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      The forest was blessedly awake after the long hush of winter. Several finches chased one another through the trees, and somewhere in the distance, a thrush sang a graceful melody. The new life that had unfurled many weeks ago had finally grown denser between sunrises, carrying a vibrance that wove between the hazel branches and through the verdant canopy of the towering giants overhead.

      Mathilda Longhurst kept to the rough-trodden path, still wet with morning dew that darkened the hem of her green tunic in a wide band around her ankles. She freed a snagged section of her long, honey-golden hair from a limb and paused, taking in her surroundings. She had walked these paths for seventeen seasons, and the wonder of the woodland still passed before her eyes in wonder. Everywhere her eyes fell, droplets hung from leaves, shimmering in the sun like thousands of sparkling diamonds. Her heart swelled with love for this place. Her place. All of nature was her home.

      As she walked deeper into the forest, nature responded to her presence. Like magnets, the leaves pulled to her when she brushed past them. A deer lifted its head momentarily, unperturbed by her sudden appearance, before returning to the vegetation along the forest floor. Mathilda smiled, recognizing the light in the creature’s eyes, the same light she recognized in herself and everything before her.

      A fluttering sound below a thicket drew her attention. Bending down, she lifted the branches, prompting a startled shriek from the injured blackbird thrashing wildly beneath the leaves. Mathilda reached in and gently cupped the bird between her hands.

      “What happened to you?” she asked.

      She closed her eyes, and a scene began to unfold in her mind.

      Trees blurred past the blackbird. It could sense the hawk closing in. Faster, it flew, its heart racing at a furious pace to survive. An opening in the branches ahead appeared, and the bird swooped low, but the hawk followed. The bird twisted and dipped into the thicket, pain shooting through its wing. It had escaped the hawk, but instinct told the blackbird its fate was still sealed.

      Mathilda’s breath caught, the bird’s horrific plight tangible in her mind. She opened her eyes and gazed at the small creature in her hand. Its racing heart slowed as a gentle peace settled between them.

      “You poor thing,” Mathilda soothed. “Here, let me make you better.”

      She pulled out the injured wing and blew a gentle breath over it. The bird fluttered, regaining its strength. “There, all is well. Be careful of predators, little one.”

      Mathilda kissed its head and released it into the sky. She shielded her eyes from the sun and watched it fly out of sight.

      “Rescuing the injured ones again, I see?”

      Mathilda smiled at the familiar voice behind her. “I found it under the thicket with a broken wing.”

      The sunbeams streaking through the trees highlighted her mother’s head like a shimmering crown. Unlike other women, she wore her hair unbound most days. Long, golden waves, nearly the same shade as Mathilda’s, though with more red tones, cascaded to her waist, below the belt of her rust-colored tunic.

      “You are a compassionate girl, Mathilda.”  Her mother smiled, deepening the fine lines at the edges of her mouth and around the same blue-green eyes that matched Mathilda’s. “And your powers are growing stronger. The Goddess grants you the healing talent that most witches covet. Keep your innocence and peace with the earth. Others will try to corrupt you for their own gain. You must never allow such a thing.”

      Mathilda met her mother’s firm gaze. “I won’t. I swear it.”

      “Good. Wisdom, caring, and a giving heart, my dear child, are what give you your strength. Now, come,” she said, reaching out to cup Mathilda’s chin with a work-strong hand. “We must finish our preparations for the Beltane celebrations. You must be ready for the Goddess to grant you her gifts.”

      Mathilda followed her mother back down the path toward their home at the upper end of Whitsby Village. Their house was situated near the woods, and a large field stretched between her home and the village, far enough away from the bustle that Mathilda felt they were not part of the village at all. She noticed a raven pulling at a reed from the thatched roof of their stone dwelling as they approached.

      “Maelen!” her father bellowed from inside.

      Mathilda and her mother exchanged an anxious glance.

      “I am here, Aelle,” her mother called, hurrying into the house.

      Aelle loomed over the cluttered table, a severe look on his features, darkened by the black he wore constantly, which matched his hair, eyes, and demeanor.

      “Do something about that wretched bird upon the roof. I cannot think with that thing scratching about.”

      “Yes, husband.”

      She reached for the broom by the door and beat it against the stone facade, scaring the raven away.

      An anxious pit settled in Mathilda’s stomach as she looked toward her father, and the peace she had gained from being in the forest faded away under his harshness. He had been kind once. Before his sick desire for power corrupted him and twisted his mind and his tongue into sharp and hateful weapons. She gazed at him, searching for any hint of that kind man, but kindness only lived in her memories, leaving her choking on bitterness.

      The lid from the large, wooden chest behind the table banged against the wall, jarring Mathilda from the past. Her father rifled through its contents, then went about the room searching for something, his potions, written spells… The empty ledge running along the length of the wall beneath the window brought another scowl to his lips, though she could not begin to guess why. He stomped back to the table, nostrils flaring, then, in a fit of anger, he overturned the table. Potion bottles crashed to the floor, spilling their contents, splintering into shards of broken glass. Mathilda’s mother rushed over to clean up the mess.

      “Leave it!” Aelle roared. His pulse beside the bulged vein in his neck beat furiously, mirroring the racing beat of Mathilda’s heart.

      “Come, Mother,” she beckoned toward the bedchamber. “We should prepare for the festival.” Years of practice kept her voice light despite her fear and anger toward her father.

      Midmorning light flooded her mother’s bedchamber, warming the tones of the wood floors and glinting off the sewing needles resting on the table. Mathilda grabbed one and settled into the small wooden chair by the bed and readied her thread. The Beltane dresses lay stretched across it, awaiting their final touches. She reached for the sleeve on her dress and began to stitch another row on the band she had already begun, while her mother worked on the dress next to hers. Sewing felt monotonous to Mathilda at times, but the repetitive motions took the edge off her nerves at least.

      “Why do you stay with him, Mother?” Mathilda said, keeping her voice low. “We should leave. I doubt Father would even notice.”

      Her mother gave a look that was almost humorous as she glanced up from her work.

      “Oh, but he would. As soon as he needed something done, that is when he would notice.” She glanced toward the door as Aelle let out a string of curses, her expression turning firm and unyielding. “I will not leave. This is my home. Besides, soon he’ll be off to the bed of that woman, Gundred, and leave us in peace.”

      Mathilda cringed. “Why do you allow him to leave your bed? I know you. You have spells that would put Father in his place.”

      Her mother paused, needle in hand, and an odd smile touched her lips. “Did it ever occur to you, Daughter, that I do not want your father in my bed?”

      Mathilda kept silent at that. She thought of the many nights that she would watch her mother slip off into the darkness, no doubt to the arms of Fulk, the smithy. Her mother often gave him smiles that seemed too familiar. Mathilda was glad her mother had someone who truly saw her; her husband certainly paid her little heed. He was rarely home enough to remember he even had a wife. Were it not for having to appease the church when he was home, to remain free from their suspicion by attending the occasional mass, claiming he had been away working, he likely would never return.

      Mathilda remembered seeing Fulk at last year’s Beltane festival. Tall, broad, and fair-haired, he was full of laughter, and the opposite of Aelle in every way. Fortunately, her father kept away from the village, wrapped up in his mistress and his dark magic miles away, keeping him ignorant of Fulk’s attentiveness. The way Fulk touched her mother when he thought no one was looking. They were looking.

      However, no one dared to speak of it. Everyone loved her mother. She was a great healer and compassionate to all. But as much as they loved her, they equally feared for her. Feared what Aelle might do to her or Fulk if he ever found out.  He was powerful and ruthless in his cruelty, and everyone knew he was no longer married to Maelen in body or mind. He had been visiting the bed of the witch, Gundred, for as long as Mathilda could remember.

      Gundred was cunning and manipulative but not strong in power, though she had a burning desire to become more powerful than any woman of her kind. She practiced dark and forbidden magic and used Mathilda’s father to gain more power through his knowledge of spells.

      There were rumors of a child from their union, an old rumor that someone supposedly had seen Gundred swollen with babe; however, Mathilda had never seen proof of any such child, and neither she nor her mother dared ask Aelle. He forbade them to even speak of Gundred. The darkness in him, which had started to poison him even in Mathilda’s earliest childhood memories, grew stronger by the day. Mathilda could sense it. She hated the fear he raised in her mother. If only they could be free of him.

      “Ow!” Mathilda put her needle down and wiped the drop of blood from her finger.

      “What is it, child?” her mother asked.

      “I was thinking of Father. He is so spiteful.”

      Her mother’s face filled with compassion and understanding, but a hard determination shone in the depths of her eyes. “Yes, but do not waste your time fretting over him, Mathilda. He brings out the worst in anyone, and I will not have you darkening yourself over him. Now pick up that needle and pay attention to your work. You have a dress to finish.” She slipped her own needle into a sleeve, smiling. “You will be the most beautiful maiden at the festival by far.”

      Mathilda couldn’t help smiling back. As she returned to her sewing, her thoughts turned to the festival and the ritual she would go through. “Mother, what gifts will the Goddess bestow upon me?”

      “I know not,” her mother said, completing her final stitch. “The Goddess looks into every witch, granting her additional gifts according to her deeds and strength of powers. Of the five of you coming of age now, your powers are the strongest. Your gifts will be unique, my child.”

      Mathilda wondered how her mother knew this as she thought of the four other girls participating in the ritual with her. Each one approaching or in their eighteenth year, like Mathilda, and all maidens from surrounding towns and villages near Northumbria. Regina was the only one that Mathilda could remember in some detail from past festivals. She was from a wealthy, titled family and very beautiful, with a liveliness about her that drew everyone in.  

      Ramona, Mathilda knew well enough. She was a beauty with hair so dark it often appeared black and eyes to match. She had fair skin and a certain Romanesque look to her features. Mathilda remembered that Ramona had a keen skill for reading into a person’s mind. She also had a stony personality and rarely let anyone get too close. Mathilda wondered what gift could possibly be bestowed upon her. She couldn’t readily recall the faces of the other two girls, as it had been many years since she had seen them.

      She finished the last stitch on the band of her sleeve and put the needle down.

      “Let us see your dress,” her mother said.

      Mathilda laid the dress across the bed, noting how flat the mattress had gotten. It needed more feathers as soon as they could spare the coin. She smoothed out the dress and moved to stand by the wooden headboard to inspect her work. The dye from the woad was an even shade of pale blue. The warp and weft weaving was tight, and the small floral embroidery band at the sleeve and hem was straight and tidy. The matching belt was embroidered with the same floral pattern and not overly embellished, to keep the sumptuary laws per the status of the lower classes.

      Her family once had the means to afford some of the luxuries allowed to the middle classes from her father’s work as a master stone carver, but in his pursuit of dark magic, he had abandoned his occupation. It was now because of her mother’s talents as an herbalist, weaver, and dressmaker that they occasionally had the means for some niceties within the law.

      “Very good, Mathilda. You are almost as good as I am. To the untrained eye, this dress is finished. But I see a loose stitch at the hem. Repair that, and you are my equal.”

      Mathilda flashed her mother a proud smile and settled in to repair the stitch. The cottage door banged closed, and she froze, listening. “Father must have left us.”

      Blessedly, the main room was empty. Aelle had gone, taking his dark energy with him.

      “Good,” her mother said brightly. “Shall we go into the forest to gather our offerings for the festival?”

      “Yes. I’ll fetch my basket.”

      Mathilda’s mood plummeted when she saw the broken potion bottles and their contents still on the floor. Her father always left his messes for them to clean up. She sighed and lifted the small hand broom from the nail on the wall and knelt to sweep up the broken glass, working her way toward the mortar that lay upside down with the pestle trapped beneath it. As her fingers touched the stone mortar, she gasped. A darkness slammed into her mind. Her vision went black, and a sickening bile rose in her stomach, roiling and threatening to spill. Screams of pain and suffering filled her ears. She felt something hot—a tear?—slide down her cheek. Death was all around her.

      What was her father doing?

      Then her mother was crouching beside her. “Mathilda? Child, what is it?” Her voice sounded urgent. The vision winked out, and Mathilda blinked, gazing at her mother’s blurred and frightened face.

      “I—I don’t know.” She rubbed her eyes, trying to rid them from the haziness still lingering. “I felt evil and suffering when I touched Father’s mortar and pestle. I’ve never felt anything so horrible,” she said, still trembling. “What does it mean?”

      Her mother touched her fingers to the pestle and made a hissing sound. She took a basket and placed the mortar and pestle inside, frowning distastefully at the items.

      “Come with me. I want to show you something. Quickly, now.”

      Mathilda got to her feet, found her balance, and followed her mother into the forest, her thoughts troubled as they ventured deep into the wood.

      Her mother had veered from the path, and the new scenery began to register, pulling Mathilda out of her head. Dark, angry clouds gathered overhead, threatening rain. She was about to ask where they were headed when her mother suddenly stopped along the edge of a large clearing that Mathilda had never seen before. Something about the place felt peaceful and familiar to her. The landscape looked mystical to her, as if the trees stood like sentries over the clearing, somehow causing nature to thrive here under their careful watch.

      Her mother reached her arms out slightly, palms up, and closed her eyes. A haze-like atmosphere rippled and fell away, revealing a small, stone cottage. Mathilda gasped, realizing it had been here all along, shrouded beneath her mother’s magic. A weathered bench rested beneath the window to the left of the door. Songbirds flitted over the thatched roof and between the foxglove and chamomile growing at the edge of the stone wall to the right of the door. Mathilda smiled. This little cottage and its clearing were perfectly enchanting, and she loved it at once.

      “Come,” her mother said over her shoulder, walking toward the door. “You must tell no one about this place. Do you understand?”

      Mathilda nodded, still taking in every detail of the clearing, wondering how she never known of its existence.

      It began to rain as they reached the cottage’s front stoop.

      “Hurry inside,” her mother urged. “Light the candles.”

      Mathilda lifted her hands, and flames danced on wicks, bathing the room in warm, golden light. Ledges and shelves on the walls held apothecary jars and herbs. Magical items to enhance spellwork and offer protection, such as a wooden rod and cuttings from various trees, a small statue of the Goddess, and a lone grimoire filled one shelf alone. Extra candles, parchment, and books filled a small chest in the corner. A table sat near a window to the right of the hearth, and baskets of various sizes hung from the ceiling above it.

      Her mother took a jar of herbs and a fat candle from the ledge, along with her husband’s tainted mortar and pestle, and walked toward a door at the back of the room into a small sleeping chamber. A rush mat covered part of the stone floor. Mathilda watched as she pulled it aside, revealing a deep, blackened etching of a magical circle.

      “Sit quietly and watch.” Her mother settled onto the floor with her belongings. Her presence was commanding by nature, but when her magic sparked to life, it transformed her somehow. It was the way a storm could be both beautiful and destructive at the same time—felt, like the energy gathering before the lightning strikes.

      Reaching into the jar, Maelen sprinkled a pinch of herbs over the candle and spoke a single command: “You will yield your secrets unto this faithful Guardian.”

      Mathilda shivered at the power encircling the room. Her mother’s eyes were now closed, and she looked deeply troubled. The flame on the candle suddenly shot up, and she convulsed and slumped over.

      “Mother!” Mathilda lurched from the bed. She dropped to the floor and brushed aside the hair concealing her mother’s face, watching her anxiously.

      Maelen slowly stirred and propped herself up, leaning back onto her forearms.

      “What did you see?” Mathilda asked.

      “Your father is completely overtaken with darkness.” Her voice was as strained as her features. “The Goddess is no longer with him. He has found a way to obtain vast power, but it required spilling the blood of an innocent.”

      Shock reeled through Mathilda, and she struggled to speak. “Who…?

      “A peasant girl,” her mother answered sadly. “Her spirit communed with me just now. She told me that your father is working on something terrible, but we were separated from each other before she could say more.” Her mother shook her head, leveling Mathilda with a weighted look. “That poor child was only twelve years of age.”

      Mathilda’s throat constricted, and her breath came quick and shallow. Her father had become a monster.

      “I never imagined Aelle could do such a thing. Something must be done.” Her mother’s fierceness had returned. She stood up. “I have to send word to the other Guardians. Quickly, child. A piece of parchment…”

      Mathilda pulled the quill, ink, and parchment from the chest and sat them on the table. Her mother hastily wrote a few words and rolled the parchment up. As she tied a crimson ribbon around it, she whispered something Mathilda couldn’t catch.

      “Mother, what is going on?” Mathilda asked, growing more anxious. “Who are these Guardians?”

      “I had planned to tell you everything before the ritual, but I will do so now. Listen closely, Mathilda, for this is your legacy.”

      The magnitude of the situation washed over Mathilda with a heaviness that suddenly made her weary. She sank into a chair and waited for her mother to continue.

      “I belong to a coven of five witches who guard against the usage of magic for dark purposes. You already know them as my old friends, although it has been many years since we were all in each other’s company. There have been accusations of witchcraft in recent years, and it is growing increasingly dangerous for us to meet in these times. We rarely come together except to celebrate at occasional feasts and pay homage to the Goddess, or in situations like this, when we must protect the innocents from dark magic.

      “Our coven is an age-old lineage that goes back beyond memory. My mother was a Guardian; now I am. Someday you will be. The girls who will be going through the ritual with you are the daughters of my coven sisters. As part of the ritual, each of you was to begin receiving from us the full knowledge of the Goddess from our traditions, in addition to her gifts of powers. I am telling you this now because of your father.” She reached for Mathilda’s hand, suddenly seeming frightened. “You must protect yourself at all costs. Do nothing to anger him. If he were to lash out at you and harm you, the line would be broken.”

      Mathilda was numb. She nodded in answer.

      “Now, I want you to take my letter and place it in the hollow of the druid tree and return home immediately. Here,” Maelen said, reaching overhead. “Take this basket and fill it with herbs along the way for the festival—as many as you can. We must not rouse your father’s suspicions about where we have been. I will be along shortly.”

      Mathilda found her voice. “What will you do?”

      “I need to raise the veil and conceal this place and then, like you, get a gift for the Goddess. Now run along. We will discuss this again soon.”

      Mathilda took her basket and went out into the wood. Her mind reeled from her mother’s revelation. How careful she had been meeting with her sisters. Brief encounters at gatherings, hushed words exchanged with peaceful features to mask their true intentions. Not to mention her show of devotion at mass. A chill ran through Mathilda. If the church ever found out what she and her mother were, they would likely burn.

      She wondered what the Guardians would do about her father as her feet led her to the great white oak, known as the druid tree. It stood on a slight knoll behind the intersection of the Three Paths, a sacred place ingrained with the ancients’ magic they harnessed from the Goddess, a place that still held secret gatherings.

      The tree had stood witness to rituals, worship, and travelers along the path for countless centuries. Its massive size alone was a thing of wonder. The branches gnarled and twisted outward as if each carried a wealth of knowledge. A hum of energy imbued the massive tree, calling to Mathilda like a sentient being. She took the letter from her basket. Standing on her toes, she reached up as far as she could to place it in the deep hollow where the great branches met. Once she was sure it was tucked in, invisible, she set off again.

      A loud screech stopped her in mid-stride. Whirling around, she saw a large owl fly off with the letter clasped in its talons. She had heard of these winged messengers assisting witches, from her mother’s lore, but had never witnessed one until now. Mathilda watched it fly off on silent wings, until it was out of sight, then she hurried for home, gently plucking the best herbs and berries she could find along the way.

      When she arrived home, her mother was already there, sweeping up the rest of her father’s mess. The mortar and pestle were neatly replaced on the ledge.

      “Has Father returned?”

      “No, he hasn’t. Did you deliver my letter to the druid tree?”

      “Yes. An owl took the letter from the hollow.”

      “Good.”

      Mathilda glanced around the room, suddenly feeling lost. “What do we do now?”

      “Wait for a sign of response,” her mother said, placing the rush mat back on the floor.

      “How will we know what the sign is?”

      “Listen for the cry of the owl’s return. It will signify that a response has come. I see you filled your basket,” her mother remarked as Mathilda placed it on the table. “These look free from blight. They will make a fine offering.”

      Mathilda smiled, pleased at her mother’s appraisal. “And did you find a suitable offering as well?”

      “Yes. Come, I will show you.”

      Mathilda followed her mother into the larder at the back of the house, where the herbs and food were stored. Above the scrubbed larder table, two plump rabbits hung by their feet.

      “They will make a fine offering,” Mathilda said.

      Her mother glanced up at the rabbits. “Indeed, they will.”

      “Maelen!” Aelle’s bellow startled them both. Mathilda’s jaw clenched.

      Her mother pinned her with a firm gaze and whispered, “Remember what I told you. Do not anger him.”

      Mathilda’s nod brought a look of relief to her mother’s face. “I am here, husband,” she called out.

      Aelle stepped into the larder, blocking the doorway. His malicious eyes scanned over the room, over Mathilda and her mother, searching for some fault to accuse them of. Mathilda felt his black energy filling up the space.

      Finding nothing fit for argument, his cold eyes turned to his wife. “I am hungry.”

      “The herring will be ready soon, and so will the beets,” she answered placatingly.

      He pointed at the rabbits. “I will have those.”

      “But they are for the Goddess,” Mathilda blurted, forgetting her mother’s warning.

      “Shut your mouth, girl,” he snapped. His stony eyes bored briefly into Mathilda before disregarding her altogether.

      “No matter, child,” her mother interrupted. “I can find more in time for the celebrations.”

      Mathilda looked on in hatred at her father as her mother took the rabbits down from the hook. She placed a hand gently on Mathilda’s arm. “Come, help me with these. You and I will eat the herring tonight.”
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      Mathilda stabbed angrily at her fish. She focused on the repetitive sounds of her own chewing to drown out the angry thoughts of her father. She watched him finish the last of the meat. He gulped down the rest of his mead and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth before stalking out of the house.

      “Well, he’s gone for the evening,” her mother said lightly.

      “I hope he never returns.” Mathilda snatched her father’s plate from the table and stormed toward the larder with it.

      “My dear, please do not say things like that. You are not a hateful person.”

      Mathilda sighed. “You are right. I’m sorry, Mother. What will you do about a gift for the Goddess? The eve of Beltane is tomorrow.”

      “You let me worry about that. Now, let us clear this mess and then off to bed. You will need your rest for the festivities.”
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      Mathilda lay in bed, listening to the sounds of the nighttime creatures. Leaf shadows danced along the far wall, lulling her closer toward sleep. As she drifted off, she heard an owl’s call and her mother’s footsteps walking out into the night.
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      Shortly after dawn, Mathilda slipped out of bed and quickly dressed, anxious to find out where her mother had gone in the night. Her father’s absence from the cottage made for cheerful morning already. She found Maelen in the larder, skinning a rabbit. Three more hung on the hook above the table.

      “I see I worried for nothing,” Mathilda said.

      “Yes.” Her mother tugged the skin from a hind leg, briefly glancing up to meet Mathilda’s gaze. “What did I tell you? Not only did I replace the ones your father took, but I was also rewarded with two additional rabbits. The owl dropped both at my feet at the druid tree. A kind heart, Mathilda, will be rewarded.”

      “What response did the owl bring?”

      “Ramona, Katrina, Isobel, and Regina all now know their purpose. We have decided that the Guardians’ gift of knowledge will be passed to each of you tonight. It is imperative to bestow this knowledge now. Your father’s instability insists upon it.”

      Mathilda’s eyes flicked warily toward the door. “I wonder when he will return?”

      Her mother glanced up, eyes bright and pleased. “Your father will not be back for some days.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I saw it in a vision,” she said coolly, swiping the scraps into a wooden bucket. “He is in the arms of Gundred even as we speak.”

      Mathilda scoffed. “How do you speak so calmly of this woman? She has taken your husband, corrupted him...”

      “As I said before, Mathilda, I care not what your father does. Now help me with these rabbits. We have much to do before the feast.”

      Mathilda met her mother’s eyes, amazed at her strength and resolve as she reached for a knife.

      “When will the others arrive?”

      “Ramona will be here with Leticia at midday to help with the preparations. The others will arrive before dusk. While we work, I will tell you more of these women and their daughters; you will meet them again.”
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      Mathilda took off her apron and hung it outside the larder. Having finished the vegetables for a meat pie, her mother had told her to go rest for a while. The sun was nearly overhead, and she settled on the worn, wooden bench beneath the window, pressing her back against the stone facade, enjoying the warmth for a time.

      She had just dozed off when she sensed something she recognized. A powerful force thrummed all around her. It was comforting, and it tugged at her consciousness.

      “Greetings, dear Mathilda,” a woman’s voice sang out.

      Mathilda opened her eyes. Ramona and Leticia stood before her, holding baskets laden with supplies. Though she had not seen them in some time, she knew them both at once.

      Leticia wore a deep-blue linen tunic with a leather belt wrapped around her waist. Her dark hair was neatly parted down the middle, and the tail of her braid hung across her left shoulder. She had kind eyes that shone with wisdom. Her daughter’s features were similar, though her demeanor was aloof. Her dark-gray dress seemed to fit her expression.

      Aside from herself and her mother, Mathilda had never sensed this heightened pulse of magic. As Guardians, their magic was Goddess-given, and Mathilda knew its pulse as well as she knew her own name. She quickly stood and embraced them both.

      “Greetings, Leticia, Ramona. I trust you are both well?”

      “Indeed, we are,” Leticia replied. “Is your mother inside?”

      “Yes, in the larder. Come with me.”

      A smile lit up her mother’s face upon their entrance. She quickly wiped the flour from her hands. “Leticia, so kind of you to come help with the preparations,” she said, kissing Leticia on the forehead. “And look at you, Ramona. What a beauty you are,” she added, repeating the kiss. “I have everything nearly ready, save for the tarts. Mathilda, you and Ramona go into the woods and pick primroses for the head wreaths. My sister and I must speak alone.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Ramona’s dark eyes boldly met Mathilda’s. She was attractive despite the harshness of her features, which she wore unapologetically. Mathilda took two baskets and gave one to her.

      “Shall we?” Mathilda asked.

      “Lead the way.”

      Neither of them spoke again, and soon, a heavy awkwardness settled in the air, which Mathilda tried to ignore by filling her basket with the flowers she found along the way. She strove to keep her features impassive, but she found herself growing increasingly uncomfortable. She wished Ramona would say something to break the deafening silence between them.

      “Why do you feel so uncomfortable?” Ramona said right on cue. “You have no terrible secrets hidden away. Refreshing, for once.”

      Mathilda felt a flush of crimson bloom on her cheeks as she recalled Ramona’s gift of mind reading.

      “You are not the first to be uneasy in my presence,” Ramona said, dropping her flowers in the basket. “Those who know my so-called gift fear I will see something they don’t wish revealed. I have grown used to being alone in my own company.” A flash of emotion crossed her face that betrayed her iron mask.

      Mathilda softened. No wonder Ramona scoffed at the mention of her gift. How sad to be ostracized. At least now she knew the reason behind Ramona’s stony personality.

      “I am sorry,” she said.

      “Why should you apologize? As I said, I don’t mind.”

      The expression that Mathilda caught a moment ago said that Ramona did mind. She dropped a handful of primroses into her basket. “Are you looking forward to the festivities?”

      Ramona shot a flat look. “I am a mind reader attending a gathering. I’m likely to have a headache before the night is through with all those people’s thoughts running in my head.”

      Mathilda flinched. “That is dreadful.”

      Ramona shrugged. “What about you? Are you looking forward to tonight’s events?”

      “Yes. But I am afraid, too. After learning about my father and what we are to do against his kind, I do not know if I am ready.”

      Ramona’s brows raised. “Of course you are. It has been the way of our ancestors since the olden days. Besides, you have no choice in the matter. It is in your blood. You cannot escape.”

      Mathilda sighed. “No.” She glanced at their baskets, recalling their task. “We had better hurry back and start weaving our crowns.”
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      As dusk approached, Katrina and her mother, Katherine, arrived at the house. Katherine carried a large basket, its contents swathed in thick linen. She was a striking woman who had exotic features with big, dark eyes and full, high cheekbones that rounded beautifully with her smile. Katrina stood just behind her, fairer in coloring than her mother. Mathilda noticed her apprehension and the way her muddy green eyes darted nervously across the room. No doubt she, too, worried about her future as a Guardian.

      Two more figures shadowed the doorway, and Mathilda recognized Isobel and her mother, Annora. As Annora said her greetings, Isobel’s eyes fell on Mathilda, and she smiled. Isobel was of African descent from her mother’s side, Mathilda recalled from her mother’s earlier talk. Mathilda had never seen anyone else with Annora’s or Isobel’s warm-honey skin and long, thick hair. They were stunning beauties, and Mathilda couldn’t help but stare.

      Quick introductions were made, the women talking over each other in excitement to be reunited after so long, and the baskets everyone brought were set on the table to free arms for embraces.

      The sound of a carriage drew Mathilda’s eyes toward the door.

      “That must be Philippa,” her mother said. Mathilda glanced out the window. The driver had just climbed down from his seat and was making his way to open the door for the occupants. Mathilda stepped away before she could be seen spying.

      Voices carried from outside the window, growing louder as they approached the door. Lady Philippa Darnley swept in like the noblewoman she was, in a silk brocade dress the color of wine. Her pale hair was intricately braided and held in place with a fine, golden crespine.

      Regina followed behind, looking even lovelier than Mathilda remembered. Fair, like her mother, she wore a beautiful green gown, not as ornate as the one Philippa wore and unadorned, save for the floral banding around the hem and sleeves. Her pale hair hung in loose waves down her back, and a golden belt hung around her waist. Regina had a look of serene confidence. When her eyes fell on Mathilda and the others, she smiled warmly.

      “And I thought Annora was the one descended from queens,” Mathilda’s mother teased, eyeing Philippa. “Shall we bow, my lady?”

      “I’ll have none of your nonsense, Maelen,” Philippa retorted, lifting her chin even higher. “This is a feast day, and I wear my finest to honor the Goddess.”

      “Speaking of which, we had better prepare our girls,” Annora said.

      “Yes,” Maelen agreed. “Follow me.” She motioned toward the bedchamber, where the five dresses she and Mathilda had made lay stretched across the bed with the flower crowns placed by each one. Mathilda eyed Regina, wondering what she thought about them. They weren’t nearly as elegant as the one Regina now wore.

      “She likes them,” Ramona whispered.

      Mathilda flushed, embarrassed, but she couldn’t help noticing Regina’s smile. Ramona was right. The girls and their mothers took their dresses and the flower crowns and went out into the main room, leaving Mathilda and her mother alone in the bedroom.

      “Mathilda, turn around,” her mother said. “We still have your hair to tend to.”

      She picked up the comb and meticulously worked through the tangles, softening the golden waves cascading down Mathilda’s lower back. Once satisfied, she settled the flower crown, fixing it in place.

      “Now. What did I say about you?” Pride shone in her mother’s eyes as she lifted Mathilda’s chin and gazed appraisingly. “You are beautiful, my daughter. And it is time we were on our way.” She glanced beyond the door. “It looks as if everyone is ready,” she added as she stepped into the main room. “Mathilda, take the cheese and wine in your basket. The rest of you, take what you can and follow me. We will meet near the Three Paths after the feast, so don’t go far,” she said, glancing pointedly at Mathilda and the rest of the girls.

      An indigo sky stretched across the horizon, with billowing clouds the color of a bruise. There was a hush of anticipation in the air as they stepped outside. Voices from the lower end of Whitsby Village carried from the spring celebrations, but Mathilda and the others would not be attending that festival. Instead, they slipped silently into the cover of trees, away from the village.

      Flickering flames atop candles, shadowed by the hallowed hands of other secret devotees of the Goddess, moved like phantoms along the path, deeper into the wood. Mathilda’s mother led their group until they reached the site of ancient gatherings.

      A fire blazed. Regina’s father, Lord Darnley, had provided a deer for the feast; it was already roasting on the iron spit. Other wealthy devotees had contributed pheasants and various meats. Many tables had been pulled from homes and adorned with the best fabrics each household could afford. Benches were lined in straight rows down the length of the tables, and some rough-built stools were placed where the benches would not reach.

      A crow’s caw sounded over the noise. The crowd parted, and Mathilda saw the large black bird hopping, wings stretched as if clearing the way for a cloaked figure leaning heavily on a bent staff. Though stooped, something about this figure commanded attention.

      An aged hand pushed back the hood, revealing Goda, the old Druidess. The firelight yellowed her long, wiry white hair while casting the other side of her in shadows. The crow flew up to perch on the tip of her staff, and Goda took her place at the head of the table, signaling a respectful quiet from the participants as they moved to join her at the table.

      Goda’s unsettling, cloudy eyes roved intently over every face as if she were committing their features to memory or seeing something only visible to her. Mathilda noticed a few who shifted beneath her unseeing gaze. Perhaps they sensed that Goda saw plenty despite her blindness. Or perhaps they were bothered by the crow, who seemed to be more than just a pet to the old woman.

      “We are grateful for this feast and the upcoming growing season,” she said in a voice like aged leather. “I see many familiar faces, along with a few new ones. Let us treat one another kindly and remember this gratitude in the months ahead.” Her features suddenly shifted, ominously stern, as her milky gaze swept down the length of the tables, and when she spoke again, it was like a low, rumbling thunder. “Heed my words: Double your plantings, for I have foreseen a coming blight.” Her eerie eyes fell on Mathilda, pinning her where she stood. The crow let out a sharp caw, making several people jump, including Mathilda.

      “Now, let us make merry,” Goda said lightly, turning toward the shocked faces still gazing at her.

      Mathilda let out a pent-up breath. She saw others exchanging wary glances, tucking Goda’s warning away. Then, as the old Druidess lowered herself into her seat, light conversations began, and before long, laughter came as rich and poor alike sat as one to share in the Beltane feast.

      Mathilda reached for the wooden cup sitting before her. As she brought it to her lips, something akin to a magical force tugged at her attention, prompting her to look up. To her left, about midway down the tables, she noticed a dark-haired young man boldly staring at her.

      He flashed her a roguish smile, the kind that likely got him anything he wanted. His chestnut eyes held a good-natured mirth in their depths, and he had an ease of confidence that she immediately felt. She guessed his age at about five and twenty years. The patterned tartan he wore over his léine indicated he was a Celt. His gaze held hers like a powerful spell, and a light flutter arose in her chest and settled low in her core. A plate of food was placed before her, breaking their gaze.

      Flushing, Mathilda turned to her food, wondering at the force that urged her not to break eye contact with this stranger. Her body’s reaction to him unsettled her. When she looked up again, his eyes were still upon her. The corner of his mouth lifted, and he dipped his head. She nodded back, quickly turning away, curious at his thoughts yet angry at his boldness.

      Next to her, Ramona frowned. “You do not want to know what he is thinking?”

      “Is it bad?”

      “No, but you would be embarrassed if you knew the depth of his thoughts.”

      “Well, if it is not malicious or harmful, then I would rather you not tell me,” Mathilda answered, stabbing at a potato.

      “He wants to know who you are.”

      “Ramona, I don’t care.”

      Ramona’s eyes sparkled. “Your thoughts betray you, Mathilda.”

      Mathilda banged her knife on the table, flustered at her reaction to the handsome stranger, and embarrassed that she couldn’t hide it from Ramona. “Would you stop that? You are intruding.”

      Ramona shrank back in her seat, her teasing smile gone. “I apologize.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” Mathilda said, adjusting her tone. “That man has bewildered my senses, and I should not have taken my frustration out on you. Let us eat in peace.” She gave Ramona a reassuring smile and carefully kept her eyes turned from the man gazing at her, though it wasn’t without difficulty. She picked up her knife and gave her plate her full attention.

      With the feasting over, it was time for everyone to collect their offerings for the Goddess. Mathilda gathered her basket of fruits and berries while her mother removed the extra rabbit from the spit. The crowd of devotees reverently set off a little way through the trees toward the Three Paths, where the festivities would truly begin.

      A carved wooden fertility statue stood at the intersection of the Three Paths, bathed in shadows and light from the nearby fire. Everyone moved in close to lay their offerings around it. Goda took her place in the center by the statue and struck the ground thrice with her walking staff, nearly unsettling the crow. Upon her cue, hands connected, making a large circle around her.

      Goda closed her eyes and lifted her palm out. “May the Great Goddess grant our soil’s renewal so that the earth may bear forth an abundance, feeding us through the long winter. May your women’s bellies swell with the future babes you’ve long hoped for. Let it be so.” She struck the ground one final time. The crow squawked, and an excited roar rose across the circle. The celebration had now begun. The crowd dispersed, most going toward the casks of ale, others settled down on stumps or at tables. A few men stacked logs near the fire to build it up when needed.

      From across the path, the young man’s eyes found Mathilda’s. She flushed and turned away before he could see more of her discomfort.

      The pull she felt toward this stranger was unsettling. She found she suddenly wanted to know more about him. Ramona was beside her again, and Mathilda saw the girl grinning. Unspoken questions flooded her mind. She broke away from the crowd, pulling Ramona with her. Her curiosity could no longer be ignored. “You must tell me everything.”

      Ramona seemed to be swallowing a laugh. A hint of mirth twitched her lips as she gazed at the man in question. “Very well,” she said. “He thinks you’re beautiful, and he wants to know if you are intended for another.”

      “Oh,” Mathilda said. A heady feeling settled in her body. “Who is he?”

      “They call him Duncan. His father recently died, and he is the new chieftain of the Ferguson clan.”

      “There you are, my child,” Mathilda’s mother said, flustered. “I told you to meet behind the Three Paths after the feast.”

      Mathilda caught a glimpse of Philippa’s bright dress beyond the trees. Everyone else was already standing near the Paths, waiting. “I am sorry, Mother. I got distracted.”

      She nodded. “Come along; we are ready for you. Ramona, you too.”

      Mathilda glanced over her shoulder as she followed her mother away from the celebration around the fire. Duncan stood watching the flames as sparks shot up from the added wood. Somehow, she felt he still saw her, even with his back toward her. Hopefully, he would not follow.

      Her mother pushed back a section of a hedgerow, and Mathilda stepped through into a large clearing with the others. The four other mothers—Philippa, Annora, Leticia, and Katherine—stood with torches in hand beside a stone-encircled stack of wood prepared for a small fire. Mathilda’s mother joined them, and they dropped the torches, setting the wood ablaze.

      Maelen turned to the girls. “Lie down around the fire with your heads to the flame and feet facing away. Touch fingers to fingers in an unbroken circle.” The firelight turned her golden hair the color of the flames and heightened the intensity in her eyes.

      Mathilda reveled at knowing the Goddess would personally touch her during the ceremony, yet she was still frightened, unsure what would happen. She clung to her mother’s reassurance that no harm would come to her as she lay on the ground beside Ramona.

      The Guardians picked up several long staves, stretching them toward one another to form an unbroken circle around the girls. Ramona’s hand squeezed Mathilda’s reassuringly, calming her as their mothers moved around them. The power radiating from the women as they spoke their sacred rites bore down upon the clearing. It moved in waves along the grass and settled as a thick haze in the atmosphere. Had Mathilda not already experienced this magic herself, she would have trembled before these women.

      Four times, they circled to the right, and on the fifth time, Mathilda felt a sudden jolt. The right side of her body tingled, from her shoulder to the sole of her foot. It seemed as if even the right half of her brain became a thrum of energy, honing sounds and vibrations. It was as if she were somehow separated from the left side of herself, fully enlightened on the right. Then, the Guardians circled to the left. As before, on the fifth time, Mathilda’s left side tingled. In a rush, it joined with the right side, thrusting her into some otherworldly realm.

      Blackness filled the deep places of her mind. She felt as if she were flying through the unknown spaces between the stars. A flood of energy coursed through her body, settling acutely in her mind. She was deeply connected to everything around her. She felt vitality thrumming through the roots beneath her and in the life-giving waters forming in the clouds. The intense pull of the moon’s energy and rhythms also felt. The spirits of the ancestors surrounded her. They spoke in a rush of a thousand voices, like the roar of a river in spring, yet somehow, she heard each one distinctly as if their words were imprinted in her mind. They spoke of secrets and darker things that she did not understand. Then, a blinding light came over her, reconnecting Mathilda to the present. Stirring slowly, she sat up, noticing the looks of stunned confusion on the other girls’ faces.

      Her mother stood, gazing down on her, not motherly, but looking every bit the powerful Guardian she was. “What did you see?”

      Mathilda sat up straighter. A reverent bewilderment briefly stole her words as she recalled her experience. “The ancestors of old came to me. It was as if we were all one being. I was in the air, everywhere at once. The secrets of the universe were made a part of me. I sensed the great Spirit in the earth, and I was part of it.” She saw the other four Guardians look at one another in astonishment.

      But her mother said nothing yet. Instead, she stood and turned to Katrina, on Mathilda’s right side. “And what of you, Katrina?” she asked. “What did you see?”

      Katrina looked pale, as if her stomach would empty. She met Maelen’s eyes. “I saw blood dry up and disease removed. I was the one who made it go away.”

      Maelen nodded, moving past Katrina. “And you, Isobel?”

      “I was standing before a great cauldron. It started to boil and bubble until it began to run over into me. It was as if I were a vessel taking the contents from the cauldron. Then, I had vials and jars before me that suddenly became full.”

      Mathilda looked on, stunned by the other girls’ visions as her mother paused again.

      “Regina?”

      “Men were standing before me. Each one of them was vile and wicked. I paced before them, weighing their hearts until I saw an outcome I wanted. With my words, their tongues were ripped from their mouths.”

      Mathilda saw a slight flash in her mother’s eyes, which she interpreted as impressiveness, but it quickly faded as she stood before Ramona.

      “And what of you, Ramona? What did you see?”

      Ramona’s eyes were fixed on the ground, her brows furrowed in worry. She raised them to Maelen. “I was standing before a crowd, and all their voices rang through my head at once. The pain made me stop up my ears. Then, somehow, my ears opened again, only the noises no longer hurt. I also felt a weight over me, as if I could distinguish day from night, good from bad, man from woman, but I already knew these differences, so I could not understand the meaning.” Ramona paused, fretting with the end of her belt. Her brows were pinched with confusion, and her gaze was distant. “But another part of me, far away, took a different meaning from those things, and that part of me understood.”

      A gentle smile touched Maelen’s lips as she gazed at Ramona.

      “Listen closely,” she said. “Each of you was granted a gift. I will tell you the meaning of your visions.” She stooped before Ramona, taking her hand. “Ramona, the gift of sight that you had before was a burden. You constantly had the thoughts of others running through your mind. You have worked hard to hone them to a single individual, but sometimes, it still comes at once.”

      A tear slid down Ramona’s cheek, and Maelen gently brushed it away. “Your isolation was noticed, and the Goddess took pity. You now have the gift to search others’ thoughts of your own accord. The weight you felt was wisdom to know the hearts of man.”

      Ramona nodded, relief plain upon her features. Maelen patted her hand and moved to stand before Isobel.

      “Isobel, the cauldron you saw represents knowledge, and the vials and jars before you were filled by your hand from the knowledge you gained in potion making.”

      Maelen moved before Regina next. She gazed long at her before speaking. “Regina, you were granted the ability to coax anything necessary from a person for the greater good of the Guardians. The Goddess took note of your way with others and honed it for the purpose of manipulation. Use this gift wisely, and it will remain with you. Use it foolishly, and it will be stripped away.”

      Regina’s widened eyes searched out Philippa’s as Maelen moved on.

      “Katrina, you were granted the power of healing. Any potion you use in treatment will be amplified through you. As you grow in your role as Guardian, your power will also grow stronger, and most times, you will not need elixirs in your healing.”

      Mathilda noticed the proud smile Katherine shared with her daughter as her own mother suddenly paused before her. Mathilda’s anxious gaze lifted. Her mother’s eyes were firm and intense.

      “My child, your gift is complex. The Goddess highly favors you. The knowledge and old ways from the ancestors are now in you. The feeling of being the air and earth was your great connection with Spirit and the earth. The energy in the universe will be yours to harness at your will, and as you grow in knowledge, these powers will grow and adapt around you. The earth shall be entrusted to your care and protection, and you will lead your sisters henceforth.”

      Stunned, Mathilda could only nod. Why did the Goddess choose her to lead? She looked for any signs of bitterness from the other girls or their mothers, but they all seemed comfortably resigned to the declaration.

      Her mother stepped back. She scanned the girls intently. “You are now a coven of five. You will look after each other. Your sisters’ trials will be your own. You will work together for the gain of the coven and the good of the earth.” There was a fire in her mother’s eyes. It was mirrored in the gazes of the other women standing near her. “If darkness threatens the peace and harmony within the earth, you will act as one to dispel it at all costs. You will live in the shadows as we do. Gone are the days of open practice. There is yet another movement to crush out the witch. You must not allow that. You will preserve the ways of old and pass them on to future generations.”

      Mathilda’s heart pounded as she listened. Her mother was right. Whitsby Village only knew her mother as a healer. If they knew what she could do, the power she wielded, they would tremble and rise up against her. As if sensing Mathilda’s fear, her mother gave her a reassuring smile.

      “You may all go and enjoy the evening’s festivities,” she said lightly.

      Ramona surprised Mathilda by catching hold of her hand. “Come,” she said, tugging Mathilda along. “Come, Sisters, the night is ours.”

      Regina caught Mathilda’s other hand, and Isobel and Katrina joined them. Mathilda’s apprehension faded, left to the confines of the clearing as a giddiness overtook her. They pushed through the hedgerow and danced along the forest path, their giggles ringing merrily through the wood. The raucous celebrations grew louder as they drew closer to the main bonfire. The fertility celebrations had begun. The men ran naked through the fires, and many of the women joined in. Others were fully engaged in sexual acts amongst the sacred groves.

      Regina stopped to take in the sights. Unfazed by the wildness around her, an amused grin played at the edges of her lips. The drunken revelers ignored her chime of laughter.

      “Come,” she said, taking the lead and leaving Mathilda to the back of the line. Regina’s laughter came freely as she led them toward the Three Paths. Her joy was infectious. Mathilda found that she had as much laughter in her as Regina did as she was pulled around the druid tree.

      A strong, calloused hand suddenly grabbed Mathilda’s, yanking her away from her sisters. Ramona cast a glance over her shoulder and surprised Mathilda with a sly grin as she continued along with the others.

      Mathilda stumbled, nearly falling before two steady hands caught her wrists, and backed her against the rough bark. She stifled a scream, opening herself up to her magic to unleash on the broad figure standing mere inches in front of her, before realizing it was Duncan who had pulled her away. Ramona must have seen that he meant her no harm for her to leave with the others as she did.

      Mathilda’s lungs heaved with adrenaline. His eyes lowered, taking in the quick rise and fall of her chest, lingering briefly before they slowly dragged up to meet hers. There was a hunger in his gaze that she had not seen before in a man. His closeness startled her. She became aware of his scent, earthen, like wild game, and the heady smell of the woodland. Her body reacted to his nearness; she felt the odd fluttering again in her core, making her blush. A part of her wanted this, wanted him. She was losing control of her senses, and it frightened her.

      “Let go of me,” she said with as much force as possible, feeling the tangle of her skirts around her ankles and the tree against her back, barring her escape.

      “I must know,” he replied in a thick brogue. “Are you intended?”

      “You speak our language well,” Mathilda bit out, giving him a haughty look to disguise her chaotic emotions.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Did you think me a heathen, then?”

      Mathilda met his eyes, rich tones of amber encircled by darker rings, and saw something akin to hurt and amusement in their depths.

      “No,” she said, lowering her gaze in a flush of shame. “For I am one too.”

      His fingers grazed her chin, tipping her head up. She kept her eyes fixed on his chin, avoiding his gaze, noticing that her head reached his nose, that he had a tiny freckle to the right of his mouth—anything to avoid the intensity of his gaze. He nudged her chin again, and she raised her eyes. His gaze was all-consuming, and she felt her heart pound loudly in her ears.

      “What is your name, lass?” His voice was low and wanting.

      She started to give a false name but felt compelled to speak the truth.  “Mathilda.”

      His lips curved into a smile. “Mathilda,” he said as if savoring the taste of her name on his tongue like wine.

      “Are you intended for another, Mathilda?” he asked again, more intently this time. His hands still held her arms by her sides with a gentle firmness, and he unconsciously stroked Mathilda’s left wrist with his thumb.

      Her heart raced wildly. Duncan set her afire with his touch, with his words. His eyes held hers, and a connection the like of which she had never felt before tethered her to him. Her tongue felt heavy in her mouth, unable to shape any words.

      He leaned in closer, his trimmed beard brushing her cheek. She felt his breath against her neck as his mouth moved close to her ear, and with barely a whisper, he asked again, slowly, reverently, “Are you intended?”

      Mathilda’s breaths were quick and shallow. A fire seemed to blaze in her chest. Her voice caught in her throat as she tried to answer. “No,” she managed to whisper.

      Duncan’s gaze turned ravenous, and he pinned her tight against the tree. His hair fell over his shoulders, curtaining her face, and his mouth was on hers, hungry and possessive. All the resistance Mathilda clung to earlier melted away in the fire of his kiss. She was stunned at the willingness with which her body responded to him, and it alarmed her that she could yield so easily to his touch. He felt dangerous to her suddenly. She struggled against him, tried to pull her arms from his hold.

      “Do I frighten you?” he asked, looking surprised as he pulled away from her lips with a heavy breath.

      Mathilda raised her chin in defiance. “Nothing frightens me.”

      He suddenly grinned. “You have spirit within you. Good.”

      “I must return to my sisters.”

      His amber eyes roved over her face, memorizing it. He brushed the back of his fingers across her cheek and let her go. As she stalked away, he called after her, “I will have you, Mathilda.”

      His words stopped her in her tracks. Anger streaked up her spine as she faced him again.

      “No man will have me, for I belong to the Goddess.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. Mathilda’s fingers itched to pick up a rock and fling it at him, but it seemed the rich sound of his laughter had found a way into her heart, easing her ire. She fought away the smile that touched the corners of her swollen lips as she left him standing there.

      She found her sisters gathered around the Three Paths, listening to Goda talk of the ancestors. Thankfully, Ramona was the only one to notice her. Mathilda motioned Ramona to join her behind the gathering and sat with a breathless, giddy sigh.

      “Your mother was looking for you,” Ramona whispered, scooting closer. Her eyes fell to Mathilda’s reddened lips, and she flashed that same sly grin from when Duncan pulled her away.

      Mathilda glanced toward where her mother sat alongside Leticia, and she thanked the Goddess that she hadn’t been caught with Duncan. “What did you tell her?”

      “I told her you went to fetch us a drink.” Ramona absentmindedly smoothed the wrinkles from her lap. When she lifted her eyes again, they were troubled. “I’m sorry I abandoned you to Duncan. I knew you were curious about him, and once I saw that he meant you no harm, I thought you would want privacy. Was I wrong?”

      “Did you not read my mind?”

      “No. I failed to intrude upon your thoughts as he led you away.”

      Mathilda smiled. “You are not wrong. Not entirely. And I am delighted for you, Ramona. I know you must feel lighter having that burden lifted from you.”

      “Yes. I do.” She regarded Mathilda thoughtfully. “What transpired between you and Duncan?”

      “You do not want to know.”

      Ramona’s eyes widened. “Did he defile you?”

      “No. He kissed me, then claimed that he would have me.”

      “And will he?” Ramona asked, her face questioning yet teasing.

      “No. I belong to the Goddess.”
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