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The Druid Chronicles is a historical fiction series set in Anglo-Saxon Britain during a time known alternatively as the early medieval period or the Dark Ages. Books 1, 3, 4, and 5 are primarily concerned with events that take place in 788 AD. Book 2 begins a generation earlier and recounts the events that set the main story in motion. While considerable liberty has been taken in adapting the geopolitics of the period to the needs of the story, it is generally true that:


•   At the time in question, the Germanic invaders (who, for the purposes of this narrative, will be referred to as Saxons) had conquered the southeastern lowlands while indigenous Celts retained control in the mountainous northwest.


•   The majority of native Britons had converted to Christianity by the end of the fourth century. The Saxon conversion was essentially complete by the late 600s.


•   Before the conversion to Christianity, both ethnic groups were polytheistic, and elements of those earlier beliefs and practices persisted after that transition was nominally complete.


Atheldom and Derthwald, the Saxon kingdoms in which most of the series’ actions take place, are literary creations, as is Llwddawanden, a secluded valley in which it is imagined that a secretive Druid cult has continued its traditional practices despite the otherwise relentless spread of Christianity.


About Druids: Although much has been written about Druids, there is little verifiable information regarding what this apparently elite and possibly priestly class of Celts believed or what ritual practices they may have carried out. For the purpose of this series, it is conjectured that Druids were indeed priests and priestesses and that the Druids of Llwddawanden were matriarchal, subscribing to the belief that:


•   There was a supreme mother goddess at the apex of an extensive pantheon of gods and goddesses.


•   The spirit of this supreme deity inhabited the body of their cult’s chief priestess.


•   At the chief priestess’s death, the Goddess’s spirit passed on to her daughter, if she had one, or else to a designated member of the priestesses’ inner circle.


There is not, to the author’s knowledge, any evidence that a community of practicing Druids persisted as late as the eighth century in the British Isles or elsewhere, and there is no reason to think that the views and practices ascribed to the Druids of Llwddawanden have any basis in reality.
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Author’s Note: This list includes characters who are mentioned but do not appear. Some of these characters died before the story opens; others will appear in later books. Names of several minor characters who appear or are mentioned in a single context have been omitted, including Gilberth’s five wives, all of whom are deceased.
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PART I
Prologue
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The events that took place in and around the Kingdom of Derthwald during the spring and summer of 788 AD have, understandably, been overlooked by scholars concerned with early medieval history. Even at its peak, Derthwald was never more than a minor monarchy, rising and falling within the span of forty years and leaving only a single, obscure reference to its existence in surviving documents of the period—besides which, most of those involved had good reasons for keeping silent.


By the end of the previous century, the wars between the Anglo-Saxon settlers and the native Britons had reached a standoff at the diagonal chain of mountain ridges that separated the southeastern lowlands from the northwestern uplands. Located at the northernmost edge of the Germanic territories, Derthwald was all but encircled by the larger kingdom of Atheldom. It had begun its independent existence as a land grant given by Atheldom’s king, Athelrod, to Theobold, the commander of his main army, as a reward for Theobold’s successful siege of the last Celtic stronghold below the mountains. Athelrod, a king as open-handed with his friends as he was iron-fisted with his enemies, had awarded Theobold the ravaged fortress along with the broad, fertile valley around it, in a proclamation that was more loosely worded than it would have been for any less trustworthy vassal.


Theobold, however, was known equally for his military prowess and his unwavering loyalty to Athelrod. Having no interest in civilian rule, he gave orders for the citadel’s broken gates and ruined battlements to be repaired, renamed it Gothroc for the steep granite outcrop that held up its massive stone walls, and returned to the field for another ten years, leaving the running of his household to his widowed sister, who, along with her young son, came to live there following the death of her fourth husband.


Never intended to be a hereditary domain, Derthwald would have remained a common fiefdom had it not been for Theobold’s marriage, late in life, to the queen of another realm—one even smaller, but where the royal lineage was firmly established.
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Theobold was approaching sixty when he finally retired from active campaigning and returned to Derthwald. Surviving into old age was something of a miracle for a warrior of Theobold’s generation, and the fact that he had managed to do so with no crippling injuries and an unbroken record of victories was taken by most as a sign of God’s favor. In spite of that, Theobold began to be troubled by a recurring dream in which he came to the gates of heaven only to find them locked. Then the golden gates and shining spires vanished, leaving him standing naked on a barren hilltop surrounded by a vast multitude of ghosts—his own fallen men gathered together with slain enemies, all with fresh blood dripping from their death wounds, all of them staring at him and muttering amongst themselves.


Theobold did not tell anyone about his dream. Instead, he swore a silent oath to Jesus in which he named off the exact number of sites in Derthwald he would have consecrated in exchange for a secure place in heaven. Pursuing entry into God’s kingdom with the same dark intensity that he’d put into the conquest of military objectives, he went on to endow seven churches, two monasteries, and a convent, along with thirty smaller shrines.


Preoccupied with the next world, Theobold grew increasingly withdrawn from the life going on around him. He saw his sister and nephew only at dinner—and even then, ate his unnecessarily spare meal as if he were alone at the table.


Once he’d made sure that no one in Derthwald would be more than walking distance from a place to pray, Theobold began a series of trips to increasingly distant monasteries and holy sites. Eventually, he left for what was to be a pilgrimage to Rome. He chose an indirect route through the small neighboring kingdom of Piffering, meaning to stop there briefly to pay his respects to King Alfwold, a fellow veteran of Athelrod’s campaigns. Upon his arrival, he was met by a distraught servant who led him to the royal bedchamber, where his once robust, seemingly indomitable comrade lay pale and wasted, with no hope of recovery and only one surviving child, a girl of sixteen, to succeed him.


Theobold stayed at his old friend’s side, talking about God, telling war stories, and conducting a tactful negotiation that culminated in his marrying the young princess. It was an arrangement that brought together their two small but prosperous domains and, at the same time, bloodlessly resolved a potentially troublesome border dispute. The most remarkable thing about the match was not the fifty-year age difference between the bride and groom but the fact that Theobold had fallen deeply in love with the slender, dark-haired girl he was about to marry.


The wedding was conducted quickly and quietly. It was followed three months later by Alfwold’s funeral, and six months after that by the birth of a daughter. Once Queen Alswanda was recovered from the delivery, there was no reason not to make the journey back to Derthwald, but Theobold remained in Piffering for almost four more years.


Had he been a man to closely examine his own motives—or admit to personal weakness—Theobold would have been forced to acknowledge that he’d always been intimidated by his overbearing older sister and that her moving into Gothroc had played no small part in his decision to spend so little time there. As it was, over the course of those four years in Piffering, he simply found one excuse or another to put off his return home.


He did keep in touch, sending regular messages to his steward regarding the management of his estates but leaving out any mention of his marriage or his new family. The missives were carried by a loyal—and discreet—messenger named Hobarth, who delivered them without revealing by so much as a smirk that Theobold had not entered holy orders in Rome, as was widely assumed.


It was not until Hobarth returned to Piffering in the spring of 773 with the news that the Lady Theodosia had taken a sudden chill and died that Theobold, with an unconscious sigh of relief, packed his things and returned to Derthwald, along with his wife and nearly four-year-old daughter.


Dressed in a warrior’s regalia and not looking a day over sixty, Theobold led a proud procession through the ironclad gates of Gothroc on a bright morning in May. His daughter, blond like Theobold but with her mother’s luminous brown eyes, sat on a tasseled pillow propped securely in front of her nurse, who rode a light gray palfrey. Close behind, a pure white mare carried Derthwald’s new queen, who was dressed in a royal blue gown that bulged out over her pregnant belly.


Hobarth had traveled ahead and arrived in time to get the palace guards busy putting up banners, the trumpeters lining both sides of the palace courtyard, ready to sound their welcome, and the cooks and kitchen servants scurrying to set out the celebratory banquet. With that done, he went, as an afterthought, to tell Theobold’s nephew, Gilberth.


He found Gilberth standing in front of the wardrobe in the king’s chambers, his hand outstretched towards the king’s ermine-lined cloak, his fingers twitching oddly.


For a brief second after hearing the message, Gilberth looked at Hobarth as blankly as if he’d been speaking some foreign language. Then a dark shadow seemed to streak across his face but was gone before Hobarth could be sure he’d seen it. In the next moment the young nobleman beamed with fulsome goodwill, declaring this to be “good news, excellent news, wonderful news, the best possible news” before ordering Hobarth to do what he’d already done in preparation for the king’s entrance.
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The triumph of Theobold’s homecoming was short-lived—ending less than a month later when word came of a threatened Celtic uprising on Derthwald’s northern border. There’d been reports of minor troubles in that region before, but in the past, they’d been nothing more serious than small landholders complaining about missing cattle and traders claiming they’d been robbed by Britons. This time, however, Olfrick, the captain of Theobold’s palace guards, burst into the dining hall in the middle of the midday meal, and, before the gathered assembly, repeated the insulting challenge that the unnamed leader of the insurgents had sent to the king.


Before Theobold could speak, his nephew, Gilberth, rose from his place at the far end of the table. “There is no need for the king, at his age, to leave the safety and comfort of his dining hall,” he cried out. “I will answer this villain’s foul slurs, lead our army to flush the vermin out of their den, and crush them once and for all.”


Livid at his nephew’s effrontery in speaking as if he, Theobold, was too feeble to wage war—to say nothing of calling attention to his age in front of Alswanda—the king rose up from the table. Pointedly ignoring Gilberth, he called for his sword, shield, and armor and sent the captain of his guard to gather his forces. An hour later, the king led his army out of the gates of Gothroc and followed Olfrick though the heavily forested foothills to a clearing large enough to camp for the night before mounting his attack in the morning.
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Theobold had fought the Britons before and knew them to be an erratic and unpredictable enemy—appearing suddenly over a hilltop, charging wildly downward into the center of his battle line, then scattering and vanishing into the undergrowth, only to reappear in the crags overhead and loose a deadly barrage of rocks and arrows. With his years of experience and battalion of battle-hardened troops, the king was prepared when his scouts warned him of a war band approaching on the far side of the ridge. The actual clash was over in less time than it would take to tell about it.


Leaving a dozen of his men to despoil the enemy corpses and hunt down any survivors, Theobold sent the bulk of his troop back to Gothroc with the news of his victory. He kept only his hand-picked guard with him on his side trip to the shrine of his patron saint to give thanks—just as he’d sworn he would in front of his adored wife and detested nephew.
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Instead of cheers and ovations, the contingent of troops returning through the gates of Gothroc was met by the wails of serving women, the tolling of church bells, and the news that the queen had died in labor the night before and her undelivered infant had been lost along with her.


Someone would have to tell the king.


Gilberth, his face a steely mask, ordered a delegation of Theobold’s closest and most trusted retainers to carry the sad tiding to him. He urged them to go at once and intercept the king at the shrine of his patron saint, where he would have the presence of the blessed Saint Aethelbard to comfort him in his sorrow.


Riding hard, the men reached the start of the pathway that led up to the cliffside shrine just as the king was arriving from the opposite direction. As reliable witnesses told it later, “On hearing the news, King Theobold was overcome with grief. Tears flowing down his cheeks, he left us and went alone to the shrine to pray.”


Theobold was old and, had he not been the king, someone might have insisted on going with him. Instead, obeying orders, they waited below for his return. They were gathered there, all of them together, when they heard a single despairing cry and rushed up the path to find the shrine empty. Fearing the worst, they looked over the edge of the cliff and saw, far below them, the body of the dead king, his once strong, straight limbs twisted at impossible angles and his proud, stern face staring vacantly at the sky.
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Despite their king’s dying without a grown son to succeed him, Derthwald remained intact thanks to Gilberth’s stepping forward to take his uncle’s place. He assumed hegemony over Piffering on his cousin’s behalf and for the next fifteen years the combined territories enjoyed a period of peace and tranquility rare for small kingdoms with poorly marked borders. Good fortune, however, was not something the inhabitants of Derthwald took for granted, living as they did in the shadow of the dark, forbidding mountains where, rumor had it, devil-worshipping Druid sorcerers still lurked despite the best efforts of the church to root them out and burn them at the stake.





Chapter 1
The Clearing
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A torch touched the dry tinder and the fire sprang to life, flaring up in a ring around the condemned man. At first the bound figure was just a silhouette against the night sky, but as the fire spread around the stake he was illuminated in its glow, his dark hair shining as golden red as the flames. Even bruised and bloodied, he was handsome, tall, lean, and fit—his features so fine and noble that it was hard to believe the crowd surrounding him was screaming for his death instead of pleading for his life.


Looking through the flames, he could see the shifting shapes of the mob, men with spears, women with cudgels, and children waving sticks. They were cursing him, calling him a sorcerer. If he could have made himself heard, he would have told them that he was not a sorcerer, he was a physician who could have given them the gift of healing, a singer whose songs could have soothed their rage, a bard who could have told them a thousand stories about splendid heroes from days when the world was fresh and new. If they would just stop shouting and listen, he would tell them that he’d been the last of the disciples to sit at the feet of the three greatest Druid masters of their time. He would tell them that by killing him before he could pass on what he had learned they were destroying an ancient heritage of wisdom that could never be recovered, condemning themselves to suffering and ignorance.


Their taunts and jeers seemed to fade away, lost in his longing for a swallow of water to sooth his parched throat, a bite of food to ease his aching hunger, and, above all, to die unbound. It was the fire that granted his last wish—burning through the leather cords so that, for a moment, he was free.


Instead of leaving the fire to be torn apart by the frenzied mob, he raised his arms up towards the moon like a child reaching up to his mother. A sudden breeze fanned the fire and the flames soared, engulfing him and forcing his attackers to fall back as his body turned to a soft, feathery ash that was gathered up and carried off by the wind, swirling up and away into the star-filled sky.


The crowd’s angry curses quieted to grumbling complaints, and those changed to the hooting of owls and the croaking of frogs as Caelym woke up to find himself whole again, lying beside a decaying, moss-covered log at the edge of a clearing.
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He’d fallen asleep in a thicket of alders, worn out from his desperate race to escape a real mob of raging Saxons. Choosing death by drowning over burning at the stake, he’d dived headlong into a river that carried him out of their reach and far out of his way. It had taken most of a day to make his way back along the river’s edge to the turn in the road where he’d been discovered. From there he’d limped on, continuing the quest he’d begun the day after learning that the long-lamented Priestess Annwr, sister to their chief priestess, was alive, that Ossiam, Grand Oracle and Master of Divination had seen her in a dream . . . Imprisoned in a high tower, her golden hair blowing in the wind and tears streaming down her cheeks, crying out for someone to save her from the bestial Saxon king who comes to ravish her night after night.


It was Feywn herself, in the privacy of her bedchamber, who told Caelym about Ossiam’s vision, and as she spoke the image of her weeping sister had seemed to hover in the air between them. Dropping to his knees, he’d sworn an oath on his life to rescue Annwr and kill the Saxon king, making with that his fifth impetuous vow since entering the room, which was—even for Caelym—a new record.


Taking his ceremonial dagger, along with a satchel of hastily gathered supplies and a map drawn for him by the shrine’s eldest priest, he spent the next two months following hints and rumors, guesses and omens, until finally reaching the stronghold of the Saxon war band that had carried Annwr off fifteen years before— only to learn that she had never been a mistress to the king but merely a nursemaid to the king’s daughter, that the king was long dead, and that his daughter had left the palace and gone to a convent, taking Annwr with her.


Now, against all odds, he’d found the convent. Getting up, he stepped over the log and pushed a low-hanging branch out of his way to gaze at the cluster of roofs above a high wooden stockade. From where he stood, he could have thrown a stone and bounced it off the side of the compound’s outer wall.


Before he’d fallen asleep, he’d circled the edge of clearing that surrounded the convent, searching for some way to get in. Now, looking up at the dark towers that loomed over the top of the wall, he could make out the shapes of windows and suddenly saw what he had missed before—that one of the windows was open. Still half dreaming, he thought he saw a beautiful, golden-haired woman there, reaching her arms out to him. He blinked, and the vision vanished.


The nearly full moon was sinking behind the convent, casting a shadow that crept towards him as he stared up at the window, debating what to do next. Even if he were able to scale the wall and climb in through the window, he still would have to find his way through a maze of unknown corridors and passageways, searching for a woman he hadn’t seen since he was eleven years old. One part of his mind made excuses; the other part replied, “You swore a sacred oath to save Annwr or die in the attempt.”


There was no answer to that, except that he was tired and hungry and had an arrow in his back. Swearing another oath— that he would return and either find Annwr or find out where she had gone—he stepped back over the log, picked up the damp, travel-stained leather pack that held the meager remnants of the provisions he’d taken with him on his ill-fated quest, and retreated into the forest


Not far from where he’d been standing, he came to the start of a narrow, overgrown path. With a brief invocation to any protective wood spirits that might be hovering nearby, he set off to look for something to eat and a place to hide, and to try again to pull the arrow out—hopefully without fainting this time.
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Caelym was hurrying along, looking from one side of the trail to the other for early berries or edible shoots, when the path took a sharp turn and he collided with a small, gray-haired woman, knocking her over and scattering the contents of her basket—a loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese, and two long sausages—on the ground.


He staggered backwards, struggling to keep his balance. He had to act quickly—either strike the woman unconscious before she started to scream or snatch the loaf of bread and run for his life. Lightheaded from hunger and fatigue, he shifted from one foot to the other, debating what to do.


“Help me up!”


He knew enough English to understand the woman’s words, and he recovered his wits. Careful to keep his back turned away from her so she didn’t see the arrow and become suspicious, he helped her to her feet. Then he picked up the bread, cheese, and sausages for her and brushed off the dirt with the hem of his cloak.


As he repacked the wicker basket, he apologized, saying that he was most sorry he had disturbed her walk, that he meant no harm to her or any of her people, and that he was on his way to visit a woman named Annwr who was kin to kin of his, and who might now be residing within the nearby convent, only he wasn’t sure and didn’t wish to disturb the Christian priestesses or their guardians by knocking at their door before breakfast. Putting together a sentence of that length in English wasn’t easy, but he was pleased with it, especially with how he had dropped the hint about breakfast without actually begging for a handout.


The woman took the basket back and scowled at him.


Regretting that he hadn’t slipped a sausage under his cloak when he had the chance, he tried to think of another way to ask about Annwr without giving himself away.


“Come!” The woman snapped the command in Celt before turning on her heels and going back the way she’d come, leaving the scent of freshly baked bread wafting down the path behind her.


His mind argued caution, his stomach food. His stomach won.


Rushing to catch up, he would have run into her again when she stopped to open a gate in a fence at the end of the path except that she stepped out of the way, letting him charge past her and into a garden filled with winter savory and rosemary, meadowsweet and marsh thistle, tansy and sorrel.


Grumbling something about “clumsy oafs,” the woman closed the gate and elbowed past him, leaving the tangle of herbs and winding her way through freshly turned vegetable beds towards the back door of a small cottage.


Caelym started after her, only to fall back when a hissing, angry gray goose attacked him, leading a dozen more.


“Hurry up! My geese don’t like men!”


Neither her words nor her tone was hospitable, but neither were the geese. So, summoning the last of his failing strength, he dashed for the door she held open for him.





Chapter 2
The Message
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Going into the cottage was like entering another garden, only one that was upside down and dead. Bundles of dried flowers and herbs hung from the ceiling, well above the woman’s head but low enough to hit Caelym full in the face. He ducked down, made his way past shelves lined with neat rows of jugs and pots and wooden boxes, and passed through a second door that opened into the main room of the cottage.


It was a square room with a cupboard and counter against one wall, a bed and small square table against another. The bed was covered by a plaid blanket that was laid out so that its lines were perfectly straight, both up and down and side to side. The only other furniture was another, slightly larger, square table with two matching chairs. The chairs were exactly opposite each other and exactly aligned. There was a round stone hearth in the center of the room. A polished black kettle hung over the center of the hearth, and Caelym did not need to look inside it to know that the simmering water would be bubbling with well-disciplined bubbles, each one waiting its turn and rising to the surface in orderly succession—not in the confused, churning disarray with which most kettles boil.


The woman, who had gone to the counter and started unpacking her basket, looked over her shoulder and nodded at the table.


Caelym took this as an invitation to sit down, so he did— carefully, and at an angle, to keep the arrow from hitting the back of the chair. Resting his arms on the table to steady himself, he did his best to convey no more than polite attentiveness while the woman cleaned the last specks of dust off the food, took a knife out of the cupboard, checked its edge for sharpness, and cut meticulously measured slices of the bread, cheese, and sausage, grumbling all the while about uninvited guests who expected to be waited on hand and foot. She spread butter on the bread and put the bread in the center of a round wooden platter, arranged alternating slices of cheese and sausage around the bread, and added a sprig of parsley for garnish. With the plate prepared, she took a jug out of the cupboard and poured what he guessed from the color was elderberry wine into a cup. Then, finally, she brought the plate and cup to the table and put them down directly in front of him.


Exercising a restraint acquired through years of intense training, Caelym waited for her to take her hand away before he started to eat. Even so, it took him less time to clean the plate and drain the cup than it had taken her to fill them.


Sincerely grateful for the first substantial meal he’d had in weeks, he rose from his chair to praise the woman’s generosity to a stranger, only to be stopped by a dismissive wave of her hand. It was a gesture he would know anywhere—the exact same gesture that Feywn made when he came into her bedchamber uninvited. He opened his mouth, closed it, and sat back down. It was a full moment before he found his voice again.


“You are Annwr?”


“And if I am?”


“I’ve come with a message for Annwr from her sister and need to know that it is Annwr I am giving it to.”


“Fifteen years is a long time to wait to bring this message.”


Spoken in an imperious voice—as if Feywn’s voice were coming from the old woman’s lips—her words settled the last of Caelym’s doubts. Still, it was not fair that he should have to answer for Ossiam’s failure to have his vision sooner, and he recovered himself enough to say so.


“I began searching from one end of the land to the other, climbing snow-covered mountains and descending into desolate valleys, swimming across raging rivers, and wading through perilous swamps, with little food and no rest, the very moment it was revealed that Ossiam, Grand Oracle and Master of Divination, had seen in his dreams that . . . that . . .”


Caelym faltered. The vision that Ossiam had seen was of a beautiful girl held captive in a king’s palace, not a bad-tempered old woman living comfortably in a common cottage that was too clean but otherwise quite pleasant. He finished awkwardly, “That you were still alive.”


The realization of just how far off the mark their Grand Oracle and Master of Divination had been shook Caelym to his core, leaving him speechless.


Annwr broke the silence. “Ossiam couldn’t divine his way to the latrine in broad daylight and downwind of it!” She fixed Caelym in a direct glare. “So now you are finally here, suppose you say what it is you have come to say.”


Challenged to get to the point, he did. “To my sister, Annwr— greetings. In your absence, much has come to pass. It is imperative that you come without delay. Caelym, son of Caelendra, who bears this message, will be your guide. All will be revealed at the equinox.”


“Spring or fall?”


Her words hit hard—harder, maybe, than she intended. Refusing to acknowledge Annwr’s unwelcome reminder that he’d spent over two months searching for her and still had a long road ahead of him, Caelym spoke in his most imposing and masterful voice—a voice befitting an emissary of the Great Mother Goddess—as he changed the subject.


“Of course, you must be overcome with eagerness to hear of all that has come to pass in your long, sad years of separation. If there were but time and if only I had my golden harp at hand, what stories I could tell you, what songs I could sing. For now, let it suffice to say that Cyri, brave and beautiful, conceived in the Sacred Summer Solstice Ceremony and born of your exalted loins, stands at Feywn’s right side, ever yearning for your return.”


He paused there, waiting for the importance of what he’d said to sink in, before adding, “Now I have found you, you need fear neither Saxon warrior nor wild beast in the forest, for I will protect you and keep you safe on our journey.”


With this oath, at least, as good as fulfilled, he folded his arms on the table, put his head down, and fell asleep, the arrow in his back vibrating rhythmically with his snores.


“Caelym!”


She said his name sharply, causing him to startle.


“I remember you now! You always were a gabby little pest! I suppose that besides expecting me to feed you, you want me to pull the arrow out from between your ribs, and then go traipsing back with you so you can boast about what a brave hero you are.”


While it was true that Caelym was looking forward to hearing the gasps and cheers as he recounted his adventures before the high council, it was also true that he’d suffered genuine hardship on Annwr’s account, so he sulked in silence for several minutes before conceding that he would be grateful to have her help in pulling the arrow out of his back, “and pleased beyond the ability of my poor words to express for your bestowing upon me the exalted honor of escorting you out of these accursed lands to the place where your dearest kin reach out their arms wide in joyous welcome.”


It was a gallant response, well phrased and flawlessly delivered, but it earned him nothing more than a cranky grumble from Annwr: “I haven’t said I’m going anywhere with you.”


Instead of arguing, Caelym put his head back down on his arms.


He must have dozed off again, because suddenly Annwr was next to him and helping him over to the bed. She cut the stiff, blood-soaked cloth away from the base of the arrow and eased his cloak, tunic, and shirt off around it. Then she brought him another cup of wine and a leather strap to bite on. He braced himself, gripping the checkered blanket in his fists as she took hold of the arrow, biting the strap nearly in two when she wrenched it out.


Holding a cloth to Caelym’s back to stop the fresh flow of blood, Annwr led him back over to the chair by the fire. She put a basin of hot water on the floor in front of him, helped him shed the rest of his clothes, and kept a hand on his shoulder to steady him as he leaned over to wash. When he had done what he could on his own, she poured soapy water through his hair and scrubbed his back, cleaning carefully around the still-oozing wound. She had been quiet before, but somehow seemed quieter now.


Caelym guessed what she was thinking. “It would be likely to fester and bring fever, I suppose.”


“And you would be some physician to be knowing about festering and fevers?”


“That I am, for six years and more.”


“You never are. There’d be nobody trusting you with any healing!”


“My patients may not be trusting me with their healing, but I’m doing it whether they are trusting, or they are not.”


“Well then, you are physician and I am a midwife, so I suppose we may both be thinking it could fester and bring fever, but you are young and strong and likely enough to live through it.”


“Still, if it does fester, I won’t be moving so well for a while, so I will get my clothes and think of where I will go next while I can still be up and about.”


“And how am I to know where to find you, if I should decide to go on this trip of yours?”


“You are coming with me, then?”


“I haven’t made up my mind, so you might as well be getting back into the bed, as it will be a week or more before you are going anywhere.”


Caelym was not about to let the matter rest before he had an answer to his question. “A week is a long time to keep a man in your bed if you haven’t decided what you’re going to be doing with him.”


Annwr was not about to be pushed into an answer before she was ready to give it. “I am an old woman,” she snapped, “and it’s been more than a week since anybody has worried about whether there was a man in my bed. Anyway, your clothes are soaking in the wash and my geese would laugh themselves egg-bound to see you walking out the door wearing nothing.”


Too tired to think of a satisfactory retort, he allowed her to lead him back to the bed, but there he stood his ground, refusing to lie down, until he had repeated his pledge to save her from the Saxons. Even as the room spun around him, he spoke with a Druid’s persuasive powers, choosing his words skillfully to hide his disappointment that she was no longer beautiful.





Chapter 3
The Novice
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The Abbey of Saint Edeth the Enduring was a cloistered convent in the northeastern corner of the Kingdom of Derthwald. A dense forest surrounded the abbey and a narrow clearing around its outer wall was all that separated the nuns and novices inside from the wilderness, so there was a strict rule that all the doors and all the windows had to be kept closed and latched at night.


Shy, high-strung, and fearful, Sister Aleswina was an unlikely delinquent, but she eased herself out from under her blankets, tiptoed over to the window, and opened the shutters. While Caelym was looking up at her window, Aleswina was looking at the horizon, as if by staring hard enough she could make the dawn come faster. A breeze wafted in, carrying the enticing scent of spring, and she gripped the window’s ledge, overcome with longing to have her trowel in her hand. If she had dared, she would have gone out in the dark to start digging her beds and planting her seeds.
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While there was not much in her dress or in her features to distinguish her from any of a dozen pale, blond Saxon nuns, Aleswina was different from the other women at the convent in three ways— her passion for growing plants, her deep love for the servant who had once been her nursemaid, and in her being the cousin to the king of Derthwald. An unspoken deference to her royal status did more than save her from open reproach over the length of time it was taking her commit to her final vows; it gave her two unusual privileges within the abbey. She was allowed to work by herself in the convent’s garden, and she was allowed to keep her servant, Anna, in a cottage on the edge of the convent’s grounds.


While they were packing to leave the palace for the convent, Aleswina had entrusted Anna with a substantial cache of coins and jewels, and as soon as it was safe, Anna had bribed a traveling tinker to cut a secret door into the back wall of the convent garden so that Aleswina did not really work in the garden by herself. It was against the rules and, cousin to the king or not, Aleswina would have faced untold days of penance if the abbess ever found out, but every day weather allowed, Anna slipped in through their secret entrance to work along with her.


The morning promised to be exceptionally warm and balmy for so early in the year, and Aleswina was anxious to begin.


“Not our wishes but the Lord’s!” was what the abbess would say if Aleswina told her how much she wanted to tend her plants instead of singing or praying. She’d tried that once and been confined in her room to pray and reflect for the rest of the day.


It was a lesson she’d taken to heart. She’d spent those long, lonely hours terrified that the abbess would send someone to the garden in her place, that Anna would be caught, and that their secret door would be discovered. Whether it was the Virgin Mary or the Mother Goddess who heard her frantic prayers, someone did; and Aleswina never said another word to the abbess about anything that really mattered to her ever again.


Now, she leaned as far out of the window as she dared, savoring the smell of fresh night air, until the bells rang for the sunrise service. As she closed the shutters—careful not to let them clatter—she realized she’d waited too long to change into her daytime habit. She snatched her wimple off its hook, pulled it on as she felt under her bed for her sandals, and was just in time to open her door and take her place in between Sister Erdorfa and Sister Idwolda as they filed past her door.


While the poorly lit passageway between the dormitory and the chapel was among the spaces exempted from convent’s rule that secular exchanges were to be conducted using officially sanctioned hand signals, the nuns and novices of Saint Edeth usually went to the first office of the day in sleepy silence. That morning, however, they were wide awake, whispering,


“Did you hear?”


“Killing babies and drinking their blood!”


“Raping virgins!”


“Coming for us!”


Before Aleswina could ask who was killing babies and raping virgins, they reached the chapel. The whispering changed to shushes as they filed into their places.


After they sang the opening hymn and recited the designated psalms, the abbess stepped up to the altar, but instead of reading from the gospels, she announced that the rumors were true.


“A Druid sorcerer has been sighted near Strothford, just across the River Bense.”


The nuns on either side of Aleswina gasped.


The abbess put up her hand for silence. “The king’s soldiers are searching every cottage and shed. They will find the sorcerer and the rest of the devil’s minions—the witches that brew his deadly potions, the demons that cavort at his feet, and the incubi that lure hapless girls into his grasping claws—and burn them at the stake.”


The abbess lifted her voice in a fervent prayer for the Lord’s protection before dismissing them with a final warning: “No one is to go outside of the abbey, and if you see anything suspicious—the slightest change in the behavior of any of the servants or even one of our own—you must come and tell me at once!”
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The nervous chatter started up again on the way from chapel to the dining room and did not stop until the abbess took her place at the head of the table. After she said the blessing, they murmured “amen” in unison and began to eat. As Sister Aleswina moved her spoon from her plate to her mouth and back to her plate, the abbess’s warning echoed in her ears.


Although she was afraid of many things, Aleswina was not frightened of Druids or witches, because Anna was both. It was no use trying to explain it to the abbess, but not all witches brewed poisons, and not all Druids were in league with the devil. There were good ones like Anna, who made healing potions to ease the pain of childbirth and who kept evil spirits away with magic sachets filled with sweet-smelling herbs and who rocked you to sleep at night with lullabies that banished nightmares and brought happy dreams of sunlit meadows blooming with beautiful flowers.


As soon as the after-breakfast benedictions and announcements were finished, Aleswina got up from the table, genuflected to the abbess, and left the room—not hurrying, hardly breathing, for fear of looking suspicious. Once she was in the hallway, she walked quicker, almost running, to the convent garden. She expected to find Anna waiting for her, but the garden was empty.


There was no time to waste. She had to tell Anna to hide her powders and potions so no one would know she was a witch and burn her at the stake. Aleswina ducked out the back way, then rushed across the clearing and into the forest, running as fast as she could along the path to Anna’s cottage.





Chapter 4
The Warning
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The effects of Annwr’s wine had worn off, but instead of offering Caelym another cup, she fed him thin porridge, spooning it into his mouth and wiping his chin as if he were a drooling infant.


What he needed was more wine and to be left in peace to sleep and recover his strength. Instead, she made him roll over so she could spread a foul-smelling unguent on his wound, lecturing him while she worked as though she were the shrine’s chief physician and he merely some ordinary patient come to injury through his own recklessness.


He was still lying face down on the bed, gritting his teeth and reminding himself that Annwr was their long-lost priestess and Feywn’s beloved sister, when he heard running footsteps outside.


“The Saxons are coming!” He kept his voice low as he groped on the bedside table for his knife, only to realize that Annwr had moved it across the room to the counter where it lay polished and gleaming and out of reach.


“I told you that my geese will give warning if anyone comes—”


Annwr’s hand was on his back, holding him down, helpless, as the door flew open and a Saxon—albeit a short, thin, female one—rushed into the room, gasping in English, “Anna, there are soldiers coming! They are chasing some poor Druid and searching everywhere. They are heading this way and will be—”


She came to a halt in the middle of the room and stood there, staring at Caelym.


Instead of letting him up to get his knife, Annwr kept her hand on his back and greeted the intruder like they were old friends.


“Oh, Dear Heart, I’m sorry. I was coming to see you, only this boy, who is kin to kin of mine, arrived and I had to take care of him.”


“Anna, no! He cannot stay here! He must go away! The soldiers will be here any moment!”


“I’ll hide him somewhere—in the loft, or maybe in the goose shed.”


The two women were speaking rapidly in English, while Caelym, feeling sluggish and stupid with his rising fever, looked from one to the other trying to follow what they were saying.


“They will find him, Anna! They will search the loft and the goose shed! He must run away into the woods!”


“He is too weak to run far. They will find him in the woods and follow his tracks back here—so when they find him, they will find me too. But, Dear Heart, you have given us enough warning that we have time to take a way out of this. I’ll have it mixed, and he and I will drink it, and neither of us will care what they do after that. Now, you must go straight back to the convent and be ready to say how you never suspected me of being a witch, and how glad you are that the Christian world is rid of him and me both.”


“No, Anna, you must not even think of it! It is a sin!”


“Maybe so, Dear Heart, yet I will choose this sin over the virtue of being put alive into a Christian bonfire.”


These last words, at least, were clear. Wrestling himself out from under Annwr’s restraining hand, Caelym swung his feet over the edge of the bed and stood up. Weaving only slightly, he declared, “I will go, leading the soldiers away, leaving no tracks . . .”


He would have gone on pledging his oath to Annwr to gladly give his life for hers, but the Saxon girl let out a strangled gasp, turned away, and covered her face with her hands. Her next words almost too muffled to hear. “I will take him back with me and hide him. Only, please, Anna, tell him to put his clothes on!”


“Sit down, Caelym, and cover yourself!” Annwr said this in Celt, so sharply that Caelym hastily sat back down and pulled the blanket over his lap—offended at the girl’s reaction and resentful that Annwr didn’t appreciate his courageous sacrifice.


Adding further insult, the girl turned her back on him while she spoke to Annwr. “Does he know any English? Will he understand what I say to him?”


“He spoke in English when we met. Nobody would take him for a bishop, but I expect he’ll understand you well enough.”


Caelym started to say that he could speak English as well as any bishop could, but Annwr just told him to be quiet and get dressed, and handed him his wet clothes. With no more than a curt “and be quick about it!” she took hold of the girl’s hand and led her into the back room, closing the door behind them with a resounding thud.


Curious, Caelym slipped silently across the room and put his ear to the door. He heard Annwr tell the girl what herbs and potions to mix to treat his fever and help him sleep, and—in a voice that was lower, but still audible—how much more of the poppy juice he would need to drink if the soldiers did find him after all. Then the girl, who had said almost nothing except “Yes, Anna” and “I will, Anna” until then, told Annwr to hide her potions and wear her crucifix.


Annwr (who had never once spoken to him in such an agreeable, obliging voice) answered, “I will, Dear Heart.”


He’d been pulling on his pants while he was listening. When the talking stopped, he backed away and was standing by the hearth, innocently tucking in his shirt, when Annwr, with the girl following behind her, came back into the room.


Annwr looked from Caelym to the wet spot on the floor where he’d been eavesdropping, and then back at him. To his relief, the girl diverted Annwr’s attention by whispering in her ear.


“His name is Caelym,” Annwr said. “He is a priest among my people—a physician, too, if you can believe him.”


“Then I must call him ‘Father Caelym’?”


Caelym’s face flushed red at the idea that he might ever be taken for the father of any Saxon, let alone one as puny and whining as this one. As usual, Annwr ignored his attempts to protest and went on talking as if he wasn’t there.


“Just ‘Caelym’! He is a Druid priest, and you have to watch out or he will talk you into the ground. You tell him what he is to do, and you don’t let him argue back.”


Annwr drew herself up to her full height and turned to Caelym. Looking him straight in the eye and switching into Celt, she declared, “Caelym, this is Sister Aleswina. She is the daughter of a king, and she is in training to be a Christian priestess. You will be going with her, and she will be hiding you at great risk. You will be grateful for it, and you will swear an oath now to give her the obedience and the service that you give to the Goddess Herself!”


“I will not!” is what Caelym would have said if Annwr hadn’t been their long-lost priestess and Feywn’s sister. As it was, he cast himself down flat on the floor in front of Aleswina to declare in clear and precise English: “I will sacrifice nine bulls in your honor, laying their livers and testicles at your feet, and I will obey your every wish as though you were the Goddess Herself!”


Instead of being flattered and making the proper response— giving him a bracelet from her wrist or a lock of her hair as she promised to treasure his words forever—the girl backed away, looking at Annwr and sniveling, “Please tell him that it is a sin to say such things.”


“Never mind him, he’s just showing off!” Annwr snapped. Fixing Caelym with her beady-eyed glare, she hissed, “Now you pick yourself up and go before you’ve got soldiers to be bowing to! You do what Aleswina tells you, and you keep quiet, and you stay out of trouble!”


Caelym scrambled to his feet and was searching for a fitting retort when he heard the sound of baying hounds in the distance.


“Go!” Annwr ordered.


Caelym grabbed his bag from the side of the bed and his knife from the counter and dashed after Aleswina as she ran through the back room and out the door.





Chapter 5
Abduction
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The sounds of the baying hounds grew louder as Annwr sealed the gate and began to sweep away the telltale tracks. A single shrill bark rang out above the rest—then there was silence.


The broom handle grew moist in her hands as she waited, straining her ears. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Betrys, heavy with her unborn piglets, heave herself up to look out from the door of her shed as the geese drew together into a defensive circle.


When the yowling started up again, it was jumbled and discordant, as if the dogs were arguing amongst themselves.


A loud yelp seemed to settle the pack’s dispute. It was joined almost at once by a chorus of blood-curdling howls that rose up, swerved away and faded into the distance.


Suppressing a wave of pity for whatever terrified creature was now running for its life, Annwr finished sweeping and tossed out a second breakfast for the geese, watching to be sure that their eager scuffling covered over any marks she might have missed before walking deliberately around the rows and beds to lay a trail of innocent footprints. The flock followed at her heels, tutting and chuckling, while their leader stretched up his neck to nudge at her half-empty basket. Looking back later, she’d be sorry she didn’t give them that final scoop of grain instead of telling Solomon he was getting too fat for his own good, shooing them off, and going inside.


After closing the inner door behind her, she looked around and saw the room as Caelym must have seen it, crude and drab, a far cry from the resplendent halls of Llwddawanden. But it was spotless. There was not a crumb on the table or a wrinkle in the bedcovers to show that he’d ever been there.


With nothing left to clean, Annwr began to pace around the hearth, clutching the silver cross Aleswina had given her to ward off evil—especially the evil of being accused of witchcraft.
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Meeting him on her way to the abbey, Annwr hadn’t recognized Caelym as anything except one more homeless Briton, taller than most but otherwise just another starving refugee looking for a handout. Even when he asked for her by name, she’d made no connection between the edgy, apprehensive vagabond speaking hesitant English and the willful, high-spirited boy she’d known in her other life, although the arrow in his back should have been a hint.


His proclamation that he was a messenger from Feywn had shaken her more than she let on, but she hadn’t fully believed it until he plunged his face down into the washbasin and raised it up again, dripping but clean, and—for a heart-stopping moment— she’d thought Rhedwyn had surfaced instead.


Like most people in her day and age, Annwr believed in ghosts, but she was also practical. When Rhedwyn was alive, he’d never paid her any attention beyond the habitual flirtation he’d bestowed on anyone who stood still long enough—why would he take time out of his next life to pursue her now?


Still, the sight convinced her as no words could that her unexpected visitor was really Caelym, Son of Caelendra, that he’d really been sent by Feywn, and that maybe Ossiam wasn’t a useless old fraud after all.


Reversing direction, she thought back over the message Caelym delivered. Stripped of its ornamentation—and there never had been a priest on the high council who could just say what he meant and get it over with—it came down to: “I need you—so come now!”
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