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          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      Loving a god —has its advantages

      

      Lleu, the radiant sun god, crosses between worlds to the Silures village for the fierce and stunning druidess, Wendolyn —a woman worth battling for. He longs to celebrate Lughnasa, the festival that honors him, with her.

      Wendolyn is captivated by the striking stranger the moment he wanders into her village. Furthermore, she wants him with a fervor, burning her from within. However, he’s hiding his true identity.  When he vows to save her tribe from the Romans marching toward them, everyone, including her dead father in a dream, says he is a coward who has run off.

      Lleu is determined to win the love of druidess Wendolyn even if it means fighting the Roman army singled handed—by shapeshifting into in his lynx body.

      Will her tribe survive the Romans? And, can Wendolyn and Lleu’s relationship survive her tribe’s mistrust of him?
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      “I leaped into the air and over the massive, snorting, charging bull, then just when I thought I was safe, pain pierced my side. Hit by a deadly spear.” Gwydion flicked his head, tossing his long golden hair off his broad shoulders and onto his muscular back.

      Holding a golden ale horn and sitting on a long bench at a table in the feasting hall in the Otherworld, the sun god, Lleu, shifted his gaze from the nine sacred druidesses blowing breath into the cauldron of inspiration to focus on his uncle and the story he was telling him, god Dylan, and god Math.

      “You saved the day.” Lleu took a gulp from his ale horn.

      Gwydion held up a finger. “Wait till you hear the rest.”

      “Seren rescued you.” Lleu chuckled.

      “It’s my story to tell.”  Gwydion scowled at him. “Of how Seren and I met and fell in love.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” Lleu lifted his ale-horn.

      The other three gods did the same, guzzling the thick, warm, intoxicating brew until they drained their ale horns dry.

      Gwydion raised one eyebrow while gazing at Lleu. “Why such a sour expression?”

      “Blodeuwedd?” Math twirled his thick mustache, which like his long hair was as dark as wrought iron.

      “I loved her. Even married her.”  Lleu let out a long sigh. “Then, she and her human lover tried to kill me.” He took a swig of mead. “Now, she’s an owl.”

      “You need another woman.” Gwydion tilted his chin up.

      “This time, not one conjured by these two.” Dylan flung out his shiny arm of silver fish scales to point to Gwydion and Math.

      “We had to.” Math gestured toward Lleu. “Arianrhod put a tynged on you, prohibiting you from having a wife.”

      He nodded at Math. “You helped the only way you could. I thank you for that.”

      “Brother, now that you’ve had one wife you can have another. The tynged no longer holds.” Dylan slid his two fishtails out while he leaned forward on the bench.

      “You need a fierce woman this time.” Gwydion’s curls fluttered as he shook his head. “Not a goddess made out of flowers.”

      “It is so.” Lleu nodded. “These Silures you were speaking of are ferocious warriors, are they not?”

      “The fiercest in Britannia. And, they have swarthy skin, black hair, and brown eyes, like the old ones who settled the island before the Gauls.” Gwydion’s lips spread into a crescent shape, showcasing a row of straight, pearly teeth. “The women are gorgeous.”

      “I should like to meet these Silures.” Lleu gestured a fey serving maid over to refill his ale horn.

      “Their druid is a woman… like Seren.“ Gwydion’s forehead creased. “Come to think of it, you should meet her. She’d be good for you.”

      “Are you playing matchmaker for your nephew and a druidess?” Math’s brows arched.

      “What if I am? She’s better than Blodeuwedd, who is a bird now anyway.”

      Dylan and Math burst out laughing.

      “Some kith and kin I have. Laughing at my heartache.” Lleu pressed his lips together to suppress the chuckle rising in him.

      “Do you want to meet this druidess or not?” Gwydion leaned toward Lleu.

      “I do.” He stretched his legs out. A woman worth battling for and winning might well hail from a wild, passionate warring tribe.

      “If you plan to visit the Silures, take your fiery spear with you.” Gwydion rolled his eyes. “You’ll need it with that tribe.”

      “I will.” He was suddenly overcome by a sense of urgency to visit earth for Lugnassah. After all, it was his festival. “The Silure village is as good a place to celebrate my feast day as any. And, I’m looking forward to meeting this beautiful, dark druidess.” It will be interesting to see what she thinks of my spear.
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      Lleu wandered out of the castle, past the golden apple orchards to the pond of the wise salmon as thoughts of this new challenge, the druidess, swirled through his mind. A few nights of shared fun at Lughnasah with a zesty, passionate woman would take his mind off Blodeuwedd.

      Peering into the still water, Lleu uttered, “Silures.”

      The surface rippled and the image of a village appeared. He scanned the area and the people in it until his eye was drawn to a group of women in a field. One lady captured his attention more than the others. She was clad in a blue tunic and checkered braies. The six colors in her plaid cloak, and the thick gold torque banding her neck proclaimed her status as a druidess or chieftess.

      His breath caught in his throat. Fire coursed through him.  It was her, the enchantress. Though slender and petite, proportionally her breasts and hips were as curvaceous as any woman’s. There was energy in her step while she swirled in a rhythmic dance, holding her basket high. Husks and kernels leaped up from the wicker bottom and the wispy chaff caught by the breeze floated above her raven-black head.

      Lleu leaped into the pool. As a portal to earth, it transported him there, fully dry. He looked around the valley guarded by snowcapped mountains.

      The woman he’d come for was far enough away that she hadn’t noticed his sudden appearance.

      Lleu strutted toward the druidess.
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      The wind danced with Wyndolen and the other women winnowing the harvest. Moving rhythmically, she shook a basket of grain over her head so the heavier kernels remained at the bottom.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Wyndolen spotted a tall, muscular man approaching with a confident stride. He carried a long spear. She turned her head toward him and admired his penetrating eyes and his thick, reddish-brown hair. His manly whiskers added to his rugged appearance.

      Her curiosity piqued, she turned to the other women who were also watching the stranger. “Ladies, have you seen that man before?”

      “Can’t say I have.” Aelwyd’s forehead creased.

      “I have now.” Carys held her basket on her hip.

      “He is interesting, isn’t he?” Efa fondled a loose strand of her hair.

      “He’s headed straight for you.” Nerys arched one eyebrow as she looked at Wyndolen.

      “Yes, he is.”  With a jerk of her head, she flipped her hair to her back, then flashed a seductive smile to silently draw this unknown but intriguing man to her.

      He stopped in his tracks, a step away from Wyndolen. Sizzling masculine energy rose off of him, and she was overcome with hot shivers.

      “Lady, you look well,” he said in a raspy voice.

      “I am, and you?” She felt a sudden shortness of breath.

      “‘I am good. Let me introduce myself. I’m Lleu, a warrior and a cobbler.  I’ve traveled from afar to celebrate Lugnasa with your tribe, so I humbly appeal to the hospitality of the Silures.“

      She gazed into his deep amber eyes. You can stay any time you want. “As druidess of the Silures, I welcome you to our Lughnasa festival.”

      “In gratitude, I offer my services during my stay.” He leaned closer to her.

      She glanced down at her feet and then up at him, having to strain her neck because he was so tall.  “I could use a pair of new shoes.”

      “Then I shall make you some.”

      “Great, but right now I have to store the grain away.” She pointed up the hill. “Just follow that path until you come to the biggest roundhouse. There Chief Corio and his wife, Bregus, will welcome you.”

      “I will be glad to stay and help you with the grain.” Lleu’s eyebrows arched slightly and his eyes glistened.

      “No, I’m sure someone has already run to the chief with tidings that a stranger has come.” She absently gave her wicker basket a shake. “He’ll want to welcome you right away.”

      “I will see you again, will I not?” He held her gaze for what seemed like forever.

      “Yes, I’ll be at the chief’s home tonight for the ritual of first bread.”

      “Of course, I’m looking forward to the ceremony.” He flashed an arresting grin, then headed up the steep path.

      She stared at his muscular back and admired his sensual, confident stride while absently curling a strand of hair around her finger. Her loud sigh broke her enthrallment, and she noticed all the women were clustered around her.

      “You have it bad.” Nerys clucked.
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      The leather door flap was suddenly pulled back and Wyndolen walked into chief Corio’s roundhouse and nodded to his wife and children. Lleu stopped his conversation with the chieftain.

      Wyndolen’s gaze met Lleu’s, and a sensuous light pass between them. Then she shifted her attention to the chief.  “Hail, Corio. It’s moonrise, time to begin the ceremony of first bread.”

      “So, it is.” Corio, a muscular man of about thirty turns of the year, with curly black hair, grinned and gestured to Lleu. “Druidess, I understand you’ve met our guest.”

      “Yes, a cobbler and warrior from afar.”

      “I am honored to spend the harvest festival with your renowned tribe.” Lleu wanted to tell her he was the god. But since that would put them on uneven footing, it seemed best to let her think he was human.

      The chief cocked his head at Lleu. “And what faraway place are you from? Let me guess…France …or Spain?”

      “A little farther.” Though he was an honest god, if he didn’t want them to know he was a deity, he’d have to be as stealthy as his shape-shifting beast.

      Bregus, who was washing dirt off of one of the children’s faces, turned her head toward Lleu. “Oh, are you a Norseman, mayhap?”

      “It is so,” he answered. They’d keep guessing if he didn’t tell them something.

      Wyndolen, Corio, and Bregus glanced askance at each other and then focused on Lleu. All three smiled at him as if they accepted that he was from the northlands. However, he noticed they did so with thin, tight lips, and their eyes were expressionless.

      “But you said you came for the Celtic feast of Lughnasa.” Wyndolen’s eyes shifted to a sharp and assessing gaze.

      “Yes, I’ve wanted to visit your tribe since I was young. When I was a boy, a man from Britannia worked on our farm. He told me stories of the Silures…of how brave and fierce you are.” Lleu didn’t like lying, but he was stuck now. He’d already told them he was a Norseman. “Because of him, I also speak your language and know about Lughnasa.”

      The chief cleared his throat. “We have traded with Norsemen… though it’s been a while.”

      “But your name is Lleu. That is a Celtic name. A god’s name.” Wyndolen cocked her head.

      “It is so. Because my name is Freyr. I was named after our sun god and so in Britannia I go by Lleu, as that is what you call your sun god. Is it not?” He recalled meeting Freyr and some of the other Norse deities his mother, goddess Arianrhod, knew. Gods and mermen were always around her. Love play was her favorite sport.

      “So it is.” Wyndolen’s dark brows arched. “So, Freyr, you came by ship?”

      “Call me Lleu. I am used to it now.” He nodded at her. “Yes, as I’m on a quest to see the world.” Saying he had a ship would be too much and if he told them he arrived through a portal from the Otherworld, they’d know he was a god.  So, he paused for a moment and made up another story. “I traveled to France and stayed a while, then sailed with some merchants to Londinium. Wanting to see more of Britannia and to visit the Silures, I walked from village to village, tribe to tribe, until I reached my destination.”

      “I love stories of afar,” the chief said.

      “And you certainly seem like a man with many tales to tell. But I beg you to tell us of your adventures later. Now we must begin the ceremony.” Wyndolen gestured to everyone, including the chief’s children, five boys and girls, ranging in age from around two to ten turns of the year, to form a circle inside the large roundhouse.

      Lleu stood between Bregus and her daughter, who looked about eight years of age.

      Wyndolen stepped into the center of the circle.

      “Did you find more snakes today?” a boy of about four turns of the year asked the druidess.

      “No, that nest was uncovered in the fields when we harvested.” Wyndolen patted the lad’s head.

      “Sounds exciting.” Lleu flashed a wide grin at her.

      “It was.” Wyndolen spread her arms wide and nodded at the chief. “Let us begin.” The druidess chanted, “Lleu Strong Hand, god of sun and war, we give thanks for the bountiful harvest. Now, our bellies will be full, even in the dark of winter because of the light you shined on our crops. Shining One, Lleu of the sure hand, we come together to share our first baked loaf with you. For, as you honored us with a fruitful harvest, we honor you with our labor in reaping, threshing, and baking.”

      He felt a certain pride that she was speaking of him. Though he realized she didn’t know that he was God Lleu.

      The druidess raised her arms high, and invoked, “Goddess of seed and flower, Blodeuwedd, you give us seeds for sowing. Your womb of earth birthed our wheat, which gives us life. From your bounty, we glean the first grains to bake the first bread and to brew the first ale.”

      Lleu almost cringed, but fought to hide his dislike for Blodeuwedd.  He couldn’t let them know who he truly was.

      Wyndolen continued. “Lleu, Sun King, Lord of Summer, we partake of this sacred bread, which ripened under your sultry heat so our tribe will be bountiful, live long, and sire many children.”

      Her words stirred his blood and he wanted her more than ever. Lleu tried to ignore the sudden tightening in his groin.

      Wyndolen picked up the brown bread Bregus had baked and broke a piece off. Everyone dropped their hands. She handed the loaf to the chief, who tore off another and gave it to his wife. The bread was passed in turn, from Lleu to each of the children, until the smallest one passed it back to the druidess. As Lleu held his portion of the bread in one hand, he watched Wyndolen.

      She tore the final hunk of bread into two pieces and shook them in the air. “God and Goddess, as you, the earth and sun, conceived our grain, we bless you. We call on you to bless our tribe as we share this bread.” She tossed a piece into the central hearth for the deities, Lleu and Blodeuwedd. The fire crackled, the bread burned to a crisp, and the burnt smell filled the house.

      Lleu and all the others followed Wyndolen in circling around the central fire while the curling smoke rose to the gods. He could not tear his gaze from her as she chanted.

      “Earth gave us life. Death returns us to her womb. An unending circle. Sun, earth, and grain, all which falls, shall rise again.”

      At that moment, Lleu’s gaze met her fiery one. He burned for her more than he ever had for any goddess, including Blodeuwedd.

      The druidess stuffed her portion of the bread in her mouth.

      Like everyone else, he did the same. The soft warmth of the bread melted on his tongue as he chewed.

      With a yank of the door flap, a statuesque man with long, wavy black hair entered. His face was long, oval, and sculptured. He stared daggers at Lleu. “I heard we had a visitor.”

      He glared back at him. How dare this brute barge in, interrupting a ceremony for me, the sun god.

      “I’m performing the ritual of First Bread.” Wyndolen set her hand on her hip. “You’re lucky I just finished, or you could have angered the gods.”

      Lleu thought, I’m a god, and I am mad at the way this cur charged in here.

      “This is Lleu, a cobbler and warrior from the far northlands—Scania.” Corio pointed at the intruder. “And this is Drystan, our champion and finest warrior.”

      “And, Wyndolen’s mate.” Drystan puffed his chest out.

      “Former lover only, one of many.” She pressed both hands to her face, and her cheeks flushed red.

      So, that’s what this is about, the man loved and lost this prized woman and now he’s jealous. She looks like she’s finished with him. Lleu’s heart lurched with glee, for he was determined to be her mate. If he did win her, he’d never let her go. Unlike this fool who now wanted her back. Though Lleu could tell from the look in Wyndolen’s eyes, the way they narrowed when she looked at Drystan, that she wasn’t taking him back.

      He nodded at the man. “I am pleased to meet you,” Lleu lied.
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