and the others stood shackled. Osbert, as the wizard’s undead body guard, followed behind us.

      We found Bjørulf the shifter pacing, flexing his fingers, and swinging his arms with nervous energy. Pedr kept as far away from Bjørulf as he could and still be within the shimmering wall of the illusion. Probably for the best. The shifter seemed to enjoy the discomfort he gave Pedr. I did too, that traitor.

      At the sight of the three animated corpses that followed me, Enid gasped and Talian’s face drained of colour. It was clearly an unpleasant shock to be thus reunited with the men they hated—Talian’s former masters in the guild, and the man who had tortured Enid’s sister-in-law. I didn’t much like their company either. I would have gladly killed them all a second time.

      The old wizard produced a pair of manacles and told my body to place my hands into them. My hands slid in easily, and it was clear they could slide right back out, as soon as Lecerf gave the command. They were only there to make me appear shackled. Then he had his pet shifter raise my arms and hang the irons over the hook at the top of the post. The one glimpse I got of Ruadh’s face, twisted into a fierce scowl, showed me he wasn’t ready to stop fighting. But like the rest of us, he was without options to do so.

      “Maria,” Lecerf hissed at me again. “Keep your arms there. Do you remember my orders I gave you earlier?” Oh, boy, did I ever remember them. Kill Cadoc, take his sword, kill Ruadh, bathe in his blood, drain Enid and Talian, and destroy everything I loved and wanted to protect.

      “NO! I WON’T!” I screamed inside my mind. But my head nodded.

      “Good. Stay in that position until your first opportunity to carry out those orders.” He pointed to where the undead guilders had already positioned themselves behind me. They took the order to follow me very literally. “You two. Kill anyone who tries to free any of these people.” With that he walked away. Osbert and Bjørulf followed him. Pedr took one last look at us, his gaze lingering on Enid.

      “What a waste,” he mumbled. “If only you had listened to them.” He followed the others down the hill to the army’s encampment.
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      I was alone in my thoughts.

      But the others could talk. Enid and Talian told Ruadh our story of the last two days.  How the dead attacked Nant Bywyd, and again at Caer Penllyn. How Enid came to be used to capture me. After they finished, he told his story of how he tracked the other shifter.

      “I smelled him,” Ruadh said from the pole next to me. “I was running in the borderlands. I found decimated livestock. And the family was dead. I heard and smelled him inside a farmhouse. But when I touched the latch on the door, I could nae move.”

      “The other shifter,” Ruadh’s voice rumbled in the chilly night air, “he was there. He slipped the metal collar around me neck. That was all I remember. I woke up tied to this pole.”

      “We have no choice now,” Enid said with a brave streak in her voice, “but to work to escape. Can you move at all, Brother Ruadh?”

      “Nae, just my head,” he grumbled. “That wizard did something in this torc. It nae allow me to move.” I had seen enough of Ruadh’s bare chest to realize that the other shifter had been adding injury to the insult of being tied. Claw marks, fresh and healing sliced my friend’s torso. That bastard shifter was dragging his claws across Ruadh every time he walked by the post. And Ruadh could do nothing about it, if he could only move his head.

      “Then Talian and I shall do our best so we can free you and Mair,” Enid said and wiggled in her bonds.

      Across the valley, battle raged at Caer Penllyn. Fadog was another puppet of the guilders. Or had been. Count on Fadog to screw even that up. I wondered what they had promised him.

      “Oh good, they’re retreating.” Enid breathed. “Mair?” Her chains clanked. I shifted my eyes as far as I could to see her. Just a corner of my vision caught her, but it was enough. “I can see your eyes, Mair. Can you understand me still?”

      I blinked once.

      “Good. Are we a trap? Do they want Emlyn and Cadoc to come rescue us?” Again, I blinked once for yes.

      “I was afraid of that.” She muttered angry words under her breath.

      Enid wriggled and strained hard against her bonds with one arm. It plopped out of the manacle. I could smell blood. She must have scraped her hand as she pulled it free.

      The air in front of us wavered, then the night was still. The sense crept over me that we were now visible, thought I didn’t know how I knew. The hilltop just felt suddenly naked. The pile of wood in front of us sprang alight. Bechard. He had dropped the spell that hid us from sight and set the bonfire ablaze with his magic. We’d now be visible to those from Caer Penllyn. Fadog’s force fell back through the village. Penllyn men on horses streamed out of the gates of the caer and followed Fadog and his bait, away from the Caer where they were actually needed. Lecerf’s army would overrun the caer easily with half its force gone. What was Emlyn thinking? But, then I remembered. He didn’t know about the undead army a short walk away. He and Bleddyn only knew Fadog was the enemy.

      Something shimmered before me. It slid to the side. What the hell?

      “Ah, I see,” Seren’s voice came from behind me. Enid drew a sharp intake of breath. A brief glow of white light appeared by my head. Something made a clicking sound. Seren pulled the torc off me.

      Sensation rushed down my spine to every finger and toe. I wiggled a foot, hardly realizing I did it until a split second later. My body was mine again!

      I jerked my arms from the manacles and spun. But no one was there. Onion Breath and The Hunchback’s lifeless eyes stared straight ahead as they shuffled to get behind me again. They seemed to take their orders to follow me very seriously.

      “Seren?” I sent out. “Where are you?”

      “I'm freeing Ruadh. Hold on.”

      “Invisible?” I sent. Had she been taking spell lessons from Bechard? That seemed to be his forte. Making large groups of people and undead undetectable.

      “Yes, with The Lady’s assistance,” Seren added. I could see the shimmer move near Ruadh. But no Seren. If I hadn’t looked for the waver in the air, I wouldn’t have known she was there.

      “Don’t move yet,” I sent to her. I expected she was about to reveal herself. “There is an army of Witch Hunter fighters and undead on the hill behind this one. They’re probably on their way if they’ve seen me move.”

      “I understand,” she sent back. “Gwen, now would be a good time for your wall spell.”

      “Yes, dear one,” she sent. My heart sang with joy as I felt her presence near, but still distant. “Mair, I missed you.”

      “You have no idea how much I missed all of you,” I sent. “Where are you?”

      “In the treeline at the bottom of the hill,” Gwen sent as the plants continued after a beat.

      The ground around the poles heaved. Plants, trees, and brambles erupted from the ground and formed an oblong circle around the four posts and our fire. The prickly wall of matted branches and thorns was about thirty feet high.

      “That will only last a few moments. Move swiftly, dearest.” She was right. I needed to move. I had an army to face. An army of undead, led by a few wizards that needed to all be a head shorter, and soon. But I had two of those undead in here with me. Inside Gwen’s wall of thorny plants.

      My link to The Lady was back. I pulled magic from my demon for speed. I grabbed the old sword from Onion Breath’s lifeless hand, then pumped the rusty blade full of The Lady’s magic. Onion Breath’s head parted from his shoulders. Another swing and the Hunchback’s head followed. But the blade broke. I glanced at the other blade, hungry for something to defend myself with. But Hunchback’s sword was in even worse shape than his friend’s.

      “How did you find me?” I sent.

      “The wolves told us,” Gwen replied. I reached out with my mind. About two dozen wolves waited in the forest at the base of the hill. I sensed Petram, his brother, and Mother among the packs. I sent them an image of me petting their heads and scratching their ears. I also sensed about a score of men and some horses near where the wolves watched and waited.

      “The men at the gate almost chased the wolves away today. Fortunately Brother Iolo wandered in right then. Remember he is half Sidhe? He understood the wolves’ message and relayed your request to Seren.”

      “Iolo?” That was a name I had almost forgotten about. Ruadh’s climbing companion. The prior of Abbey Penllyn. He had gone to see his mother, a Sidhe princess or such, and was known for being distracted by cliffs to climb. I shook my head. I had heard of Ruadh’s and Iolo’s epic climbs up sheer cliff faces. No wonder Iolo was know for being tardy.

      “Where was our missing monk?” I asked as I channelled more of The Lady’s power and used it as blunt force to cause the locks on the shackles to pop open. Enid gave me a tight hug as her other arm dropped from the shackle.

      “He found another valley with a cliff he hadn’t noticed before,” Gwen sent with a mental chuckle. “He and Ruadh will probably be back there a week after we finish cleaning this mess up.”

      “Damn, I need a sword,” I muttered, recalling Dead Osbert. It would be a real pleasure to kill him a second time.

      “Emlyn is coming with your blade on his back,” Gwen sent.

      I glanced at the far post. By now Seren had Ruadh almost free. She was visible. Or part of her was. Her head and hands appeared out of thin air. The rest of her was impossible to see, even with my undead eyes.

      “The Lady loaned Seren Arthur’s cloak,” Gwen sent. “It shows only what the wearer wants others to see. I gave it to him as a blessing from The Lady, just as I gave him The Lady’s Sword of Light.”

      At last, the manacles dropped from Ruadh’s wrists. Seren’s hands glowed as she traced Ruadh’s wounds to heal them.

      “The Witch Hunter, Lecerf, he’s the real power in the guild,” I warned Gwen. “Bechard is his mouthpiece, and a lesser wizard. Lecerf is the wizard we’ve been looking for. He’s got a huge army of dead near us—just down the hill behind a veil of concealment. And he can control me with that damned torc. Oh, and he wants Cadoc’s sword of light –“

      “Cadoc’s sword is not the sword of Light,” Gwen replied.

      “But it shines with The Lady’s light?” I remembered well how it had glowed when Gwen blessed it on his wedding day, and again when he and I fought Lecerf’s pet shifter in the cave where Bleddyn was trying to bleed to death.

      “No, dearest,” Gwen replied. “Although Cadoc’s sword is blessed by The Lady, it is not the Sword of Light. That blade was laid to rest over a century ago when Arthur, The Lady’s chosen champion, died. Only the Lady’s true warrior may wield it to protect the land and the people. You’ve seen that sword before, dear one.”

      I had? When?

      Seren stepped towards me. Her hands and arms, visible to her elbow, held the two silver torcs that had imprisoned Ruadh and me, as well as the manacles that had bound my friends. Her face, also visible, was solemn, as if etched in stone. A shift had come over her entire demeanour, as if the old, timid Seren had passed into the next world and a new, queenly Seren had emerged.

      “The Lady sends her warrioress a blade,” Seren said. The Goddess’s voice overlaid hers—two voices emerging together as one. Seren's hands glowed with The Lady’s divine fire. White hot. The metal pieces began to sag, softening in on themselves like butter, then pooled in her palms. The molten metal dribbled from her glowing fingers and seeped into the rocky ground. As the crevice filled it continued to pile upon itself. I shielded my eyes from the bright light of the magical metal. After the last drop had fallen, the glow shifted to red. At my feet, a hilt rose from a split in the rock at my feet. A red serpentine form flashed from the mists inside the round pommel stone.

      The Lady’s sword. This must be the Sword of Light. Holy… I was supposed to pull it?

      A breeze blew gently across the hilltop, stirring the ends of my hair and the hem of my dress. Pull forth my blade and protect the land, a voice whispered on the wind.

      I didn’t move, but mentally checked in with Gwen. I sent no question. No words. Nothing more than a quirked eyebrow. Was this real? Was I indeed meant to touch—to wield—The Lady’s own sword?

      I sensed Gwen smile. “Yes, dearest. Protect Penllyn. Protect Britain.”

      I bent and wrapped my hands around the hilt and pulled. The stone groaned. Steel rasped against rock. I pulled forth the glowing blade, a great two handed blade. Long and almost unwieldy for a normal girl of my size. Fortunately I had my undead strength and stamina. This blade was heavy. And gorgeous. A blade more than fit for a king. Golden dragons twisted a third of the way up each side of the blade. This was the blade of a goddess.

      Protect my people, The Lady’s voice whispered again. Shivers raced up and down my spine.

      A snarl rent the air behind us. We whirled. Gwen’s plant wall shook and shimmied as something on the other side tore at the branches. Bjørulf. I smelled his shifter blood. One entire section, a dozen feet long, shook as he clawed at it. Ruadh prowled the edge of the wall. A low growl rumbled from his throat as he kept pace with the other lycanthrope, sending him warnings.

      “Tear it down!” a high, thin voice screeched.

      Lecerf! Beyond, I heard the shouts of many voices, the clanging of weapons, the unmistakeable rattle of marching skeleton feet. The Witch Hunter armies, both alive and undead, were here.

      I turned to Seren. “Can you tree-walk Enid and Talian out of here?”

      Enid opened her mouth to object. I knew she wanted a sword and a chance to join the fight for her home. For Penllyn. But I glared at her. She’d risked enough, both in the fight at the side door of the keep and in the catacombs. I didn’t need her here to become a hostage again. Once was enough. At the look in my eye, she shut her mouth and nodded.

      “I’m staying here.” Talian’s voice squeaked as he squared his shoulders. He scooped up the rusted sword that Hunchback’s corpse had carried.

      I cringed, remembering his feeble attempts to fight the skeleton in the passageway under the abbey. “I can't watch your back,” I warned him. “There are too many of them. You should head back to the caer. Your girl, Bethan?” He nodded. “You won’t be able to marry her if you’re dead.”

      He firmed up his grip on the battered hilt. “I cannot ask her, if I despise myself for running away. Not after what this lot did to us. Especially to Lady Enid and to you. I’m here to fight.”

      I frowned and held his gaze for a beat. But he didn’t back down. The boy that had helped the witchers was gone. Talian had found his honour, found what made him a man. I couldn’t stand in his way.

      “Get Enid back to Rhian,” I told Seren, but left the link to Gwen open so she could sense my words. “The shifter locked the abbot and his monks in the cellar in the abbey.”

      “Brother Iolo will head there now,” Gwen sent.

      Seren touched one of the stout wooden poles we had been chained to. The red rift opened easily. Enid gasped, but smiled. I cocked an eyebrow in question at Seren.

      “The Lady was correct. One burden had to lift before I could find my true calling.” Seren smiled. Her marriage to Dewi had evidently stifled her in more ways than we imagined. Seren gave a gentle push to Enid. My young sword student stepped into the rift and glanced around in wonder. Then she turned back to me as Seren stepped in behind her.

      “We love you, Mair,” Enid said before the red slit closed behind them. Damn. I loved her, and all of Penllyn. This was my home.

      When they were gone, I glanced at Ruadh. His face was more bear than human. A long tongue hung from his mouth, a mouth lined with fangs. His hands and feet were thick, tipped with vicious claws.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Aye. There be a score I need to settle.” A growl rumbled in his chest. It was clear he hadn’t forgotten the wounds the other shifter had given him.

      Talian stepped close, the rusty sword clenched in his fist. He swallowed then nodded at me. I wished I had another sword to give him. He’d be lucky to get one swing with that one. But the Sword of Light, despite its length and bulk, was the only one I had.

      “Here we go,” I said out loud.

      “Drop your wall, love.” I sent to Gwen. “I need to have a pointed conversation with a wizard.”
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      I felt my demon stir within me as Gwen’s wall began to wilt and drop its leaves. A few hours bound in a torc had filled me with fire. “I’ll try to save at least one for you,” I said to Talian.

      The wall of plants, trees, and brambles collapsed into a pile and withered. With a snarl, Ruadh leapt at Bjørulf. They rolled and clawed at each other. Outside the wall, two or three score of the Witch hunter’s men stood with shocked expressions. I realized the blaze of the huge fire was at my back. I held the Lady’s Sword, the Sword of Light in a two handed grip, ready to take them on. And they probably expected to see a bunch of people tied to poles.

      But the forty or so men at arms were the least of my worries. Skeletal undead—numbering in the hundreds—shuffled up behind them.

      Pedr stood right in front of me. His hands were alight with purple flame. A spell of some sort.

      Though the Sword of Light was almost weightless in my hands, it was longer than I was used to. To balance its extra six inches, I had both hands on the hilt.

      Pedr shifted his weight and thrust his hand out. Purple light flared towards me.

      I pulled speed from my demon to spin the blade.

      The Lady’s sword collided with Pedr’s spell. Damn! This sword was longer than I was used to. It dug a furrow in the grass. On the follow-through, I sliced into the traitor’s wrist and took off his hand.

      Pedr’s shocked expression seemed slow. He howled in pain and clutched the bleeding stump to his chest. I flicked the sword back and brought it around my head for the death blow.

      "Die, you backstabbing son of a cur!"

      My demon fed me a new burst of speed. I sliced the traitor’s neck wide open.

      Which was not what I had intended. I had meant to send his head flying. I glanced at my weapon. The sword had shortened itself to the length I preferred.

      Suddenly feeling completely at home with my new blade, I didn’t stay to watch the traitor fall. I let my demon sing the song of the night as she fed me more power and speed.

      Another blow and another fighter fell. Then another. And another. The humans were in retreat. The undead warriors advanced from three sides to take their place. These were old Roman legionnaires. Lecerf must have been raiding graves all over Cymru. They held curved, wooden shields, most in poor condition and giving little protection. Between the shields, they thrust spears or the odd gladius, the short sword of the legions. They closed in on three sides of Talian and I. No escape except back towards Caer Penllyn, and away from Lecerf.

      The old wizard’s eyes widened when they fell upon the glowing blade. He pointed with a shaking hand. “That IS the blade,” his whiny voice shouted from behind the skeletons. “Take it from her.” His voice dripped with longing.

      He wanted this sword. He’d get it soon enough. I hoped to present it to him—slicing through his neck. I couldn’t let the skeletons drive us back. I had to get to that damned wizard before he could use the graves to open a portal and escape. Unfortunately, several hundred undead blocked him from my blade.

      The skeletons pressed forward. Deodamnatus! There were way too many undead for me to make headway. “Any chance of reinforcements?” I sent to Gwen. “I seem to have found that undead army Bleddyn’s been worried about.”

      “We’re to your left, dearest.”

      I glanced down the hill. Caerwyn’s banner flew from a pike as two dozen humans ran out of the tree line. Caerwyn, Cadoc, and Gwen were behind them on horseback. From this distance I couldn’t see any wounds on her. She looked the same as she normally did. I smiled, thrilled to see her again. But, I had an army to deal with.

      As much as the sight filled me with relief and courage, our numbers were still woefully small against this horde of hundreds. I glanced at Talian. He had very intelligently swapped out his old rusted sword for Pedr’s. But slightly pale, he took in the advancing undead army. I didn’t feel he had lost his nerve. He kept a decent grip on his new-found weapon. Something else was wrong.

      “I’m sorry,” he said and glanced at the ground. “This is my fault.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “You’ve helped me more than I can ever repay.”

      He tilted his chin up, a little smile creasing his mouth.

      I gave him a reassuring nod. “Ready?”

      He raised his blade and nodded once, his face grim.

      “Watch my back, but give me room,” I said. With that, I flew into the closest Roman skeleton. With one swing, his head went flying over the battlefield like a ball in some child’s game. One down. Only a few hundred left to go. How many graves had Lecerf robbed to get an army this massive? Damn... This would take all night. I could see the two wizards ensconced in their army’s midst and realized I didn’t care how long it took. Lecerf would die tonight.

      The Sword of Light plunged through a rotted wooden shield. As skeletons collapsed, I stepped into the gap their fallen bodies created. Wherever the blade went, the undead fell.

      I debated using my undead abilities to leap over the skeletal army. With my demon’s strength I could soar past these Romans. But undead Britons clustered behind them. I didn’t want to land on their spears and swords. Besides the annoyance, it might give them enough time to pile on me and cause serious damage. Plus, I never knew which ones might have silvered weapons. It would be just like Lecerf, to have passed some out among his undead army.

      I reached out to Gwen with my mind. “Where is Fadog?” I asked. The last thing we needed right now was for Lecerf to gain reinforcements, even though I was no longer sure how Fadog felt about his once-loved wizards.

      “Sawyl and Gerallt are chasing Fadog. He ran north after his force broke,” Gwen sent.

      “How did Caerwyn’s men get here so fast?”

      “When we realized Enid was missing, Seren went to Meirionnydd,” Gwen sent. “She spent today tree walking to bring Lord and Lady Meirionnydd to Caer Penllyn.”

      “And she’s not collapsed from using all that magic?”

      “Dewi’s death ended her marriage,” Gwen sent. “The goddess was correct that Dewi was a burden. With his demise, Seren’s magical talents have blossomed.”

      By now, Caerwyn’s fighters had clashed with the undead. I picked out Emlyn, Afon, and a half dozen Penllyn guards amongst their numbers. The sight of them gave me heart.

      As the skeletons advanced, wave upon wave, I noticed that Lecerf’s human army was falling back. The wizards at their head, they ran through the low ground towards the next hill. They were in retreat. None of this had been Lecerf’s plan. Apparently he was ditching the present problem to try again another day. But how did he mean to escape? Surely not on foot. But there was no graveyard on that hill. Unless they knew of another, the closest was in the abbey yard.

      I glanced over the heads of the undead. They formed a swarming body between me and my target, and despite the piles of bones lying in my wake, I had barely made a dent. I needed an elite force.

      I looked towards Caerwyn’s army and immediately picked out the two fighters I needed at my side.

      “Emlyn! Afon!” I shouted and swooped my sword overhead. “To me!” Emlyn was already working his way toward where I fought. Afon blocked a spear thrust, then separated a skeletal head from its undead body. The bones collapsed and Afon raised his sword. “To the gates of Hell, Lady Mair,” he yelled.

      Half-a-dozen skeletons separated Emlyn and me. I spied Soul’s pommel above his shoulder. It was belted to his back for an over-the-shoulder draw—a technique we both knew was next to useless. But Emlyn wasn’t the one meant to draw Soul. He already had a blade in each hand.

      I swung hard to clear space and switched the Sword to a one-handed grip. Emlyn brought his blades into a defensive hold across his body and bent low. I rotated, with my off hand out, and pulled Soul from its sheath. The balance of the Sword of Light shifted as I willed it shorter, a match for Soul.

      At last. I had Emlyn. I had Afon. And I had both Soul and the Sword. Lecerf would regret the day he’d pissed me off.

      “Cross blades with me!” I held both my blades before me. Emlyn and Afon thrust their swords across mine. Together, they formed a five-sided star. I prayed for The Lady’s sword to share its magic with their blades.

      The Lady's white fire spread and danced across all five weapons.

      “Hell is that way?” Afon asked. His face split with a grin as he pointed up the hill.

      “I hope not, but that’s where I’m going,” I said.

      “I’ll have your back all the way.”

      He and Emlyn saluted with their blades. Then all three of us raised our blades and fell to. The magic in our swords ripped through the undead. Skeletons crumbled at a mere touch.

      Lecerf was nearing the top of the hill. I gritted my teeth. As long as he lived, I could become his damned slave again. He had to die tonight.

      With Afon on my right and Emlyn on my left, I wasn’t worried about my back. The path of destruction we wove through the skeletons lengthened. We closed, slowly, on the human band of fighters that guarded the wizards. Behind us, the Meirionnydd guards rotated in so each fighter got a break to catch their breath. Like a force of nature, like a storm at sea, Emlyn, Afon, and I fought on at the forefront. But I knew my two human companions would wear down eventually. Even Emlyn, for all of his talent and skill, was only human. He couldn’t fight all night.

      But my demon and I could keep going as long as darkness ruled the sky.

      I glimpsed the old wizard’s face. He wasn’t happy, but he wasn’t panicked, yet, either. He raised his staff with the Witch Hunter seal on top and pointed it toward our rear. His high, nasally voice rang out with syllables of nonsense. A dark wave rippled from the staff. Verpa Dei! Another spell. I didn’t like the look of this one.

      A clattering like a box full of children’s toys filled the air. The ground shook. I glanced behind me. The scattered bones of the undead we had destroyed slid across the hillside, reformed, and stood to fight again. Their bony hands retrieved their weapons and they filled in the path we had cleared.

      And now we were surrounded. Curse that wizard. I cast a glare at him. He smiled, eyes twinkling like a jolly old man who had pulled a funny joke.

      Emlyn and Afon fought to keep the reanimated skeletons off my back.  I continued the push forward. But with my companions’ attention on the threat behind us, our pace slowed to a crawl.

      Bechard waved his hands through an intricate pattern. Great. What magic was next? Two fiery bolts shot from his hands and streaked down the hill.

      Crap! Damn it! Just like the arrows that had struck Ruadh at the cave where the shifter had disappeared into a grave.

      The arrows shot towards Caerwyn’s fighters as they fought to close in on the guild’s seeker. Two guardsmen fell to their knees then toppled over, clutching arrows in their chests and beating off flames that consumed their clothes.

      Damn those wizards. Gritting my teeth and screaming my frustration, I swung Soul and the Sword simultaneously, taking off three heads to my right and three to my left. Stepping over their fallen bones, I pushed that much closer to Bechard and Lecerf.

      The old wizard Lecerf barked orders at the living fighters on the hilltop. The guilders and their human guards veered towards the abbey. Crap! They were making for the graves.

      “Is there anyone on horseback,” I sent to Gwen, “who can ride between the wizards and the abbey? If they make the gate to the graveyard, they’ll grave-walk and we’ll never find them.”

      “Caerwyn, Cadoc, and I will ride,” she replied. “The wolves will come in to replace us on this flank. I doubt that Iolo has the monks free yet.”

      “I’m not sure what good they’d be against this horde and those two wizards.” I shook my head. We had been worried about one wizard, and it turns out we had two. Well, two and a half wizards until I killed Pedr.

      In the distance a single howl rose into the night, then became a chorus. The grey forms poured from the wood. A score or more wolves charged the skeletal force. Gwen and her two companions broke away from the battle and made for the abbey.

      I sensed a familiar mind. Petram. He ran next to his new pack leader. I paused in the battle just long enough to share my vision of the re-animated force behind us, asking him to come to our aid.

      “We are pack,” a multitude of minds flashed at me as the wolves veered to attack those at our backs. “We hunt together.”

      “Don’t stop,” Emlyn shouted, misunderstanding why I had paused. “Finish it.”

      I pointed behind us. He turned and grinned at the sight of the large canines ripping into bones with obvious joy. I had felled two more skeletons when our eyes met again.

      “Friends of yours?” he shouted as his blades cut through two more undead.

      “We are pack,” I yelled back at him as I sent the thoughts to the wolves. “We fight together.”

      Emlyn pointed at the guilders. “They run away together.”

      “Then we run too,” I replied. I wanted Lecerf.

      But the wizards pushed their men in a full-out retreat, towards freedom for them—and the risk of slavery for me. If they escaped, my soul would never rest.
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      I cleared a way through the undead towards Lecerf’s inner ring of human guards. Emlyn, Afon, and I had made it down to the gully between the hills. The Sword of Light and Soul blazed with The Lady’s divine light. As I swept a path of death, the Witch Hunters glanced left and right for an escape and tried to step back. But those behind them only pushed them forward again, unwilling to be the ones to meet my blades and my fury. In a few moments, Emlyn, Afon, and I would be positioned between Lecerf and the graveyard. He’d have to get through us to make good his escape.

      “Kill the Witch!” Lecerf bellowed. He jabbed his staff at me. “A bag of silver to the one who strikes her down.”

      None of his men looked like they wanted to collect the offer. They held their blades and shields in defensive stances, merely maintaining their position between me and the wizards.

      I cleared the last skeleton out of the way and fell upon the human guards. My blades ripped through three. The rest backed away. They were moments from death—and I was steps from Lecerf.

      Two snarling, hairy shapes barrelled through the mass of Witch Hunters, sending us all scattering. I stumbled backwards as Ruadh and Bjørulf, in half-bear forms, rolled between me and my opponents. The shifters skidded to a halt several paces away from me, kicking up a cloud of dust, sprinkled with blood. Rising on hind legs, they grappled, claws digging into each other’s shoulders, paws sliding in the mud as they braced and shoved. Bjørulf snarled and sunk his fangs into Ruadh’s neck. The shapeshifting monk unleashed a sound that was half roar, half yelp. Ruadh tore himself loose from the other shifter’s grasp. Half-man, half-bear, he took a step back and shook his head as blood matted the thick hair on his torso.

      Out of nowhere, Emlyn slid between them and thrust Corff into Bjørulf’s chest, under his arm. Bjørulf release Ruadh and grabbed at the blade. The shifter dropped to his knees and gasped for breath. A red froth appeared on his muzzle.

      “That is for my brother,” Emlyn said and jerked Corff free. He spun and swung it around again. His magic-infused blade opened a gash across the werebear’s belly. Then he struck Corff hard into the side of Bjørulf’s neck. Infused with magic, the blade slid through like a hot knife through butter. The werebear’s head fell into the mud. A second later the creature’s dead body slumped down beside it.

      “And that is for Rhys,” Emlyn said, he face devoid of emotion. But I saw the gleam in his eyes. Ruadh shook his head, as if to cast off the sensation of Bjørulf’s teeth in his ruff. He raised a fisted paw at Emlyn. “Damn you, laddie, I had him!”

      “You’re welcome,” Emlyn replied. “You can bring me a jug of mead later.”

      At the mention of mead, Ruadh smiled a bear-toothed grin and laughed.

      Behind us, the wolves ran through the skeletons. They had discovered that if they toppled one, grabbed it in their jaws, and ran, they could topple even more. Then other wolves would join in and pull the fallen ones apart. Ruadh joined them and tore into the skeletons. That left the humans for us.

      Taking advantage of the distraction, two brave Witch Hunter guards swung at me. But I was faster. They both fell before they could complete their strokes. Finding an opening, Emlyn made a lunge towards the wizards—then cursed.

      There were now half-a-dozen Bechards. It was as though the seeker had stepped into a mirror and his reflection had multiplied itself. I couldn’t tell which of them was the real one. Emlyn closed with one and pierced it with one of his glowing blades. That Bechard winked out of existence. Emlyn sliced another, which also disappeared. A guild fighter swung at Emlyn. Emlyn shifted targets, and slid Medwyll into the man’s chest.

      Up the hill towards the abbey, Cadoc and Caerwyn, along with more men from the two cantrefi, positioned themselves to block Lecerf’s escape. A thrill rushed through my body. The wizard was mine.

      He glanced over his shoulder at me, then raised his staff in both hands. The dark wood drew in the darkness of the night. Waves of blackness flowed into it. He held it aloft for a second, then slammed it point-down into the land.

      I sensed a disturbance. Something in my connection to the goddess, to the land, screamed in pain. Black energy pulsed from the staff. The darkness the staff had swallowed a moment ago now flowed out towards the palisades around the graveyard. As it reached the wooden wall, the palisade cracked and groaned then split wide open. Log by log, even more of the wall dropped onto the ground—then vanished as if swallowed. A pit of blackness, darker than the night, gaped open in the ground. Alongside the logs of the palisade, a few long-buried skeletons peeled loose from the dirt and toppled down the edge of the chasm.

      Verpa Dei! All the penises of all the gods. There had been ancient graves right under the wall. The wizard was mere steps away from freedom.

      The shock and tumult of the landslide tossed Caerwyn’s men about. Caerwyn himself teetered on the edge. Cadoc grasped Lord Meirionnydd’s arm and pulled him forward before he tumbled into the blackness. While chaos still reined, Witch Hunter guards engaged the first rank of Caerwyn’s men.

      Emlyn was still busy trying to get to the various Bechards. I turned my eye once again to Lecerf. Only one final circle of guards separated him from me. I stabbed and slashed with Soul and the Sword of Light, only to find my blows parried and blocked. The guild's best fighters had stayed close to the wizards—including Dead Osbert himself.

      Afon found an opening and whirled to attack the guild’s dead sword captain. Before I could stop him, he and Osbert had crossed blades. Under normal circumstances, I would have rated Afon as Osbert’s equal in skill. But not after the ceremony the wizard had performed with me and Osbert’s corpse in the catacombs. Afon didn’t have my skill set, nor my centuries of training under Aemi, the best swordsman in the world. Dead Osbert did. And Dead Osbert had two blades.

      My friend swung his sword, but Osbert’s blade redirected it just enough to miss him. On the follow through, Osbert slid his blade down Afon’s and stabbed him in the upper arm. Surprise and pain battled on Afon’s face. I was encumbered with two of Lecerf’s guards at once, one armed with an axe and the other with a sword. I went defensive and tried to move to Afon’s side.

      My friend was still on his feet and blocking Osbert’s blows, but his face had moved from surprise to concern. His sword arm was bleeding. Dead Osbert had sliced Afon’s leather armour. Afon launched another strike, which dead Osbert easily parried. As if in slow motion, I watched Osbert align for his next attack. The set up was tricky. The defender had to leave himself open, but not look like it was a feint and draw an attack in the lower outside quadrant. If his opponent took the bait, he had to fast block and reverse both weapons down, but block with the weapon your opponent didn’t expect. Afon made exactly the wrong move, and took the bait Dead Osbert had set up.

      I saw exactly where Osbert’s blades would go, and I couldn’t get there in time to stop it. Afon’s catch phrase rolled through my mind, along with a fleeting thought of Llinos. Those who live by the sword…

      A crazy idea entered my head. It was my only hope.

      I sliced across the belly of the guard with the axe, and carried through the pivot with a slashing cut that caught the other guard in the neck. With those two annoyances out of the way, I pointed my sword at the dead sword captain.

      “Osbert, HOLD!” I bellowed.

      Maybe my inclusion in the spell that raised Dead Osbert would give me power over the undead fighter.

      To both my surprise and joy, Dead Osbert froze, blades halted in mid-swing. Wasting no time, Afon plunged in and cleaved the dead man’s head off. Osbert’s body crumpled to the ground. Dead again.

      I hoped that was the end of Osbert.

      But it still wasn’t the end of our fight.

      Emlyn was down to only three copies of the Seeker. I faced only a handful of guards between me and the wizard. But Lecerf was mere steps from the hole in the wall.

      Afon’s breath was heavy as he fought to stay with my pace. He was wearing. Everyone was. But I couldn’t slow down now, and with my demon’s energy, I had no reason to. Only a few more guards to get through and I’d have him. I dodged a blow from a Witch Hunter and dropped him with the Sword of Light.

      Lecerf pointed his staff at Caerwyn and Cadoc, who stood shoulder-to-shoulder in front of the gate. I refused to let him get another spell in and tried to reach the Sword of Light close enough to knock the staff from his hands. But more guild fighters filled in between the wizard and me.

      Lecerf muttered a command. The ground in the graveyard heaved. Mounds of earth flew into the air. As if a blanket had been peeled back from their beds, the dead inside the abbey’s graveyard erupted from their resting places and stumbled towards the two lords and Gwen.

      “Behind you,” I yelled, and pointed with Soul. Gwen looked back. Her face went ashen. One guilder took advantage of my pause and attacked. I blocked his blow and ran him through. My eyes darted back to Gwen and the undead from the abbey’s graveyard. The horde was almost upon the defenders at the palisade now.

      “Caerwyn and Cadoc can’t disengage,” Emlyn shouted at me. He pierced another of the Bechards before him. It disappeared as well. “If they turn to defend, the wizard will reach the grave.”

      Deodamnatus! He was correct. Caerwyn and Cadoc and their handful of men were all that kept Lecerf from dashing into that open portal. That left Gwen to deal with the new undead. I thought back to the night the Witch Hunters had conjured spirits at Cadoc’s wedding. It was the only time I’d seen her afraid—other than right now.

      Gwen swept her eyes over the mass of undead and turned stark white.
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      “Mair!” she yelled inside my mind. “Get down!” The tone of her thoughts brooked no room for argument. I sensed a massive building of magical energy inside her body, and a notion she left unspoken—a vague image of utter destruction, of fear for my life.

      “Afon!” I yelled as I dropped. He didn’t question, but stepped over me. His blade sang through the air, providing me with cover. I curled into a tiny ball behind a pile of corpses. Dead guild fighters leaked their blood into the soil on which I lay. I sensed a final thought from Gwen that I should close my eyes. I clamped them shut.

      There was a flash, brighter than anything I had ever seen. It seared through my eyelids. For an instant, the battlefield went utterly silent. I heard Afon groan as he stood over me, as a man both pained and disgusted.

      “Back to the fight, dearest,” Gwen prompted me. Her voice was quiet and low, barely stronger than a feather.

      I pushed my body upright, a sword in each hand. But no one was fighting. Not even Afon. Everyone was groaning and rubbing their eyes.

      I shrugged and lopped off a Witch Hunter’s head while he was otherwise disposed. He was one of those with Osbert who had tortured Seren. Good.

      I glanced across the field toward Gwen. She stood behind Cadoc, her magical shield before her. Her hand rubbed her temple. A glow of white, healing light drifted from her touch. Whatever she had done, it had taken a lot out of her.

      As the battle slowly kindled back to life, with various fighters taking advantage over those less prepared, Gwen’s eyes met mine for a brief instant. A thin smile graced her face. She shifted her shield to Cadoc’s side and blocked a blow he hadn’t seen. But behind her in the abbey’s graveyard, there were no undead. Some weapons lay scattered around the open graves. But there was no clothing, no bodies. Nothing. I was glad I had taken cover between the corpses on this side of the battlefield. Even with The Lady’s protection, I doubted I would have come out of that magical blast unscathed.

      Gwen stumbled as she tried to stay behind Cadoc and Caerwyn.

      “Are you all right?” I sent.

      “I will recover in a moment,” she sent.

      I doubted that was the entire truth. Clearly, this was the spell she had feared to use at Nant Bywyd. And if she feared to use it while at her full strength, I had reason to worry over her now, when she wasn’t fully recovered from the spell Lecerf had hit her with that night. I approved of her staying out of the fight for now—and hoped she knew better than to use any more magic tonight beyond her invisible shield.

      Closer to me, Emlyn used Corff to pierce one of the Seekers. This time blood erupted from the wound, and Bechard dropped to his knees. The other copy of him winked out.

      One wizard down.

      Only one left to go.

      But there were still half a dozen Witch Hunter guards between him and me—and only half a dozen steps between Lecerf and his portal. Purple and green sparks flared across his robes as he shook his head to clear it. A few seconds passed before he seemed to focus his gaze on anything. Even then he blinked hard. He set his shoulders and gestured toward where Gwen and Cadoc, along with Caerwyn and his guards, blocked the way to the graves.

      Again the old wizard raised his staff. He uttered another command and waves of darkness flowed into the magical staff. When he had filled it to his satisfaction, he pointed it across the battlefield. As he continued to mutter, a shadow rolled out of the staff. Two guilders in its path opened their mouths in a scream, but made no sound. Their bodies went rigid, then blackened, like charred pieces of wood as they toppled. The wizard destroyed his own men to make good his escape.

      The wave of blackness, of death, crept across the battlefield. Two of the Meirionnydd guards froze as the darkness hit them and crumbled to dust. The curse was now only a second or two from my friends.

      Gwen thrust her magical shield in front of Caerwyn and Cadoc, throwing her arm around them as if in an embrace. But her shield wasn’t wide enough. She had left herself outside its protections. “NO!” I screamed. My heart was in my throat.

      The blackness struck her. Lecerf’s spell pushed and swirled against whatever wards Gwen wore. The Lady’s magic fought hard to protect her. Sparkles of light flashed as the blackness crashed into my love.

      Another guilder swung at me, and I slid Soul into his chest. He hung impaled on my blade as the life drained out of him. I recognized him. The other guilder with Osbert and the thumbscrews. But paying him back wasn’t what worried me.

      Ignoring the near-corpse on my sword, I darted my eyes back to Gwen. The magical forces finally exploded and threw her back up the hill. She landed at the foot of an oak tree and lay still. With the curse gone, Cadoc and Caerwyn struggled to regain their feet.

      I shoved open my mental link with Seren and sensed that she was still at Caer Penllyn, where she had gone with Enid before the battle began. “Seren, help! Gwen’s down!” I sent as I tried to wrench Soul free of the dying Witch Hunter. With the Sword of Light in my other hand, I parried a heavy slice from another of the wizard’s last fighters.

      Gwen’s thoughts floated distantly to my mind. “Dearest… keep fighting…”

      She was alive, but I felt her fading. I needed to be by her side, to hold her, to comfort her.

      She must have felt the resistance to her orders in my mind. She sent only one word. “Penllyn…”

      She was right, as always. I had to finish the battle. For Penllyn. For our family. I prayed she could hold on long enough for me to get to her.

      The guilder I had skewered with Soul finally toppled to the ground, dead. His fall took my sword with him. Only a few  fighters stood between me and the wizard. I shifted my left hand to the hilt of The Sword of Light. It lengthened in my grip. Then I threw open the door to my demon’s cell. She and I would finish him. That wizard would die. Tonight. I wanted speed and a lot of it. My demon’s song flooded my mind.

      One fighter’s head flew from his shoulders. The Sword of Light emerged from the back of the second fighter. Then sliced into a third. My demon and I kicked his body into the mass of dead guards in front of Lecerf. The blade slashed out again. Behind my shoulder. Across and down. The next man before me split in two from the diagonal stroke. Another spin, and slash across the neck of the final Witcther guard. I faced the wizard.

      He stood at the very brink of the yawning black portal. His escape into the Underworld.

      I tightened my grip on The Sword. He would not escape. I couldn’t let him. Not after what he did to Gwen.

      Waves of blackness flowed into Lecerf’s staff. The wizard levelled it at me. “You are coming with me, my pet,” he wheezed.

      He had to die. I probably would, too. But this fight between us had to end tonight.

      I leapt over the corpses in front of me. I slammed the Sword of Light at the old wizard. He might catch me with his spell, but he wouldn’t live to enjoy whatever he had planned. Lecerf saw the inevitable blow and tried to shift his staff up to block my blade.

      Another glowing sword erupted from the wizard’s chest. His eyes widened, as did mine. I knew that blade. It was my own. It was Soul. Behind Lecerf, Talian shoved the sword into the wizard’s back.

      The Sword of Light continued the descent. I saw every split second stretched out before me now and watched as my arms pushed my enchanted blade down at Lecerf.

      When the blade of The Lady met the black wood of the staff, the magic of the two enchantments clashed. The Sword broke through the staff. The magic in the staff exploded outward. The Sword of Light cracked and broke in two.

      The energy of the blast stripped the flesh from the wizard’s bones. I sucked in my breath—a human reflex I didn’t realize was still imbedded in my muscle memory—and waited for my own instantaneous death.

      Instead, I felt myself blown backwards. I tumbled end-over-end, still holding one broken half of the Sword of Light. When I landed, I felt the blast rushing over me like wind—but not touching me. His was not the only magic in the air. I sensed a different kind of energy that wrapped around me. A bubble of protection that deflected the blast’s energy. I looked to where Talian had landed and saw he had one, too. But Lecerf’s magic spread past us quickly towards the rest of our army. Towards our friends.

      In the blink of an eye, another wave of magic flew up from the ground. It formed a magical cone around the wizard’s body and funnelled the blast up and away from our people. The explosion ripped through the sky with such force, I expected the stars to be knocked from their constellations and fall to earth.

      Where had the protections come from? I sensed a golden strand that ran all the way across the battlefield… back to Gwen.

      Propped on one arm, she held her palm towards us. No, no. She didn’t have the strength for more magic. But even now she pushed herself to protect the land and her people. To protect us. To protect me.

      The wizard’s blast spent itself into the air and vanished with such force, it left the battlefield feeling like a vacuum. I looked for Lecerf’s corpse, but it was gone. As was the staff. As was the cursed Witch Hunter’s symbol.

      Gwen crumpled to the ground. Her skin was sickly dark. Even her bright hair was turning black.

      “Seren, HELP!” I sent as I raced to Gwen.

      But Seren was already there. She must have tree walked… the oak tree… Seren knelt by Gwen’s still form. Tears streamed down her face.

      Gwen’s eyes were open. Life barely shined within them.

      “Dearest,” she whispered, and raised a discoloured hand. The flesh blackened like charred wood. The darkness still spread across her exposed skin.

      “Seren, do something!” I screamed.

      Seren merely turned her tear-stained face toward me. She brought no light to her hands. She pulled no energy through her golden cord.

      She spoke no words to me.

      Gwen’s eyes closed and her breath escaped into the night fog.

      “No,” I cried. I grabbed fistfuls of grass. “No…”

      Why had she pushed herself? Why had she made those bubbles to protect me and Talian? Why did she make the magic to protect the rest of the people on the battlefield?

      I knew the answer. Tears rolled unheeded down my cheeks. She was Gwenhwyfar, first of the disciples of the Holy Lady of Britannia. She loved the land, loved the people, and loved me.

      Damn it! Damn all the guilders. Damn everyone. I wanted Gwen.

      It was my role to sacrifice, not hers. But to do anything less, to not give her all for the people she loved, wasn’t what Lady Gwenhwyfar would have done. And I loved her all the more for it.

      Seren’s arm curled around me.

      I felt the tears of red run down my cheeks. I bit my lip.

      Then cocked my head.

      “I hear it, too,” Seren sent. “The land sings its sorrow.”

      The leaves of the oak stirred, though there was no wind. The stalks of grass bowed, rustling together. The very soil hummed, as if it heaved with tears. Together, they made a sound that could almost be mistaken for music. A song of mourning. A song of woe.

      The tree shimmered, and a red rip in its bark opened. White light poured forth. Inside the rift stood the Goddess. Tears leaked from both her eyes as she stepped out and knelt beside Gwen’s lifeless body.

      “Bring her back,” I sent to the Goddess. “I beg you.”

      The Lady cast her eyes about the battlefield strewn with skeletons and corpses. “Would you have me reanimate the dead?”

      Her meaning was all too clear. An undead Gwen would not be Gwen.

      She slid her arms beneath Gwen’s lifeless body with a gentleness that made me cry anew. She lifted our fallen sister, my love.

      The Lady, Goddess of Britannia, carried Gwen back into the tree.

      I wrapped my arms around Seren as we knelt together. The rip closed behind the goddess. The land continued its song of sorrow for another moment before it, too, faded away.
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            A Man of Honour

          

        

      

    

    
      Tears ran down my face. I collapsed at the base of the great tree that had swallowed Gwen. Seren sat next to me and stroked my hair as I cried. I felt my distant link to The Lady, but I ignored it. I let grief swallow me. Around me the air was full of the moans of injured men.

      Seren bent and kissed my cheek. “I must tend to the wounded, dear sister,” she said and rose.

      I stayed and sobbed. Gwen was gone from me forever.

      I smelled blood. The blood of the dead, as well as the blood of one living. Shifter blood. Ruadh knelt next to me and laid one of his hands on my shoulders. “Lass,” his voice cracked.

      I didn’t want to react. I wanted comfort right then; the comfort that only Gwen could give. But she was gone.

      “Lass, the lad needs your help.” Ruadh pointed back at the battlefield.

      Cadoc stood above Talian, who was being forced to kneel by two of Caerwyn’s men. Emlyn and Caerwyn watched from the side.

      “He might lose his head before the night is done,” Ruadh said. “They be saying he’s a Witch Hunter.”

      Talian? I owed him so much. Some of Gwen’s last words to me drifted through my head. Dearest… keep fighting. Not all battles were over tonight. In hindsight, who else but me had seen what I saw? Who else had seen Soul pierce the wizard’s chest, at Talian’s hand? I had to help.

      “Aye,” I imitated the northlander accent best as I could. Anything to distract me from my pain. I rose, unsteady, and wiped my sleeve across my tear-streaked face. “How do I look?” I asked Ruadh.

      “No worse than any other man on this bloody field,” he replied.

      He extended an arm to me. I did not trust my legs, nor my emotions yet. But I would stand for all that was right and noble tonight, for the honour of Gwen’s memory if for nothing else.

      Ruadh led me towards where Talian knelt, surrounded by men with spears or drawn swords. I was grateful to Ruadh for his help. My legs didn’t want to work on their own.

      “Milord, tis true,” one of Caerwyn’s men proclaimed. “Talian here, he run off ta join the Witch Hunter Guild this winter. I swear he’s been with them since. He came home a few weeks ago, then left again when this new lot come into our village. I saw him ride out with them again, him in the middle of them.”

      Abbot Heilyn was there too, by now. So Brother Iolo had successfully freed him and the rest of the monks from the cellars. Heilyn stayed quiet and let Cadoc and Caerwyn lead the inquiry. His eyes caught mine, however. I saw the compassion behind them. He already knew about Gwen. My knees started to buckle again.

      I clung to Ruadh’s strong, thick arm so I didn’t collapse with the next step.

      “Is this true?” Cadoc asked Talian. “Did you join the Witch Hunters? What say you?”

      Talian raised his eyes. He wasn’t an apprentice any longer, or a boy. He was not afraid to stand up for himself. For the truth.

      “It is true, Milords, that I joined and rode with the Witch Hunters. I soon learned they had no honour and only lived to harm others. I left them to return to my village and help my father on the farm. My father… he has six sons and not enough land to help us all.” His back was rigid, his head high as he spoke.

      Ruadh and I stepped into the group. I released his arm and took a tentative step into the midst of the men. Good, my legs held me without collapsing. They still shook though.

      “Milords,” I said with a small quiver in my voice. “I must speak on his behalf.”

      “Mair,” Cadoc said, “I am saddened by the loss…” He hesitated and didn’t say her name aloud.

      I closed my eyes and fought to keep my grief locked away. Not now. I didn’t have time for grief right now.

      This battle had cost me half of my world. Gwen was gone. Emlyn let his eyes linger on me. I saw the pain in them. I wanted to go to him and be held, but, in my unusual world of love, that was Gwen’s role: compassion. Emlyn was the passion side of our triangle.

      “You said you speak for his lad?” Caerwyn asked.

      “Aye,” I said. “We have much to thank this man for. It was he who killed our enemy.”

      A murmur rippled through the gathering.

      “You, Lady Mair, struck the fatal blow against our enemy tonight,” Caerwyn interjected.

      “No,” I shook my head. “He struck the blow that killed the magician. Did no one else see this young man’s act of heroism?”

      Caerwyn and the rest of the men shook their heads.

      “We were engaged in battle ourselves,” Caerwyn said.

      “I saw it,” Emlyn said. “He was right behind Mair, Afon, and me the entire battle. I admit, I didn’t pay him much mind, other than a hope he wouldn’t get underfoot.” Emlyn pulled a frown. “Not much of a swordsman yet, this lad. Yet it was he who retrieved Mair’s sword from a corpse and attacked Lecerf from behind.”

      Emlyn earned himself a little smile from me. For once, he returned it. Briefly. The sight of his grin helped solidify my legs. I stood straighter. I tried to draw from the type of strength Rhian always seemed to find when she needed to be strong.

      “This young man has been a friend of Penllyn far longer than any of you imagine—or at least a friend of mine,” I said. “He was apprenticed to the band of Witch Hunters that captured me unarmed in the borderlands.” That was a tale I had no desire to tell now. My heart was so broken already. I rushed through the worst of it. “They kept me tied and tortured. His masters threatened my womanhood. It was Talian who aided my escape. He braved his masters’ wrath to help me and wouldn’t flee while I was their captive. The lad, I released to return to his home and to the girl he loves.” I smiled at him.

      A small grin popped up on his face. The fact I remembered her name clearly touched him.

      “This young man,” I said, “was Lecerf’s prisoner tonight, just as Ruadh, Enid, and I were. He was to be killed with the rest of us.”

      “Aye, she speaks the truth,” Ruadh said.

      I didn’t bother to mention I was to be the one who killed Talian. Nor did I mention that it was Talian’s information that had helped the Witch Hunters on their campaign. He had killed a wizard tonight, freeing Penllyn from that particular blight forever. He should be a hero, not a defendant on trial.

      “However he survived and wormed his way to the heart of the battle,” I went on, “this young man thrust the blade into the wizard right before I landed the blow that broke the staff. He is no Witch Hunter. He is a true friend of Penllyn.”

      Talian gave me a smile of gratitude.

      “Lady Mair,” Caerwyn said, “your word of this man’s honour and bravery is more than enough to clear his name.” He turned towards Talian. “Who are you, son?”

      “Talian ap Goreu, of Caermuth, milord,” he said, still on his knees. His guards, however, had loosened their grip on his arms.

      “That is in Meirionnydd, is it not?” Cadoc asked, with a glance at the lord of that land.

      “It is,” Caerwyn confirmed.

      “With our losses this week, I have need of a man of honour,” Cadoc said, “should you be willing to release him to me.”

      “His bravery and honour give him the right to choose himself,” Caerwyn replied. “Talian ap Goreu, Lord Cadoc requests your service. Will you answer to his father as your lord?”

      Talian’s eyes were wide. For a moment, he lost the look of the young new warrior and returned to the boy, eager to make a road in the world for himself and his sweetheart. “I will, milord.”

      “In recognition of your bravery, your loyalty,” Cadoc proclaimed, “and your selfless sacrifice to protect those who need your help the most, I announce that you are now a son of Penllyn. Will you serve in our guard, in exchange for a share in the cantref’s abundance?”

      Talian nodded. Cadoc held his hands out, in a V shape towards his newest guardsman. The lad had the presence of mind to place his own hands into his those of his new lord.

      “Talian ap Goreu, do you pledge your loyalty and fealty to Penllyn, and to my father, lord of that land, and to his heirs?”

      “I do, Milord.”

      I realised I was crying again. This time it was happy tears. Despite all that had happened, I had found the one little spark of good that could come out of this terrible night. And yet Gwen had left a hole in my heart that I knew would never be filled. And no flicker of happiness seemed capable of burying my sadness.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            45

          

          

      

    

    







            The Errand

          

        

      

    

    
      Caerwyn’s men added wood to the fire the Witch Hunters had lit on the top of the hill. They tossed the bones and rotting corpses of Lecerf’s undead army into wooden carts, then hauled them to the hill and threw them into the inferno.

      Seren approached me, a Meirionnydd guardsman at her back. He carried a cloth-wrapped bundle, narrow but half the length of a sword.

      “The Lady says we must return the Sword of Light to the lake,” Seren sent.

      I stared at the bundle and sensed The Lady’s energy humming within. This was my duty, I realized. I had wielded the Sword.

      “I will take it,” I sent back. But I made no move to accept the bundle from the guardsman. The very sensation of it reminded me of Gwen.

      Seren’s eyes lingered on my face for a few beats. But when I still made no move to take my charge, Ruadh gently reached in and accepted the bundle for me, with a nod of thanks to the guard.

      Seren spoke in quiet tones to her brother Cadoc, passing along the message that I was to leave for a time on The Lady’s business, and that it couldn’t wait. She, of course, would stay to tend the wounded. Cadoc frowned, clearly unhappy to send me away alone. He lifted a questioning eyebrow to Emlyn.

      The Penteulu’s face was just as serious. “Either Mair or I need to stay at Caer Penllyn. Fadog may be an idiot, but he’s not stupid. He’s too slippery, and I doubt that Sawyl and Gerallt will be able to catch him.”

      “Which means you stay,” Cadoc said, completing Emlyn’s implication.

      Seren and Emlyn were both right, of course. They couldn’t go. But as much as I wanted to roll into the earth for a long, undead nap and simply be alone, I also dreaded the thought of making this painful journey by myself.

      “There are still injured here and at Caer Penllyn,” Seren said. “More than Brother Iolo alone can manage.” She turned to me, the pain of our loss was still in her gaze.

      “Contact when you arrive at the lake. I shall tree-walk to stand with you.”

      I nodded, but didn’t say more. I wasn’t sure I could say anything without succumbing to my grief.

      Cadoc frowned again, then turned to Penllyn’s newest member of the teulu. “Talian,” Cadoc said.

      The lad turned, his back straight as he looked his new lord in the eye. “Yes, milord?”

      “Your first task for me shall be a sombre one. The Lady Mair has an errand, needs an escort. Will you accompany her on that errand?”

      I mouthed the words “thank you” to Cadoc.

      “Yes milord,” Talian said. “I will go anywhere the Lady Mair needs me.”

      Lord Meirionnydd placed a hand on the lad’s shoulder. “What would you have me ask this maiden of yours as I travel to my home? I shall be honoured to deliver the message of Talian, man of Penllyn, to her myself.”

      The whirlwind events of the last few minutes finally settled on the young man. He glanced around, confused, before he stammered out an answer.

      “I should be asking her to marry me… if she’ll have a poor man like me.” Cadoc and the others chuckled. “But I suppose I should ask her myself, shouldn’t I?” The men laughed hard.

      “I shall then ask her if she will meet you at Caer Penllyn, where Penllyn’s newest man and hero of tonight’s battle has a most heartfelt message to deliver,” Caerwyn said. “I will arrange an escort for her and provide her family’s share of the wedding gifts. I will tell her she’d be a fool to turn down your offer, but I doubt she will.” He clapped the lad on the arm.

      “What say you, Brother Ruadh?” Cadoc asked, “What path lies before you?”

      “I be following this lass wherever she need,” my hairy friend said. “She an’ her sword always seem to be findin’ trouble. I be there to help.” He glanced at the abbot.

      “I expect no less of you, my son,” Abbot Heilyn said. The cleric looked my way. “I sense the Lord’s work bringing you and Lady Mair to our land.”

      That almost brought a grin to my face. He was probably thinking of the wrong deity. Heilyn, our wily abbot winked at me with a sly grin. Perhaps he did realize the truth of the goddess and her work.

      “Aye,” Ruadh rumbled. He wrapped an arm around me. “She be kin of my heart if not of my blood. Perhaps she’ll let me stay around and watch her dance with them swords of hers.”

      I returned his hug. Part of me was still processing my grief, but I knew I shouldn’t turn away the good I found tonight.

      “We will see you in a week or so,” Cadoc said. “And with the Lady’s blessing, once we finish mourning our dead, we’ll have another wedding at our keep!” A smile graced his face. “Finish your errand, then make haste to Caer Penllyn.” He shifted his gaze to Talian. “I have found it is best to not keep your lady bride waiting. Worry not, I shall take care of your bridal gifts to her and her family.”

      The lad bowed. He had gone from a prisoner – twice over, who faced certain death – to the hero of the night.

      Cadoc reached out toward, and I took his hands. He held them, a gesture of comfort. My knees still worked, and I didn’t collapse. I might get through the rest of the night. Maybe.

      “Know, too, Mair, that we grieve with you.”

      I wasn't ready yet to voice that topic.

      “You are a daughter of Penllyn,” Cadoc continued, “and one of my dear sisters. I hope I have honoured you with these companions on your journey?”

      “I could ask for no one better,” I said. I felt the warm glow of The Lady’s presence cover me. What came next, came from her. I spoke the words, but she directed my actions. This time, I didn’t mind. This time, there was love behind it.

      “I offer the blessings of The Holy Lady of Britannia upon Penllyn and Meirionnydd. Both houses have shown true love for the land and her people.” As the words emerged, I recognized myself stepping into Gwen’s role. The thought tore at my heart and brought tears to my eyes, but I kept my head high.

      “We do our best, milady,” Cadoc said with a deep bow. I took his lowered head in my hands and laid a kiss in his hair.

      “Go with The Holy Lady’s blessing, Lord Cadoc. And you, Lord Meirionnydd. You have The Holy Lady’s blessings as well.”

      Caerwyn bowed and raised my hand to his lips.

      Emlyn passed me the sword belt with which he had carried my blade. Soul was already in the scabbard. “You leave tonight, then?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      He helped me buckle the belt on and adjust it to my liking. When Emlyn’s hands touched me, I wanted to collapse into him, let him hold me as the tears came. But we both knew I had too much work to do before that could happen.

      I dropped my hand to the hilt, drew the blade, and looked along its gleaming edge. Nicked and dulled in many spots, she showed the signs of tonight’s battle. I’d have to spend several hours with my stone to get her edge crisp again. But there was no sign of Lecerf’s blood, nor anyone else’s. Emlyn knew how to care for weapons. He’d taken the time to wipe Soul down before sliding her into her scabbard.

      “Will you be coming back to Penllyn, or should I send your students to meet you?” he teased.

      I ventured a weak smile. “I intend to return to Penllyn, to you…. To aid you and Bleddyn and Rhian… Penllyn is my home.”

      He gave me a small smile. Emlyn was a poet with the blades, but used words only when needed. With me, he rarely had that need anymore.

      Talian still appeared shocked at all that had transpired in the last few hours. “I thank you, milady,” he said. “I did not want to tell them… about…”

      I placed a finger on his lips. “You, Talian, are a man of honour.” I pulled his head down and kissed him on the forehead. “Come. We must find you a sword among the dead. Penllyn’s newest man must not be unarmed on our errand.”

      “Will you teach me how to use it?” he asked. “I never saw anyone move the way you do with the blades.”

      “You have earned that, and more,” I said.

      Ruadh chuckled with his deep rumble and the three of us headed to where the men tossed the enemy’s dead into the burning pyre. We found equipment, armour, and weapons piled next to the blaze. I pulled out a sword sized well for Talian.

      Cadoc had a man bring us horses from the abbey. The generous monks had already tied supplies to the saddles. Ruadh stowed the bundle with The Lady’s broken Sword of Light in Talian’s pack. I didn’t need the reminder with me. Better that someone else carry it.

      I took my horse’s bridle and glanced towards the hole in the abbey’s palisade. Beyond that stood the disturbed graves and the oak tree where the goddess had carried Gwen to the Otherworld.

      Distance… I wanted to be away from here. Away from the memories. I needed to rebuild the wall around my heart where I had let Gwen in. Just like the abbot and the monks needed to rebuild their wall.

      I wanted to run away. I could outrun the horses with my demon’s help. Ruadh would be able to keep my pace if I ran. But I had a new student to train, and I couldn’t train him if I outdistanced him. Penllyn was home. I would be back. No matter how far I had to run to build the wall in my heart. I would return to Penllyn. To home.
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      Ruadh’s horse snorted as we topped a rise. The sound brought me out of the musings I’d been lost in for days. Or was it longer? I’d been living in a void, my body carrying out the task of delivering The Lady’s sword to the lake, while I trained my mind to think of anything but Gwen.

      The mists parted just enough for us to see the still, dark, and mirrored surface of The Lady’s lake. I had never come here by land before, but always through the mists with Gwen. I sent a thought to Seren’s mind to let her know we had arrived.

      We rode into the clearing by the shore. The two logs still lay as silent guardians at the shoreline. The grass along the bank where Gwen and I had tossed our blankets was just as lush and verdant. I slid down from my horse, walked to the shore, and ran my hand idly along one log. Its smooth surface was testament to the long hours Gwen had sat there across the generations. My time with her was just a blink of an eye in her lifespan.

      Talian took our horses and set them to feed in the grass. I smelled bear again as Ruadh walked up beside me. He pulled me towards him, one large arm across my shoulders.

      “Aye, we all loved her, lass.”

      Ruadh’s eyes were misty with an unshed tear or two as he gazed across the lake. I stood on my toes and kissed him on his whiskered cheek, then laid my head against his arm. More words weren’t needed between us at that moment. Gwen had been his friend too. We both missed her. This place, more than any other, was Gwen’s.

      “I love the land and the people, too,” I said. My voice was quiet and a damp mist formed as my breath hit the air.

      “We all love The Lady’s people.” Seren’s voice came from behind me, not through my mind. She must have opened a portal to travel here as soon as I touched her mind.

      She stepped to my other side and we three stood, each with our own thoughts.

      Talian approached with the cloth-wrapped bundle. He said not a word as he unwrapped it and revealed the broken sword. I traced my fingers up the hilt and along the curves of the golden serpent on the blade. At first the milky gem in the pommel was blank, then the mists inside stirred. The dragon swam slowly and reverently in the red mists of the pommel stone. He paused and stared at me for a few seconds, then resumed his slow drift back through the mists.

      Despite the chill in the morning air and the sombre undertones we all felt, Talian stood proud as he completed his task of bearing The Lady’s sword for me. Me… I was The Lady’s representative. This was my task.

      “Thank you, my friend,” I whispered. “May the blessings of The Lady be upon you. Your task is complete. I thank you for both The Lady and for myself. You are a man of true honour.”

      He blushed, his cheeks a deep red. I lifted the sword pieces from his hands. Holding the hilt with the base of the blade in my right hand and the broken end in my left, I walked slowly towards the lake. Each step took me closer to completing this task. Once done, I had only one place to go. My grief over Gwen.

      “In the memory of Gwenhwyfar I return this blade to Britain.” My first toss sent the hilt and the base of the blade flying end over end, far from shore. I had forgotten my strength. It splashed somewhere in the mists, far beyond my sight. I tossed the half with the point just as hard. Its edge sliced my fingers as it slid through my grasp. I ignored the gash. I threw to release, my final act before I could mourn Gwen.

      That piece, too, splashed into the lake somewhere. I could feel my flesh knit itself around the cut. Here, especially here by The Lady’s lake, the instruments of the goddess would not harm me, not for long.

      As the sound fluttered into my ears, that final splash, my knees and my resolve gave out. My legs buckled. I fell to my knees and buried my face in my hands. Sobs didn’t just escape my lips, they surged forth. These partings, when I let go of my loved ones and let them drift away, were never easy. In the short time I had been with Gwen, though, her love had sunk deep into my soul. I had not felt love this deep or loss this strong since my master had left us.

      Seren knelt by my side and stroked my hair. She was saying something, but I chose not to hear her. I let my sobs drown out everything else.

      Ruadh stepped next to me. He placed a comforting hand on my shoulder.

      “Lass…” Ruadh’s voice rumbled. “Lass!” He yelled in my ear before I heard him. My sobs trailed off.

      “Lady Mair,” Talian’s voice pushed through my sobs. “Look…”

      I wiped my eyes with my sleeve. That part of my dress, and my hands were red. Red tears are still tears. They come from the same emotional depth as my tears had before I crossed over.

      Ruadh’s hand squeezed my shoulder. Through the mists a white boat drifted towards shore. On the small skiff stood a regal figure. Tall and blonde. She wore a golden diadem around her brow and a dress of misty silver-blue. A red dragon was embroidered across the front. Her cloak was lined in gold.

      My chin quivered as the boat stopped a few feet from shore.

      “My daughter,” The Lady said. Her golden voice sounded like many choirs. Beautiful, melodic, enchanting. “Why do you cry so on this shore?”

      I recalled the words of the old hag from the Guest House when I had first landed in Britain. The goddess in her persona as the aged wise counsellor had promised me love, a family, a home.

      “For love, Mistress.” My voice cracked, but I knew she had been right. “Thank you. Gwen’s love was the best gift I have ever received.” My family. But most importantly my time with Gwen. That was what the goddess had rewarded me with. “I will cherish her in my heart for all eternity.”

      “Daughter. Know you have my blessings. Britain rejoices that we have such love as yours for our land.” Her smile sent love my way before she turned to my companions.

      “Talian,” she said, her melodic voice pushing his name before him with authority. He dropped to one knee.

      “Milady,” he said. “How may I serve?”

      “Good Talian.” Her voice again lit our little part of the world. “Your loyalty, your dedication, and your spirit are those of a true champion. You have already served us well.”

      “I pledge my life to your service, milady,” he said boldly.

      “So be it,” she said, and bent to retrieve something from the floor of her skiff. When she stood, she had both halves of the sword I had just tossed into the mists. She touched the pieces to each other. As they met, a bright light flashed from the joint. When it dissipated, the blade was whole once again. The boat had drifted closer to the bank on which we gathered. Its long prow was close enough she could touch us.

      “Will you serve my daughters and champion their cause, and the cause of all Britain?”

      “On my honour, and my life, I shall,” Talian replied.

      The Lady raised the sword and touched Talian’s head with the reunited blade. “Arise, Talian. You, too, have my blessings. A young lady awaits you. Know your union is blessed as well, and your heirs will prosper on this land.”

      Talian took to his feet, but bowed deeply to The Lady.

      “Lord Ruadh,” the goddess said. “Your service has been much appreciated.”

      “Tis nothin’, Milady,” he said. A chuckle rumbled from him. “I be finding the saving of pretty lasses to be me life’s calling.”

      She held forth her hands. He stepped forward and placed his palms together and set them in her open hands. The Lady closed her divine fingers around his.

      “Ruadh, as I asked long ago, you have championed my daughters well. Will you continue on this path with them?”

      “Aye, Lass,” he rumbled. “I will do me best. Long as they let a smelly old bear around them.”

      The Lady smiled. “Blessings, dear Ruadh. Your curse is now yours to control. No more shall you be ruled by the heavenly body and its light.” The smile faded from Ruadh’s face as the import of her words sank home. Short of removing the curse, that was the best any werebeast could hope for. Being able to avoid the transformation when the moon was full in the sky was a reward I hadn’t even considered possible.

      His face lit up with a huge grin that cracked his furry red beard. “Thank you, lass.”

      Her slender fingers, enhanced with the dragon ring from my dream of the chessmen, reached out in invitation. I placed my hand in hers.

      “Rise, my daughter,” she said.

      I had not been in the presence of many deities. None I knew of until I had come to Britain. I wasn’t sure I wanted the attention right then. I wasn’t done grieving. Now was when I wanted to be alone. But I had little choice. I rose, as The Lady had asked.

      “My daughter, you have served us well. We could ask for no one better to be in our service.”

      I released her hand and curtsied. “I have found this land to be enchanting, My Lady,” I said. With the loss of Gwen, my instinct was to run again. To be far gone, and put the memories behind me. I glanced as Raudh. He was watching me, and his face lit when he noticed my attention. Ruadh. My friend. If I ran, I’d leave he and my other friends, my family behind… were they enough to fill the Gwen shaped hole in my heart?

      I let my eyes return to the small boat.

      The goddess looked so much like Gwen. They could be mother and daughter. Perhaps prolonged service to this Lady had that effect. I wondered how I would look in a century or two with blonde hair.

      The Lady must have sensed my thoughts. She smiled and reached out to stroke my cheek.

      “We love you just the way you are, daughter.” Her tone went sombre. “I would desire to know what you seek as a reward.”

      “Love.”

      My answer was simple and immediate. I glanced down briefly, then back up into her sparkling blue eyes. “I thank you for the time I shared love with Gwen. That alone was the greatest reward I could ask.” Then another thought crossed my mind. “My master…” I drifted off, not sure I should continue.

      “Yes, child?”

      “The cup my master gave me, the one I lost in the fire. It was a symbol I carried to remind me of my master’s love. I would have something to remind me of Gwen’s love, to replace what I lost with that cup.”

      The goddess reached down into her boat once again. This time she retrieved a small bundle of red silk. She unwound it and held a wooden cup out to me. I accepted it and ran my fingers across its surface. Every nick and groove on my master’s cup was engraved on my memory, and this was it.

      “This is only the smallest of the gifts I give you today. Know I love you as my daughter and am proud of all you have done for our land.”

      I was happy to have my master’s cup once again. But I had hoped for more. For any small token of Gwen’s life where it had touched me, something I could carry for her memory.

      The goddess turned towards Seren.

      “Do you love the land as well?” she asked.

      “I do,” Seren replied, her back straight and her chin high. The fear she had lived with under her husband Dewi had fled. Here, indeed, was the daughter of Rhian.

      “Your time as a bride in the normal sense has ended, unless you desire another husband?” the goddess asked. “Will you, instead, work with my other daughters to protect this land and her people? To stand against our enemy?”

      “I will always be my father’s daughter,” Seren said, “ but I would vow to be yours as well, and serve to the best of my abilities, I so pledge.” Seren’s voice was resolute.

      Seren had just accepted her full role with the goddess. No more apprentice. She was now my sister in service to The Lady. A faint smile touched my cheeks. Something good had happened today.

      The goddess turned her attention back to me.

      “Maria,” she said, her eyes mischievous. “You said you loved this land?”

      “To love Gwen was to learn to love all she loved.” I held my gaze steady on The Lady’s eyes. I was sure I was being tested, but for what, I didn’t know.

      “If you will stay, and walk this path,” she said, “I can offer you nothing more than I offered in that seaside tavern room. Will you continue in my service?”

      What would Gwen tell me? To follow my heart, of course. But she, more than anyone knew my desire. I wasn’t staying here because I had loved Gwen. My love for her was just the beginning. The start of my love for Penllyn and all of Cymru. For all of my new family. Gwen, and I would have it no other way.

      “If it pleases Milady.” I held my chin up, resolute in my thoughts. “I will serve you as best I can.”

      “As will I,” Seren said, stepping next to me.

      “We all will,” a familiar female voice said on my other side.

      Hardly believing my ears, I turned toward the sound.
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      Whatever the goddess said was lost in my shout of joy. I felt Gwen’s arm slide around my waist. I wrapped myself around her. I buried my face in her shoulder and hair. The familiar smell of lavender greeted me as we embraced. I kissed her neck, then her cheek, and finally her lips. When I opened my eyes, Gwen gazed at me. I collapsed into her. I knew I leaked red tears on her dress. But I wasn’t going to move. Ever. She was here now, and I would never let her go again.

      “Dearest,” she said, as she stroked my hair. “The Lady…”

      I forced my gaze from her lovely face. I didn’t want to lose sight of her again, but I turned to where her eyes were pointing.

      The boat drifted into the mist again. The goddess held the Sword of Light, its tip resting on the boat’s deck.

      “Go in peace, my daughters. Go with my blessings.”

      Gwen and I bowed, along with Seren. The men flanked us, both on a knee. Gwen reach out her other arm and pulled Seren into our hug. The three daughters of The Lady watched their goddess drift back into the mists.

      I hugged Gwen tight and kissed her again. This time slower, with all the affection I had stored away in my time of grief. When we parted, I asked, “How?”

      “I am of this land,” she said. The bright blue twinkle of her eyes sparkled again. I blinked, on purpose. She was still there. “The land, The Lady, is not finished with me yet. Do you remember when she asked me if I would die for the land, die for her?” She ran her fingers along my cheek. “She already knew the answer. I always knew I was not the one who will be The Lady’s warrior in the battle to come. You are.”

      “Battle to come?” I repeated. “What are you talking about?”

      Gwen laid a finger on my mouth. “Hush, girl. This is not a day for worry, but for friendship and love. All in good time, dearest.”

      “I second the notion!” Ruadh’s gruff voice reminded me that we were not alone. “Nae to be breakin’ up yer reunion, but we be standing here hungry. Ye got any more meat in that smoke house?” He tilted his head towards Gwen’s smokehouse down in the valley below.

      Gwen laughed. He wrapped her in his great arms, picked her up, and hugged her.

      “Welcome back, my friend,” he said. “Me heart is full, but my belly empty.”

      “You’ll have to go set snares again. But make sure you do so down in the valley. Or cast a line in the lake.” He set her down and she pointed to the logs and the fire pit. “A fire would brighten the day. Then you all should return to Caer Penllyn. I believe this young man has a wedding to attend.” She smiled at Talian.

      “A wedding?” Talian asked. “Who is getting… oh.” He blushed.

      Gwen laughed and hugged him.

      “Your lady is on her way to meet you at Caer Penllyn, Talian,” Seren said.

      “I understand Bleddyn has put together a celebration befitting a hero,” Gwen said. “Thank you, good Talian, for all you have done.”

      His blush deepened and he dropped to his knee again.

      “If ye be done getting his knees grassy, lass,” Ruadh rumbled, “we should be g’tting' on with that fire. Can ye see if there be any of them berries out there, already fermenting? This business of doin’ a goddess’ work is a thirsty matter.”

      “Oh, Ruadh,” she said and hugged him again. “We will find the berries while you get us a fire and some fish.” Gwen made a fiery slit to the Otherworld and pulled out the reed basket I had made her, two blankets, and her water jug.

      “I should return to Caer Penllyn,” Seren said. "For the time, I still have duties to attend.”

      For the first time, I noticed she was dressed in white.

      “Oh Seren, I'm sorry for your loss," I said. "I'd forgotten that Dewi died in the battles."

      "Thank you, sister," Seren said and glanced  at the lake. "I always sensed that I was waiting for something to change in that marriage. But I see now it wasn't Dewi that would change. I would. The goddess had plans for me. The marriage put me on the wrong path."

      She bit her lip for a few seconds then looked at us. "The goddess sent me dreams while you travelled here. Gwen is right. Our tasks are not finished. This is merely the first of many battles. It's better that Dewi's brother becomes heir. I could not serve both Mechain and The Lady of Britannia at the same time.”

      “Did she tell you Gwen was here?” For a moment, I felt intensely hurt. How could Seren, or even the goddess not have told me?

      “I felt her arrive last evening,” Seren said, “and came to find her here naked on the shore of the lake. She was like a new baby and could hardly stand.”

      “She helped me and filled me in on everything that’s happened,” Gwen said. “Do you forgive me my little charade? My sense of time is still off kilter. I had no idea you hadn’t finished mourning yet.”

      I smiled and pulled her in for another kiss.

      Seren hugged each of us farewell, then opened a slit in a tree and disappeared. Ruadh and Talian took to the shore to fish while Gwen and I headed into the woods to gather berries.

      Gwen and I laughed and giggled every other moment. I found excuses to touch her as I tried to get my mind around the idea she wasn’t dead. When our basket was filled, we walked hand-in-hand back to the lake.

      “The Otherworld and its energy,” she said as we walked, “is what the lady uses to rejuvenate, to heal, and to reward her servants.”

      I squeezed her hand, but stayed quiet.

      “I died. Just as you did, love, when your master crossed you over, to be his child, and gave you part of himself so you could live again.”

      “What was it like for you?” I asked, staring at the path. Of course I knew. Or rather, I knew what it had been like for me. I felt I wouldn’t truly know my love without knowing what it had been like for her.

      “I remember a dream,” she said. “The Lady was there as I stood in the creek in her part of the Otherworld. She showed me two paths. One led into the mists, towards peace and contentment. The other led here. To return, I had to go through death again, but in reverse.”

      Gwen’s hand squeezed mine more. “She asked me which I chose.” Another pause. This time she glanced at me with a sly smile. “The pain of my death grabbed me again as I moved to return to you. She had one question for me, but I suspect that she already knew: Why?”

      “What did you tell her?” I asked.

      Before Gwen could explain, Ruadh’s laugh drifted on the damp air. We were already back at our clearing by the lake. A small fire danced in the fire pit, with several fish speared over it on sticks. Ruadh and Talian sat against the logs.

      Ruadh spotted us and waved. “The fish be about ready. The lad and I have bellies rumbling.”

      Gwen and I smiled at each other. Apparently, our time of solitude was over. Gwen’s eyes sparkled with the promise that she would finish her story later.

      We approached the fire and Gwen handed Ruadh the basket. He sampled it eagerly as we sat down.

      “Lass,” he said to Gwen, but winked at me. “Bleddyn need to be teaching you how to ferment these into proper drink.”

      “You’ll be better off with clean mountain water,” Gwen responded. “You think clearer when your brain isn’t addled with all of Bleddyn’s mead, old bear.” He dropped his gaze, like a child being chastised. Gwen chuckled, and leaned down to kiss his forehead.

      “My friend, I am happy that you are here.”

      “You not be half as happy,” he said with a huge smile, “as we are that you be alive.”

      Gwen laughed, and held out the clay cups as I poured water into each from the pitcher Talian had filled.

      For several hours, we sat by the lake, reliving the battles we had faced and renewing the friendships we had made.

      “Well,” Ruadh concluded, cleaning the last of the fish bones, “we put the sword back in the lake. What next? Will ye be coming home with the lad and I? We be leaving here shortly to get him to his wedding.”

      “No,” Gwen replied. “Mair and I have much to discuss. We will meet you at Caer Penllyn.”

      “Come on then, lad,” he rumbled. “Get the horses ready.” He looked at me. “Do ye want us ta leave yer horse here?”

      “No,” I said, “I suspect we will go by a different route.”

      Gwen and I helped them saddle and pack the horses. Ruadh received our hugs and kisses with a grin. Talian, however, returned my hug stiffly. He kept his gaze down. I was sure the Witch Hunter’s tales of my kind and what we could do with our gaze had stirred in his mind.

      I kissed his cheek firmly and took his hands in my own. He found his resolve and raised his eyes. His mind was his own, and I would not intrude.

      “Thank you, Talian,” I said and saw a smile creep into the corners of his mouth. “Bethan could select no finer man to wed than you. I am in your debt for the kindness you showed me.”

      He stammered, then straightened. “Thank you, Lady Mair. I would be honoured if you would perform the hand fasting. And that I may call you friend.”

      “I will be there, Talian my friend.” I kissed his forehead, then wiped my eyes again. My sleeves were positively ruined from crying red tears today.

      As Gwen and I watched the men mount up and ride down the path, my mind reverted to our earlier question.

      I slipped my arm around her waist. “Tell me now, Gwen. When The Lady asked why you chose to return,” I asked, “what did you say to her?”

      Gwen’s hands cupped my face and she leaned in for long kiss. Her blue eyes shone in the lightest, happiest hue I had ever seen in her face.

      “Love wins, dearest.”
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        * * *

      

      The tale did not begin with Maria’s arrival in Penllyn. Bleddyn, Rhian,  Neirin, Ruadh and the others have their own stories.

      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 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 links to the online retailers at:

        penllynchronicles.com

        or Follow Troy and leave a review on:

        Goodreads

        BookBub
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