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It is 320 AD and Hadrian's Wall separates Roman Britannia Inferior (now the northern counties of England) from the free lands to the north where the village of Darbarri is located. There, Jelena is asked by her father Druid Floyd to travel south of the wall into Roman territory to help the people in the small village of Bramfield. It is a dangerous area for the new Roman emperor has declare that everyone living in the Roman Empire should convert to their new faith.

For the Celtic, this means giving up generations of their beliefs with numerous gods and practices. Druids are not welcomed in Roman lands anymore even though they had helped villagers for centuries. With three friends, Olwina, Tad and Craddock she manages to reach Luguvahum the largest city south of the wall but with it, a surprise and perhaps the reason why her father sent her south in the first place. She finds he has taken a third wife, Kigva who is from one of the top Luguvahum families and she is having a difficult time giving birth to a child.

Only Jelena and Olwina can help. Jelena's tiny half-brother is born but danger surrounds them everywhere. An over-zealous Bishop Eucid wants them all arrested for crimes and blasphemy against the new faith but they are forewarned and escape from the city to head for the village of Bramfield, Jelena's original destination.

There, she must stop the villagers from using polluted water, overcome local superstitions, problems at a nearby Roman lead mine and establish her own position as a leader in the community. There is also Kigva to befriend and the baby to look after.

As well as the bishop, she finds another enemy is Bard Griffen from her home village, who wants to force her to marry him in the summer selection of brides. This ancient practice is banned by Druid Floyd's latest decree but is ignored by the ruthless bard. 

How do Jelena, friends and extended family cope? There is not one but two ruthless men on their trail while at the same time she must help villagers under her care and survive in the hostile Roman territory. She befriends many and alienates others in this exciting story of our ancient ancestors from almost one thousand, seven hundred years ago?

*
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CHAPTER 1
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Jelena stood beneath the towering branches of the oak tree and gazed down the hillside. She had seen the view a thousand times before but was still overcome by its beauty, especially at this time of the year with the Spring Festival of Imbolic to honour Goddess Brigit, over.  Robor the god of oak trees had again signified the coming of warm months with the oak forest behind her home village Darbarri, a sea of green with the mighty trees' leaves a glossy green.

"Thank you, Robor," she whispered as she touched the bark of the oak. "Another winter has gone but now you have to bring Dad home. He promised to be here for the festival but that was two weeks ago

The spirit of the oak tree never replied, not that she expected one but the mere knowledge that it was there was enough to give her the company she often strived for. Her smile turned to a frown when she noticed a boy climbing up the hillside and heading in her direction. She enjoyed Tadd's company and called him a friend. He was her age but seemed younger, perhaps that was why the boys were not declared men until they were twenty while girls such as herself who were not serfs or slaves became women during the summer festival following their eighteenth birthday. She had just turned that age but dreaded the coming of summer season and the ceremony to call her a woman. This meant any man could court her and within a year, she would be selected by one to be his bride. By twenty she would probably be a mother as the wheel-of-life turned.

She sighed. Already several of the men, some almost thirty began glancing at her in a strange way. It was her father who would choose her husband and that was something she was almost grateful for. Many men sold their daughters to the highest bidder and it was rumoured that one good quality milking goat or strong plough horse made the difference in winning the right to marry the man's daughter. Wealthy men, of course were allowed up to three wives and the youngest one became almost a slave in the family home, forced to babysit her husband's children by older wives and do all the household chores.

Her own home was reasonably happy with her father being the Druid of the Shire and having only two wives. She had a ten-year-old half-sister Lilwen and two younger half-brothers by Middle Wife Adenydd and two baby half-brothers by Junior Wife Franci who was only four years older than she was. Her mother, Senior Wife Maygen had died of the fever when she was so young she barely remembered her but her father, Druid Floyd had insisted on maintaining the title, she guessed so her own position as senior child was maintained.

"Hello Jelena," Tadd gasped as he grabbed a clump of grass, pulled himself up the last stride and plonked himself down beside her. "Still talking to this old tree are you?"

"And why not?" she replied.

"When the Romans come they will ban all the old gods and goddesses. Everyone will be forced to change to their ways."

"Not if our gods allow it," Jelena retorted.

He glanced at her and grinned. "You may have a point. So Taranis, our god of thunder will stop the Romans from even reaching us here?"

"They did last year," Jelena whispered. "It was no coincident that the Roman legend turned back when Taranis caused that landslide and stopped them getting through."

Tadd shrugged. "Could be true." 

They often had this playful argument about the gods with Tadd saying they were not really there. Underneath she half-believed what he said and that there was no Robor, the spirit of the trees, a god of thunder or any of the others. However, why should they be forced to believe what the Romans wanted? For generations, even before her great grandparents' days, their village had been free of the conquering Roman Empire. This could have been because Darbarri was north of Hadrian's Wall

"Anyway, why are you here, Tadd?" she asked.

The boy grinned. "I've got news,"

"News! What about?"

"Druid Floyd has been sighted from the top lookout and should be home before the sun sets."

Jelena jumped to her feet and gasped. "Dad's coming home?" she almost shouted.

"Yeah and there's more. He came in from the south, not the northern road."

"Roman controlled lands?"

"It appears so."

"Oh my Sun God," she gasped. "How did he get past the siege? No travellers have been allowed through their frontier since last summer."

"Your father is a druid, Jelena. I doubt if even the Romans would try to stop him from going wherever he wanted." He grinned again. "Perhaps they don't want to evoke the wrath of our gods."

"You said they didn't believe in them."

"Some don't but many still do. I've heard that may of the local legend are not from Rome anyway. It takes courage to reject the teachings of your ancestors, as you well know."

"Okay, let's not go into that." Jelena grabbed Tadd's arm. "Come on. I'll race you down to the first house in the village."

Before he could reply, she skidded down the hillside for twenty strides, stood up and ran with her dress held up in her arms so she wouldn't trip. Tadd usually overtook her in such a race but today she might be lucky.

She was! She sat on the low stone wall surrounding the village and grinned as the puffing Tadd arrived. "It's not fair," he panted. "You were half way down the hill before I even started."

"But when you win it's because you tough males are too strong for us weak little girls?"

Tadd smiled. "Okay, you won! That makes it three to one in my favour, I believe."

"Two, one. When I tripped that time you admitted the race wasn't fair."

"Yeah I did, didn't I?"

"So!" Jelena placed her hands on her hips and glowered.

Tadd chuckled. "For a girl you aren't too bad, you know. Sometimes I think..." He shrugged. "It doesn't matter."

"What doesn't?"

"Everything I guess. Why we are told what to do, where and when?"

"Meaning?"

Tadd shrugged. "I have to wait two years to be declared a man but by then you'll be a mother with a baby fathered by Bard Griffen. He's already bragging in the tavern about how he's going to win you."

"What?" Jelena shrieked. "That arrogant pompous man. He treats his wives like dogs." She stopped and frowned. "Anyway, bards are only allowed two wives."

"Unless one wife is barren. His junior wife Siwan is twenty and has no children. I've heard he is about to petition your father to declare the marriage null and void."

"But that doesn't mean Dad will give him permission to marry me?"

"Does it matter?"

"Matter! Of course it matters! Why are you so cruel?"

Tadd looked her in the eyes and appeared timid. His lips actually shook as he stared at the ground and kicked at a small stone. "Sorry if it came out wrong." He glanced up and wiped a hand over his eyes. Oh my sun god, there were tears in them. "I mean, I wish I was twenty or the stupid rules that control our lives didn't apply to us."

Jelena stared at him as the meaning behind his words sank in. Tadd wasn't just the cheeky boy two houses away any more. He was a man, not twenty perhaps but still a man. She felt strange inside, not scared but more at the opposite end of the feeling scale. Perhaps Epona, the goddess of fertility and the seasons had entered their lives. Her own life was about to enter a new season in the life wheel but she wanted Tadd to be there with her.

"I'll speak to Dad about it," she whispered. "Thanks for coming to get me." 

She reached out, gave him a tiny hug and ran away down the lane between the village houses before he could reply.

*
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AS DARKNESS DROPPED over Druid Floyd's home, it was like a repeat of the spring festival. There were presents for everyone. The younger children all had gifts with a corncob doll for Lilwen and carved wooden Roman legionnaires for the older boys. The babies were given rattles and exotic fruit graced the dinner table. Jelena was also given a beautiful Roman women's gown that was every bit as beautiful as the ones Adenydd and Franci received. It was made from soft white material she had never seen before and a wide black scarf that could also serve as a cape. 

"Oh Dad," she laughed after she walked out from behind the bedroom curtain dressed in her new clothes. "It's the most wonderful gown I have ever owned and it fits me perfectly."

"As do ours," Adenydd said. 

"The Romans mustn't be all bad if they can produce clothes such as these," Franci added as she swung around so her skirt swung out.

"Not very suitable for our winters but they should be okay for the summer season," Floyd muttered. "I've heard that Rome is closer to the sun and has warmer weather than us. That's why they don't like our winter and tend to stay in their camps."

"And now?" Jelena asked

Her father frowned. "It's bad I'm afraid but tonight is a time to celebrate. We will discuss the situation tomorrow." He caught Jelena's eyes and gave a minute nod as if to say he had something to more say to her in private but it could wait until the sun rose in the morning. "I have wine for the adults and grape juice for the children. Jelena what would you like?"

"I have a choice?" she gasped.

Druid Floyd nodded. "You are eighteen now so, yes you may have a wine if you wish. I advise only a small one, though. You may not like the taste."

"I'll try one." She felt proud to be included as an adult. Perhaps being eighteen wouldn't be too bad after all.

*
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JELENA WAS UP AT DAWN and down at the village well to fill up two buckets of water for the day before a crowd arrived. She glanced around hoping to see Tadd who usually arrived and helped her carry the heavy buckets home. However, instead she saw her father approaching.

"I thought I might find you here," he said as he took over the pumping handle and continued to pump gushing water into the second bucket. "This is heavy work. How do you manage?"

"When you are away there's nobody else to do it," she replied. "Both Adenydd and Franci have the children to care for." She stopped and stared at her father. He was obviously there to talk about more than her daily chores.

"Have you kept up your reading and writing while I was away?"

Jelena nodded. Reading and writing were a skill that as the daughter of a druid she was permitted to learn. This consisted of using strokes to record what her father called the runic script. These represented the tree spirits but could also be used to create words and sentences to be read by another person who wasn't even there. This new reading and writing was a wondrous thing that their peoples rarely used. In fact, some druids banned writing and reading, as blasphemy against the gods but Druid Floyd was more progressive than many.

"And you can write as well as read runic words?"

She nodded again. "With my tongue and in my mind," she said with her voice reflecting the pride she felt.

"Good. Can you read the back of this?" Her father produced an object from his pocket and held it out. It consisted of a band of polished acorns strung together to form a necklace. At the bottom was an attached bronze medallion almost as large as her thumb and first finger when they formed a circle. There was the traditional symbol of an oak tree on it.

"It's beautiful, Dad," she whispered as she ran her fingers over it. She turned it over and saw a row of symbols carved on the back.

"Well, read what it says."

Jelena studied the minute letters for a moment before reading the script. "I miss are..."

"Emissary," Floyd corrected. "It means you are working for her."

She glanced at her father. "Who for?"

"Read the rest."

She glanced back at the medallion in her hand. "Emissary of Sun Goddess Etain. Grant the beholder free passage and protect her throughout your lands." She glanced up.

"Wonderful reading. You have certainly been studying hard."

"Thanks Dad but who was the necklace made for?"

"You, my daughter. Wear this necklace and the medallion will protect you wherever you go."

"Not in Roman territory. They don't believe in Etain or any or our gods."

Floyd smiled. "True, but they cannot read our alphabet either so the message is hidden from their eyes. Put it on, My Daughter."

Jelena placed the necklace over her head, lifted her hair out over it and stood before her father. "This is only part of what you have to say, isn't it Dad? There's more and you need me to help?"

"You are perceptive, Jelena. Yes, I need you to visit one of our villages and sort out a problem for them."

"But why me?"

"You have as much knowledge of how a healthy body affects a person's life as anyone. This is a whole village that needs help. If you can cure one, the chances are that you'll cure them all."

Oh my Sun Goddess, this sounded bad! 

"Not the plague?" she asked

"Luckily, it is not that bad but the problem still needs attention by one with a liberal mind."

Jelena frowned and listened without interrupting as her father continued to talk. He spoke for quite a while in what almost sounded like one of his speeches to the village elders before he stopped and waited for her to reply.

"So, you want me to leave here and travel to this tiny village south of the wall to help them?  It is at least ten days' journey away. You also insist that I need others to accompany me?" She frowned. "But why don't just you go yourself?"

"Three reasons. I am needed here after being away for so long and I am too well known by the Romans."

"But they will not stop you?"

Druid Floyd shrugged. "In this case they will. Roman Emperor Constantine has declared our kind an enemy of their empire."

"And the third reason?"

"You are Jelena. I know you are worthy of the task I set you."

"Even though I am only a girl?"

"No. Because I am only a druid." He said no more to explain his statement but turned back to the task in hand. "The lands beyond the wall are dangerous for a lone female. You will need at least one male protector plus a friend, perhaps even two. Four is a good number for a long journey." He paused. "Bard Griffen owes me a favour."

"No!" Jelena screamed. "Not that horrible man! I will go nowhere with him. If this is a trick to force me to marry him after you have annulled his marriage to Siwan because she is barren, I'll have nothing to do with it!"

Druid Floyd stood back with an expressionless look across his face.

"I mean it Dad!" she said in a quieter voice. "You taught me to stand up for my rights, that women were not inferior to males and ..."

"What do you know about Bard Griffen?"

"We all know he treats his wives like dogs, that he is permitted no more than two and therefore needs an annulment before he can court one of the eight in this year's summer festival. Okay, you do that for him but he can pick one of the other seven, not me!"

"And if I insist?"

"You wouldn't?"

Floyd smiled. "No, I would not but the rumours are wrong. I can only annul Bard Griffen's marriage at one of his wives' request. However, I believe Siwan will make this request."

"What?" Jelena gasped.

"My words are for your ears only. Do you accept that?"

"Yes." This was a sacred oath to a druid that anything he disclosed would not be repeated."

"Siwan is not the barren one. He is!"

"How," gasped Jelena. "He already has children by his first wife."

"I don't know the full story but Epona the Goddess of Fertility was displeased with his behaviour and cast a spell on him so he could father no more children."

"You don't believe in spells, Dad. I know Grandad did but you have learned more over the years."

"True, but Epona was still responsible."

"How?"

"He caught a disease that almost killed him. He recovered but was rendered sterile. Do you understand me?"

"The opposite to a woman being barren?"

"That's a good reply. In cases such as this, I as druid of this county can only annul a marriage at one of his wives' request."

"So he is the horrible man I thought. Why then, would you want him to accompany me on this journey."

"He is strong, knows the lands around as well as I do and would not dare do anything except protect you from harm. If he broke his oath to me he would become an outcast from our society without even our gods' protection."

"I still don't want him," Jelena whispered.

"Who then?" her father replied.

"Tadd," she spouted out the word before she even thought about it.

She expected an angry rebuke, something that was rare from her father but not unknown. He would call Tadd a child who was not even a man, she would be looking after him not the reverse, boys were not permitted to escort mature women, etcetera, etcetera. She gulped and looked up at his intense gaze. 

"The lad who is now waiting down the path and usually comes here to help carry the heavy water buckets home?" he said.

Jelena lifted her eyes and almost grinned. There, hovering near the horse stables down the path stood Tadd. "Yes."

"How old is Tadd?"

"Eighteen, the same as me."

There was silence for a moment while the druid looked over her shoulders at the oak forest covering the hillside behind. He ran a hand over his cheeks and beard before facing her again.

"Okay," he said.

"What!" she gasped. "You approve!"

"You are eighteen and a woman now. I do not need to approve every decision you make. If you wish Tadd to accompany you, so be it." He frowned and the authoritarian tone returned to his voice. "I will need to talk to him, though."

"When?"

"Now will do. Call out to him!"

"Tadd," Jelena screamed. "Come here. My dad wishes to speak to you."

"Me?" came back the nervous reply.

"Yes! Get down here and now!" she shouted.

A nervous Tadd approached and stood before them with his eyes on the ground. He lifted them and focused on the druid. "You wish to speak to me, Your Honour?" There was a distinct stammer in his voice. 

"I have a request, Tadd and one that you will need to think seriously about before answering. Is that clear?"

"Yes, Your Honour."

Druid Floyd turned to Jelena. "Leave us, My Daughter and don't worry about the water buckets. I shall bring them home shortly."

"Sure Dad," she replied in a most informal reply and saw him raise one eyebrow. She turned to Tadd but he avoided her eyes. She squeezed his arm and headed home, resisting any impulse to turn to see what was happening behind. Damn, her heart was pounding and her cheeks felt as if they were on fire as she reached home and walked inside.

*
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CHAPTER 2
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Freckles, the family horse was used to pulling a plough so didn't mind being hitched to the two-wheeled wagon. Floyd had adapted it from a Roman chariot that he had bought across the border in exchange for a sack of fresh vegetables. The high front had been removed and replaced with a box-like structure that was loaded with sacks of provisions, a water barrel and trinkets to use as barter in far-off villages. At the rear of the wagon was a small step where passengers could place their feet when sitting on the cart's floor. Freckles was an intelligent animal that could be lead or just plod along beside her driver.

The driver was Jelena who glanced back for one last time at Darbarri that was still shaded from the morning sun. She had never been more than five leagues from home before and that was in the opposite direction where many of the neighbouring villages were. Walking beside her was another eighteen-year-old girl, Olwina, Tadd and another boy, Craddock.  The four had been close friends for as long as Jelena could remember and until a couple of years before, none of them had really noticed their different genders. They were just children who mixed and played, annoyed elders in the village and had fun for most of their lives. The fact that Jelena lived in the largest house in the village and her father was the druid meant nothing to her any more than Olwina being the blacksmith's daughter or that Craddock was an orphan brought up by a bard's family. This was not Bard Griffen but Bard Stefan an elderly, likeable man who was, in Jelena's opinion, the complete opposite of Griffen. Tadd, of course was the son of Howell an Ovate or teacher, an official ranked after Druid Floyd and the two bards. With the bards and Floyd often away, though, Tadd's father was really the main administrator of everyday happenings in the village, from giving advice to dealing with minor crimes. Like Tadd, Howell was a quietly spoken man who owned many animals and had won the right to have three wives. Tadd was his eldest child whose mother, Caron was Howell's senior wife.

The trail entered the oak forest and wound uphill but was well formed and had ample room for the wagon and even had passing places every couple of hundred paces. They came to one junction at mid-morning where there was a league stone under an adjacent oak tree. Jelena squatted down beside it and read the scratch marks carved into the surface.

"We take the left fork," she said.

"You can tell from the stone?" Olwina gasped.

"Of course she can," Tadd replied. "She can read the words."

Olwina screwed her nose up. "So what do they tell you?"

"The right trail goes to Helfahen, one of the northern villages, the left says Hadrian's Wall."

"And Roman territory?" Craddock asked.

Jelena nodded and picked up a stick. "The Romans occupy most of the land south of the wall but our people live in some of the southern hills."  She drew a shape in the dusty road surface. "If we went west to the coast we could avoid the wall but it would be a five day journey along the coast and back on the other side. However, if we cut straight across it will take only a day or two. Also, the trail becomes a proper road."

"But how is that possible with the wall there?"

"My father walked through a month ago. At this western end most of the wall is constructed of turf, not stone. Last year, one of our tribes succeeded in digging a hole through. Winter arrived and the Roman's have still to rebuild this section."

Olwina shrugged. "So we have a choice of a long journey or a dangerous one?"

"Both are dangerous," Tadd replied. "Vagabonds and outlaws often attack traders on the coastal trails. Did your father suggest we take the route through Roman territory, Jelena?"

She shrugged. "Yes but only if I could protect you all."

Olwina stared at her. "What does that mean?"

Jelena lifted the necklace and medallion that had been hidden beneath her dress. "This should protect us in our shire and with Roman legionnaires who are still of our kind. However, the chances are that most of those across the border are non-believers and this will offer no protection."

"Does it matter?" Craddock asked. "I mean, even if they don't believe in Etain the Sun Goddess, won't she still be there to protect us?"

"Unless it is during the night," Olwina cut in.

"Then one of our other gods will help. Perhaps Robor, if we are near an oak tree. They work together, don't they?" Tadd added.

"But we are getting away from the point. If we cross the border and Jelena's necklace doesn't help what do we do?" Olwina asked.

"Pretend we are Romans," Craddock suggested.

"They speak Latin, not Brittonic, our language," Olwina replied. "We may not even be able to speak to them without being recognised as being from north of the wall. I can speak their language but my accent would give me away."

"I can speak Latin too," Jelena said. "Dad even taught me the accent that many Romans speak and you all know enough to communicate with them." She glanced at the sky where heavy clouds had gathered and the light had become dim. "Freckles is as tired as are the rest of us. I think we should move a little way along the left fork and set up camp for the night. With an early start and a bit of help from the gods we could be at that range of hills by this time tomorrow."

*
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IT RAINED HEAVILY DURING the night but the oak tree that they had set the tiny camp under protected them. Freckles had a long lead and left in a small patch of grass to graze and the wagon had two sheets of animal skin sheets stretched out on each side and tied to stakes in the ground. Under Druid Floyd's strict orders, the girls slept on one side and the boys the other. The ground was hard but a thick woollen blanket kept Jelena warm. She awoke and, careful not to awaken Olwina, slipped out into the early morning light. The days were becoming longer now and the temperature was cool but not that biting cold of winter. She changed out of yesterday's clothes that she had slept in, checked that her necklace was still there and picked up one of the wooden buckets.

She walked down a small bank, through some trees and a hundred paces or so to a nearby stream. It was peaceful with the gurgling stream, the smell of damp grass and the faint swish of wind through the oaks. Like at home, the oaks made her feel safe. She could not imagine what it would be like if Robor the god of the oaks wasn't really there to offer protection. She half filled the bucket. 

"Want a hand with it?"

Jelena jumped in fright but immediately relaxed when she realised it was Tadd who had spoken. "Don't scare me like that!" she gasped.

"Sorry. Talking to the goddess again, were you?"

Jelena pouted. "No. Just thinking about what might happen today." She smiled. "I'm glad you and the others are here."

"A bit like the old days when we were kids. The adults either ignored us or grumbled when we got in their way." Tadd frowned. "We all need each other, you know."

"I know that." She glanced along the stream. It was so small that the oak tree branches stretching out from each bank almost touched. "The gods and goddesses only support but don't really help, do they?"

"They're like the adults when we were kids."

"How?"

"Too busy with their own problems to worry about us. Sure, if something goes wrong like that time you slipped and cut your leg, they'll help but otherwise we are left alone." Tadd gulped. "Don't rely on the gods too much for help, that's all."

"You have been thinking hard, haven't you, Tadd?"

The boy grinned. "No. It was one of the things your father told me." He dipped the bucket back in the stream, filled it to the top and lifted it out again. "He also said to avoid starting a fire in these conditions for the smoke would show that somebody is here." 

*
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THE HIGH-PITCHED SCREAM made Jelena, followed by Tadd bolt back to the camp. Her first view was that of the back of a man. He was holding a struggling screaming Olwina and laughing at her futile efforts to get away. Jelena shifted he eyes and saw a frightened Craddock standing against the oak tree trunk with a second man holding a knife at his throat.

"Move and you will have your throat sliced in two," the scruffy bearded man spat at Craddock in their local Brittonic. "Stay still while we take your girlfriend and you may just survive to comfort her afterwards." He chuckled. "Old Plys here likes the young ones."

Olwina screamed again as the character called Plys moved one hand inside her ripped blouse. As fast as she was, Jelena was like a snail compared to Tadd who rushed past her with a small spear in his hand. Unexpectedly, he lunged at the man holding Craddock and not Olwina's attacker. His spear hit the man in the knife arm causing him to drop it, Craddock realised what happened, stepped around the bleeding man and rushed to Olwina. Without hesitation, he threw himself at the man holding her.

"Move and it's the last thing you will do in your miserable life," Tadd said to his victim who was now on his knees.

Meanwhile, Craddock had the other man on the ground and all Jelena could see were lashing arms and feet as the pair fought. She rushed forward, gathered the sobbing Olwina in her arms and almost dragged her off to one side.

"You're safe," she said above the curses and grunts of the fighting men. "We're here!"

Both Craddock and Tadd were lighter than the men but they were both fit whereas the vagabonds were filthy and potbellied with their stinking body odour adding to the mayhem. Craddock, grabbed Plys's arm in a hold that forced the attacker turned victim over like a staple.

"Nobody hurts my girlfriend and expects to survive," he spat and pulled the arm up.

The scream was now a male one. "Please Master," Plys managed to whimper between the cries of agony. "It was just a game. We wouldn't hurt the young damsel. We've both got good ladies back in our village. We were out hunting and..." He screamed as Craddock pulled his arm up another notch. "Please Master. I have three children to care for and a sick wife."

"You lie," Jelena cut in. As she moved forward her necklace dangled down and the medallion with the oak tree symbol glittered in the morning light. 

"Who are you?" The man's eyes were wide and staring at it.

"She is Druid Floyd's daughter and an emissary for the Sun Goddess," Tadd replied. He had a foot on his bleeding victim who just knelt there shaking and attempting to stop the blood flowing from the wound in his arm with his opposite hand.

"We didn't know," Tadd's victim quivered.

"Your name?" Jelena asked in an icy voice.

"Glen, Your Highness.  Glen from the village of Marbark. I'm the village huntsman."

Jelena had heard of the village and knew it was one in her father's shire though she had never visited it herself. "And you thought my friends were the only two here."

"Girls and boys often comes out here to do the things a man and his wives do."

"So you two come out to prey on them?"

"Us! Never!"

Jelena glanced up at Tadd. "They are both vagabonds and outlaws.  The crime of attacking under-aged maidens is slow torture and garrotting, I believe. As they never succeeded in actually achieving their aim, we will use the more humane hanging.  I'll get some rope from the wagon." 

"You can't!" the terrified Glen cried.

"In this shire the Druid's daughter can do as she wishes," Tadd said. "Don't worry. I've heard being hanged is almost painless. Afterwards we will leave your bodies hanging from the oak tree as a warning to other tyrants."

"Do you have any last message that we can send back to your wives, that is if you really have any?' Jelena said in her cold calm voice.

"We's can help you if you spare our lives," Plys pleaded.

Olwina spoke for the first time. "Help us! If it weren't for my friends, you'd both have had your evil way with me and probably have killed us both. Hanging is too good for you. I recommend slow garrotting."

"We's knows what's ahead if you keep going and can also suggest another route to avoid trouble."

"So why should we believe anything you say?" Jelena asked.

Plys looked at her. "An emissary of the sun goddess knows that Etain is merciful to the wicked if they barter for their lives."

Jelena nodded. This was true. Her father had once told her that if one became all powerful and without compassion they were as evil as a fallen god.

"Speak and I will consider your fate," she said in a firm but slightly warmer voice.

"We knew you were coming but thought there would only be one escort," Plys said. "The local Roman churchman sent us to kidnap you and take you to him."

"Why me?" Olwina gasped.

"Not you," Glen muttered and glanced up at Jelena. "Your mistress, the druid's daughter. We thought you were her."

"But decided to defile her first before killing me and taking her over the border?" Craddock whispered.

"Yes," Glen replied.

"How did the churchman know about me?" Jelena asked.

Glen hesitated.

"It's your lives you are bartering for," Tadd reminded.

"There's a infiltrator in your village who is working for his faith."

"His name?" Jelena spat.

"We don't know and may God Taranis strike me down with lightning if I lie," Glen said. "We know but one thing about him."

"And that is?"

"He is a bard in Darbarri."

"Not my family," Craddock muttered. "It must be..."

"Yes," Jelena cut in. It must be Bard Griffen but she didn't want the outlaws to hear the name. "I know who you mean."

"Sorry, Jelena," Craddock whispered.

She turned to the men. "So if you failed in your mission as you have done, who will be waiting for us?"

"Many legionnaires and construction workers are over the border but there may be more like us employed to intercept you, either on this route or over on the western coast."

"So how do we get to the southern hills without being caught?"

Glen hesitated but Plys was more forthcoming. "You take a zigzag trail through the forest and through a gap in the wall caused by the last winter storm." He shrugged. "The horse and cart won't be able get through, though. There are still deep ditches with ropes to help travellers up and down the sides but nothing for a wagon." He shrugged. "The Romans are fast workers now the winter snow has gone so may have rebuilt the breech."

Jelena studied the man. His change of tone and slight twitch in his eyes showed he was regaining confidence and had come to the conclusion that they wouldn't really kill them. In this, he was right of course. He had seen through their bluff and was now ready to take advantage of them. Anything he said would be a lie or even worse, a scheme to entrap them. Perhaps he was even playing for time with others of his kind nearby or something was in the forest that could endanger them.

No doubt, if the pair gained the upper hand, the men would be killed without mercy and they'd be kept alive and raped before Olwina was murdered and she was taken across the border. But she couldn't kill them. She had to seize the advantage again! But how?

"Go on," she said.

The man licked his lips and began a long story that about following a trail of symbols through the forest. "We follow them all the time," he said.

Jelena turned her eyes to study Glenn. He sat holding his hand over his wound and his eyes on Plys. His expression told her everything. The man had never heard of this trail of symbols and the faint smile that appeared on his lips showed he realised what his companion was trying to do.

Two could play at this game.

"So what are these symbols like?" she asked with an enforced interest in her voice.

"A cross cut in the trunk of tree."

"A runic letter?"

"Possibly. I can't read the druid writing."

She turned to Glenn. "Then what?"

"What do you mean, My Highness?"

"What do we do when we find a cross carved in a tree?"

Glenn turned to Plys as if wanting help.

"You tell me!" Jelena made her voice cold.

"Well you find another one." He hesitated. "Yes, that's it, you go to the other one and look for a third and so on."

"How far apart are they?"

"Can't say. My numbers aren't to good," he muttered.

"No more than twenty paces," Plys interrupted. "Be careful that you don't lose the tree you found when looking for the next. We usually leave one of us at the tree with the cross on while the other finds the next tree."

"Good system," Tadd said. 

Jelena didn't know whether Tadd believed the tale but his quick glance at her showed he probably guessed what she was doing.

"We will need to show you where the first cross is," Plys continued.

After more questioning and ready answers, Jelena stood back and stared at the pair. "Olwina, get some rope from the wagon."

Plys's confidence dropped. "What for?"

"You'll see."

*
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IN SPITE OF OLWINA's protestations that he didn't deserve it, Jelena bound up Glen's arm. The wound was not deep and had already stopped bleeding. He was tied up with his feet and hands bound and left lying on the ground while Craddock kept a watch over him. Plys had his hands bound and was forced to walk through the oaks where he was tied to a low oak branch with his arms straddling it and bound together as well as around his belly. He would be uncomfortable but should manage to untie himself within an hour or so if he didn't panic.

"Pretend you're him," she said to Tadd after a knotted sheet was used as a gag and the man could barely breathe, let alone cry out. 

"Me! Why?"

"Scream for mercy then gurgle as if you've been hanged."

Tadd imitation of a screaming man begging for mercy followed by a gurgling and silence was convincing.

"Now back to Glen," Jelena said

"And do what?"

"Get the truth. Plys is the obvious leader and I would imagine less superstitious. We can play on that."

They returned to where a terrified looking Glenn stared at her.

"What did you do?" he gasped after his gag was removed.

"Hanged him," Jelena said in a casual voice. "As the victim, Olwina here had the right to grant mercy on his soul."

"She did," Tadd replied. "He will be allowed to enter the Otherworld and greet his ancestors."

"He's dead!"

"I think so. When we left, he was still kicking as he swung from a sacred oak. God Robor doesn't like liars. It's now time for your confession."

"Confession?"

"Yes. If you can confirm that your late friend's story was true, Craddock may just allow your life to be spared."

"Craddock, why Craddock?" Olwina asked.

"He never touched you did he?"

"Well no but he would have."

"But he did hold a knife to Craddock's throat?"

Olwina nodded. "He's lucky. I would have had him hanged from the same branch as his treacherous companion." They had briefly gone over what they'd say and Olwina played her part well.

"So there is no gap in the wall?" Jelena asked Glenn.
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