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CHAPTER ONE
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My name is Branwen. It means beautiful raven in the language of my people. My mother gave me the name a long time ago. It is not the name I am known by today, but it is still mine. I keep it locked away in my heart. It is the name that brought me to a young magician, a sword of legend, a knight I learned to love, and a young man destined to become a king. 

When I was a little girl, I lived in a small village on the island of Britain. My father was a swordsmith and the leader of our small community. He was respected by all who lived there. His work was well known throughout the land. He was a real craftsman. 

My father was a kind man. I remember how gentle he was, with those big, callused hands of his. I never heard him say an unkind word to anyone. Even after all these years, I can still hear his calm voice, settling a dispute, or calming someone distraught over the loss of a loved one. I also remember how soothing it was when he would sing at night. I loved him.

Some in the village used to say he had once been a fierce warrior in service to a powerful warlord. I never believed that to be true. I couldn’t see him as anything but the kind and gentle man I knew.

My story begins when I was about five summers old. A stranger came to our village asking for my father. I remember he rode a beautiful black horse that pranced around, full of energy and pride. I was sure it had been trained for war. The rider was all in chainmail, from his head to his tall leather boots. A sword hung from a thick leather belt at his waist. A long-handled battle-ax hanging from the cantle of his saddle. I knew he had to be a warrior, the first I had ever seen. He would not be the last.

He was of an age as my father, and big like him, with lots of muscle. But not as much as my father, of course. Before the horse had come to a complete halt, the big man crossed his leg over the saddle and dropped from its back. Without hesitation, he rushed into my father’s workshop. He called out his name like they were old friends. The horse stopped as soon as the reins touched the ground. It stood quite still.

Following him was an old man driving a pony cart. He drew it to a halt next to the black horse, which turned his head, looked at him, then snorted. It had never moved from the place where the rider had jumped off. I decided he was a very well-trained horse. He turned his large head and looked at me with huge brown eyes. I smiled, but I didn’t think he smiled back, so I stayed away.

I looked up at the old man and he winked at me. He was stoop-shouldered and wrinkled. His long white beard was unkempt and tangled. He seemed ancient to one of only six summers. Well, over thirty, at least.

I smiled back, then I tried to look in the cart. All I could see was a brown tarp covering something on the bed of the small wagon. Curious, I decided I would pick up a corner of the tarp to see what was beneath. The old man watched me with amusement. I touched the stiff cloth and lifted the edge.

“Be careful, little one. There be magic back there.” 

“Magic?” I stepped back from the wagon and pulled my hand from the tarp. Although intrigued, I was not foolish. For someone my age, magic demanded respect. My mother had often told me stories of the magical beings that lived in the forest. The people of the village believed the woods near our home were haunted. Where none of our neighbors would go. She told me what these creatures could do. I decided to be very careful. 

Could this be real magic? I silently wondered.

“Aye, magic from the heavens.” The old man said as if he had read my mind. “Be a stone from God, dropped from the sky. My master wishes for the swordsmith to make him a blade from it. It be powerful magic.”

Needless to say, I was very impressed. 

“May I see it, sir?”

“Just a peek.” He jumped from the wagon with a giggle that was almost a cackle. I was surprised at how quickly he could move, considering his advanced age. He joined me at the back of the open cart and lifted one end of the heavy cloth. It looked like a big black rock. I tried to touch it, but the old man grabbed my hand.

“Don’t touch, little one. It be magic, and magic can cause great harm to one so young.”

I stepped back, pulling my hand away, surprised at his reaction. He chuckled. I didn’t see what was so funny. I was disappointed at what I had seen. It was just a big dumb rock. No magic. I had expected something else, something more. I don’t know what, but something more than a rock.

My father and the stranger came from his shop and stopped at the cart. The stranger pointed at the tarp.

“Show him.” 

The old man pulled the tarp off the cart, exposing what lay beneath. My father looked at the stone. It was large, maybe three feet long, and two around. He ran his hands down its sides. 

Nothing happened to him. Magic, the old man said! Dangerous, he said! I looked at him, and he winked again. He did that a lot.

My father looked at the stranger. “Warm.” 

“It is. Been that way since we found it. Can you do it? Can you make me a sword from this?”

My father examined the stone. He tapped it with his knuckles, then put his ear near it. “Something inside.” He stepped back and nodded his head. “Maybe — yes — I believe it can be done.”

“Good. I knew I could count on you. How long?”

My father picked up the stone and rolled it in his hands as if it weighed little. 

“At least two weeks. If I stopped all my other work.”

“Do it, Brian.” The man said with a grin, slapping my father on his shoulder. “I will pay you well. This sword will be important. I know it. It may well be the most important sword ever made.”

My father nodded. “Yes, my lord.”

“Good. I knew I could count on you, my old friend.”

My old friend? How did he know my father?

Without another word, the man jumped onto his horse. He spurred the beast and rode away from the village, heedless of those in his path. Luckily, no one was run down.

The old man watched when my father took the stone from the cart. He followed him with his eyes as my father walked to his shop, lost in thought. Once he was inside, the old man turned and winked again. His green eyes sparkled with mischief. Little flecks of silver seemed to dance around their edges. He had strange eyes.

“Remember, it be magic, little one. Always remember it be magic. It be important.” 

He climbed onto the cart, and clicking his tongue to the donkey, ambled away in pursuit of his master. 

The old man turned and called out as the cart pulled away. 

“As be you..”

What?

Without turning, he waved. “Remember, Branwen, it be important.”

I watched as the cart rumbled away. For a moment I thought I saw the old man shimmer, like the early light on a quiet lake. He looked different for just a moment, younger, taller, and almost — well — magical. And then I realized what he had said. He called me Branwen. How did he know my name? I never told him. We had never met before.

“Branwen.”

I turned. My father picked me up and effortlessly tossed me onto his powerful shoulder. 

He tickled my ribs, and I giggled. “Who was that man, father?”

He dropped me into his arms and spun me around. After two full turns, he stopped and hugged me. Lowering me to the ground, he kneeled in front of me, gently placing his huge hands on my shoulders. 

“A very important man, Branwen. A very important and wealthy man. Someday he may be a king. His name is Lord Uther Pendragon, and he will pay well for this sword.”

“You know him?” I was very impressed that my father might know a man who could be a king someday. Remember, I was only six. Well, I was almost seven.

He stood, and his smile faded. “I did, many years ago, in what seems a different lifetime now.” He hesitated, and then the smile reemerged. “Come, I have work to do.”

I took his hand, and he led me into his shop. As we walked past the large iron anvil, he let go of my hand and stepped up to the fire pit. I was never allowed to be too close to the fire. He reached for the long wooden handles of the bellows next to the pit. He pushed them up and down, forcing more air into the fire. The coals grew hotter with each burst of oxygen. When he thought it was hot enough, he picked up the stone and placed it into the fire. 

I watched until the rock turned bright red. I had seen my father do this before and looked forward to what would come next. He pulled the stone from the fire with giant pincers and placed it on the anvil. Holding it with the heavy tongs, he struck it with his hammer. I couldn’t wait to see what was inside. As the hammer hit the stone, pieces of the rock fell away, exposing a shiny black center. 

He picked up the ebony stone with his tongs and examined it. It was smooth and glistened with a bright metallic sheen like polished steel. Odd for a rock. He looked all around it and then placed it back into the fire. 

“I knew him in another lifetime,” he said while he concentrated on heating the stone, turning it with the metal tongs to ensure it heated evenly.

“Uther was my lord. When I was a younger man. When I was another man.” 

He spoke slowly, his eyes glistening in the glow of the heated metal. I had never heard him speak like this before. He was troubled, I could tell. I didn’t know why. I was worried about him.

When the stone was hot enough, he pulled it from the coals and pounded it with his hammer. He struck it over and over, each time with more force, while turning the stone from one side to the other. I had never seen him so intense. Normally, he enjoyed swinging the hammer. He would sing while he worked and tell me stories. But not now. He said nothing. He swung the hammer harder and harder. It frightened me a little.

After several minutes of rhythmic pounding, he stopped and turned toward me. Sweat was dripping from his brow and into his eyes. He looked not at me, but through me, like he saw something behind me. Shaking his head, he turned and replaced the metallic stone into the fire, never saying a word. He kept staring into the flames.

After a time, I heard him sigh. Then, without looking up, he said, “I’m sorry, Branwen. Uther reminds me of things I wish to forget. Of another time. Before I met your mother. When I was a different man.”

He turned and looked at me with a smile. “Before, you.”

Kneeling, he took me in his arms.

“Before I learned what it was to be happy.” 

He kissed me on the head.

“Now go help your mother. I’m sure she has many chores for you, and I have work to do. Uther is not a patient man, and the money he will pay for this sword will take care of us for a long time.” 

I ran from his shop to my mother. Although I had many questions, I decided not to ask them then. I should have. I did not get the answers to my questions for many years. And they came not from my father. 
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For the next two weeks, my father worked day and night on the sword. He would heat and pound the metal, bend it onto itself, push it into the water bucket, and then heat and pound it again. My mother and I listened to the clang of his hammer, which continued long after sunset. He slept in the shop. I would take him his meals and leave the food. I don’t think he even knew I was there. During the night, he would eat. I know this only because I would find the empty plate when next I delivered food.

After two weeks, my father came out of the shop. He carried something in his arms, wrapped in an oiled wool cloth. I could see he was tired. He had soot all over him. I could see where his hair and beard had been singed, but he was smiling. 

“Branwen, go tell everyone I have something important to show them. Quickly now.”

I ran around the village like a person possessed, knowing my father had done something extraordinary. I didn’t know what, but I was proud of him and wanted everyone to see what he had done. The people came. Every man, woman, and child of the village. They had all heard of the visit of Lord Uther. They were excited to see what this was all about.

When the last of the villagers arrived, my father held up the bundle for all to see.

“Lord Uther brought me a stone he said fell from the heavens. He tasked me to make him a sword from this gift of God. I have worked hard to do so, but I was not alone. I felt as if some force of nature guided my hand. A force that allowed me to reach beyond my own talents. To complete my task.”

He pulled the cloth free. From within its folds, he exposed the most magnificent sword I believe anyone had ever seen. He held it above his head. 

“This is what I was chosen to create. It is why the stone fell from the sky. This is the sword heaven wished to be born.”

A gasp rose from the throats of those assembled. The blade glowed in the evening air, like sunlight captured by still water. It shone with a radiance that should not have been possible, for the blade was blue-black, not the silver of polished steel. The cross piece was solid brass, and it shined as if it were gold. Black leather wrapped the hilt, bound with brass threads that rose to a flat-sided pommel. In the center of the oval device was the etching of a red dragon, its wings spread wide, its tail encircling the edges of the circle of brass. It almost looked alive. 

My father lifted the sword towards the sky, and as he did, a light exploded from the crosspiece. It rose, encircling the blade like a bolt of twisting lightning. Everyone stepped back. Everyone but me. I walked toward my father, towards the sword, and watched, amazed. The light spiraled up and around the blade like a fiery serpent until it burst from the tip, shooting upward until it disappeared into the evening sky.

It be magic the old man had said.

The sword seemed to draw me to it. Like it had spoken. When I was close enough, I could see where silver etching had appeared along the dark blade.

“What is that, father?”

He lowered the sword and looked at what had appeared, confusion on his face. “A word — a name, I think.”

“What name?”

“Excalibur.” 

He stood frozen, staring at the etching on the sword. He didn’t notice as the people returned to their homes, muttering about what they had seen. Fear showing on their faces. 

When they were all gone, my father looked at me most strangely.

“What is wrong, Father?” 

He stared at me for a moment longer, then smiled. “I don’t know for sure, but —” He shook his head. He looked at the sword again and then at me. “It’s almost like it —” He stopped for a moment, then glared at the sword. He seemed to whisper to it.

“I understand.” 

He said nothing else. He just stood there, staring at the sword.

I watched him, confused. I wasn’t afraid like the others, but I didn’t understand my father’s reaction. He looked at me, and with a smile that seemed full of pride, not for himself, but for me, he said, “Come, it is time to go home.”

I followed him into the house. He re-wrapped the sword in the piece of oiled wool, then reverently placed it on the stones of the hearth. 

“I have never seen a blade such as this,” he told my mother. “The metal is so strong. I believe it is capable of cutting anything it touches. And the name.” He looked at her. “I did not place it there.”

“Is it important?” she asked.

My father shook his head. “I don’t know. But I know this is no ordinary sword.”

He looked at me again. It made me feel uncomfortable. Like he was keeping a secret from me.

My mother took his arm and smiled at him. “Because you are a great swordsmith. Lord Uther will pay well for it.”

He took her in his arms and kissed her. “You are right. We will never want again.”

“Why the red dragon, Father?”

He stared at the floor for a moment and then looked at me. “I don’t know. It — seemed right.” 

He picked me up. “Now, let’s get something to eat. I am starved.”

Before we could move toward the table, he froze as we heard a dog bark. He put me down and stared at the door. More dogs began to bark. Soon it sounded like all the dogs in the village were joining in.

He stepped towards the door. He turned to my mother. “Stay here. Bar the door behind me and open it for no one but me.”

He reached down and grabbed the long-handled ax leaning against the wall. He looked at the sword, and then at me, and then he stepped out into the dark. As soon as the door closed, my mother dropped the locking bar into place, concern showing on her face.

I was frightened. “What’s wrong?” I had never seen them act like this before.

“Someone has come to the village. Someone the dogs don’t know.”

After a few moments, I heard men shouting and people screaming. Then there was a furious banging on the door.

“Open up!” My father called. “Quickly!”

My mother lifted the bar, and he rushed in. He slammed the door shut, then dropped the locking bar in place. There was blood on his hands and upon the blade of the ax. He was having a hard time catching his breath.

“What’s wrong?” My mother cried looking at the ax.

“Raiders. They’re killing everyone. I heard one of them call to the others. They’re looking for the sword.”

“How?” My mother asked. “You finished it but a short time ago. How could anyone know about it?”

“I don’t know. But it is the sword they have come for.” He turned. “Branwen, you must take the sword and run to the woods. You must hide. Do not come back until I call you. Hide the sword. Let no one take it. Do you understand? You must allow no one to take the sword.”

I had never heard my father so worried. It frightened me. The most I could do was nod my head. There was more screaming, and I could smell smoke. My mother pulled a straw mat from the dirt floor and lifted a small wooden trap door. Under it was a tunnel that led to the trees at the edge of the forest. The one that everyone said was haunted. 

My father lowered me into the tunnel, then handed me the sword, still wrapped in the wool. He smiled.

“All will be well, Branwen. Hide until I come for you. You must be brave.”

I nodded my head. Tears flowed down my cheeks. I was so scared I couldn’t speak. My mother smiled and blew me a kiss. “We will come for you. I love you.” 

She lowered the trapdoor, and it got dark. It was very hard to see. I crawled along the tunnel, pulling the sword along with me. The dirt on the floor of the tunnel was sandy and felt cold on my hands and knees. Roots from the curved roof reached down and grabbed at me as if trying to stop me from fleeing. I had to stop several times to wipe the tears from my eyes so I could see. The whole time I heard people screaming, people I had known all my life. There was shouting. Words I didn’t understand. There was also the sound of metal striking metal and striking other things, too. I did not want to know what that sound was. Continuing to crawl, I eventually saw moonlight signaling the end of the tunnel. Brush hid behind the exit. I had to move it to see. Peeking through the leaves, I wanted to make sure no one could see me when I crawled out. Men were yelling. There was no more screaming. Some men were laughing. I was so frightened that it was hard to move.

Seeing no one, I got the courage to run. I pushed the branches of the bush aside and, holding the sword in my arms, I ran for the woods. 

The sword was heavy and hard to carry. I ran until I could no longer hear anything from the village and could no longer smell the smoke. I had lost my shoes while crawling in the tunnel and the sharp stones and sticks that littered the forest floor cut my feet. Branches reached out and grabbed at me as I ran, causing many cuts and scrapes. But I felt no pain. All I could think of was running. I ran, the moonlight filtering through the trees, guiding me until I could run no more. Stopping to catch my breath, I looked around for a place to hide. I saw the trunk of a large tree that had fallen, leaving a space just big enough for me to squeeze under. Crawling in, I lay there crying, trembling, until I fell asleep.

It was daylight when I woke. I heard men moving in the forest, calling to one another. I held my breath, hoping they would not find me.

“You see anything?” One of them asked. He seemed right on top of me.

“Nothing.” Another replied. “Are you sure he had it? Maybe Uther picked it up already.”

“No time. The witch said he had just finished it. It has to be here somewhere. Keep looking.”

“Did the swordsmith tell you anything before he died?”

I covered my mouth with my hands so they could not hear me gasp. Dead? Did he say my father was dead?

“No. A brave man, that one. He said nothing. Keep looking. Sigrid will have our heads if we come back without it.”

I listened as they thrashed around in the low bushes. One came close to my fallen tree but moved on. I kept still and tried to make no noise. Fear consumed me, thinking they could hear my tears as they flowed down my cheeks and fell to the leaves. My heart was thumping so hard I could not understand why they couldn’t hear it.

After what seemed hours, I could hear them no more. But I still waited, afraid they would come back. I don’t know how long I lay there, but the sun was full up when I climbed from beneath the tree. 

Standing still, I listened. The forest was quiet, except for birdsong. I couldn’t hear the men moving or talking. They were gone. But what was I to do? My father said to stay hidden until he came for me. But if what the man said was true, he would not be coming.

I was frightened and miserable. What if it was true? What if he was dead? And what of my mother?

Sitting down, I leaned my back on the fallen tree. The sword remained where I had hidden it, covered with leaves. Tears came again, and I pulled my knees into my chest. Burying my head on my knees, I cried until I could cry no more. Then I fell asleep.
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I woke when I heard leaves rustle. I opened my eyes but didn’t move. The sun was low on the horizon, and it would soon be dark. I heard the noise again. 

What if they had come back? Should I crawl back under the tree? Would they hear me if I did? Maybe if I stayed still, they wouldn’t see me. I heard the rustling stop, and then I heard a huff. Something cold and wet touched the back of my neck. I screamed and fell away from the tree. I rolled to my back, and looking up, saw a huge black wolf staring down at me. 

“Don’t eat me, please!”

A woman laughed. “Fear not, child. She will not harm you. Rhiannon is simply curious why you would be out here so late.” She looked around. “And alone.”

I looked up and saw a young woman standing next to the wolf, one hand lying on the scruff of its neck. I had never seen anyone like her. She stood proud and tall, her long black hair flowing to her waist, shimmering as if it had captured the last of the day's light, and kept it trapped among her tresses. Her eyes were green and kind. The gown she wore seemed unworldly as it flowed gently from her neck, down her tall slim body to her ankles. It was the blue of clear water. I found myself mesmerized. She was the most beautiful person I had ever seen. She was smiling.

“I’m hiding. From the men that attacked my village.”

Her smile disappeared, and she kneeled in front of me. “You are from the village at the base of the hill?”

“Yes, Ma’am. My father is the swordsmith there. He told me to hide until the Raiders left.” I tried as hard as I could to not cry, but the tears still tumbled from my eyes. “I heard them say my father is dead.”

The lady hugged me and then lifted me, cradling me in her arms as she rose effortlessly to her feet. She sat me on the fallen tree I had been hiding under, then wiped my tears with the sleeve of her gown.

“I am so sorry, my dear.”

“Is it true? Is he dead?”

She was silent for a moment. “I am afraid so. I am so sorry.”

“But my mother.” 

Rhiannon, the great she-wolf, made a whine and licked my face.

“I am afraid they are all gone.”

I was stunned. I did not cry, but I felt numb, unable to think.

“What is your name, child?”

“My mother named me Branwen.”

“A good name. It suits you. How old are you?” 

“I will be seven in two moons.”

She looked first at me, and then at the wolf. She nodded her head as if she was agreeing with it, then smiled. “You shall come with Rhiannon and me.”

“But my village?”

“There is nothing for you to go back to, Branwen. You will stay with us for now. It will be safer.”

“Who are you?” 

“I have many names, but you may call me, Vivian.”

I looked around, ensuring that the sword had not been discovered. “Stay where?” I knew there were no other villages for many leagues, and I had never heard of any huts this deep in the forest. No one lived in these woods. They were supposed to be haunted.

“You will stay with Rhiannon for now. Someday I will take you to my home. It is not far. But not now.” She looked at the wolf. “It is not the right time.”

Vivian stood and held out her hand. I don’t know why, but I trusted this strange lady. I jumped off the tree, and as my feet hit the ground, I winced. 

Vivian looked down at my bloody feet. “We will have to take care of those.”

She looked around, and seeing what she was seeking, stepped to a long-stemmed plant. After breaking the plant from its stem, she brought it over. Vivian picked me up and sat me down once again on the fallen tree. Taking the plant into her hands, she crushed it between her palms. When done, she gently rubbed the sticky juice onto my feet. The pain went away.

“That will do for now.” She cleaned her hands on some grass and held out her hand. “Come. It is getting late.” 

She picked me up. We turned away from my village, my home, and my family, and walked deeper into the forest. She was carrying me away from the only life I had known. From the people I loved and who had loved me. 

The great wolf led the way, watching, sniffing the air, making sure we were safe. Safe from what? What is in this forest that made the people of the village so afraid?

I was alone. My family, everything I had known, was gone. I was frightened. What was to become of me? Who were this lady and her wolf? Was I safe with them? Where were they taking me? So many questions, but I was afraid to ask any of them.

I looked up at her as she carried me. She smiled without looking down. “All will be well, Branwen. We will allow nothing to harm you. You are safe now. This I promise.” 

Was I? I did not know what awaited me, or what the future might hold. But when I looked into the lady’s eyes, I somehow knew that I was safe.

We followed Rhiannon deeper into the woods. The sun went down, and it got very dark. The sounds of the forest seemed to get louder. I kept turning my head from side to side, catching glimpses of things moving, and looking at me. I should have been terrified, but I was not. It seemed — natural.

The wolf continued to lead us on a path, free of rocks or roots that might have tripped Lady Vivian as she carried me. She moved with confidence as if she could see in the dark. The forest closed in around us. The trees got closer. I knew if I stretched my arms out, I could touch them on both sides. It got darker. The shadows of the trees completely engulfed us.

Vivian stopped and put me down. My feet did not hurt. A sudden flash of light temporarily blinded me. As my vision cleared, I saw Vivian standing in front of me, holding a torch that illuminated the surrounding forest. I hadn’t seen her pick one up, nor did I see her light it. It was just — there. I was not afraid, just curious about how she had done that. 

“Can you walk? We are close now.”

“Yes.” 

Within a few yards, we reached a large cave hidden by brush. The wolf ran into the entrance, tail wagging and prancing like a domesticated puppy. As she disappeared into the shadows of the cave, the lady chuckled.

“She has gone to see Berwyn, her pup.” No sooner had she said the words than I was knocked to the ground, and held there, by a very large, and very enthusiastic, puppy. He was washing my face, my neck, and hair, and anything else he could reach. Rhiannon reached down and grabbed the pup by the scruff of the neck and gently lifted him off me. She dropped Berwyn and huffed. He quickly sat at her feet, his tail making a dust cloud as it swished back and forth.

Once settled, I could see him in the light of the torch. He was about a quarter the size of his mother, and most likely weighed twice what I did. He was as black as Rhiannon except for the top of his head, which was white.

“Berwyn means white head, Branwen,” Vivian explained, rubbing the pup's head.

Rhiannon raised her muzzle and howled. From the surrounding forest came the answer of at least a dozen other wolves.

“Rhiannon means Great Queen. She is the dominant wolf in these woods. She has just let the others know you are her guest and should be treated with respect. They will listen, as will all the other beasts of the forest. She rules here.”

I looked up at her. “What about the Raiders?”

“You are under my protection now, as well as Rhiannon’s. You have nothing to fear while you are with us.”

I didn’t know why, but I believed her.

She looked at the sky and nodded her head as if she had just finished talking to someone. “I am sorry, Branwen, but I must go. I will leave you with Rhiannon and young Berwyn. They will keep you safe for the night. We will talk more in the morning.”

Before I could say anything, she handed me the torch and stepped into the darkness. She was gone before I took another breath.

Rhiannon nudged me into the cave. It was larger than I expected. I didn’t even have to duck my head as I crossed the threshold. It was also very deep. Berwyn ran before us and occasionally barked, turned in a circle, and then looked to see if I was watching. His mother huffed again, shaking her head, and he settled down. 

In the back of the cave was a nest of leaves and soft grass. Rhiannon nudged me to it. I placed the torch in a crack in the wall, ensuring no embers would touch the leaves, and then sat down. Berwyn turned several circles, then plopped down next to me, placing his head on my lap. Rhiannon moved to the entrance of the cave and lay down, watching the forest outside. I could see the glow of many eyes watching us from the trees. I should have been afraid, but I wasn’t. I felt — safe.

Placing my hand on the back of Berwyn’s head, I lay down and was soon asleep.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The sun, shining through the mouth of the cave, woke me. I looked around, trying to remember where I was. Then I remembered. I remembered everything. The sword, the Raiders, what had happened to my village, and my rescue by Lady Vivian. I wasn’t afraid and had no more tears to shed.

Rhiannon was not to be seen. Young Berwyn was snoring on my lap. I looked around the large cave. I was astonished by the changes that had taken place while I slept. 

The empty cave was now a home. A small wooden table with two three-legged stools sat in the middle of the cave. On the table was fresh fruit, and what smelled like hot porridge. A wooden pitcher and two matching mugs sat on a stone shelf. Several candles lined the walls and a clean blue shift, which looked like my size, lay folded on a stool. 

I looked at my feet. They were bandaged and did not hurt.

I eased the pup to the side and stood. He groaned but did not wake. I felt surprised when I put weight on my feet, and they didn't hurt. As I approached the table, a shadow moved away from the wall.

“I thought you might sleep the day through.” Vivian stepped into the light. She looked just as she had last night. The most beautiful woman I had ever seen, wearing what looked like the same blue gown. 

“I thought you should have something besides the floor of the cave to sit on in your new home. I will provide whatever else you might wish as the need arises.” She looked at the sleeping Berwyn. “To include a proper bed.”

She pointed at my feet. “I have covered them in a salve that will allow them to heal quickly.”

I stared at her and could think of nothing to say except, “Thank you.”

She smiled. “You are most welcome, Branwen. Shall we eat?” She picked up the pitcher and poured water into both of the wooden mugs before coming to the table to sit. She picked up an apple and took a bite.

“Sit. You must be famished. Eat, and then we shall talk about your future.”

Berwyn lifted his head and turned, sniffing the air. He jumped to his feet and ran to the table. As he jumped towards my lap, I heard a loud ‘huff’, and he stopped cold. Rhiannon was standing at the entrance of the cave, staring at him. He turned and trotted toward her, looking back at me with clear regret.

“Berwyn is still learning to control his enthusiasm. Rhiannon has her paws full with him. He is a good pup, just very young, and with much to learn.”

“He’s cute.”

“Yes, I suppose he is.”

I picked up a wooden spoon and ate my porridge, occasionally looking up at Vivian. It was good, with honey swirled on the top. I put down my spoon after a few mouthfuls. “What is to become of me?”

“You will live here. Rhiannon and Berwyn will watch over you, and I will teach you. You will be safe.”

“Why? Why are you being so nice?”

Vivian was silent for a moment like she was considering something. She stood, without saying a word, and walked toward a dark corner of the cave. Stooping down, she picked something up off the floor.
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