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      Caught in a centuries-old war between Christians and Druids, a young High Priestess is Avalon’s last chance. Wise and powerful, Rowen is faithful to the Old Religion, but how can she obey the Goddess without betraying Caddaric? Can she trust Eochaid when he embodies everything she despises?

      Caddaric has been Rowen’s companion for countless lifetimes. Now she lives in the mortal plane, while he remains in mystic Avalon. Can Caddaric witness a flesh-and-blood man become Rowen’s protector? Will he risk losing Rowen’s heart to save Avalon?

      Eochaid has sworn to protect the Old Ways. A fiery High Priestess isn’t part of his plans. Yet he would risk his life to protect Rowen. But, will the Goddess protect his heart? Can he defend the bewitching maiden from himself?

      When stakes are so high that a mistake will cost their world, a priestess, a druid, and a warrior must learn to trust one another. Their success can save Avalon.

      Failure is not an option.
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      Although this is a work of fiction, it’s based on extensive research and literature review about the Celts. At one point, the Celts dominated most of Eastern and Central Europe; however, they were never unified, which resulted in a great variety of different versions of similar traditions. For the purposes of this novel, I chose those versions that best suited my story as well as created others, based on Celts’ beliefs.
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      Many centuries ago, when gods and goddesses dominated people’s beliefs, one specific group of such deities reigned over Europe’s sprawling forests: The Celts. Their sacred groves and streams offered the Celtic people a refuge where they went to worship. They believed oaks to be holy and watch over their people.

      Over two thousand years before there was a need for women’s rights movements, the Celts revered their women, holding them with the highest regard. Respect in their society was gained through merit, honor, and wisdom, regardless of gender. Which led to women fulfilling positions of leadership both in civil society and religion.

      Druid priests and priestesses kept their oral traditions alive since the Celts believed the written word was too powerful to be casually employed.

      When the first Roman legions set foot in the British Islands, they were met with fierce resistance in the battlefield as well as in the cultural realms. As a rule of thumb, after the military conquest of any region, the Roman Empire imposed their religion and culture as a way to safeguard obedience and the expansion of the Empire. The Romans found out that the Celts living in the British islands didn’t bend to the will of the conquerors as easily as other people. Small villages in remote areas of the Scottish Highlands resisted the tidal wave of change that drowned the Druidic faith and their Old Ways under the ruthless rule of the Roman Empire for as long as they could.

      After centuries of resistance, the first Christians arrived in those remote parts, bringing with them a set of ideas about gods, faith, and the afterlife that was incomprehensible to the locals. Their Old Religion had survived the Romans almost intact and now faced further challenges.

      Still, the idea of a spiritual realm called Avalon survived for as long as believers followed the Old Ways. For as long as the Goddess kept a hold of her people’s hearts and minds, she resisted the new religion as it spread like wildfire through Her domains. Due to its peculiar geographical characteristics, the Scottish Highlands remained as one of the last, most enduring bastions for the Celtic traditions and religion.

      Once upon a time, the brave Celtic warriors fought the rude soldiers of the eagle as they called the Roman legions. Now, when Christian monasteries began to dot the landscape, the nature-loving druids faced a new threat to their survival. As worshipers of Nature, they did not understand rites of the somber monks, figures wrapped in dark robes, who worshiped a tortured, dead god. While Druids practiced their religion in the open air, surrounded by the sacred oaks, the monks prayed enclosed in their cold, stone buildings. The Druids couldn’t understand a god that rewarded that kind of depressing rites. Instead, they preferred to rejoice in the vibrant, lively woods the Great Goddess had created for mankind’s enjoyment. Lifeless crosses and gloomy halls made no sense to the Celts. They believed that such places could not house gods because they were not fitting for the inhabitants of the spiritual realms.

      Ancient forests alive with rich sounds and scents, bursting with life, offered the perfect place for the Goddess. The endless cycle of Life, Death, and Rebirth, reenacted each year in the changing of the seasons, made for the appropriate backdrop for worshipping deities. Who could doubt that? How cruel would a god be if he were to create countless souls condemned to live only once, then cast them in eternal suffering or endless bliss? Those novelty ideas the Christian priests spread were preposterous for the Celts.

      The true followers of the Old gods and goddesses would not be fooled.

      That was what Viviane, the Lady of the Lake, thought until she realized the gap between the human realm and the isle of Avalon was growing wider just as the veil between the two worlds became thicker. Contacting the Goddess and the departed ones had become increasingly difficult until it was possible only during sacred festivals.

      Loyal servant of the Goddess that she was, Viviane could not let that happen. Avalon needed her. And she knew exactly who could help her achieve that goal. She hatched a plan. Her plan required careful preparation and skillful persuading to be implemented.

      Viviane knew exactly who she could count on to help her execute her plan.

      What she didn’t know was that the Goddess had plans of her own.
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      It is Samhain today and I lie in the makeshift bed among my fellow warriors, gazing at the dying embers of last night’s fire in front of me. I have always been fascinated by fire and can stare at it for hours. It calls to me as if it has secrets to share. This morning, the fading reddish glow just reminds me I must get up and face a long ride in the cold Scottish weather. We need to ride fast if we wish to arrive at our destination within the time given us. We don’t want to be late and it’s a long ride, so I should get up and start preparing to leave.

      Yet an unexpected heaviness fills my chest. I don’t usually wallow in dark thoughts; however, disturbing memories have been plaguing me lately and I can’t seem to shake them off. It’s been so long and yet it feels like yesterday. In my mind, I still hear her screams, her cries for mercy, pleading to be spared the violent assault. I see her battered, naked body lying in a ditch by the road, her bruised limbs strewn in an awkward angle, like a ragged doll who had been thrown away by a kid in a tantrum.

      After all these years, the images still haunt me. Some say I’ll only be rid of them when I stop feeling guilty about it. How can I not? How can I ever forgive myself? She was so innocent, so trusting. I should have known better. As a warrior, I should have been the one protecting her, preventing the rape.

      Still I did nothing.

      Fighting these persistent, gloomy thoughts, I get up, wash, and tend to my horse. Glancing around the campground, I realize I’m the last one up. My men have set their horses ready and eaten whatever concoction the cook has prepared. Last night, none of us ate much because we were feeling queasy after sailing the rough sea towards Tìr Iodh; so this morning, we’re famished.

      After drying up our bowls, we get back on the road. For most of the day, we travel through the island uneventfully. Niall Baran and Aidan Dubh ride at the head of the group by my side.

      “We’re making good time,” Aidan checking the tree shadows on the floor.

      “Agreed. I think we’ll get to Dùn Mòr Bhalla in time for Samhain.”

      “Looking forward to it,” I confess. “I’ve heard only praises for their High Priestess.”

      Niall’s smile annoys me for reasons unknown, “I heard she’s young and gorgeous. That’s a shame she’s vowed to serve the Goddess, which prevents her from taking up a husband.”

      “A High Priestess might not take up a husband, yet that doesn’t mean she can’t have sex,” Aidan complements with an expression that looks too close to wishful for my peace of mind.

      “I won’t have anyone insulting a High Priestess in my presence, let alone two of my best men.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Apologies, sir. We meant no disrespect.”

      “Yet you were disrespectful. Mind your words and your thoughts, for they can sneak up on you when you aren’t watchful.”

      Brooding over my argument with Niall and Aidan just makes my thoughts turn darker by the minute. I can’t grasp what it was that soured my mood, but it goes beyond their speaking out of turn. I don’t know if I’m wearing a forbidding scowl or if the two men feel ashamed of their remarks, but we ride in an uncomfortable silence for a long time, skirting a luscious forest. I spot a clearing big enough for our group so I point to my right, “Although we need to make haste to get to Dùn Mòr Bhalla before dusk, I think it’s time we give the horses some rest. There’s a brook nearby and we can rest under those trees.”

      The group of warriors follow my lead into the forest, dismounting and taking the horses to the water before lying down under the shady trees. Folding my hands beneath my head, I look upwards and watch the mesmerizing patterns of the sun’s rays shining down through the thick foliage. Few are strong enough to make it all the way down to the ground. All of a sudden, the sounds and smells of the brave men around me disappear and the welcoming grove morphs into a dark forest. Although my heart thuds as fast as a galloping horse, these visions aren’t new to me. I’ve had them since I can remember, yet they startle me every time.

      In my mind’s eye, I stand surrounded by old trees in a forest I’ve never seen before, listening for footsteps and the clash of metal. I can’t see through the darkness, which isn’t brought on by night. It feels as if magically created. I can see only shadows resembling men. They fight for their lives, crying out their fear and hatred, yet I can’t make out their faces. It’s as if a translucent barrier separates the battle from myself.

      Trying to move closer to the ghostly figures, I realize I can’t move and the foreign sensation chokes me like a vise tightening around my neck. A delicate hand appears upon my forearm. My eyes follow up a silk-clad arm until they meet a round face split up in a benevolent smile. I’ve seen this short, dark-haired beautiful lady before in my visions. Her light blue robes glow as if a light is shining from within her ethereal body. I try to bow my head in respect, but I still can’t make my muscles obey me so I drop my eyes instead.

      “Eochaid, you must remember your promise to me. Whatever it is that awaits you in your journey, do not fail me.”

      “I will not renege on my promise to you as it is the same as renouncing my word given to the Goddess herself. You are her holy messenger, my lady. I am honored to serve you.”

      “Very well. The road ahead is littered with perils both material and immaterial, physical and spiritual. You must be vigilant.”

      “I shall be, my Lady of the Lake. May my loyalty to the Goddess and the Old Faith guide me through whatever hardships I might face.”

      Blinking, I open my eyes as the graceful image is substituted by the frightened face of the cook, who’s shaking me by the shoulders.

      “Sir, wake up!”

      The distant sounds of metal and the veiled silhouettes of fighting men have been replaced by the loud noise of clashing swords and the vivid image of my brave warriors engaging in a fight for their lives with highly-trained Roman soldiers. I’m on my feet, sword in hand and ready for action, when I glimpse an odd scene unfolding just outside the battleground, to my left. A small band of brown-robbed men kneeling in a circle, clutching their hands and chanting in Latin. What kind of weird sorcery is that?

      I don’t have time to dwell long in the monks’ motives for being in the grove in the middle of a fight as my sword is almost knocked off my hand by a Roman that looks like a deranged man with white foam spilling out of his distorted mouth as he shouts something. I recover my wits in time to tighten my grip on my weapon and realize he has lost his shield. I strike him hard on the right shoulder, cutting through skin and flesh to the bone. Wailing, the Roman drops his sword and springs forward at me. In his impetuosity, the centurion all but impales himself upon my sword. I unsheathe it from his lifeless body and turn around to take on the next Roman.
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      It’s the morning after Samhain festival. I lie in bed, watching the yew beams in the ceiling of my room. The warmth of Caddaric’s body still lingers in my bed and I snuggle down under the bedclothes, inhaling deeply to fill my lungs with his sweet scent. I try to gather as many memories of his presence as possible. They’ll have to keep me company until the next sacred festival. I know they never do, though.

      The razor-sharp pain in my chest is too strong for me to bear and I let a few silent tears trickle down my face. I fought them for the last twenty-four hours, knowing they’d win in the end. I can still hear Caddaric’s soft whispers as he told me this is the way things were meant to be; that we should honor the Goddess willingly and freely; that it’s our duty; and that our reward will be eternal bliss. I try to muffle a soft sob, but fail. Knowing something is true doesn’t make it any easier to bear.

      Every year I go through this same exact routine. On the day after Samhain, I manage to get up only in the afternoon. The villagers are simple folk, who believe I need time to recuperate from the exhausting activities of the previous day, like they do. Nobody knows the truth and they never shall. They’re loyal followers of the Goddess, honoring her in this sacred festival marking the end of the year and the beginning of the new one. However, they know little about the spiritual side of the festivities, because their concern is harvesting the crops and preparing for winter. Contacting the spiritual world through a thinner veil isn’t a priority for them.

      This thought brings me back to the present and to my duties. As High Priestess, I need to lead my people in each one of their spiritual needs, as well as many of their material ones. I struggle a bit more with my conscience before getting up and going about my day.

      No sooner do I step out of my hut, I am surrounded by neighbors. They’re excited, talking at the same time, demanding my attention and blessings.

      “Good day, my lady. It’s a beautiful one.”

      “Praised be the Goddess, ma’am. Samhain was a beautiful celebration yesterday.”

      “We’re expecting a peaceful winter, this year.”

      “Our harvest was the best one in ages. The Goddess must be very pleased with us, blessing us with such bounty.”

      They go on talking like that, walking by my side, in front of me and behind me, surrounding me with their eager expressions, all the way until the edge of town. I nod and smile back at them, because that’s all they need me to do. It’s our little post-festival ritual. It doesn’t matter which festival we celebrate; my fellow villagers need reassurance that the latest edition has been the best in our history and that the Goddess will keep blessing us for worshipping her.

      “We’re blessed people, indeed. And we must keep doing our good work and following the Old Faith, so that the Goddess does not turn away from us like she has done to those who have forsaken her. We all heard the horrible stories, ones the travelers coming from the mainland bring us. The faithless soldiers of the eagle attack and destroy towns, kill women and children, and take our young men and women as slaves. We need her protection now, more than ever.”

      As I finish my little speech, we arrive at the entrance to the Sacred Oak Grove, so we halt. I bid them farewell and they stay behind as I proceed on my own. They know only the priests and priestesses are allowed inside this sanctuary.

      Although my heart is heavy and my thoughts are gloomy, I take a deep breath and focus on the task at hand. I search for the sacred oak, the oldest tree in the grove. Finding it, I lie on the ground, face down, in front of the revered tree. Earth’s energy radiates from the ground, traveling through my body and limbs, filling me with a potent magnetism, and making my skin tingle as I say my prayer.

      “Forgive me, Great Mother. I have failed you yet again. I am your vessel on this realm and as such I should never doubt your ways. Nevertheless, when the time came for Caddaric to go back to Avalon, I despaired and fought against the inevitable, as I always do.

      Please give me strength to control my weak heart, wisdom to understand your signs, and courage to do your bidding.”

      The wind picks up around me, making the dry leaves and little twigs swirl. Faint whispers come in the breeze. A thousand gentle fingers move over my body, caressing, soothing me.

      “Oh, Mother, you are too kind and never abandon me. I promise to serve you faithfully and perform my duties accordingly from now on.”

      The wind blows stronger, molding my clothes to my body, covering me in dry leaves. I feel faint and when I open my eyes, I’m not in the sacred grove any longer. I’m lying on a sunny field. There’s a gentle breeze blowing from the distant line of apple trees, bringing the sweet smell of their flowers in full bloom. Recognizing my beloved isle of Avalon, I get up and look around. I see the Lady of the Lake standing just a few feet away. I go to her and offer a curtsy. The Lady gently holds me by my shoulders, smiles serenely and holds my gaze. Not for the first time, I wonder if her eyes can read my soul.

      “Rise, Rowen, my child. And do not cry. You should rejoice over your successes instead of mourning what you perceive as failures. Your apprentices look up to you and seek your guidance, because your advice is wise and respectful. The villagers worship the Great Mother according to the old traditions, because they follow your firm yet kind leadership. Despite being so young, my beautiful Rowen, you are wise and your people respect you.”

      I am touched by her words. I never expected the Lady of the Lake herself would answer my prayer and come to talk to me, comfort me.

      “You are too kind, my lady. I am honored and, although I think I do not deserve your comfort, I am thankful.”

      “I speak only the truth, Rowen, as all true servants of the Goddess shall do. Now, you will not like what I need to tell you. You have always been loyal to your vows and I count on that loyalty to see you through the task I need you to undertake.”

      “You frighten me, my lady. What do you need from me? You know I would never deny you, or the Great Mother, anything.”

      “I know that, sweet child. You will not say no, but you will hate me for what I am about to ask of you.”

      Very few times in my young life have I met the Lady and fewer times has she sounded so ominous. A shiver of pure terror runs down my spine and my body shakes. In a flash, I see this lifetime before my eyes. The Lady has amazing powers so it’s no surprise to me when she talks about my life as if she could read my mind.

      “As a child, you were outgoing, social, and creative. You loved to sing and dance, especially around the Beltane and Samhain bonfires. You had an innately optimistic and enthusiastic view of life. You inspired and motivated those around you. And these qualities led you naturally to the Goddess.

      When you first came to the House of Priestesses to be trained in the old lore, you developed a deeper concern for the greater good and acquired an idealistic vision of the world. With time and experience, you have learned to be more realistic, but you have never lost the ability to put the community’s needs ahead of your own. That is a rare gift only a truly altruistic heart such as yours can harbor.

      Nowadays, you are insightful and sensitive and take great pride in your skill to create effective, harmonious relationships since it’s essential to perform your duties as the spiritual leader of your village. I see your qualities and so does the Goddess. You make us proud.”

      “My lady, I know I project an image of independence and self-assurance that draws people to me and gives them a sense of security and stability. That is why they trust me and follow my leadership. I also know this is the Gift the Goddess has bestowed upon me and I use it to fulfill my duties. However, only the Great Mother knows my heart, my doubts, my fears, and my insecurities.”

      “Yes, she knows your heart as she knows you better than yourself. Therefore, believe me when I tell you she came to me in a vision and commanded me to assign you this task because she knows you are the only one who can save us all.”

      I control another wave of panic so I can reply to the Lady.

      “I could never hate you, or anyone else, for doing the Goddess’s bidding, my Lady.”

      “Very well. You are to perform the Great Marriage on the next Beltane sacred festival. In your union with the Goddess’s chosen one, you are to conceive a child.”

      If she had stabbed me with a knife it wouldn’t have hurt so much. I am speechless, paralyzed, stunned. My head spins as contrasting thoughts collide inside it. I want to scream my rage. I want to cry my sorrow. I want to claw the Lady of the Lake’s eyes out of their sockets. Most of all, I want to run and hide from this madness. Only, there’s no hiding from the Great Goddess. It takes me so long to recover my ability to speak that Viviane holds both my hands in hers, shaking them gently.

      “Rowen, I know you heard me. I know we are asking a lot. Maybe we are asking too much, but I wish to hear your opinion. Say something.”

      “So be it,” my words come out as a faint whisper because I’m choking on unshed tears.

      “Is that all you have to say? Do you not want to know why the Goddess has asked you to do that?”

      “Her reasons are irrelevant, are they not, my lady? She is the all-wise and I am her lowly, faithful servant. There is no point in asking anything if I will do exactly as I am told. In the end, it does not really matter.”

      “Following someone blindly is a mistake, Rowen. Even if one is following the gods. We shall serve the Goddess better if we rationally and consciously decide to do so. There are six months ahead of us for the preparations, which will give you plenty of time to ponder our request and come to terms with your own reasons for heeding our plea. Now, our encounter is going to take its toll on both you and me. Our realms are drifting apart and bridging the gap on days other than sacred ones is becoming more demanding and energy-consuming. Your visiting me here today will leave us both spent. I have the power of Avalon to heal me, whereas you do not. I shall visit you again some other time, child.”

      Before I can say anything else, the Lady of the Lake, the shores of Avalon and the apple trees in bloom start to shimmer and fade away. I am lying on the ground of the sacred grove once more.

      Rolling on my back, I look up to stare at the sunlight coming down through the branches. It’s late afternoon so I must go back to my duties. My body refuses to obey my head, so I linger a little longer absorbing the energy that emanates from the forest ground and the trees around me. Its healing powers are a faint shadow of Avalon’s, yet they work their magic restoring some modicum of normalcy to my fractured being. Feeling disheartened, I try to rein in my scattered thoughts, composing myself before summoning enough courage to face my fellow villagers.

      Blessed be my neighbors for they don’t let me wallow in self-pity. And a good thing that is, because I have people to take care of and responsibilities to fulfill. At least, that’s what the Lady of the Lake has told me, right?

      As I approach the first houses of the small town, I see one of my students standing in the middle of the road, so I put on a brave face. Brigit has obviously been waiting for my return because as soon as she spots me, she dashes down the dirt road towards me. I stretch my hands out, grabbing her shoulders and stopping her before we collide.

      “What’s the rush, little one? What’s going on?”
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      It’s the morning before Samhain. I lie in bed watching the branches of the apple trees swaying in the gentle breeze outside my bedroom window. Their fragrant aroma wafts in to fill me with even sweeter memories. Rowen’s face, kissed by the morning sun, turned up towards me; her bright green eyes shining with love as her soft red curls bounce around her, tempting me to entangle my hand in them and never let go.

      How I miss being able to touch her. Really touch her satin skin and her warm lips. In this lifetime, her mission took her back to the human world while I stayed in Avalon. After sharing countless lives, our separation has been trying, to say the least. We both suffer. Always. We both doubt, sometimes.

      I have it easier, though, as my realm offers me a different perspective on material things. I can reflect on the bigger picture and envision our end goals. My consciousness isn’t impaired by the material plane’s constraints and limitations. Rowen, on the other hand, is bound to Earth, which means her spirit is somewhat restricted by her mortal body, as is her consciousness. Although her training as High Priestess has enhanced her abilities to connect with the spiritual world, and her wisdom has assured Rowen a balanced outlook on life, she’s more susceptible to her body’s urges and moods than I’d ever be here in Avalon.

      Equilibrium is sacred in nature, so one existing in the material realm can’t live above its natural laws, just as one living in the spiritual world can’t ignore his. Our love is strong; has evolved through the centuries, assuming multiple forms; but this is the first time we’re apart like this: Different planes of existence. That’s why I cherish the sacred festivals. The veil separating our worlds gets thinner during the celebrations, which makes it easier for me to contact Rowen in Dùn Mòr Bhalla, or for her to come visit me in Avalon. Samhain is tonight and I’ve been counting the hours.

      Forcing myself out of bed, I dress in ceremonial robes, and get out to fulfill one of my duties: Leading the morning prayers. Others have already gathered around the Sacred Well and they open a path for me to get to it. A fellow druid has filled a silver bowl to the brim with water from the ancient well. He holds a flagon ready to wash my hands. I scoop up the holy water and splash my face with it. Despite the tepid temperature of the water, as it never gets too cold or too hot in Avalon, chills run down my spine, inciting ominous feelings, which I dismiss to concentrate on the task at hand.

      “All-wise, generous Goddess.

      May we persevere in your service with faithful hearts and grateful souls.

      May the Old Faith live on in the material world under the guidance of your messengers.

      Grant us wisdom to advise them, and courage to support them in their trials, for harsh times lie ahead for those who profess their allegiance to the holy isle of Avalon.

      May we be by their side when they face their challenges in thy name.”

      While I pray, the priests and priestesses file up in front of the Sacred Well, washing their hands and faces with the water from the flagon before going back to their own tasks. When I finish, the line is only halfway through so I grab the silver bowl. Peering at its content, my reflection frowns back at me. I begin a silent prayer, “Blessed Mother, my loyalty to thee has no boundaries, yet being apart from Rowen pierces my heart and I cannot hide it from thee. Grant me strength to see my promises through without hesitation.”

      The reflection slowly changes to show me Rowen’s lovely face distorted in a terrified expression. I gasp and try to see what has frightened her, but the image disappears. Next thing I see is a warrior covered in dry blood, standing over the dead bodies of his enemies. No wounds mar his torso or limbs; however, blood trickles down the side of his face from a small cut in his right eyebrow, the vivid red contrasting with the subdued color of his enemy’s blood staining his prominent cheekbones.

      “What does it mean, Mother?”

      The only reply I get is the ruffling branches of the surrounding oaks as they sway in the wind that has suddenly picked up strength. I don’t need an answer from the Goddess because I comprehend the Lady of the Lake’s plans. I have vowed to assist her, and so has Rowen, although she has forgotten about it since she did so when she was still in Avalon, before she was reborn. The holiness of free will prevents the Lady from admonishing Rowen, so she will need to persuade Rowen once more.
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        * * *

      

      Night falls in the material realm, tearing the veil between the worlds and allowing me to reach Rowen’s house. Even though I feel like a criminal hiding from other human eyes, I reckon it’s wise to avoid being seen by the villagers. They’re faithful to the Goddess, yet they don’t have the Sight, or knowledge, to understand how the spiritual world coexists with the material plane, so they might get scared. As soon as the chants around the Samhain bonfire decrease in intensity, Rowen comes inside looking for me. She doesn’t need to search for long.

      “I’ve missed you!” she whispers as her arms snake around my waist and I hold her close to me.

      Inhaling her scent as sweet as the apple blossoms in Avalon, I kiss her forehead, “So have I.”

      We sit in front of the fire pit, which will keep us warm during the cold October night. Her soft arm around my waist, her head on my shoulder.

      “This isn’t fair. This world seems to have only one moment set aside for us instead of the eternity I’d like to share with you.”

      “Your time in this plane unfolds faster than that in Avalon so it’s your impression; but, it isn’t necessarily so,” Rowen pouts and I can’t avoid chuckling at her childish reaction. I caress her lower lip with a thumb and whisper. “So unbefitting a High Priestess.”

      I watch her fighting back a smile until she loses the battle, “Don’t mock me, Caddaric Seagha. It’s so lonely on this earth without you.”

      Choosing not to engage in this old argument because it’s pointless, I run my fingers through her red curls and stare into the dying fire, summoning courage to deny the request she’s about to make. I don’t need the Sight to know she’s going to ask me what she does on every sacred festival.

      “Caddaric, will you lie with me?”

      “You know we shouldn’t.”

      “I’m not asking you to make love to me. I just wish to feel your arms around me like we used to do in past lives.”

      “That I can do. I’m glad you’ve finally resigned yourself to our new roles in this life. Although the sacred days allow me an easier passage to your realm, my body doesn’t have the same desires as a human body does.”

      Feeling her shiver against me, I tighten my hold and rub her arms to keep the chill away.

      “I know that. It’s just that I sometimes feel as if we’ve been tricked into accepting our separation, like we had no say in that and it’s all been decided for us.”

      “To some extent, it’s been the case. However, it’s the Goddess who has made the decision. She’s all-wise and all-knowing. Whatever her plans, they’re the best for us. Everything will be fine in the end.”

      A heartfelt sigh indicates Rowen acknowledges my argument, despite the fact she might not agree with it. Kissing the top of her head, I pull her closer. I might not have carnal desires for her any longer, but the strong connection between us, which has been built throughout multiple past lives, warms up my chest, enveloping us in a cocoon of harmony and joy.

      “As wonderful as it feels to sit by the fire in your arms, I’d rather be lying in bed. I’ve worked so hard preparing the Samhain festival in the last couple of weeks. Then today, presiding over the celebrations stole away whatever energy I had left.”

      “Of course. I should’ve noticed that. I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault.”

      Standing up, I pull her into my arms and we walk the short distance to her bed. Once settled on it, she rests her face on my chest right over my heart. While I stroke her hair and back I can’t help contemplating the fact that our love has evolved so much over the centuries. Lying here with her, listening to her soft breathing while she sleeps, nourishes my soul just like I know my presence brings equilibrium when she struggles with doubt. Her questioning our situation is understandable, since she doesn’t comprehend all that’s at stake, nor her role in the Lady of the Lake’s plans in its entirety.

      She will. And I’ll be right by her side to support her, but for this Samhain’s night, I will just pretend forever is our today.
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