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This third book simply had to be written. Two souls could not be left hovering in a state of limbo.
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Introduction

In 401BC chickens would have at last been evident in southern Britain. No rabbits or domestic cats, mind you.

In the southern Rhineland and Alpine regions, what is known as Celtic art was burgeoning.

In 400BC the Peloponnesian war had been over by four years and the defensive walls of Athens, would have been demolished.

In that same year a local lad, Minos, aka Minon won the coveted Stadion at the Olympics.

In 399BC Socrates was forced to commit suicide.

At this same time Rome was just a fledgeling city state, surrounded by territory dominated by the Etruscan league and its allies, while from far side of the Alps, hostile tribes were pouring into the Po valley with savage intent. 

Wending their way through all this came our two wanderers from the far-off misty Tin Islands, now known as Britain.

The tale is told by a contemporary storyteller.
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Part 1

	


It was a fair-sized room and folding chairs borrowed from the nearby community hall had been set up in rows. A growing number of local people had railed against electronic gadgetry, not its obvious benefits, but the way it was becoming far too clever for its own good and they had found themselves returning to what they had loved years before, a good old-fashioned read and on this occasion, an even more old-fashioned form of communication, storytelling. The man in question, when often urged to do so, had regaled late gatherings in bars and sports clubs, carrying on the tradition begun by a well-loved local raconteur who, to those old enough to remember, had brought much mirth with his home-spun tales of Shropshire Ned and anecdotes embellished with snippets taken from the lives of local characters, such as Blossom, Henner, Flaxer, Aeroplane Bertie and the irrepressible Tater. He was mindful not to imitate that revered storyteller, but still found his own style of delivery well received and numbers at the various impromptu gatherings, had burgeoned along with his reputation, to culminate in this far more organised affair. 

They all either lived in or not far from a picturesque market town on the Welsh Marches and what had started as a few moans when passing time with other parents met on the school run, or chats during chances grabbed when meeting up with friends for coffee, wine, or pint of beer, had turned into a bit of a movement. Strange to say, for a supposed tea drinking nation, that particular beverage never featured as a focal point for their gatherings. They not only exchanged books, but gave each other the tip-off, on the mobile of course, if sensing the storyteller was about to give forth. From hearing amusing escapades from recent local history, they were gathering on this occasion to listen to rather more of an epic from ancient history.

Basically, as a group, they were a bright, resourceful lot from all walks of life, but whether farmer or forester, teacher or technician, housewife or haulier, they all shared the same frustration. They appreciated the convenience of mobile phones (where would they be without them these days?) and the way the internet had laid the world at their fingertips, but all had now begun to feel technology was getting far too unnecessarily smart and in fact beginning to leave them feeling as if floundering and left behind. One member even moaned, that in some carparks you needed a carparking GCSE, just to work out how to obtain a ticket and not incur a fine. Another bone of contention was, with digital animation having become so amazingly lifelike, after the initial impact of feeling slightly awestruck, many admitted the more recent films and on-line games had left them feeling rather underwhelmed. As with some ancient myths and legends, the recipient was expected to believe, a small band of heroes could take up arms against massed ranks of thousands and not only prevail against all odds, but finally triumph without incurring so much as a scratch. It had all become too out of touch with reality. 

Photos, jokes, funny things off the internet were exchanged on their phones, but quite often, when just wanting to use the devices as first intended, to make or receive a call, the thing simply wouldn’t let them. Not immediately anyway. Their children and in the case of some, grandchildren, didn’t seem to have the same trouble, as if born with the knowledge of the contraptions, but their elders found the slightest trace of moisture on the forefinger when screen-swiping to receive a call could leave the thing stubbornly persevering with its annoying ditty, until the call was lost. Even more infuriating, when making a call, fingerprint recognition was often denied forcing a tapping in of the pin code just to switch the confounded thing on. It didn’t take long, but was still aggravating. 

And then there were the laptops. These could and often did, take on a mind of their own and the whole configuration the user had become used to, or something they had been diligently working on, could suddenly change as if the thing had been taken over by some malignant spirit. Electronic devises, supposedly there to make life easier were in fact at times, making it far more complicated and yet to a dedicated minority they had become an obsession. 

Quite a few locally, had lost friends to the mobile phone, more interested in those at the end of the line than the mates they were standing beside, in the pub. Phone bores, constantly messaging, showing photos of holidays, grandchildren, meals they had eaten! It made sense, when out dining, for one to photograph the chalked menu board and take the information back for all to peruse, thus avoiding that confused huddle, but photographing town information boards on holiday? Perhaps to remind them where they’d been. They had allowed the machines, or the designers of them, to take over their lives. 

Then emerged scary stories regarding latest features of cutting-edge car designs. Apparently, they could receive upgrades from central control, from as far away as the U.S.A. or Japan, whether requested or not, as if some alien force had taken over the machine. So in theory, an attempt to yank the vehicle clear of an oncoming truck in a narrow country lane could be overridden by the new, remotely installed application, causing the car to self-correct, its sensors having decided it was driving too close to the verge. It seemed as if the new state of the art cars had more control than those driving them and in fact could kill the occupants. Then came the thought, what if the whole control system got hacked by some psychopath who took a delight in cutting the power of vehicles driving down the outer lane of a motorway? 

Things were becoming far too clever and that coupled with the fact their children were becoming slaves to gaming and often lost to reality, happy to lead a virtual life up in their bedrooms, finally led to those with similar frustrations, not only rationing their children’s time on phones and play-stations, but arranging meetings such as the one being described. As said, many had already gone back to reading, almost devouring in fact, old fashioned books and now all were relishing another get-together with the usual refreshment on hand, but this time with one of their number telling them a good old-fashioned yarn. 

He was known locally as the storyteller, or Teller for short, not because he told porkies, but as they had found in clubs and bars, was rather adept at relating a tale. They had read some of his books, but he was now willing to tell them in person the final part of a story he had written, set back in mists of time. They had been warned it would take six sittings, but nobody minded that and the mood was quite convivial as they edged their way between the rows to take their seats.

“Feels like I’m back at school,” one woman giggled, causing those around her to laugh.

There was polite applause when the storyteller entered. “Sultans of Swing,” was playing quietly on the radio. He turned up the volume, then pressed the off button when it had finished. 

Hope you didn’t mind that, he said with a boyish grin. No matter how many times I’ve heard that song, I’ve never grown tired of it.

He then gave warm thanks and as always, closed his eyes to beseech the powers that be, to grant him the gift of words, worthy of the gathering before him.

He was casually dressed and although presentable, had gone to far less trouble than most of his guests. After all it was his privilege, a home fixture as it were. He was of fair countenance, but noticing him in a crowded bar, one wouldn’t pick him out as possibly having some special talent. It was only when he began to relate the tale that a strange aura seemed to glow and a reason listeners warmed to him even more, was the fact he seemed unaware of it. In his most unassuming manner, it was as if he was talking to each of them individually.

Thus, he began his tale. Now as I hope you all remember, he said, the Teller had paused on the track leading away from that iconic hillfort situated in the north of our county. His mind was in confusion. Should he go back for Megan? His heart said he should, but his head told him it broke his imagined pact with the spirit world. He could recall the day when he had sensed, the coming alive, as he put it. The awareness of a special gift having been bestowed. It had shivered through his body, changing his life forever. With that gift had come the awareness, he would spend his years entering peoples’ worlds, attempting to bring the past to life and would be well rewarded for the pictures his words brought to mind, but at the price of being denied the opportunity of leading a life such as theirs. 

He could offer his words to the people, but in no way could he alter their lives, even if unintentionally, by adding his deeds. If he gave in to the desire to capitulate and fall to the temptation of accepting the warm embrace of any one particular community, or even more tempting, that of a lady, he truly believed from that point on, those talents would be denied him. He felt forced to lead a solitary life as would a Seer, a holy man, at the risk of losing the visions that entered his head and the gift of being able to describe them. It had become like a drug and if denied it, he would feel like one, who having been gifted the ability to fly, was suddenly anchored back down to earth; a mere mortal again. With a feeling of sickness at heart, he decided to continue his journey.

He was taking the westerly route to the Habren. The path wound along the ridgetop overlooking marshlands to the east. He was in fact approaching the lofty outcrop that contained the copper mine that had featured so strongly in his tale.

There crept a sense he was not alone on the trail. It was not only his own horses’ hoofbeats he could hear and it wasn’t an echo, he was definitely being followed. Reining in, he waited, scanning behind. No-one appeared and so he decided to press on, but riding along the softer edge of the trail and with an ear cocked. He was right, for now he was listening for it, there was the definite sound of plodding hooves, other than those of his own mount. He reasoned, it was not that unusual for others to be using, what was in fact a main trail, but there again, why had they paused at exactly the same time he had? A little further on, he reined in again. The same happened. Whoever was following had also halted. Then he chided himself. This couldn’t continue. He needed to reach Amwythig before dusk, but would be blundering along in the dark if he carried on at this rate. 

His horse was urged into a trot. The trail wound down to the small settlement above a ford across the Nwy and a few villagers had been drawn outside by the sound of his approach. Faces broke into smiles. He was recognised, for many had avidly listened to his tales when related in the hill fort crowning the massive outcrop looming above them. They made him welcome, hoping he could be coaxed into giving an evening’s rendition around the fire, but after a brief exchange of pleasantries, he managed to drag himself away, telling them he needed to press on. 

Once across the ford, he reached a clump of willows and easing his horse down into a shallow depression, remnant of an ancient river course, reined in once more. Here, hidden from the crossing, he waited and listened. 

There came the splashing and clunking of a horse making its way over the shallows. Biding his time, he remained hidden until certain, whoever was following would be out in the open and crossing the water meadows. Urging his mount from cover, he rode to intercept. His steel tipped staff hung ready in its strapping, but as yet, he’d not felt the need to grasp it.

The person following was a woman. Looking up, dark brown pools staring, startled at being discovered, she gave a meek smile. It was Megan. 

The jolt sparking through him, set his heart hammering and sounding rather breathless, he said, “Well I must say, I feel no disappointment at seeing you, Megan, but why are you following me?”

“It felt like the right thing to do.”

“I’m sorry Megan, you can’t. It’s hard to explain, but it’s not allowed.”

She looked crestfallen, but then with a dark glow of defiance said, “It is allowed! The chieftain himself gave his blessing.”

“That’s all well and good, but I’m afraid I answer to a higher power than the chieftain.”

Even though annoyed with herself, she couldn’t help it, tears began to well up. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this. But you know yourself, I’ll not be in your way. Even the Seer said the spirits were with me.”

“It’s not that, Megan. It’s difficult to explain …….” His voice trailed off as a question came to mind. “Where did you get the horse from, by the way?”

Sensing a ray of hope, she replied “The chieftain ordered, that Ryth should offer it to me.”

The Teller chuckled. “I bet that pleased him.”

Emboldened she said, “Please, I want to come with you!”

“Look, the day’s moving on. Come with me as far as Amwythig, I can’t have you returning alone. I can arrange an escort there and on the way, explain the impossible position this puts me in.”

“You mean you have a woman.” She said accusingly. “You said when we first met by the rain pool….”

“No, I promise, I have no other woman. It’s more complicated than that.”

‘I have no other woman,’ she thought and again sensed reason for hope, for already knowing he was drawn to her, was he now implying that the woman with a place in his heart, could be herself?’

She was not cunning by any means, but there are innate guiles that certain women possess and she made up her mind, between where they were now and Amwythig she would do her utmost to use them. He could surely not harden his heart and turn her away once they had travelled such a distance. 

The trail’s width allowed two to ride abreast and even though initially continuing in silence, a calm feeling descended. Neither felt a need to blurt something unnecessary simply to fill a void. It was a silence they owned together. Meanwhile she was thinking.

“Look there’s a fox,” she whispered at last, lightly grasping his arm. “I can’t believe his haughty manner.”

“I know,” said the Teller, his heart having thrilled at her touch. “It’s as if he’s saying, ‘What are you doing on my path?’” 

Megan laughed and said, “You’ve no idea how this makes me feel. It’s as if I’ve been let free from a cage. I shouldn’t say so, but everything feels wonderful.”

She absolutely glowed and sensing the situation rapidly drifting beyond him, he said, “Megan, I hate doing this, but there are a few serious details I need to explain to you.” 

“Not just yet. Please don’t spoil it.”

He hadn’t the heart to continue and in fact, although not daring to admit it, was beginning to enjoy the pulsating feeling of fate rapidly taking events beyond his control.

“Will you be staying in Amwythig?”

He gave a sigh. “Yes, but not for long. I must return the horse and am due to perform for my food and shelter. Not tonight with any luck, but certainly tomorrow. Then once I’ve found a boat with space to take me, I’ll be heading downriver.”

“So, you have a tale to tell tomorrow evening. You seem so calm. I would be a trembling wreck in front of all those people. Don’t you feel nervous?” Her heart was thumping and her hands trembled slightly, for she had sensed a way in.

“Not at the moment, but as the time approaches, I certainly will.”

“You’re terribly brave.” She of course meant it, but had winced inside at the words and gave an anxious glance, watching to see if the remark had slipped home without its clumsiness being spotted. Luckily, they were alone. Had another woman been within earshot, such an obvious ploy would have brought a groan of disbelief, but time was short and needs must.

“I don’t know how you manage to sweep out before all, the way you do, then deliver your stories with such confidence.” 

“It’s just something I’ve managed to harden myself to. I certainly wasn’t born to it.”

“I couldn’t do it. My tongue would be tied in knots. How do you actually feel when you stand up in front of all those strange, potentially hostile people?”

As he explained, she gently probed with more questions and some of the anecdotes told, of how he had disentangled himself from certain tricky situations, had them both laughing. At one point, when describing how he’d asked a young prince, how his mother had enjoyed the evening’s tale and it had turned out she was actually his wife, “You should have seen the look she gave me,” they had to reign in to allow side aching laughter to subside.

“I’ve never really told anyone all this before,” he said. “My trade doesn’t allow it. I have to lead a life apart from the people I entertain. If I disclose intimate details about a neighbouring community, I could lose the trust of those I’m talking to. They would obviously wonder, ‘What’s he going to say about us, when further along the trail?’”

“So you have never……” Megan paused. “I don’t wish to probe, but it sounds like you have never ever come close to having a family.”

“It’s not allowed and that is what I need to explain.”

“Why is it not allowed? Who says it is not?”

“Those powers that granted the gift of the telling. I tried to explain once before, that morning up on the ramparts. If I partake of a life, as led by those who gather to hear me, the gift bestowed will be taken back, ripped away from me. That is why I can’t allow you to accompany me. As much as I long for it, I can’t. There is more to it than you realise. I could even be putting you in danger. You have no idea how malignant those powers can be when crossed.”

They continued for a while in silence. Megan felt a little helpless at his seemingly impenetrable stance and with brain whirring, she desperately sought another opening. “Tell me.” she said at last. “When you journey downriver, I imagine you won’t be alone.”

“Oh no. I always join a trading party. They have knowledge of the river and the likely danger-spots, both as regards hazards and possible hostilities.”

“Why can you travel with them, but not with me?”

“I have no emotional attachment to those traders and I won’t actually be changing their lives. That will be taken note of.”

“These traders, are they always men?”

“Mainly, but sometimes wives also travel and occasionally there is one aboard for cooking, washing and other certain needs.”

“So I wouldn’t necessarily look out of place.” Reaching for his arm, she said brightly, “I could be your travelling companion. A sort of sister. How would the spirits know any different?”

“Believe me they would. I can’t risk exposing you to such misery. They would certainly find a way of us eventually losing one another.”

He pointed across the water meadows. On a pronounced ridge ahead stood the splendid settlement of Amwythig and on higher ground beyond the palisade, smoke from early evening fires seethed through thatch to drift north, evoking thoughts of food and welcome. They crossed a small brook and following the curve of the Habren, waded a pretty stream before reaching the ford that allowed access to the town. It was the spot where the magnificent bronze sword had supposedly been lost in the original tale he had related to Megan’s people. 

Downstream from the crossing, boats strained at moorings, while others secured dockside were being loaded. Men, bent under burdens, filed from storeroom to riverbank at the pace of slowed night-ants and following instructions from those aboard, lowered sacks and baskets for compact and balanced stowing. There was of course a little banter and the odd sharp word, but generally it was a scene of practiced efficiency and with the recent deluge having flowed through, it appeared a voyage south could be imminent. 

The storm in fact had been that intense, it had swept the ferry away at what he referred to in his tales, as the Hanner Bara crossing and was the reason he’d taken the precaution of returning to Amwythig, via the longer route. 

Just south of where Nwy river entered the Habren, was a fairly reliable crossing and as he’d guessed, despite yet another downpour, the river had calmed sufficiently to allow them over to the eastern bank without much difficulty. It was a longer way round, but he’d been in no hurry and the extra time taken, had not only conveniently benefited Megan, it had also given time for the river to settle yet further, allowing them over the Amwythig ford. 

Weaving their way between huts far side, they were given a warm greeting. These were the hovels, artisans and those drawn to burgeoning settlements, tend to cobble together beyond the safety of encircling defences, as if assuming warfare would never ravage again. 

Megan was quite taken aback at how well received they were. She had never known such attention in her life. Not even on her wedding day. The stir they caused, seemed to riffle ahead, like a spirited breeze through a wheatfield. She couldn’t help but notice, however, a cluster of women, scornful of eye, heads close in dark mutterings, as if debating who exactly had managed to gain such privilege, to be riding alongside the Teller.

Once inside the palisade they dismounted and word was sent to the headman; they’d arrived. With horses taken care of, they were led to their appointed accommodation. This caused a minor problem as only one bed had been prepared. Their hosts were on the point of remaking a large bed for the pair of them, when the Teller halted all the fuss and bustle, by insisting Megan have the bed, as he would be perfectly happy spending the night beside the hearth. Eventually a compromise was reached whereby the eldest boy was sent to stay with relatives, leaving his bed free for the honoured guest.

“Sleep by the fire indeed! On the bare earth?” The hostess would have none of it. Her name would have been little more than ordure if that little gem had leaked out. Which it would have done.

The headman arrived to see how they had settled in and on being told of the sleeping arrangements, plus their esteemed visitor’s preference for spending the night alone, he looked as puzzled as the woman who had explained the situation. Glancing at the Teller’s companion, he briefly mused on the outcome, had he been given the chance to bed down with her, but didn’t comment. 

Since the Teller’s previous tour of the place, the new lookout tower on the palisade had been completed and the deep well, an uninviting stone-lined muddy pit when he’d last glanced down it, now offered up copious amounts of crystal-clear water. The headman was rightly proud of their achievements and keen to show them off. As they walked and talked, it became obvious he was drawn to the lady in the Teller’s company and as a consequence couldn’t prevent himself being just that little bit too enthusiastic and unnecessarily talkative. He wasn’t a big man and resembled a rather over-friendly dog. 

The well, judging by the faint splash of the pebble dropped, was incredibly deep, with a hollow echo to match and although looking much like any other well, it would transform many lives. The daily trek down across the ford to the nearby stream for clear drinking water, would no longer be necessary. There was also an obvious advantage if under siege. 

The new tower offered a dizzying vantage point, where far below, burnished by the setting sun, curved a graceful bow of the river and framing the scene, silhouetted along the horizon, was the dark blue profile of western hills. As Megan stared back towards home, wondering what fate held in store, her stillness and hair wafting gently in the breeze, evoked a feeling of calm. Inside, however, she felt anything but. 

In silent prayer to the spirits, those personally revered for bringing her favour, she beseeched, ‘Please grant approval for continuing with this man. Give assent to explore the exciting world beyond where I’ve existed all my years. Is it too much to ask?’

The headman, chancing yet another furtive look, was struck by the beauty of the scene. 

With cloak draped in hand, she savoured freedom, praying, longing it would ever be so; allowing night’s air to riffle her blouse; unaware, sun’s spread of crimson, showed the soft silhouette of her torso. 

“Who is she?” he muttered. 

Wondering what he had unleashed and thinking all was spiralling out of control, the Teller replied, “Just a very good companion.” 

The headman frowned, feeling rather rebuffed, for coming from one he considered a friend, it was not the answer anticipated; not one wished for and what’s more, he didn’t believe it. When the Teller informed him of his planned journey south, he of course, assumed this to mean the pair of them and flashing Megan a meaningful look, replied, he would personally arrange passage in one of the boats heading down the Habren. Even delay departure for their convenience, if necessary. He added, the crews would be almost fighting for the honour of having them aboard.

Not wanting to become entangled in justifying his intentions, the Teller, other than thanking him, said nothing.

The following morning came negotiations for the amount owed for horse hire. The Teller had had use of it for two days longer than bargained for and its owner explained, although not relishing the mention of it, it did put him in a rather tricky situation. The extra time in the Teller’s possession had lost him a customer who had had need of that particular horse for eight days and even though honoured at having the Teller as a client, he began to wheedle the notion that more than just two extra days recompense should come into the reckoning. The Teller, never one to embroil himself in a fuss was just about to suggest a suitable amount in compensation when Megan could hold back no longer.

“Now just a moment!” she said, eyes aflame. 

The man was obviously, somewhat taken aback.

“Was this part of your original agreement?” she demanded.

“Well no. I didn’t think there would be any need for it,” he replied.

“Consider yourself lucky you have such a revered customer. Clients delayed and not able to return exactly the day expected should be a regular part of your trade. Who’s to say what the weather might do. A sudden storm and your returning horse could be within sight, but stranded along with its rider, far side of river. It must happen all the time. Two days extra! That is all that is merited!”

The matter was settled along with the stabling of Megan’s mount and the two walked out beyond the settlement, down towards the river.

“You were magnificent!” said the Teller.

“The man’s nothing more than a weasel,” she replied. “If I alter a gown or cloak and it takes longer than expected, then I just have to get on with the task and accept it. Sometimes a job goes like magic and takes less time than estimated, yet I still receive the full amount agreed. Sometimes you win, other times you lose. Good days, bad days, things tend to balance themselves out. He was just pushing for more because he thought you could afford it.” With a teasing smile, she added, “What I did was no more than you would expect from a loyal sister.”

Actually feeling a little bashful at having appeared so useless, a hesitant smile accompanied his reply “I know I have described certain deals in my stories, but I’ve never had much first-hand experience.” 

“You must have done. It’s all part of everyday life.”

“There are many things I would like to fully explain to you, but honestly, the absolute truth of it is, it’s not allowed.”

“Why not allowed? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe one day I’ll explain. There is no time now.”

‘Did, ‘maybe one day,’ mean she had cause for hope, or did it just mean on a future visit?’ She had too much pride to actually ask the question.

The Teller took another look at the slender lady, standing, head no higher than his shoulder. She could be a forthright little package, something he hadn’t quite expected. He mused, she and Mara, Erdi’s mother, would have been instant companions. He had noticed on many occasions, certain tribal women from these parts could be quite outspoken and had a way of walking, head held proud, that gave warning they were not for tolerating nonsense. She sailed along beside him like a queen drawing many an eye. Their best years were behind them and yet they still made for a handsome couple. Also, I have to mention this, said the storyteller, being a red-blooded male, he did of course notice the beauty of her hair, but hadn’t thought to wonder why it was not grey as with most women her age. 

The mood was punctured by the sight of the headman hurrying towards them. He absolutely beamed, eager to impart the latest news; passage had been secured on one of the larger craft leaving after sun-up the following morning.

The Teller thanked him, but said one berth would be sufficient as only he would be travelling south. As much as it pained him, he explained, the lady would be returning west and he was quite prepared to reward whoever could escort her.

The man was aghast. “You mean the lady is not going with you? Don’t you wish to?” he asked.

Her wry look of resignation and raised eyebrow implied, ‘It’s not up to me.’

“The way will be hazardous and I thought it best for Megan to return to her people.”

“No! This is madness,” said the headman trying to cajole, taking the good-hearted stance that changing his guest’s mind would surely be doing him a favour. “How could you contemplate such a thing? Break a ladies’ heart? A beautiful one at that.” His berating had given licence to flatter beyond the point he’d normally have dared. When obvious the Teller was not to be swayed, he desisted, but added, “Well I’ve organised two places. It’s up to you whether you take them or not.”

The Teller remembered the afternoon as being bitter-sweet as they strolled beside the Habren. Blissful before the tragic parting of the ways. Being in Megan’s company felt entirely natural, as if they belonged together, something meant to be, yet circumstances were ripping his heart apart. He looked to the heavens and silently implored for there to be a sign. A sign to help him out of his dilemma. He had what he’d always secretly longed for, but knew he’d be forced to let Megan go. Better now, a short sharp cut, easier to recover from than that inevitable day, when having lived in vain hope, the decision would be made for him. She would be taken from him, or harmed in some way.

“Well, we’ve been together for nearly two days now and neither of us has met with disaster.” Megan reasoned, breaking into his thoughts. “You haven’t lost the power of speech and I’ve not been struck down by some strange sickness.”

“I have to endure tonight yet. I could be left stranded in front of all, with my brain lost for the right words. I could be a gibbering wreck.”

“But you won’t be, will you?” It was those brown eyes of reason again, looking up, penetrating right into his soul. Without the awful sense of fate hanging over him, he would have grabbed her right there and then as if never wanting to let her go. 

Why is it at such moments, said the storyteller, there comes the urge to blurt, “I’ve never felt like this before?” said with a vehemence of supposedly, just having invented the phrase? 

A few in the audience smiled, knowing exactly what he meant, but others blinked as if rudely awoken and brought back to the present. His observation had pierced the mood somewhat, but like the Teller he was describing, he felt uncomfortable with too much melodrama.

That evening, the Teller restricted himself to relating a legend many would have heard before, but he’d yet to experience an audience not enjoying the retelling and of course, he hadn’t wanted to put his abilities to an unnecessarily arduous test. If all went well, he reasoned, it could be the sign he requested. Megan had asked him to promise, if it did in fact go well, would he reconsider his decision?

He had said, “We’ll see.”

The headman, commanding the front row turned, craned his neck and on spotting Megan standing, way at the back along with the other women, youths and men of low rank, stood bolt upright. All heads turned as he purposely walked towards her and there were a few murmurs as she gingerly followed, led by the hand to where the more vaunted sat on benches. He shifted a startled incumbent and offered her the honour of sitting in the front row. Not surprisingly it caused quite a stir. Only wives of visiting chieftains were normally offered such privilege. 

When the Teller swept into the room, Megan’s heart gave a start. There was no mistaking he was the one. 

The saga he told was set way back in ancient times and like many, was a cautionary tale. Winter was personified by a hoary old king and the Spring that heralded Summer, was his daughter, gifted to the people for half of each year. As with many such tales, the usual human weaknesses came to the fore and unfortunately, the sin of greed was more than the people could resist. They decided it would be a rather cunning idea and to their great benefit, if they declined to return the Winter King’s daughter as agreed and instead retain her, thus bringing them warmth the whole year round.

“Angry?” Said the Teller, heartened to see Megan had joined in the laughter. “One look from the old king, when he found out, could have frozen a flight of ducks to clatter and bounce on the frozen earth. As he ventured south, glaring this way and that searching for his daughter, he froze all about him into a white wasteland. The greedy people were forced to retreat south, but still the King of Winter advanced. Thick groaning ice tentacles followed, swelling to form glaciers that blocked the valleys and the sea itself froze into jagged tangles of fractured shards that when low sun-lit, spread rays of azure and gold across the frozen wastes. A mystical world the greedy people were forced to adapt to, or otherwise starve. A few hardy beasts, shaggy coats and steamy breath were there to hunt in the summer months, but in winter, they had no choice other than to take to their skin boats and hunt for food amongst the ice flows. 

Generations came and went and even though, out of sheer desperation, the people had returned the captured princess to her ice palace in the far north, no matter how much they pleaded, the king was unrelenting. Eventually, even his daughter began to plead on the people’s behalf, for although having once been their prisoner, in actual fact, she’d not been badly treated. But no, their former hunting grounds were to remain frozen. The greedy folk needed to be taught a lesson and that was that! 

They thought it would never end. Each winter, when weather allowed, they would venture out along the southern edge of their frozen world and of course having adapted over the years, became quite adept at surviving amongst what most would think to be impossible conditions. They became more daring, venturing further and further towards the setting sun in search of food. When night caught them far from home, they simply pulled their boats up onto the ice and either slept beneath them or built snow shelters. It was not as if there was a shortage of building materials. 

With there being no wood with which to make a fire, they had long ago adapted to eating their food raw, if out there on the ice. You might think, ‘Just as well. A roaring blaze would melt a hole and they’d fall straight through to the ocean.’ But you would be wrong, believe me; in places the ice was that thick, it was a shimmering blue wall above the waters and a seemingly endless dull white enormity down into the gloomy depths. 

Complementing their raw fish, they found warm seal blubber went down rather well and if partaken in sufficient quantities, it staved off the dreadful blue-spot and gum bleeding disease that could strike and disable in the depths of winter, when far from land.

Now,” said the Teller, “there was one brave family who happened to have at their head, a leader possessed with a constant urge to know what lay beyond the horizon. With his encouragement, they all set off, in what in those far-off times passed for summer, in order to find out. Each day’s hunting and fishing took them further west, so far in fact, some family members became that fearful, they told him, if they ventured any further, they could be in danger of falling off the edge of the world. He allayed fears by saying, if they heard the roar of water falling off the world he would turn back. No such roaring of waters was heard and so they carried on. 

On calm days in fact, all about them could be remarkably peaceful and when the sun shone, quite beautiful. They saw many strange things, huge white fish, other creatures that sported a long, gnarled horn and massive monsters that leapt from the deep with huge wings like birds. On occasions, other monsters from the depths broke surface, gliding effortlessly to blast spouts of spray, before their glistening bodies slipped below once more. At first, they were sore afraid on seeing such huge, dark beasts, looming at speed, hurtling up towards their frail craft, but eventually learnt to live with the fact it was all part of life, when far from land, out in the frozen wastes. It seemed, the creatures meant no harm and only brought danger if a boat was upended. Then once in that icy water, haste was of the essence, for although death was not instant, it would not be long in stiffening a body denied the benefit of warm, dry clothing.

So, on and on they journeyed through short summer days and of course there came the worry of being caught out there come the onset of winter. When storms blew in, they knew the ice would take on a monster’s groan, rear up, crack and swallow the lot of them. Dwelling on this likelihood, even their intrepid leader became fearful.

Then one day, something was spotted that lifted spirits and gave hope to all. It was a bird. Not a bird of the sea, but a bird from the land. Encouraged, they hurried further westward, paddling more each day than ever paddled before. It eventually brought them to a far distant shore and now of course, all considered their leader a hero. They were saved and the land they had discovered was all theirs. There were animals to hunt, but no sign of people. Enough food was stored before blinding winter storms blew in and they survived, burrowed in their shelters and now at last had wood to make fire.

Years came and went, with old ones dying replaced by new life born and there grew a hunger amongst the people to return to the land from whence they had come. Their leader, who had inspired the venture, could feel the fire inside him dying and yearned to return where death would unite him with his ancestors. Also, let’s face it, there’s not much point finding such an amazing new world, if you can’t go home and tell everyone about it, is there?” 

The Teller’s laugh, was echoed by his audience. 

“And so early one year they packed up food and belongings and set out to cross the sea and ice once more. Every day taking them closer to the land where the sun rose. 

Their journey was long and a few died along the way, but eventually, before the savage grip of winter they spotted islands the old ones recognised. They were almost home. 

You can imagine, can’t you, when this throng emerged from the sea, the people gathering to witness such a strange sight, showed a fair deal of alarm. The homecoming tribe had grown in number and those watching all scramble ashore, stood armed and ready in fear of attack. It was only when the leader of the sea people smiled, that some of the elders recognised him as one of their own. The famed wanderer had returned. 

So, my patient audience, this was how the legend of the mysterious land beyond the great ocean was brought to the people. Although they believed it to be wondrous, none dared to venture out in search for it themselves. Things in fact had started to improve, right there, where they battled for survival, on home soil.

The reason was,” said the Teller, “the old Ice King’s daughter had finally managed to melt her father’s heart and magically, as this happened, would you believe it, the ice also gradually melted. It took a vast span of time, but many generations later, hunters found they could follow the herds back to their ancestral hunting grounds. Back to where summer days were longer. But as land ice retreated, so did that on the sea and the frozen bridge those bold adventurers had used, gradually disappeared and the legend of those far-off western lands became but a dim memory. Their boats were far too fragile to venture vast distances now the ice sheets had gone. The great ocean would offer no refuge, nowhere to haul up at night. Also as you know, some days, the mighty surge of waves can make it impossible to put to sea at all. But the legend of those mysterious lands to the west was not lost to the people, even though their resistance to greed was. The Winter King, that hoary old lord of the ice had done his best to teach them a lesson, but found alas, some would never learn. If you’ve noticed, he occasionally sends us a nasty reminder.”

Those packed into the small hall gave the Teller a mighty cheer and as they milled around applauding, many looked towards his lady, who had dared to stand and join them. Mere association with him seemed to elevate her status and along with her wide-eyed look of wonder, an innocent beauty sparkled. She was so proud of her man, but would the spirits allow her to keep him? 

They begged him to entertain them further, but he resisted, promising, next time. He knew the night’s offering had been a little meagre, but he had a long way to travel on the morrow and his mind was sorely troubled. 

Having his thoughts going round in circles, looking for a solution, but always returning to the same dreaded reality, didn’t make for a good night’s sleep, as you can well imagine. Instincts told him, if he gave in to his desires and took Megan with him, his compact would be broken. Those malignant powers would be as unforgiving as the Winter King himself. Attempting rehearsal of words, needed to break the news, jarred in his brain and he rolled, first one side, then the other, back and forth all night, hardly sleeping.

Megan fared no better. She dreaded the thought of returning to the daily round of fetching fuel and water, then the cooking, cleaning and washing, with only Ryth’s suggestive comments to break the monotony. How he would gloat on seeing her return. She would miss her family, certainly, especially the grandchildren, but she wouldn’t be away forever. Would she?

Both sat up from their bedding at exactly the same moment and stared across at one another. Each knew the time had come. Megan sighed and told herself to be strong. She would not sink to weeping and pleading. 

They approached the fire. “Did you sleep well?”

“NO! How could you expect me to? You told the tale last night as well as you ever have, but no doubt your heart is still hardened against me travelling with you.”

“Believe me Megan it is not what I desire….”

“Then why?”

He was saved from giving an answer by their hosts returning. They looked rather flustered when imparting the news, the headman was outside wishing to talk to them.

This seemed strange. Why hadn’t he entered as one would have expected? On venturing out, they were stunned by the sight of the entire community gathered to greet them.

The headman asked, “So, may I be so bold and ask you your decision? Can we expect two to be travelling south, or just the one?”

“I’m afraid to tell you,” began the Teller, bringing a collective groan, “It is not without much difficulty-----.” He tried to continue, but the clamour of voices raised against him, stunned him into silence.

“Can’t you find it in your heart to take the lady with you?” the headman asked. 

“Yes! Take her with you!” A few in the crowd shouted.

“But you don’t realise the problems, the danger I will be putting Megan in.”

He was shouted down again. 

The headman was a romantic soul at heart and not only had he arranged the little confrontation, he now began to use his influence to the full, exhorting his people, not to hold back, but give vent to their feelings.

The Teller, beginning to feel helpless and totally taken aback by the chanting crowd, turned to Megan, in a silent plea for guidance. Some hope. She returned a burning look that implied, ‘You know how I feel. Now it’s up to you!’ 

He sighed and said, “Alright, you win.” There was a huge cheer. He continued, “I would love to have this lady travel with me.” He managed to hide his horror as a shock went through his body. Had he heard an iron door slamming deep within the bowels of the earth? 

There was more cheering and the congratulatory slaps on his back, at having come to the right decision, would have dislodged a lump of suet had he been choking on it. He had never known anything like it, but asked himself, ‘What ever have I done?’

The headman was not a subtle soul, but even he could see the Teller’s state of confusion. “Now that’s enough!” he called out. “That will do. Please. Remember who this man is. Show some respect will you?”

“We’ll have to make arrangements for Megan’s horse,” was explained to him. 

“I’ll come with you,” he replied.

On the way to the stables, a thought occurred and the Teller asked, “Megan, what exactly was the arrangement between you and Ryth?”

“Well there wasn’t one. Not exactly. When the chieftain saw my distress at missing your departure, he suggested I follow, but Ryth protested saying it was not possible for I had no horse. I must admit, it took me by surprise, but the chieftain then snapped, “Well, let her have one of yours. It made everyone laugh, even the Seer.”

“Are you sure? He didn’t say borrow, but actually said, ‘let her have one of yours.’”

“Yes, but although I’ve obviously ridden before, I’ve never actually owned a horse and so assumed it was merely a loan.”

A memory of a certain meeting with Ryth came to the Teller’s mind. The man eyeing Megan one morning had said with a nudge, “You know what she needs, don’t you?” Sloping off he’d turned and as if confiding with one like-minded had added, “A bit of a screamer, I shouldn’t wonder.” 

“We’ll do a deal for the horse!” said the Teller, his mind made up. “We’re not returning it.” 

Of course, it was not the best of horses, but there again, still had some worth and on offer within a secure chamber of the ostler’s premises, was an array of goods to haggle over in exchange. Items traded for horses and their hire. With the animal being a bit of a long-tooth, the deal wasn’t likely to be a drawn-out affair and even though there was a certain amount of silver, small portions of amber, horse harness and even a gold cloak pin in the offing, they were told their choice wouldn’t stretch much beyond the bronze section. The ostler was quite adamant about this, still stinging from the previous day’s encounter. 

Admittedly, even in its prime the horse would not have been pick of the herd, but was still worth a little more than the knife, iron eel spear, darning needles and sheet-bronze cooking pot, Megan had decided would be needed on their travels. Her hand was drawn towards a silver torque, more of a slender bracelet in fact, than those usual hefty, coiled neck protectors, but a severe shake of head and admonishing finger directed her gaze back to the bronze department. She sighed and picked up a bronze torque, a bit of a lumpy, ill fashioned thing, but none the less tradeable. 

It was at this point, the headman intervened. He took it from her and thrust the silver bracelet into her hand instead. A threatening look stifled the ostler’s cry of protest and the three left the building, deal done. 

Well I did tell you the headman was a bit of a romantic old soul, said the storyteller, at which his audience laughed. 

Provisions were gathered to see them through the first few days and Megan’s head was in a whirl hardly daring to believe what was happening. At any moment she expected to be stunned back to reality, finding it had all been but a dream. Either that or something awful would happen, preventing them and the boats from leaving. Even once safely aboard she expected a cry from shore calling; it had all been a mistake, she was to return home. Only when Amwythig was safely from sight did she dare to believe it was really happening.

Also, it was only now that the Teller at last dared to put an arm around her. He hugged and held her tight in the way he had always yearned to. He gave a silent prayer to the spirits, pleading for their clemency. Were they watching and smiling benignly, or simply biding time to devise the cruellest of fates?

Megan, giving him an admonishing look, said, “Careful.” Smiling, she chided, nodding aloft. “Remember I’m just meant to be your sister.” 

With the aid of the current, the boats fairly skimmed along. Megan had no idea of their intended destination, but didn’t care, she had somehow managed to achieve the impossible and was quite happy to let it surprise her. They had travelled nearly a sun’s span when she glanced north and to her horror, realised they had hardly travelled any distance. Did this mean it had all been naught but a cruel trick of fate and they were now in fact returning to Amwythig? The Teller, having journeyed on the Habren a number of times, allayed her fears, explaining they had merely rounded a huge loop in the river and that their course would be directly south from thereon.

She believed him, but still couldn’t resist the impulse to take the odd look behind, just to make sure. 

When entering the gorge, her eyes lit up, for she remembered it from the tales of Erdi’s adventures and now would be actually travelling through it herself. Being a strategic point on such an important route, tribes often fought for control, but at the present time, things were peaceful and apart from needing the wherewithal to pay the toll, there was nothing to hinder their progress. 

Those collecting bronze or iron bars in payment, did in fact make the going easier, keeping the waterway clear of trees swept down in the floods. Also, the local chieftain was mindful not to set too high a price, knowing determent to trade was not in his best interests. The same logic held true for the other tolls on the river. Many things had changed since Erdi’s time, not all for the better mind you.

The waterborne traders, as the headman had predicted, seemed quite honoured to have the Teller aboard, but he noticed, during short rest intervals, it was Megan who drew most attention; given furtive glances whenever they thought she wasn’t looking.

“They seem amazingly polite,” she murmured as they pulled in briefly for a midday snack.

“They’re on their best behaviour, Megan. They’ll probably give the swearing a good blasting once you’re out of earshot. They won’t be used to having to go this long without.” He knew of some men who were virtually struck dumb if denied the chance to decorate their utterances with expletives.

They sojourned, four times in all on their journey south, with the men welcomed as regulars and a brisk trade taking place in the two main settlements. I say, in the settlements, but to be more exact, at the stop just south of the Tamesa river, trade was conducted at a riverside outpost, acting for the huge fortress, just beyond sight atop the nearby range of hills. 

The final port of call was a burgeoning settlement near the northern limit of the Habren’s tidal range. Erdi would not have recognised it, for it had grown out of all proportion, bearing no resemblance to the palisaded village where he had won the flitch of bacon. 

The journey had calmed the Teller’s fears somewhat and each night he had entertained the crews with short stories, as much to ensure his gift hadn’t been stripped from him than for any particular wish to cater for their enjoyment.

At the parting of the ways, with the traders preparing to head back north and the two of them continuing south, he asked the party’s leader what was required in payment for the trip. The man replied, “Nothing,” and eyeing Megan, hoping for an approving look, explained, the stories and their company had been payment enough.

When they had the luck of virtually stepping off one boat onto another, with only the one day’s wait for loading, the Teller began to wonder, were the spirits now in fact favouring him or was it all too good to be true? Were those powers instead, gleefully waiting somewhere ahead, relishing what he dreaded; the day of reckoning? 

A wild notion, a plan to take them beyond the range of such retribution, had begun to form in his mind. He hadn’t dared explain to Megan, for fear of those avenging spirits, known to pervade the very air surrounding those they made sport of, swooping close to overhear what even a knock on wood could never shield. The sheer enormity of what he hoped to embark on, made even him quake at the thought. 

Now I know, having such superstitions, hardly seems credible to us now, said the storyteller, pausing whilst gathering thoughts, but when you come think about it, are we any different today? I bet not many of you would swear inside an ancient church, even if the place was empty and had been deconsecrated. You would probably declare with a fair degree of vehemence, ‘Of course not! How disrespectful! It’s not the done-thing!’ Deep inside, however, there’s another reason, isn’t there? You’d be afraid of Him up there listening in. Then the minute you step outside that church porch, BOOM! Fair chance He’d zap you with a bolt of lightning.

They all laughed. 

We believe in one God, they believed in many, but not only did they respect that hidden power in the same way many of us still do; giving such credibility to those powers, was their only way of explaining the many mysteries that the advance of science makes clear to us today.

Returning to our two travellers; this of course would be Megan’s first venture out onto salt waters. Can you imagine her apprehension aboard one of those long sea-going craft of plank construction, creaming up to each wave-crest, sweeping down in each dip; cold spray hissing down the length of the boat, as their course took them out to dark open waters, on that very first venture beyond safety of land? Her look of astonishment had an innocence; an almost childlike charm. Clinging, white knuckled to the sides, thrilled at riding low rollers, her hesitant glint of excitement when turning to the Teller, caused such a mighty surge inside, it matched any power of the sea. 

That night, with sufficient slack played out for high water, their boat was tethered and accommodation was found at a small coastal settlement at the mouth of a large river. At a convenient hour the following morning, allowing ample time for the partaking of a hearty meal, the tide carried them and other waiting craft, in a leisurely file upstream. 

I’m allowed to say, hour, explained the storyteller. I’m afraid the Teller wasn’t.

Megan marvelled, just as Erdi’s little band had done, as their journey wound them up through the deep shadows of the gorge. She gazed up to the heights in wonder while they had peered down, with equal wonder, but for a totally different reason, as it had posed that tricky problem of how to reach the other side. 

The settlement arrived at had tripled in size compared to those far-off days and boats were under construction on a large island mid-stream. Some were near completion, others with white ribs jutting skywards awaited planks to be sewn and wedged in place. A space to edge into was found at the dock and a small bar of bronze was sufficient payment for transport. The Teller had not had the opportunity to do this with words, as done on the trip downriver, the slight snag being language barrier. Many tribes had words in common, but on this occasion, not enough to fully understand any story he might have related to them. Also, even if there had been the possibility of comparing words written down, although spellings would probably have been similar, their actual pronunciation would have rendered them virtually incomprehensible. A few of you might have encountered the same if visiting certain parts of Derry, Glasgow or Newcastle. Also, I’d better explain, said the storyteller, although the use of iron was now prevalent, bronze still held a trade value, used to fashion such items as cooking utensils, arrow heads, buckles, helmets, armour and jewellery, to mention just a few. On another matter, you may have noticed I used the word transport just then, yet another word denied the Teller when relating his tales, with it having a too obvious Latin ancestry. Couldn’t help but slip in a few Latin prefixes, mind you.

They had no trouble finding accommodation, but did so away from the rowdy houses where drink and the services of the fair sex were on offer. I say fair, but in fact Megan eyed them with disdain, robes slit to the thigh and faces plastered in such a grotesque manner. She held the Teller’s arm tight as they walked up the steep hill from the dock area.

That night, rather than having to endure looks of puzzlement, they shared the same bed, but apart from a longing hug and kiss goodnight, each, with great difficulty, still maintained their roll of caring brother and loving sister. The spirits were almost certainly still watching.

Next morning, they were up for an early start, following the river eastwards before leaving it, to take a more direct trail through the forest. The Teller had the bulk of their belongings strapped to his back and used his lance as a walking stick, while Megan carried the lesser burden of spare clothes wrapped in a bedroll. On occasions the river’s glint could be seen to the north, but for the most part their view was obscured by trees and dense undergrowth. Like most ancient trails, however, it seemed to contain that enticing spirit, urging those travelling its turns and undulations, to go just that bit further, to see what secret awaited beyond the next corner. 

Middle day, where recent tree felling afforded a view to higher wooded ground sweeping up north of the river, they rested, dining on bread and smoked eel. For some reason it was the best smoked eel they had ever tasted. The Teller stole a quick kiss on the cheek and was returned a slight look of surprise, followed by one of teasing admonishment. 

They continued along the trail, with both now having that faint tingling that two bodies pulsate with when knowing romantic feelings are mutual. 

But for how long would it be tolerated? The Teller hadn’t dared reveal what really lay at the heart of his dark forebodings. He of course had explained his fear of the spirits’ retribution, but hadn’t fully divulged the reason why. He had tried to rationalise the lapse with the question, “How can I possibly explain?” 

Early afternoon, the trail led them along the river bank once more and fording shallows to the far side, they took the path leading up to a small settlement. Megan was told it was a place she might find interesting. 

Initially, however, the atmosphere within seemed baffling, for no dogs barked and strangely, no-one looked remotely interested in their arrival. The people they met simply carried on with what they were doing as if the two of them were not actually there. They had the strange sensation of feeling invisible. 

The Teller led the way between the houses and they skirted a particularly unattractive marshy area, where steam and a repellent smell, rising from murky water added to the mystery of the place. Megan wore a decidedly puzzled look, not surprising, considering steam was a strange occurrence on a not particularly hot day. They approached the entry to an inner palisaded area, where the huts had a calm, settled feel, as if any jostling for space within, had long ago been consigned to history. He knocked on the sounding board of the most imposing. Both entered, feeling small in the curve of light beyond the opening. Swallows swooping in, fluttered, hovering, delivering food to nests clinging to the highest beams, then whirred back out, dark streaks into the sunlight, carrying on as the people had done, as if they weren’t there.

Finally, looking reluctant to leave a screened off area, a youth slowly dragged himself upright. He listened to what the Teller had to say, nodded and disappeared beyond the opening.

“Wonder what he was doing?” mused the Teller. 

Megan gave him a playful jab and whispered, “Our entrances aren’t as grand as this.” 

Yes I know, but I’ve often wondered why.”

“Our Great Hall is rather grand of course, needing to impress those entering, but for most of us, the main concern is keeping the places warm in winter. Plus, in actual fact, it’s the way we’ve always done it.”

“A tradition, but why?”

“No matter who the visitor may be, apart from children of course, even those most vaunted are forced to stoop slightly when entering.”

“Even Ryth?”

“Especially him. Shh! I think someone’s coming.” 

Hearing a soft footfall, they turned to see a tall figure silhouetted in the doorway. A long grey robe, blackthorn wand and bronze head-circlet denoted him to be a holy man. The Teller gave a slight bow, approached and his low tones received a nod of understanding, but nothing more. The man turned and assuming they were to follow, both fell in behind, being led to a rock cleft where a clear liquid poured forth amidst an accumulation of unpleasant looking dark yellow slime. 

Megan staring at the flow, recoiled slightly, puzzled by the smell, and was amazed to see, it wasn’t just her imagination, the water was definitely giving off steam. It was one of the strangest occurrences she had ever seen. The Teller placed a small votive offering on the flat stone shrine below and whispered, they were both required to pay respects to the water goddess, Sullis. 

Once having satisfied ritual demands, they were led down towards a stone-walled basin, where like freed spirits, steam drifted to waft on the breeze into the ring of surrounding trees. The bath was fed, not by a stream as such, you know the type, swelling in size as it wanders and chuckles its way in from some nearby hill, but by a solid copious flow welling up fully mature, as if from beneath their feet, outdoing their progress, steaming and swirling down a stone-lined channel, without the slightest hint of a chuckle.

“What is this place?“ Megan whispered.

I’ll explain all later.” The Teller turned to thank the holy man, but he was gone.

“It smells like……”

“Don’t,” said the Teller. “Remember this is a shrine.”

She held him close to whisper with a laugh, “Rotten eggs.”

With a playful squeeze of admonishment, he said, “We’re allowed to get in.”

“What? I’ll get my clothes wet.”

“Then take them off.” He began to disrobe.

Megan’s initial look of shock turned to one of accepting the challenge and with determined fingers, began to do likewise. 

It was the Teller’s first sight of her naked and thinking it best not to linger, he quickly entered the water, which fortunately was waist deep. With the stone steps being slippery, he offered up a helping hand. Megan’s eyes stared wide with amazement. It was her first ever experience of entering hot water.
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