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      For Carol

      Thanks for letting me play with my imaginary friends
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            Welsh Pronunciations

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

      A  as in man

      E  as in met

      I is a hard E sound, as in Queen

      O as in hot

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

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

      Y has several variations:

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

      Within a word, it acts as a Welsh U

      Double Vowell Dipthongs:

      Ei, Eu: as ay way

      Ow: long O as in tow

      Ae, Ai, Au: as the y in my

      Ywy: as in the ui in Fluid

      Other Welsh Sounds:

      dd: pronounced as the TH sound

      Bleddyn = Blethun

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

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

      FF: is F as in fan

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

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

      CH: as in the Scottish “Loch”

      Names in Penllyn

      Mair: Ma-ir

      Neirin: Nayreen

      Rhian: Hrrian

      Rhos: Hrross

      Bleddyn: Blethun

      Owain: O-wine

      Fadog: Va-dog

      If you are a native Welsh speaker, and notice any flaws in the above, please let me know via email: troy@troyahill.com
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      of terminology, places, and historical figures

      In the early and mid-seventh century, the divisions we know of today, England, Scotland and Wales didn’t exist then. Throughout history, different names and terms have been used for various factions, peoples, and areas of Britain. Below are the terms used in this book. The author has also included historical figures of the time that may be referenced in the various stories.

      Bernicia: A Kingdom, in north-central Britannia. Later, it was combined with Deira to form what would be called Northumbria.

      Britannia: The largest of the British Isles.

      Britain: Modern day Wales: A dark-ages political division that denotes the western half of the lower section of Britannia that is still controlled by the native British. The other sections are often controlled by Saxon and Pagan Kings.

      Cadwallon ap Cadfan: King of Gwynedd, died 634/5.

      Cantref (plural cantrefi): A division of land within a Cymry kingdom. Cantrefi were ruled by Lords, who owed allegiance to Kings.

      Cymry: A term referring to the native Britons who remained following the withdrawal of the Roman legions at the beginning of the dark ages (late fourth century and early fifth century CE). This term typically refers to the people we know today as the Welsh. The author will use Cymry to distinguish the Welsh from their Anglo-Saxon neighbours.

      Edwin: King of Deira and Bernicia (d. 632 or 633 CE).

      Fadog (cantref)*: A former part of the Kingdom of Powys.

      Gwynedd: A Cymry Kingdom, in what would be North Wales today.

      Ida: first known King of Bernicia, (d. 559 CE). His descendants were among the kings and rulers of several of the non-Cymric kingdoms of Britannia. "Sons of Ida" refer to his descendants who were fierce rulers and warlords.

      Mercia: a Saxon Kingdom in the midlands of today’s Britain.

      Penda: King of Mercia

      Penllyn (cantref)*: A cantref of the Kingdom of Powys.

      Penteulu: The leader of a Cymry Lord’s war band or guard.

      Rhos (cantref)*: A cantref of the Kingdom of Gwynedd.

      Saxons: Germanic settlers into the British Isles following the withdrawal of Rome from the land. They controlled many of the Eastern British kingdoms during the dark ages.

      

      * The Author has taken liberties with people and location boundaries, as well as with historical timelines surrounding several Cantrefi and their lords.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join our Teulu

          

        

      

    

    
      In Welsh, the word Teulu (tay-lee) means family. In dark ages Penllyn, the Teulu was the fighting “family” of the Lord and Lady. The men at arms who protected the land and people.

      

      Members of our Teulu are the first to hear about Troy’s newest books, peek behind the scenes of the writing and researching process Troy goes through, and learn about specials and gifts.

      

      Flip to the back of the book to learn how to become a part of our Teulu.
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      The tome you hold in your hands (be it on paper or pixels on a device) is the second book in this series.

      The first volume is A Cup of Blood, and should be read before this story. This book is a direct continuation of the story that began in A Cup of Blood.

      There is also a prequel series of stories, that introduce the location and cast of characters before our main character, Maria of Rome, arrives in Penllyn. These are all available in The Penllyn Chronicles Collection 1.

      A third novelette that bridges the two series is available only on my website cupofblood.com when you signup for my newsletter.

      You can find links to various distributors on my website at cupofblood.com
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      Gwen and I rose early the next morning. We padded around the sleeping guests on the floor of the great hall and headed toward the kitchen. Gwen filled a bowl with leftovers from the feast to break her fast. The sky was beginning to shift to dark blue, the hour before the sun rose. The moon was still high in the sky and lit the hilltop with its pale light. Up the hill, though, a soft yellow glow drenched the weapons field where Cadoc and I drove off the last of the spectres.

      Yellow light spilled from lamps around the field. Lord Emlyn and several of his guards danced a slow dance. Their blades were bare. The morning mist swirled around their ankles. I couldn't resist the sight and lead Gwen that way. Too many years were passed, almost a century, since I had seen those movements. My heart sang out with the music of their dance, and I was drawn to watch.

      Emlyn and two of his fellow guardsmen  wore just trousers and boots in the mists. One was a lanky man with light brown hair. His moustache was solid in colour, yet nowhere near as bushy as the other Cymry men let theirs grow. His dripped down his face and filled in under his chin. The third man was Gerallt, the lead guardsman.

      They moved slowly, swords in hand, through a series of ritualistic moves. The form and grace mimicked courtly dances from Europe. The dance called to me.

      Lord Emlyn glided with the grace and form I had seen in only one other man. The guard with the light hair moved almost as well as the Penteulu. Gerallt showed skill, but I could tell he was outclassed by the other two.

      I was so enraptured with the beauty of the dance, the moves were thrusts, slices, parries and evasions, that I missed the footfalls behind us.

      "He's quite the swordsman," a gravelly voice said. "His reputation is close to becoming legend across all of Britannia." Caerwyn, the father of the bride from yesterday's wedding, gave us a small bow. Gwen returned his smile.

      "Lord Meirionnydd," I said with a mild incline of my head.

      “Please, milady,” he said, “let’s skip the formalities. You’ve become a fast friend already.”

      We all stayed quiet and watched the poetry of the men and their blades.  Memories from my past flashed through my mind. My hands and arms twitched with their movements.

      As they slowed, then stopped, Emlyn faced the other two and raised his sword in salute. They pivoted to face us and gave us the same tribute. Only after Emlyn sheathed his blade, did the other two gather their gear. Emlyn waved an invitation at Caerwyn and pointed to where several practice weapons lay out on a woollen cloak; wooden swords made in approximations of the various sword lengths. Most were the wide blades, made for one hand, with a shallow guard above the hilt, and a wide triangular pommel across the bottom of the handle. But, there were a few longer weapons. I hadn't seen this style for almost a century, and then, only in the hands of two masters of the blades.

      “Milord Meirionnydd,” he said, “would you care for a practice round?”

      “Perhaps when I’m younger, Emlyn,” Caerwyn chuckled. “Ladies? There is no finer bladesman nor teacher on this side of our land.”

      A smile spread across my face. Gwen cast a glance at me. I wasn't sure if her expression was one of curiosity or caution.

      “Don’t get sliced up,” she said. “I’ve already patched you up once in the last month.”

      I unfastened my cloak. My dress was tighter than I preferred. Rather than rip the seams to gain room in the skirt, I pulled the bottom of the skirt  above my knees. I tucked the upper end of the skirt under my belt. Too many centuries had dulled any modesty I might have about showing my legs. I just hoped I wouldn't shock Penllyn's sword master, nor Lord Meirionnydd too much.

      Caerwyn walked a pace behind me. His expression was stoic.

      “May I assist you, milady?” he asked as we reached the practice weapons. “Most of our women train with the sword, and a small shield.”

      “Your women learn weapons?” Most of Europe’s cultures had shifted weapons training to only men.

      “Our lands are too rural, and raids too frequent,” Caerwyn said. “All of our people learn spear and shield at an early age. At least enough to help defend our lands as is often needed.”

      My hand itched with desire, but not for a short blade and small, round shield. I wanted to feel the poetry I had just witnessed as Lord Emlyn lead his protégés through those meditations.

      Emlyn stepped over and laid his belts and two blades onto his folded cloak. He watched with almost no expression, other than a touch of curiosity in his eyes. I gestured toward the weapons. “Which is your preferred weapon, milord?”

      He reached for a sword longer than the others, with a more pronounced guard. There were several like it amongst the others. Penllyn's penteulu was one of the few men who preferred a longer, thinner blade. When combined with the second sword he wore at his other side; he reminded me of someone else I knew from many centuries before. That they had met was certain in my mind now.

      I selected one of the same type and tested the balance in my hand. The hilts on these were longer. Room for a hand-and-a-half. My smaller hands would fit on the hilt, one above the other. The centre of balance was almost perfect: about three fingers down the blade from the handle. The cross guards on these practice weapons matched the ones on Emlyn's own swords. They were broader and longer than the shallow circular discs on the Celtic or Saxon blades. Emlyn's choice of guards on his blades told me he was fond of his fingers and wanted to keep them intact.

      He led the way onto the practice field. We both raised our wooden weapons toward Gwen and Caerwyn. Then we saluted each other. He dropped into a ready stance his long blade held with two hands above his head, point forward. I followed a beat behind him. No sooner was my weight shifted and sword raised than his blade moved toward my shoulder.

      I parried and slid my blade toward him. He stepped out of its path and pushed my strike off line. The tip of his blade slashed in, and fast compared to the subtle flick of his wrist. I recovered fast enough to block and counter. I felt the rhythm of his blows. He was moving the same dance they practised a few moments before. His only change was to counter my out of sync swings. Once I recognised the rhythm, I tried to flow into it with him. Too many years, almost a century, had passed since I last enjoyed these dances.

      After a moment, he shifted his blows. Once I found the flow of the dance, I could also feel the movement of the air with my blade. The wooden sword was like a cat's whiskers, an extension of my senses.

      His next blow was out of the rhythm; a new dance began. Swing, step, parry step, thrust, step, parry, step. His blows forced me to back up. My muscles began to remember this new dance. Emlyn forced me to explore my limits. I was getting too close to the pile of practice weapons and needed to turn the fight around. This was a test of skill, and he was among the best I had met. I needed to be not just good, but my best.

      Thrust, step, parry, step. Only I stepped into his next swing and pivoted behind him. Yes, I used my speed to my advantage.  I would need speed until I could get my body and mind working together well enough to stand a chance against his skill. My pivot brought me behind him on his off side. As my blade spun toward where his head had been, his blade sliced toward the back of my knees. I leapt over his blade and redirected my wooden sword toward his shoulder. That forced him to step out of line and off to the side. His back was now to the practice weapons. He saluted me once with his blade.

      “Can you do two weapons?” There was a gleam behind that gaze. He was attractive, not overly muscular, but toned into a true fighter. A few streaks of grey intruded in his wavy dark brown. The crinkles of ages had just begun to creep into the skin around his dark eyes.

      My passion was brewing. Any more time with Emlyn on the weapons field and I suspected it would boil. Not lust for flesh, but for … completion. I recognised the gleam in his eyes. He looked as though he just found a missing piece to a puzzle. I felt the same. Skill and talent like his with the blade were what I had missed over the last century. This could become very interesting if I didn't misjudge his intentions.

      "I'll need to warm-up," I said. I would not, could not, let the opportunity he presented pass.
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      His gaze took measure of my reach and stature. He handed me a sword that was an almost perfect counter to the weapon I already held. He selected another sword for his offhand. I retreated toward the centre of the practice yard.

      We saluted each other again, and he began a new dance with me. A series of on-hand swings, then an off-hand swing, repeat, repeat, then both weapons at once. Once I got the rhythm, he let me lead the warm-up dance. We slowly circled each other. Emlyn finally stepped back and saluted with his blades. I returned it and shifted my weight to another ready position, one sword held high over my head, pointed at him. The other in front of me, point up. He dropped into a stance similar to my own.

      Then the flurry of blows commenced. I found my rhythm and was able to take the offensive for a brief time. He slashed the false edge, or back side of his off-hand blade, at my chest. I used a simple block and redirected it past me. Then he surprised me. His body spun. I was anticipating an elbow strike to my face. Instead, he twisted around me, and his other blade moved toward the back of my legs. I used my supernatural speed to quick-step out of its way. One of my blades arced down to catch the blow before it landed on my flesh. I had seen that particular combination used by only one other swordmaster, my mentor.

      He was fast. Very fast for a mortal. And skilled. Almost beyond measure. I pulled speed from my demon a few more times. If I kept drawing on that power, I’d have to feed sooner than usually did. But I was able to dodge all of his strikes. Someone with his skill and talent should have been amazed at my burst of superhuman speed. Instead, his eyes stayed engaged, and he continued to press the attack.

      Another of his strikes almost snuck over my guard. Usually, a fighter might trade three or four blows with an opponent. If they were both still alive, they might step back out of measure, before they began another series. In this fight, however, we were trading a dozen or more strikes and parries in a single exchange. He often shifted from low to high and back again in his attacks.

      Had I been human, I would have tired by now. Even as an undead Child of the Night, I should have been exhausted from the sun in the sky. Gwen and her goddess had changed that. I could feel energy flow up my magical cord from the divine Lady of Britannia. The cord was humming loudly in our fight. So loud, I expect the mortals to hear it.

      We traded even more strikes. Again, I had to leap over slashes he made at my knees right after I blocked strikes toward my head or shoulders. Gah! He was fast. This swordmaster of Penllyn kept forcing me to reach beyond the connection the goddess and pull power from my blood demon to keep up with him.

      My body had been too long from the dance. My muscles were slowly recovering their memory of these techniques. Emlyn seemed to realise that and pushed just beyond my limit with each thrust or riposte. He forced me to recover the memories of the dance. I could barely keep up, and I loved it. My heart was singing. The beauty and grace of swordplay were at the heart of my soul. He drove me with relentless swipes and twists of his swords.

      I could feel my passion rising. Not just for the well-chiselled features of the man before me, but for the competition that a true master of the dance can bring out. Emlyn and I danced the dance of skill, of dedication, of the love of the artistry in the dance. We let the blades be the words of the poem, while our bodies engaged them in the rhythm and cadence of the bards. And my heart continued to sing with joy every moment of our dance

      I finally was able to take the initiative for a brief moment. My main sword darted in from overhead. His off-hand weapon snapped up to meet it. The wood hissed as the two weapons slid into a bind. My other sword went low, for his knees. As he countered with a parry to that side, I stepped farther into his measure and dove my main sword under his for a side strike.

      He was fast. He managed to block both strikes, but our arms were outstretched to either side, weapons in the bind, guard pressing into guard. In a typical fight, we would be close enough to grapple. A knee into the groin, or a head butt against the other. Instead, I wanted to melt against him. To feel his flesh against mine. His breath against my cheek and his lips on mine.

      Sweat beaded on his bare chest. His breathing was fast from the exertion. His face remained the same neutral state it always had, but fire glowed in his eyes. I smiled and fought to keep myself from unleashing my passion on his body in other ways. He had not just rekindled that passion in me but set it to a roaring inferno. I swallowed hard and kept my hands on my blades instead of on his bare chest.

      “You honour me beyond all measure, Milady.” He stepped back, raised his weapons in salute, and bowed low to me.

      I saluted him with my weapons and gave him a similar bow.

      “Milord Emlyn, I have trained long and hard with a great master. I thank you for helping me remember the form and rhythm of this dance.”

      His reply died on his lips as applause rang out. Gwen was on her feet next to Caerwyn. Bleddyn, Nesta, Rhian and Cadoc stood with them. The two guards who had been training earlier had also stayed to watch. The light haired one had his mouth open in either shock or awe. Cadoc stood next to him with an identical expression. Once he saw my gaze land on them, the guard bowed low to me.

      Emlyn tucked his wooden weapons under his arm. I passed him mine. He stayed there, expectant, for a few beats longer than usual.

      “You are more than you seem,” he said quietly. That little sliver of a smile crept onto his face and disappeared just as quickly. He spun to take the weapons back to the edge of the practice field.

      Gwen slid her arm around me for a quick hug.

      “You impressed more than a few people this morning,” she projected. I thought I detected a note of caution in her voice. “You are full of surprises, my love.”

      “Lady Mair,” Lord Penllyn’s voice rang out. “You have not only protected our home and families, but you have brought a smile, even if it was just a small one, to my brother. Please tell me that you will stay here with us in Penllyn as long as you are able.”

      “I already extended that invitation,” Rhian said as she leaned in to hug me. “She and Gwen are both welcome in our home as often as they desire.”

      Lord Cadoc still wore his stunned expression. The guardsman next to him poked in him in the side with an elbow.

      “Live by the sword, die by the sword,” the guard said. “You, milady, have probably sent many men to their graves. I’ve never seen anyone keep up with our Penteulu like you just did. I’m no slacker with a sword, and I couldn’t have lasted more than a moment against him when he fights like that.”

      I laughed and gave him a slight bow.

      “I’ve had years of training with a master of great skill,” I said. “Or I wouldn’t have been able to. You do have skill yourself, goodman. What is your name?”

      "Afon, milady," he said and bowed again. This time his arm twisted outward with a grand flourish. Cadoc rolled his eyes at the antics of the guard and had to take a small step back to avoid being struck by Afon's arm.

      “As long I don’t meet anyone of your skill before we meet again, I shall welcome your tales of battles over a mug of mead any time. Live by the sword…”

      “We know, you say it all the time,” Gerallt interrupted him with a large grin. “One of these days someone is going to outclass you on the field. As you lay there, stabbed and hacked, bleeding out on the field, the entire battle will stop while every one of us yells ‘Die by the sword!’ at you.”

      Cadoc and the others laughed. Afon chuckled with him at the jest, then gave me a nod of his head as he and Gerallt headed back down the hill.

      “Milord Cadoc,” I said, to shift the attention off of me. “How is your wife this morn? Has she recovered from last night?”

      “She is well, and should be herself today,” he said. “I wish that she could have risen earlier to see your performance. She always likes to watch sword drills. I’m sure she would have enjoyed it.”

      “Perhaps,” I said, “when she watched you practice, it wasn’t the swordplay, but, the man with the sword she loved to watch.” He said nothing, and his cheeks turned bright red.

      “My son, with women you will always be a step behind,” Rhian said as Gwen chuckled. “But know that she loves you.” Rhian gave him a quick hug.

      Emlyn approached with the practice weapons tied together with cord into a bundle.

      "Milords, Miladies," he said as bowed toward us. "I will retire the day." His gaze shifted toward me. I could see a spark behind them as he held my gaze. My passion reacted to his gaze. I could feel my cheeks warm again.

      "Lady Mair…" he said. He kept his brown eyes on me for a beat. "You have honoured me with our dance today." I had the distinct impression there was more to be said, but he chose to hold it. Another nod of his head and he set off down the path back to the keep below.

      “Oh dear,” Rhian said. “No one has ever matched him that well on the practice field. I fear you’ve awakened something in our Penteulu, Mair,” she said.

      Fire brewed in me as well. I knew I had enough of Gwen’s blood in me to make my cheeks red. I felt her arm slide around me again.

      “Mair is a gift of many talents,” Gwen said. “And I am glad The Holy Lady has brought her to us.” She gave me a little squeeze.

      “You have found a solution to the problem of how you will feed, love. Do not let him get away.” Gwen sent to my mind.

      “Is it that obvious?” I asked.

      “That you two are two sides of the same soul,” Gwen suggested. "Anyone who saw you together on the field knows that you are meant to be together. Bed him, feed on him. Love him. The Lady has told me I must share you. After seeing you and him together with your swords, I understand why. Neither of you will be complete without the other."
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      Gwen and I took our time walking down to the keep. Enid sat with the Cadoc in the main hall. Bleddyn and Caerwyn conversed with their top men near the hearth. Rhian's brother Heilyn, abbot, actually bishop of the see, was with them. His face lit up when he saw us. He rose and gave a short bow to the men around Bleddyn. Then our rotund abbot bustled his way through the great hall toward Gwen and me.

      “Blessings and greetings to you both,” he beamed as he took our hands in his. The jovial abbot persona had returned, and I caught myself smiling in return. “My dear,” he said to me, “the lords over there tell me you are a wonder and bring more blessings to us, today. We are very fortunate that The Holy Mother has brought you to us.” The Holy Mother. That would take some getting used to. The Celtic Goddess Gwen served had been adopted by the Cymry version of the Roman Church. They viewed her as the mother of their saviour godling. Gwen, herself, also hid in plain sight by reinforcing the idea that she was a nun dedicated to the service of the saintly mother, instead of being the last Druidess in Britain, and a disciple of the Celtic goddess.

      Heilyn took us by the arms, one on either side of him, and led us to a quiet corner away from everyone. Once we were seated, he raised his holy symbol to his lips, and then made the sign of the cross with it.

      "Milady," he said lowering his voice to just above a whisper, "Lady Gwen has told me of your ordeal in the borderlands at the hands of that guild. Much of that land is under my authority. Do you wish to make an official charge against the guild?" He patted my hand which rested on my knee and added "Unless Rome becomes directly involved, we can keep you anonymous. I fear the guild, however, may attempt to bring in the Bishop of Rome."

      “I would prefer not to draw that attention,” I said carefully.

      “But you escaped, and those miscreants misrepresenting the Church are still out there.”

      I glanced at Gwen, unsure of what she had told him.

      “I told him only that you escaped, not how it occurred,” she sent her thoughts to me. Supposedly, my adoption by her goddess had opened a few benefits, like our mind to mind speaking.

      I looked around to make sure that no one was close enough to overhear us.

      "Fortunately, no, they are not." I bit my lip before continuing. How much did I want to share with him? "There was a third, a young man they had just recruited, who aided my escape." I looked down at my hands and surpassed a shudder at the memory of my demon controlling me, to kill Onion Breath and Hunchback. "I am sorry, but I had to kill the men. I sent their young apprentice home; I never knew his name."

      The abbot nodded and raised his cross in the air before me making the sign of the cross again.

      "I absolve you of any sin you have, my dear. Killing is never easy, nor the best, but you had cause, and another person to defend." He let his cross rest back on his ample belly. "Gwen said she nursed you back to health. Yet you were able to kill your attackers?" He motioned toward the yard outside. "I heard of your dance with Emlyn this morning. Those men were that good?"

      I shook my head and smiled.

      "No, your grace. I was that injured before the fight." I said. "If I ever locate that young man, I will do all that I can to reward him. He earned much more than just my respect."

      “You have surprised us in so many other ways,” the jovial abbot persona had returned to his demeanour. “I am sure that you will uncover your anonymous compatriot before too much longer.”

      He fumbled in his pouch for a moment, then brought up a cloth wrapped bundle. He held it out toward me with a smile.

      “Since you gave up your holy symbol last night,” he said.

      I had indeed done so. The Witch Hunters had been forced into admitting their real intentions. The wily abbot had used his authority to force the guild's Seeker, one of their highest officers, to acknowledge that the guild wanted to appropriate holy relics. Anything connected to a miracle. Things that glowed, and dispatched spirits like Lord Cadoc's sword.

      I unfolded the cloth to reveal a finely carved cross of oak, as large as my palm.

      “This is one of Brother Iolo’s best,” Abbot Heilyn said. “I had thought to present it to Lady Enid this morning as a gift from the abbey.”

      “I could never take a gift meant for someone else,” I said and tried to push it back toward him.

      "Tut tut, girl, there'll be none of that," he replied and closed my hands around the oak. His smile was infectious. "You sacrificed your symbol last night, so the Seeker would stop pressing to take the sword that Lady Enid had given to her husband." I had indeed done that.

      The sword was a wedding gift, but one on which that Gwen had put the blessings of the goddess. The magic of the goddess made it glow and destroyed the spirits that had terrorised Caer Penllyn last night. Moreover, that made the Witch Hunters very interested in it. So I turned over a small cross, one that I doubted was magical. The magic I used to dispel the spectres had come from the goddess to me, and I shoved it into the cross. Giving it up seemed to be the best course to keep the Witch Hunters from taking a family gift from the groom.

      “Brother Iolo loves to spend his time with his art, either carving or drawing,” the abbot added. “I shall ask that he make another one for my newest niece. Then you shall each have one of Iolo’s finest carvings.”

      "Thank you for the gift, your grace," I said and returned his smile. The cross already had a leather cord attached, so I passed over my head.

      "Blessings to you, my new dear friend," Abbot Heilyn said and took my hands to kiss them. He rose and bowed. "If you will excuse me, I feel a need to listen to the lords of the land for a while. Otherwise, they might decide to go to war somewhere and not tell me about it."
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      As the morning meal wound down, I made the pretence of yawning. Gwen raised an eyebrow at the gesture.

      “Tired, dearest?” She asked.

      “Actually, yes,” I replied over our mental link. “Perhaps the excitement of last night has caught up with me. Would the grove at the top of the hill be a safe spot for me?”

      “Of course,” Gwen replied.

      Gwen was correct, and the grove was both unoccupied and sheltered from the view from the fort below if we moved back toward where the land gave way to the open cliff.

      “I’ll let you know once I’m awake,” I told her after a quick kiss. “What will you tell others, if they ask where I am?”

      “Religious devotions, dearest,” Gwen said and winked at me. “I’ll tell them that after last night’s ordeal, you felt the need to spend time in connection with The Holy Lady. Perhaps, she’ll steer your dreams again and give us more insight into what we face.”

      Gwen was correct. Our goddess did want me to spend time with her.

      Once I'm under the soil, I usually have no conscious thought. I'm dead. This time, however, I found myself aware as I floated in the dream mists again. Even though I couldn't see her, I felt the presence of the goddess beside me… all around me… I wasn't sure that I had much of a sense of direction while I was in the dream world. But, she was there. I could feel her love for me, and I sensed that she had sent a guide. A black raven flew with me as I travelled across the landscape.

      We dove down and followed an animal of some sort. It was in a wooded area, and we stayed above the trees. Perhaps it was because of my connection to the goddess, but I could sense that it was a predator on the hunt. As it neared the edge of the forest, it paused. I sensed that it watched the land in front of it. A small roundhouse, with smoke that climbed slowly from the hole in the centre of its thatched roof. Swine roamed a fenced area. A young lad carried a wooden bucket and dumped the slop in a wooden trough for the pigs.

      The predator moved away, deeper into the forest. We followed it for several moments, with the trees still between it and myself. Whatever the animal was, it was large. A bear perhaps? Was this the growling I had heard in my last dream? The one with the Gwyddbwyll board? A bear? Or something else. I tried to push my mind down, to follow it.

      We sailed above the forest for a bit. A flash of furry movement below us. The raven led me on, paralleling the predator’s run. Once, the trees thinned. Nothing there.

      No… it was there. Just within the shadows. Two yellow eyes caught the sunlight and flashed at me. Then, suddenly, it was gone. As if the land had swallowed it.

      The mists closed about me again. I flashed through the keep at Caer Penllyn. Two figures were dressing. Behind them, stood a mussed bed. They leaned in for a hug, and a kiss with lingering passion. The greying blonde and auburn hair told me I was seeing the end of intimacies between the noble ladies. A dive from there down into the cottages and I found another time of passion. Newlyweds.

      The unseen guide pulled me into another of the cottages. Emlyn lay asleep in bed. The blanket covered only his legs. The smooth skin of his chest, hard and chiselled with lithe muscles rose slowly with each breath. The cottage smelled of oil and steel. His belts, each with a scabbard hung from a chair. Sword hilts rode above the well-worn leather. Each within easy reach and angled for a quick draw. A wooden work table and chair were off to the side. Whetstones, rags, and pieces of leathers were scatted haphazardly across the table. A single blade lay bare on a cloth. It shone with fresh oil. The blade was well cared for, as was the scabbard next to it on the table.

      My soul gave a small shiver as I saw the sword. My dream fingers curled as though they held the blade. A sigh from the bed drew my attention. Emlyn rolled onto his side. One hand reached for his sword. His eyes darted about the room, alert.

      Then the raven pulled me back into the mists above.

      I didn't have time to ponder as we flew above the landscape again. This time, one area stuck out. Something wasn't right here. The life and vitality of the land were gone. The area wasn't large, but it was though the living energy had been sucked away. I realised this was important and tried to steer us back over the area. The raven led me on one more circle over it. I couldn't tell much of what discoloured the vegetation.  I caught a glimpse, however, of eyes in the shadows of the tree line.  The same yellow eyes from before. Searching the sky.

      Back into the mists. Suddenly, I was drifting down into a familiar setting. The Gwyddbwyll board. I held two swords and wore a black dress. Silver pawns surrounded me. Six of them stood on the golden squares. Beyond them, the mists closed in, billowing in around us.

      The familiar growl and clank of a chain sounded off to my left. The blades in my hands ready. One in front, in a low guard. The other high and back. Ready to strike. The growl drifted toward my right. I turned with it. A gasp, a cry of pain to my left. My head whipped toward the noise.

      Only five pawns remained. I smelled blood. A puddle of crimson stained the farthest square to my left. More growls sounded in the mists.

      “Mair?”

      I felt Gwen’s presence reach out to me. As I allowed my body to rise through the earth, I saw her there, standing before me in the grove. She reached down with both hands. I took them, and let her pull me upright.

      “How was your sleep?”

      "Interesting," I said and pulled her toward the fallen log. I shared my experience with her once we had sat. I decided not to mention the intimacies I had seen in the keep or the cottage. But the story of the beast and the missing pawn was more than enough to share. Gwen listened and tapped her lips with a finger as she contemplated what I had described.

      "A predator, and a section of blight?" she mused as she stared off down the hill. "The Lady has given you hints, but nothing concrete. Did you get a sense of where either was?"

      I shook my head. “I don’t know the lay of the land very well,” I said.

      “Did I miss anything while I slept?”

      “Enough of the wedding guests have departed,” she said, “that Rhian has made a cottage in the main yard available for us. I’ve already moved our bags over there.” She paused and gave me a little, teasing grin. “And, you have an admirer. Emlyn stopped by the cottage while I was there. He left a package for you.”

      “What did I do now?” I asked as a smile grew on my face. The passion of our dance this morning still lingered. My finger twitched and curved, at just the mention of his name, as if I were holding swords, ready for another dance.

      “You’ve awoken a fire in the Penteulu, dearest,” she said. “You and he are two sides of the same soul.”

      I felt myself starting to blush at her insinuation that Emlyn and I were to become passionate.

      “Come,” she said and pulled me up off the log. “You might not be hungry yet, but I am. Let’s get some food for me, and then I’ll show you the cottage and your gift from the Penteulu.”
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      Gwen and I found a quiet corner in the keep's main hall.  A single girl sat and played the harp in the great hall this evening. With the sun still in the sky, I could feel my connection with The Lady alive and humming with magic. The goddess fed me enough energy that I didn't have to pull any from my blood-demon to walk in the daylight.

      Emlyn strode into the hall. His twin belts wrapped around his waist, and the two blades, one long, one short hung at his sides. He had left behind his leather vest. This evening he wore a simple woollen tunic and linen trousers with leather boots. I watched him; the way he walked, fluid manner that he held his body. He filled his bowl with stew and poured a cup of ale, then sat with a couple of the other guardsmen.

      Gwen elbowed me.

      "Quit staring," she mumbled around a mouth full of food. I jerked my eyes off of Emlyn as she chuckled. I hoped she wasn't going to get jealous. Those whom I let get close to me always ended up being just one of several … what had Gwen called them? My donors. One person couldn't provide the blood I needed. I had to spread it out over several donors. I hoped she'd understand.

      “He is a wonderful looking man, is he not?” she sent.

      My only reply was to select a berry. I raised it to my open mouth, but let it roll into my hand. I moved my jaw as if I were chewing, but I discretely dropped the berry back on the plate. For the next few minutes, I made a point of not glancing in the direction of where the sword master sat.

      I was surprised when I glanced back, and he wasn't at his table. I gave a little start a second later when he stepped up next to our table.

      “Milady, did you receive the package”? Emlyn asked.

      "Not yet, but Gwen said you had left it," I said and folded my hands in my lap. With him this close, I didn't want to continue my charade of eating berries or sipping the half cup of wine I had poured.

      "Bleddyn is sending most of my men out to the various land holds tomorrow morning." He said. "I'd like to run a weapons drill for the folks in the fort tonight. Even the men in the teulu could use a refresher. It will be here in the great hall after the meal. I would be pleased if you were my partner in the demonstrations and sparing."

      "Of course," I said without pause. "You honour me with your request."

      “Be sure to check your cottage for the package. You will want it for the demonstrations.” Emlyn bowed to us. I wasn’t sure if I imagined it, or if his eyes had a bit of sparkle in them as he turned to leave. Was there something else there? Something different about the stone-faced Penteulu?

      He stopped mid-rotation. He plucked a couple of my berries and tossed them into his mouth. He winked once, then spun and strode away. Gwen gave a little grin, then plucked another of her berries from her plate.

      “I do believe you have an admirer, dearest,” she sent. I wasn't sure which of us admired the other more, he or I. My cheeks grew warm. I still had enough of Gwen's blood in me from my last meal to blush a bit. Fortunately, Gwen didn't seem the least bit jealous as Emlyn and I flirted.

      A moment later, Bleddyn stepped up to our table. I hoped my complexion had settled down. I didn’t need him to know I was lusting after his brother.

      “Milady Mair,” he said. “You have impressed my brother beyond expectation. Did you agree to his request?”

      I felt my cheeks warm again. “Is that a problem? I could withdraw…” I stammered in reply

      He waved off my offer. “No, no. You do us all an honour by dancing his sword dance with him.” The lord sat on the open stool at our small table so he could lean in and speak quietly.

      "About your comments on how the guild members buy eyes and ears; Rhian and I have been to all of the folk on the hilltop personally, and have let them know that any Guild money spread will earn their family an eviction. However, if they report when the guild approaches them, we will reward them.

      "I hate to be so firm," he continued, "but I won't have our cantref torn apart by the guild and any suspicion or mistrust they sew. I'm sending riders out to speak to the landholders with similar instructions." His eyes drifted around the room. "I trust my people, I really do," Bleddyn said, then let his eyes drift to outside. "Our men are decent trackers. They'll also search for signs of this predator… bear… whatever it is that's killing our livestock."

      “When will the first riders return?”

      “At the earliest, four days,” he said. “Rhian has made you comfortable in the empty cottage?”

      “Of course,” Gwen said. “We are most grateful for your hospitality.”

      Bleddyn rose. He gave a quick bow and excused himself. He drifted from table to table and chatted with everyone from the kitchen maids to the landholders. I was impressed. He was so unlike many of the nobles I had encountered in my many years. I said so to Gwen.

      “If he had more ambition, he could unite most of Britain,” she sighed. “But he doesn’t want the power. He is content where he is. The same with Caerwyn. They both love their people and the land. They are the true servants of The Lady.” She looked across the room at the Lord of Meirionnydd, who laughed as he sat with several of Bleddyn’s landholders.

      “We could use another Arthur,” Gwen said, “but the land is not ready for so strong a presence. Perhaps…” she waved her hand at the room, “this is the future. Individual territories, each a power unto itself, finding the best way forward for that small collection of people. Just the amount of government that is needed for each area. Each government able to adjust to the needs of its people.”

      She stared across the great hall, lost in her melancholy for a while. Once the room had begun to empty, and the kitchen girls began the cleanup, Gwen rose. "Let's go see what was in that package Emlyn left for you," she suggested.

      Back in our cottage, I surveyed the bundle. It was as long as my arm, and that gave me an idea of what was inside. The outer layer, however, was a man's tunic and a pair of linen trousers. He probably borrowed it from one of the young men, not quite old enough for watch duty. But, I had worn men's' clothing for many years. That was just another validation that Emlyn and I knew the same sword master.

      The clothing was wrapped around a sword and a leather belt. The blade was in a steel and leather scabbard. The grip of the pommel showed wear but in good shape. I pulled the blade out far enough to see the metal shine in the fading daylight that came through the window.

      A simple note, written in Latin, read "A warrior should never be without arms." I passed the letter to Gwen.

      “You do have an admirer, dearest.”

      I remembered the hard, tight muscles of his chest and the speed of his movements. He never wasted his effort. Each step, each thrust of the blade, or parry or dodge was just enough to lead into his next action. I had been away from the practice floor too long. Could I get the rust out of my skills fast enough to keep up with his blade work? From what I had experienced this morning, his skills with the dance were among the best I had ever encountered.

      There was just enough room in the cottage for me to draw the blade and practice a few of the slow, fluid movements that Emlyn had been trying to drill into his students earlier in the day. Gwen sat in a far corner, on one of the beds, and watched me.

      “Wherever did you learn … what did Emlyn call it?”

      "The dance of the blades…" I repeated the motions, as my muscles slowly began to remember the patterns. I shifted the conversation to our mind speak.

      “One of my master’s children had left to study the blade,” I sent. "He travelled the world for over two centuries. He learned from the most accomplished fighters."

      I stopped my dance, confident enough that my body would remember once I had more room to practice. I sheathed the blade and pulled the curtains closed. I began to undress so I could shift into the men's clothing.

      “Aemilianus, my brother in the undead, rarely spent time at our master’s home. He was always off to learn more swordplay from another master he had heard of,” I explained, and draped the tunic over me while I told my story.

      "Aemi took a liking to me from the first time we met. That was a few months after I had been brought over to the night side by our master. He showed me some of what he had learned from the Gauls in how they handled their weapons, as well as the Roman ways. I took to it immediately. After our master passed, we scattered. Aemi drifted around Europe, learning from the best swordmasters he could find. Every decade or two, he would find me and pass on what he had learned. He really enjoyed teaching me."

      I tried several movements in my borrowed clothing and realised I would need another belt to hold the ensemble together. The leather one wasn't designed to keep the tunic stable. It was a fighter's belt, made to let the pommel of the weapon hang where it could be drawn quickly. Gwen sensed what I needed and rooted around in our bags. She passed me a woven one that would work. I wrapped it around my waist. Gwen had me stand in front of her so she could help me adjust both to my liking.

      “You’ve worn men’s clothing before for fighting?” Gwen asked.

      “Yes. When I helped Aemi at his academy,” I sent. "He eventually settled down and opened an arms training school near what is now the Frankish area. He convinced me to stay for a while. He said that if I would help him, become his star pupil, then he would be able to show, by training a woman…"

      Gwen’s face crinkled as she rolled her eyes.

      "I was happy to help my brother with his dreams to build an academy. No one else had such a business. Fighting masters were loyal to their lord. If Aemi could show the nobles of the land not only his skill with the blades but how the techniques could be taught, then the leading families would send their sons to him. I stayed on and taught the lessons with him. Men's clothing is much more suited to moving and fighting. There's less fabric in the way of my legs."

      “Your brother’s school prospered?” Gwen asked.

      “He was very successful after we had danced with the blades for the nobles of the land. I stayed with him for several years.” I sighed as I recalled my time with Aemi. "He honed my skills and taught me everything he could. I enjoyed our time together immensely. However, two of our kind together for so long is dangerous. In a city, we can easily hide how one of us feeds. But two of us is complicated. I moved on before it became a real problem. However, eventually, the Guild found us."

      I bit my bottom lip, and let my gaze drift out the window. I was focused on memories, not on Penllyn outside the window. “Once we knew they had located and focused on us, I refused to go near him for fear that I would want to stay too long, and two of us feeding would draw unwanted attention to him.” My memories stirred a longing in me for Aemi again. I cupped my arms across my chest. Gwen slid her arm around my waist.

      “Remember, if Emlyn allows you, you are to do what you need to secure another donor. You are right that I alone cannot give you all that you need.”

      I searched her face. The feelings I had given into for her meant I didn’t want to share her with other lovers. But, we both knew that was next to impossible for me. With my undead nature, deriving energy from our shared pleasure, as much as the blood I took.

      “You’ll not be jealous?”

      “A bit,” she sent as she rubbed my shoulders. “but I knew that when I loved you, I had to accept what you are, and what that means. And you two are too evenly matched. Your souls speak to each other when you’re dancing. Seeing the two of you this morning, moving together as if you had one mind…”

      I chuckled, as I remembered the few times I had to call on my unique abilities to evade his blade.

      “It was magical to watch,” she continued. “The Lady would not have brought you two together if you were not meant to complement each other.”

      She slipped her arm through mine. “Come dearest. Your dance partner awaits.
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      The evening mist raised its thin tendrils from the grassy hilltop as we made our way back to the main hall. Overhead the moon shed silver light upon the practice yard where I had danced the swords with Emlyn. Tonight, we were to be in the great hall to train his men.

      The buzz of conversation reached our ears, even as we climbed the steps. I opened the door, and shifted to let Gwen step in first, but she would not have it.

      “This is your night, dearest. Enjoy it.”

      I almost gasped. The hall was full. People seated on benches and stools lined against the walls, stood as I stepped into the room. Above, on the balcony that hung around the great hall of the keep, even more folks sat along the railing, their legs dangling over the edge. Bleddyn and Emlyn stood in the centre of the room. The sword master gestured for me to join them on the floor.

      Even the kitchen maids sat about the room and listened to what the Lord Penllyn said. All of the people on the hilltop were there for this demonstration.

      “Evidently,” I sent to Gwen, “I’m more entertaining than a bard.”

      “Enjoy your dance, dearest,” she sent back, as Bleddyn stepped off to the side. The swordmaster took over and began his lesson.

      “Every time you repeat these moves, you train your mind and your body to remember them when you don’t have time to think.” Emlyn spoke in the language of the Cymry, but I repeated the words in my mind. Those words, albeit in a different languages, were ingrained in me after centuries of hearing and speaking them myself. Emlyn and I shared a teacher, my brother in the undead, Aemi. I helped him train his students so often, I knew the lessons by heart, no matter what language they were spoken in.

      Emlyn turned toward me as he finished his lecture. “Trade your steel for a practice blade. Select just one,” he pointed at the wooden rack where the practice swords stood. I moved toward Gwen as I unfastened my sword belt and passed it off to her.

      I wasn’t sure yet what he had in mind, but I selected a practice blade about the same size and weight and my steel blade. The wooden weapon was long enough to give me reach, but not too much to hinder my swings. Swords don’t recover fast when you bury their blades in the ground.

      When I turned, I cocked an eyebrow at him. He selected two shorter weapons for himself. One weapon against two can favour the single weapon unless the dual-wielder knows what they’re doing.

      “Two weapons can seem intimidating,” he told the crowd. “But, you can even the odds by depriving your opponent of one of his weapons.” I was supposed to be the one who knew what I was doing.  He directed me to the centre of floor. I raised my blade in salute and gave him my best evil grin. If he kept his sword play at a normal man’s skill level, I would win every time.

      He rushed me.

      This was a demonstration, so I didn’t want to use my special abilities to avoid his blows with speed. Instead I let the blade do the work. He kept his skill and speed in a normal fighter’s range. I used two hands on the hilt of my weapon and used it to knock his first blow out of the line of attack. His second weapon arcing over his main arm, aiming for a strike at me. I thrust my sword over his, toward his face. But, I dropped my off hand onto his right wrist and hand. A twist, and I held his wooden sword.

      “Very good,” he said and reached for the blade I had taken from him. “Lady Mair will show you again, slowly, then we’ll have volunteers practice.”

      Again? He made me run it four more times for different sections of the audience. His arm must to be sore from all the twisting I gave it.

      “Since the guards in the Teulu should know this technique,” Emlyn looked across the ranks where the men with their weapons stood or sat. Most nodded, but one, a man in a ragged grey cloak bowed toward him with a smile. “Afon and Gerallt, will be the attackers. The Lady Penllyn, and Lady Enid will be our first to try the disarm techniques.” Emlyn waved Rhian and Enid onto the floor.

      Rhian gave the sword master a glare, but there was a fire in her eyes as she stalked to the sword stand and jerked a weapon from the rack. I was impressed if Lord Penllyn and his brother trained the women of the cantref in weapons use. Some cultures relegated women to running and hiding, never to touch a weapon.

      Enid reached for mine, which I passed over. She spun it with some skill, getting the feel of its balance and reach. Even Lord Meirionnydd trained his womenfolk. Excellent. I liked this land of the Cymry.

      Emlyn called them to the centre and paired the ladies off against a guardsman each. The guard in the old worn cloak dropped it to the side. He tied his straight light brown hair behind him. It was past his shoulders, unlike many other men’s hair. He bowed with a flourish to Lady Enid.

      “Live by the sword, die by the sword,” he said with a smile and a wink at her. “But dying is my job. Let’s teach you how to live tonight, milady.”

      Emlyn would coach Rhian and Gerallt. He motioned that I should help Enid and her opponent.

      “Go!” he commanded after they exchanged salutes.

      I kept my attention on Enid. She performed the block with some skill, but didn’t pivot her weapon into him fast. She caught a light blow on her shoulder for it.

      I called hold and directed Afon repeat his movement slower. I held her shoulders and pushed her through the dodge and spin, several times.

      “It takes a while to connect your muscles and the timing in your mind.” I offered. We went through it again. She succeeded with her blow this time. “Try it again,” I commanded. Afon repeated the attack, but sped up enough to challenge her. Her weapon deflected his, then began its slide over with a long hiss of wood on wood. She made sure her left hand was where it was supposed to be. That gave Afon the second he needed to get his blow at her. Enid bit her lip as she worked through the block, slide, attack while moving her other hands to twist his main wrist. Afon gave her a smile.

      “We over think things in the beginning,” he said, his voice kind and quiet. “You’ll get it with more practice. Train your muscles so you don’t have to think.” Enid gave him a smile, then worked through it once more before she raised her weapon into the front guard position.

      “Again,” I said. They moved at the same speed. Same result. “Again,” I said. Enid made her strike and twisted his arm this time. She didn’t have a grip on the hilt, so when Afon dropped his weapon it clattered on the wooden floor.

      “Faster.” I said after the guardsman retrieved the wooden weapon. He moved at a slow battle speed this time. Enid worked the manoeuvre several times and finally succeeded. In real life, it might not have disarmed him, but he again released the weapon.

      “Took her six tries,” a voice from the sidelines said. “Training from a woman is for children.” I spun toward the sound, my mouth open for a retort.

      “HOLD!” Emlyn said with a battlefield authority in his tone before I could speak. “Thank you, ladies,” he waved them to the weapons rack to replace their blades.

      Emlyn planted himself in front of the heckler.

      “Sawyl,” he said. The man glanced at his feet, red flushing his face.

      Ah, this was the infamous Sawyl. I remembered he was the one in trouble with Emlyn on the first day when we arrived at Caer Penllyn. “Our rules are that if you brag, you must bring it to the practice floor. Choose your weapons.”

      “Competition sparring. Practice floor etiquette,” Emlyn said. He had to know I had studied with Aemilianus. Although, he probably didn’t realise how many centuries I had done so.

      I gave him a nod and my best “I’ll try not to hurt your guard too badly” smile. Emlyn nodded toward the weapons rack. I found two weapons in the rack in my preferred range.

      Sawyl stood opposite me with a single wooden longsword. A heavy one. He was a big fellow, as tall as Cadoc, but bulkier. A man his size could knock an ox senseless if he tried. Big men look as though they’ll be slow, but large men had surprised me often with their fast reflexes. I had learned  to not judge them based on size alone.

      Sawyl grinned at me like a dog looking at a rabbit. Hungry and not the least concerned that the prey would fight back. He paid more attention to my feminine figure than my stance or movement. As for his speed, I’d find out soon enough. But he was of only average skill. Not like Afon, who had obviously been trained by Emlyn.

      Since Emlyn was their superior, I found Sawyl’s lack of training unlikely. More than likely, he was cocky enough to ignore what Emlyn tried to teach, and relied only on just his brawn and strength.

      Emlyn motioned for us to salute. I raised my weapons. Sawyl twirling the tip of his in a mocking fashion.

      

      “Begin!” Emlyn’s command echoed across the room. But my opponent didn’t move. He had dropped to a ready stance, his blade waving me forward. I obliged him and moved in. One blade swung in, probing, then the other. I wanted to see his style, and his speed.

      He parried my blows. He had reach on me, between his long arms and the long blade he had selected. I had to move well into his measure to attack. Whenever I did, he was slow as I expected him to be. But, I didn’t go for a win right away. First, I needed to see how good he was. I set a blow, parry, strike sequence. One sword then the other to size him up. So far, I wasn’t impressed.

      He didn't notice the rhythm. Sawyl merely blocked at random, jerking in response to my assaults. He was quick enough to block normal blows, I had to give him that. But it was his only asset. This was no dance; only the gyrations of a dragon in its death throes. Granted, I had never seen a dragon. But, he reminded me of one. He raised his two-handed sword in an overhead parry and barely saved himself from an overhand blow. He seemed pleased with himself and turned toward the audience with a smug grin.

      My off-hand weapon came in under his block and smacked him in the side of the head.

      His head jerked back, and a fire blazed in his eyes. He came out of his lethargic style and moved with skill. Nowhere close to Emlyn's level, but enough to show he had paid some attention.

      His first blow was an overhead to my upper right. As I expected, when I parried the blow, he tried to use his mass and strength to push my weapon lower and in towards me, so he could score a hit with the tip of his weapon. That was an easy dodge for me. I ignored the openings he left as he swung again. I let him back me up a few steps so I could measure his movements. His next strike was a thrust toward my lower, inside quadrant, just above my hip. The longer of my two wooden blades guided his blade out of his line of attack. I pivoted outside his thrust. I caught his weapon with the thicker end of my blade, right above the cross guard. This gave me more control over the weapon than he had. I twisted it out of line and whirled my other weapon toward his head.

      He jerked his weapon back to block, which left his lower half unprotected. His weapon couldn’t block both blows. I rapped his knee before he could recover to block there. He pulled it back too far, and I had time to rap his forearm with one blade, and the side of his other knee with the second wooden blade.

      He growled and swung hard with the wooden sword. I leaned back a few inches and let it sail over me. My swords were in motion. I struck him under his sword arm in the torso with one and spun around him to his backside. He was slow. He tried to spin to meet me, but I used a leg sweep. As he hit the floor, I rapped his sword hand hard. He yelped and dropped the practice weapon. His eyes were wide as he felt my crossed swords caress the sides of his neck.

      “HOLD.”

      Humiliation can be a cruel mistress.

      “Swallow your pride, and I will train you,” I said. My voice quiet. Just for Sawyl’s ears. “Sunrise, out in front. If you’re not there, I will understand that you’re not interested in being trained by a woman.

      Emlyn stepped in close.

      “You’d be a fool to refuse,” he said and extended an arm to his man. Sawyl glanced at me and let his eyes slide off like a child who had just been caught in a boast they couldn’t fulfil. He nodded once, but didn’t look at me. He took Emlyn’s arm and let the swordmaster pull him up.

      Once on his feet, Sawyl bowed to me, his eyes still downcast. I raised my swords in salute. Emlyn directed Sawyl to his seat.

      “Would any other ladies like to try the disarm defence?” Several girls yelled that they would. It seemed that time on the practice floor with the sword master of Penllyn was a bragging right among the kitchen girls. One landholder’s wife timidly raised her hand. I waved her forward while Emlyn motioned one of the kitchen girls to join him. I held my two wooden longswords out to the woman.

      I walked to the weapons rack and exchanged weapons so I had two wooden short swords. Sawyl darted his eyes down I approached. He looked up at me only when I thrust the two weapons under his face.

      “You have the ability,” I said. “You lack the discipline to use it to your advantage.” I tilted my head toward the lady on the practice floor. “I can use your help now. Show me you have the finesse to handle this, and you’ll have taken the first step in your training.” I held his eyes while he pondered his next action. Finally, he stood and took the weapons from me.

      Back on the floor, Sawyl shuffled a few steps behind me. He was hesitant at first, but settled into the role. With his size and bulk, though, none of the other ladies wanted to volunteer against him. Except one, a taller, plump girl from the kitchen. She had long reddish hair and kept her eyes on Sawyl. I soon realised that her desire wasn’t to train, but to be near the large guardsman. He didn't catch her intent. She played the helpless maid role and seemed to want him to coach her the way Afon had with Enid.

      I debated what to do. Did the girl have a crush on him? With his attitude? She seemed like such a nice girl the few times she had come around to fill my mug for me. I sighed. I may as well help them out. I had promised to train the lumbering guardsman. If he ignored her any longer, it would be painful to keep watching.

      “Enough,” I whispered in her ear, as I stood behind her to push her body through the movements. “If you act like a dolt, he’ll not pay you any attention later.” The girl stiffened. She caught on to the moves much faster after that and scored the disarm on the large guardsman. After I had sent her back to her seat, I stopped by Sawyl.

      “That one has her eye on you,” I told him. He shot a glance over his shoulder. He smiled as he turned back. “Sunrise comes early this time of summer. Don’t be late for our appointment,” I added.

      “Yes, Milady,” he said with a slight bow.

      Emlyn allowed one more round of training before he called an end.

      “You like your formalities, milord,” I said.

      “My teacher has rubbed off on me,” he said. “Respect isn’t given, unless it’s taught. Thank you for your help tonight. I will join you in the morning with Sawyl. I won’t stay beyond the first day. The practice field is yours each morning. Do with your student what you will over the next few months. Or as long as you desire. Sawyl will be there every morning he is at Caer Penllyn.” I had volunteered. Emlyn was right to hold me to that promise.

      Gwen approached as I settled the sword belt on my hip. Too many years had gone since I had felt a hilt in my hand. Now, the weight on my hip, and the scabbard tapping my leg were like the caress of an old love. Tonight, I felt fully dressed.

      As we exited the building, I glanced at the stars overhead.

      “It’s a good night to be alive,” I sent to Gwen.

      “You said ‘alive,’ dearest.”

      “Tonight, I feel alive again.” I knew why, too. Even though the particular blade was new to me, it had awakened a desire I had forgotten I had.

      “You’re not going to bring that sword to bed are you?” She giggled.

      “I might,” I said aloud as we reached the door to our little cottage.
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      Gwen stroked my hair as we lay in each other’s arms.

      “Troubled?”

      The afterglow of our passion slowly faded. No feeding tonight, just pleasure. The energy the goddess sent was enough to offset my exposure to the sun. But, that wasn’t what gnawed at my mind.

      “The Witch Hunters. Not only are they here, but I upstaged them with the ghosts.” I pulled her hand down and kissed it. “Fortunately, they weren’t here to see my sword play with Emlyn. Gods! How I have missed that dance. But, the guild is set about the role of women. We are to bear and raise children, be meek and mild. Nothing more.”

      “You are who you are, dearest.” She kissed my shoulder, then pressed her cheek to mine. “Your extended time alive has given you more experience than a normal person can dream of. That’s how you surprised us with your knowledge of Emlyn’s blade dance, or whatever he calls it.”

      “I have always enjoyed the poetry of the blades,” I replied. “When I saw him dance the meditation of the blades, the fire of that dance awoke within me. I have been away from Aemilianus too long, and I forgot how strong the call is. Once you learn the dance, it never leaves you.”

      “You sound like Emlyn, now.” She chuckled. “You will bed him and feed soon, will you not? Promise me?”

      “Bed him? I only need his blood.”

      My lover had urged me to take another. Would she really be comfortable with that?

      “No, Mair,” she sent. She was using her Gwen-the-Leader tone, even in our mental conversation. “You have not seen how you and he move. At first you struggled to recall your movements and your form. Once you found them you move as an identical twin to him. He ran your tempo faster than he ever runs with the men. You and he were counterpoints to each other’s melodies.”

      She pushed herself onto an elbow. She pressed my bare shoulder so I would roll onto my back where she could see my eyes.

      “If you and he do not dance, your souls will be incomplete. And the energy you generate in the blade dance will need to be used. The easiest way will be to bed him, and you can both get the release you need.” She winked at me. “And with your other charms, you should be able to find a way to feed your body as well as your spirit.”

      I chuckled. She leaned in and kissed me. This was new. Rarely did I have a lover that urged me to share. The few I took who knew of my nature had always been jealous when I fed from another. Like I had when I built the memories in Syram’s mind in that hayloft. But, Gwen told me in no uncertain terms what I was to do. That was… refreshing. Yet, I was still cautious. I didn’t want to lose her affection, nor risk losing Emlyn.

      “Are you going out to wander again tonight?” Gwen interrupted my thoughts.

      “Probably. I am restless.”

      “Cuddle me until I sleep?” Her blue eyes were irresistible. I let her roll so I could slide against her in the small bed.

      Once I sensed her mind drift off, I eased myself out of bed. I donned the clothing Emlyn had sent me. I lifted the sword belt off the other bed where it lay. Now that I had a blade, and had felt the call of the dance again, I didn’t want to be separated from it. The movements of the mediations with the blade had rekindled a fire in my soul again. I had to dance with the blade again.

      Once outside, with the door shut behind me, I wrapped the belt around me, so the pommel of the blade rode in front of my left hip.

      Afon, the guard, came around the main keep. He jumped when he saw me, but I waved lightly. Once the recognition dawned, he waved back. I wasn’t sure yet what I needed to do, but the night was my time. The moon still had a few hours left in the sky.

      I walked up the hill toward the weapons field. I wanted to be on the field where I had first seen Emlyn dance with the swords.

      My blade was in my hand. I didn’t remember drawing it. It called to be danced with again. Gwen was correct. I had found a lost part of my soul in the sword master of Penllyn. We were not here to fight, but to dance with our blades in ways that only another who understands the poetry in the movement can.

      My feet and arms already moved as I thought through all of this. The blade itself had become an extension of my arm, another part of me as it slowly spun, twirled, and made its own song in the night. The rhythms I had learned over the centuries from Aemilianus crept from the quiet recesses of my memories. They flooded my muscles, and I found the harmony I had been missing for far too long. I drifted through the movements, to let my muscles recover their memories. I worked each meditation all the way through. Then I repeated it. Again. Faster. I closed my eyes for each set. My body remembered each song, and I brushed the rust out of the memories with my movements.

      I began with the basic mediations, but lost track of time. The moon had moved across the sky. By now, I worked advanced meditations that few of my fellow students ever achieved. I closed my eyes and moved through the routine again. And again. Each time faster than before. With my eyes closed I wasn’t seeing – but feeling –  the movements, the poetry of the song I wove with my sword.

      The music of the blade drove my arms and feet. I knew I was near the end of the field and needed to turn. When I opened my eyes, I saw a familiar figure in front of me, his back to me. He had lit one of the lamps near the field. Its yellow light danced across the field and gave Emlyn enough light to see by. He completed the movements in time with me and spun to change direction. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised. I had danced the dance of blades with only one person before who could keep up that well. My mentor, my brother of the undead. Aemi.

      Emlyn moved with the human version of the grace that Aemi had. My passion increased to a level I hadn’t felt before with anyone other than Aemi. I wanted to watch him. I wanted to run my hands over his bare chest and smell his musk from the sweat that beaded on his skin. But, if I did, then I wouldn’t get to dance with the blade. And that call was strongest. For now.

      Surprise lit his eyes when I didn’t rotate, but I passed the blade to my off hand, and began the complicated routine again. I slowed, so I could reeducate myself to the routine with my off hand. Emlyn followed along with me. We moved forward, twisting and turning. Each movement of our blades was to mimic a thrust or parry, defence leading into attack. The movements were precise. Just enough of a redirection of the imaginary foe’s weapon, then a dart in to attack with a killing stroke or thrust.

      At this level of mediation, we also worked in the movements for blows and disarms more advanced than I had shown in the keep. But, through it all, Emlyn kept pace with me. His eyes sparked every time we faced each other. A smile stole onto my face and stayed there. And not just on my face, but into my soul. I had missed these dances. The only other man with this much skill was Aemi. He and I had parted many, many years before.

      With Emlyn here, my heart and my soul were complete again. Just like they had when Aemi and I danced for hours, then made love for almost as long after. I desired Emlyn’s flesh against mine. He stirred in me the same feelings Aemi did. Completion.

      When we reached the far end, he moved his blade to his off hand. I passed mine to the other hand as well. We stayed slow for a few steps until his off-hand muscles remembered. Then he increased the tempo. At the far end of the field, I stopped. We saluted each other with our weapons.

      “You are an excellent partner for the meditations.” I said. He said nothing and turned toward the pile of practice weapons. He set his belt and blades on his cloak and motioned for me to do the same. I laid mine in between his two. He had left space for it there.

      “Do you notice anything about the blades?” He pointed at them side by side.

      “They are a matched set. Though this one is shorter than your longest.” I said as I noticed the similarities. “I thank you for the loan of your weapon.”

      “It is not a loan.” He held my eyes with his gaze. “It is a gift. May it serve you well.” His eyes sparkled as I studied his face. This seemed important to him, so I stayed silent and let him explain.

      “The last years I spent with my teacher, he spent the fees that my father, Lord Penllyn, sent him for my education. Each year, he had a blade made for me. When I left, he presented me with them. They matched the one he kept on the wall of the studio. He took that one down for his private meditations. I thought he was honouring me by having my blades made to match his. But on that last morning, he held out the third blade. The one he used himself.”

      I pictured my brother, holding the blade out to Emlyn. A cocked, half-smile on his face.

      “I asked him why I needed a third blade. He told me, ‘Because, you will find the other half of your soul one day. When you do, she will need a blade.’”

      Emlyn stepped closer. I ran my eyes up his bare chest. My gaze moved to the chiselled features of his face, framed by his long, curly brown hair. I wanted to let myself fall into the pools of brown in his eyes. I wasn’t ready to feed yet, but I wanted my hands on his chest, to hold and be held by him. Gwen was right. I needed him to be complete. My heart felt pulled in two directions. Dammit, why is love so complicated?

      “Your student will be here shortly,” his voice interrupted my plunge into fantasy.

      “My brother decided to send men out to spread the word about not helping those Witch Hunters,” Emlyn said. “Once you offered to train him, I asked Bleddyn to keep Sawyl here. I couldn’t seem to get through his attitude as a bully. But you did.”

      Emlyn paused while he held his eyes on my face. “We don’t have enough men in the teulu to cover all the routes. I will ride his mission instead.”

      The disappointment must have shown in my eyes.

      “We will have a night or two for practice. Once I leave, I expect to be gone about four days,” he added. I could handle four days without our dance, barely. The energy that he had awakened in me needed an outlet again.

      “We have time for one more dance.”

      I thought he meant to take me right there on the practice field, but he went to the stack of wooden weapons. He pulled out the two swords I had sparred with the night before and passed them over. His face was serious, but his eyes sparkled with mirth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            A Matched Set

          

        

      

    

    
      His choice of dance disappointed me until I felt the weapons in my hands. Then the part of my soul that sang the melody of the blades rang out into song again. The sky to the east was just beginning its soft blue glow. Another hour and the sun would be visible. Penllyn’s swordmaster stood in the centre of the field, two wooden weapons in his hands.

      Our weapons rose in salute. We lowered them, and a beat later he swung both at me. Our meditations with the blades earlier had brought my body back in tune with the dance. All the passion I felt for the man earlier, melted into the passion for the dance. With the sword, and a partner like… I almost thought my brother’s name, Aemi. With a partner like Emlyn to dance the dance with, my soul sang in a way I hadn’t felt for almost a century.

      I parried and dodged, and launched blows at him. The wooden weapons clacked with quiet intent. We didn’t pull the blows. Instead, we read each swing, and our wooden shafts moved to redirect the path of the incoming weapons. Unlike Sawyl, Emlyn moved only the minimum amount to avoid my strike. Our blows missed by the widths of whiskers, not by the length of fingers.

      We were evenly matched. The meditations knocked the rust out of my muscles and memories. He and I were a matched pair.

      But he still had his surprises. One of his wooden blades spun in for a side strike over my thrust. I parried it with my other blade. His other blade slid above my off-hand weapon and came in for a strike on my head. I leaned away to avoid the strike.

      I used my body’s momentum to my advantage and brought both my blades around at his off side. He was larger, and with my smaller size I could spin faster than he could. One blade high, the other low, ready to parry and deflect as needed.

      Although he anticipated the strike, he was forced to defend against it. I moved my blades quicker than he did his and was on the offensive. After that first mistake I didn’t make another. My attack made him retreat to where he had begun. He uttered one word.

      “Faster.”

      I changed the tempo and launched blow after blow. His blades parried and riposted. He stayed with me and didn’t lose the beat of the dance I set.

      “Faster.”

      Again, I increased my speed. In the back of my mind, I could feel my blood-demon stir. I wasn’t hungry, nor angry. I pulled just enough energy from my undead nature for the speed I was using. But, these thoughts didn’t impact my body. I moved in the free-form song we sang with our blades. Neither of us gained ground after that first step he took from me. Instead, we circled. Four hands, four weapons slid and spun in the waning hour of night.

      We danced until the sun climbed above the horizon. My soul loved every movement. I paid the impending sun no mind. The last time I had danced this intense, this long, I was with my brother. I left Aemilianus behind for fear I might bring the witch hunters upon him.

      “Faster.”

      If he wanted it, I gave it.

      My blood-demon sang with me now. Not full on, but I pulled the energy for some supernatural speed. Emlyn stayed with me, barely. After a few seconds, I saw an opening. I caught his swords low, and too far out to recover against my speed. Both of my weapons moved to strike his head, he dropped to a knee to avoid them. My blades were already dropped and crossed. Then I did pull the blows. The wooden weapons pressed against his neck, the blades crossed just above the hilt. Real steel would have sliced his neck wide open.

      But, Emlyn's weapons pressed against my belly. A stalemate.

      “The only way I could ever win against my teacher, was to sacrifice myself.” His brown eyes gleamed at me. The corners of his mouth tugged upward into a small, but amused smile. I wanted nothing more than to drop my weapons, and cup his face in my hands and send the passion the dance had awakened into him through a kiss… and more.

      But, I could tell the practice field was a sacred space for him. The only passion here was with our blades. To have his body, I would have to wait. I wanted nothing else right then than to collapse into him and feel his body against mine. Unfortunately, the red rays of the sunrise stained the sky.

      I stepped back to let him rise.

      Sawyl was there, down on his knees, waiting. Behind him stood Gwen flanked on one side by Rhian and Bleddyn, and on the other by Caerwyn and Nesta.

      Emlyn’s arm slid around my waist, and his body pressed against my right hip. Together we bowed toward them. His arm pushed me forward. I nodded to acknowledge Sawyl, but shifted my attention to the others.

      “I suspected that my brother would be here, and I didn’t want to miss your dance,” Bleddyn said.
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      The other nobles drifted away once they were sure Emlyn, and I were done with our dance. Gwen had brought a blanket, and asked if she could spread it out to sit and observe our lesson. I agreed. Emlyn sat next to her at the edge of the field.

      I shifted my attention back to Sawyl.

      He bowed low.

      “I apologise for my insult to you, milady.”

      “Forgiven,” I said. “Are you ready to begin?”

      “Will you be able to teach me to fight like you just did?”

      “No.”

      The tall and husky guardsman lowered his eyes.

      “You are not a woman, you are not as small as I am, and you have a longer reach than I do.” I could sense Emlyn’s nod at my statement, but I kept my gaze fixed on Sawyl’s face. His eyes returned to my face.

      “What I can teach you," I said, "is how to become one with your weapon, how to dance with it, and how to become poetry with its motion.” Recognition dawned on him. “You will learn to dance, not to fight. If you fight, you’ve already lost.”

      “You, a woman, beat me,” Sawyl said, his eyes down, “I was already humiliated. I’ve never felt that way. Why did you offer to teach me?”

      “Because I don’t like seeing anyone put down,” I said. “Especially when they do it to themselves. Woman or man doesn't matter. Skill, training and practice do.” I looked the large guardsman over from head to toe. “You’ve got the coordination, you’ve got the ability to be better than you are. Somewhere inside you is a person who isn’t the braggart I faced last night. I want to see if I can find the Sawyl I saw in you after you realised you were beaten. That’s the man who will stand to protect his people.”

      “I thought I already was,” he said.

      "Select a practice weapon and we'll begin your second lesson."

      "Second?"

      "You had the first one last night." I had Sawyl meet me in the centre of the field and raise my steel in salute. He matched it. We swooshed our blades to the side. I turned, so I faced up the hill. "We'll begin with the first meditations."

      "Emlyn has taught all of us those," he said.

      "He has taught," I said with a grin over my shoulder. "But have you learned? Follow my lead on this set. I'll have you lead the next set."

      I was about to begin when Emlyn cleared his throat to get my attention. He nodded at the path up from the keep. Lady Enid had climbed the path and ran to the edge of the field without even a glance at Gwen and Emlyn. She curtseyed deep toward me.

      “Welcome, Lady Enid.”

      “Milady Mair,” she raised her eyes to me. “I would ask that I may learn the dance of the swords that you speak of.” Her eyes held mine, awaiting my answer.

      “What does your Lord husband think of this idea?” I asked, not sure what Lord Penllyn’s protocol would be. Penllyn seemed to encourage women to learn arms, but this was the new wife of the heir. Were the rules different for her?

      “He said only I know what I need to fulfil my duties as future Lady of the cantref, and to teach the young to use their weapons.”

      “Was this your idea or his?” I asked.

      She grinned.

      “Does Lord Penllyn have any stipulations against such?” I asked Emlyn.  He shook his head. He was leaving this decision to me.

      “Will you be here each morning, and work hard each day?”

      “Yes, milady,” she said. She fixed her eyes on my face. Her look of apprehension at the possibility of being denied gave way to the realisation I was about to agree.

      “Select a weapon.” I said and pointed at the pile of wooden swords.

      As the future lady of two cantrefi bent to select a wooden sword, Gwen smiled to let me know she approved. Enid and I walked out to where Sawyl stood. He rolled his eyes once as Enid chose her weapon. I coughed to get his attention. His face went scarlet as he realised I had seen his reaction. His eyes darted to his feet and stayed there.

      I began to teach them the first of the basic warm-up dances. Sawyl knew the movements but was sloppy. Cocky.

      “Step out and watch Lady Enid,” I told him once we had run the first meditation several times. She was clumsy, but it was because she was learning. I pointed to her after a moment. “See how she flows with the blade. It’s an extension of her arm. But for you it is just a tool.”

      He still looked confused.

      “As a boy, did you ever go see the smith?” Sawyl nodded. Of course, he had. All boys seem to love watching a smith in action. Fire, noise, muscles in action.

      “Every boy hears the sound of metal on metal and wants to learn that,” he said. “The hammer and the anvil make their own language. It draws us in.”

      “Did the smith ever let you take the hammer?”

      “Of course, milady,” he said. “I was big. I looked to be smith material he said.”

      “Did you strike well those first tries?”

      Sawyl shook his head. “I couldn’t get the rhythm he had. It was like the hammer was a part of his arm. He didn’t even have to think about his next blow and twisting the iron rod he worked. He just did it. But I couldn’t get more than two strikes in before he had me put the metal back into the fire. I had no idea how he did it.”

      “That same extension of your body off the sword, like the smith from his hammer is what you’ve got to learn,” I explained. “The smith became the hammer, because he used it so often. He learned how to listen to it and the metal he struck. He learned to hear their language. That’s what these meditations are for. To teach you that you must do what the sword tells you to.”

      “My sword never talked to me,” he said with a shake of his head.

      “But, every young boy can hear the language of the smith’s hammer.” He glanced at me as that sunk in. I gave him a smile.

      “You are going through the motions with the meditations because you have to. Stop moving to get done. Stop trying to fight. Learn to listen to the song of the blade.”

      He let his eyes drift back to Enid as she began the meditation for a fourth time. He nodded.

      “I will try, milady,” he said.

      Gwen and Emlyn sat and watched us for the entire two hours.

      I called a halt and maintained Emlyn’s tradition of saluting the students with my weapon.  I reflected on their abilities as we moved off the field. If Aemi were here, he'd give Enid extra attention due to her natural talent. He or I could have her at Emlyn's level inside of two decades. The large guardsman, however, was too reliant on his size and strength. Enid would outpace him if I allowed her to advance as quickly as she was capable.

      Sawyl's ego had been kicked enough. As long as he worked to correct his faults, I wouldn’t use Enid’s natural ability to humiliate him further.

      As we moved to the side of the field, Emlyn pointed at the bundle of wooden weapons. “Your students both know where these are stored. Make sure they take their weapons back each day.” Enid tied wooden weapons into a bundle. Sawyl lifted them.

      “You may have another student or two join you before the week is over,” Emlyn said. “You’ll attract some attention. People will want to see, or maybe even train with the mysterious swordswoman. Check with Gerallt or Cadoc first if any of the guards say want to train. They may just be trying to get out of a duty shift.”

      “And time with the exotic swordswoman is more fun than hauling wood chips up to the practice field?”

      “Or helping the stable master by dumping the manure carts,” he added. His eyes lingered on me. “I will see you again tonight after my duties.”

      Gwen giggled as Emlyn headed down the hill.

      “I thought you were going to drag him off into the bushes and have your way with him as your fight ended.”

      “I almost did,” I admitted. “The sword dance with a good partner is full of passion.”

      “Is he that good?”

      I shook my head.

      “He’s that great. His skill is phenomenal. I’m not thirsty right now, or I might have to pull him up to the grove after one of our sessions. It is going to be a long week once he's gone.”
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      Our dance that morning kept my passion alight, but smouldering. Emlyn drove me hard on the practice field. As we finished the dance, when the red rays of the sun started their own slow dance in the eastern sky, he raised his wooden swords in salute. His bare torso glistened with sweat, and I had to fight to control my lust for him. Not blood lust, but the desire to run my hands across his bare flesh and breath in his scent. I wanted to hold and be held. Instead of that, he bowed low.

      “This week will seem like an eternity,” he said as he straightened and stepped closer. I could smell his scent, musky in the still morning air. I tilted my head and hoped for at least a kiss. He stepped around me to go gather his weapons and tunic. I stuck my tongue out at his back.

      Once he had his tunic on and blades belted around him he came back to where I waited on the side of the field. Enid and Sawyl hadn’t arrived yet.

      “The first set of riders went west and covered areas where we suspect the witch hunters had been recruiting. I am to head north and tell the villages there. I’ll then cut across the border and get a report to the lord of the cantref there.”

      “Fadog?” I tried to remember the geography Gwen had explained.

      He chuckled. “No, Rhos, where Rhian is from. Her brother is Lord Rhos. I want to investigate our border with Fadog."

      Emlyn stepped in toward me, his head angled down with lips slightly parted, expectantly. I stood silent, my arms still crossed. I remembered his chuckle as I waited for our first kiss. He must have realised his chance for it had passed.

      “One week, maybe less,” he said softly. Then he strode down the hill.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen’s mental intrusion stirred me from a nap four days later. “Riders just arrived dearest,” she projected to wake me. “Come meet us in the keep.”

      I was out of the soil in the grove within seconds. Bleddyn greeted the men and steered them inside. He saw me approach and waited on the porch for me.

      “The men will get water, then report,” he said. A stable lad lead the two horses away. “Gwen is inside already.” He offered me his arm, which I took. His sword knocked against my side as we entered the keep.

      “Has Emlyn taught you any of the dances?” I asked, already missing my dance partner. Even Afon, the guard with the most skill I had found, had ridden out with the second wave.

      “I’m afraid I won’t be much of a partner for you, milady," he smiled. "How is Enid doing with the lessons?” he asked.

      “Very well,” I said as we headed to his favourite spot by the hearth. “She has a natural ability. If she could devote a score of years to the art, I could get her to be the equal of Emlyn.”

      “My son’s wife is a special lady.” He smiled. “But, alas, she has other duties. And, with luck, a little one to nurture soon.”

      Gwen moved to join us. She must have overheard the last remark.

      “You’ll have another grandchild in this hall sooner than you expect, milord.” She had a knowing smile on her face, but he wasn’t looking at her. Men can be so oblivious to things like pregnancy. And, they’d only been married a week. I doubt anyone expected that news this early.

      “Is she?” I used my mind to ask.

      “Yes dear. Neither she nor Rhian are aware yet.” Gwen winked at me, a signal to keep the secret from them. “You’ll have to consider how to continue her training as she grows larger.”

      Gwen joined the conversation while I pondered which of the exercises might be uncomfortable with a swollen belly, and the other complications of impending motherhood.

      The two men carrying plates of bread and cheese, with large mugs came to the fire. Bleddyn pointed them toward seats and they began their reports. I decided I liked this Lord Penllyn. Rather than make his men, tired and muddy from their trip stand and report, he gave them time to wash up, and fill a plate and mug.

      Villagers had said the guild was recruiting in their area. The young men the guild wanted to recruit had been more worried about the attentions of the young ladies, than about extra coins. The guild’s desire to rid the world of the supernatural weren’t enough to scare the young men into action.

      “Milord,” one guard said, “there are raiding parties patrolling the borderlands”

      “Why do you say that?” Lord Penllyn asked.

      “When we camped near the borderlands,” the other added, “on the Penllyn side as you instructed milord,” he swallowed hard, “I thought I heard a disturbance that night, two nights ago.”

      “We edged up to the border stones, milord,” he said, as if asking approval. “We could see forms move in the distance, but the trees made it difficult to see much. There looked to be about a score of men, some on horseback. We went no closer. Two against twenty wasn’t odds we wanted to test.”

      “They,” the first guardsman chimed in,  "were long gone by then.”

      “I don’t doubt you,” Bleddyn said. He leaned back in his chair. “I am of a mind to go see this area for myself.”

      “I will go with you,” Gwen said with her Gwen-the-Leader tone. “Mair will stay here.”

      Bleddyn opened his mouth to protest, but must have sensed he would lose the argument that would come. He waved dismissal at his men. “Get some rest, we’ll leave at dawn.”

      They rose and bowed to Lord Penllyn. Once the men were gone, Bleddyn turned to Gwen to protest. She raised a finger, and he kept his mouth shut.

      “You know I’m going,” she said. Then she leaned toward him, her voice quiet, barely above a whisper. “Mair and I can communicate over distance.”

      Bleddyn raised an eyebrow.

      “The Holy Lady’s magic allows it,” she added, her voice still soft. “Mair can stay here to share our information with Rhian and Cadoc and let us know what the other riders report.”

      Lord Penllyn leaned back to consider her idea.

      “At least as long as we don’t move beyond our limits.” Gwen added.

      “How far is that?” he asked, a note of skepticism in his voice.

      “We may find out this trip,” she said.

      “And,” Gwen sent to me, privately, “your dance partner should return before we’re back. You’ll need to feed again. And from someone other than me, so you begin to learn your heart.”

      She was correct on both counts. I wanted to fulfil the passion he roused in me.

      The lord of Penllyn drained the rest of his mead.

      “One thing being married to a strong woman has taught me. I know when to keep my mouth shut and do what I’m told.” He stood to leave, and said over his shoulder, “We ride at first light.”
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      Daylight. I used to loathe it. It would sap my strength. I’d feel ill. Much better to sink into the earth, or hide in a dark chamber, even a cave until the cursed sun passed and night awoke my undead senses.

      But now, I had a goddess feeding me energy to offset the effect of the light. I could move and function like a normal human. True, I didn’t have the speed and strength that my undead nature gave me at night. My demon protected that energy during the day. She would give it, but demand I feed sooner than normal to make up for what I drew.

      But with Emlyn gone, I had little need to pull any energy for our sparring. The night after he left found me on the practice field alone. I ran meditations for hours until Sawyl and Enid ventured up when the sun rose. But even then, I didn’t need energy from my demon. The Lady, the goddess fed me what I needed to walk as normal mortal in the daylight.

      I realised that my soul had three sides. Gwen and Emlyn each filled a niche and made me complete.

      Instead of moping about the cottage by myself, I spent the day in the keep. Gwen and I checked in with each other often. We found that the mental link seemed quieter, and more distant, the farther she travelled. Still, every touch of her mind on mine gave me that piece of joy I missed with her departure.

      The townsfolk in the caer waved a greeting any time they walked past wherever I sat.

      I noticed that the chair Lord Penllyn sat in next to the fire stayed empty. As though it was his alone. Despite my short time here, I was comfortable in Penllyn. I missed my conversations with Bleddyn. He often sat and whistled while he shaved wood into thin strips and fed them into the fire. Often, he’d drift out to go check with his brewer on the current batch of mead. Or swing by the stables and talk with the herd master. I learned that Penllyn horses were renowned across Britannia.

      But, like many leaders, he spent his time watching and directing those under him. I saw in him a true leader. He would, with a few gentle pats, and a kind word or two, inspired respect in his people.

      But, with both he and Gwen gone, I found my conversation chances almost empty for that day.

      Rhian drifted in and sat with me for a while. But, like her husband, she had duties. She oversaw the kitchens and the household staff. Despite her stern demeanour, and hard glances, she too was generous with praise. She often gave one armed hugs to her staff as they bustled about preparing or clearing meals.

      Either she, or one of the other kitchen girls would drift by now and then with a jug of water to refill my cup. I fell back on my old tricks of walking around, and spilling small dribbles out of the cup when no one was near. There was a patch of daffodils right off the front porch that would be well watered if I stayed here long.

      That afternoon, the kitchen girls stacked plates and cups on the broad serving table for the night’s meal. I had my limit of sitting and waiting. I didn’t want to just pace, so I helped. Even the aroma of the food wasn’t enough to take my mind off missing both Gwen and Emlyn. Food wasn’t what I wanted right then.

      I walked out of the kitchens with a stack of wooden plates in my arms when a familiar silhouette blocked the light in the main doors. Emlyn strode into the hall.

      If I had been alive, my heart would have skipped a beat. A tingle run down my spine, and I had to tug at my skirt, to keep my hand from reaching out for him.

      “Have you seen Bleddyn?” he asked. His eyes lingered on me. I thought I saw the corner of his mouth tug up. Not enough to call a smile. Everyone said Emlyn never smiled.

      “He and Gwen are on their way south. The riders reported tracks that might be a raiding party along the borderlands,” I said. “Cadoc is about, but I haven’t seen him for several hours.”

      Emlyn stepped close enough I could smell his sweat, along with the musty, worn leather tunic he wore.

      “You didn’t ride with Gwen?” he asked. I wasn’t sure if he suspected our relationship, or just assumed I’d go where she went. No matter, his proximity made me turn my face up, waiting. But he ignored the opportunity.

      “I wanted to talk to my brother,” he said. A hint of exasperation in his tone. “Of course, he’d be gone.”

      “I am in contact with Gwen through our link with The Lady,” I said, my voice quiet. “I can send information to Bleddyn through her.” His eyes narrowed.

      “You are more than you seem. More than I expected…” His eyes stayed on mine for a moment. After a short pause, he nodded. “Tell them we’ve got a predator, a big one, killing herds up north.”
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      We gathered in Rhian’s sitting room upstairs, so Emlyn's report wouldn’t be overheard. Cadoc gave a low whistle then small shrug and shook his head as I reported to them how Gwen and I used the link of the Holy Lady to communicate.

      “You are a miracle to have arrived when you did, Lady Mair,” he said and give me a smile. “We are blessed you’ve joined us.” That was a relief. I wasn’t sure how these reports of magic would be received by others. Half the time, I didn't know what I thought of them, and I’d been dealing with my undead magic for many centuries.

      “Gwen and the others,” I said, “are at the edge of where she and I can still hear one another. They have reached the site where the guardsmen found signs of the other force,” I explained. “They’ll investigate and then work their way back toward us to a point where we can understand each other when we link again.”

      Cadoc turned toward Emlyn. “What did you find?”

      “The townsfolk I encountered had seen the guild riding through their land. A few of the young men had considered running off with them. We have had no major wars to make any vacancies in their ranks. But, too many of them see little prospect of getting their own land when their fathers die. Too many sons, and not enough holdings. I told them they could seek positions in our guard here instead. The good ones we can look at promoting up into the Teulu.”

      “Excellent,” Rhian said. “I’d rather find a way to keep our people connected to our lands, and not tie themselves to the guild.”

      “I found signs of raiding patrols along the borderlands,” Emlyn added. “But none seemed to cross into Penllyn.” He sipped his mug. I smelled mead in it.

      “And, I found evidence there's a large predator roaming the northern end of the cantref. Something decimated two herds. One pen of cattle. About half of a flock of sheep killed. Clawed apart,” he said, his voice quiet enough to not drift beyond our small group. The rest of us stayed silent and waited.

      “There were tracks of a great bear in the area,” Emlyn continued. “They were different. Odd. The stride was long even for a normal bear. Have we seen any activity of bears in other areas?” Rhian and Cadoc shook their heads.

      “Ruadh?” Cadoc asked. My own suspicions had already gone there. However, Rhian shot me a quick, worried, glance, then tried to hide it. Emlyn’s eyes were on me, but his were the only one’s not alarmed at Cadoc’s slip of their friend’s name.

      “I knew what he was since I first met him,” I said to allay their fears. Though I didn’t want to tell them how. Cadoc and Rhian relaxed. They didn’t ask how. I hope their minds went to the magic. They understood that Gwen had the ability to use magic. I hoped they believed the same of me.

      Emlyn rose and drained the rest of his mug.

      “If you will excuse me, I need to clean the travel dust from me, and sleep for a few hours.” Cadoc and Rhian rose. Our meeting was over.

      “Mair,” Rhian said. “Will you sit with me tonight, after the meal?”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “If Gwen and Bleddyn report in, I’d like to be the first to know,” she said, and motioned toward the chairs in her parlour. “This is more private than the great hall. Let us sit here while we wait.”

      I agreed and turned to follow the others. Emlyn waited for me.

      “I would like to dance tonight, if you are of the same mind,” he said.

      I smiled my acceptance. Four days without real opponent for our sword dance seemed like an eternity. And, unless I was wrong, he and I would have a different type of dance together after our time on the field.

      “People here won’t think it odd we’re out in the middle of the night?” I asked.

      “Not at all,” he said. “When I returned after my time abroad, I brought back the schedule my teacher kept. I've been a night owl ever since and often run the meditations in the wee hours of the night. That’s why there are lamps and fire baskets around the field.”

      He stepped up close, and I rested my hand on his chest. The touch, even through the leather of his vest sent a wave of joy through me. I had my head tilted up waiting, hoping…

      “I will try to awaken by midnight,” he said. “If not, please come find me. You know where my quarters are?” I nodded. He gave me one little twinge of a smile. Then spun on his heel and left.
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      Rhian waited in her room as promised. After I closed the door, she invited me to sit, and pointed to a jug of wine and cups on her table. I shook my head.

      “Gwen checked in with me during dinner,” I said. “Nothing new, but I shared Emlyn’s news. Gwen said to tell you that Ruadh met them at the abbey and rode out with them. She said he’ll spend a few days in the borderlands since the full moon is upon us.”

      Lady Penllyn’s eyes slid off to the side for a second and then back at me. The hard edge of her persona intensified. Did I break a local custom I wasn’t aware of? Was she jealous of my skills with the blades, of how I connected with Emlyn? What was bothering her?

      “You said you already knew about our old bear,” her eyes probed my face as she commented. “Did Gwen tell you?”

      "No."

      "How, then?" Her voice was hard, but with inviting edge to it.

      My eyes shifted to the floor. This was the moment I dreaded. Did I dare trust Lady Penllyn? She could earn quite a bit of silver, and the friendship of a powerful guild with a great say in the workings of the Roman church. But, she must know something of Gwen's druid nature. By Rhian's own admission, she knew Ruadh was a shifter.

      Neither of them was mortal or normal. The Guilders would pay a stiff price for any of us. All three of us in one cantref, at the same time? What would they give if they suspected?

      Rhian wouldn’t be so daring, so cruel?

      I couldn’t picture that in her character. But the guild was a new player in the land. A force unknown here.

      Even though I hadn’t eaten in over six-hundred years, the bottom fell out of my stomach. I had butterflies the size of pigeons in my gut as I weighed the options of what might happen if she learned my secret and rejected me.

      The Witch Hunters were only a messenger ride away. If she sent such a rider, I’d have to abandon everything I was learning to love. Gwen… Emlyn… our dance of the blades… Gah! I had just found him, and my sword. Not now. Lady Penllyn couldn’t… wouldn’t ruin that, would she?

      Rhian watched me, waiting. She was a strong woman. The powerful Lady Penllyn. Hers was a political force, though, not preternatural. Gwen could exert the same type of power. Greater even, since she outranked Rhian in nobility. But, she’d need to reveal herself for who she used to be. And her husband, Arthur, was long dead.

      “Do you want to go down this path, milady?” I said with a glance back at the door to her chambers. It was shut. “I guarantee you will hear things you don’t expect. What I say cannot leave this room. Ever.”

      Her gaze held mine for another beat.

      “Yes, I believe I need to know,” she said, her tone flat, yet with an undertone of caring. “Gwen said we face a new storm of some sort, and now we’ve had ghosts attack our people. We have some beast killing our herds. Who knows, some old tales might be true. The dead might walk our lands.” She laughed at her exaggeration.

      “And inside your Caer.”

      Her gaze darted to me.

      “You’re not jesting,” she said after a beat. Her gaze was steady and her back straight.

      “No,” I said.

      My gut instinct said Lady Penllyn was loyal to her friends. With the Witch Hunters in the land that might change in a heartbeat. The power of the church could overshadow bond of love and friendship. Lady Penllyn’s own brother was the bishop of this See.

      I sent another prayer to the Goddess again. I was too far to turn back in this conversation.

      “What I am about to say, I ask that you share with no one other than Gwen, Ruadh and Bleddyn. It could mean my life and a lot of pain for your people at the least.”

      “I cannot promise more, but I will hold your confidence as long as it does not jeopardise our people or our land.” Her eyes were still on me, steady and firm. Waiting.

      “I died when Augustus was Caesar.”

      Rhian absorbed that statement with a couple of blinks.

      “My former master brought me over, allowed me to drink his blood. I died in his arms and awoke three nights later.”

      Lady Penllyn nodded as her mind sorted the details.

      “Dead, but not dead?” she asked. “There are tales of such demons in our folklore, but most of those stories have died out. Now, the children pass them down, to scare their younger siblings.”

      “Stories exist in many cultures around the world,” I said, watching her. “But, like all such tales, there is a reason the old tales exist. We’ve lived in the shadows for many centuries.”

      “Is that why you don’t eat or drink?” Lady Penllyn asked. “And avoid the full sun?”

      “You are very observant,” I said.

      “I have to be,” she replied. “Too many people count on Bleddyn and I to make the correct choices about our lives.”

      “What made you suspect?” I asked.

      “I noticed the first night you wouldn’t even drink. Your cup was at the same level every time I came to chat with you.”

      “But I do drink. My life is based on magic. It is fuelled by blood,” I said.

      If she was taken aback, she didn’t show it. She was Lady Penllyn now, and her emotions didn’t matter as much as the safety of her people.

      “So, the old tales are true,” she said.

      “Not demons," I said with a shake of my head. "Like any other person, we can be good or evil. The tales are likely because one of my kind was here and went bad. Sometimes, the mind can’t handle the change. Or a master is killed when a new child that hasn’t fully adjusted. I’ve hunted a few of those down. I saved one, brought her back to the sane side. But I've killed others that were too far gone.”

      “You kill your own kind?”

      “The change is… difficult,” I said, and remember my first few weeks waking with the blood hunger upon me. “My master was the one who shared his blood with me, who made me undead, I am his ‘child’ in our parlance.”

      I paused again, wondering how much to share. “There is a hunger inside of us. The blood-hunger is very strong… dominant… when we first awaken. Two fortnights passed before my master would let me awaken alone. Until then, three of my brothers, other undead my master created, with me each time I awoke. They held me until I regained my senses.”

      “You drink every day?” Lady Penllyn stayed stoic and straight. She reached up to brush her hair back. A small tremor in the gesture betrayed her emotions. She quickly folded her hands back in her lap. The offending hand gripped tightly by her other hand.

      “At first, yes,” I said. “My master kept a household full of willing donors, who would lie with us and let us feed.” I shifted my gaze down. “I was one of those donors for my master for several years. We build a connection, our mind with theirs. The feeding is pleasurable for the undead. If we combine that with sexual pleasure for the donor, each of us shares the pleasure with the other over the mental link. The pleasure is intoxicating.”

      “Oh, my,” Rhian said. She didn’t meet my gaze for several seconds. She shifted in her chair and pulled her Lady Penllyn persona back on.

      “I am very careful with strangers when I negotiate for a meal. The words of my master are burned into my soul,” I said. “When a donor  doesn’t know my nature, I cloud their minds and hide the fact. But, I always ask permission for what I’m about to do with them, in a round-about way. The few times I’ve had to take from an unknowing donor, I feel as though I’ve violated them.”

      “Unknowing?” she asked.

      “I always try to negotiate, warmth for pleasure… I tell men I want them inside of me,” I said. Rhian grinned after a beat once she realised my play on words. “They’re usually content to agree without negotiating exactly what that means. I can build memories for them. Pleasurable memories of just what they expected to happen.”

      “And with Gwen?” Her eyes were defensive now.

      “Gwen is special,” I said. “What Gwen told you was true. The guilders captured me because of what I am. They were to take me to the Seeker of the guild.”

      "That Bechard fellow? He seems harmless. Annoying, but harmless."

      "They have a dark side," I had to fight to hide a shudder. "One they don't show publicly. Death is the best I could hope for in their hands. Torture in the name of what they say is Holy, probably for generations would be my lot."

      Rhian bit her lip, then nodded for me to continue.

      “Gwen found me dead, covered in blood. My two captors lay dead around me.” I remembered the fight, and hugged my arms across my chest, to help hold in the shudder at the memory. Rhian's gaze softened a little.

      “I was almost gone. The true death. But Gwen saved me.” I looked at Rhian, and held her eyes, but didn’t try to influence her mind. She would make up her own mind. “Gwen gave me her blood, repeatedly. I was raving. My mind gone. She said I awoke each night screaming. I wasn’t even aware for those two weeks.”

      “And Gwen… and you…?” she let the question hang in the air. She was hinting at our relationship.

      “I owe my undead life to Gwen and her…” I decide that if I was sharing, I’d go the entire way. Lady Penllyn had heard enough to indict both Gwen and myself with the guilders. “Gwen’s goddess. It’s the goddess that brought us together. For what I don’t know. But I don’t want anyone but Gwen at my side when we face that. I’ve never found a person like her. I don't want to lose her.”

      Rhian her Lady Penllyn persona drift into the background. She gave me a smile. Evidently my feelings, my desire to be with Gwen was enough to allay her fears.

      “You were captured by the Witch Hunters before she found you…” She glanced at the sword on my hip. “Your skill… you said you have abilities… and yet you were almost dead?”

      “They caught me right as I rose for the night. I had no weapons,” I said and repressed a shudder at the thought of Onion Breath and his silver knives.

      “I cut my way loose, but one of the Witch Hunters noticed me in the process and raised the alarm.” I said. “Their  blades could hurt me, silver, and fought hard once I escaped. I was already at the edge of going mad. The additional wounds they inflicted were enough to let my hunger rage and take control of me. The silver blades wound deeply.”

      “Ruadh has said as much about his condition,” she added. I felt some of my tension relax. If Ruadh shared his aversion to silver with Lady Penllyn that meant he trusted her with his life. I could tell that Gwen trusted Rhian, but I wasn’t sure how much she shared of her own nature and background.

      “Gwen almost left me for dead. But her goddess interceded, and Gwen nursed me back to health… with her own blood. I would have died the true death then if she hadn’t almost killed herself so I could survive.”

      Rhian looked puzzled. “Wait… how did she…? You really do drink blood?”

      I touched Rhian’s wrist, about where Gwen’s bandage had been.

      “Gwen bled herself over and over to fill my cup and feed me. She said I was raving mad and screaming until I tasted her blood.”

      “You poor dear.” There was pity in both her eyes and her voice. I sensed then that both Gwen and Ruadh were correct in placing their trust in her. Now I could build on a budding friendship with Rhian.

      Rhian shifted to a more comfortable posture in her chair. “Surely Gwen can’t provide all of the blood you need."

      I shook my head, not sure where she was going.

      “Oh, dear,” she said. “And you and Emlyn… you are like two side of the same soul on the weapons field. I thought you were going to rip his tunic off of him that morning when you fought… oh, dear.”

      “Was it that obvious?” I would have blushed if I had fed recently, but I didn’t have enough of Gwen’s blood left in me. She nodded with a large smile.

      “Being with him will help hide your relationship with Gwen. But, is he aware of your…” she left her statement hang.

      I shrugged. “He’d be a fool not to, and I suspect he knows much more than anyone about me.”

      She still seemed puzzled.

      “As we discussed downstairs, Bleddyn told me the name of his teacher, the sword master that trained him.”

      “He trained you too, correct?” she asked.

      “Yes. He is my brother from the same master.”

      “But you’re… centuries,” she said. “Oh dear! And Emlyn was his student…”

      I reached out to grip her hand. “If Aemi, my undead brother, kept Emlyn there for ten years, that meant they had a special relationship. Emlyn would have lived in the academy. For him to stay a decade meant my brother thought your Penteulu was special beyond just arms training.”

      “Now I understand,” Rhian added, “why you are so good with the blades. And so evenly matched with him.” She thought for a few seconds. “You said you have special…?”

      “When Emlyn asks me to go faster in our meditations, or even when we spar, there is still plenty of speed left to tap.” I said. “But, a dance of the blades with a true master like he, is not about winning the match. The joy is in the challenge of the dance.”

      “That morning we watched, and he kept telling you to go faster, did you use your special… You don’t think your brother made him, well, one of you?”

      “You’ve seen him eat and drink?”

      She nodded. “But, how did he keep up with you?”

      “I wasn’t much into my special range. I’m a century out of practice… And, Emlyn is that good.”

      She turned her head to the side and stared off into nothing. I expected that she’d heard more than she thought she would, judging by the length of the pause. Finally, she smiled, and the normal, friendly twinkle returned to her eyes.

      “Gwen trusts you,” Rhian said, a hint of a smile on her face. “Ruadh knows what you are?” I nodded at her question. “And Emlyn must know, he’s not a fool… Oh, Mair.”

      She stood and pulled me in for a hug. She held me tight and pressed her cheek into mine.

      “I am so glad that Gwen found and helped you. You have a home here as long as you like. I am proud to call you friend, more so since you put yourself in harm’s way for our people,” she said.

      “Thank you,” I said, tears forming in my own eyes. She wiped them for me with the end of her sleeve. I chuckled and showed her the red stains on the fabric. “Should you need more proof that I live because of other people’s blood. It is in every fluid in my body.” Her eyes widened. This time, though, she didn’t shudder or even twitch.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ve not felt this welcome for many years…”

      “It must be near midnight. I understand you have a dance to perform tonight.” She laughed a light, lilting laugh. “Perhaps more than one if I don’t miss my guess.”

      She smiled again and let my hands drop. “Go and dance, dear Mair. Make our swordmaster swoon with your talents.”
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      Overhead the moon was full. The air was chillier than normal. The mist rose in thin shafts from the hilltop. The tendrils ebbed and curled in the night’s breeze. By morning fog, thicker than normal, would cover the land.

      I sat on my wool cloak, with my legs crossed and my palms face up on my knees. My altered dress had more than enough room now for me to sit this way, though my knees stuck out from under the fabric. I’d have to check with Rhian about having her seamstress work on a few roomier dresses for me.

      I closed my eyes and turned my thoughts inward, since I was in the mood to reminisce about my brother in the undead, Aemi. This was one of his favourite postures. He said he found it more comfortable to sit in, than perched on a stool or in a chair.

      Aemi and Emlyn. Aemi often went by Emilius. Emlyn's choice to take a name so close to Aemi’s spoke volumes about the esteem he held for my brother. At first, I thought I might just be reconnecting with Aemi through Emlyn. But, as I revisited the memories of the times I danced with Emlyn, I saw that my soul had found a missing part of itself. Aemi and I shared a special bond, created by the same master, lovers of the dance of swords… but in Emlyn, I sensed something more. There was a piece of my soul inside him, and he in me. That connection awoke again, just as I heard the crunch of a footfall. I opened my eyes. Emlyn stood before me with his head cocked.

      “For a moment you looked like…”

      “Aemilianus.” I interjected.

      He seemed surprised for an instant, then smiled. A real smile, not the little dodgy ones he’d been letting leak through his tough exterior.

      “I knew him as Emilius,” he said and set the practice swords off to the side of the field. He turned to one of the iron fire baskets and opened a coal box he brought with him.

      “How long have you known who I am?” I asked. Emlyn coaxed the tiny coal he had brought into a small flame that spread to the wood in the iron basket.

      “Since the first time we danced the meditations.” He stepped close and offered me a hand up. I took it to enjoy his touch. “But I suspected from the day you arrived. Your eyes wouldn’t leave my blades whenever you saw me. Your hands twitched each time.”

      His eyes ran up my dress. He cocked an eyebrow, but said nothing. His warrior eye assessed the slitted seams, calculating their effectiveness

      “Rhian and Gwen’s idea,” I stuck my leg out the slit on one side, then the other. His eyes followed as I twisted my leg, then bent to let more of my thigh show. His face stayed neutral though. Damn! He was hard to tease.

      “They thought it might give me enough extra room,” I said, “until I’m able to get dresses with wider skirts made. I’m sharing Gwen’s dresses, and she’s so skinny, I hardly have room to walk, let alone fight in them.”

      “I thought you were just trying to distract me by showing me your legs that first time we sparred,” he said. His eyes sparkled with jest, even though the rest of his face had returned to his normal, stoic expression. At least he had noticed. He wasn’t made of clay, no matter what his lack of expression hid.

      “This way,” I added, “I can leave the keep and not need men’s clothing. I’d like to test it tonight and give them feedback before they alter any more of Gwen’s dresses.”

      “Wearing trousers would be more efficient,” he said. “But, with the Guilders in the area, we shouldn’t give them any reason to look closer at you. They might question why a sister of a holy order would want to wear men’s clothing. That would draw attention you don’t want.”

      Before I could comment, he volunteered his own question.

      “How are your students?” he asked.

      Always to business, with Emlyn. Still, asking now was better than asking me when he and I had our passions inflamed because of our sword dance.

      Damn! I was already imagining running my hands across his naked chest. I didn’t want to entertain the guards on duty tonight with that kind of show.

      “Enid is gifted,” I said, “and your guardsman is catching up to her now that he stopped trying to be the biggest braggart around.”

      “Your fight with him in the great hall had more effect than I thought,” he said. “I always expected I’d have to find a larger, stronger man than him to best him, to get his attitude in check. I didn’t expect you to be the one to do it.”

      “You couldn’t do it yourself? Best him in a fight and prove he’s got no room to bag?”

      “I’m the old man of the teulu,” he shrugged. “If I were a normal Penteulu, the cantref’s master at arms, I’d be expected to knock a few heads for respect. But I have another reputation. Me besting him wouldn’t bring him down a notch. I’m....”

      “A class by yourself,” I said. “They respect you, but, you’re too good. No one can beat you so that wouldn’t make him regret his attitude.”

      He stepped forward and touched my chin with his hand. He cupped it with his thumb and forefinger. I raised my chin to see him better.

      “I was in a class by myself, until you picked up that practice sword.” His eyes bored right into mine. Damn, the passion was already brimming over in me. I wanted to wrap my arms around him now, but we were on his damned practice field. Just like my brother’s attitude. Neither of them would violate the sanctity of the sword floor. I’d sooner be able to get Ruadh to swear off mead, than get Emlyn to violate the etiquette of the practice field.

      He chuckled, as he read my predicament.

      “Soon,” he breathed. “First… we need to test your dress.”

      We began with a warm-up meditation.

      “Let us run double weapon meditations,” he suggested “That way if you discover the dress is not to your liking, you can go change your  clothes.”

      We exchanged our steel for wooden weapons.

      “I’d prefer steel for practice,” I said, unsure of what was in the Penllyn Armoury.

      “I’ll ask the smith to work on a set for you,” Emlyn replied.

      “No one here you’d trust to bash each other with blunt steel practice weapons?”

      “My men are good,” he said. “I’ve duelled against one or two of them with steel. But wood grows on trees. I’d rather have our steel all sharp and ready to use. Too many Cymry lords keep their eyes on what their neighbours have, and are willing to ride in armed to acquire it.”

      “Fair enough,” I said and walked back onto the weapons field.

      My altered dress worked well through the meditations. Emlyn led with more complicated attacks, that moved us through a wide variety of thrusts, slices to each of the quarters, high parries, low parries, defections, and footwork that forced me to go with a variety of wide stances and lunges. The slits in the side seams gave me extra room to move in, though I needed to watch for the material gathering between my legs. I didn’t want to come out of a long stance and step on the material. One very low lunge that Emlyn tempted me with didn’t work at all. I felt the seam rip as I dropped my hips low. Instead of going into the deep lunge with a thrust into his outside lower quarter, I converted to a medium level drop, and made a slice at his moustache. He avoided it and smiled again.

      “We’ve found the limits,” he said.

      “Men's clothing would be less restrictive than this tight dress,” I replied. “I need to have a few dresses made for me. Gwen and I are about the same proportions in the bodice. I don’t have a problem with the top of the dress, just from the hips down.”

      “Ready to spar?” was his only reply. I smiled and raised my wooden swords into my favourite guard position. One high, and the other on line in front.

      I raised my weapons to my ready position. He said one word as he launched an attack.

      “Faster.”

      I pulled energy from my blood demon and increased my speed to where we had been in our last dance. We stayed at this pace. He kept moving around the field. Although he did not fight a defensive battle, he seemed to want to make me move. I sensed my desire for him increasing with each step I took. He played another game. He moved to increase my passion. Baiting me. Teasing. Two could play at that game.

      I pulled more magic power sped up again. If he wanted to be chased, I would make him fight for every step. We were playing two games tonight. Who was best on the field? And who would inflame the other’s passion beyond the swords? I knew I had the ability to pull speed and strength from my demon to best him, but neither of us would view that as a win.

      We danced with blades because of our passion for the dance, passion for the skill in the other. That inflamed our passions for each other.

      Moments later he signalled for a break and stripped his tunic off. His chest was already covered in sweat. His breathing came fast, but his eyes sparkled with joy. They lingered on my face. He grabbed his jug and took a deep drink. I stood, waiting, with my leg out the slit in my dress. Teasing again. His eyes drifted down my form and lingered the pale flesh of my leg. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as his gaze lingered.

      “More dancing? Milord Penteulu?” I asked and dropped into a guard stance. Wooden blades at the ready. He slid his eyes up to my face, then stepped on the field. He leaned back in a stretch, the tight muscles in his chest rippled. His eyes found mine. He grinned a real grin. Tease. And he knew it. I didn’t give him time to enjoy it. As soon as his blades were in line, ready, I unleashed an attack.

      Emlyn’s wooden blades kept up, barely. Damn! He was fast for a human.

      Every strike I made, he countered just in time. Every time I slide my wooden blade down his, hoping to lunge in for a strike, he pushed it off the line by a whisker. I made him concentrate on the dance. More than concentrate. I knew of only one sword master this good. Aemi, and he was undead. Emlyn, for a mortal, kept up. Barely.

      He only moved as he needed to complete each parry and thrust. I pressed him that hard. But, I got used to the rhythm, and he surprised me with a low, off-hand swing. He was beyond good.

      I didn’t have time to block. Both of my blades were too high to block, so I leapt over his blade, but jumped high due to the extra energy I was drawing from my undead side. I turned my momentum into a backflip to give me some distance to recover from the extra power in the jump.

      “Emilius only let me use that move once,” Emlyn said. I raised my blades in salute. He echoed the gesture, then turned to get another drink from his jug. Sweat drenched his body and stained the waistline of his trousers. His dark hair was slick with perspiration. I smelled his musk from across the field. I had to concentrate to keep my legs from running toward him.

      Gods! The passion he stirred in me with this dance. I wanted it to be over, so I could dance with him a different, more intimate way. But, I knew I couldn’t just use my undead speed to end it. No, we had to dance the full dance. Which of us would cross the line and give into our passion first? Which of us would make the one little mistake that gave the other a win?

      “Care to show me your leg again?” he asked and stepped back on to the field.

      “You’ll have to land a strike to see my flesh, milord.” I dropped into my guard stance. “What do you offer me if I land a strike?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead he smiled. Emlyn smiled.

      My knees went weak, but I didn’t have time to think. His wooden blades moved. Crap! He had played with my lust again. But I deflected the blows.

      Again, we settled into the rhythm of a dance. I had to fight to keep my attention not on how his chest moved, but on how it signalled his next blow. I wanted to run my hands along his flesh, but I had to block his wooden blades. I wasn’t the only one distracted. I caught his eyes on my bare legs when I lunged and one peaked out through the slit in the dress. I leaned in and caught his gaze shift to the bodice of my dress. I could play the game, too.

      But, he was beyond good. He was an excellent swordsman. Even with the distractions, he kept my blades from touching him. Damn! I had only fought this long against Aemi. Emlyn fought on, with just a ghostly hint of a smile on his face. He had to feel this way too, the way his eyes jerked off my flesh each time I tempted him.

      When would this end? I considered letting one of my parries drift too far off line. I felt the desire in me burn for him. I had to finish this and feel his flesh against mine. I had to. It was time.

      Emlyn blocked my stroke at his chest pushing my sword wide. He attacked with his other weapon at the same time. We both parried, which left our arms wide open. He stepped into me, and my face tilted. Our lips met, and I dropped my blades to wrap my arms around his neck. This! This was what I wanted. The guards below be damned. I wanted him now!

      He pulled back just enough to whisper “You conceded, the match is mine.”

      That made me laugh, which pulled me back from my lust just enough that I didn’t push him to the ground and fall on top of him. Instead, I pulled his face close, and continued the kiss. He returned my passion just enough to inflame my lust again. My hands found the ties to his trousers.

      “Bring the weapons,” he said and passed me his two. “Emilius will scold us if we leave our practice blades on the field.”

      I laughed and retrieved my wooden blades. Emlyn already had his tunic draped around his neck, and our sword belts looped over his arm. He swept his arms under my knees and behind my waist. He cradled me against his chest. His lips met mine again. The fire he had lit within me blazed again.

      “Soon,” he breathed and carried me down the path toward his cottage.

      “People will talk if they see us like this,” I breathed.

      “Talk doesn’t frighten me,” he whispered.
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      Emlyn took just a second to hang our sword belts on a hook by the door. His foot caught the wood slats and kicked it closed behind us.  Once our weapons were safe, he unleashed the energy he was been holding back. He pulled the dress over my head and kicked his boots off at the same time. Another tug and my underdress hit the floor. His face was next to mine. A kiss on my neck as I untied his trousers. His hands were under my arse as he lifted me toward his bed. Within seconds his warmth was on top of me.

      Our kisses seemed to last years. He was warm next to my cold flesh. The demon within me stirred. She wanted to feed again. But, another, more pressing passion to consumed me right then. The damn demon would have to wait.

      Emlyn ran his mouth down my neck, and onto my breasts. His hand reached between my legs and found the little nub there. His fingers danced below, as I explored his body with my hands. He kept his flesh blade just out of my reach, while he caressed and kissed me into a back-arching release. I pulled his face to mine as the waves of pleasure peaked through me. Our lips met, which helped me keep the sound of my pleasure under control.

      As I came down from that high, he shifted his body, and I felt the tip of his shaft at my opening. He gently rocked back and forth, to spread my juices, as we kissed.

      He pulled his face back, and gazed into my eyes.

      “You must feed,” he whispered.

      “How do you...?” I asked, but I knew the answer. Aemi.

      He kissed me again to silence me.

      “Feed, and share our passion.” His eyes were an open invitation. I reached out with my mind, through his gaze. I didn’t need to manipulate his mind, just share my passion with him. His eyes were open before me. I sensed his mind, his passion. My gaze dove into his, and I wound our minds together. His passion bubbled like a pot in a fire. I was about to toss in the ingredients that would make us both boil over.

      He leaned in and bit my neck gently with his normal, human teeth. I took his hint, and pushed my fangs out. I gentle nip was all I needed. Just a love bite, but one that sliced a thin cut in his. The aroma of his red nectar stirred my demon. Feeding was her time, her passion. A part of me understood she was me, and I was the demon. She craved his blood, and I craved his flesh. I placed my mouth over the cut. The taste of iron hit my tongue as he slid his flesh into me. Joy for me and my demon. Blood and flesh. Gods! How I wanted this. I wrapped my arms and legs around his body and let him thrust into me as I sucked hard at his neck.

      The pleasure loop was intense. With every thrust of his body, his enjoyment passed through the link into my mind. For every swallow I took from his neck, I sent our pleasure back into him. The lust, the joy, the radiance of our union continued to grow. I thought I was going to drain him dry. But he kept thrusting, building and building our pleasure.

      My vision was red, as I was sure my eyes were now. I pulled my mouth away from his flesh, and gasped as he shuddered. My body trembled, and I buried my face back into his neck as I tried to stifle the moans that leaked through my mouth.

      As he finished, his mouth found mine. Instead of intensity, this kiss was one of long entwined passion.

      After a moment, he rolled to the side. I scooted against the wall to make room for him. We laid together for several minutes. His arms held me as I lay on my side against his well-toned, and now sweaty body.

      I only found this level of passion after a sword dance with one other person, and I wanted to hear Emlyn tell me his own story.

      “How did you know?”

      “That you needed to feed? Emilius was my teacher.” He was quiet for a moment. “In the dance of our blades, he showed me what heights passion could go to. In our last few years together, he would drive my passion on the practice floor until I could stand no more. I was crazed. I needed release, but even a whore or two in the morning didn’t satisfy me.”

      Emlyn sighed.

      “I never bested him on the floor, and I begged him to let me have release of the passion. I thought I was asking to learn how to win.”

      His hands drifted, and stroked my hair. I snuggled in closer to him. His blood warmed my insides, and I wanted to feel his warmth on my skin as well.

      “We danced one very long bout, when my blood boiled. I wanted to best him. I needed to find release. It was that night he took me into his chambers. He didn’t explain. His thoughts touched my mind, his teeth my neck. He fed and shared the pleasure across that link. From then on, I looked forward to each match. Only then could the passion I built on the floor find release.”

      “He has so much energy,” I said. “For him, the blades are his passion. You are special if he let you remember your time in his chambers. We usually cloud the memories of our donors.”

      “Emilius was …” Emlyn paused, searching for the right term.

      “Special is the best word I have found for him,” I said. “Even that doesn’t tell all that should be said about Aemi.”

      “’One day," Emlyn said, trying to imitate the rich baritone of my brother, "'you’ll meet the other side of your soul.’ That’s what he said when I left. I didn’t believe him.” Emlyn kissed my forehead. “Fifteen years later, you, Maria, showed up in Penllyn.”

      I rolled over and looked Emlyn in the eyes. “That is the second time you called me by my Roman name. Here I am Mair. ”

      Emlyn gave a soft smile.

      “After my first year he gave me and another student private instruction.” Emlyn chuckled. “He would use your name to scold us.”

      “Scold?”

      Emlyn chuckled. “Whenever we struggled with a new technique, or fumbled on the practice floor, he would say ‘That is not how Maria would do that.’ Eventually, I asked him who Maria was.”

      “And, what did he say?” I asked. I kept my eyes on his face. Only a thin sliver of moonlight drifted in through his shuttered window. But it was enough to see his smile again.

      “He said ‘she is the other half of my soul. She is the one with whom I can dance our dance of blades with and be complete. No other person has ever come close to her skill, and there is nothing I have left to teach her.’" Emlyn reached up to wipe the tear that leaked from my eye. "I was overjoyed," he continued, "the first time Emilius told me ‘That is what Maria would have done. You are learning.’’’

      I felt a catch at the back of my throat. I knew my brother thought highly of me, but he had never told me I knew everything he did about our dances with the sword. I always considered him my mentor, not my equal with the blade.

      Aemi and I danced with as much passion than I found with Emlyn tonight. But, with Aemi, I was able to release my preternatural nature, and find heights of speed and agility that Emlyn couldn’t match.

      “When I left to come back to Penllyn,” Emlyn said, “Emilius said the only part left to teach me was experience.”

      “You said that was when he gave you the other sword,” I said, but paused. Even now, almost a century since I’d last kissed his lips, Aemi reached out to help me. "How did he know?"

      “I imagine he guessed, but I learned to never underestimate Emilius,” Emlyn said. “After he explained his nature, he revealed that you were like him. ‘She has not come to see me for half a century,’ he lamented on the day before I left. ‘I dare not seek her out, due to the guild who seek us.’ Right as I was about to leave, he pulled the third blade from where it hung on the wall of our practice hall. He would take it down for our meditations. That is why its grip shows wear. His hands used it for years. I have held it for practice meditations from time to time.”

      “He kept the sword for me all that time?” I almost sobbed, but I held my emotions together. Well enough to ask that question, anyway. I felt a blood tear leak from each of my eyes. Emlyn pulled me close and kissed my forehead again. For a second, I imagined myself in Aemi’s arms. Both men, one in memory, one in the flesh, holding me.

      “Yes, and even before I became his student. The grip was already worn when I first saw it.” Emlyn sat. I moved to give him room. “You haven’t really looked at the blade, yet, have you? At least not in dim light like this?” I shook my head.

      He stood, and went to light a small lamp from the coal in his hearth. I enjoyed the view of his sleek form as he moved around his cottage. The small building was larger than the one Gwen and I shared. There was a small chair and a work table, with whetstones, oils and other tools.

      He drew his two blades, and wiped them with a rag that smelled of oil. As he lay them on the bed before me, he moved the lamp to the chair by the foot of his bed. “Tilt the blade until you can see the lettering. We don't have a written Cymru language, so he did the best he could with the Latin letters.”

      I angled the blades, and saw faint letters gently etched into the surface somehow. One blade read “Corff” and the other was inscribed “Medwyll.” The names translated to Body and Mind. Then he set mine before me. I tilted it. The word “Soul” danced along its surface.

      “Emilius worked with a master swordsmith in a distant land to find the right combination of acids and techniques to get the etched letters to show best in dim light. He wanted it hidden during daylight. He said you were … something…” he searched for the right term.

      “Children of the Night.”

      “Yes, those were his words. He wanted the blade to reflect that.”

      “That sounds like the Aemi I know and love.”

      “When I left on that last morning before sunrise, he stayed long at the doorway, not saying the final farewell.” I sensed Emlyn was reliving the day as his eyes drifted across the blades. “Emilius, he avoided the sun more than you do.”

      “I have a newly acquired connection to a goddess, and it seems to help,” I said. I was still getting used to the idea that a goddess even existed, let alone liked me.

      “Emilius took your blade off the wall. He meant it for you, should you ever come back to him.” His quiet tone shifted to one of melancholy. “He handed me your blade. ‘You, she may find. If she does, give her this, with my love.’”

      My brother thought of me after all these years? That knowledge, and the pain of our separation, drove themselves home. I didn’t want to cry, yet another pair of tears ran down my cheeks.

      “There is one other word scribed on your blade.”

      I turned my sword over and tilted it. There was my name, Maria, along the blade. Until now, I was just hearing a story about our teacher and the swords. When I saw my name on it, my years away from my soul-mate, my emotions for Aemi, crashed on me at once. All of the love secluded in the back of my mind came roaring back.

      Aemi and I shared the most special of bonds, and we connected through the man I now shared a bed with, and shared our love of the dance with. My master, our master, told us many times we would have to open our hearts to love many, not just one. I assumed he meant love one mortal, then another as the years took them from us. They would age and die, and we’d have to find another mortal to love.

      Gwen, along with Emlyn, shared my heart. And through Emlyn I revived a long-lost connection to the only other person I who shared a piece of my soul. Had my master not died the true death many years before, he too would have my heart. He had been correct, but until now, I didn’t realise until now what he meant.

      My new lover sat next to me. I leaned into him and let him wrap me in his embrace.

      “Thank you.” I whispered. “Thank you for helping me reconnect with Aemi.” Emlyn pulled me in tight. A man of few words.

      “Who else knows of your nature?” he asked. “Other than Gwen? And will she understand our connection, our…?”

      “Either we are sloppy, or you are very observant,” I said. “Yes, she knows, and she has urged me to bed you. She says our passion on the practice field shows we are connected.”

      “I suspected that you would need another dinner partner. Is she…”

      “Yes, she gave way too much when she nursed me back to … well… life…  after the Witch Hunters got me in the borderlands.” I said. “Rhian and I chatted tonight. She noticed I don’t eat.”

      “I did too, but I knew what to look for. That’s why I ate the berries you kept sneaking back onto your plate.” He grinned, a rare sight on his serious face. “You told her of your … nature?”

      “Yes… this place feels like home…” I enjoyed being in his arms.

      “Rhian is very observant. She has to be as Lady Penllyn.” He squeezed me tight for a second. “You are among friends here. My brother's marriage is political, but they are a strong couple for Penllyn. Even if they don't share a bed. I trust my brother and his wife with my life… and now yours.”

      I was quiet. There were more people in Caer Penllyn who knew of my nature than ever had, outside my Master’s villa.

      “Anyone else know about you?” Emlyn asked.

      “I believe the only other one is Ruadh,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper, “and I know of his curse as well, as you already heard tonight.” I watched the War Leader persona steal across his face. I wondered where I fit into his list of assets.
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      By the time my students arrived at the hilltop for their lessons, I had a silly smile locked onto my face. I concentrated and tried to get my mind under control. Sawyl seemed oblivious, but Enid cocked an eyebrow at me.

      I halfway expected Emlyn to come to the field, but I knew he would need to rest before starting the day. Still, I wanted to feel his touch again. One night of passion only ignited the fire within me. Enid picked up on my passion still simmering. She coughed once and cocked her head at the large guardsman as he fumbled a meditation. I hadn’t caught it. My cheeks warmed as I blushed. Since I had fed from Emlyn last night, my body could react in normal human fashion.

      We finished the lesson without him. I returned to my cottage and changed into another of the altered dresses I found there.

      I stepped out into the morning sun. With Emlyn’s blood in me, my skin had darkened to its natural tone. I was still getting used to seeing my flesh in the daylight, instead of the grey night. I concentrated on my connection to the goddess. It was there. If I paid close attention, I could sense a slight hum. Magic that fed me energy. Divine energy let me walk in the sunlight without fatigue. Getting noticed by a goddess can make a girl feel special.

      I had learned to time my arrival in the main hall once the hall was mostly empty. I poured a small cup of water and accepted one the girls’ offer of bread. A hungry dog would come see me, and I could pass off the food. Until then, I did my usual tricks of breaking off small bits of food, and palming them while I pretended to nibble.

      Emlyn drifted in. His eyes found me. I smiled, but left it at that. He smiled then tossed bread and some fruits onto his plate. The kitchen girls had left a platter out for late arrivals. He grabbed a cup and the final pitcher left on the serving table and came to join me. A few of the younger kitchen girls, the ones who were excited earlier in the week with the prospect of time on the floor with the swordsman, peeked around the corner.

      “We are the talk of the kitchen,” I said and raised my cup to my lips for their benefit.

      “Let me see your cup,” he said and made a show of pouring water into it. With his back to the girls, they didn't see he barely drizzled any into the cup.

      “Anything new from Lady Gwen?”

      “Lady?” I asked. “Are we that formal still?”

      “She has always been quiet about her past,” he said and held his mug in front of him with two hands, elbows on the table. “But she’s been in Penllyn the last decade enough, it’s easy to deduce that Lady is the least of her titles.”

      “Does everyone here know?” My stomach twitched with worry. Gwen’s history, her longevity, her royal titles could cause quite a stir with the Witch Hunters.

      “My brother might,” Emlyn said between bites. He had taken the bread from my plate first then worked on his own food. “Bleddyn’s smart enough to keep his mouth shut about such things. Rhian probably knows more than you believe. If you asked, she could tell you what colour horse the king of Mercia was riding today. She seems to know everything about everyone. But, back to my question. Have you heard from Gwen?”

      “She contacted me a few minutes before you came in. They’ll return this afternoon.” I didn’t tell him she had asked how my dance with him had gone.

      “Kissing and telling?” He grinned, though it disappeared quickly.

      “Perhaps,” I replied. “Gwen asked what it takes to learn the sword dances. Perhaps she has her eye on you, as well.”

      “One of you is all I can handle,” he said, his voice still quiet. Another girl peeked out at us from the kitchen. I was glad that only I had my face toward the girls. For now, I hoped, their gossip was still in the “maybe they are…?” stage. But, my fingers were touching his arm. Damn. They’d know now, for sure.

      Once he finished his meal, he stood and glanced toward the door to the kitchen. Another girl watched. He raised one of my hands to his lips. A smile drifted across his face. The girl peaking around the side of the doorframe darted back has he spun toward the exit. I grinned myself, but could feel my cheeks warm again. Getting noticed by the Penteulu made me feel special, too.

      Rhian drifted through, and took the chair Emlyn had just left.

      “What’s got the kitchen girls chattering today?” she asked.

      “Apparently, me,” I said. “Your Penteulu came and sat with me this morning. He even smiled.”

      “Oh dear,” she said. “Perhaps I should have one of the herb-women make him a tonic. He never smiles.”

      About that time, an older women came through the great hall, with a bundle of cloth in her arms. She noticed me, and headed our way.

      “Oh, Lady Mair,” she said and tried to curtsey and hold the cloth out to me at the same time. I chuckled, and took the clothing. “I’ve finished alterations on your dresses dear, at least the ones Lady Gwen passed along.” Two were the dresses that Gwen said would suit me well with their darker colours.

      “Thank you,” I searched my memory for her name, “Rhosyn, is it not?” She smiled at my recognition and bobbed another curtsey.

      “I dinnae like just the slitted seam, it shows too much leg and not give ye enough room. So fer these other two, and their underdresses, I added gores to each side seam to give you plenty of room in the skirts, and that should open the shoulders up.” She passed the pile of clothing to Rhian, as though Lady Penllyn was just another serving girl. Rhian took the bundle and gave me a little smile as her seamstress chatted without taking a breath. Rhosyn opened one dress and held it up so I could see the additions.

      “I found some nice wool that almost matched the colours of these that Lady Gwen passed me for you. And I had enough linen on hand without running down to the village to see the tailor there.” She said. “But I noticed this blue dress isn’t decorated yet, milady. Although it seems older in style, more like what my Grandmum wore in her day. I’d be happy to add it to me stack of embroidery if you like.”

      “Thank you, Rhosyn,” I quickly interrupted. Getting the woman to pause was a challenge. “I would love to pick up a needle again, since I seem to have  free time with everyone off on their errands.”

      “I bring ye some thread and some needles.” She said. “I think a white would be lovely on that colour, or would ye prefer another, Milady Mair?”

      “That is fine, thank you Rhosyn.”

      “White it is,” she declared. “If ye keep the blue dress with ye,” she returned it but didn’t stop talking. “I be dropping these off in yer cottage and be back in a jiff with the thread and needles for ye.” After a quick curtsey she was out the door.

      “I hope you don’t mind being entertained by Rhosyn?” Rhian said. “I fear you’ve made a friend for the afternoon.”

      Rhosyn did come back in a “jiff” and passed me her ball of white thread and showed me her box of needles. I had a design in mind I wanted to try. In the past, I found that having needlework handy kept my hands busy, and allowed me many opportunities to make connections and stay current on courtly gossip. Today was to be no different, as Rhosyn sat in a chair near mine, and pulled out a dress to work on.

      “A gift for Lord Cadoc’s new bride.” She winked at me. “Lady Penllyn wanted to get her one in Penllyn’s colours for the more formal events.” The seamstress was a bundle of conversation that never ceased as her fingers worked the needle in and out of the cloth.  “I was going to be making all flowers in the design, but with her taking the sword with you each morn, I decided to add a blade into the design on each shoulder.”

      I spent the next several hours by the fire. I embroidered while Rhosyn filled me in on more gossip than I thought possible for one person to hold. Never mind I knew few of the people she rattled on about. Though I learned that Sawyl and the kitchen girl who had her eye on him were seeing more of each other in the evenings.

      “Do you have an eye to marry, milady?” Her question caught me off-guard.

      “I’m not sure…”

      “Of course not, dear,” she said and reached out to pat my hand. “But the girls all like to talk about the Lord Emlyn, they do. He not always be Emlyn. He took that name after he came back from his sword school. He didn’t take his da’s name. He was too self-conscious, being an orphan. I told ye that, right? To be takin’ the name of Lord Penllyn, the one afore Bleddyn.”

      This woman rarely stopped for breath. I had already learned her husband had been a guardsman, and they had married right before Emlyn had gone to study with Emilius. Her husband had died in one of the wars with the Saxons, but she stayed on at the keep as head seamstress. She continued with Emlyn’s story while I kept my needle moving.

      “Anyhoo, his given name be Neirin, now it’s Neirin ap Emlyn. He says that is the name of his teacher.”

      That made sense. Emlyn… Emilius… Aemilianus. He chose his family name from the man who had inspired him the most.

      “He was always a carefree lad after Lord Penllyn, the old one, brought him here from his burned village.” Her needle moved faster than her lips did. “At first, after his village, his parents had been slaughtered by raiders, Neirin wouldn’t smile at first. Then when Lord Owain, the Penteulu afore him, started training him in blades, young Neirin lit up. He started joking and laughing. But, on the practice field he be ruthless.”

      “Interesting.” I was proud I could get a word in while she took a breath.

      “His change came at a dark time for Penllyn. He went out with Lord Penllyn as new Penteulu after Lord Owain died. They were riding between the villages. Making lists of what weapons and men there be. That’s when they was attacked. Old Lord Fadog ambushed them. Slimy bastard he was.

      “Lord Emlyn brough’ Lord Penllyn’s body here. He collapsed in his brother’s arms. They poured mead into him and got him to stand again. It not be his fault that old Fadog was a backstabbing scum…. Anyhoo, that night…” she paused to look at me. Even her needle stopped.

      “That night he was out with a single blade. He wouldn’t stop. Not even to sleep. I took blankets in hope he would lay and rest. His brother and Lady Penllyn, they made him go to the funeral mass, they did. He was right back out there afterward. The next morning, the teulu was camped on the plain below. They all heard of the treachery of Fadog and came to rid the world of their lord’s murderer. After a short sleep he and Lord Penllyn, the new one, being they had just put their da’ in the catacombs, they led the men into Fadog. They killed the slimy bastard, they did."

      Her story was interesting. I might have to press Emlyn to get more information about the actual fight. But, for now, I let Rhosyn ramble.

      “I never seen him smile since he brought his da’s body back that one day. Never since. He said Neirin died with his father. He would accept only the name Emlyn after that.” She patted my hand again. “You do him good, Lady Mair. I’m seeing the old Neirin again. There be a glint in his eyes the other night when you danced swords wit’ him here in the great hall. I haven’t seen that for years. Thank ye.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. It didn’t matter. She started with another, unrelated, story right away. As I listened, I worked at the design on the sleeve of my dark blue dress.

      Boots clomped across the wooden floor behind me, and Rhosyn was on her feet in an instant.

      “Milord Penllyn, and Lady Gwenhwyfar,” she dropped a curtsey to them. “I was just tellin’  milady Mair here what a wonder Lord Neirin, I mean Lord Emlyn is, and how he might be lookin’ for a bride, and… Oh, well. I see ye be having much to discuss. I be on me way. Thank ye Lady Mair for the conversation. It does pass the time of day, don’t it?” She curtseyed again and was on her way, leaving me with the ball of thread and the needle I was using.

      Gwen couldn’t help but laugh, and Bleddyn gave me a smirk.

      “Lord Neirin, eh? I haven’t heard that name for him in over a decade.” He grinned. “I see you’ve found your life’s calling in listening to Rhosyn as she sews.”

      “It does pass the time, don’t it, milord?” I mimicked the seamstress and got a chuckle out of him.
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      Bleddyn waved a kitchen girl over. Once he had sent her back for a jug and cups, he settled into his chair. Gwen sat next to me and saw what I had been working on. She reached over to give me a sideways hug. The tingle and excitement her touch awakened in me was still there. My heart had two holes she and Emlyn each filled. Gods, this was a complicated relationship.

      Rhian joined us a moment later. She carried the mead jug and a handful of mugs by their handles. “I was in the kitchen,” she said as she set the drinks on a nearby table. “I sent for Cadoc and Emlyn.”

      “I see you survived Rhosyn.” Rhian said. “I am sorry if you were inconvenienced.”

      “Not in the least. Compared to some of my recent past, she was a delight. Although, I may have to use Enid as an excuse and pull her back onto the practice field if Rhosyn spends another day telling me the gossip.”

      “My wife would love to spend more time with you, Milady Mair,” Cadoc said as he pulled a chair over. “She likes to practice the meditations in our cottage each evening. I stay in a corner when she does, but she is always excited to show me what she’s learned.”

      Emlyn dropped into a chair opposite me and out of my reach. I’d been with Gwen long enough that the immediate urge to touch wasn’t as strong. But, less than a day after my passionate night with Emlyn, I still found my hand twitching to reach out to him. I made the twitches look like jerks on my needle as I sewed.

      “We’ve got a beast prowling the middle to southern end of the border,” Bleddyn said, his voice quiet but hard. “I found a few tracks of a bear. But, that area is too overgrown for good prints. I'd say only a day or two old.”

      "The carnage I heard about up north," Emlyn said, "would have been at least a week ago. Maybe longer. A bear could have done the damage up there."

      “Should we send out a hunting party? Spears and archers?” Emlyn asked.

      “Yes. Mechain has already sent out a party,” Bleddyn said. “We came across one of their patrols. I sent word to Einion that we’d do the same. If we begin in the middle of our border and work south, we may drive it between the two parties.”

      He was interrupted by more booted feet. Two more men, dressed in dusty leathers, joined us. These had come in from the north of the cantref, a few leagues away from where Emlyn had scouted. Bleddyn waved them into chairs once he saw they already had mugs of ale.

      “The village in that area, milord,” one of the riders said after he took a pull on his mug, “they have been hearing people move about the night.”

      “They say they've seen about a score or more of horses, and men in and out of the borderlands,” the other guard added. “But that’s not all, milord.”

      “We rode out,” the first guardsman continued, “along the path the villagers said they noticed the patrols.” He swallowed hard. That made my insides chill. Emlyn tensed as well.

      “We found a farmstead. Cut to pieces they was…”

      “Who was?” Lord Penllyn asked, “the farmers or the livestock?”

      “The farm family, all five of them. Their livestock still alive.”

      “We found horse and boot prints in the area. Looks like they had been taken at night while they slept.”

      “Sliced? Not a beast attack?” Emlyn asked.

      “Definitely bladed weapons. We buried their bodies, Milord,” the first said. “Then we found the local friar back in the village and told him. He said he’d be taking men out and give them the prayers for the dead.”

      “We came straight back here, after that, Milord,” the other rider added.

      Bleddyn stroked his moustache while he listened. He spread his thumb and forefinger out to each side and pulled them together.

      “Clean up and get some food,” he said.

      “Keep this report quiet,” Emlyn added. Bleddyn continued to move his fingers across his moustache.

      “The main threat is north.” Emlyn leaned forward in his chair after the guards had left. “I should be the one to head that way. I’ll take a few men and set a patrol up there. Make sure Fadog’s watchers see me. He always gets nervous when I’m near his border.”

      “Giving Ffransys a case of the nerves is always a good idea,” Bleddyn said. “It’s been too long since he tried to stir up trouble. He’s due for another round. But we need more than suspicions if we’re to challenge him.”

      “I can ride with them,” Cadoc suggested.

      “You and I should lead the hunting party against the beast.” Bleddyn said. “If Fadog is behind the attacks, I’d prefer neither the Lord of Penllyn nor his heir to walk into another of their ambushes. Lords of Fadog seem fond of ambushes. If it is Ffransys, he'll expect one of us to go that way. Emlyn is better suited to deal with that situation.”

      “Won’t he want to ambush you too?” I asked.

      “I’m smarter than Fadog,” Emlyn said. “And I’ll have two of our best scouts with me. They’ll uncover any ambush before Fadog has time to set one.”

      “Sound idea,” Bleddyn said. Then looked at Gwen and I. “But shouldn’t one of you go with Emlyn?”

      “I want Mair with you, brother,” Emlyn said. “With the Witch Hunters around, I’d prefer she not be seen by Fadog. The guilders don’t seem the type who like women trained in weapons. Especially not trained to her level.” His tone was flat, emotionless. He was all business when he talked strategy. “I’ll send good spear and bowmen with you, too.”

      “Siors and Rhys?”

      “Afon and Gerallt as well. That should give you enough men to handle the beast. And, you’ll have Mair and her blade as well.” He glanced at Gwen. “Any reason you should ride north with me?” She shook her head.

      “I should help track the bear,” Gwen said. “The Holy Lady’s connection will help me sense a strong predator like that.”

      “Very good,” Bleddyn said.
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      I spent the next morning grinning. Despite the ever-present morning mist settled like a damp blanket across the hilltop, I enjoyed the sunlight that peaked through the clouds. Emlyn was his normal unemotional self as he led the first party out the gate.  Cadoc stood with his hands wrapped around his mug. Steam rose from it, and an iron mulling rod protruded from the wooden mug. He hunched over it so his face was above the mist, absorbing the only warmth in the chill morning. No smiles from anyone around me.

      But I felt like a young child on their naming day. My first ride in the daylight in over six hundred years. At least a ride where I wouldn't feel as though I was about to pass out from the sun’s oppressive weight sitting on me.

      Even the horses the grooms readied for our party seemed annoyed at being up before the sun had burned off the mist. One horse took one look at my grin and snorted. She turned away, as though she was looking for a surlier rider to mope with.

      The four guardsmen Emlyn had assigned to go with us included his two best archers Rhys and Siors. Gerallt and the enthusiastic swordsman, Afon, was to ride with us. Both men had spears they leaned on, but both had swords hanging from baldrics on their sides.

      “Any good with the long stick?” I asked Afon.

      “I like the steel better,” he said with a wide grin, and shifted his stance to a ready position, spear overhead, his hands toward the back of the shaft. “The tip on this can move much faster than my sword, but it’s unwieldy at this length. Takes longer to recover. But I like the extra reach. I figure I’ll stick this in the bear first, then go at him with my sword next.”

      “Live by the spear…” Gerallt growled next to him, then winked at me. “Don’t let his attitude fool you, milady. All of our men are skilled with a variety of weapons. Lord Emlyn insists on it. Says we never know what weapon will be at hand if battle comes unexpected.”

      Afon cocked an eyebrow at me. I knew what he was thinking. If I was that skilled with the sword, how was I with other weapons? I grinned even wider.

      “I’ll leave the bear sticking to you men then,” I said.

      “You just a fancy a ride in the country then, Milady?” Afon teased. I liked him. Even when everyone else was surly, Afon cracked a smile.

      “That,” I said, “and I’m here to keep you from getting in too much trouble.”

      “You’ve got our backs for us?” Afon asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. Instead he hefted the spear overhead again. “With you as backup, I’ll concentrate on the bear.” He took a step forward, towards Gerallt, as though he would attack. The guard commander just shook his head and headed over to talk with Bleddyn, who stood on the keep’s porch.

      Afon and one of two bowmen helped Gwen and I tie our packs on our horses.

      I caught Afon glancing at Soul, where it rode my hip. He noticed my gaze and gave a smile.

      “Live by the sword, die by the sword, milady,” he said.

      “Why such an attitude?” I asked. “Don’t you have a wife or family to come back to?”

      “I’ve seen too much death, milady, no woman deserves to be stuck with a man like me,” he said. “when I called out Lord Emlyn at a tap room in Mercia, I thought I was good.” He snorted.

      “How long?” I asked.

      “To disarm me?” He held his hand out and unbuckled a leather bracer on his sword arm. He pulled it back off the wrist and pointed at a finger length scar. “I made one thrust, then clutched my wrist with his sword at my throat.” He laughed again.

      His eyes still sparkled as he buckled the bracer back on. “I’ll die with a sword in my gut, or an axe in my head.” His eyes slid up and down my body. I look I’d seen all too often from men. “Don’t get me wrong, milady. I like companionship of the soft variety. But a woman deserves better. Someone that will be with her every day. Not someone that will get returned on the back of a dead cart. If she’s lucky, I’ll be rotting in a field, the carrion birds and scavengers picking my bones clean so she wouldn’t have to worry about no funeral.”

      “You called out Emlyn,” I said, “yet you serve Penllyn?”

      “I’ve done some stupid things in my time,” he replied. “Challenging Lord Emlyn was the smartest stupid thing I did. He wouldn’t take me on right away. I had to prove myself. Once I did, he started teaching me,” he said. “I’m not near as good as you and he. You’ll live longer. But, those of us who live by the sword, will die by the sword.”

      He bowed low and waved his arm in a large flourish.

      “Begging, your pardon, milady Mair,” he said with a wink, “I apologise for being all morose on such a fine morning. I need see to the other packs.” He didn’t wait on a response before he turned away.

      We rode for most of the day through the lands of Penllyn. I let my eyes wander the surrounding countryside. The land between the villages was spectacular. I spent long stretches of the ride shading my eyes and gazing out at the landscape. Penllyn in the daylight was as beautiful as the countryside up by the lake where Gwen had taken me. But, in Penllyn we weren’t at the top of a mountain range. Here, hills were interspersed with small forested areas. Tenant farmers tended crops or watched over a herd of sheep or cattle.

      The farmers and shepherds we met along the way waved, then gave a small bow when they recognised Lord Penllyn. He often whistled tunes, in between conversations with the men or farmers we passed on the ride. My opinion of Bleddyn’s character as a caring and kind shepherd of his people solidified. He always had a kind word and knew many of his tenants by name. He listened whenever someone waved him over.

      Cadoc was often greeted by a farmer, but to only to congratulate him on his marriage. Afterward, he and the rear guards would run their horses to catch up to us. Unlike other Lords who rode through their lands, never seeing the tenants and peasants, the nobles of Penllyn didn’t just notice, they engaged their people. This was a community I could grow to love.

      Even being in the sun didn’t dampen my spirits or my energy. Instead of feeling tired, worn down, and oppressed by the light, I saw the beauty in the golden glow of the morning. Even as the fog burned off, and the light shifted whiter, I watched the sparkles it made in the water of the creeks our horses stepped over. Or the way light and shadow danced as grasses and scrub growth waved in the breeze. I shifted my attention to the magical connection to my new goddess. It hummed as she shared energy with me. That energy kept the weight of the sun off me, and let me experience the beauty of the land in ways I hadn’t been able to for six centuries. It was nice to be liked by a goddess.

      Eventually, Bleddyn let Gwen and I overtake him, one of us on either side. The guards at the front and rear were far enough away we could converse without being overheard.

      “My lady wife had an interesting tale about you, Lady Mair.” His expression was serious, and my mood sank. Would he be receptive the way Rhian had?

      I glanced past him at Gwen, then shifted my eyes back to Lord Penllyn.

      “I shared many facts of my life with her, milord,” I said with caution. That Rhian had told my story to him was not a surprise. I wasn’t sure, though, how he took the news. Up til this moment, he hadn’t done more than give Gwen and I a nod of greeting on the ride.

      “You have stood with my family, and our people,” he said “Lady Gwen says you have dedicated yourself to the service of The Lady. Is that truth?”

      “I swear it to be so, Lord Penllyn.”

      Until then, my service had only been an unspoken understanding between Gwen and myself. I had never sworn an oath until Bleddyn asked. The cord between myself and the goddess hummed loud enough in my mind I was afraid Bleddyn could hear it too.

      “Then my lady wife is correct, as she always is.” He reached out to touch my arm. “You are a friend of Penllyn. I’m concerned about… uh… your dining habits and what we can offer.”

      “Your friendship honours me, milord,” I said. “I have seldom had such a welcome, especially after people learn of my nature.”

      “We judge each man and each woman by their character here,” he said. “After I heard of your story from Rhian last night, I am even more honoured to have you in our circle. Your experience at the hands of the guilders will not be tolerated. I suggested we send a message to Canterbury on your behalf, but Rhian said you’d rather not?”

      “I prefer not, milord," I said. "Let's give the guilders no excuse to notice me again.”

      “As you see best,” he said, and let a smile drift across his face. “You have more than earned our friendship, Mair. And no more ‘Milord’s from you. I am pleased to call you friend.”

      “Thank you,” I said. The words threatened to catch in my throat as a wave of relief washed over me. Bleddyn touched my arm with a gentle pat.

      “The guild will have only the barest of welcome here in Penllyn,” he said. “Should I find out they have harmed any others, we’ll drive them as far away as possible.” He glanced over his shoulder. “If you will excuse me, my friends, I’d like to ride with my son for a while.” Bleddyn slowed to let us drift ahead of him.

      I dabbed at my eyes with my sleeve once he was behind us. I wasn’t sure how my new friend would react to red tears.

      Gwen’s mind touched mine. She didn’t share any words, but let me know she was there by my side. I felt the glow and warmth of the goddess touch us both through our mystical connection to her.

      “It’s nice to be loved,” I sent.

      “Love always wins, dearest.”
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      The sun was still in the sky, but on the downward slide when Cadoc, who had the lead lord pointed at a hill half a league distant.

      “Something is odd about that next rise.”

      Gwen frowned as she followed his gesture.

      My eyesight at night was excellent. I could see in near darkness, thanks to my undead nature. But, here in the bright daylight I had to squint to make out the details. He was right. The colour of the grass on the hillside was splotchy, as though the grass and plant life fought a disease of some sort.

      “Something is different there,” Gwen said. “We need to investigate.” She kicked her horse into a trot toward the hill. Cadoc gave a shrill whistle to the alert the Rhys and Siors, who rode ahead as scouts. He waved at them to shift direction and meet us at the hill.

      Once we arrived, Cadoc had Afon stay with the horses, and sent the other three guards out to scout the base of the hill. Gwen was already halfway up the hill by the time I dismounted.

      “Something is off here,” she sent. “I sense death instead of life in the discoloured patches.”

      Ahead of us lay a strange series of ragged brown ovals. The grass inside the ovals was shrivelled and dead. Each oval was two or three paces long, and half as wide. The depressions in the centre appeared as if the soil had compacted back into a void below.

      Gwen was right. Something was different, but in me. I always had a sense of death, almost as though I smelled it, ever since I crossed over and became a child of the night. But now, I felt… something odd about the hill. Just like the night the ghosts attacked Cadoc and Enid’s wedding, I felt that here in the ground. But, unlike that night on the hill, I wasn’t riding on Gwen’s mental lead. This was me. I sensed old death. Death long abandoned. Yet, recent.

      Just like Gwen had the night of the wedding, when she sent our minds down into the catacombs of Caer Penllyn, I reached out for my magical connection to the goddess. Once I had awakened the black and gold cord that tied me to her, I sent my magic senses out into the ground. There were graves here. Several together, under the blighted patches. A magical imprint infused each with a magical darkness.

      Gwen wandered the area in between the ovals of dead plants. She was careful to not step on the blighted areas. I kneeled on a patch of healthy grass and ran my hand along the edge of one spot. There was something off with these spots.

      I sat as Aemilianus liked, cross legged. I wasn’t sure if I needed to, but I held my hands out, palms down over the brittle brown grass and sent my mind into the earth. The magical sight I used to find the cord to the goddess awakened again, and I plunged my senses through the earth.

      Below, I found the graves of long dead warriors. But they were graves no longer. Empty. But, each of them had the imprint of something… Magic, perhaps? The imprint was the shape of the skeletal body that should have been in the grave. A trail of something ran from each grave, off into the Otherworld. A thin little strand. Almost like the thick magical cord between the goddess and I. But these were thin. Barely a thread’s width. All the graves had them. All the graves were empty. Save for one. One lone skeleton lay dead and buried here.

      I heard a footfall and opened my eyes. Gwen stood in front of me. Her head cocked to the side, watching. Waiting.

      “I didn’t want to disturb you,” she said.

      “Sit, I’d like to show you something.” Once she had, with our knees touching, I took her hands in mine. I took advantage of the opportunity to share a touch with her.

      I linked our minds and pulled our thoughts into the hillside. I directed her attention to the magic threads, and the hollow spots.

      Her initial reaction was to repress a shudder. After the ghost attack, I wasn’t surprised. Gwen’s reaction to disembodied undead was one of fright and shock. But, she pulled her emotions together and quell the tremor in her hands.

      Once she overcame the shock of empty graves, she examined the magical imprints

      “I would not have thought to search for the magic connected to death the way you did, dearest,” she sent as we opened our eyes to the sunny hilltop. “Only after you showed me, was I able to find those threads. They go off somewhere farther than I can follow.”

      “Where are the bodies, the skeletons?” I asked.

      “Pulled away?” Gwen sent. I sensed the hesitation, the lack of surety in her mental tone. She fought to keep her hands from trembling again. Only a small one snuck through. I squeezed her fingers to help, to let her know I was there with her. She smiled at me in thanks.

      “We should tell Bleddyn,” she sent, and released my hands.

      Lord Penllyn was at the crest. A wide flat expanse that overlooked the rolling hills and valleys around us.

      “This hill was probably an outpost at one time.” Bleddyn pointed to a patch of scrub. “Four centuries ago, at least. Maybe five or six. Roman from the looks of it. Cymry forts from that time were less linear.”  I looked closer and saw a linear pile of stones, the remnants of a wall or a building.

      “The legions were methodical in their approach to building,” I said. I wasn’t sure how much Rhian had told him of my age. Even without the others around, now wasn’t the time for me to give him a history lesson on Roman fortifications.

      He cocked an eyebrow at us. The question of what we found was unspoken.

      “Something disturbed The land. These were graves,” I volunteered.

      “Each of those blighted ovals covers several graves,” Gwen added.

      “Romans, even Centurions, were usually cremated,” I volunteered. “Burial would have only been if there were hostilities, and the legion didn’t want to take the time to gather wood, and perform full funerary rites.”

      “These graves are old enough to have been during Budug’s rebellion against Rome.”

      “Someone dug up four-hundred-year-old skeletons?” Bleddyn asked. “I didn’t notice signs of digging.”

      “Their remains seem to have been pulled away underground,” Gwen said. She had to shut her eyes for a second. Her lips tightened with her struggle to control her tremors. But she did well. Bleddyn didn’t seem to notice her struggle. “Magic,” she added. “We have no idea where they went. But, they are gone.”

      Bleddyn let out a long whistle.

      “That’s two score, at least, from this one area.” He let his gaze drift out to the countryside. The beauty of Penllyn around us seemed to diminish with the thought something had ripped ancient dead from their graves under our feet.

      “Why pull the bodies of warriors long dead?” He ran a finger across his upper lip. The hairs of his moustache cascaded across his knuckles as he stared off in thought. “We've had spirits attack our people. Could the bodies be made to walk and fight again?”

      Gwen looked at me and swallowed hard. She was still fighting her fear, and the thought of the dead walking again didn’t help.

      Bleddyn was still looking at me.

      “I’ve heard of wizards who called the dead to walk again, but not for a very long time.” I searched my memories. “Some wizards of Gaul were rumoured to know such magic, and some from across the Mediterranean in the desert lands.”

      I glanced at Gwen. Her eyes were closed, and she had her arms wrapped around her chest. I slid my arm around her waist in time to feel another shiver drift through her body.

      “If that is the case,” Bleddyn said, still staring off into the distance, “we need to see if this is the only such area. Can you imagine how our guard will react if they see a force of ancient dead running at them?”
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      “Notice anything odd?” Cadoc asked the next afternoon as we topped a rise. He had been out front with Rhys and Siors, our scouts. Ahead, in a quiet little valley, a lone farmhouse stood in between animal pens.

      “No smoke,” Bleddyn said.  He was riding with Gwen and I again. “Something feels off about this. Come, let us ride.”

      Chickens pecked at the grass, and a few goats munched on grass and wildflower in a pasture at the back end of the farmstead. Birds sang in the few scattered trees. A small creek gurgled off to the other side of the valley. In between the creek and farmhouse, several small plots with crops had sprouted. A serene location in Penllyn. A perfect place to build a home, raise some livestock, and tend some crops. The only thing missing was the farm family of tenants that should be out tending their chores.

      Gwen and I exchanged a glance. She pursed her lips.

      “Can you sense anything?” she sent across our link.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on the magical connection to the goddess. I pulled energy from it, and sent my mind out into the land, just as I had done the day before at the old Roman graveyard.

      “Death,” I replied mentally. “Death has come and left its mark here. This time, though, I sense fear and violence.”

      An undercurrent of nervous energy seemed to wash through our party. Creeping up on us like a river that keeps rising during a flood. Calm on first glance, but the surface covers over a torrent underneath. We were all gripping our weapons. My arm across my belly, with my fingers curled around Soul. Siors and Rhys clenched their bows, each with an arrow nocked. Gerallt clenched his spear with a white knuckled grip. His other hand held a small shield at the ready. Afon had drawn steel instead of the spear.

      The round home was made of stone and timber with a thatch roof. The men all had a bow or spear in hand, ready for any attack by man or beast. Afon stepped into the house first, swept his glance around, then turned back toward Lord Penllyn and his son. The light-haired guard gave a shake of his head. His normal jovial manner was gone.

      Bleddyn his sword bare in his hands, ducked under the door frame. His son followed him, but waved that Gwen and I should wait. After a moment, Cadoc emerged and shook his head.

      “It’s safe,” he said with a grim shake of his head. “I didn’t want to see that. I’m not sure you do either.” He headed toward the animal shed off to the side of the main yard.

      As I neared the house, I smelled blood. Old, dried blood. A few days at least.

      “We need to see,” Gwen said. “I sense death here. Similar to the shepherd and flock we found the morning after you first awakened.”

      “If the wolves were here,” I added, “Mother might catch the scent and tell us if it’s the same creature. She didn’t seem to believe it was a bear.” Gwen nodded. Perhaps if Ruadh were here? But, he’d be best alone. Shifters needed those three nights of the full moon away from others. Their tempers were beast like until the moon cycle passed. Tonight was the last night. Better leave him alone until tomorrow at the earliest.

      Just inside the house, the body of man lay. The smell of blood was overwhelming. Stale. Probably two or three days old. Flies swarmed his body. Bite marks of other small vermin dotted his flesh. He had been here a while. Two days, maybe. Something had ripped his belly and neck wide open. His eyes stared lifeless at the stout cudgel of hickory that had fallen from his now open hand.

      Beyond the dead farmer, two boys perhaps a dozen winters old at most, stared lifeless at the thatched roof. Their own throats and chests gashed. A belt knife, coated with his own blood, lay next to one of the lads. The carnage continued. The boys had died shielding a woman with the blood covered infant in her arms. A chill settled on me. The cold that gets into your bones and makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. This was wanton slaughter. The woman’s husband and sons had died protecting her, as she tried to protect her babe. What kind of creature would do this?

      “Have you ever heard of an ordinary doing this kind of damage?” I asked. Gwen shook her head.

      “Perhaps one has the biting disease?” Bleddyn volunteered.

      “Great,” I groaned. “A deranged animal out of its mind and frothing at the mouth.” But, if that was what we faced, I knew I had to be the one to take it down. Any of the others, normal human, would contract the disease. If such a beast had been infected, and killed these folks, they were best off dead. That disease wasn’t kind, but, it was always deadly. Since I was already dead, I should be immune. I hoped.

      Gwen and I headed back out into the sun-drenched valley. The bright light did little to cheer us. Death was all around. Even outside. Over at the small animal shed, Cadoc knelt in the dirt by another body. Smaller. He made the sign of the cross over the deceased. Bleddyn stepped out of the house behind us and motioned toward the dead youth by the animal shed.

      Cadoc’s face was hard. His expression cold, yet sad.

      “The younger son,” he said, his voice hard. “The beast probably caught him unaware as he went out for his chores. A bucket of feed was spilled right by his head. No weapons about. Clawed, just like the others.”

      “Milord,” Rhys, called. “Riders approach.”

      Gwen and I stayed near Bleddyn as Cadoc waved his two bowmen off to the side. Siors moved behind the small shed, Rhys to the backside of the house. Both had arrows knocked, and quivers with a dozen more hung from their belts. Gerallt with his spear in hand stood several paces in front Lord Penllyn. Afon and Cadoc both had naked swords in hand a pace behind and either side of Gerallt.

      The horses, five in total, approached at a slow but steady walk. After several minutes my gut tightened, and my hand shifted across my belly to grab the hilt of Soul under my cloak. I must have hissed. Two men rode in the middle. One wore black leathers, the other black robes. The old one carried a staff topped with a symbol of iron nails twisted into a cross, wreathed with silver brambles.

      “Oh, dear,” Gwen said.

      Bleddyn shaded his eyes with his hand, then let out a slow whistle instead of a sigh.

      “The Witch Hunters have returned. Cadoc, warn the archers,” he said. “We’ll be cautious, but firm.” Bleddyn glanced at me. His eyes lingered on my left side where my blade rode.

      “Keep your cloak closed, and avoid contact with them,” he said. “Perhaps you and Gwen should wait in the shade of the shed, so there is less attention on you.”

      “I could kill them now, and we wouldn’t have to worry about them,” I said. If they had condoned even half of Onion Breath’s actions against women, the world would be a better place without this Seeker and his minions.

      “I’d like to avoid more deaths,” Bleddyn said. He wasn’t in a joking mood. I wasn’t sure I was either. “You are a friend of Penllyn and under my protection. But, I can only carry that so far with church matters. We don’t have the bishop here to intercede on our behalf.”
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      I kept glancing over my shoulder at the riders as Gwen and I moved toward the small shed. We sat on a bench around the corner and out of sight of the young boy’s body. The stench of death lingered here. The sound of flies buzzing around the corpse was a sad counterpoint to the sounds of the valley wildlife. A feeling of dread grabbed my stomach and spine. One twisted, and the other chilled as I watched them ride toward us.

      Bechard the Seeker and his toady with the staff rode slowed but stayed in their saddles as they stopped in front of Bleddyn. Their silver pendants, as big my fist about their necks, seemed to glare at me, as if they were eyes seeing my true nature. We know what you really are… the pendants seemed to whisper. I swallowed and wanted to reach out to Gwen. But, any movement might divert their eyes to me.

      “Milord Penllyn,” the Seeker said.

      Cadoc returned from warning Siors and Rhys. His hand wasn’t on his sword hilt, but he stood with his feet apart and balanced. Ready to draw steel. I saw Emlyn’s influence in his stance and posture.

      “Seeker Bechard,” Bleddyn replied. “What business brings you to Penllyn again?”

      “Sad business, milord Penllyn,” he said. His gaze found Gwen and I off to the side of the main yard. I shifted my glance away, toward Bleddyn before I caught the seeker's eye.

      Running around the hilltop at Caer Penllyn shoving my glowing cross into ghosts to dispatch them from the earth, and then giving that cross up the guilders so they could “examine” it was more attention from them than I needed. I didn’t want the Seeker to notice anything more about me. I wanted them gone. As far from me as possible.

      I glanced back in time to see Bechard’s eyes slid off of us, as though we were of no concern to him.

      “We have found a dead monk, half a day’s ride toward Mercia,” Bechard continued. “We gave him a proper burial.” His tone was sombre, yet hollow. As though he was the bearer of sad news that had no impact on him. “We believe it to be one of his grace’s monks. We thought we should bring the news to his grace.”

      “What makes you suspect he was from Penllyn’s abbey?” Cadoc asked.

      “His cross seemed to be of a style favoured by the monks there.” Bechard said. He held his hand out toward his assistant. The bald guilder reached into a pocket in his robe and pulled forth a carved wooden cross. Much like those that monks in Penllyn wore, and I now wore as a replacement to the one I had to give up to Bechard earlier. The cross he held out was carved in an intricate curved and pointed Celtic design. The dark stained wood seemed much like the ones Penllyn’s monks wore, but I was too far away to see much of the detail work in the carving.

      “That might be,” Bleddyn said, and touched his son’s arm before Cadoc could speak.

      “You have our sympathy for the loss, milord,” Bechard said, his tone devoid of emotion.

      “How did he die?” Bleddyn asked.

      Bechard smiled a thin little smile. He dismounted, then glanced at Gwen and me.

      “Perhaps that tale is best out of earshot of the good sisters. It is not a pretty tale.”

      Despite the scene of death about us, the guilder wasn’t where he would notice any carnage. So, saving Gwen’s and my ears from such a tale didn’t seem as frivolous to him as to me. But, a dead monk, somewhere in the borderlands, and details too grizzly to share with women? It had to be the same beast. I hated to think there were several.

      But, it could also have been brigands. I’d already dealt with several bands on my travels in Britannia. I stared after the Seeker, dreading the news I suspected was coming. Cadoc drifted back and spoke to Gerallt, and one of the Guilder guards. Both nodded and moved off toward the farmhouse. Cadoc waved Gwen and I over to him.

      “Our men and the guilders will bury the dead before we move on,” Cadoc said.

      “What news of the dead monk?” Gwen asked.

      “Killed by some beast,” Cadoc said. “Clawed apart, throat ripped open while he slept near the road. The cross looks like one of Brother Iolo’s.”

      “Was it his cross?” Gwen asked.

      “We don’t know,” Cadoc said with a shake of his head. “Ruadh or uncle Heilyn might know. Seems like every monk Iolo ever met gets one of the crosses he carves.”

      “Brother Iolo is an artist at heart,” Gwen explained. “He always takes materials to draw with when he travels. When he’s stuck in the monastery with his duties, he spends his free time carving. Once you meet him, he’ll probably start several projects just for you. I’ve never known him to not be working on something to give away.”

      “Sounds like Penllyn has an interesting collection of monks,” I grinned. But my eyes shifted toward the door where the men carried a blanket wrapped corpse through the doorway.

      “The guilders insist the borderlands are not the place for women,” Cadoc added. “They insisted that we send you two back to the cantref under their protection.”

      Crap! My urge to run crept up my spine again. I must have frowned. Cadoc gave me a smile that helped calm the worst of the dread.

      “Father told them in no uncertain terms he would not send women back with them. He pointed out we had two archers and four bladesmen with both spear and sword. They had only a few guards with them.” Cadoc winked at me. “Father left his other assets unmentioned.” Cadoc’s eyes drifted to my side, where my cloak covered Soul.

      Some of my tension ebbed. Bleddyn said he’d have my back. He was living up to his promise.

      “The guilders said they had found tracks of a great bear near the monk’s body. They sent the rest of their party to track it. The leader, Beck…”

      “Bechard,” I added. That was a name I’d not forget. Anyone who put a price on my head and will send men to torture me because they didn’t like my diet was someone I would remember for a very long time.

      “Bechard said their hunting party was a score strong. He suspects they'll catch the beast today or tomorrow at the latest.”

      “Well, they’re good for something,” I sent to Gwen. Cadoc wasn’t aware of my nature, and I doubted he knew much about Gwen’s. “Killing diseased and mad animals may be a good use for them before we find a reason for Bleddyn to kick them out of Penllyn.”

      “What can we do to help?” Gwen asked the young lord.

      “The men will remove the bodies out of the house, and dig the graves,” he said. “Perhaps if work on a meal for this evening. The guilders will camp here tonight.”

      I stifled a groan. Crap. An entire night with the guild right next to me.

      “Why here?” leaked out of my mouth.

      “Father couldn’t refuse the offer for help,” Cadoc said. “They appear to be of good intentions. Three more strong backs on the shovel will be a great help.”

      “Three? Huh?” I glanced over to where our men had laid out the shovels they found in the farm shed. Bleddyn already had his tunic off and was driving the blade into the soil. The Seeker stood with arms crossed over his leather tunic, next to another shovel. “Oh, some are too high of station to know which end of the pick goes into the dirt.”

      “You’ll not find that in Penllyn, milady.” He swept his arm in a wide flourish. “I’ll lay a fire before I go help dig. If we get the blood and mess cleared, you two ladies can have privacy there tonight.”

      Gwen nodded. “We’ll make the best of it, and keep ourselves out of their sight,” she sent to me. “If Bleddyn pushes too hard to make them leave tonight, that may draw their attention toward Penllyn, and at us.”

      Bleddyn and Cadoc both took turns with the shovels while Gwen and I worked to get a meal started, and clean the signs of death from the farmhouse. Neither the seeker nor his servant, however, lifted a tool or help with any other preparation. Instead they sat in the shade and watched everyone else work.

      As the day wore on, I was reminded that any cooking skills I once had, were gone. Centuries of not eating had driven the training from me. I did remember how to boil water. I set to scrubbing the kettles and pots that the men brought out from the blood drenched farmhouse. I made many trips out to the small creek and pulled a bucket after bucket of water from it. I was careful to keep Soul hidden under my cloak and tried to keep its silhouette from showing through the cloth.

      Fortunately, the family’s food stores and root cellar were well away from the carnage. Gwen hummed as she tossed together a stew. She held out a wooden spoon full of the broth toward me.

      “I forget sometimes,” she said as she realised her mistake and sipped it herself.

      “My cooking skills disappeared about the same time as my taste for real food.”

      Cadoc found us several hours later. Fortunately, we were on the far side of the shed, where the shadow of the trees would make a fair camp spot for the men later on. Pine needles and leaves had leave a soft blanket across the ground here. He sniffed the air.

      “Miladies have warmed my heart, and set a rumble in my belly,” he said. “We’ve smelled the stew among the smoke. The men are grumbling they’re hungry. Even the guilders.”

      “We’ll serve in a short while,” Gwen said with a smile. “How is the digging?”

      “We’ll be a few more hours. Another to get the last two graves deep enough, then we’ll have the guilders lead the burial rites.” His gaze shifted toward the animal pens outside. “You ladies might survive on a bowl of stew, but our men will be hungry enough to eat that bear the guilder's other party is chasing. Perhaps we should have some chicken as well?”

      “Two? Perhaps three?” Gwen suggested.

      “I will take care of that,” he said. “Although I’m not sure which I prefer less, digging, or plucking chickens…”

      “I can help,” I offered. That had been one of my chores as a young girl. Not my favourite task, but many a feather had been plucked by my little fingers back then. I had done so many the muscled memory come back quickly. Just don’t ask me what spices went best on the chicken, or how long to cook it, nor how close to the fire to cook it without burning. Chicken hadn’t been on my diet for the last six centuries. I would imagine I was plucking the guilders instead of a defenceless chicken.
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      Gwen picked a few feathers from my cloak on our way to the graveside. We both made sure we had our crosses out on our chests before we reached the guilders. They and the Penllyn men stood around the graves.

      The Seeker himself led the prayers for the dead. His accent in Latin wasn’t close to what I had heard as a child in Rome. But, hearing the words of my childhood language, no matter how badly sung by him, brought a little joy, despite the grim nature of our task.

      He had, though, a tone of voice that reminded me of many of the merchants I had dealt with over the years. Sweet and light. Eager. He would try to sell water to a drowning man. If his target died too soon, he’d try to sell to the family of the deceased.

      What he wanted to peddle here wasn’t just religion. I knew from personal experience how these Witch Hunters talked wasn’t what they delivered. Their tales of morality and justice was always cloaking more sinister goals of power and corruption. Guile and deceit. I hoped Bleddyn was wise to their methods. Surely, as Lord Penllyn he’d dealt with such slimy peddlers of lies before?

      I hadn’t been able to get close to Lord Penllyn to warn him. The best I could do was sound out Cadoc, or grumble to Gwen across our mental link. She smiled and told me to trust Bleddyn.

      Once the dead had been lowered into the graves and more prayers said by the guilders, Bleddyn and Cadoc each threw handfuls of earth onto the corpses. Our guards, along with the guilder guards used shovels and some roughhewn boards they ripped from the shed walls to push the soil back into the graves.

      Bechard and his servant steered Bleddyn back over toward the fire. The Seeker continued on his quest to re-ingratiate himself with the lord of Penllyn while Gwen finished up the last of the meal preparations. I found my hand drifting closer and closer to Soul’s hilt as I listened to him weasel-word the benefits Penllyn could receive from the guild, if only Lord Penllyn would see his way build a stronghold for them near the abbey.

      “Dearest,” Gwen’s thoughts interrupted me. I pulled my hand from under my cloak as she frowned at me. “The dishes we pulled from the farmhouse could use a good scrub to make sure none have any blood on them.”

      “Afon already washed them,” I sent back. I kept my gaze on the Seeker. The world would be a better place, I decided, with one less guild chapter in it.

      “Do you trust a man to know what clean is?” She smiled. I sighed. “You can trust Bleddyn to protect our secrets,” she added. “Just don’t trust him with a dishrag.”

      She was right. Not only did I not trust Afon’s quick dash with a rag in the creek to have cleaned the dishes, I needed to have my attention elsewhere. Away from the guilders.

      Cadoc saw me gathering the plates and came to lend a hand.

      “Grab the kettle,” I suggested, and waved at the large pot with hot water. He used his cloak to wrap the handle and protect his hands from the heat.

      “Any chance your father will give in?” I asked, once we were set up by the stream.

      “Not likely,” he replied. He let the hot water drip for a few seconds before he gave the plate a rinse in the stream. “But father is good at listening. He likes to let everyone have a chance to state their case before he makes a pronouncement.”

      “But…” I passed him the last plate and moved onto the wooden cups.

      “No buts,” Cadoc said. His tone serious. “When Father told me some of their men accosted you in the borderland, his eyes were cold, almost as cold as Emlyn’s get. Had that happened in Penllyn, we would have driven the guild out of here immediately.”

      I kept my eyes on the kettle of water. Remembering my time with Onion Breath did little to blunt my anxiety. My stomach tightened with the memories of that damned silver knife, and the sharp, lingering pain he had inflicted with it. I shivered, dropped the mug I had just washed back into the kettle. I had to lean on the rim of the pot to help me get my body back under control.

      Cadoc put his hand on mine. His eyes were full of sympathy. I gave him a weak smile.

      “We have too many friends in the cantref,” his eyes shifted to Gwen, then back to me, “that we want to protect from them.” His voice was a whisper. Just loud enough for me to hear. “You have my word that father has your back. Penllyn protects our friends, and you proved that when you helped me protect our people from those spirits.”

      His eyes didn’t leave my face.

      “Thank you,” my voice squeaked as I tried to talk through the lump in my throat.

      “Friends help each other,” he said, and took the mug I had dropped out of the kettle.
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      Bleddyn and the Seeker sat on opposite sides of the fire. Their men sat in an uneasy truce to either side. The only guilder who seemed out of place was the old one. Lecerf. He didn’t sit much, but paced around the farm. He seldom spoke, and the other guilders seemed happiest when he was elsewhere.

      “We’ve always got younger sons of landholders looking for a new farm,” Bleddyn told the seeker. “I would rather have this valley farmed than place a guild house here.”

      “But a guild house would occupy little land here,” Bechard said. He waved his hands to indicate the full valley, then pulled them close together. “We would need only a modest amount of space.”

      “But,” Bleddyn added, “you’ll want the tenants to produce for you, instead of for their landholder. That lord will come to me, looking for more land, and I’ll have to pull from someone else’s holdings to make up for it.” He lifted his mug. I smelled ale, not mead in the men’s cups. Lord Penllyn wasn’t in the mood to share his good drink with the guilders.

      “Our people have a comfortable life here in Penllyn,” he added, looking across his mug. “We have the church already established. Our Bishop takes only what he needs for his monks and gives much more back in the way of education and comfort to our people.”

      “Our needs would be smaller than his,” Bechard said. He wasn’t whining, but I sensed that the negotiations he had been working on all day had exhausted his desire to be civil. There was an edge to his voice. One I hadn’t heard before.

      “You said yourself that the pagans in Mercia would be your priority,” Bleddyn said. “Penda of Mercia is the ruler you need to seek.” He took a drink and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Our bishop sees to our people’s moral needs very well. The pagans are in Mercia, not in Penllyn.”

      The seeker wisely pursued his own mug. He watched Lord Penllyn for a moment then stood and drifted away to where his servant paced out near the graves.

      Bleddyn looked my way and winked once. I smiled back at him. He had my back with the guilders. Neither Gwen, Ruadh, nor I needed them anywhere in the cantref.

      He set his mug down and pulled out a knife. Instead of attacking the guilders, he picked up a piece of wood he had found. He had already shaved it down. What he was making, I had no idea. As long as it wasn’t land for the guilders, I was content.

      Afon drifted out of the shed, and came back to squat by the fire. All three of the guilder guards sat and nursed their own mugs of ale. Gerallt had Rhys, with a bow in hand walking a slow perimeter guard around the farm. Only three of our guards sat with the guilders and Bleddyn.

      Afon reached out and scattered a handful of grain across the fire. It crackled and popped as the flames ate the kernels.

      “What is the meaning of that?” a whiney, high pitched voiced sounded. My gaze swivelled to where Bechard’s assistant, Lecerf had stepped into the firelight. My gut tightened every time I caught him watching me.

      “Grain, milord,” Afon said. His eyes darted toward Lord Penllyn, seeking approval in the face of Lecerf’s scolding. “We burn it to help the dead find their way from their graves up to heaven.”

      “Such Pagan ways will not be tolerated,” the old guilder pronounced in his high, whine. “Prayers of the true faith are all that is needed. We should try you for your heathen ways.”

      “Perhaps we should return with you, milord Penllyn,” Bechard said as he stepped behind his compatriot. “We need to educate his grace, the bishop, about the old pagan ways of his flock.”

      “Perhaps you should come back with us,” Bleddyn said. He still held the hunk of wood . He slid his knife to cut a large shaving from the edge the piece. It curled toward the Seeker.

      “His grace could call a council of the bishops of the Cymry church, and you could explain to all of them at once how you know better than they what our people need in their spiritual life.”

      Bechard straightened to his full height. He was tall, but still half a hand shorter than Bleddyn or Cadoc. The seeker kept his eyes on Lord Penllyn. Bleddyn didn’t shift his gaze from the seeker. Neither spoke for a moment. Bechard spun on his heel and drifted back out into the night.
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      “That won’t be the end of them,” Cadoc said the next morning. Gwen and I stood with him and watched the Seeker and his men head back toward the borderlands and Mercia.

      “Bechard doesn’t want to take on your bishops just yet,” I replied.

      “Cymry bishops and those in the Anglo lands rarely see eye to eye,” Gwen said. “The bishop of Canterbury has probably let him know their authority in church matters ends before Cymry lands begin.”

      “Why the split?” I asked. “Isn’t it one religion?”

      “While the Anglo lands went pagan after Rome’s withdrawal two centuries ago,” Gwen explained, "the Cymry remained Christianised. The church here developed their ways and habits differently than how such progressed with clergy on the continent. The Roman clergy had only recently paid attention to Britannia again. Where customs have drifted apart, both sides believe they are in the right. Neither side wants the other to tell them how to live nor when to pray.”

      “I noticed the monks cut their hair differently here,” I thought back to the haircuts I had seen on the abbot and his brethren. Shaved to the front of the ears and long in back. A far different style than the ring of hair that European monks had adopted.

      “Sadly,” Gwen said, “haircuts, and the dates of lent and Easter are two of the most divisive points between the Cymry and Anglo clergies. Of all the good they could do for the people of Britannia together, they bicker like children over small details.”

      “If a haircut will keep the Anglo bishops from forcing that Seeker and his guild on Penllyn,” I said and shot her a smile, “I’ll personally shave every monk’s head in the abbey.”

      Cadoc laughed.

      “I’ll tell uncle he has a new barber for his monks,” he said. His eyes drifted to Soul belted to my hip. “Though, I suggest using a smaller blade than you normally carry. You’ll scare the monks if you pull that on them.”

      We broke camp once the Guilders were gone. Cadoc sent Siors and Gerallt off toward the nearest village to share the news of the empty farmstead.

      “Have the friar in the village send word to Lord Alun,” Bleddyn instructed as they turned their horses to the west. “He’ll shift his tenants as needed to make sure the land is worked as it should be.”

      “We’ll catch up with you by nightfall,” Gerallt said.

      Bleddyn rode with Gwen and I as we headed southwest, skirting the border between Penllyn and the borderlands.

      “They guilders said they’re chasing down a mad, frothing bear” I said to break the silence. Bleddyn nodded but didn’t comment.

      “You don’t believe them?” I asked. He shrugged.

      “Perhaps they are,” he said. “What we saw at that farm…”

      “That was more damage than I’d expect from a bear,” I said, and glanced at Gwen.

      “I could not get a sense of what kind of creature it was,” she said. “Normally, all animals leave a trace of their passage on the land, and I can sense that. But there, the energy of death, of carnage was so great that it overshadowed all other traces.”

      “It didn't kill the livestock,” I added. Bleddyn nodded, but stayed silent, his eyes off on the distance. After a moment, he spoke, barely above a whisper.

      “I can’t protect my people if I don’t know what we face…”
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      After we stopped for a midday meal and rested the horses, Bleddyn rode beside Rhys in the lead while Cadoc and Afon rode to the rear. Gwen and I led the pack horses, with leads attached to our own saddles. None of us, not even Afon was talkative. The morbid discovery at the farm, along with the presence of the guilders yesterday, had taken the spirit of our group.

      We were in a shallow valley later in the day when Bleddyn slowed to let us overtake him. “Notice anything odd about the far hill on the left edge of the range?” he asked.

      Gwen and I shaded our eyes and I let out a whistle like the one’s Bleddyn punctuated his statement with. His mannerisms rubbed off on me this trip.

      “More discoloured patches,” I said. “Another graveyard?”

      “We’ll find out shortly,” he said. “Or rather, you two ladies will with your holy senses. I told Rhys to head that direction. No rush, though. We need to let Gerallt and Siors catch up with us by this evening.”

      An hour later, we stood atop the hill. Bleddyn pointed out the square lines of several stone building foundations covered with scrub and moss. The site had been a former hilltop fort.

      “Probably Roman,” Bleddyn said. “Too uniform. Too regular, both in shape and distance.” A few trees and a lot of scrub had grown in the area.

      “If the legions were anything,” I said, “they were disciplined and uniform. Generals hated to see a wall that wasn’t lined up with all the others.” I grinned at him. “But, I suspect much of that was to give idle soldiers more work tearing a wall down and setting it up again.”

      Gwen had already begun a search with her magical senses. I kneeled next to her and linked our minds. We sensed a similar scene to the first blighted area. We found more traces of that dark magical residue where it had pulled the skeletal corpses away. Gwen again confirmed they appeared to be from the time of the Roman occupation about three or four centuries before. One grave was still occupied.

      “Why leave only one?”

      Gwen shrugged when I asked. She stood and began a circuit of the hill, looking for anything that might give her a clue about the graves. With the sun out, I decided to find some shade. Even though the goddess sent me energy, I didn’t want to seem impolite and draw too much.

      Fortunately, there was one large oak still standing on the hill. Stumps of many others were rotted. Their fallen trunks riddled with insect bores and tunnels. The one lone tree stood solitary sentinel on the hilltop. I spread my cloak on the grassy hilltop and leaned back against it.

      Cadoc climbed the hill and suggested we wait here until the others caught up. Bleddyn agreed, and wandered down the hill toward Afon and Rhys. They had the horses down at a stream. Lord Penllyn helped them pull saddles from the mounts. Then they checked their hooves and legs, giving each a good rub down.

      “Nice view,” Cadoc said and sprawled next to where I sat in the shade. I stayed quiet. The day before still bothered me, as did the empty graves below. We sat that way, quiet, watching the others for several moments.

      “Father says you studied with the same sword master that Emlyn trained with,” Cadoc said. I wasn’t sure where the conversation was leading.

      He had pulled out his belt knife earlier and twirled it on its point on a piece of bark. The babble of the brook down the hill added a counterpoint to the sound of birds singing in the tree above us. I didn’t understand bird-speak. Gwen probably did. I’d have to ask her. They might have been complaining about our presence under their tree.

      “Father had me study with Emlyn as I was younger,” he continued. “Afon and Emlyn are the only two that challenge me among our guard.”

      I stayed silent and let him finish his thoughts.

      “I love how Enid has taken to it as well, though I fear she’ll not have time eventually. Children will come,” he said.

      I remembered what Gwen said about his bride’s condition, but stayed quiet. Evidently Enid hadn’t been far enough along in her cycle to know. I didn’t want to tell him. That was Enid’s news to share once she herself knew.

      “Your lady wife is skilled with the blade. She has a natural talent. But before you know it, she’ll have a little one to look after, and she won’t need to spend her time with me.” I doubted it would be easy to get her to stop training, “I will slow her pace as needed. I’ll rely on Rhian and Gwen to tell me when Enid needs that.”

      “Will carrying a child affect her practice?” He shook his head again. “I mean, practice won’t harm her when she is with child, will it? Mother was always so delicate when she was pregnant. Seren barely survived the birth. We were lucky that Lady Gwen was there to take command of the herb women. They had no remedy and said mother was bleeding too much to live. But, with Gwen’s help, both she and Seren lived.”

      I understood what bothered him.

      “I will make adjustments as needed, should that occur. Gwen will tell me what limits to set.” I said. “But, I suspect the quiet of the meditations, and the movement will help her keep her strength and energy throughout the pregnancy.”

      “This is her week, she says,” Cadoc looked up, and smiled. “She should know in the next few days, if…” He spun his knife again. Nervous energy. He stood and paced, flipping his knife end over end as he walked. Step, catch, step, toss.

      He would wear himself out with worry while he was out here. Too much time to ponder, think and wonder while in the saddle. He needed to keep his mind off home if possible. Perhaps it was good he got to ride these days instead of sitting at the keep, pacing and waiting for news. I recalled Rhian’s demeanour. Although stern, and commanding, I could see her energy lurking under the surface. She’d be a pacer, just like her son. Bleddyn kept busy and channelled his energy slowly. But with Cadoc, and probably with Rhian, they’d have a lot energy to burn.

      “Perhaps tonight, before we sleep, you can walk some blade meditations with me,” I suggested. “We don’t have practice swords with us for actual sparring, but meditations may help you focus on yourself and your own body instead of hers.”

      Cadoc thought for a second then nodded. Bleddyn whistled from below before the young lord could reply. Bleddyn pointed to the end of the valley where two riders approached at a trot.

      “Good,” Cadoc said. “Gerallt and Siors approach.”
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      An hour later, Bleddyn let out a whistle and pointed.

      Damn. Ahead of us lay another area of blight. Ovals of dead vegetation on a hilltop. One likely to have empty graves. Their long dead occupants pulled away by magic. Except for one. One grave left undisturbed. One silent dead sentinel.

      But why?

      Gwen and I knelt at the edge of the ovals. The graves were empty. As we expected. I traded looks with Bleddyn.  He rubbed his moustache in thought. Neither of us knew what to make of yet another emptied ancient graveyard.

      “Father,” Cadoc called. He, Siors and Rhys scouted the area. Gerallt and Afon tended to our mounts at another stream. They hadn’t gone far from the other men when they found the tracks.

      “Looks like several men on horseback, and a good score on foot,” Bleddyn said. The tracks were in a shallow depression. Probably a runoff pool for when the creek flooded. Britannia wasn’t the driest land.

      “But,” Cadoc said, and used a narrow stick to point into the muddy section. Bleddyn grunted and stepped closer, then squatted to get a better look.

      “Bones,” he said. His hand hovered just above the print. Not willing to touch it. But, seeking. Any answer. “The boot has decayed, see the ragged edges. I see a normal heel, then toes. Or toe bones. Why are they still together?” He pulled his hand up and pinched his moustache again.

      “Reads like a tale of old the bards tell,” Rhys said. His brown eyes had a haunted look to them. Both hands gripped his bow tight. Knuckles white.

      Cadoc moved his stick.

      “Another print here,” he moved it again, “and here, and here…” He reached the end of the muddy patch. “The dead are walking, father.”

      “These are only a day or two old,” Siors added. “We haven’t had rain the last few days, or there’d be no prints to find.”

      Bleddyn rubbed the rough beard coming in on his chin. “Head out and see if you find any more. If they continue on the same direction as these print lead, they were headed toward the old Roman fort.” He shook his head and waved the men on. Rhys and Siors exchanged a quick glance. Siors, taller and thinner than Rhys by a hand, bobbed his head toward Lord Penllyn. But Rhys swallowed hard. That spooked look hadn’t left his eyes.

      “The men are nervous,” Bleddyn said. His voice was quiet, just loud enough for me.

      “I’m nervous,” I said.

      “Have you ever seen the dead walk?”

      “No… Rhian did tell you of my nature?” I confirmed. The others were far enough away I wasn’t worried that my whisper would carry.

      "She did," he looked puzzled, then smiled. “You’re here, and I ask about the dead walking… I hadn’t made the connection,” he grinned. “Perhaps we’ll have to draft your Witch Hunter friends to help us track whoever is raising the dead…”

      “Why are those Witch Hunters my friends?” I poked his side with my fist.

      He laughed. We stood and watched the men follow the muddy path. Gwen came and joined us. “No different from the others,” she said.

      Cadoc wandered back toward us and shook his head. “Nothing beyond the gully. It goes to grass after that.”

      “We’re almost to Mechain,” Bleddyn said, with a glance toward the south. “Let’s find a place to camp. We’ll head south in the morning and see if we meet up with the Mechain hunting party.”

      The men made camp far from the old graves, and away from the area where the prints of the dead were. The camp was near a sloped and rocky area. There were also several copses of trees with soft loam underneath. The soft earth was where they set the tents. Cadoc eyed one of the jagged outcroppings on the hill face.

      “Ruadh would be up that cliff in a shake of a lamb’s tail,” he said. “Find a rock wall, he and Iolo will test handholds. They’re as bad as father and caves.” He grinned, then went to help the men set up tents. I headed out to gather firewood. By the time I came back with my second armload, Gwen was humming while she added herbs to the cook pot. The men were spreading their cloaks by the fire, ready to settle in.

      Cadoc, however, was back to his nervous pacing.

      I planted myself in front of him. “Time for sword mediations.” I wanted to get him to concentrate on himself, instead of Enid. “Anyone else want to join in?” I asked the others. Afon rose. His movements were fluid, much like Emlyn.

      We found a flat spot in the grass, where we had room to move. I kept Emlyn’s practice field etiquette intact. I drew Soul and saluted Cadoc and Afon. They returned it and followed my lead as I started with the first level meditations. I let my mind drift, and we fell into the routine motions. Even though these were simple movements, Soul felt almost alive in my grip. I was very fond of the name of my blade. Aemi had chosen well.

      My memories drifted as we moved through the dance. Aemi and I spent many, many years together off and on through our centuries. He knew me better than any other person.

      “You are the joy of my life,” he said, often, as we lay in bed, just before the sun rose. “My Maria… My Marianna… you have my heart and soul.” He’d kiss me, and we’d lay together as we allowed ourselves to die again, and sink into our undead slumber for another day. Two souls, locked together until the sun slid below the horizon again, when we could return to life.

      The two men walked the mediations with me. I shook my mind from the memories of Aemi, and watched them. Afon danced them with grace and skill. Cadoc, however, missed a few motions, or jerked his sword back on line when he stopped concentrating. I could tell he had learned them under Emlyn, but his mind wasn’t on the drills.

      We repeated the third set, and I stood right in front of the young lord as I moved through the routine. I maintained eye contact and got him to relax. He let the motions of the dance take over. His mind let go of his worry as the music inherent in the dance took control of his body.

      Gwen’s thoughts came into my meditation.

      “Dearest, I hate to interrupt...”

      Mental speech with her was not an interruption. Now that I had Cadoc relaxed and flowing through the mediations, I sped up and moved us into the fourth set.

      “Yes?”

      “I sense Ruadh heading toward us,” she sent.

      “How do you know it’s him?”

      “I know what his presence feels like. We’ve been friends for many years,” she said. “He is close enough that I sensed him once I looked for predators in the area.”

      “How long till he gets here?” I kept moving through the meditations as we conversed.

      “Probably near sundown. Half an hour?”

      I continued to lead the sword meditations until the sky turned golden. We’d only have an hour until dark. Cadoc finally relaxed in the dance, and moved with a grace to rival Afon. I finished the set, then gave them a salute with Soul. They both returned it.

      “Thank you milady Mair,” Cadoc said. “That has helped my mind.”

      “If only we had brought practice blades,” Afon said. “I could use a good thrashing on the field, and Lord Emlyn isn’t here to teach me.”

      “Perhaps when we return to Caer Penllyn,” I said with a chuckle. “Unless you’d prefer Emlyn to administer your thrashing?”

      “Any practice is good practice,” Afon said with a grin. “I don’t care who teaches me. Any day I learn something to keep me alive longer in a real battle is a good day. Live by the sword…”

      “Die by the sword!” Gerallt and Siors yelled from the campfire. The rest of us, even Cadoc, laughed.

      “Looks like you two get clean up duty, since you’re the last to eat,” Gerallt said when Cadoc ladled soup into a bowl. The other dishes were piled by the fire.

      “Live by the dishrag…” Cadoc said and grinned.

      “I won’t be dying by no dishrag,” Afon groaned as he too filled a bowl. “But it is my turn for dish duty.”

      “Anyone care to stretch their legs before the sun goes down?” Bleddyn asked. Rhys stood. He seemed young for a guardsman. But, according to Emlyn, he was among Penllyn’s best bowman.

      “I can use exercise,” he said, but left his bow behind. A sword hung from his baldric, and a knife on his belt. Bleddyn wore the same wide Celtic style blade on his own belt.

      “Siors and I will stay and make sure the trainees get the dishes done right,” Gerallt said and leaned back against a few of the packs.

      Gwen passed me a bowl with a small amount of soup in it. I smiled at her and cocked my head to the opposite direction of where Bleddyn and Rhys headed. Some alone time with her sounded like a good plan. We hadn’t been alone for a while. And, she’d be eating whatever was in the bowl. Soup wasn’t part of my diet.

      As we walked, I felt my connection to the goddess humming, bringing me energy. If the hum were a real sound instead of a magical one, it would be loud from the energy coursing along it. The meditations, and my exposure to the sunlight all day pushed me to the edge of where I might have to pull blood energy. Once the sun set I wouldn’t need to pull power from The Lady.

      Gwen found a secluded spot, with a fallen log we could sit on. Sitting sounded good. Night would come soon enough. I was a child of the night, and that time was mine. My energy would return.

      The goddess helped with that. I could walk, and even dance the meditations. But I was human-like in my speed and stamina. And I overdid helping Cadoc get his mind off Enid. Two days of riding in the sun, instead of hiding in the shade of the Caer Penllyn’s keep, was taxing. Dancing the meditations with he and Afon had taken to the point where I needed to rest and wait for night to come. A little longer and my stamina would recover.

      But, alone time with Gwen sounded good too. I found the energy for a short walk with her. We could wait here for the sun to disappear, and my connection with the night to rekindle my strength.

      Gwen must have sensed my fatigue. She hurried to spread a blanket across the fallen log. I leaned into her for a kiss before we sat. Soon, that damned sun would be down.

      “GUARDS! TO ME!” Bleddyn’s panicked cry rang out from around the hill.
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      I ran, Soul in my hand.

      The sounds of battle echoed from a slit in the rocky section of the hillside Snarls and another anguished cry of pain.

      Cadoc was closer. With the sun still in the sky, I didn’t have my full undead speed yet. He passed into the cave first. I was a few steps behind him and caught the scent of blood. A lot of blood, thick and sweet in the air. Growls, as though a great beast of some sort was in the cave with us. Verpa Dei! A beast had found us. Or, rather Bleddyn and his infatuation with caves had found the creature.

      Cadoc’s back blocked my view, but his blade was out. It glowed with The Lady’s power. The soft white light fell on a gruesome scene. Rhys was down. The glow of Cadoc’s sword lit up the guard’s face for an instant as I charged in. Rhys’ eyes stared lifeless at me. His throat was ripped open. There was so much blood on him and pooling on the cave floor, He was dead.

      Cadoc shifted a step to the left. Bleddyn, sword out, tried to block a blow from the monster. Gods! That thing was at least a head taller than Cadoc. A bear. No. I sensed the same power I had when I first met Ruadh. A shifter. But he didn’t smell like Ruadh.

      But I was too far away. The shifter slashed at Bleddyn.

      Bleddyn gripped his sword with both hands tried to parry. But the other great clawed paw, with long, almost human fingers slashed him across the chest. Bleddyn cried out. Anguish and agony.

      Cadoc, slashed in with his sword, but slipped on Rhys’ blood. The creature’s other paw darted down and raked Bleddyn again. One of the creature’s legs shot forward and kicked Lord Penllyn across the chamber.

      “NO!” Cadoc bellowed and lunged. The shifter, half-bear, half-man swiped him. Both twisted away from the other with no contact. Cadoc stood near Rhys, but had backed the creature up enough I could get into the fray. I hoped this wasn’t Ruadh. I had never seen him in his transition form.

      Fur covered this creature’s face, and its long snout. Long massive arms which ended in thick, clawed fingers swiped out. Cadoc slashed with his glowing sword into the beast. The creature’s rounded head, fur covered head with a long snout snapped at the young lord, who dodged the attacks.

      Cadoc slashed again and scored a minor slice on the creature’s arm. The glowing sword enraged the beast. It snarled and lunged. I darted in with Soul, but the creature shifted out of the way. Gods, it was fast. And the damn sun was still up. I needed my undead speed. I forgot not to breathe and the smell of Rhys’ and Bleddyn’s blood hung thick against the damp odour of the cave. That was unfortunate. My demon woke and sang in the back of my mind. Blood. I had to take a second to concentrate and push that damn demon back into her cage. But, that gave the creature the edge it needed.

      A hairy arm slammed into the young lord. The blow knocked him into the rocky wall. Cadoc fell to his knees, stunned from both the blow. The beast took a step closer, its arm raised for a death blow. Cadoc struggled to his feet as the great paw flashed, its claws bare in the light of the sword. Cadoc saw the danger and parried the blow. Claws stopped a finger’s length from his face. The slice of the white light and metal blade cut into the creature’s paw. It jerked that paw back and growled with pain. What Cadoc didn’t see was the other clawed hand strike out toward his open side.

      There was one chance to stop it. I pulled energy from my demon for the speed I needed. Cadoc would not die if I could prevent it. I sped with preternatural speed and get in front of the blow. Soul caught one set of claws. But that damned beast was as fast as I was. Its paw closed on my blade and twisted. I jerked my blade down. Damn, I wish I had Onion Breath’s silver blade. A slice from a normal blade wouldn’t hurt it for long. The slice I made in its paw had already healed.

      Stupid. I stopped thinking about my opponent. That second was all it needed. The creature’s other paw swiped and ripped across my belly. Crap! Damn! Verpa Dei! That hurt as bad as silver blades. They would take as long to heal. Just like the cuts I had suffered under Onion Breath. The magic that made a shifter, made its claws like silver. They hurt and would take a lot of blood energy to heal. Damn that shifter. He towered over Cadoc and I. Cadoc’s sword still glowed, but the young lord was dazed. This fight was up to me.

      I needed to draw from my blood magic to get the speed and strength to defeat it. But the sun was still in the sky. If I tapped my demon again, I’d exhaust my blood energy. With the gashes in my side, I didn’t want to pull from my demon until after the sun went down. My undead body was using energy from the demon to heal those gashes. If I tapped more energy for speed and strength, my demon would scream for blood again. And we were in a cave filled with blood. Even when I didn’t breath, the odour of it was still in my nose.

      My demon wasn’t quiet anymore. She was active. I knew my eyes were shifting red again. The redder they got, the more control my demon, my hunger had.

      I swallowed. I had to do it. I didn’t have a choice. The creature lunged at me. I pulled blood energy to get speed and block both swipes.

      I decided too late. The damned creature got a lucky strike in, and raked me again, this time on my off-hand side. I spun away, and tried to block out the pain. The new wounds, and the speed I had drawn from my undead nature, awakened my thirst. The stench of the blood in the cavern made my demon scream in thirst.

      Another claw flashed in the light from Cadoc’s sword. I flinched and spun out of the creature’s reach. A long, furry arm pulled Cadoc upright, the meaty paw wrapped around his wrist to neutralise Cadoc’s sword arm. The other paw gripped Cadoc’s neck. Its claws a hair’s breadth from his bare neck.

      “Drop the blade,” it said in a guttural half-growl. “Do it or he dies here.”

      Without Soul to counter his claws, I would be at a distinct disadvantage against the beast. Cadoc, still dazed, twisted his hands around the creature’s great arm. His eyes met His mouth moved.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Behind me, footsteps sounded on the rock floor as others entered. Our guards. Perhaps Gwen. I had two choices. Do what it said and play for time, or show my true nature in front of an audience.

      “Drop it,” the guttural voice of the beast, in a strange accent, sounded again. Definitely not Ruadh’s voice. “Now!”

      I had no choice. I knew he was lying, but I wanted to buy more time and see if I could get him out of the cave before I pulled blood energy and moved faster than any human could. The guards… Cadoc… none of them knew what I was. This evening, I might have to show them.

      I dropped my blade.
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      Behind me another glow began. Gwen must have conjured some light. I didn’t take my gaze off the shifter. Cadoc’s eyes were wide, but he wasn't bleeding, so I counted myself ever so slightly ahead in this face off. Unfortunately, Cadoc’s sword was on the other side of the werebear. No chance to grab it to replace my own.

      The creature laughed and lifted the young lord around so they were nose to nose. He ran his tongue along his half-formed muzzle.

      “You will all die tonight,” the creature growled in its strange accent. He twisted Cadoc’s arm until the sword clattered to the rocky floor, and the light of the goddess faded from it. The shifter raised Cadoc off the ground at arm’s length. Its other arm pulled back for a death blow.

      What had Bleddyn told me earlier? We protect our friends…

      I had a split second to figure out whether I should go for the blade or dive in without it.

      I kicked my blood demon fully awake and pulled energy from her. Blood energy to give me unnatural speed and strength. I was still in control of us, barely. I’d find some way to explain my preternatural speed later to Cadoc and the guard – IF we lived to have that discussion.

      I snatched Soul from the cave floor. My blade met the claws before they struck Cadoc’s neck. I levered with my undead strength and pushed the creature’s paw away from him. The beast threw Cadoc to the side and struck at me. Despite the pain from my wounds, I pulled more energy from my demon and spun with preternatural speed away from the blow. Recognition dawned on his face. He had seen my speed and felt my strength. Panic set into the creature’s eyes.

      “Draugr!” the beast hissed at me. His language was from the Nordic tribes. I knew the word well. It was their word for “those who walk again,” or blood witches as the Witch Hunters liked to call us.

      Behind him, Gwen edge along the wall, as she inched closer to Bleddyn and Rhys lying in the pool of blood on the floor. Blood! I smelled it. My demon wanted to lunge at the guards near Gwen, and feed from them. My fangs grew in my mouth, and my demon focused on Siors, Gerallt and Afon. Their eyes were wide with shock, and their mouths hung open. But each of them had a bare sword in hand.

      I jerked my gaze back to the creature. I was no threat with my normal blade. Cadoc’s magical blade was a step or two behind me. A growl grew in the shifter’s chest. Damn! I needed magic to take him on. Magic that could hurt him, like he could hurt me. Damn it! Why hadn’t I thought of that before?

      I pushed the energy the goddess was sending me into the sword. Without it to offset the weight of the sun, still in the sky outside, I had to open the door to the cage I kept my demon in. I needed the blood energy the demon provided. But her resources were low. Those damn claws had cut me. Deep. My demon could either work on healing me, or feed me strength and speed. I had to have the latter.

      My demon screamed. Blood!

      The shifter snarled, but backed away a step.

      Great idea, shifting the magic into my blade, but a terrible time to need to use it.

      Blood! I smelled the blood. So did my demon, and she was hungry.

      I focused on Soul’s blade for a second. Dark red eyes stared back at me from my reflection. I felt my fangs as my demon took even more control of my body. Red eyes. Hunger. I lunged at the shifter and scored a hit on his left arm.

      The creature snarled in pain and took a step back. The scent of his blood was what I needed to focus my demon it, and not on my friends in the cave. Rhys’s blood, and Bleddyn’s had drawn my demon’s attention. But my score on the shifter gave my demon blood of power to consider. Shifter blood. She turned her attention to werebear. Now all I had to do was keep enough control of us until we got out of the cave and away from the eyes of my friends. They wouldn’t understand my diet, and didn’t need to see my fangs sink into the creature’s neck.

      The werebear took a step toward the cave entrance. Its eyes locked on me and watched my glowing blade. Five more steps and he’d be out of the cave. Five more steps…

      The werebear’s claws darted at me from my left. I moved Soul to block. His other hand darted in. I spun out of the way, but the claws on his half-bear hand passed a hair’s breadth away from my face. They still reeked of Bleddyn's blood. My demon screamed again and clawed at her cage. She wanted control NOW!

      The shifter took advantage of my defensive move and stepped back. I let him have the step, but I pressed in again. I had to stay focused on the creature. I slashed Soul in from a high guard position. The downward stroke pushed the creature another step back, toward the cleft out into the countryside.

      Caution had taken over. I saw it in his eyes. The creature didn’t want to turn and run while I had a magical blade. He knew I’d be on his unprotected back.

      Another swipe from the creature shot toward me which I blocked with my blade. The creature had feinted to gain another step. My demon wanted to make us leap in. But I kept us back. The creature gained another step back. Good.

      The gashes in my chest and side hurt with every movement. My demon screamed with my pain. The wounds and the energy I drew had pushed her too far. I had to feed. Now! But the beast had a few more yards to go.

      I launched another strike. I had room to swing, but the creature had entered the slit at the opening. Just one more step and it could run. The werebear growled and snapped with its fangs, but gained another step toward the entry.

      My demon tried to lunge us forward. I blinked and fought to maintain control. That was the break the shifter needed. It stepped back and turned to flee.

      Another beast dove onto the shifter. Two great bears, half-beasts, half-men, rolled and raked each other with claws. One shifter was light brown, the other red-brown. My demon tried to push me to dart in and grab either one. She had to feed NOW!

      The creature got its legs under Ruadh and kicked him off, then rolled in a flash of fur and claws, and took off. Ruadh took off in pursuit.

      My demon wailed and tried to turn us back toward the cave. The pain in my side from the gashes, the need for blood. My vision swam. My demon didn’t want to chase. She smelled blood behind us. Blood that wouldn’t fight back like the shifter.

      Damn it to all the hells! I was dangerously close to losing all control again. I couldn’t let the demon win again. Not when my friends would be the demon’s victims

      My blood-demon wailed. She fought hard to turn us back. Toward the blood in the cave.

      I couldn’t let her. Not my friends. NO!

      We stayed frozen. I wanted to pursue the werebear. She wanted to turn and feed from those behind me. Gwen, Cadoc, Bleddyn if he were still alive, and the others. My off hand pressed against my wounds. The wounds in my side made my demon wail and shriek in pain.

      If only she would let me chase the bears. A werebear with blood of power could cure me. With Ruadh and I both at his heels, the creature wouldn’t survive. But my damn demon wanted living blood NOW.

      I wanted to cry. I needed to run. Run away to not attack and feed on those behind me. If she wouldn’t let me have our legs to chase, I would not let her use them to turn toward my friends. A long wail of despair sounded in my mind.

      She surged forth, twisting and beating against my slim control over our body. Soul was in front of me. The glow long since faded, but the energy from the goddess couldn’t heal me. My demon needed blood for that.

      My eyes focused again on Soul. For the first time I saw her real face. My face, twisted into rage. Desperate with hunger. She/I/We screamed at each other.

      I pushed hard. With all of my will and locked our legs. We staggered, but stayed upright. I stopped us from turning back to the cave. I won. We wouldn’t move.

      A gentle singing intruded on my mind… The land itself was singing a melody. The song of The Lady, Goddess of Britannia was a counterpoint to the screams of my demon. I stared at my blade. Soul once again glowed with The Lady’s light.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered as I dropped to my knees. I held Soul in front of me.

      The power of The Lady, the power of the land ran through my connection to the blade. Its white glow swallowed my vision. The song continued and swelled. It drowned out the cries of my demon. All I heard was the song, as I crumpled to my side. I was tired of the fight with my demon. So tired…

      The mists swirled and danced around me. My demon gave one last wail that I could barely hear over the song, then faded off into silence as the mists swallowed me.
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      A familiar figure walked toward me. She wasn’t surrounded by the light. She was the light. Her black dress and cloak glowed as her soft steps brought her toward me.

      “Daughter,” the angelic voice said, “Why do you cry?”

      “I love them and don’t want to hurt them…” I whispered. I couldn’t shed a tear, no matter how much I wanted to sob. My demon had used every last drop of blood as it tried to heal me.

      I struggled to right myself, onto my knees. My eyes level with the sword belted around her waist. A large, round gem glowed on the end of the pommel. Within it, a flash of red. There was a dragon inside the gem that swirled and danced within the mists.

      “What would you do, my child?”

      “Protect them, Milady.” I said. “Love them and shield them from harm. The harm of others, and the harm I would cause them myself. I need blood, but I will not hurt my friends to take it.”

      “If you could live only by releasing this demon within you, what would you do?”

      I gazed at her face. She and Gwen could be sisters, if not twins. The same blue eyes and golden-white hair.

      “I would rather die myself, find the true-death, than harm those I love,” I said.

      “You love my people?”

      I nodded.

      Her left hand dropped to the pommel stone of the sword. Before her hand closed around it, I swear the dragon inside pressed its snout up to the surface to stare at me. It nodded at me and twisted like a swirl in the ocean, to resume its dance in the mists.

      The goddess raised the blade only a little from its scabbard. One of her fingers touched the naked edge of the blade. A thin red line of blood oozed from the cut on her finger. Could gods bleed?

      “Only when we need to,” her mind whispered in mine.

      Her hand reached out. I could smell the odour of blood, faint, but yet strong. Blood of power. Blood of Great and Immense power.

      The goddess brushed the small wound on her finger across my lips. I could feel the slick, divine blood on my lip.

      “You are my daughter, Maria,” she said. “Let my blood, my power aid you to protect our people.”

      I licked my lips. One, perhaps two drops of the sweet nectar coated my tongue. My demon stopped her screaming as we felt the living power of the land of Britannia all around me. The Lady, the goddess before me, was all around me. She was the land, and the land was her. With the blood of the goddess on my tongue, the taste of her power, for a brief second, I could sense everywhere on the island, every insect, every animal, every person. The noise of their lives was deafening for that second.

      Then the sense receded as the energy coursed through me. The Lady’s power didn’t diminish so much as settle into my undead magic. Something in that power shifted. Like adding dye to a vat of water. The liquid becomes more than it was. Power flowed into my thirst. There it quieted the screaming of my demon.

      A tiny morsel of the power remained and tied itself to my soul. It opened my connection to the goddess wider. I understood what Gwen's connection was like. Up til now, I only had to deal with my demon’s voice and desire. But she had the entire island, and all the creatures on it in her sphere. If she had as great of a connection as I had just glimpsed, I was unsure how she kept her sanity amidst all of that information.

      “Do you accept my gift?” The Lady asked. “You have said you would protect the land and her people.”

      “I will, mistress,” I said.

      “Know that I cannot take the curse of your demon from you,” she said. “It is of blood and death, and I am powered by life and the land. But I can aid you as you battle its thirst.”

      “Thank you.” I said. The cell door on my demon clanged shut. Instead of a flimsy cage, I could feel her locked inside me, away from control of my body. I wanted to sing in joy and cry out. But, damn it, not in front of a goddess. What would she think of me then?

      “Go with my love, my daughter,” she said, and stroked my hair back behind my ear. Just like Gwen often did.

      The mists swirled around me, and The Lady of Britannia began to fade from

      “Let love win, daughter.”
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      I blinked. The light was gone. The woods were black, except for the pale glow of the moon, a mere firefly compared to the glory of the goddess. The taste of her blood lingered on my tongue. I still sensed her power. Enough of it that my demon roared like a hungry kitten from her cage in my mind. I needed to feed, but I could wait.

      I pressed up from my knees. Good. My legs held. But the gashes in my side screamed in pain. Damn that shifter! If I was this hurt, what about Bleddyn? Please not him, I sent a prayer to the goddess. I had tried to get there in time. My gut tightened, and I took a step toward the cave.

      I was relieved to see the white magical light leak from between Gwen’s fingers as she pressed on Bleddyn’s wounds. The guards held a perimeter around the two fallen men. Cadoc rolled to his knees, still coming to his senses after being tossed about by the creature.

      “Lady Gwen says Lord Penllyn will live,” Afon said. His voice had a tremble in it, but his sword hand held his blade steady. “What of the creature?”

      “The beast is running,” I said. But the breath I took to use my voice brought the smell of the spilled blood back to me. My knees shook, and my demon wailed from her cage. The thought of sinking my fangs into Cadoc’s bare neck where he kneeled. Evidently there was a limit to what the blood of a goddess could do for me. I had to leave. Fast.

      “I’ll wait outside, just in case,” I mumbled and spun for the entry. My demon envisioned our fangs sinking into Cadoc’s neck. I could almost taste his blood as I stumbled forward and out of the cave. Three more steps, well beyond the entry to the cave and I pulled in deep, noisy breaths to clear my nose of the smell.

      As the forest odours settled in to replace the sweet tang of the spilled blood, I leaned back against the rocks. I still had Soul in my hand. Once my blood lust seemed to be under control for the moment, I opened my connection to the goddess. The sun had just dipped below the horizon and I felt my undead abilities awakening.

      I took a few more breaths, then tentatively sent some energy from my black and gold cord, the one that tied me to The Lady, into Soul. My blade came alight with power. I held my other hand next to the flat side and sensed the power of the Goddess crackle between my flesh and the cold steel.

      Footsteps crunched on the loose gravel inside the cave entrance. I broke the connection with the sword and let the magic light blink out.

      Gwen stumbled out a moment later. She took a few steps toward me, her hand on the rock wall for support. She smiled a thin, worried smile. I pushed myself away from the wall. The movement caused my own wounds to stretch, I grabbed my injured torso.

      “You’re injured too,” Gwen said. I couldn’t read her emotions. She paused for breath and leaned on the rocks I had just stepped away from.

      “I’m...” She sounded winded. “I’ve never channelled that much healing magic at once.” She wobbled, unsteady, like she was close to collapse. She shivered and fell to her knees.

      “Don’t you go dying on me, love,” I sent as I reached out to steady her.

      I opened our link and pushed The Lady’s energy into Gwen. I didn’t know how to heal. Was this helping or hurting? Crap! I didn’t know how to do any of this. I’d rather fight the shifter than try to figure out magic.

      Gwen took a deep breath. Then another. She raised her hand to cut off the flow of magic from me.

      “You need your strength,” she said. “How bad are you injured?”

      “The Lady is helping.” I wanted to tell her of my vision of the goddess. But now wasn’t the time, and this wasn’t the place. First, I wanted to hear about our friends.

      “Rhys was beyond my ability to help,” she sent. A sad note hung in her thought.

      “What about Bleddyn? And the werebear’s poison?” I asked. Their claws and bites would pass on the curse to humans. I didn’t want to see that happen to any of my friends. To be ruled by the moon and forced to shift forms. Only those of strong character, like Ruadh, might live with that curse, and stay sane.

      “I cleaned that first,” she sent. Her hands were up, massaging her temples. “Which is why I am so tired now.” She sounded exhausted, even on our mental link. “His wounds were deep, and his system is shocked, from the loss of blood. But, I believe he’ll survive.”

      Relief swept through me enough to make my knees wobble at the news. I had just made friends with Bleddyn and Rhian. Rhys’ death was tragic, and a blow to my heart already. I didn’t want to suffer yet another blow with Lord Penllyn’s death.

      Footsteps sounded in the cave entrance. Cadoc walked out, but kept a hand on the wall to steady himself. If that werebear came back, none of us were in shape to take it on. If I did I’d have to feed on its blood, no matter who saw me. I hoped Ruadh had killed it, or at least driven it off.

      Behind Cadoc, the other three guards exited. Their eyes had the hard but misty edge of trained warriors ready for blood. But each of them had a haunted look, about them. Afon twisted his hand on the hilt of his sword. Gerallt bit his lower lip. Siors, with a spear in hand, let his eyes jerk about the hillside.

      Cadoc looked them over and nodded at Gerallt.

      “Get the fire blazing, so we have some bloody light,” the young lord said. “And build two litters to get Rhys and father out of that cave. It reeks of death.”

      “Yes, milord,” Gerallt said, and waved his men back to the campsite. Cadoc and Gwen exchanged a lengthy glance.

      “Thank you, milady,” he said. “You are sure father will live?”

      “I believe so,” she said. Her voice quiet. “I believe I’ve stopped the werebear’s curse from infecting his wounds. Only time will tell, though.”

      “What HO! Penllyn?” a familiar voice bellowed from the forest.

      A large grin split my face, and my heart soared. If I hadn’t been so wounded, I would have grabbed him and given him my own version of a bear hug.

      “Ruadh, come in, man,” Cadoc said from inside the cave.

      “I just saw a bear run off.” The monk said as he joined us. He had donned his monk’s tunic again, but his cross was absent. Where he left them when he shifted forms, I had no idea. He winked at me.

      “Was that yer glowy blade that drove the beast away?”

      I nodded and thought about giving him that hug. But my demon was still growling for blood. Best that I keep everyone at arm’s length for a while.

      “The Lady Mair proved herself a true friend of Penllyn tonight,” Cadoc said. He managed a weak smile from where he still steadied himself on the wall. “Did you…?” He let the question hang. The guards didn’t know of Ruadh’s nature, but Cadoc did. He figured out enough to know it wasn’t me that drove off the other werebear.

      Ruadh gave a quick short nod. “Anyone hurt?”

      “Rhys was killed straight off.” Gwen said. She shook her head and glanced back at the cave entrance. “I could do nothing for him. Bleddyn took two strikes from the creature, but is alive. He needs bedrest. A lot of bedrest.”

      “And the bear?” I asked Ruadh.

      “He be a slippery one. Lots of tricks in his fur. Looks like he was in a real fight. One that would scare him off any return.” Ruadh chuckled and winked at me. “Right now, though, he be running for his life. He won’t be coming back this way soon.”

      “Thank you, my friend,” Cadoc said and held his arm out to Ruadh. “Penllyn owes you much,” he added in a whisper. Ruadh took his arm and pulled Cadoc in for a hug.

      “That be what friends do,” Ruadh rumbled in a quiet voice.

      Cadoc turned to me with his arm extended.

      “And you, Lady Mair,” he said. “My gratitude is immense that you placed yourself in front of that creature to protect us…” his voice caught. “I… I couldn’t fight it alone.”

      Ruadh wrapped an arm around the young lord’s shoulders.

      “Aye, Mair be a true friend,” Ruadh said. “but she looks like that beast slashed her too.”

      Panic drifted across Cadoc face. “Will she catch the curse?” he asked Gwen.

      “I will use The Holy Lady’s blessings on her wounds once I have time to recover my strength,” Gwen said. “Mair’s wounds are not near as bad as your fathers.” Gwen shifted her eyes up to me.

      “Can you catch the curse?”

      “I haven’t yet,” I sent and had to repress a grin. “That wasn’t the first shifter I’ve fought.”

      Ruadh fished around in his belt pouch until he retrieved his cross – one of those dark wooden ones that brother Iolo must have carved – kissed it, and looped it over his head.

      “Come, lad,” he said to Cadoc. “Let’s go give Rhys the prayers for the dead. The abbot will be on me, if I don’t do all I can to help.”

      Cadoc looked at him for a few seconds, then a grin split his face. We all knew Ruadh had already done more than anyone to help drive off that werebear. But, with the guards around, we needed to keep to our normal roles. Ruadh was a monk, so prayers were his duty.
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      As the raven cawed and flew away into the mists, Gwen put her hand forward, and opened another rift. The moon was still above the horizon, and stars twinkled in the peaceful sky over Caer Penllyn. Cadoc stepped out behind me, with the other end of his father’s litter. Gwen directed us to set the Lord of Penllyn on the soft soil of his homeland.

      “Perhaps you should head to the keep, send guards here,” she said to Cadoc. “Then find your mother and tell her what happened before rumours fly.”

      “It would have been best if we could have brought the men here, too,” he said, and raised an eyebrow as Gwen leaned against an oak and massaged her temples again. “but we are all tired. I know nothing of the miracles you preform, but even they tire you.”

      Gwen gave him a small grin.

      “It taxed me to bring you three here,” she admitted, and sank down to the loam. “Go find stout men to carry your father. Ruadh will stay with them as they return.”

      “The beast won’t attack them? Will it?” he asked. “I mean, with Ruadh along, it will be scared to attack another shifter… Can they sense each other?”

      “Smell is more like it,” I said and sat next to Gwen. My wounds complained as I bent and twisted. “But I suspect the other one is running far away. Finding another shifter in the same area was unexpected. Your men handled the news of one shifter well.”

      “Our men are the best, milady,” Cadoc said with a grin. “I’m just glad we could keep Ruadh’s secret.” He glanced at Gwen again. “You’ll make sure that the shifter’s curse won’t harm Lady Mair? She’s earned our family’s gratitude a thousand-fold tonight. From what Ruadh has told me of the curse, I would wish it on no one. Not even Fadog.”

      “I will,” she said. “Your father was close to death, so I used all of my energy on him. The Holy Lady’s magic saved him. But I have to be the one to deliver the magic. With wounds as deep as his, and the curse leaking into him, that was almost more than I could channel in one night.”

      The young lord was surprisingly collected despite seeing his father almost killed by a half-bear beast, then walking through the fringes of the Otherworld after stepping into a fiery slit in a tree.

      “He will live?” Cadoc asked.

      “I believe so,” she said. “He needs rest, a lot of rest in a warm bed.” Cadoc held her eyes, then straightened his shoulders.

      His gaze lingered on his wounded father. “How long will he be down?”

      “A month, maybe more. Everyone heals differently.” She said. “Go now. The night is still warm, but will cool quickly. I want him inside before the fog rises.”

      Cadoc turned toward the path down the hill. The clearing below we used as our practice field was empty, waiting for me and my students to dance again. The smell of smoke from the hearth drifted to us in the still night.

      I wondered if Emlyn had returned yet. Tonight was the earliest he had expected to return. Tomorrow was more likely. I dreaded the look he would give me. I was supposed to protect everyone. That’s why I went with them. True, none of us expected a shapeshifter. A bear, or a large cat should have been easy enough to deal with. I opened my cloak and pressed my hand again my injured side. The gashes in the flesh moved less if I applied pressure. I’d have to feed soon.

      But I had just fed from Emlyn. He still needed time for his body to replenish his blood. Gwen was too exhausted. I didn’t want to draw from her well. I despised drinking from a sleeping person. The best I could give them was sweet dreams of pleasure. But without their permission, no matter how vague I was about my need, I rarely allowed myself to go there. But I might have to.

      Unless… The power the goddess was sending me seemed to be holding off the worst of my hunger. If I remained sedate while the sun was up, and avoided any more fights with shifters, I should be able to last until Ruadh returned. I hoped he would open a vein and fill my cup for me. He wasn’t a candidate for me to share a bed with, but I suspected he’d donate to help me heal.

      Gwen must have seen me wince. She turned and ran her hand along the tree to open the slit to her storage area in the otherworld. She pulled out a cloak and passed it to me.

      “Trade. Yours is a ripped and bloody mess, dearest.” I realised she was right. I let my cloak drop, then unfolded the other one and wrapped it around me. We had more dresses in the cottage, but I wanted to see Bleddyn to the keep, and spend time with Rhian, Cadoc and Enid. In this time of crisis, I wanted to be there to support them.

      This was one hell of a way to begin a friendship, even if we were several weeks into it. A rogue shifter on the loose, and now the Lord of the cantref injured and out of for who knew how long. I sat against the log, my knees to my ripped chest. I pulled the cloak around me as I stared at Bleddyn.

      Gwen set her hand on my shoulder.

      “It’s not your fault, you didn’t bring the beast here.” She hadn’t read my thoughts, but she understood where my thoughts had drifted.  She was correct. If only I hadn’t been so cautious and had pulled energy from my blood demon right away. I might have stopped the shifter attack before he harmed Bleddyn. Damn it. Why had I been so slow? To not alarm Cadoc?

      “Without you there tonight,” she moved to sit on the ground next to me, and her hand moved the hair from my eyes, and tucked it behind my ear again. “Without you, Penllyn would be short not only a Lord, but also its heir and four guards.”

      “Ruadh helped. It wasn’t me that chased it off,” I said. She was right, though. “

      Gravel crunched on the path below us.

      “Milady Gwen?” a voice called out. Gwen stood and directed the two guardsmen into the trees of the grove. Their eyes grew wide as they spied Lord Penllyn on the litter.

      “Did Cadoc tell you what your mission is?” she asked. The men shook their heads.

      “Only that you and Lady Mair was here and needed help to carry an injured person.” That made sense. The cantref would find out soon enough their Lord was severely injured. Better to get him into the keep before the kitchen girls and others started to spread the news and turned out the entire hilltop.

      One guard swallowed hard, then directed his fellow to grab the litter. They lifted Bleddyn. “To the keep?” the guardsman asked.

      “Yes, gently.”

      Several of the kitchen girls hovered anxiously inside the keep. They waited to see what had prompted Cadoc's return. Rhian came to the balcony over the great hall.

      “Up here,” she said. She wasn’t close enough for me to read her expression, but the Lady Penllyn tone was in her voice. Cadoc rushed to help with the litter. I already had hold of one of the front poles. The four of us moved the Lord of Penllyn’s litter ever so gently up the staircase. Cadoc and the other guard at the back raised their end high, and we on the front kept our end low, with the litter as level as possible.

      The doorway into Lord Penllyn’s chambers was too narrow for us to carry the litter in side by side. I passed my end to the guard. Rhian let out a little gasp as she saw my blood-soaked and torn dress. After the gasp, she set her lips in grim determination. We both understood. Emotions later. Now we had work to do, and plans to make.

      Rhian bit her lip silently during the transfer. Once he was on the bed, she thanked the guards for their help. Cadoc closed the door after them.

      “I know you want to be here now,” Gwen said to Cadoc. “But, the news is already spreading. You need to be the temporary Lord of Penllyn, and be downstairs to calm your people.”

      He glanced at his mother, nodded to Gwen.

      “I will send Enid up, once she arrives,” he said. “I sent Rhosyn to wake her before I came up to tell mother.”

      Once Cadoc had shut the door behind him, Gwen moved to the bed, and directed Rhian to help her get Bleddyn undressed and his wounds cleaned.

      “I used the Lady’s magic to stop his bleeding in the cave,” Gwen said. Rhian gasped as they peeled back his ruined tunic. The gashes in his side looked how my own gashes felt. Wide, deep and ragged. I didn’t bleed because my demon had used up all the blood to heal what she could of the gashes. Bleddyn was more than lucky Gwen was there to staunch his wounds. He would have bled out and died like Rhys without her aid.

      Rhian had a roll of linen and salve in hand already. They worked efficiently, and had him undressed, and a blanket pulled over his legs while they cleaned his wounds with a basin of water and linen cloths that Rhian had on hand.

      The Lady of Penllyn’s eyes were misty as she worked the wet cloth across her husband’s skin. I stayed to the side, out of the way and watched them work. She must have sensed my eyes on her.

      “Our marriage,” she said, “is like so many others of our station.”

      “Political,” I said. “More for producing alliances than for love.”

      “Love?” She smiled at me. “We’ve come to love each other. But we’re both realists. And have been from the beginning. We don’t ask about what we’d rather not share in our private lives.”

      She blushed and glanced up from where she applied a foul smelling ointment to Bleddyn’s side. She looked at Gwen.

      “You’re sure he’ll continue sleeping? Those look painful. I’d be screaming if I were hurt that bad.” Her voice caught on the word hurt. But her hands kept working. She never flinched from the task. Lady Penllyn had steel in her character.

      “I used The Holy Lady’s magic to make him sleep,” Gwen said. “He was already out with shock, but I wanted him to have a chance for his body to heal before he wakes.”

      The door opened without a knock and Emlyn strode in. His eyes found me, then slid to his brother on the bed.

      “I just rode in and come back to this?” he said.  “How is he?”

      “Alive,” Gwen said. “I channelled The Lady’s power to kill off the beast’s disease before it could affect him, and then stopped his bleeding. I barely had energy to do that.” She wiped the dried blood from around the wounds on his side. “I am sorry, but Rhys was dead before I got to them. I could only save Bleddyn.”

      He gave her one curt nod, then spun toward me. Footsteps sounded along the hall and into the room. Behind me the door swung shut. I glanced over at Cadoc, who stood quietly, waiting.

      “I sent you to keep them safe.” His voice was low, cold. “And this happens.”

      That hurt. He hadn’t been there, and didn’t know what we had encountered. My demon stirred at my emotions, my anger at his words. Rhian gasped and held her hand out, trying to stop him.

      I met his eyes and saw the pain behind his icy stare. No one spoke for several seconds.

      “She took two blows meant for me,” Cadoc said, his voice firm. “If she hadn’t stepped in, you’d have no lord of Penllyn left.”

      “Do better next time,” the sword master said. His hands flexed, and slid toward his blades.  But I saw something else in his eyes. Something that Rhosyn the seamstress had told me about how his first family had been killed. Then his adoptive father ambushed right before him. All of that guilt was there, in his gaze. He couldn't forgive himself yet again. He made the decision to leave them in my care. His decision… and his eyes betrayed his feelings. His guilt. But he couldn’t admit it.

      I stepped toward him. “Stop blaming yourself for this.”

      The way his head jerked told me. I hit the raw nerve in him.

      “If you had been there,” I said, “Cadoc’s words would still be true, with one change. Penllyn would be without its lord, his heir, and their Penteulu.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      I held his gaze as I reached up and unfastened my cloak and shrugged to let it drop to the floor. My ripped and torn dress. The only difference between my torn clothing and Bleddyn’s was mine lacked blood. Emlyn would know why.

      He shook his head. “Why didn’t you…”

      “I’m tougher to kill, remember,” I interrupted, then reached down and ripped open the tears in my dress. Cadoc gasped. Emlyn gave a small flinch at my wounds. Gashes from just under my left breast across my belly. Deep like those of his brother’s.

      Emlyn jerked his eyes up to my face. “You would have bled out before the fight was over. Do NOT blame yourself.”

      I didn’t take my eyes off Emlyn.

      “We have problems to face.” I didn’t have the energy to deal with Emlyn or his guilt right now. I wanted time with Gwen to hold her and find comfort in her touch. I could have shared that with Emlyn, but not with his guilt eating him like this.

      “Penllyn needs her Penteulu,” I said, my voice low.

      His gaze stayed hard. He wasn’t ready to, couldn’t let go of the guilt, and spun away from me, and bowed to Rhian.

      “I will be in the armoury, taking inventory if you need me.” He strode to the door then turned back. His eyes lingered for a few seconds on his unconscious brother, before he gently pulled it shut.
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      Rhian and Gwen finished wrapping a clean linen bandage across Bleddyn’s chest and tied it off the best they could. I bent and retrieved the cloak to cover myself. Lady Penllyn stepped over to help, but her eyes darted to Cadoc. I had just shown him I differed vastly from his sword master. I’d never had this many mortals in one household know of my nature.

      Rhian opened my cloak and stepped back to examine the wounds. “How… Will…?”

      “I’ll heal once I feed.” I said. Gwen had exhausted her own energy when she cleaned the curse from Bleddyn. She’d need to visit the Otherworld for her own health before she could feed me again.

      Rhian's eyes reflected grief for a few seconds before she pulled her Lady Penllyn persona back into place. Cadoc still stood by the door.

      “You have questions, milord?” I asked.

      Cadoc’s eyes shifted between me and his mother. They settled back on me.

      “It is your story, Mair. Tell it when you are comfortable.”

      “No, milord,” I said. “As heir to Bleddyn, and temporary lord in his place, you need to know what I am.”

      “You said ‘what,’ not ‘who.’”

      I told him my story, in a short form. He was quiet as he absorbed the information. Once I finished, he nodded and let his eyes drift around the room.

      “Mair told me several days ago. Afterward, I welcomed her as a friend of our family.”

      “My mother’s wisdom speaks volumes about who you are,” he said. “As for what you are, you are a daughter of Penllyn, and all who say different will answer to me.” He took my hands in his. “Penllyn owes you a great debt Lady Mair. I thank you for your aid.”

      “I trust that what I said will remain in your confidence?”

      “Perhaps someday you will share your story with my wife. She will be Lady of two cantrefi someday. You will be welcome in Meirionnydd as much as you are here.”

      “Let us keep Mair’s secret in this room for a while longer,” Rhian said. “Your lady wife has enough to worry about right now beyond stepping up to help with extra duties.”

      Cadoc stared at her. Then a huge smile erupted on his face.

      “You mean she is…”

      “With child.” His mother finished. “Lady Gwen confirmed it before you left, but we waited for her to discover it on her own.”

      “You should pretend to not know, and let her surprise you with the news, herself,” Gwen suggested. “That will be the happy time she needs in the middle of this.”

      “When our Penteulu stormed in… Emlyn had a fire in his eyes and I knew something was about to happen.” He looked my way and gave a little shrug. “I left Enid downstairs to calm fears about father. I wanted to be here to confirm details for Emlyn.”

      “Go relieve your lady wife, so she can come upstairs and see your father for herself,” Rhian said.

      “I will come along. Can you help Mair?” Gwen asked Rhian. “She needs to change her clothes.” Gwen said.

      “Oh dear,” Rhian rose. “I am very sorry I forgot about that, Mair. I have a dress here that should fit. Please take mine so you aren’t seen in what’s left of your own.” She moved to a wardrobe set along one wall and pulled a dress from within. The dress was dark red, decorated with white embroidery. She looked at her son, then toward the door. “You’ve seen enough of Lady Mair’s skin for one day, Lord Cadoc.” He glanced away, his cheeks red.

      “I will send Enid with more bandages for Mair,” Gwen said, as she stood. Her hand gripped the bedpost to steady herself. “Would you help Mair with her dress? I only have enough energy to make it down the stairs.”

      “Let’s get you out of sight before Enid arrives,” Rhian said led me into her dressing room. Her rooms and Bleddyn’s were connected, so there was no need to venture onto the balcony.

      Rhian helped me peel off my ruined clothing, and insisted I sit while she got her water basin and rags. She had refilled the bowl with clean water, and sat on a small stool in front of me. Beyond her, another door stood open into her sleeping chamber. Pillows were piled on the bed, to make it more of a nest than the stark utility of a bed Bleddyn lay on.

      “Ironic, isn’t it,” she said as she wiped the dried blood from my belly. “It was our sword master’s blood that gave you energy to fight the creature.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. It was ironic, and I grinned. But my mood darkened. Emlyn needed to work off the energy of his guilt. But there was only one person here who keep up with him on the weapons field. I wasn’t in the mood to face him. He needed to get over his snit before I went on the field with him again.

      She moved to the gashes in my side that ended under my breast. Another rinse and shift off to my side. She ran the wet cloth along the underside of my breast. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I was grateful for the care in her touch. She wet it again and wiped the cloth along my breast again. I sighed and closed my eyes. I envisioned us together, skin to skin. My mouth on her neck. Our hands giving pleasure.

      I told my demon to quiet. Caer Penllyn wasn’t a dinner buffet for us. Rhian was being gentle and caring. Not offering me a meal and her bed.

      Rhian leaned into me, and kissed my cheek.

      Perhaps she was. I leaned my head onto hers.  But, the door to Bleddyn’s rooms opened.

      “Rhian?” Enid’s voice came to us.

      “In the dressing room helping Mair.” Rhian replied. Her foot caught the door into Bleddyn’s room and swung it most of the way shut. Enid didn’t know what I was. One explanation tonight was enough.

      Rhian sighed and gave my cheek a quick kiss.

      “I’ll be out in a moment,” she called, loud enough for Enid to hear. Her hands were busy as she wrung out the cloth. She finished cleaning the blood from me with a few more of the gentle passes.

      “Lady Gwen sent bandages,” Enid’s voice drifted to us from the other room. “She said Mair might need them.” Rhian patted my shoulder.

      Rhian asked Enid to sit with Bleddyn for a few minutes, then came back with the linen bandage roll. She directed me to hold one end of the cloth in place. She stood in front of me and leaned in close each time she passed the cloth from one hand to the other behind me. I smelled the floral scent of her soap. Not a lavender like Gwen used, but pleasant all the same.

      She was near enough I sensed her pulse. My eyes stayed on her neck and cheek as she moved back and forth. When she leaned away, she caught my glance at her, and smiled. I smiled back, but left my desire unspoken. My need to feed was getting the better of me. I had to growl at my demon again as a vision of Rhian’s bare flesh pressed against mine flooded my mind. My demon teased me like that when we needed to feed. The goddess was sending me enough energy to keep my hunger in the friendly stage. If not, my demon would have pushed me to take anyone and everyone. With no regard who saw.

      Rhian tied the bandage off and tore the linen cloth loose from the roll.

      “Let’s get the linen dress on first, and see if that is comfortable.” Once the under-dress was positioned, she helped me get the dark red dress over my head. Rhian liked her skirts wider than Gwen. I turned to thank Rhian. She stood with my sword belt in hand, ready to buckle it on me. I let her reach around me, then cinched the belt tight on my hips. She stood and our eyes met. My hunger rose again. My demon really liked Rhian. I blinked and fought the urge to reach into her mind.

      “Thank you, Rhian,” I whispered. “You are most kind.”

      “Oh, Mair.” She pulled me in tight and put her head on my shoulder. “Thank you for saving Cadoc and Bleddyn. Thank you for protecting our people.” She stayed there for several seconds, squeezing me tight. I pushed my desire to feed, to be intimate with her into the back of my mind. I concentrated on giving back the love I felt from her. A single sob escaped from her.

      “I’m one step short of becoming a mess,” she said, and wiped her eyes. “Forgive me for my earlier presumptions.” I waved off her apology. “I have to be Lady Penllyn and comfort our people. They’ll need reassurances. Afterward, I’ll come back here to have a good cry.”

      “Would you like me to stay?”

      She shook her head.

      “Perhaps Emlyn will have calmed down…” I shook my head.

      “I doubt it. He has too much guilt for not going himself.”

      “You are right. He was like that when his father died.”  She opened the door toward the bedroom where Enid sat beside Bleddyn. “Say hello to Enid, then go help Gwen. Folks will have heard about you saving the day. You must make an appearance.”
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      Once Gwen and I were back at our cottage, she collapsed onto the bed without taking off her dress.

      “I could sleep for a year.” She yawned. “I’m too tired to head to the Otherworld tonight. Don’t light a lamp, dear. I will be asleep before…” She rolled onto her side with her eyes shut.

      I went to the bed and kissed her forehead and sensed her mind drift off. I covered her with a blanket. The curtains were still pulled back from the window, so I sat on the other bed and looked toward the hillside.

      Gwen wasn’t the only one had drained her energy tonight. The sweet tang of The Lady’s blood was still on my tongue. I still sensed the surrounding land, though nowhere near as detailed as when her blood first hit my tongue. Now the land’s energy flowed into me. More than I ever got from my naps in the earth.

      But, the goddess couldn’t heal me. She was life, and I was death. I could use her raw energy to keep my demon at bay. That’s how I carried Bleddyn back through the mists with Cadoc. Perhaps how this goddess of Gwen’s seemed to like me wasn’t a bad thing? I’d never met a goddess before.

      I’d met a few kings and emperors who believed they were gods. But without their military might, they were just another bag of flesh and blood that would die. Usually on someone’s sword point when they got too big for their egos.

      I thought back to Bleddyn, my new friend, and the anguish on his face as he collapsed back in that cave. The shifter almost killed him. He had surprised me by staying alive long enough for Gwen to reach him. When we laid him in his bed, his smile crept through. Like he knew he was home.

      With luck, Ruadh would be here in a day or two. I hoped he’d be willing to fill my cup a few times. I thought of Rhian. Most human got squeamish when I mentioned opening a vein for me. Back in our master’s house, only the most experienced of donors would be asked to open a vein and fill a cup.

      Why wouldn’t I ask Rhian? Was she interested in sharing a bed and a meal, or was that just her guilt? She and Bleddyn were a couple only in the loosest sense. Most political marriages were like that.

      The stars moved across the sky as I listened to Gwen’s soft breathing. I had forgotten to mention to Sawyl or Enid that I was in no shape for classes in this morning. Despite the energy from the goddess, the sunlight would steal some of my energy. Better that I sit inside, away from its glare until I had a meal.

      As the first red glow of the impending sunrise flickered in the distance, a lone figure walked toward the practice field. It wasn’t Sawyl, nor Enid.

      Time to go have the discussion I dreaded. But, if I avoided him, he’d come find me. I needed to get this done and over with so he could heal his guilt. I rose and belted Soul on my hip.

      Emlyn stood in the middle of the practice field. His steel blades, Corff and Medwyll, bare in the morning light. He watched me approach. I stopped at the edge of the field where Gwen liked to sit on her blanket.

      “Let us dance,” he commanded. I shook my head. He motioned with his blades, but I would not budge. His guilt still bloomed in his eyes. He wanted pain. That was obvious. He needed to punish himself. But there was only one person here who could best him, and give him the pain he sought. Me.

      Behind me, footsteps crunched on the gravel path. It sounded like Sawyl coming toward us. I shook my head at the sword master again.

      “Not today. You have too much guilt to overcome. I will not be the tool you use to harm yourself.”

      “Sure of yourself?” He snorted. “You should not have let them wander that far alone.”

      “Tired of blaming yourself?” I kept my arms crossed. I wasn’t sure how to get him to see the truth. Throwing it in his face wasn’t working.

      Sawyl joined us. He paused as he bent to lay the wooden swords on the ground. His eyes darted between Emlyn and I.

      More footsteps, lighter this time, behind me. Enid stepped in next to Sawyl. Crap! We didn't need an audience for this argument.

      “I blame no one.” Emlyn said and paced, like a caged animal. He obviously wanted me to get mad and take his bait. But I didn’t want to play his game.

      “We both have energy we need to expend,” Emlyn said. “What better way than to dance?”

      “Energy? You saw my wounds.” I said. He kept pacing and waved me out again. He wouldn’t shift his eyes off me.

      “If you have that much energy to burn, go and run the ditch,” I said. “Isn’t that what you make your guard do when they act like children?”

      That stung him. He glared for a second, then snorted again.

      “The mighty warrior woman refuses to dance.” He pointed a blade at Enid. “Bring your wooden weapons out here and learn to spar.”

      I kept my eyes on Emlyn, but put a hand out and stopped her before she reacted.

      “He just needs to burn his energy,” she said. I stayed firm. Emlyn stalked over to me.

      “If she wants to come on the field, then she may.”

      “She is MY student.” I didn’t need Enid anywhere near him right now. I would have trusted Emlyn with her life. But he had another motive right now.

      “He won’t harm me.” She said, but didn’t move.

      “You are right, he won’t, but he’ll come so close, so very close, that I have to intercede.” I knew he’d do it, too. Land a blow to harm her, confident I’d be watching, waiting to stop him with my blade.

      “That is what he needs. Me on the field.” I continued to block her. “I’m the only one he can push to hurt him. I’m the only one he knows can go fast enough to get past his blades and give him the wounds he craves.”

      “You waste our time,” he sneered. “As Penteulu, I say she may enter the field.”

      “Lady Mair, I can do this.”

      I stepped in front of Enid, hoping that Emlyn’s sense of honour would keep him from striking at me from behind when I was off his practice field. I put my hands on her shoulders. My new connection with the land, the connection because of those two drops of blood from the goddess, was still active. I detected something in her.

      “But he might harm the two heirs to the cantrefi you carry.”

      Emlyn’s voice came from behind me. “She is with child?”

      Enid’s eyes grew wide.

      “Two heirs?” she whispered.

      “I will not allow him to land a blow you might take, but one of the tiny lives inside you cannot.”

      “Have you told Lord Cadoc and Lady Penllyn?” Emlyn demanded as he stepped off the field. I made a pointed glance at the bare steel in his hands. He sheathed his blades.

      “I haven’t had time yet,” she said. “He was so tired last night, and Bleddyn...”

      “We must tell them soon, this is wonderful news,” Emlyn said. We had found the one topic that banished his guilt for a time.

      “Milord, you have two laps to run,” I scolded. I wanted to roll my eyes. But, he was distracted, finally. I had to keep pushing to get him to burn that energy.

      Emlyn glared at me. I pointed at the gate. “Go, or I will let Lady Penllyn know of your shenanigans.” I looked at Sawyl. “Are you a good runner?”

      “One of the best Lord Emlyn has,” Sawyl said with a grin. “I know every inch of that defensive ditch very well.”

      “Go.” I said and put a hand on his chest to push him toward the gate. I was frustrated. Not angry, just that men can be so dumb around pregnant women.

      He stepped back, confused. “Shouldn’t we tell Cadoc and Rhian?”

      “We?” I exclaimed. “that is for Enid to share.”

      Sawyl nodded. Good, at least one of the men here understood when to keep his mouth shut. I didn’t expect it to be Sawyl before Emlyn.

      “We don’t need you running your mouth when you haven’t slept,” I said and gave Emlyn another push.

      His mouth opened. I cut him off. “No. Go run. Then sleep. Do not breathe a word of what you learned here. If you do, I’ll help Rhian administer whatever punishment she sees fit to give you.”

      Enid stepped next to me.

      “Go, Milord. Lady Mair speaks wisely. You need to burn your energy before it eats you.”

      We won. He bowed to Enid, then jogged toward the gate.

      “I don’t think he will, but try to keep him from doing something stupid,” I said to Sawyl.

      “That won’t be easy, but I’ll do my best. Miladies.” He nodded a quick bow and set off at a fast jog to catch up with Emlyn.
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      I breathed a sigh of relief as I watched Emlyn and Sawyl jog out the gate. Emlyn needed to run off the guilt that made him try to die at the end of my blade. I winced once as my wounds pulled and scraped against the bandages.

      Enid gathered the practice swords into a bundle and was ready to head down and store them in the armoury.

      “I hope you don’t mind if we skip our lesson this morning,” I said to her.

      “Not at all, Lady Mair,” she replied. “I’d much rather spend the morning with Cadoc. He needs to hear something good.”

      “Let’s stow the weapons, then you can go share your news,” I suggested.

      “I want to thank you, and Lady Gwen again,” Enid said as we walked. “If she had not been there to pray and bring the Holy Lady’s blessing on Bleddyn…” The girl’s voice caught in her throat.

      We walked in silence to the armoury. Once we stowed the practice weapons, Enid got a mischievous glint in her eyes.

      “Will you need me further, Lady Mair?”

      “No dear,” I said. “Go wake your husband with the news.”

      “Will it harm them…?” she blushed, “I mean if we…?” I laughed.

      “Not now, I don’t believe.” I hugged her with one arm, careful of my wounds. “Go have fun with your husband. As your belly grows, you’ll figure out how to adjust.” She kissed me on the cheek before she ran back to their cottage.

      Gwen was still sleeping.  As I shut the door quietly, I realised I didn’t care whether my feelings for her were blood-fuelled, Goddess ordained, or whatever. Gwen, and the other people here… they all mattered more than my own life. I had proved that last night when I fought the shifter.

      I didn’t want to leave Penllyn, nor Gwen, even though the Witch Hunters were here. Before, I thought I had to run. Not any more. I had found a home.

      I headed toward the keep, and found a seat by the fire, across from Bleddyn's chair. The kitchen girls saw me as they set out the food for the morning meal.

      One girl walked toward me with a cup in her hands.

      “Lady Mair,” she said. “We want to … I mean, the girls and us in the kitchen…” she swallowed nervously. “Lord Cadoc told us last night about how you stepped in front of him when he was dazed, and the bear cut you instead of him. And how you fought it by yourself so Lady Gwen could pray for a miracle for Lord Penllyn…”

      “Thank you… I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name, dear.”

      “Haf, milady,” she said and dropped me a curtsey. “I was with Sawyl at the sword practice.”

      She was a larger girl, thick boned, and had a nice round face covered in freckles. Her red hair blazed in the golden light that flooded through the open doors of the keep.

      “Is Sawyl treating you well,” I asked as I set the cup of water aside.

      “Yes, milady. He has a wonderful and gentle soul inside him.” She said. “He has stopped being a bully since you started teaching him. And… well, the girls in the kitchens want me to tell you we are so glad you have come to us. You have been such a blessing. The Holy Lady does smile on Penllyn.”

      “Thank you, dear,” I said. I glanced at my embroidery project stowed where I left it on a cupboard nearby. I didn’t relish the thought of how my wounds would feel if I stood and twisted around to get it. “Would you be so kind as to get my sewing for me?”

      I sat by the hearth. The large double doors to the great hall, were open, and let even more light flood the hall.

      The warm sun, that I had missed for the last six centuries, seemed to welcome me. Back home. Here. Caer Penllyn. Despite the sombre mood of last night, the sunlight seemed to bring smiles to the people of the hill fort.

      Many of the folks from the caer stopped by and thanked me. All had heard of the battle and Lord Penllyn’s injuries. I kept my needle weaving in and out of the fabric and had made progress on the design by the time Gwen drifted into the great hall. She piled a plate with three times her normal amount of food

      “Sleep well?” I asked. Gwen settled into a chair across from me.

      “Yes,” she said and took a bite of bread before she continued. “I have not been that tired since… well, before I entered The Lady’s service,” Gwen said.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked across our mental link. Because of our connections to the goddess, we had the ability to converse with our thoughts, even across a distance.

      “Like I need to feed,” I responded with my mind. “Before you offer, The Lady sends me enough energy to keep my hunger in check. A side benefit of being liked by a goddess.”

      She laughed at that, between bites of food. Her gaze lingered on me for several seconds longer than I expected.

      “Something changed last night…” Gwen sent. Her gaze didn’t shift from my face.

      “We were too tired and distracted...” I sent.

      Another person from the keep stopped by to thank us for helping Lord Penllyn. After he drifted away for his morning meal, Gwen cocked an eyebrow at me.

      “And?”

      “You saw my wounds from the beast?” I sent. “My demon screamed for blood by the time I made it out of the cave.”

      “You didn’t know Ruadh was outside the cave?” Gwen asked.

      I filled Gwen I on how Ruadh had taken over the fight, how I had to battle my demon to keep from going back into the cave and attacking those inside.

      “Oh, dear… and all of that blood in the cave…” worry clouded her face. “But, you haven’t fed since then?”

      “A nice Lady met me in the mists and gave me two drops of her blood,”

      “Oh, dear…” Gwen sent. Her eyes went wide with surprise. “ The Lady herself… And…”

      “She asked me if I would love her people and protect them. I told her I already did and would continue. That’s when she cut her finger with a sword… a very special blade, I noticed.”

      “And she gave you her blood?”

      “Two drops,” I said and ran my finger across my lips like the goddess had. “Like you said, something changed in me after that. Her blood… opened our connection even wider. I agreed to stand and protect those I love. She called me her daughter.”

      Gwen gazed at me. I had seen that expression before, long ago, on my master, the one who had made me undead, a Child of the Night. Pride in my acceptance and abilities.

      “Around the time when Macsen, Bleddyn’s father, was killed by the old Lord Fadog… about fifteen years ago,” Gwen sent. “The Lady told me I’d welcome another sister or two. She told me the name of one.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her, certain I knew what she was about to say.

      “Welcome Maria, to The Lady of Britannia’s service,” Gwen sent. I felt a warmth settle over me. I knew The Lady, our goddess, covered us both with her love. Sisters in service to her… to the land and people of Britannia.
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      “Is The Lady sending you enough energy to heal your wounds?” Gwen asked. I shook my head as I kept stitching.

      “Her energy helps me fight my thirst, but I don’t believe it can heal me.” I replied.

      “You are dead, after all…” Gwen sent, then grinned at me. She popped another berry into her mouth. I had told her several times I had died six hundred years ago. This was the first time she acknowledged the idea.

      “The Lady is Britain. She is the Land. She is Life,” Gwen sent. “So she can give you energy to exist, but not to heal what isn’t alive. I’ll need more time before I can feed you again.  Will you be able to find someone…?”

      “As long as Ruadh agrees,” I sent, “to fill my cup for me once he arrives, I will be fine.” I hoped our friendly shifter would fill my cup. His was blood of power due to his nature as a shifter. A cup from him would equal an entire feeding from a human.

      “And if he is not willing, or delayed?”

      “Then I find another donor.” I said, my face set in determination. “No, you will not be my donor again, this soon. There are others here that I can access. You need to recover your own energy, and keep it high.”

      “You are right, dearest.” She took another bite from her food. “As much as I wish to…” She paused, and tapped her fingers on her lips. “I wish I knew who the third is?”

      “Third?”

      “Sister, disciple…” Gwen sent. She stared off, then shook her head to clear her thoughts. “When The Lady told me I could expect you, she told me she’d be calling two more. You and another to her service.”

      “Why three?” I asked.

      “The Holy Lady has three aspects, three guises, three roles,” Gwen explained. “When I first met Arthur, I was serving in her first aspect: the young flower bride.”

      “The goddess made you marry? Sounds, umm, not romantic from what you’ve said of your husband.”

      “Like Rhian and Bleddyn’s marriage, my union with Arthur was one of political union.” Her hands drifted down to her midsection and paused before she raised them again and tapped her lips. “I could never give Arthur an heir and fulfil that duty. But we still made an excellent team to protect Britain. I didn’t understand at the time I was acting as an agent of the goddess.”

      “So, young bride is the first aspect,” I sent. “What are the other two, and am I going to regret asking since I seem to be in the mix of this myself?”

      Gwen chuckled.

      “I’m currently in the second aspect,” she sent. “The wise queen, though few are aware of my past.”

      “Other than I, who?”

      “Ruadh, for one,” she sent. “He helped me as much as I helped him when we first met. He learned of my past during that time. Rhian is smart enough to have made the connection, though she is also wise enough to keep it to herself. Bleddyn and Emlyn might have. I’d also be very surprised if our friendly abbot hasn’t figured it out.”

      “Is that altogether wise?” I asked. “You have many people just in Penllyn who know enough to bring the Witch Hunters back if they go against you.”

      “The goddess has been clear that Penllyn is where she is calling her champions for this game she must play,” Gwen added. “The Lady trusts Penllyn, and it’s ruling family, so we must too.”

      “And the third aspect? Should I even ask?”

      Gwen chuckled again.

      “Whenever the bards weave their tales of heroes of old, there is always one aspect of the goddess they tell of… either an old crone who controls power,” She looked at me as she sent that. I raised and eyebrow and frowned. I might be old, but I didn’t look a day over the twenty winters I had lived before I crossed over to become undead.

      “The other alternative is a warrioress,” she sent with a grin at me. “A woman skilled in arms that teaches a fledgling hero about combat. The hero then goes forth…”

      “And slays dragons?”

      Gwen laughed. A quiet little laugh, but it brightened her face and brought a smile to my own.

      “There is only one dragon in Britannia, and it sleeps in The Lady’s land.” Her eyes drifted again. “The bards tell tales of Arthur, gathering souls of those who are of the best character, ready to fight for Britain again. They say he will return with his army, and the dragon, to protect the land in its most dire time.”

      “Bards love a good tale,” I sent. “Dead kings, ancient armies, and a dragon. It’s not a red dragon is it?”

      “Yes,” she sent. “You’ve seen it in the gem on her sword.”

      Oh. That made sense. I didn’t want to think about a real dragon. I had the sense that dragons were not to be toyed with, and they’d not worry about whom they ate, living or undead.

      “But, if you’re now the wise Queen,” I sent, “and I’m the Warrior, who is this flower bride?”

      “I wish I knew,” she sent and tapped her lips again.

      A shadow slid into our area.

      “Rhian, how is Bleddyn doing?” I asked.

      Lady Penllyn might have slept some, but she seemed low on energy herself as she sat.

      “He is still sleeping,” she said and looked at Gwen. “When did you say he would awaken?”

      “When I tell him to,” Gwen replied. “Another day or two, dear. He’d be up and overdo if he were awake. He’s got too much of his father in him.”

      Relief settled on Rhian’s face.

      “I left an herb woman with him,” she said. “She was impressed that his wounds weren’t bleeding, but insisted that she stitch the gashes. She expected him to wake while she closed the wounds. I told her you gave him a tonic you mixed.”

      Lady Penllyn glanced at me. Her eyes drifted down to my side. I had the impression she tried to imagine the cuts under the dress and bandages.

      “Were you able to get refreshment, Mair?”

      I shook my head.

      “Where is our sword master, this morning? Did you ever speak with him?”

      A light voice from behind me laughed.

      “He’s making an inspection of the exterior of the hill’s fortifications,” Enid said as she drifted in and sat next to Lady Penllyn.

      “Isn’t that the term Emlyn uses when he sends a disrespectful guardsman on a long run around the hill?” Rhian said. Enid giggled. Rhian raised an eyebrow. I shrugged.

      “He was rather disrespectful this morning, wasn’t he, dear?” I said. Enid giggled again. Rhian sat straighter and pulled her Lady Penllyn aura of authority about her. Gwen touched my arm before Rhian replied. I relented and shared the story of what had happened. Before I got to where I had told Enid of her condition, I glanced at her.

      “Have you told your husband yet?” I asked. Enid’s cheeks turned a soft red. Evidently they had fun as they celebrated.

      “He was most excited at the news of twin babies.”

      “TWINS?” Rhian exclaimed. Several kitchen girls swivelled their heads our way.

      “Oh, dear,” Rhian said in embarrassment. “Now the entire cantref will have heard by tomorrow morn.” She looked at me. “Are you sure?”

      Gwen must have reached out with her senses.

      “Mair is correct. I sense two little ones in her womb.”

      “Congratulations, dear,” Rhian said, and pulled Enid to her feet for a hug. “Where is my son now?”

      “He grabbed a jug of mead and went to go find Emlyn.”

      “Did you tell him where our Penteulu was?” I asked.

      “He took three mugs,” Enid said, “and said he’d wait for Emlyn and Sawyl at the bottom of the road.”

      “Oh dear,” Rhian said again. “I hope I can get him to focus today. We must set plans, and with Bleddyn asleep, I’ll need his guidance. How, exactly, did you convince our Penteulu that he needed to go on a two-hour run?”

      Enid and I both giggled before I finished the tale.

      “He was the same way many years ago,” she said, “when Fadog killed their father. Emlyn danced all night, and the next day with one of his swords. He had returned from his weapons school on the continent with three blades.” Her lips curved with a sly grin. I realised it was my blade, Soul, that she spoke of.

      “We had to drag him off the field to attend the funeral mass for his father,” Rhian continued. “Emlyn was forever changed after that. That’s when he took his current name. His birth name was Neirin. After they avenged their father, he insisted we use only Emlyn. He said the old Neirin died with their father.”

      Rhian stared into the fire, then shifted her gaze back to me.

      “I’ve seen sparks of the old Neirin since you’ve joined us, Maria.” She chuckled as my face betrayed my surprise. That Rhian used my Latin name now was unusual. Folks in Penllyn didn’t use Latin except for mass.

      After that, Enid excused herself to get food and water. The kitchen girls closed in around her and peppered her with questions.

      “Not yet,” Enid’s voice drifted to us as we watched her bask in the attention of the kitchen girls. “Lady Mair said the Holy Lady had told her I would have two babies,” Most of the girls hugged the young bride, then heaped her plate high with food. Food for three, they kept saying. Rhian was correct, everyone on the hill and in the town below would know of her babies before sundown.

      “I rarely see servants and nobles hugging in other courts,” I observed.

      “Other courts are not Penllyn,” Rhian replied. “We are not nobles, but shepherds and guides for our people. Without their support, we would be just another family living off the land.”

      Gwen touched Rhian’s hand to draw her attention.

      “I will be away this afternoon,” Gwen said.

      “Cadoc told me how you travelled here. Are you going somewhere?”

      “Yes, dear. I need to spend time in The Lady’s part of the Otherworld. I regain my strength much faster there,” she explained. “My link with Mair will continue while I’m there, so let her know if you need me.”

      Rhian glanced at me.

      “Perhaps you can sit with me after lunch, Mair. I’d like company after all these events.” I promised to head to her rooms later.

      Gwen stayed with me through lunch. She loaded her plate full again. I chuckled as I worked on my embroidery. Usually she ate a small portions. She was uncharacteristically hungry, which confirmed how depleted her energy was.

      After her meal, we went to see Bleddyn again. The seamstress Rhosyn sat by his side, the dress for Enid in her lap. She whispered a greeting. Had she not feared her conversation would awaken Lord Penllyn, she would have told me all the gossip I had missed in the two days. Instead, she held up the dress so I could see the half-completed design with the sword embellishment on one side of the dress. I whispered my approval before I turned toward the bed.

      Someone had run a comb through Bleddyn’s hair. His chest fell rhythmically with his slow breaths. Gwen pulled back the covers, and the bandages across his chest. The smell of the salve the herb women had applied on his wounds wasn’t awful, but it wasn’t pleasant. Gwen nodded her approval at their efforts, and replaced the coverings.

      Once we were out of the keep, on the path to the grove, she chuckled. “We found one way to keep Rhosyn quiet.”

      “An unfortunate way, but, she is the perfect person to sit with him,” I added. “With Rhosyn there, Rhian will have details of every single person that walks by the room by the end of the day.”

      Once we had climbed to the top of the hill, and were under the trees, out of sight of those below, Gwen wrapped her arms around my waist. She was about to speak, but I pulled her in tight for a hug.

      As she stepped back I giggled.

      “I am getting my serious look again?” Gwen asked as her cheeks reddened.

      I laughed again.

      “As I was about to say, you need to feed to heal yourself. If any opportunities arise today, please take them.”

      I kissed her again, with passion, then stepped back.

      “You know what that means for me.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “Yes, dearest.” Her hands reached out for mine. “Loving you is easy. Adjusting to what that means has been… interesting.”

      “I will do what I can,” I said as I held her eyes with my gaze. “But, you need to get your own strength back.”

      “I wanted to take you with me, on my next trip, so you can see the Otherworld and experience The Lady’s presence for yourself,” she said. “But I didn’t expect The Lady to do that herself. Nor did I expect both of us, and Bleddyn to be bedridden.”

      “I can let you know if you’re needed here.” I said. “Are you sure our link will work?”

      “Possibly. We should still be able to sense each other’s minds, but I’m not sure we’ll be able to communicate.” She paused. “Back at the lake that one day as you napped, and I was in the Otherworld, I could tell when you rose. If I feel the link activate, I will return.”

      “Recover,” I said and leaned in for a hug. She was careful not to brush my injured side. She pulled in energy from the goddess and touched the bark of the tree in front of us. The red rift of the portal between our world and The Lady’s part of the Otherworld opened before her.
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      The door to Rhian’s study stood open a crack. Rhian sat on a chair behind the small table. She had documents and notes strewn about the table, and several nearby chairs. Behind her, the door to her own bedchamber was cracked open, but the door beyond that to her dressing area was shut. I thought back to the sensation of Rhian’s touch on my chest as she cleaned my own wounds the night before in that dressing room.

      “Shut the door dear. No sense letting our voices drift.” She gestured to the end of the hall where Rhosyn sat. I pushed it shut. The chairs in the room were piled with various reports and letters she was reading. The day bed, which was the only open space left for me to sit. I positioned myself on the cushions, and sat cross-legged with my embroidery laid across my lap, after laid Soul on the floor next to the bed.

      “I am pleased that you have learned to read and write,” I said, to invite conversation.

      “One benefit to having monks and clergy in our lands,” she said. “My father saw his children educated in letters and numbers. Bleddyn’s father did the same, though Bleddyn’s sisters all died before they could marry.”

      “Sickness?” I asked. Plagues of moderate or severe nature ravaged often through the lands here.

      “In their case, yes,” Rhian said. “Pestilence kills many in our lands. That and war. British Lords are fast to anger and seek vengeance. My father married me to a man of stronger character than most of the other lords.”

      “I seem to have found a pocket of sanity amidst all the crazy in Britain,” I said.

      “Fortunately, we have Emlyn here.” She said. We hadn’t seen the swordmaster of Penllyn since I sent him on his run. “His reputation, and how well he trains the men in the Teulu have kept most other war bands out of Penllyn.”

      Her eyes lingered on me.

      “Now, you are here too.” She turned her attention back to her documents. We each pursued our tasks for a while. The Lady Penllyn muttered under her breath or smiled at the figures she compiled. Eventually, she tossed down the quill, and stood.

      “I believe we’ll be able to get by if we suffer any hardship this summer,” she said as she turned and pulled the door behind her shut. I doubted anyone would enter the Lady Penllyn’s bedchambers unannounced. But Rhosyn was just beyond, two rooms away.

      “If crops are damaged, herds are slaughtered… whatever, I think we’ll have enough in storage to get everyone through the winter.” Rhian arched her back, arms high above her head, to work the kinks out. She sat back down, but on the day bed near me.

      I kept my needle moving.

      “How are your wounds, Mair?”

      “The same,” I said. “Until I feed, I won’t have the energy to heal them.”

      “Can Gwen... you know?” She wiggled her fingers near my side as though she were an actor miming a magician.

      I shook my head.

      “When Gwen first found me in the woods after I escaped from the Witch Hunters, she said she tried and it had no effect.” I paused. “In fact, I wonder if it might have damaged me more. Her magic is to restore life, and I am no longer alive.”

      Rhian leaned into me, and rested her head on my shoulder.

      “I am so sorry that we’ve become the source of your injury,” she said. “When I offered you our friendship, I had no idea this was to happen.”

      I leaned my head on hers.

      “None of us knew this would happen.” I folded my embroidery and pushed it off to the side. I slid an arm behind her, and held her hands with my free hand. “That’s what friendship is. Enjoy the good times, and support each other in the not-so-good times.”

      She dabbed her eyes with her sleeve.

      “I apologise. I hoped I had my crying finished last night.” She scooted out and leaned to lay on her side, her head in my lap. Then she took hold of my arm and wrapped it tight around her.

      “You’re right. Being friends is about helping each other, even in the bad times.” She lay there and let me hold her. My free hand stroked her hair. She rolled onto her back, head on my lap, and touched my face. “I want to help you.”

      “I appreciate your offer, but I suspect you let your guilt speak,” I said. Emlyn had acted with rage. Now the Lady Penllyn offered me blood…  or was there a glint in her eyes as she shifted emotions, to push her sadness away?

      She touched her fingers to my lips.

      “Perhaps a little of the guilt has loosened my tongue, but the desire has been there since before you told me of your nature.” I thought of her caresses across my chest the night before.

      “Slide over,” I whispered. She raised herself and shifted on the bed. I glanced at the door to make sure it was latched against entry, then leaned down to kiss her soft lips. Her mouth met mine, and I sensed the passion build in her. When we pulled back her eyes fluttered open, I sent my thoughts into her mind and used the desire in her eyes as a doorway. Her skirts were high enough I could easy slide my hand along her thigh.

      Slowly I worked to tease and excite her as our mouths explored each other. I gazed into her eyes and felt her mind. Her passion let my mind in. My undead abilities allowed me to link my mind with my donor’s mind. I could change their memories and hide my nature. But, I didn’t need to. I trusted Rhian. As with Gwen or with Emlyn, I’d share our passion across the mental link and let her keep her memories of today.

      As I felt her desire rise, I leaned in toward her neck. I made the small nick I needed and placed my lips over the cut. Her warm red blood filled my mouth. Her blood fed my passion. I returned the sensation through the mental link. Her own excitement increased.

      My hand teased and rubbed below, and my mouth drew blood from her neck above. Passions in both of us rose. She wrapped her arms around my neck and back and pulled me in tight. She buried her face in my neck to muffle her moans.

      Her back arched and her breath hissed sharply as she climaxed. We both rode the passion. I took one last swallow, then pulled back from her neck and licked my lips, my eyes closed. I could feel her body tremble as she drifted back down. Or was that my body? Both of us? Yes. Even my own hands quivered as I reached up to cup her face. Her mouth found mine.

      She licked her lips as we parted.

      “Blood has never tasted so sweet,” she said. “Did you get enough?”

      “Evidently you didn’t,” I suggested, and stroked her thigh again. A shudder of pleasure rippled through her. She leaned back and closed her eyes as she shivered again.

      “Not so soon… I need time… that was… intense.”

      “In answer to your question,” I said and kissed her again, “I have enough to heal. Your gift is most appreciated.”

      Her fingers drifted to my lips. They wiped a drip of her blood off of my lip. She playfully placed her finger in her own mouth.

      “Perhaps, when you need more, you will let me know.” She didn’t state it as a question.  I’ve occasionally found donors that were more interested in the experience, rather than a lasting relationship. I leaned in and kissed her. She returned it with fervour.

      “This won’t be often,” I said. “No jealousy, either.”

      “What did you call it? Your donor?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, my dear, I am not only glad to have you as a friend, but to be your donor as needed,” she said and sat up on the bed. “You are a blessing for us, and I appreciate your presence here… in more ways than one.” She kissed me again, and reached for a shawl to drape across her shoulders. It would hide the two red marks on her neck that would fade in a short while.

      “Now, I need to be Lady Penllyn again.” She paused for one last kiss. “If you want your breasts caressed again, please don’t feel you need to get wounded to receive that attention.”

      She chuckled and kissed me again.

      With that, she stood and smoothed her dress. Then she sat at the table. She pulled out a document to read. I started my embroidery again.

      “I think we can muster about two score skilled troops, and maybe two hundred archers or spearmen in the teulu.” She tapped her list with a finger. “Did you and Bleddyn come to a conclusion about what we might face?” she asked. Lady Penllyn was back.
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      An hour later, one of the herb women rapped on the door to report that Bleddyn’s wounds were as well as expected, and he was still asleep.

      Cadoc found us shortly after. I had added a few inches to my embroidery by then. His mother handed him one of her lists.

      “This appears slightly optimistic for men from our southern villages. The boys in that area are younger. They had a wave of baby girls for several years.”

      She held out her hand for the list. “Drop them by a quarter?”

      “That’s about right,” Cadoc agreed.

      “Did you find Emlyn?” I asked. He laughed.

      “Enid told me what you did. So I met him with mead,” he said. “I congratulate you. No one has ever gotten Emlyn to run the entire ditch around the fortifications, despite the many guard recruits he has sent.”

      “Where is he now?” Rhian asked.

      “After we toasted each of the babies, he asked Sawyl to plan a better inventory of the feedstocks and herds.” The young lord grinned at me again. “You have done well with Sawyl. Emlyn has had him in mind for a better role for some time, but the man’s attitude kept him out of promotions.”

      “I told you we were blessed to have you here,” Rhian said.

      A tingle began in the back of my head. Gwen’s mind reached out to me. I couldn’t make out any words, but got the impression she was about to return.
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      I shaded my eyes as I stepped out into the sunlight that flooded the courtyard. The goddess of Britannia sent me the energy my undead body needed to function in the harsh light.

      Above the keep, where the hill sloped past the practice field, and where the rocky cleft of the Penllyn family crypt lay, Gwen sat at the edge of the small grove of trees. I sensed our link again, stronger that it had been when she reached out to me from the Otherworld.

      When I finished the climb to meet her, Gwen rose and took my hand. She appeared well rested. Neither of us said a word. We drifted back to our log by the back edge of the cliff.

      “You look well,” she said. “I’ll want to check your wounds once we get back to the cottage.” She still wanted to be my healer, despite my undead nature. “Was it Rhian?”

      “I wasn’t going to mention my donors,” I said. She chuckled.

      “She has always attracted women to her,” Gwen said. “For quite a while, I thought she did so only to advance Penllyn’s standing with other noble women.”

      “Her marriage to Bleddyn seems… well…” I let my idea drift off.

      “Most noble’s marriages are like theirs,” Gwen added. “They marry for duty. The good ones, like Lord and Lady Penllyn, begin as a partnership, and grow into love over time.”

      “Love, but not sharing a bed most nights,” I said. “Discretion, and a way to hide the noble bastards is the same the world over, I’ve noticed. There was once a Comte in Burgundy…” I grinned at her, teasing with my potential story.

      Gwen laughed and gave me an almost mischievous smile.

      “Loving you is the easy part. Getting used to what that means with your dining needs will take longer.” She slid her arm around my waist and leaned into me.

      “Tell me about your visit to The Lady,” I suggested, relieved Gwen wasn’t out of sorts about my time with Rhian.

      “Little, if anything,” Gwen said. “I rested in my favourite spot in her sacred grove. There is a well there… more of a spring by her forest. I drank from it several times. Each time, I gained more energy. I napped with fleeting visions, some of the gwyddbwyll game you dreamt of.”

      “She doesn’t know what we are about face?” I said. I had hoped for at least a validation of our estimations. “Or she won’t tell you?”

      Gwen’s face settled into a thoughtful look.

      “I’m uncertain she knows herself. This time, though, I sense a great sacrifice ahead. Death and destruction for sure, but closer.” She shook her head. Her golden-white hair swayed with the tiny movement. “Whenever she’s sent me directions for a task before, she’s been specific. But now, she’s vague.”

      “If you listen to the Roman clerics drone on about their god,” I winked at her, “then deities always know what is about to happen and why. I find honesty in a goddess refreshing after all the blather of the priests in the other churches.”

      “Oh, Mair. You are a treat.” Gwen laughed and hugged me tight.

      Ruadh and the guards rode in through the gate as we began our walk back to the keep.

      We met them at the bottom of the hill. Gerallt inquired about Cadoc or Emlyn. I told him I had last seen Cadoc with Rhian. Ruadh hugged Gwen, her body almost swallowed into his massive frame. Then he pulled me in for an embrace as well. He smelled of mead, and fur, and horse.

      “Where is Rhys?” I asked.

      “At the abbey,” he replied in his rough, rumbling voice. “The Abbott will hold a mass for him tomorrow, before he’s buried in the abbey’s graveyard.” He shifted his attention to Gwen. “How’s his Lordship?”

      “Resting,” she said. “I’ll wait to wake him until after the funeral mass. The fool would try to walk to the abbey by himself if we left him here awake.”

      Ruadh grinned, then excused himself. Grooms from the stable lead the horses away. Gwen directed one which packs were ours and asked him to deliver them to our cottage.

      “Let’s go to the cottage, dearest,” she said. “I want to see your wounds.”

      Once we were inside, she directed me to disrobe. I unbuckled my sword belt and stepped out of the dress Rhian had lent me. Gwen unwrapped the bandages. She gave a small gasp when she saw the edges of the first wounds appear.

      “Your flesh is mending,” she said. Her fingers traced along the claw lines. My belly and side wore ugly red welts instead of open gashes. My blood-demon had used energy from Rhian’s blood to heal the gashes in my flesh.

      “I’ll probably have to feed again to get the scars to fade.” I twisted my body to see if the scars were uncomfortable. “I can move well enough to fight as it is now.” Gwen rolled the bandages and folded Rhian’s red dress. I reached for one of my own dresses.

      “I’ll go return the dress,” Gwen said from the doorway. “Then fix myself a plate for dinner. Meet you on the porch?”

      I agreed and heard her latch the door behind her. Outside she spoke to someone. Once I had the dress on, I unlatched the door and let it swing open. I retrieved my belt, to strap Soul to my hip again. The groom brought our bags in. I directed him to place them on one bed. He eyed my sword, and his grin grew as he bowed.

      “Me and the stable lads want to thank you, milady, for protecting Lord Penllyn and Lord Cadoc,” he said, as his head bobbed up and down enthusiastically. I still had enough of Rhian’s blood in me, as I felt a warmth flow into my cheeks. I thanked him and asked his name.

      “Parry, milady,” he said. He bobbed several times with energetic bows again. The poor lad was going to rattle his brain. “Me and the lads at the stable like to watch you with the swords in the morning, milady.” He might be related to Rhosyn the way he talked and talked without a breath. “You and Lord Emlyn do your dance early, but we come out to watch you under the lamps on the field.”

      “If you like, milady,” he said. His head bobbed vigorously again. “You and Lady Gwenhwyfar are welcome to visit the stables. We would love to show you the amblers, and Cadoc’s favourite Palfreys. He got a good eye fer horses, milady. Just the other day I would take one out…”

      “I will do so,” I interrupted Parry and steered him back outside. He gave me another round of vigorous nods. I was afraid I’d have to go find Gwen if he knocked himself silly with all of his energy.

      “Come see the stables, milady,” Parry added as his head bobbed with each step. “Me and the lads, we can show you the horses. Master Rees, he keeps a good lot here. We’ve got lots of palfreys. Just like the ones you rode when ye went with Lord Penllyn.” Up and down, his head kept bobbing. He didn’t move farther until I promised to come see the stables.
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      Gwen sat on a bench on the keep’s large wooden porch. Most of the Caer’s people had already ventured inside for food. She scooted over, to make room for me on the far end of the bench. We were near the outer edge of the porch, about as far away from the doors to the great hall as possible.

      “How’s Bleddyn?” I asked as she took a bite of bread. I had timed my question on purpose.

      “You only did that because you know I can’t do the same to you,”  she said. “His mind rests, and his wounds show no sign of the curse. But they are also slow to heal.”

      “Shifter wounds are different,” I said. “I’ve seen a few. They heal rapidly, and the victim wishes they had died.”

      “The spells I used to block the curse seem to have worked,” she said. Her eyes had grown distant again. “Fortunately, getting wounded by a shifter is rare. If I'm not present when someone is wounded, only Brother Iolo would be able to stop the curse from taking hold.”

      “Iolo?” I asked. Red crept into her cheeks and she didn’t look my way for a moment.

      “Oh dear,” she sent. “I over shared. I’m so comfortable with you Mair, that I forget who’s secrets I’m supposed to keep.”

      “As long as it’s only with me,” I sent back. “I’d hate for you to tell the Witchers about Ruadh or I.”

      Footsteps crunched along the path around the keep.

      “Here you are, Milady,” Ruadh said. His meaty hand held my master’s cup toward me. I smelled blood inside it.

      “Thank you for your gift, my friend.” I took the cup and raised it to my lips.

      “I’m glad you be my friend, Mair,” he said. “But Gwen was the one who made me do it,” he said with a wink. “Even give me her silver knife to do it with.” He handed her a small sheathed blade. I sent a glare at Gwen, who grinned.

      “Why do you think I chatted with the groom by our door?” she said. “Your cup was right there in your travel bag.”

      “All covered in cloth and nestled in the middle of everything so it wouldn’t get damaged.” I said between sips. “And you’ll be with me when we visit the stables. The poor lad just about rattled his brain out his ears. He invited us, a dozen times or more, to come see the horses.” I took another drink as Ruadh chuckled. He didn't seem bothered at what I sipped.

      “If ye ladies be excusing me, I smell stew and mead inside,” he said. “Bleeding be hungry work.”

      “So, about Iolo,” I reminded Gwen.

      “He is half-Sidhe," she explained. “His mother is a Sidhe noble, that fell in love with one of Rhian’s older cousins. He was a widower, and they secretly married.”

      “I sense an unhappy ending.”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” she sent. “Days after Iolo was born, the Sidhe prince arrived and declared that she had to return to the Seelie Court to become his wife. The babe had to stay in our world, and neither he nor his father could have contact with the princess again.”

      “Tragic,” I sent, “but you said he goes to see his mother.”

      “Yes,” Gwen added. “Rhian’s cousin agreed to have no further contact and asked only that the princess be able to see their son to not deprive his son of a mother’s love. The Sidhe prince agreed. Once a year, the princess opens a pocket between the Seelie court, and our world. Similar to how I can open a rift to the mists between our world and the Otherworld of the Lady’s domain. Iolo spends a month with his mother. He has limited skills of the Seelie Court magic. He can affect minor healing, detect and stop negative energy, such as the Shifter’s curse. And he has the ability to enspell someone to speak the truth.”

      “Does the abbot know?”

      “Of course,” Gwen sent. “They’re cousins. And, he offered Iolo his protection here within the church. Just like I hide my connection to The Lady by letting everyone assume I’m part of the Cymry church.”

      Emlyn and Sawyl headed toward the keep. Emlyn directed Sawyl inside, then he strode across the wooden deck toward us. He bowed low.

      “You have my apologies for my behaviour this morning and last night,” He said. He kept his body bent. I leaned forward and kissed the top of his head.

      “Accepted and forgiven, milord.”

      “How are your wounds?” he asked, then spied what was in my cup.

      “Healing,” I said. He raised an eyebrow.

      “No. Don’t ask. And, no, you may not. It’s too soon for you.” We both knew he had to have time before I could drink from him again. A few more weeks. “How was Sawyl today?” I asked, to change the subject to something safer as I took another drink.

      “Excellent.” He said. “We talked on our run. He has a good head on him.”

      “Cadoc said you had him in mind for other roles.” I took another sip. I wouldn’t waste what a friend had provided.

      “I’ve kept a spot in leadership open, in hopes he’d change his attitude. We talked about that, and I told him to organise a survey of the herds and crops that Cadoc wanted updated.”

      “Any change in Bleddyn?” he asked Gwen. She shook her head.

      “I’ll have him sleep until after the Abbott says mass for Rhys tomorrow.”

      “He’d try to attend if he were awake,” Emlyn said. “Cadoc and Enid can instead.”

      He must have realised we were out of serious topics. Emlyn wasn’t one for idyl chit chat. He gave us another slight bow and headed in to dinner.
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      Later that evening, Rhian pulled Gwen and I in to sit in council. She sat in Bleddyn’s favourite spot by the hearth in the great hall. Emlyn, then Cadoc and Enid sat to one side of her, Gwen and I to the other. She asked Ruadh to join us as well. The other folks gave us enough room to converse privately if we kept our voices quiet.

      Rhian gave us all a report of what she estimated the total food stores on hand to be. Cadoc presented the number of men that could muster to fill out the teulu, which she and he had worked on in the afternoon. Emlyn questioned some of their estimate, but agreed their numbers were realistic. Rhian asked for a report on what Emlyn had found.

      “On our ride, I found evidence of a band or two along the border,” Emlyn said.  “Someone has been scouting along our western border. We found no more incursions or assaults on our people.”

      “So we don’t know where the raiders are, or what their intent is?” Rhian asked.

      “My best guess is that the northern Saxon lords may be staging for another incursion into Powys or Gwynedd.” Emlyn continued. “Or… Fadog has gotten bold and has found his spine to go after the crown of Powys. We don’t know.”

      “Fadog is too ambitious,” Cadoc said. He glanced at his wife. “He was irate when father declined his offer to marry his daughter to me.”

      “If his daughter is anything like her aunt Betrys,” Emlyn said with a wink at Rhian, “be thankful your father remembered that. I’m not sure we’d have a teulu left if Lady Betrys had become Lady Penllyn.”

      “Fadog wants to be king?” I asked.

      “Fadog and Penllyn were both cantrefi under Powys’ king,” Rhian explained. “But, the old lord Fadog’s manoeuvring caught the former king of Powys in a scheme against Mercia. That angered Penda. He invaded Powys, and sacked Pengwern, the capital. The new king is a puppet for Penda.”

      “That incursion left Fadog with a much smaller cantref,” Emlyn added. “Penda has no love for Fadog. But, my brother has maintained good relationship with Mercia. Despite Fadog’s desire for a crown, Penllyn answers to no king.”

      “Any idea on how many were in the force you tracked?” Rhian asked to steer us back on topic.

      “Perhaps a score,” Emlyn said. “There was something else. Several places we found patches of discoloured grass.”

      “On old graveyards?” Gwen asked.

      “Perhaps,” Emlyn said. “They were in areas where the old forts once stood. One was in the ruins of an old Roman fort, and another in ruins that were Cymry. Probably well before Arthur’s era.”

      “We found similar signs on our trek,” she said. “Mair and I used our connection to the Holy Lady and determined the blighted areas are above the graves of long dead soldiers.” She glanced around the group once. “But, the graves are now empty. All but one in each area, anyway.”

      “Empty?” Rhian asked. “Oh, dear.”

      “Magic of some sort was used,” Gwen continued, “to pull the old bodies away from their graves… where they went, we have no idea.”

      Emlyn leaned back. He stroked the whiskers above his lip.

      “I have no ideas,” he said. “Magic is not my specialty. I prefer enemies I can cut with a blade.”

      Our talk continued like this, full of uncertainties. Emlyn laid plans for representatives from the keep to attend Rhys’ funeral mass at the abbey. Cadoc and Enid agreed they should attend. Gwen said that we’d go as well.

      “I will ride with you to represent the guard,” Emlyn said. “Even though Rhys’ kin is on the other side of Penllyn, the guard was his family. Did you send word to his kin?”

      “I drafted a letter, for the local friar to read to his parents,” she said and wrapped her arms across her chest. “I am fortunate that I rarely have to send such word to families here in Penllyn. Each one is just as painful to write as the last one, though.” Gwen reached to her and rubbed her knee. Rhian gave her a thin smile of thanks.

      “Any sign on your ride back of the creature that attacked Bleddyn and Rhys?” Emlyn asked Ruadh. “Or of your climbing partner?”

      “None,” he shook his head. His curly reddish-brown hair and beard swayed in the dim light of the hall. “I could nae smell him anymore once he run off. Iolo, I nae not where he is. Sometimes he gets distracted. But…”

      “Any sign that my men know about…?” Emlyn waved a hand to be vague about the monk’s nature as a shape-shifter. Or perhaps about my nature. Ruadh shook his shaggy head.

      “I spoke with them when they arrived,” Cadoc said. “They all said Mair drove the beast off, but she was too injured to follow. They mentioned nothing else.”

      “I’ll double check on our ride tomorrow,” Emlyn said. “Those three will come with me to serve as honour guard for Rhys.” Rhian raised her hand.

      “What are we to do about that creature?” Rhian asked.

      “We can send hunting parties out,” Emlyn said. Rhian shook her head.

      “After what happened last night, I’m afraid of how many more men we might lose. And the curse of the creature…”

      “Aye, that nae be pleasant,” Ruadh said. “Mair and her sword can go with me, once we know where to look for the beastie.”

      He and I would make a good pair to take the creature down. With my new stronger connection to the goddess, I should be able to handle the fight and not turn on Ruadh.

      “Once we find a trace,” Rhian said, “if the creature hasn’t run back into Mercia for good, we’ll get you two on its trail.”

      From there the conversation drifted to more mundane topics. We raised mugs several times to toast the babies in Enid’s womb, though I only pretended to sip. I noticed Sawyl drift into the great hall. He filled a mug, waved to us, and drifted to another set of chairs at the other end of the hall, near where the harpist sat and played. The bubbly Haf joined him. Sawyl’s arm drifted around Haf’s waist, and she leaned into him.

      “Oh, dear…” Rhian said, as she watched the guard and his girl. “We may have another wedding this summer.”
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      The abbey rose out of the morning mists  as we topped the last rise. It was built it on an old Roman fortification. A wooden stockade wrapped around it. Not as tall, nor stout as the one around Bleddyn’s hill fort, but sturdy enough.

      The gates were open, and monks greeted us along as we rode in. I glanced at Emlyn’s horse. He tied Soul to his saddle. Emlyn reminded me earlier that I best not be seen outside Caer Penllyn with my sword on my waist. I sighed, and handed him my sword after he promised to keep it belted to his saddle.

      “If we get to where you need a blade,” Emlyn said. We watched the monks lead the horses away. “Take one from any of my guards. They’ll be happy to let you fight in their place.” I glared his way, then chuckled when he grinned. A smile was a rare sight on his face.

      “Blessings Lady Gwen, and to you Lady Mair,” Abbot Heilyn said and gave each of us a fatherly kiss on our cheek. “Such a sad occasion. You’ll all stay after mass for a meal? I’ve asked Brother Bevan to fire the ovens and make his special pastries.”

      "Of course," Gwen said. "One should not disappoint Brother Bevan after he's been baking."

      “The brothers try to live austere lives,” Abbot Heilyn said, “but we must allow some joy in our lives. On a sad day like today, some sweet food will help us all.” He rubbed his sizeable belly. I suspected he found many reasons for Brother Bevan to bake for them.

      A bell sounded in the cloister.

      “More riders coming in,” the abbot said, with a note of surprise. Emlyn shrugged when he saw me glance his way. He kept an eye on the gate.

      We stood outside the church, but under the thatched roof of the cloister. The covered walkway connected all the major buildings inside the walls. Enid and Cadoc chatted with several of the monks. Ruadh drifted around and shared smiles or laughs with many of his brother monks.

      Gwen gave a sharp intake of breath. Cadoc’s eyes narrowed as he watched the gate. My heart sank as my eyes followed his.

      Bechard, the Seeker of the Witch Hunter’s guild, and his toady Lecerf dismounted, along with three of their guards.

      My hand reach over to grab the hilt of my sword. But, came up empty. Soul was tied to Emlyn’s saddle. I pulled energy from my link to The Lady. Gwen must have sensed my action and cleared her throat.

      I closed my link, but kept what I had gathered. I had no idea what to do with it. But it felt better to have something ready.

      Bechard and his ever-present companion walked our way. The Seeker’s assistant still carried the dark wooden staff with the guild symbol atop it. The dreaded cross of iron nails, ringed with a wreath of thorns. Iron and Silver. I was cold inside just at the sight.

      “Smile, dearest,” Gwen sent across our mental link.

      She was right. I forced a small smile perk up my cheeks. Bechard stopped to talk with Enid and Cadoc, then turned toward the abbot.

      “Your grace, it is our pleasure to greet you again,” the Seeker bowed low. When the Witch Hunters had first met him, they had no idea he was more than a lowly abbot. Only after they dismissed him as beneath their notice did he don the ring and pectoral cross his station allowed him. The wily abbot revealed himself to be the bishop of this area at Cadoc and Enid’s wedding.

      The guilders guards were different than the ones two days before. One of them gave Emlyn a long pointed glance. His eyes were dark, like his wavy brown hair that framed a round face. He wore an evil looking grin that twitched every time Emlyn moved. This guard wore two baldrics, long belts of leather across his thick body. From each hung a sword.

      “Seeker Bechard,” Abbot Heilyn said. His bubbly persona faded. “What brings you back to our abbey?”

      “We were nearby,” the seeker said, his tone serious. “We heard of another beast attack. Our men killed one large bear. Is there another here in Penllyn? Perhaps we can lend assistance in tracking it down.”

      “I see,” the abbot’s eyes narrowed. “We will speak of such matters after the mass. You will join us, won't you?”

      Verpa Dei! I didn’t want to sit through religious rites with Witch Hunters in the same church. But I had no choice. I forced the frown off my face and pushed my gaze up off my feet.

      Bechard stepped toward Gwen and I. The shaggy headed guardsman with two blades stayed by his side.

      “Ladies…?” Bechard said and paused, forgetful of our names.

      “Gwenhwyfar,” the abbot added, no trace of emotion in his tone, “and Mair. Servants of the Holy Mother.”

      “I beg your pardon for my short memory, miladies,” the Seeker said with a small bow toward us. “May I present our guild’s new Sword Captain, Osbert of Deira.” Osbert bowed toward the abbot, and ignored Gwen and I.

      The Seeker turned away and pulled the abbot off to the side. The sword-captain looked at me, then slid his eyes to Gwen. His grin grew larger. He winked at her, then turned to saunter after the seeker. His head turned toward Emlyn as he hovered near Bechard.

      Sharing Gwen with a guilder wasn’t on my agenda. I pulled in more energy from the Goddess. Gwen touched my hand as I started to step toward the guilder. I growled a little, but stayed put.

      “Very good, dearest,” Gwen sent. “You didn’t kill them. You’re getting better.”

      She was correct. Humour was the only way to deal with this situation.

      “That Bechard,” I sent, “reminds me of several merchants I have dealt with. He could sell a farmer a three legged goat, claim it was the best ox ever to pull a plough.”

      Emlyn must have sensed the probing glare from the guilder with the swords. Penllyn’s sword master looked his way once, nodded, then continued his conversation with Ruadh and Cadoc. Gerallt wandered behind us a few seconds later.

      “So that’s Osbert,” he said. The unspoken question must have shown on my face.

      “He’s Deira’s version of a swordmaster. Fancies himself as good as Emlyn,” Gerallt spoke quietly. “There’s been talk that Fadog wanted to hire him and come after Penllyn again. But those Witchers got him first.”

      “Is he that good?” I asked. I forced my hand to stop before it drifted to my hip where Soul should be.

      “No one knows,” Gerallt said. “If this were not Holy ground, I’d expect a challenge today.”
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      The abbot and the brothers motioned that we should head into the church. The men unbuckled their weapons and passed them to a monk in a small side room. No weapons in the church. Even the famed Osbert relinquished his blades, but only after Emlyn had passed both of his to the monk. Osbert divided his attention between watching Emlyn, and glancing at Gwen.

      Inside the church, benches sat in two columns. One aisle ran between the columns of benches, and another on either side. This building was by far the most ornate of the complex. The art of the architecture was much more Celtic in its designs than what I had seen in Europe. Celtic designs of swirls and points adorned the high stone walls.

      Bechard’s toady, Lecerf walked toward the front of the church with his ever-present staff in his hands. Despite the age spots dotting his bald head, the old guilder walked with quick determined steps toward the platform of the sanctuary. He wanted to place the Witch Hunter symbol behind the alter in a place of prominence. The thought of the Guild’s symbol there to oversee the service sent a shiver through me.

      One monk rushed to intercept the guilder. They spoke in hushed tones, standing right by Rhys’ cloth draped body. Lecerf reddened as his face drew tight and pinched with contained outrage. The monk’s calm insistence held firm. He gestured once toward the dead Penllyn guard. Another time, he pointed toward where the abbot stood at the rear of the church.

      Lecerf turned away, contempt rippled across his expression. The age lines on his face deepened with his surly expression. The monk crossed his arms over the fine linen robe. Lecerf glared at the brother who wouldn't budge. The old Witcher gave a loud “Harrumph!” and retreated.

      Another monk stood behind the back benches, and gestured toward a set of racks next to him. Lecerf glared at him, then dropped the staff into an iron stand the monk pointed too. Once the guild symbol stood upright, Lecerf retreated to the bench where the Seeker sat. He glared over his shoulder at the monks near the door. Abbot Heilyn caught my eye and winked at me. It was good to have a friend in the abbot.

      Cadoc, Emlyn and the Penllyn guards sat on the men’s side of the church, while Enid, Gwen and I took in the first row of the women’s side of the building. Abbot Heilyn, dressed in his vestments led his monks into the church. Despite the sad occasion for the mass, I enjoyed the Latin sung by the monks. Mass was about the only chance I got to hear the language from the land of my birth six centuries before.

      The service itself was like many others I had sat through. I enjoyed listening to the Latin of my homeland again, despite the regional accent of the abbot. We sang prayers for the soul of Rhys, and the blessings of their god upon his soul. Emlyn and Cadoc stood as representatives of the Rhys’s kin. Each laid a solitary flower on his body.

      After the prayers and blessings of the sacrament, Ruadh was the robed monk who brought a cup to the ladies’ side of the sanctuary. The men in the front row went first to the abbot to receive their small piece of bread. Another monk on their side of the sanctuary held the cup of wine. The monk tilted it for each to take a sip of wine, wiped the rim with a satin cloth, then turned the cup slightly before the next person came to sip from it.

      Bechard and Lecerf sat in the second row, behind Cadoc and Emlyn, and the three guards in the place of family in the front row. Behind them sat the other monks of the abbey, about twenty, who sat with their heads bowed in silent prayer. The Witch Hunters rose as the guards returned to their bench. But the abbot motioned that Lady Enid, myself and Gwen should proceed next. The Witch Hunters sat back. Displeasure at their mundane treatment washed across their faces. Osbert, seated on the far side of the Seeker glanced around him and gave Gwen another wink. She ignored him as I glared his way as we rose.

      The abbot stood in front of Rhys’ body. I let the abbot drop the bread into my cupped hands. In the few weeks I had been at Caer Penllyn, the monks who came to lead mass there used the ocular version. All the parishioners were included in the Eucharist by witnessing the monks and priests take the communion bread and wine. That version helped me maintain my charade. I couldn’t consume the bread, nor do more than wet my lips with the wine. My body would rebel against any substance other than blood. Despite the prayers of the priests, I had never found the wine to have been transformed into blood in the many masses I had attended over the centuries.

      Ruadh had one hand slightly extended under the base of the chalice he held out toward me. I pretended to place the bread into my mouth. Instead, I palmed it, and pressed it into Ruadh’s hand under the chalice. His hand slid back. Then he raised the cup and tilted it enough to wet my lips. I inhaled the aroma of the cup. Apples mixed in with the grapes. Some of Bleddyn’s favoured wine. Definitely wine, not blood.

      As I headed down the outside aisle after Enid. I kept my hands clasped before me, and my head bowed in prayer. For the first time in centuries I prayed. This time to The Lady to aid me in my charade before the Witch Hunters. Her silent presence warmed me, as I walked back to my seat.

      The abbot must have motioned for the Witch Hunters to rise. Bechard stood, his eyes on the abbot, but Lecerf had his glare fixed on me until he saw me focus on him. He stumped to the front.

      I was sad to hear the Latin of my youth fade away as the abbot ended the mass. We stood, and Emlyn with his three guards each took a corner of the litter Rhys lay on. They carried his body behind the abbot and the monks out the side of the church, and on into the cemetery behind the abbey’s buildings.

      Enid stepped forward and took Cadoc’s arm. I was next in line, but motioned for Bechard and his servant to follow the young Lord and Lady. I wanted the guilders in front of me, not behind. Bechard stepped into the aisle. Lecerf followed.

      The graveyard was behind the church, but still within the walls of the palisade around the abbey. A small gate set into the north wall led to the countryside and back toward Caer Penllyn.

      The graveside service followed the formula I had become used to, with only minor variations. At one point in his prayers, the abbot motioned, and Cadoc and Emlyn both bent to toss earth into the grave.

      After the abbot had finished the prayers, the Witch Hunters approached Cadoc. “We are very sorry for your loss,” Bechard said, a mournful tone in his voice. “May we inquire what had happened?”

      Emlyn stepped in before the young lord could speak.

      “My man was killed protecting Lord Penllyn, Lord Cadoc and the ladies.” He gestured toward Gwen and I.

      “Was anyone else injured?” Bechard’s slimy tone once again reminded me of those merchants I had learned to avoid.

      “My father is recovering from his wounds,” Cadoc volunteered. His eyes were narrowed. He shared Emlyn’s suspicion of the men before him.

      “He will survive?” Osbert chimed in. I didn’t like his tone.

      “Lord Penllyn is tough to kill,” Emlyn said, his face expressionless.

      “What kind of beast?” Bechard asked, “attacked your man?”

      “A bear,” Emlyn said. His voice devoid of emotion. “Lord Penllyn has a fascination with caves. He stumbled into the beast’s lair, and disturbed its rest. Lord Cadoc drove it away with his sword before it got to the ladies.”

      “Ahhh, I see,” he said. “You and your sword are quite the legend, Milord. May the good Lord guide your hand as you wield it.”

      A monk headed our way with sword belts draped on his arms.

      Osbert was first to reach the monk. Emlyn, Cadoc and our guards and the other two guards followed. The abbot was urged us to head inside for the midday meal.

      I glanced at the Witch Hunters guards. Osbert definitely had the grace of someone skilled with weapons. The other two I tagged as of routine skill. I had no idea where Osbert would have gotten his training. Local lord’s arms masters were nowhere near as skilled as Aemi. Emlyn was the only other student I knew of who had studied with my brother for more than a year or two.

      If the Witcher challenged Emlyn today, this could get interesting.
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      The abbot had set his baker loose for us. Monks set out bowls of stew, hunks of grilled meat, and platters of pastries and cakes. Once the abbot had said a blessing for the meal, we went to find seats in the dining hall. Even here, the Cymric custom of three or four around smaller tables held.

      Cadoc and Enid sat with the abbot. He always had a grin on his pudgy face. Ruadh did a quick-step to reach the table where Gwen and I sat. He made it a beat before Osbert, the witcher guard.

      Bechard and Lecerf quickly sat at a table with Enid and Cadoc. I felt for them. Those two guilders would be poor company through the meal. The rest of us sat in pairs around the hall and were joined by at least one monk per table. None of the monks sat with the Seeker and his assistant, nor with Osbert and the other two guilder guards.

      Sunlight washed in through the open windows as the fog of the day lifted. The monks joked with each other as they sat and ate. I palmed the bits of pastry I pretended to eat and slipped them to Ruadh below the table.

      The Seeker attempted to chat with Cadoc or Enid through the meal. I chuckled at the tactics of my young protégé.

      “Your wedding day was most exciting, Lady Enid,” Bechard said, as he stared across his mug at her. “Did you expect that spectres would haunt your own wedding?”

      “Lady Penllyn, Cadoc’s mother, surely you remember her,” she smiled vapidly at the guilder, her eyes wide and innocent. “She said she’s never seen a ghost before, but she has the most skilled seamstress. You must really meet Rhosyn sometime. We’ve sat for hours and just gossiped away while we embroidered our dresses. Never once talked about ghosts. She said my needlework was almost as good as hers. Can you imagine?”

      The Witch Hunter smiled painfully and shifted his attention back to her husband. Cadoc had returned from the table where the monks had set out even more food. He handed Enid a pastry on a wooden plate.

      I pretended to sip at my mug of wine whenever a guilder glanced my way. After I had passed all of my pastry to Ruadh, all I had left on my plate was a few berries. I palmed them and passed them to Gwen when the guilders’ attention was elsewhere. Ruadh rose and headed off to help the monks as they cleared away the food at the end of the meal.

      Gwen touched my leg and tilted her head toward the door to outside. We rose and took our plates and cups outside. One of the friendly brothers who stood near the food insisted we each take another pastry with us.

      Once outside, we found a few chairs near a large oak in the courtyard. Gwen said nothing, but eyed me as I sat.

      Before I could offer her my pastry, Ruadh joined us. He kept his broad back to the refectory door as he gently tipped my cup into his. A toss of his head and he drained it, then tied its handle to his belt. Three bites was all he needed to consume my pastry. He winked at Gwen.

      “Monks are nae supposed to be greedy, so I kept my plate mostly empty,” he said. “Mair, knows me appetite, though.”

      Gwen laughed.

      “They’re coming out,” she said. “Just the guards for the Witch Hunters. The other two are still inside.”

      “Let me take your plates back, miladies” Ruadh said as the guild guards wandered near. The rumble of his voice carried well in the courtyard. “Would you care for more wine?”

      “Thank you Brother Ruadh,” Gwen said. “We’ve had enough for one afternoon.”

      “Afternoon, milords,” he said with a polite tilt of his shaggy head as he passed the witchers. They clustered near us, but far enough to have a quiet conversation without being overheard.

      “Ye lads want anything else today?” Ruadh asked. They shook their heads. “If ye be needin’ the privy, it’s near the stable.” He waved the plates and empty cups he held under their noses as he gestured directions.

      Enid came out and joined us. She seemed to enjoy her adopted role as the vapid-headed bride. Osbert chatted with his men, but had pulled a belt knife out and used it to pick at his teeth. He kept glancing our way with a sly grin on his face. He levered himself up, like he was about to come our way.

      “The men,” she said, “are in counsel with the abbot.” She glanced at guards as they drifted our way again. “Tis not matters for women, I know. Cadoc is such a dear, and doesn’t ask me to get too involved in those matters. I only have to manage the house.”

      Osbert must have overheard her. He rolled his eyes, and settled back against the wall. He flipped his knife in double and triple spins from hand to hand.

      “Go easy, dear,” Gwen whispered to Enid, when the guards were on the far side of the cloister. “A little goes farther than you expect.” Enid winked at her.

      Gwen asked how the people in Meirionnydd were faring and shifted the topic to catch up on the gossip of Caerwyn and Nesta’s cantref. They rolled names around, and would add in references for me, and explain who the people were. In all honesty, I absorbed as much of their gossip as I had with Rhosyn several days before. That wasn’t much.

      While we chatted, Emlyn’s three guardsmen came out into the courtyard. They positioned themselves near us in another patch of shade, but far enough away they could carry their own conversation.

      The Witch Hunter guards saw them and ambled their way. After some idle conversation, Osbert asked, “How did your man die?” A sneer was on his face before our men even had time to answer.

      “Bear attack,” Gerallt offered.

      “Bears in these parts be nasty,” Osbert said. “Not everyone can handle a bear fight. Some folk just piss themselves and run. The brave ones remember to draw steel and fight.”

      From his accent, I could tell the guilder’s swordmaster had come from the Saxon controlled areas east of the borderlands.

      “Were you there too?” Osbert said, still flipping his blade.

      “We all were.” Gerallt said, his tone flat.  Afon and Siors eyed the two guards, but let Gerallt handle the conversation.

      “The young lord drove the beast away by himself?” Osbert asked. “Surely he had help. He don’ be looking old enough to not piss himself.”

      Afon’s hand drifted toward his sword hilt. The tawny haired guard was Emlyn’s best swordsman. I’d wager Afon over almost any other swordsman. But, I had no idea if Osbert was his equal, or even better. He could definitely flip a knife well.

      “You were in the cemetery with us, and heard Lord Emlyn,” Gerallt said, and touched Afon’s elbow. Afon slid his hand back away from his hilt.

      “And the renowned swordmaster of Penllyn wasn’t there? Or did he piss himself and run off?” Osbert and his guards chuckled. Our men stayed stoney faced. They didn’t take the bait Osbert threw at them.

      “Then the young lord is brave and well trained,” Osbert glanced at his buddies and grinned. “Or it was just a bear cub he drove away.”

      Afon’s hand drifted again toward his sword hilt as his face reddened. Osbert locked his eyes on Afon as his own hand slid across his belly, near, but not on, the pommel of his main sword.

      “Perhaps that was it,” Gerallt laughed. He touched Afon’s elbow in warning again. Afon dropped his hand to his side. “A bear cub. It was dark, and we were outside the cave for most of the fight.”

      He nodded his head toward the Witch Hunters as he stepped past them.  Osbert chuckled and kept his eyes on Afon.

      “C’mon lads,” Gerallt said. “Let’s check the horses.”

      Osbert flipped his knife after them, so it twanged into the soil of the courtyard. Afon paused and looked back, but Gerallt had a hand on his arm.

      The guilder glanced our way. Probably looking for Gwen’s reaction to his bravado. Our eyes met, so I smiled at him. A cold, hard smile. Enid chose that moment to go vapid again.

      “Mother says someday I will understand, but I still don’t know why horses have to be so tall. They’d be much easier to get on if they were shorter.”

      The Witch Hunter shook his head, then motioned his companions toward the other side of the courtyard.

      Bechard and Lecerf exited and joined their two guards in the courtyard. The monks brought their horses in from the stables. As the guilders passed through the gates, Ruadh motioned us inside.

      Cadoc had come out to meet us. Gwen and I both chuckled at Enid as she made her expression go vapid one last time for us. Cadoc looked puzzled.

      “Your darling wife plays the empty headed bride well,” I said.

      “I wondered what had come over her at the meal,” he wrapped his arm around her as they entered ahead of us.

      “Mother would do that,” she said, “whenever father met with one of the other Lords, one who negotiated unfairly. She made them think she was vacant minded and they would try to get her to let information slip that might help then. She learned a lot about what the other lord’s intentions really were.”

      “Did you learn anything?” he asked.

      “Only that the guards don’t believe you ran that big nasty bear off all by yourself.” She fluttered her eyelashes at him and donned her vacant expression again. Cadoc leaned in and kissed her forehead as they walked us back toward where the others were.

      The Abbot and Emlyn were in his study, in the back of the Chapter House, the part of the abbey where the monks met for their lessons and other gatherings. His study was as plain as his attire was, with only a few furnishings and several chairs in a semi-circle. An unshuttered window behind his work table let the daylight into the chamber. The day was as bright as the abbot’s smile. He rose as we entered.

      “Blessings to all of you,” he said in his jovial demeanour. “I pray that our unexpected guests did not inconvenience you too much?”

      Gwen shook her head.

      “I will have my monks keep their eyes and ears open.” He said. “Their guild activities are not welcome in the church territory I am responsible for, and I tolerate them only as long as I find nothing in their behaviour to evict them.” I decided I really liked our abbot.

      We didn’t stay long after that, and by the time we made it back to the covered cloister around the open courtyard our horses stood waiting.

      The monks had placed a small stool near each of the horses for Gwen, Enid and I. Enid glanced at Gwen and I as we swung into our saddles.

      “I can’t believe how tall these horses are,” Enid said. She wore her vapid expression again. Gwen and I laughed while the men glanced around uneasily and tried to understand the joke.
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      “Lady Mair,” Haf said as she reached for the mugs, “you’ve hardly drank tonight. And I just brought more ale for all of you.”

      “Here, let me have that,” Ruadh’s arm was out toward my cup. I passed it over. He drained it in one gulp. His face soured.

      “Lass, you be trying to kill me. That was water!”

      Emlyn chortled and almost dropped his mug. I was pleased to see Emlyn smile.

      “Here lass, put some ale in there for her Ladyship,” Ruadh said and handed my mug to Haf. “Just in case ya don’t drink yours tonight, I be here to help you,” he said with a wink at me.

      Gwen and Rhian waited until after the evening meal was cleared before they woke Bleddyn. Those two, along with Cadoc and Enid were upstairs while the rest of us waited in the great hall for news of how Lord Penllyn was once he awakened.

      “Surly,” Emlyn said. “My brother will be surly and grump that we kept him asleep when there was work to be done.” He waved toward the empty chair closest to the fire in the hearth. Bleddyn’s favourite. “But, we’ll need to keep his arse planted there, or in his bed for the next month. No matter how surly he gets.” I grinned and pretended to sip from the mug of ale Haf had left me.

      Gwen came down a few moments later. She spoke quietly with the kitchen girls, then came to join us by the hearth

      “He’s awake and moving, but very slowly.” She said. “We’ve changed the bandages on his wounds, and Rhian and Cadoc are helping him dress. I told him he could come downstairs if he promised to eat only broth and drink only water.”

      Emlyn stood. A rare look of worry crossed his normally expressionless face.

      “I will help Cadoc make sure he makes it down the stairs safely.” I knew he wouldn’t be convinced his brother was awake until he saw it himself.

      There was an undercurrent of excitement among the dozens of townsfolk who lived on the hilltop. To see the Lord of Penllyn awake and moving after his injury would ease some tension of the last few days. Heads swivelled toward the stairs a few minutes later.

      Bleddyn, dressed in tunic and trousers with soft leather boots, leaned heavily on his son and Emlyn. They made their way down the stairs at the end of the great hall. Everyone in the hall stood as he reached the main floor.

      “Oh, stop that,” Bleddyn said. “I’m not dead yet.” He groused, then winked at the kitchen girls.

      He made his way to his favourite chair by the round stone hearth. A small fire danced there. One of the small logs burned through as Bleddyn stepped near. The cascade of falling coals sent several sparks up into the air as though the keep was celebrating his return.

      Bleddyn eased himself down into his favourite chair and cast a tired, yet mischievous grin at Ruadh and I. There was a glint in his eyes, but his face appeared older, and more tired than normal.

      Gwen and Rhian headed back to the kitchen. “Only water,” Gwen called out as she disappeared through the doorway.

      Ruadh glanced at the women, then handed my cup to Bleddyn, who made a sour face until he raised it close enough to smell the ale in it.

      “Mair have only water in her cup, ye know,” Ruadh said as Bleddyn tilted the cup back and drank it down. Emlyn and I chuckled. Rhian brought out a bowl and set it next to Bleddyn. Steam rose from the ripples of the broth.

      “Let it cool, dear” his wife said.

      “You’d think I forgot how to eat.” He said, then his eyes narrowed as he looked toward me.

      “They said I’ve been asleep two, almost three days. Is that right Lady Mair?” his tone was serious, yet jovial. “They might lie to me, but you wouldn’t, would you?”

      He let it hang for a second, then grinned. A two day nap had not dulled his wit. I laughed and rose so I could give him a light hug kiss his forehead.

      “We are glad you are awake, my friend.” I said and returned to my seat.

      “I’m glad you’re my friend,” he said. “I’ve been told it was you that took blows meant for my son, then drove the creature out of the cave.”

      I didn’t want to speak. His tone was too serious.

      “That is twice you’ve helped me and my kin in dangerous situations. You’ve placed yourself in peril to protect my family,” Bleddyn said. “We have a gift for you, one I believe you have earned.”

      Cadoc reached into a leather satchel. He handed me a rolled document.

      “The Lord and Lady of Penllyn,” Cadoc said, “would like to present you with land on the edges of that which was given to Enid and I on our wedding day. It’s a small holding, with only three share-lands there instead of the normal four. But one we all hope that you’ll find comfortable for when you wish to be away from Caer Penllyn.”

      “Welcome to the cantref we hope you will keep as your home, Lady Mair,” Enid said.

      I rose slowly. My hand reached out and took the document.

      “Thank you, milords, and ladies…” I could barely see them, as tears welled in my eyes. I reached out to hug Cadoc and Enid.

      Bleddyn rose, Rhian now at his side. I wrapped my arms around them. Bleddyn patted me on the back. Rhian hugged me back, and kissed me on the cheek, then on the side of my neck.

      I glanced at her. There had been a hint of her teeth in that last kiss. She used the sleeve of her dress, the same red dress I had borrowed from her, to wipe the tears from my cheeks.

      Ruadh and Emlyn both rose to congratulate me. After we had all taken our seats again, I dabbed at my eyes with a dark cloth Gwen passed me.

      “My friend,” Lord Penllyn said to Ruadh, “when you leave the abbey for good, we have land for you here in Penllyn as well.”

      “You be giving away all your land, you won’ be Lord Penllyn long,” Ruadh rumbled with a big grin.

      “Our borders are rather sketchy, right now.” Cadoc said. “We’ve let some landholders on our eastern border expand if they pass half as much land back to Penllyn.”

      We continued our conversation and filled Bleddyn in on the details of the past two days, including Rhys’ funeral and our run-in with the Witch Hunters. Our conversation continued for several hours. Eventually, only Gwen, Rhian and I were still up with Bleddyn. Even Emlyn announced defeat.

      “I can’t stay awake as long as a man who’s napped for two days straight,” he said. “Wake me if you need help to get him upstairs.”

      “I can manage,” I said. With my undead strength, I could carry Lord Penllyn to his chamber if he needed me to.

      Emlyn headed out into the night with a promise to meet me before the sun rose. We would dance again.

      Gwen I sat with the Lord and Lady Penllyn as Bleddyn sat and held his mug of water. His fingers slowly rotated it in his grip. His eyes stared into the fire that crackled in the round, stone lined hearth. Grey smoke wafted into dark gloom overhead, toward the smoke hole in the tile roof.

      “I fear,” he said, “that whatever evil awaits is about to take shape.”

      “Me too,” I said, my voice quiet in the empty great hall. “I have that  everything is too good, and something is about to smack me sensation.”

      He sat and stared into the red coals. Two thin, mostly burned logs that were all that was left the night’s fire. He pushed the empty bowl away from him. He finished three of the bowls and drank several cups of water this evening.

      “I pray we don’t get fire and death, this time,” he whispered. The top log in the fire split, sparks and flames leapt for a few seconds. Rhian rose and slid a hand across his shoulder.

      “Come, milord husband. Off to bed with you,” she said. Together, we helped the unsteady lord to his feet. He took Rhian’s arm, but kept his other arm draped across my shoulders. I let the Lord of Penllyn lean on me as we climbed the stairs. That’s what friends do, I thought. We support each other.
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      Emlyn joined me on the practice field after he awoke. Once he had the tripods with oil lamps lit, we danced our dance of blades. We danced until the red of the sun impeded on the mists that coated the hilltop. We danced until Enid and Sawyl made their way up the path to the practice field as the sun peeked above the hills to the east. I hated to let go of the rhythm and flow of the movements. But we each had our duties to attend to. Emlyn left me with my students and headed back to the keep.

      After my lesson, I went to my cottage. There I changed out of my sword clothes, and had Soul belted to my hip again. The morning fog still hung around on the hilltop. The keep loomed out the mists as I approached it. Gwen sat on a bench outside, on the porch. She already had her plate of food, and took the last bite of her piece of bread as I walked up.

      “Bleddyn is inside, holding court,” she said. Her eyes twinkled in their lightest blue. Her happy colour.

      “Is that what he calls it? Or is he trying to get Ruadh to sneak him more ale?”

      “He didn’t!”

      I ignored her glare and headed inside. Several of the grooms and kitchen women sat around the lord of Penllyn. He chatted with them, and inquired about how his favourite horse was. My new groom friend Parry bounced his head excitedly and explained how they had cared for the animals.

      I came around behind Bleddyn’s chair, after he glanced at me. I leaned forward, draped my arms around him, and kissed his stubbled cheek. Rhian didn’t trust him with a knife on his face yet. He patted my hand, then begged the others to excuse him, and pulled me around to a chair by him.

      Gwen took a chair vacated by the grooms.

      “Did you come with a mission? Or are you here to fill your cup and let me have a drink?” He winked as Gwen glared at me.

      “You’re getting me in trouble,” I said, and got my embroidery from atop the cupboard.

      Once the great hall had emptied, and the kitchen girls had taken the remains of the morning’s meal away, he glanced around and sighed.

      “I’ve now had two great injuries in my life,” he said. Rhian sat in the chair next to him.

      “Now, I’m preparing as much as I can for Cadoc and Enid to assume management of the land when I’m finally gone,” he said. “Fortunately, I now know that the special friends I seem to have collected over the years are here to make sure that when that day comes, my son will have the best of advisors.”

      “You’re not dead yet,” I said. “Why so morose?”

      “You are wise, and correct,” he said. “Better to talk of today. What plans have you?”

      “I’m not sure. What kind of care do I need to give to this estate you’ve gifted me with?”

      “Little,” she said. “If you let my son manage it for you. It’s next to his holdings, and small. He’s been overseeing that area for several years now.”

      “Then I shall ask him when I next see him,” I said. “However, if there are people working in my name, I will need to get to know them.”

      “I would have it no other way,” Bleddyn said. “Perhaps once I am recovered, we can plan time to make the journey to view your estate, and then go visit Meirionnydd. I hear Caerwyn has a new batch of mead he’s quite proud of.”

      He reached out and patted my knee.

      “Don’ worry lass,” he said, his voice deep like Ruadh’s “I be drinking your share for you.”

      We made small talk about the cantref and people in it for the next few hours. Rhian and Gwen excused themselves and drifted away on errands. Rhian sent out another bowl of broth, and a hunk of bread for Bleddyn. We whiled away the time with conversation. He told me more about the people of his land, and filled in the details of whom his main landholders were, where their estates were, and what each was like.

      From where I sat, I could see out the front door, and the unshuttered windows that allowed the summer breeze to filter through the large building. Lord Penllyn entertained himself in the quiet moments by whistling tunes. I rather enjoyed them, even though he wasn’t trying to entertain anyone other than himself. My mind wandered for a time, lost in my own thoughts. I didn’t realise he had spoken.

      “You’re staring off into the distance and ignoring me,” Bleddyn said as he touched my arm.

      “I’m sorry…” I said. “It’s been so very long since I’ve had a home, and people who knew…” I trailed off, not wanting say: who knew what I am.

      He patted my arm.

      “I am happy that you are home, my friend.” He said, his voice soft. A shadow slid in front of us. Emlyn approached.

      “We’ve just had a rider come in,” he said. “You’ll want to hear his report in your rooms.” Bleddyn raised an eyebrow.

      “So much for a quiet recovery,” he said.

      We helped Bleddyn climb the stairs. He kept most of his weight off me, and relied more on Emlyn. His breath wheezed out of him by the time he reached the landing at the top of the stairs. He winced with every step he took. We got him into his room and seated. Emlyn left to get the others. I sat by a window and moved my needle and thread into the sleeve again. Rhian and Gwen were the first to drift in. Cadoc and Emlyn entered, followed by Ruadh and another man. Emlyn closed the door behind them.

      The newcomer was dressed in leathers, and a sword hung from his left hip. One of the wide bladed Celtic ones popular here. Emlyn and I preferred longer, thinner versions of the blade. He bowed low to Bleddyn.

      “Steffan, is it not?” Bleddyn asked the man.  The man nodded.

      “He came from the northern end of Penllyn, toward the borderlands,” Cadoc said.

      “Milord, we’ve got a beast roaming the upper end of Penllyn,” the guard said. “In Dinmael near the Mercian borderlands.”

      “One in the central part too.” Bleddyn said as he touched his injured side.

      Steffan cocked his head, puzzled.

      “We were attacked in the borderlands. Tell us what you know,” Bleddyn said, and motioned the guardsman to continue.

      “As I rode through, I noticed a farmhouse with no smoke from the smoke hole. I stopped to see what I could find. The sheep in the pens had been slaughtered. A score or more of them, dead. One or two had been drug off. I didn’t track them.”

      I kept my eyes on the guardsman. I knew was about to come.

      “Inside the farmhouse, they were dead. Both of them,” he said. “Probably a day. Might have happened the night before I got there. The man and his woman had claw marks across their bodies. Fortunately, no young’uns around. An older couple.” He swallowed, and his eyes shifted nervously around the room.

      “The tracks,” Emlyn said.

      “I found tracks near the sheep pen,” Steffan said, “and near the house. Looked like bear tracks.”

      Bleddyn and I exchanged glances. We heard exactly what we expected.

      “But, they were different,” he continued. “I’ve tracked bear before… these were odd. Weight on the front of the back feet, but no front paws. Almost like it was only walking on its toes.”

      When a shifter was in half-beast form, it didn’t have fully formed feet. Instead, it was in-between form. The raised rear of the foot wouldn’t contact the ground. We had just seen plenty of them near the cave where Bleddyn was attacked.

      “What did you do next?” Lord Penllyn asked.

      “I … I went down the road, and found the next family. They was alive, and hadn’t heard a thing,” Steffan said. “We went back and buried the man and woman. The other farmer said he’d salvage what he could from the sheep. He wanted me to send the next fellow down the road to help him. I did, then rode straight here.”

      “When did you leave to come here?” Rhian asked.

      “Last night, milady,” Steffan said. “I rode as far as I could, slept only a few hours until the sun rose, and kept riding.”

      “Was there anymore?” he glanced at Emlyn, who shook his head.

      “No, milord.”

      “Thank you, Steffan,” Bleddyn nodded at him. “Go get some food. We’ll have more questions later, I’m sure.” The guardsman stood and bowed toward Bleddyn and headed downstairs.
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      “Your thoughts?” Bleddyn asked the room after Steffan left.

      “Aye, could be da beastie Mair and I chased off the other night,” Ruadh volunteered. “But, I need to get his scent to know for sure.” He looked at Gwen. “Can you get me there today?” She gave a nod, but shifted her eyes toward Bleddyn.

      “We need to investigate, and know for sure if this is the same one, or if we have multiple beasts,” Bleddyn said.

      “I’ll go with them,” Emlyn said. I raised my eyebrow.

      “Why you?” Rhian asked.

      “Gwen and Mair can speak across long distances,” he said. “Ruadh and I can fight as well as he and Mair, but with Mair here, you’ll know what is occurring.”

      “What if the beast injures you?” Rhian asked. “The curse…”

      “If Gwen is able, I’ll rely on her aid to stop the curse. If she’s not able, we won’t be coming back.”

      “That is wise,” Bleddyn said. “Let Steffan get some food and see if he is awake enough to go back with you.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Emlyn said. “Any chance of taking horses through?”

      “It takes some effort to open the portal,” Gwen said. “The longer I hold it open the more I have to channel. Each creature that goes through takes energy.” She must have noticed my frown at that statement.

      “I was so worn out from healing,” Gwen said and gave me a sheepish grin. “I wasn’t sure I could get the four of us through the other night. We should see if Mair’s connection to The Lady will allow her the same ability.”

      “We’ll meet in the grove in about an hour?” Emlyn asked. Gwen agreed.

      “Very well,” Bleddyn said. “Get what you need, find Steffan and head out.”

      Gwen and I went back to the cottage, where she packed a travel bag.

      “You think I can open the portal?” I asked.

      “We won’t know until we try,” she replied with a shrug. “You’ve shown an ability to gather and hold the divine energy. You pushed it into your sword when you fought the creature. And, you said the connection was stronger after The Lady pulled you into the mists after the battle.”

      “I’ll try,” I said. “I won’t hope for much.”

      Once we had reached the hilltop, she had me place my hand behind hers as she touched the tree and channelled The Lady’s energy into its life-force. I sensed how she blended the two energies, magic and the tree’s own life energy to part the veil between our world and the Otherworld. The bark of the tree seemed to melt before us as the fiery red slit appeared. I watched with my otherworldly senses, and saw how she controlled the size and shape of the slit.

      Gwen opened the slit wide enough for us and motioned me through. She stepped in behind me.

      “Just a short trip. I can sense where we’re going.” Gwen led the way for about twenty paces through the mists between the worlds. Another shadowy tree shaped appeared before us. Again, I placed my hand on hers. I needed to sense how she channelled The Lady’s power and mixed it with the tree’s energy to open another portal. We stepped out in a grove at the base of the hill on which Caer Penllyn stood. Where she, Ruadh and I had arrived through the mists the day before the wedding.

      We repeated the process. I used my mind, and the magical senses the goddess had unlocked in me to observe the process through both sight and touch. We retraced our steps through the mists and returned to the grove inside the Caer Penllyn.

      I reached out after the red slit of magic had closed behind us. I touched the bark. It was whole again. No sign remained of our passage.

      “Ready dearest?” she asked.

      She placed her hand behind mine as I pulled in The Lady’s energy. I laid my hand on the tree and pushed the energy of the Goddess out like Gwen had. The bark darkened as black gash of energy split the bark. This was not right. I pulled back and let the energy fade from the tree. A black wound stayed in the bark where the slit I had tried to open had appeared.

      “Oh, dear,” Gwen said, and touched the tree. I sensed her efforts as she pushed energy, healing energy into the wound. Her eyes were closed, as she sent her magical senses into the tree, under the bark.

      She opened her eyes. “I see why it happened,” she said. “You really are not alive, dearest.”

      “I keep telling you that,” I said with a stamp of my foot.

      “But I didn’t understand how that condition would affect your use of The Lady’s magic.” She pointed to the tree. “I have stopped the spread, but I’m afraid this spot will remain.”

      “So what went wrong?”

      “You channel the magic, dearest….” She shrugged, then reached out and pushed my hair back from my face. “I use magic to tap into the life force of the tree. Something about how you channel The Lady’s power makes it incompatible with life energy.”

      “You said you tried to use magic to heal me when you first found me?”

      “Your wounds deepened, and you raved more,” she said, her voice quiet.

      “So, to figure how I can use The Lady’s magic to do things, we need to find ways that don’t involve using the energy of live things.”

      “But I don’t recommend trying to open the passage on a corpse.” Gwen said. “Doing so might lead to something unforeseen. Or, not having a corpse around when you need one to travel. We need time to experiment after I have some time to think this through.”

      Gravel crunched on the path behind us.

      “Time we don’t have,” she said. She gave me a quick kiss before the others topped the hill and saw us. Steffan trailed behind Emlyn and Ruadh. Each man carried a pack on his shoulder.

      “I’m sure a horse would be faster and safer than trying to fly,” Steffan said, as he eyed the steep drop over the cliff. Emlyn noticed the black mark on the tree. He glanced at me. I shrugged, then shook my head.

      Gwen had selected another oak, several paces away from the one I had been using.

      “Ready?”

      Emlyn and Steffan’s eye’s grew wide as the red slit opened. Ruadh stepped through first. Emlyn followed. Steffan gulped, closed his eyes, and stepped through the slit. Gwen reached out to touch my cheek, then followed them.
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      On my way down the hill, I glanced at the fissure in the rocky cliff face below the grove, which led to a series of catacombs under the hill. I considered, just for a second, the idea a corpse below. But I knew Gwen would scold me if I tried magic without her. And I’d be lucky if that were the worst that happened. I didn’t understand the magic forces our goddess had unlocked in me.

      I wandered back down to the keep. Bleddyn had not come back down, so I headed upstairs. He was awake. I could tell, by the merry whistle from within the room. Bleddyn waved me in when I knocked. His feet were up, crossed at the ankle on a small stool. A mug stood by his elbow. He had a stack of documents near him. I recognised Rhian’s writing; probably the tables and figures she had compiled two days before.

      I took a seat near him, and started my embroidery again. We exchanged pleasantries for a few minutes, then each of us drifted off into our own thoughts. He shuffled his documents as he struck up the tune he had whistled before. I continued my embroidery.

      “Dearest, we’ve arrived.” Gwen’s voice in my mind sounded distant again. “I will let you know what we discover.”

      Rhian came with another bowl and a hunk of bread for Bleddyn.

      “Oh, it’s you Mair,” she said. “I was afraid I’d have to run down and get another bowl for his guest.” She frowned after she set the food on a table near Bleddyn. “Oh, that didn’t sound hospitable. I’m sorry, Mair. Just, your diet is so…”

      “I’d rather have you accept that,” I said, “than keep insisting I try other food. Trust me, that doesn’t work.”

      Bleddyn glanced at the bowl. “Oh, good. I’ve got vegetables now,” he said with a wink at me. “Perhaps they’ll let me eat a hunk of meat next week.”

      Rhian sat in the chair between us. She smiled, as she saw the pattern of blades intermixed with flowers that had taken shape in my embroidery. “Oh, very appropriate.”

      Gwen’s thoughts interrupted the comment I was about to add.

      “Ruadh says he has the scent. He’ll head into the woods and change, so he can use his other nose. We don’t want to shock Steffan with too much tonight.”

      I passed Gwen’s news on. Rhian picked up her own sewing project. From the size of the piece of fabric, it appeared to be a tunic for a baby or toddler.

      After another hour, Gwen contacted me again.

      “Ruadh is back, he says it’s the same beast. It probably attacked the farmers the night after you and Ruadh drove it off of Bleddyn.” I passed the information on to Bleddyn and Rhian.

      “Will they be able to track the beast? See where it went?” Bleddyn asked. I passed the request on.

      “Emlyn and Ruadh want to do so. We’ve got about an hour of daylight left, so we’ll head out. Ruadh says the trail heads north, and is about two days old,” she sent.

      I stayed upstairs with Rhian and Bleddyn until Gwen connected with me again.

      “We’ve traveled as far as we dare tonight. Ruadh senses no predators in the area. I’ll have a look myself, soon. We’ll camp here until day break and follow the trail again with light.”

      I passed on her report. Bleddyn inquired where they were.

      “Emlyn estimates we’ve crossed into the borderlands, but are close to Penllyn.” Bleddyn and Rhian stayed quiet as I passed along Gwen’s report.

      We three chatted for a little while about the search, but there was little we could decide on until Gwen, Emlyn and Ruadh uncovered more information.

      I excused myself, since Gwen was unlikely to report anything new before the morning. I told Rhian and Bleddyn I’d stay down by the fire in the great hall, and would wake them if heard any more from Gwen.

      Throughout the night I sat and sewed. Afon who had pulled the duty post nearest the keep that night, drifted through the great hall. He kept an eye on the hearth, and added a log or two for me throughout the night. He came in, from time to time, to spread his cloak out, and hold it open before the fire to let some warmth in before he headed back out into the night’s chill.

      Unlike most of the other guards who had newer clothing, Afon’s were well used, but serviceable.

      “Perhaps I should ask Lady Penllyn if there’s a newer cloak about,” I suggested. “Yours is more worn and ragged than those the others wear.”

      “This one is fine,” Afon said with a shrug. “Most lords keep the men in their war bands well stocked with the best of everything. I don’t go for more than food, drink and a good sword. Keep my belly full. Give me good, sharp steel, and any old cloak will do. Let the others look like dandies. I’m only concerned about my duty and my belly.”

      I chuckled. He had never struck me as one who worked for riches. Even here in Penllyn, where the guard was more family, and less marauders, Afon was even more different from that.

      At one point later in the night, he paced like he wanted to speak but was undecided.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked and pointed to a chair opposite me.

      He sat, but at the front edge of the chair, as though he expected to leap up any second.

      “Lord Emlyn and Lord Cadoc told us if they’re not around, we’re to follow your lead.” He said. I shrugged, not sure where the conversation was headed.

      “Some men, normally they wouldn’t follow a woman,” he said. His voice was quiet in the dim, cavernous great hall. “But those of us here at Caer Penllyn, we’ve seen you and Lord Emlyn do your dances with the blades. I didn’t believe there was anyone who match him. Even I can’t, and I’ve trained with him, much more than the other guards. And, they way you fought that creature. You’ve got speed. You’ve got skill. And you stood in the gap when no one else was there. The rest of us, even me, would’ve been hard pressed to stay alive against that creature.”

      “You should see my…” I almost said brother… “teacher. He’s the same one that trained Emlyn.”

      “If he taught Emlyn and you, he’s beyond good.” Afon looked at the fire.

      “I was a sell-sword before I found Lord Emlyn. I worked for whatever lord paid the best,” he said. “I showed you my scar, where he disarmed me when I pushed him into a fight.”

      I wasn’t sure where he was going with this.

      “Well, Lord Emlyn let me come back here. Said I had a natural skill,” he added. I had noticed the same about Afon that first morning when I watched he and Emlyn dance the mediations on the practice field.

      “He told me if I wanted to get better with the sword, he’d teach me if I proved myself loyal.” He glanced into the fire again, then shifted his eyes back.

      “I expected to spend a year here, show that I respected the man who paid me, and he’d teach me. I was good, or so I thought,” he grinned at me. “The other lords, like the thanes of Mercia, they give their war bands new, fancy clothes… jewels and gold when they can.” He pulled his cloak around him. “I’ve had this cloak since my last commission. I don’t need special clothes. Lord Penllyn offered me a new one. He takes care of his men.”

      “When I came in with Emlyn, I figured the Teulu would be here for all of that. But, then I learned what the people here are like. Penllyn is different from the other cantrefi. Something is special about this place. Like God is watching out for Penllyn.”

      “She is,” I said. Afon blinked as he absorbed that statement. I wasn’t sure how devoted he was the church.

      “The old gods, eh? If the goddess sent you here,” he said with a grin, as he accepted the idea, “she’s either rewarded Lord Emlyn with someone who can challenge him, or there’s a storm of shit coming.” He paused and let his eyes probe my face. I shrugged and kept sewing.

      “Those of us that were there when the creature attacked, we saw you fight. Not only that,” he pointed at my torso, “you took blows that would have been on Lord Cadoc, and you walked away. And, your sword glows like his.”

      “The goddess seems to like me,” I said. I hoped that was enough of an explanation.

      He shook his head, then shrugged. He didn’t seem to understand how I did what I did, and why I was still here after those blows from the shifter. Despite the discussion of my undead nature with Rhian and Bleddyn, I wasn’t ready to be open about it with Afon. But…? I set my sewing off to the side.

      “This is between just you and I…” I said. Afon grinned his agreement. I raised my hand, palm up. If I could push energy into the tree, if I could make my sword glow… I hoped I could do something simple for Afon. I pulled some energy in from my connection to the goddess. My hand glowed, and light danced across my palm. After a few seconds I let it fade into the dark of the night.

      “I’m not a druid, or dryad, whatever the term is,” I said. “But, the goddess likes me.”

      “With the Holy Lady watching after you, I believe everything I saw in that cave,” he said, his voice firm. “Lady Gwen healed Lord Penllyn there with magic. It looked just like that.”

      “I can’t heal with magic,” I said. “Gwen has her talents. I have different ones.” His eyes dropped to where I had Soul belted to my hip.

      “The Lady brought me here for a reason. To help protect Penllyn and her people.” I said.

      “You’ve done that. We knew you were special, and that Lady Gwen had healed your wounds. Fortunately, they weren’t near as bad as what the creature did to Rhys or Lord Penllyn,” Afon said.

      “I’m lucky that way,” I replied. My wounds had been just as bad as Lord Penllyn’s. But, I’m not human in the normal sense. Afon and the other guards didn’t know that, though.

      “I told you I expected to leave within a year after I learned what I could from Lord Emlyn?” he asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. “I been here more than five years now. Penllyn has grown on me. It’s home now. Live by the sword, die by the sword.” His eyes held mine for a few seconds. “When that storm hits us, I expect to die. But I’ll die protecting my home. I’m here for Penllyn, not for myself anymore.”

      Afon stood and nodded a small bow then headed toward the kitchen. He turned back at the doorway.

      “The guard will follow you, Lady Mair, if it comes to that. You have earned our respect.” He pulled his old grey cloak tight around him, then spun on his heel to head back into the night.

      The guard will follow? I didn’t want that responsibility. But, I had no idea what how to get out of it.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            45

          

          

      

    

    







            Recruits and Death

          

        

      

    

    
      The mists had dissipated from the hilltop when Enid and Sawyl finished our sword lessons the next morning. Cadoc strode toward the weapons field as we finished.

      “We’ve got several young men who want to join the guard,” he said to Sawyl. “With Emlyn out, I could use a second opinion on their stature and character.”

      The large guardsman agreed to sit in on the interviews.

      “Care to come along as well?” Cadoc asked me.

      I raised an eyebrow in question.

      “You are a leader of our Teulu,” he said. “If any of our men, new or old, have a problem with that, I want to know now.”

      I chuckled and agreed. Afon’s conversation with me the night before was just the beginning of my new role in Penllyn.

      Sawyl and I stored the practice weapons back in the armoury, then met Cadoc with three young men there amidst the weapons.

      I kept my sword clothes on, which raised an eyebrow or two on the young men. All of them said they had come to Caer Penllyn instead of accepting the Witch Hunters’ recruitment offers. Cadoc had Sawyl run them through weapons drills while we watched, to make sure they knew the basics of how to use sword and shield, bow, and spear.

      After the interviews, we compared our impressions. Sawyl had a good intuition. He pointed out one he had concerns about, and I agreed. The one who had the biggest reaction to seeing me, a woman, with a blade and trousers instead of a dress.

      “Tomi reminds me of… well… me,” Sawyl said. “Too Cocky. He should come around with some guidance.”

      “He’ll need his attitude shortened,” I said with a glance at the main gate. “He will run a lot of laps around the Caer. But I believe he’ll shape up. He seems sharp and eager, just cocky.” Cadoc ran his fingers through his moustache, from the outside in, as he listened to our assessments.

      “I will go now and induct them as trainees,” he said. “If Tomi’s attitude gets the better of him in the next few months, we can cut him loose.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Sawyl said. “Emlyn likes all new recruits to inspect the outer fortifications first. I could use a good run this morning.”

      By the time I had changed out of my sword clothes, the midday meal was well underway. I found a quiet spot in the great hall and continued my embroidery. Haf brought me a mug of water and set it at my elbow on one of the small wooden tables scattered about the great hall.

      “Unless ye be needin’ some ale dis afternoon, milady,” she said, in imitation of Ruadh’s accent and deep voice. I laughed and thanked her.

      Bleddyn had come down a short while later, assisted by two of the guard. I went to sit with him. His favourite spot by the fire in the centre of the hall was in the middle of the commotion of the morning meal, but everyone kept his chair and those around it empty.

      I filled him in on our interviews with the new guard recruits that morning.

      “He matched your estimations of the recruits?”

      “He did,” I said. “Sawyl even said one of them is much like he was a month ago.”

      “I always thought Sawyl would be trouble, but Emlyn insisted we bring him on.” He looked at me. “You have been a great asset for us, Mair.”

      I was about to reply, but held up my hand.

      “We’ve located another farmstead,” Gwen sent, “and the creature’s scent heads right toward it.” I passed the news onto Bleddyn. After a few minutes, Gwen contacted me again.

      “I’m going to link you to what I see,” she said, but I couldn’t get much other than a few shapes and splotches of colour. We were still too far away from each other.

      “What do you see? Bleddyn is right here with me.”

      “Not good. A family, four in the house another person in the shed. All slaughtered. The wounds are like those on you and Bleddyn from the lycanthrope.”

      “Any idea how long ago?” I asked. Bleddyn’s face had gone white as I passed on Gwen’s narration of the scene. I stated my questions verbally as well as mentally, for his benefit.

      “A day and a half, perhaps.” She sent. “The men believe we haven't gained any ground on the creature.”

      Bleddyn had an idea, and I passed it on to her.

      “Can you figure its general direction, and tree walk to cut down its lead?”

      “Let me ask.”

      Several minutes swept by. Bleddyn and I were both quiet while we waited.

      “Emlyn and Ruadh like the idea. They want to catch it and take it down before it harms anyone else.” She sent. “Steffan will stay here and get the other local farmers to help with clean up, and take in the surviving livestock. He’ll then stay in this part of Dinmael.”
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      “There are days I wish I were young again,” Bleddyn said. He touched his side where the bandages lay under his tunic. “Then I remember that I’m old enough, and wise enough to let the young do the hard work.”

      I chuckled.

      “Didn’t you say that Emlyn is close to your age? And Ruadh isn’t far behind that. Gwen and I, however…” I said with a grin. He already knew I was far older than he, but I wasn’t sure if he had guessed at Gwen’s true age. Bleddyn chuckled.

      He reached for a walking stick leaning against the table at his knee. Afon had presented it to him that morning. The guardsman said he had found a nice piece of oak and had whittled away on it during the calm nights on watch. He had cut in several Celtic designs on the upper third, and I could see where the pattern would continue on when he finished the design.

      “I smell sweetbread baking,” Bleddyn said. “I need to get Rhian to find Cadoc, so I’ll see if I can grab some bread while I’m in the kitchen.” He winked at me. “I’ll get a slice for you, too.”

      His footsteps were careful, and he put a lot of his weight on the staff. It was obvious his wounds caused him discomfort when he walked. A few seconds later I heard a familiar voice from the kitchen.

      “Now milord,” Haf scolded, “Lady Penllyn, she told us in no uncertain terms you were not to be up.” She held the door open for him as he hobbled through it. “We’ll bring you the sweetbread you want in a few moments.”

      “And some for Mair,” he said, as he ignored her rebuke and glare.

      “Of course we will, milord. Now back to the fire with you.”

      She stayed by his side all the way to his chair and hovered behind him to make sure he didn’t fall as he sat. She bent and retrieved a metal bell from the floor and placed it on his small table.

      “Lady Penllyn said to use the bell when you want something. We all be listening for it. We will be here in a jiff if you need us.”

      “You’re a brave woman, Haf,” I laughed. “I’m not one to tell the lord of the keep he can’t have his sweetbread.”

      “You got your hands full with Lord Emlyn, Lady Mair,” she said. She tried to imitate Lady Penllyn’s stern look at Bleddyn. “Me and the girls will try to keep his lordship in line while his lady wife is busy.”

      Haf brought out a wooden plate. Two thick slices of sweetbread lay on it. She pulled another of the small tables around, and set it between Bleddyn and I. She glanced at his mug to see if it needed refilled.

      “The girls said they found Lady Penllyn, and she’ll find Lord Cadoc.” Haf said.

      “Thank you, young lady,” he replied. “If Mair eats too much of my bread, I shall ring the bell for more.” Haf gave Bleddyn another stern glare. He ignored it and reached for the bread. Once she had walked away, he grinned at me as he took the slice of bread farthest from him.

      “I will eat your slice first, in case Cadoc arrives before I finish. You might give him your slice, but you wouldn’t think of giving him mine.”

      Bleddyn had the second slice of bread in his hand by the time Cadoc and Rhian arrived.

      “I was going to ask how his appetite has been,” Rhian said. “But I see he’s eating well.”

      “Mair was nice and gave me her slice of sweetbread,” he said as Rhian sat next to him. Cadoc picked breadcrumbs off the plate. We filled them in on the afternoon’s updates from Gwen.

      “Did they say where they think the creature is heading?” Cadoc asked. “I could get a party together and try to intercept.”

      “I would rather not lose anymore men to that creature,” Bleddyn said. “Let us see what they can discover.”

      “Plus the curse,” Rhian said. “We don’t need anyone injured and infected with it.”

      “I don’t have Gwen’s ability to heal others,” I said. I thought back to the black mark I had left on the tree in the grove. “Trust me, you don’t want me to try that magic.”

      “Still…” Cadoc said. “I’ll have Sawyl pull a few men and be ready to ride, just in case Emlyn decides we need to intercept the creature and slow him down.”

      Gwen reached out to me then.

      “We tree-walked again. Ruadh found the scent, so we tried again, with about a two hour gap. That worked too. We’ll try what we think is a four hour gap.”

      I passed that on. We stayed in the great hall as Rhian and Cadoc updated Bleddyn on the daily work around the keep. Around us, the kitchen girls worked to get the evening meal preparations made. They piled plates and cups on the large tables. Rhian and Cadoc glanced at me every few minutes to see if I had any news from Gwen. I sat and sewed, and shrugged whenever they caught my eye. Bleddyn, stared into the small fire in the hearth.

      People drifted into the great hall. Perhaps an hour had passed since I last heard from Gwen. I felt the sensation of her mind reach out to me again.

      “We went too far, and Ruadh couldn’t find the trail after searching. We will go back halfway and see if we can find where the creature veered off.”

      Rhian sighed, and Cadoc paced around the hall. Several of the early diners watched him.

      “I feel as nervous as Cadoc,” Rhian said.

      “He takes after you with that,” Bleddyn quipped. “She almost wore a groove in the floorboards with her pacing after we married. She's mellowed over the years, though, and I’ve only had to replace the boards once since Cadoc was born.”

      Rhian shot him a look. “And Mair sits here, moving her needle in and out of that dress. How do you stay so calm and serene?”

      “Years and years of practice,” I said.

      I folded my sewing. “Perhaps I should get Cadoc to give me a tour of the outer fortifications.”

      “I’m not sure he’s ever run around the hill,” Rhian said with a glance at her son, “Might do him some good, but I’d be with you in case you hear from Gwen.”

      “Before you go, perhaps you could find that nice girl, Haf,” Bleddyn said with a wink. “See if she’ll bring you more sweetbread. She likes you. Haf will give you a bigger slice than she’d bring me.” Rhian laughed and headed toward the kitchen so I didn’t have to. Enid walked into the great hall.

      “Feel like exercise?” I asked. “Get your sword, meet me on the practice field. Your husband has some energy to work off.” She darted a glance toward Cadoc then smiled and turned to leave.

      I crossed my arms and stood in Cadoc’s path.

      “Go get three practice swords.” His eyes shot up in surprise. But, he nodded after a few seconds.

      By the time I had changed into sword clothes, Enid and Cadoc walked together. The young lord carried three wooden weapons, and both had their blades strapped to them. Cadoc rarely went about without his, but Enid conformed with custom and kept hers in their cottage.

      “Waiting is never easy,” I said, as I joined them at the practice field. “Let’s start with some meditations to calm our minds.” Cadoc spread his cloak on the grass, and laid the wooden practice weapons on it, then joined us in the centre of the field. Enid spread a blanket, and used a coal to light a fire in one of the baskets near the blanket. The evening was already chilly.

      Together, we drifted through the first level meditations. Slow and methodical, yet fluid and graceful. Cadoc missed a few steps now and then, even though he had trained with Emlyn for most of his life. Enid had a faint smile drift across her face as she watched him struggle to concentrate. Her own movements were spot on. We ran through the second level meditations. The slow mediations, done with purpose, helped to quiet our minds. I hoped Cadoc would focus on our dance with the blades.

      I saluted them at the end of the second repetition. I waved my weapon toward the side of the field and suggested Cadoc watch. Enid and I changed our steel for wooden weapons. We saluted with our blades.

      “Defence only,” I said to her. I worked another set, but mixed the order of my strikes. Once I was sure that she was capable, I sped up, and tried to challenge her. I pushed her to where she wore an expression of concentration, but she kept her defence solid. At the end, I stepped back and glanced at Cadoc. He was wide eyed, but applauded his wife. Enid slid the wooden sword into her belt and dropped an elaborate curtsey toward him.

      I waved Cadoc to take her place. He stepped forward without hesitation. We saluted, but, unlike Enid, I gave him no restrictions. His own strike was first in, which I parried. As we shifted around the practice field, I let him lead the attack for a while. His movements were graceful, and fast. From what I had seen of the guards here, only Afon was ahead of him in skill and training.

      Once I had measure of Cadoc’s abilities, I took control of the dance, and launched a combination of strikes that should have challenged him. He countered them without hesitation. Good. Emlyn had trained him beyond a four-year student. I pushed harder and faster. I threw more advanced combinations of strikes at him. He managed them all without hesitation. Our wooden blades weren’t moving as fast as Emlyn and I danced, but Cadoc kept up.

      This wasn't a bout I was trying to win. I wanted to push him to concentrate on the sword work, instead of our other problems. I finally found a slight misstep of his. One of his counters was a just a finger’s width too low. I slid my blade over his and tapped his chest with my sword. He stepped back and saluted. A cry arose from down by the keep. A crowd had formed on the porch as the sun drifted toward its dying breath of red in the evening sky. Bleddyn, who sat on a bench, lead the others in a cheer. We saluted our audience and bowed.

      “Your husband is talented with the blade,” I told Enid as we gathered our practice weapons. She folded the blanket we had brought up to sit on. Then she poured sand into the iron basket to extinguish the fire.

      “If so,” he asked, and gathered the wooden swords from us, “why did you have to take the creature’s blows for me?” His mood had darkened again.

      “Strength of the creature,” I said. “He did slam you into the cave wall.” I tried to keep my voice quiet, so it didn’t drift. “Plus the awkward stance you were in, above Rhys. The creature had you where you weren’t able to adjust.”

      His eyes had the same haunted shadow I had seen in Emlyn’s eyes the night we came back with Bleddyn. Cadoc’s guilt, however, had taken a while to fester in his soul. He stood still, his eyes distant. On memories of that night. On the doubt he felt.

      “And,” I continued, just loud enough for him to hear. I didn’t want Enid to overhear. “I can be faster than you. Very fast. So can the creature.”

      Cadoc shook his head. I could tell he had his own battle with his own demon. He couldn’t get past the guilt that he didn’t do enough.

      “You are human,” I whispered. “I am not.”

      Cadoc stood, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “I’ve relived that battle so many times in the last few days, and I never considered my stance. You’re right.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            47

          

          

      

    

    







            Playing Bear

          

        

      

    

    
      The night passed without incident. Gwen kept in contact, but finally admitted she had worn out her energy. They had to stop for sleep, even though they were still a few hours behind the creature.

      As the red then golden glow of the sun stained the morning mist over the weapons field, Enid and Sawyl climbed toward me. I sat on my cloak at the edge of the field, waiting.

      We ran several sets of meditations, then I asked Enid to sit on the sidelines and watch. I waved Sawyl back out to face me.

      “You’re to lead a small force and intercept the creature if Emlyn sends word?”

      Sawyl nodded. He traded his steel for he favoured wooden practice blade.

      I raised two gnarled clubs I had found in the armoury.

      “What do you do if you fight something not human? Something like a bear?”

      “Fight it?” He shrugged.

      I swung one club at his head, which he blocked. Then I followed with another with the other club. “Don’t forget the bite” I said as I bobbed my head him and connected with his outer arm. I jumped back, so he didn’t smack me in the head.

      “Think about three points of attack as you fight,” I said and struck with both clubs and my head. “If you had a shield, that might help. But a heavy, long blade like this one is best as a two-handed weapon. Remember you can use the pommel against a foe like this, but beware of its claws. And, the creature in question is not a natural bear.”

      He nodded without surprise at that. Good. Cadoc had given him more information than we had shared with the common folks. Even Enid knew about him. Cadoc said Ruadh had already revealed his nature to her. I wasn’t ready for that leap of faith yet.

      “The beast will be much faster than you expect,” I said and raised the clubs to attack position again.

      I launched another series of attacks and called out “Head!” whenever he left an opening. He started to understand the style of attack he might face.

      “I have a group ready to ride to aid Lord Emlyn, if needed,” he said when we took a break. “Will you work them through this drill as well?” He impressed me again with his leadership. A man thinks of his own survival. A leader thinks of his team.

      “Bring your men after you break your fast,” I agreed. “Have them come with practice weapons.”

      As I waited for Sawyl to return, I reached out to Gwen.

      She answered and explained that Emlyn and Ruadh waited until daybreak to begin again. I filled her in on Sawyl’s group, and how I would train his men.

      “Emlyn approves, but says be careful. Don’t give away too much information,” she sent.

      “Unless he wants to send Ruadh back, I’m still the mysterious foreign swordswoman who can have knowledge of things like this.”

      
        
        Gwen chuckled.

      

      

      Sawyl brought his men to the weapons field shortly after. Afon was among them.

      “Live by the sword,” Afon said, for once his face was serious. “I don’t want to die like Rhys.” He fought to keep a shiver down. Siors was also among the men Sawyl brought up. He was there the night the creature attacked Bleddyn and killed Rhys. There was a haunted look in his eyes.

      He already knew the creature wasn’t a normal bear. Sawyl and Cadoc had briefed the others on their opponent. Cadoc joined us. He carried a couple of extra clubs.

      “I thought you might need another helper to play bear,” he said.

      We ran the men through the same drills. We divided the men between us, and covered several scenarios they might face with such a creature. My experience with lycanthropes was limited to just a few times before the current one, but that made me the best expert we had. We didn’t want to give away Ruadh’s secret.

      I got the tingle at the base of my neck that said Gwen wanted to check in again. I called a break in the practice, and sent everyone down to the keep for water. Cadoc stayed with me.

      Gwen told me they found several farmsteads on the Penllyn side of the borderlands that the beast went near, but had not disturbed. They interviewed the farmers and found nothing different about the farms that would have made the creature avoid them. After that the creature headed out into borderlands again, and they were following the trail with short hops through the underworld.

      “Be careful of the wind,” I sent.

      “Ruadh and Emlyn are aware of it,” she replied. “No sense in letting the creature smell us on his trail. We’re ready to make another hop. I’ll let you know when we get close to it.”

      Sawyl and his men were headed back. I had just enough time to fill in Cadoc before the men rejoined us.
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      I wandered into the great hall of the keep. Bleddyn was in his usual chair. He ran his knife over the wood. Details began to emerge from its rough form.

      “I wondered if you had grown tired of me,” he said as I retrieved my sewing and sat what had become my favourite chair across from him.

      “Cadoc told me of today’s training,” he said. “Did I ever tell you I’m happy you’re here with us?”

      “You might have mentioned it,” I said.

      “If I forget to tell you at least once a day, please remind me,” he grinned at me. “Rhian thinks I’ve become forgetful. She hasn’t figured out I ignore the tasks I don’t want to do anymore.”

      “What don’t you want to do?” Lady Penllyn asked as she stepped behind him.

      “Sit around and do nothing,” he replied. “Unfortunately, these gashes in my side tell me otherwise. That salve the herb-women apply is the most foul smelling stuff.”

      “Trust me,” I said. “Anyone near you agrees.”

      “Did Rhian tell you to pick on me today?”

      “No, I decided to do that all on my own.” I said with a sly glance at Rhian.

      “You’ll fit in nicely, dear,” she said. “I need to go down to the village below and spend time with the weavers today, would you like to come along?”

      “She just got here, and you steal her away?” Bleddyn complained with a roll of his eyes, but a smile on his face. I agreed to go out. Enid was correct. Penllyn was my home, and I wanted to see and learn about it as much as I could.

      The looms were set in a circular building near the centre of the village. Each was a tall and wide arrangement of several poles to make a box shape. They stood upright, but leaned back against the walls of the building.

      The main threads were tied to a horizontal pole set atop the two long legs. The thread stretched down, across another horizontal pole set on pegs in the frame’s legs. Threads hung down, across more of the wooden bars, and were tied to warps, or weights that hung from the bottom rail and pulled tension on the vertical threads.

      A small fire burned in the central hearth. Thin trails of smoke leaked through the thatch of the roof. Half a dozen women stood at the looms and ran their shuttles through the web of threads on the looms. Most gave us warm smiles as Rhian led Enid and I around the room and introduced us.

      One woman, younger than the others by about ten years kept her eyes on me as we made our way around the room. She sat at a smaller horizontal loom. She worked on narrower, yet more decorative cloth. As we approached her work area, she shifted her eyes to Lady Penllyn.

      “Lady Enid, Lady Mair, this is Llinos,” Rhian said. Llinos stood to offer a curtsey to us. I noticed she rose with an awkward stiffness in her hips. “Llinos’ mother was our best weaver for a generation. She taught her daughter well.”

      The girl was thin, with a sharp nose on a narrow face. Her brown eyes drifted across both of us, but returned to me. Her hair was black, very similar to mine. Llinos kept her hair long, and tied behind her with of ribbon.

      I glanced at her work on the loom. The weave was tight and consistent. The colours were the grey and green of Penllyn. I let my eyes wander across the cloth. She worked on a banner similar to those that flew from Caer Penllyn’s walls. I could see the steed, the horse’s head that was the symbol of Penllyn.

      Rhian took Enid back to the weaving mistress so they could plan their next month’s work for the women. I stayed with Llinos. Her hand wove the card with the thread meticulously through the strands on the loom. “You do good work,” I said. Llinos murmured her thanks as her cheeks reddened.

      “Pardon, milady,” she said. Her eyes drifted to my hip each time her shuttle emerged from he threads on my side of the loom. She seemed to want to chat, but was timid, like a finch with a hawk overhead.

      “Yes, dear,” I said. “Go ahead and ask.”

      “I… you…” she stammered, then took a breath. “I was at the Caer for Lord Cadoc and Lady Enid’s wedding feast. You charged in to protect everyone.”

      I remembered that day well. Enid led the young, unmarried women on a mad chase. Local tradition held that the first girl to catch hold of the new bride would be the next to marry.

      Ghosts of Roman soldiers long dead had erupted from the hillside. When the spirits dove at Enid and the girls, Cadoc and I charged to protect the girls. Cadoc’s sword, which Gwen and I had blessed, glowed with the goddess’ light. I didn’t have a sword yet. But I made the Celtic cross I wore about my neck glow with The Lady's magic. Cadoc and I used the sword and cross, with The Lady’s power, to drive the spirits back to wherever they came from.

      “I don’t remember,” I said, “were you one of the girls who chased?”

      Llinos started to blush again.

      “No, milady,” she said as her smile disappeared. “With my leg all crippled I can’t run fast enough. My pa tried to get me married off, but none of the boys in the villages want a girl like me.”

      “They don’t know what they’re missing,” I said. “This is some of the best work I’ve seen on a loom.” I pointed to where the horse head was taking shape. “Most weavers would have just used a second colour of thread to make the mane. You’ve got four, no five colours in here.”

      “I dyed them myself,” she said. “Lord Penllyn sent word down we should make a new banner for Lord Cadoc. I wanted to make it as special as I could.”

      “We each have our talents,” I added.

      “That’s what I wanted to ask,” she said. “I tried to learn the sword and spear with everyone else. The guards were patient with me. But with my bum leg, I walk too bad to do the attacks.”

      “You have the sword,” Llinos continued, “and I heard some of Lord Emlyn’s guards talk about how you give sword lessons.” This is it, I thought. She’ll want to join.

      “And you want to learn?” I still wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Oh, no, milady,” she exclaimed. “Not that at all, I hope you didn’t believe I would presume to ask…” she stammered, flustered again.

      “You’re so brave,” she said. “I could never be as brave as you. All the other guards, even Lord Emlyn and Afon stood frozen.”

      I understood what she was after.

      “You want me to give Afon a message?” I asked, hoping she hadn’t given her heart to Emlyn. I wasn’t sure I wanted to share him.

      “No, not a message,” she said and rose again. She limped her way to a cupboard set between two of the looms. She handed me a folded garment.

      “I made him this cloak,” she said. “His is old, and thin. Walking guard duty is cold most nights. I know he’ll never want to see me, or talk to me…” her gaze was on the dark blue of the cloak as she spoke. “When my family first came to Penllyn during Mercia's last war, Afon and another warrior found us. Well, brigands found us first. One of them was trying to tie me up, said they’d take me back to their camp. Afon ran in and killed him and the others.”

      She looked at me, her eyes wide.

      “I was shaking so bad that Afon gave me his cloak. He had just bought it after he and the other man had been paid by King Penda.” Her eyes drifted out the window as she relived the memories. “It was a very fine cloak. Mother sent it back to him after we got settled here. I asked mother to teach me how to weave, so I could make him a cloak. One finer than he had loaned me. I want him to be warm and know someone is thinking about him while he’s there to protect Lord and Lady Penllyn.”

      I unfolded the cloak. The skill in the weaving was exquisite. She had blended a series of blues and darker colours, even reds to give it a shifting tonal texture. There was a faint series of horse silhouettes woven in as well, across the shoulders. I let my finger drift across the wool.

      “This is marvellous work, Llinos,” I said. “Even the embroidery is wonderful.” She had kept the thread dark, but the cloak had a series of Celtic swirls and points. Two swords, one on either lapel, were worked into the design as well. I thought back to my attempt at embroidery. Llinos’ talent with thread put my skills with the needle to shame.

      “This is a princely gift,” I said and held her eyes until she smiled. “I’ve seen no work better in all of my travels. I shall be honoured to carry it to Afon for you.”

      “Oh, thank you, milady,” she said. I pulled her in for a one-armed hug. “But please don’t tell him I sent it.”

      “I will not lie,” I said. “Afon is my friend, as are you, Llinos.” I held her eyes with mine. I didn’t use my undead powers to manipulate her mind, but wanted her to acknowledge my use of friend. “If he asks, I shall tell him who crafted this gift, and who will be thinking of him on watch.”

      “Oh you mustn’t… I could never expect him… oh! I mean…”

      “But,” I added, “I like to commission another piece from you, as good as this one.” Her eyes went wide.

      “Really?” she said. “You want me to make you a piece?”

      “Not me,” I replied. “You know Lady Gwen?”

      “Of course,” she said. Her eyes went even wider. “I don’t know that my work is good enough for a lady of her quality.”

      “Pish, girl,” I chuckled. “I've seen lesser quality work than your worst on queens in Europe. Lady Gwen will find the cloak you make for her a most fitting gift.”

      I described what I’d like out of the cloak.

      “It will be a while to get enough variations in the greens you’d like,” Llinos said.

      “Is there anything I can have Lord Penllyn send away for?” I asked. “I have the means to import whatever you need.”

      “I have most of what I need. But, I'll have to find the right plants to dye the wool with. Once we get the threads spun, all I need is time to work.” She said. “I may not complete it by winter.”

      “Of course, not, dear,” I replied. “Make sure you finish your normal duties first.”

      By then Rhian had drifted back over. Enid was still across the room, chatting with several of the weavers.

      “What duties does she need to give up?” Rhian asked.

      “Nothing,” I replied. “I just asked her to make a cloak for Gwen.” I held the dark blue one for Lady Penllyn to see. “Similar to this one.”

      “Oh, dear, Llinos,” Rhian gasped. “You’ve outdone even your mother. She would be very proud of you.” The girl blushed again. “And you gave this to our Mair?”

      “No,” I said. “There’s a certain member of the Teulu who will receive this one from Llinos.” Rhian raised her eyebrow. Llinos blushed again. She tried to appear busy by picking up her thread caddy again.

      “I have asked her to add the cloak to her other work,” I explained.

      “What do you need to work on Lady Mair’s request, dear?” Rhian asked.

      Llinos stopped trying to fumble their way through another row on the loom. The poor girl was distraught. She had threaded the colour for the horse into the background that should have been green.

      “Well,” Llinos said, “I’d like to add seven different greens to what we keep on hand, plus a deeper black. That helps with the gradient of the tones.” She and Rhian lapsed into talking plants for dying thread.

      “I’ll speak with Mistress Olwin about your workload and the dyes,” Rhian added. “Finish the banner for my son. After that, if Olwin can spare you, I’d like you to make that cloak a priority. Our Lady Gwen deserves a gift of the quality only you can make.”
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            A Little Bird

          

        

      

    

    
      Bleddyn sat with Afon, who held a mug of ale when we arrived back at the keep. A basket sat on the floor, near Bleddyn. In it nestled two wooden figures. They were very rudimentary, just the basic body shapes of a cylindrical body and a head on a neck. He had carved a basic face on each, slits for the eyes and mouth. A few other hunks of wood, leftover odds and ends from his carpenters, sat in the basket. Bleddyn raised his current work.

      “Mair will tell you,” he said. “Doesn’t it look like there is a chicken inside this hunk of wood?”

      “Definitely,” I said. “Not sure if it’s a hen or a cock, though.”

      “I will get rid of all the non-chicken bits and we’ll see.”

      “Lady Mair may have her chair again,” Afon said as he rose. He gave me a slight bow. “I don’t wish to keep her from her assigned task of entertaining you.”

      “Just a moment,” I said and waved him back. “A nice young lady in the village is concerned about your warmth while you walk guard duty.” I passed him the folded cloak.

      “Me? What did I do to catch a girl’s eye?” he asked, but took the garment. As he unfolded it, Bleddyn whistled.

      “Oh, this is much too nice for me,” Afon said. “Surely she meant it for Lord Emlyn.”

      I glanced at Bleddyn. He winked and carved his wooden figure again.

      “I know my brother,” Bleddyn said. “He’d take that into Mercia and trade it for more steel rod to make weapons. If I were you, I’d keep it and not ask questions. Steel won’t keep you warm like that cloak will.”

      Afon wrapped the cloak around his shoulders.  “Thick, and warm. Now you’ve made me wonder who this mysterious gift-giver is.”

      “There is only one of our weavers with that kind of skill,” Bleddyn said. He ran his knife along the wood, then closed one eye as he turned it back and forth to check his progress.

      “You don’t mean that little bird in the weaver’s hut?” Afon asked. “Llinos? I thought she’d be married off by now?”

      “She’s rather shy,” I said. “Evidently, no one wanted someone who couldn’t walk well.”

      “What’s her walking got to do with anything?” he asked, and he refolded the cloak. “Her leg made it rough for her in weapons training. So we kept her long enough to get the basics. She had determination. I kind of liked her.”

      “Well,” I said. “She definitely likes you. So don’t forget to thank her for her gift.”

      “Why me?” he asked. “Those who live by the sword die by the sword. Why would any girl want me?”

      I looked at Bleddyn. He shrugged and kept on carving.

      “Do you intend on dying tomorrow?” I asked the guard.

      “No,” he answered.

      “Good. Then go find her between your shifts.” I said. “Oh, and on your way down, there are several places where wildflowers grow. Pick a handful and give them to her.”

      “Girls like flowers?” he asked.

      Enid walked by. She planted her hands on her hips and stood in front of Afon.

      “Yes,” she said. “Girls like flowers. But what we like even more is the men that bring them.”

      Afon shook his head again. “But if I pick them, they’ll just die,” he said. “Couldn’t I take her out to look at the flowers instead?”

      Enid glanced at me and giggled. “That’s the next step,” she told the befuddled guardsman. “Take her flowers the first time. The next time you visit her…”

      “The next time?” he interjected.

      “You want to see her again, right?” Enid asked.

      “Probably… I mean…” Afon shrugged.

      “Then when you go back the next day,” Enid continued, “take her a single flower and ask if she’d like to come see more.”

      “But why me?” he asked. “Couldn’t she go by herself when she wants to see flowers? I’m not sure she’d want my company. Would she?”

      Enid rolled her eyes and sat in the chair next to Bleddyn.

      “Don’t ask us,” I said. “Go down tomorrow and ask Llinos.”

      Afon shook his head as he walked away, the cloak over his arm.

      “Men…” Enid muttered.

      Bleddyn and I shared a chuckle.

      Gwen contacted me a while later.

      “We’ve lost the trail,” Gwen sent a few moments later.

      “How?” I asked.

      “The creature must have sensed it was being followed,” she explained. I cursed. Out loud. Enid and Bleddyn looked at me. I stood and paced.

      “He’s doubling and tripling back on his trail,” Gwen added. “We think he climbed a tree and has been running around the upper branches. Ruadh isn’t sure which path is the newest.”

      I cursed again.

      Behind me, Bleddyn cleared his throat. “Well?”

      “Sorry,” I muttered. I stopped pacing long enough to fill him in.

      “Damn,” Bleddyn grumbled. “I had hoped they’d catch the beast unawares.”

      “Emlyn says I should come back and get you,” Gwen added. “He wants to split up. You and he go one way. Ruadh and I another.”

      I passed that onto Bleddyn, with my voice quiet enough for he and Enid to hear.

      “As much as I like having you here to relay the news,” he said as he pushed his knife up along the piece of wood. A long sliver fell off onto his lap. “I want this ended tonight.”
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      The sun was still barely above the horizon when Gwen and I stepped out of the tree. The evening light filtered into the woods with a nice golden glow. Not the type of evening I envisioned to hunt down a beast that had been killing and ravaging Penllyn and her people.

      “Mair and I will head southeast,” Emlyn said. “You two take the trail the opposite direction.” The Penteulu held his gaze on Ruadh for several seconds. “Try to stay off the cliffs,” he told the monk.

      “He can come back and climb them later,” Gwen interjected with a stern look at our hairy friend. I had to suppress a giggle.

      “With Gwen along, I will stay on the path,” he rumbled with a smile. “But if Mair wants to come back later, I kin show her some good ones to climb in this part of Penllyn.”

      Emlyn waved them on. With his shifter senses, excellent hearing and sense of smell, Ruadh was our best tracker for this kind of beast.

      “Follow the animal trail,” Emlyn said. “Can you detect magic like Gwen?”

      “Similar,” I said and headed out. “Death and graves are easy for me to find. Neither she nor I are good at sensing the magic of shifters. We can only sense Ruadh when we actively search for him.” He grunted. “But shifters have their own magic, and it tends to hide them from my senses. The shifters have a far better sense of smell than I do.”

      “Do what you need to do,” he said. “I remember from my time with Emilius that his hearing was beyond excellent. Is yours similar?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Not as good as Ruadh’s, but better than a human’s.”

      “Good. You take point.” With those instructions, Emlyn went silent. His footfalls were almost as quiet as mine. My steps were damn near impossible to hear. Six centuries of practice helped me move almost silently. Emlyn, not even half a century old, was just good.

      We drifted down the path. The sun had dipped below the horizon before I caught my first sense of something unnatural. The magic sense my undead nature gave me, and heightened by my connection to the goddess, gave me a sense of something unnatural. I pointed toward our right.

      Emlyn laid a hand on my shoulder and leaned in so he could hear my whisper.

      “Graves on that hill,” I breathed, then pointed. He gave me a gentle push, a signal to continue toward the hill.

      We moved upward, each footstep careful. As the hill rose, the trees and scrub thinned. I crouched behind the last cluster of brush. The landscape here opened to an expanse of grassy ground. I placed my hands palm-down on the soil. I pulled energy from my connection to The Lady and sent my thoughts into the graves.

      “Nothing alive,” I said. “No sign of the dead either. But…”

      “The graves?”

      “Empty except one.” I scanned the hillside. If I had daylight, or were closer, I was sure we’d be able to see the blight over the graves. “If Gwen were here, she could probably tell us when the occupants left their graves.”

      “Why leave one grave undisturbed?”

      “You don’t want to know our suspicion,” I said.

      “Yes,” he said. His voice was quiet, but full of authority. “I believe I need to.”

      “We think whoever is behind this blight of empty graves can travel just as Gwen does.”

      “Into the otherworld through the graves, then back out again?”

      I felt rather than saw movement. Something arced down toward Emlyn’s shoulder. He sensed it too and whipped Medwyll out to intercept the blow. Wood thunked into steel.

      Emlyn cursed, drew his other sword, Corff, and took a step back. Human-like figures shuffled up the hill. Their garments hung in tatters, dropping clods of dirt as the creatures stomped toward us. They made a crescent around us, pushing us back. Sticks and rocks in their hands were the only weapons they had. And their stench.

      The odour of mould and rotten flesh fouled the air. A few were old, nothing but grey bones clad in scraps of fabric. The others were in various state of decomposition. A dead man tottered toward me, its white skull adorned with only one grey eye and wisps of grey hair on a tattered piece of scalp. Another more substantial corpse shuffled toward Emlyn.

      Emlyn impaled one with Medwyll, but it swung at him again. He dropped low and plunged Corff into its belly. But the undead continued to fight.

      I drew Soul and pumped it full of The Lady’s energy. Just like the magic had harmed the shifter, I hoped it would be effective against the magic of these undead. White Skull and two more of the shuffling undead made slow lunges at me. Some flesh still to their bones, but not much. I sliced Soul, glowing white, between the neck bones. One skull flew into the brush. The corpse rattled as it collapsed into a pile.

      “Aim for the neck,” I hissed at Emlyn.

      He shifted tactics and used Medwyll to parry a blow from a wooden club, more a hunk of deadfall than a real weapon. He cleaved Corff into the shambling dead man’s neck. It took two blows to separate head from body. Then it, too, dropped, lifeless once again. But more pressed in on us.

      But where had this small army come from? Dead just didn’t rise from the graves. Was that shifter connected somehow? This had to be the work of some wizard. I’d never heard of shifter wizards. Most wizards kept a low profile. But, someone had to have done this. Who were they? Where were they? Hiding in the night beyond my senses?

      We faced the last of the mob. Emlyn blocked a slow blow, then I knocked the head from the corpse with my enchanted blade. The glow from my sword illuminated the surrounding dead.

      “We need to backtrack them,” Emlyn said, “and find out where they came from.”

      I felt a familiar tingle in my mind, so I raised a hand to stop him. I suspected that tonight was about to get even more interesting.

      “We’ve found the scent and tracked the beast to another farmstead,” Gwen sent.

      “Emlyn and I just found some walking corpses,” I  replied. “And graves. Empty ones. We had to kill about a score the undead. Well, kill them again.”

      “Oh, dear! That will have to wait,” Gwen replied, adopting Rhian’s favourite exclamation. “We may need your help. Let me try to share my vision.”

      “We’re on our way,” I replied and gave Emlyn a very short summary. “I see a farmhouse,” I responded to Gwen.

      The vision was dim. Night had fallen, and the moon had not risen yet. The dark washed out the colours. Only the yellow glow that leaked through the shutters broke up the grey shadows of the night. Gwen’s eyes were only human. Had I been there, I could have made out much more detail with my undead vision. But, for now, I was limited by Gwen’s humanity.

      As they edged closer and closer to the farm, Gwen saw details. An animal pen and shed stood to their left and a small mud brick cottage to the right. Dim light of a lamp or fire in the hearth leaked out around the door and shuttered window. Unfortunately, sight was the only sense of Gwen’s we were sharing. I’d love to hear what she could. Or, rather what Ruadh’s keen shifter ears heard. But, I wasn’t sure Gwen had a spell to help with that.

      Emlyn led the way for me at a quick jog. With my mind sharing Gwen’s vision, I kept my eyes on his back and stayed close. Disorientating was the only way to describe seeing through both Gwen’s and my own eyes at the same time.

      Ruadh crept closer to the farm house but stayed to the side. He gave the animal pen a wide berth. Probably to avoid disturbing them and giving them a cause to cry out.

      “They are close to the house,” I told Emlyn as we continued our trek back.

      Ruadh’s bulky shape hunched before Gwen. The northlander pointed to the edge of another grove on the far side of the farm house.

      Gwen’s eyes followed where Ruadh gestured. She found what he had noticed. A figure, larger than a human, with odd shaped legs, and long arms, edged toward the small building. It reminded me of the shifter that had almost killed Bleddyn.

      Whatever it was crept closer to the farmhouse. It hesitated every other pace. Step... Pause... It turned its head, like an animal sniffing for predators.

      Gwen’s eyes jerked back to Ruadh. He worked his shoulders through the opening in his tunic. The cloth dropped to a pile around his feet, along with his belt, which he had loosened. He had trousers on, which he kept tied around him, but he eased his boots off.

      Gwen’s gaze shifted to watch the figure creep up to the house. It eased up to the door. She glimpsed its furry head in the golden glow that leaked out around the wooden boards; half-bear, half-man. The shifter. A breeze rustled Ruadh’s hair. The hair on his back and shoulders was standing on end, like that on the back of an angry dog.

      Her eyes darted back to the farmhouse door. The creature raised its head toward them. It sniffed the air. Its eyes looked directly at my friends. The shifter bared its fangs, but turned and fled into the dark.

      Ruadh sprang forward. His legs elongated as he ran. His hands lengthened into long, fat fingers tipped with claws. Gwen ran with him, but fell behind with each step.

      “He caught their scent,” I said to Emlyn. “Ruadh is chasing the creature.”

      “How close are we?” he asked.

      “Too far,” I said. Emlyn ducked off the path and waved me on.

      “Go!” he said.

      “How will you—?”

      “I’ll catch up. Ruadh never fights quietly, he growls and snarls. A lot,” he said. His hand on my back gave a push. “Go, you’re faster.”

      He was correct. I poked my demon and pulled undead speed from her. I could tell Gwen’s path and direction through our link and I set a straight course to intercept them. The sound of Emlyn’s run faded as the forest flew by me. Between Ruadh and me, that creature would meet its doom tonight.
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      Ruadh outdistanced Gwen, but I followed her path with our mental link. Running was difficult while I tried to pay attention to both her vision through our link, and my own vision as I wove through the trees and brush. Branches smacked me several times as I paid more attention to what Gwen saw. The rogue shifter was leading them away from the farmstead, back into the valley, toward Emlyn and me.

      Perhaps he knew we were there. Or perhaps he hoped to escape through the graves we just discovered. But Ruadh kept intercepting him, steering him toward the valley wall. The rogue shifter had to take a ledge-like path along the hillside.

      My dress caught on a thick patch of brambles. I twisted and jerked to free myself. The branch of a young tree walloped me in the side of the head, almost knocking me off my feet. Had I been human, I would be streaked in blood by now. But my undead magic healed my flesh as I ran. Mortal wounds didn’t concern me. But those shifter claws did. I remembered the pain of the slashes it had given me back in that cave. The damage I’d taken had unchained my demon. That damage took me very, very close to turning on my new friends. I couldn’t let that happen again.

      I altered my charge toward the hillside where Ruadh chased the shifter. The cliff was climbable if one had a desire. Lots of handholds in the rough rock. Not overly high, but higher than I wanted to jump. Better to follow them up the path.

      In the distance Ruadh growled as he chased the other shifter up the path. Emlyn was correct about how he fought.

      The hillside was steep, and the rocks were loose. It was climbable, but dangerous. With Emlyn still a few moments behind me, I needed to decide: take the risky way up the wall, or the longer, safer path. I wasn’t sure how stable the rock face was. Better to take a moment longer than cause a slide in the loose rock and have to start all over. Despite Ruadh’s ideas, I wasn’t one for climbing unless I had to.

      The cliff face gave way to a slope. The ledge was wide here, perhaps a dozen paces across. Ahead it bent toward the left. Ruadh and the creature were out of my sight again. I pulled Gwen’s vision into my mind. Ruadh and the other shifter spun in a mass of fur and claws, thrashing about near the edge. I charged up the slope.

      My right hand grabbed Soul’s hilt and my left stabilised the scabbard as I yanked her free. Power from the goddess filled her blade. The white glow added a spooky, ethereal quality to the night. The cold, harsh light of Gwen’s ball did little to warm the scene before her. Shadows  from the shifter and Ruadh fell off the ledge, into the valley below. As near as I could tell, they were at the section where I had contemplated climbing the cliff wall.

      As I rounded the bend, it lit up the green of Gwen’s dress, her back toward me. Tiny sparkles and a waver in front of Gwen told me she had some magical effect in front of her. A shield, perhaps? A single, pale ball of light hung above her head. Soul’s glow added to that and lit the ledge. The light and the growls should be enough to lead Emlyn here.

      The rogue shifter’s eyes focused on me.

      “Draugr…” his voice hissed. He remembered me. That was the same name he called me when he attacked Bleddyn and killed Rhys.

      The shifter’s legs surged and Ruadh flew off the creature. He hit hard against the rock wall. I was still running, and needed to slow down quickly so I didn’t go over the cliff edge.

      “Ruadh is dazed,” Gwen sent as she bent over his form. “He’ll need a moment, dearest.”

      The shifter, half bear and half human, leapt upright. His hands and feet were elongated and tipped with hard, sharp claws. His mouth, more bearish than human, snarled and revealed yellow fangs. Claws and fangs that could hurt me.

      I slid to a stop a foot from the cliff edge. It wasn’t the fall that worried me. It was leaving Gwen alone with that beast. Ruadh was dazed. Gwen would only have whatever spells the goddess gave her.

      I slashed Soul in from an overhead guard. The shifter was fast. He pivoted away from the glowing steel. I sensed his long arm behind me. I ducked under his claws and twisted away from the hairy knee rising toward my face. Damn. He had reach on me. Getting inside his measure would be dangerous. Back in the cave, I had fought to get him to retreat. Tonight I wanted to kill. That meant getting closer to him than I had before.

      His other arm darted in, claws first. I turned my twist into a roll to the side. I landed on a knee. My foot dangling over the edge. Empty air and a drop the valley floor beneath it.

      Behind the rogue shifter, Ruadh shook his furry head. He hovered between man and bear forms. Claws on fingers and fangs in a muzzle set in an almost human face. Fur that was almost bushy red-brown hair.

      Claws flashed at me. I pulled back. Another step close to the edge. My heel was back beyond the edge. Pebbles clattered down the hillside. Damn it!

      I needed time. But the shifter raked clawed arms at me. If I fell, it would be a long hard fight between him and Ruadh. Gwen knelt next to my friend, her hands aglow with The Lady’s magic.

      I shifted my feet, and I got a better, but narrow stance on the ledge. A tumble down the cliff, and precious minutes waiting on my magic to heal whatever bones I broke in the landing was time I couldn’t afford in this fight.

      I thrust Soul at his side. He twisted to avoid it and lashed out with his off hand. Just as I’d expected. That was the opening I needed to get away from the edge. Better the creature have its back to the drop-off. I was already low and rolled past him toward Ruadh. My friend glared at the other shifter. His eyes were clear again. He dropped to a crouch, waiting for an opportunity. With a snarl he leapt over me. My tumble took me close to where he had hit the wall. I rolled onto my feet, Soul in hand and ready.

      Ruadh crashed into the other shifter. They tumbled and Ruadh ended up closest to the edge of the cliff. The other shifter knew of the edge, and didn’t want his back to it either. Ruadh’s claws sank into the grassy soil to stop his slide. I hesitated, not wanting to plunge into the fight when the other shifter might shove Ruadh over the edge.

      Teeth and claws snapped and raked. Ruadh found his feet and flung himself up, landing in a crouch. Unfortunately, the other shifter did the same. They traded a few swipes. Growls rising from their chests. The creature feinted and slashed, testing my friend.

      Ruadh dove at the other beast, his meaty right paw slashed at the shifter’s face.

      The creature was fast, though. He spun out of Ruadh’s charge, ducked under the swipe, and punched out. Ruadh bent away from the jab. My friend shifted to pivot back. One arm darted in, claws slashing. But the rogue shifter was ready. He grabbed Ruadh’s arm, turned, and heaved him across his back. Ruadh rolled, uncontrolled, over the other shifter and sailed toward Gwen.

      I leapt and collided with Ruadh to push him away from Gwen. It wasn’t enough though. Our collision knocked me about, and my leg collided with Gwen’s magical shield. All three of us tumbled. Ruadh and I to one side, Gwen to the other. I kept hold of Soul, but I had a werebear on top of me.

      Gwen gasped. Ruadh roared and leapt up. Too late.

      The bastard shifter grabbed Gwen. Her back against him. One arm across her chest, claws at her breast. The other long hand squeezed into her neck. A faint tinge of blood stained the air. He had already cut her skin.

      “Not so fast, my friend,” the rogue shifter said. His accent was from one of the Norse tribes. “Stay where you are or she gains our curse too. If she lives.” He leaned forward and flicked his tongue against her cheek. Gwen slammed her eyes shut, and bit her lower lip. She tried to repress a shudder.

      “The curse can’t harm me,” Gwen sent. I had no idea why not? Something magical? Still, I didn’t want to risk her life in his claws. His paw was at her throat.

      I climbed slowly to my feet. I was too far away to dive into the fight, and I didn’t want to move fast enough to give the bastard a reason to harm Gwen.

      She grimaced and turned her face as far away from his half-bear mouth as she could. But the creature’s claws were at her neck and lower jaw. There was only so far she could twist.

      “The problem with hostages,” I growled at him, “is that you only get one chance to use them. After that, you die.”

      “Toss the sword of light, draugr,” he rumbled with a chuckle. “Toss it near me, or you can explain the shifter curse to your friend as she changes next moon.” Why did he want my sword?

      Disarming me helped him in the fight. That was a sound tactic. But why near him? Did he want the sword for himself? He didn’t know Aemi did he? Because it was magical? He didn't know I made it glow with The Lady’s magic. In his hands, it would be normal steel. Painful to Ruadh or I, but pain we could handle. Only with the magic of the goddess was it deadly to our kind.

      “Don’t do it,” Ruadh growled.

      “Delay, dearest.” Gwen gave me a little smile.

      The shifter must have sensed something about her, our mental conversation? He hissed and smacked his head into hers. She gasped and a whine of pain escaped her lips. Her hand darted toward her temple. White light spilled from her fingers.

      “Now, draugr!” he hissed again.

      Fight or toss the sword? Two against one. I didn’t want to fight against my own blade in the hands of a shifter, though. I weighed the situation and bounced Soul in my grip. Ruadh edged a step away from me.

      “Dinnae do what he say,” Ruadh growled.

      I reached out to Gwen’s mind. I felt a wave of pain.

      “I’m all right,” she responded, but I knew she lied. That blow had rattled her. Her ball of light dimmed then winked out as she fought the pain.

      “Your sword, NOW!” He drug his claws across her bodice. The fabric tore. Damn it! I could hear Ruadh’s heart beating hard. He didn’t want the beast to have my blade either. I wanted to keep Soul. It was a gift from my brother. A gift from Emlyn. My blade. My Soul.

      I tossed Soul between him and Ruadh. It bounced and slid so it was only a pace from the drop off. I tried feeding it The Lady’s energy so there was enough light for Gwen to see. I was surprised when the glow didn’t extinguish. Even better. Let him believe the sword was magical. He’d be surprised when I cut the flow of magic.

      The shifter chuckled. He tightened his grip on Gwen’s throat and stepped back toward my blade.

      Ruadh crouched, ready to leap. The shifter’s eyes darted between us. He took another step. He had to twist Gwen in his grasp to bend down. She gasped in pain as his claws dug into chest. The shifter’s eyes darted back and forth between Ruadh and I. One of his heels was right at the edge. A rock broke loose and tinked several times as it bounced down the steep wall.

      The shifter leaned sideways, his hand reaching toward Soul.

      But he held Gwen. I wanted her more. Alive and in my arms. Not bleeding, not dead, not in the shifters grasp. She was my love and I wouldn’t, I wouldn’t, let him harm her. But what could I do right now that would get her out unscathed? I wasn’t sure if Gwen could contract the shifter’s curse. I’d prefer not to gamble on that. I was counting on him grabbing my blade. That would be one hand with that wouldn’t pass the curse to Gwen.

      Once he touched my blade, I knew I’d have to leap. I hoped Ruadh would follow my lead. I would grab the creature’s arm and free Gwen. But Ruadh would face the shifter and my sword. I glanced at the half-bear across from me. He saw my eyes and winked. The rogue shifter’s eyes dance between us. He seemed to know he’d be increasingly vulnerable the farther he bent.

      His fingers neared Soul.

      I sensed the energy in Ruadh. We were both ready to spring.

      Out of nowhere, a metal blade flashed in the light of my sword, and sliced across the shifter’s hamstrings. The creature howled in pain and collapsed to his knees. I leapt and pulled Gwen from his grasp.

      Emlyn’s face appeared at the edge of the drop off. That sneaky cat climbed the cliff while we fought the shifter.

      Corff flashed again at the creature. His blade, ordinary steel, wouldn’t do much harm. The shifter was already lumbering to his feet as his magical nature healed the damage. Still, Emlyn's blade slowed the shifter while it healed the damage.

      Ruadh soared past us and hit the creature hard. But the shifter twisted to avoid him. Both were off balance. The creature recovering from Emlyn’s mundane blade. Even now his wound was healing. But, the wound was enough of a distraction. Ruadh and the shifter tipped too far.  They flew back past the edge. Down they went. My friend bounced twice, tied into a ball of fur, fangs, and claws with the other shifter.

      Gwen relaxed in my grasp, but flinched with each bounce our friend made. The rattle of rocks coming loose sounded in the chill night air. Emlyn looked at the valley floor below and grimaced as the sound of the rockslide drifted up to us. They would hurt when they stopped sliding, but I doubted either shifter would be in serious trouble when they stopped their tumble. The damned rogue shifter had probably already healed the slices Emlyn had given him.

      I needed to get down there and help Ruadh. But taking a tumble like they did wasn’t the best way for me to show up in fighting form. Still, that shifter had to die tonight, before he hurt more people. I had to help Ruadh.

      Despite that creature, I still had Gwen. And Soul. And Emlyn. But I had to finish the fight.

      Growls rose from the valley floor. The fight continued below.
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      I pulled Gwen to her feet and stepped us even farther back from the edge. She rewarded me with a kiss on the cheek.

      “Go, dearest,” she sent. Her hand traced a white glow along the scratches on her neck. The fabric of her green outer dress was torn, but her underdress and her flesh underneath were unscathed.

      Emlyn pulled himself over the edge. “Emilius would be very mad at me if I had let that creature get your sword.”

      “The shifter curse?” I asked Gwen. I knew I was immune, but she was still human. “You said it couldn’t harm you?”

      “The Lady’s magic protects me,” she sent. “I added wards against the curse, once I knew what we faced. Go, help our friend. I will catch up.” Her hand was back to her temple. More magic light caressed her head.

      I looked over the edge of the cliff. Even with the slope of the rock face, broken bones would be the least I could expect taking a tumble like that if I jumped. Ruadh didn’t have a choice when the other shifter pulled him over. But I did, and, even with my undead abilities to heal, I didn’t want to stress my demon any more than I had to. Healing my body took blood energy. My demon would be screaming for blood when I got up at the bottom. That damned shifter had driven me to the edge of turning on my friends once before. I wouldn’t, I couldn’t let him get me there again.

      I eyed the trees that stood tall ten paces past the cliff.

      “Go,” Emlyn growled. “We'll catch up. Don’t let the bastard get away this time.”

      I sheathed Soul and stepped back. Five paces was enough momentum to help my leap. I pulled on my Demon’s energy. With the sun down, I didn’t have to pay a price for the preternatural strength. My leg pushed hard, and I sailed toward the tall growth at the edge of the valley below. I caught the first thick branch in my path. All it had to do was bend with the impact and help me slow down. I released it before it broke. I grabbed another, then another. At least I controlled my fall and avoid major injuries this way.

      Below me, growls echoed off the cliff face and Ruadh and the shifter fought on. A thud sounded, flesh into rock. I hoped Ruadh was giving more than he took in the fight.

      Then I slammed into a branch that barely gave. Fortunately, my belly was empty. A human that had caught a branch across the midsection like that wouldn’t have kept their last meal down. I felt my demon direct energy to repair damage inside my chest. Damn! That hurt.

      My hands found purchase on the branch’s rough form. I bent around it to absorb some of the shock. A crack sounded, but the limb stayed attached to the tree. At least I wouldn’t have to apologise to Gwen for harming a tree.

      I dropped and swung my way down. Below, two shifters, one red and one blond, grappled and clawed each other. I angled my descent to land near them. I rolled to absorb the impact of the last twenty feet of my fall. Emlyn was as good as Aemi when it came to maintaining our blades and belts. Soul held tight in the scabbard and didn’t fall out in my plunge. She was in my hand as I rolled.

      I darted in with my blade. Two thrusts scored two hits and a yowl of pain from the creature. He flopped onto his back and used his legs to shove Ruadh’s half-bear body at me. I dodged, but that gave the rogue lycanthrope time to roll and lunge at me. His clawed hands went not for my body, but for Soul. He still wanted the sword. Why? Because of its magic? I did that. But he wouldn’t know that. He saw a glowing sword and felt it damage him in ways no ordinary blade could. If it harmed him, he’d know it could kill Ruadh, and even me.

      But, if I killed the magic to the blade. In his hands, it would just be normal steel. I wouldn't bother to explain that to him.

      I shifted and jerked my blade back from his grab. Barely in time. His claws caught on the fabric of my sleeve for a second. Rhosyn would have a time repairing those cuts, and would tell me about every other piece of damaged clothing she’d ever had to repair.

      I dodged a second swipe. Damn, he was fast. I had been too long away from someone with his reactions. Even Emlyn, as great as he was, couldn’t match the shifter in speed.

      Ruadh was on his feet and growled as he lunged. The rogue slid to the side and back toward the cliff face. I realised where he was heading. Damn it! There was a cleft in the rock. A cave. I had already fought him once in a cave, I didn’t want to try that again. He had to stay out here. In the cave, Ruadh and I might box him in, but…

      Before I finished the thought, skeletal warriors ran out of the slice in the rock. Half a dozen charged toward Ruadh. They bore ancient Roman shields, barely holding together after a century or more in the grave. They thrust rotting wooden spears and short steel swords at Ruadh. With his height in shifter form, he knocked the heads from them. A rumble echoed from his chest as even more skeletal warriors shuffled from the cave. Was there no end to them?

      “Give me the sword,” the rogue shifter growled and swiped at me again. This time I expected his lunge. He earned a nasty slice across his chest as I twisted away from his attack line. The beast hissed in pain but pivoted in his lunge. He swept a long leg under me. I cleared it with a leap.

      His claws flashed toward my face as I hung midair. No, not my face, my wrists. He wanted the sword. Before my feet so much as touched the ground, I rotated the sword so the blade edge pointed toward his palms. As his hands closed on the blade, I jerked it down. He roared in pain as the magic sliced his paws. I caught the scent of his blood and licked my lips. Blood of power brought my demon’s attention back to the fight.

      My feet hit the ground. I jerked back. That beast still had reach on me, and I had made it very mad. His yellow eyes flicked between me and Ruadh. Bones crunched and echoed where Ruadh fought the undead.

      The creature leapt at me. I spun out of his line and sliced Soul at his back. But he had jumped wide and my blade sliced only the ragged tunic it wore. Voices hissed out of the cave. A fiery bolt, like a burning arrow, shot out of the opening and sailed past the werebear. The bolt was almost on me before I realised I was the target. I pulled speed, a lot of speed, from my demon and spun my blade. The magic in my sword crackled and hissed as the two energies collided. That had not been a wooden arrow. It was pure energy.

      Another one flew out of the cave and struck Ruadh full in the chest. He stumbled back and yowled. His paws clutched his chest, and he dropped to one knee. The other shifter disappeared into the cleft in the wall, toward the mysterious voice. Ruadh stumbled after, but two of the skeletal Romans blocked his way. Ruadh roared and tore the heads from them with one slash of his meaty paw. But his steps were shorter, and he wheezed in pain.

      A second pair of dead Roman soldiers ran from the cave, right after the shifter had plunged in. They charged toward me. I swung Soul and two rusted Roman helms, with skulls inside, flew into the night. Ruadh shook his head to clear the pain and charged into the cave.

      I was only a step behind Ruadh through the cleft. Inside was a large cavern, dotted with burial nooks. Old, dust-covered bodies in their death shrouds lay inside many niches. It was a dead end. Literally. A few dead bodies still lay in their burial nooks. But the rogue shifter was nowhere. Gone.

      I thought I saw a shadow in one shrink and collapse on itself as the glow from my sword hit it. Magic of some sort? A portal like Gwen used to tree walk? Is that how the shifter escaped? Damn! Deodamitus! I swore in every language I remembered.

      I smelled burned fur. Ruadh, his fur still singed, growled and swung his meaty paw at the corpse behind where the shadow had been. Bones scatted and crushed under his blow. His other paw still pressed against the magical burn in his chest.

      “I will nae rest,” Ruadh growled into the night, “until I find that son of a mangy, flea-bitten she-bear.”
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        To be continued…

        In

        A Blink of an Eye, Book 3 of The Cup of Blood Series

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The adventure continues

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maria’s adventure continues in Book 3 of the Cup of Blood Series:

        A Blink of an Eye

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed this story, you can learn more about the people of Penllyn in The Penllyn Chronicles Collection 1. This collected volume includes: Penllyn, Emlyn, and Ruadh’s Stories, as well as never before published story Tempting Fae.

      

        

      
        Get your copy of both today to continue the adventure.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Teulu

          

        

      

    

    
      If you enjoyed this story, there is more.

      Please sign up for the Penllyn Teulu (Troy’s mailing list) to receive a free story. Members receive bonus content, and are the first to know about upcoming new fiction.

      In Welsh, the word Teulu (tay-lee) means family. In dark ages Penllyn, the Teulu was the fighting “family” of the Lord and Lady. The men at arms who protected the land and people.

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.

      

      
        
        You can find my books on Goodreads here:

        and on Bookbub here:

      

      

      
        
        Find links to the online retailers at:

        penllynchronicles.com
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