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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      I was born with the moon.

      I endure as it wanes.

      But they say my story truly begins

      with a mortal man.

      

      They remember me riding ahead of him,

      just beyond his reach.

      They say he chased me for days

      and could not catch me.

      

      What they forget

      Is that I stopped

      when he spoke my name.

      

      I did not ride at a magical pace

      to evade him.

      I rode

      to be seen.

      

      I chose when to stop.

      I chose when to speak.

      I chose to love

      this mortal prince, Pwyll.

      

      Yet, a god I did not want

      claimed me.

      

      But I chose love that asked,

      not love that seized.

      I chose Pwyll.

      And he chose me.

      

      For him,

      I freely left the Otherworld

      and my life as a goddess behind.

      

      They believe my story ends there,

      protected by my prince,

      happily, in love.

      

      They are wrong.

      My story is not about being saved.

      It is about waking up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      This Samhain night, moonlight slid through gaps in the leafy canopy above Pwyll, gold-torqued chief of the Demetae, astride his regal chestnut mount. The eve of the new year lay heavy upon the land. The veil between worlds thinned. Spirits wandered freely then, seeking loved ones or live bodies to inhabit. Like the rest of his tribe, Pwyll smeared ash on his face so they’d take him for one of their own and pass him by.

      He realized too late that his horse had carried him onto a tor, an ancient burial mound.

      The grass-covered rise was a known portal to the otherworld. He reached for the reins, to wheel away and join his spearmen below.

      The wind rose suddenly, swirling around him as if summoned. It didn’t tousle his thick hair, because lime wash had stiffened it and streaked it with gold. He drew his plaid cloak tighter across his chest.

      Then the forest brightened.

      A white light moved between the trees, smooth and silent, like a pearly moon gliding low over the earth. Moving closer, the light crystallized into a horse, white as frost. Its mane glistened like spun silver. Wayward strands fluttered above its almond-shaped deep knowing eyes.

      Pwyll forgot to breathe.

      The lady riding it wore a golden cloak that stirred like wings. Her hair flowed loose and caught the gleam of the moonlight as if it belonged to it.

      Pwyll’s mouth went dry and all he could do was stare. He felt like he’d fallen into a dream world made entirely of the woman in the golden cloak and the horse with the silver mane.

      “My woman,” he said, the words slipped out in a sigh without thought.

      She laughed. A sound so melodic and bright it turned the world around him, the only world he had existed in, to gray ash.

      Except for her and the horse, everything around him was a blur. The oldest of his spearmen, Arthfael, wore an expression twisted by panic. Cyngen, his right-hand man, shouted at him. But the vibrations of his voice were only a dull thrumming. None of it meant anything.

      It was all drowned out by the rhythmic thud-clip of the White Horse’s hooves, which beat in time with his own heart.

      In one suspended moment, the longing that seized him felt sudden and dangerous. He feared it might carry him clean out of himself.

      The woman rode off before Pwyll could leap onto her horse and take her into his arms. Although the White Horse moved at an easy canter, she slipped away from him as if the distance was an illusion.

      He gazed at her back as she rode away. Even then, his mind, his gaze, his hearing were fixated only on her. Pwyll’s spearmen seemed to be left behind in a world that no longer mattered.

      Then, a hard slap on his back pulled him back to the present moment.

      “My prince, can you hear me?” Cyngen’s harsh voice broke through Pwyll’s moonstruck trance.

      Cyngen’s eyes gleamed with battle fury as he gripped his spear so hard his knuckles went white. “Did she curse you with deafness?”

      Arthfael, the oldest of his spearmen, gray-haired, and wrinkled around the eyes and mouth, crowded in. “Did she enchant you?”

      Pwyll brushed both of them aside with a snort, as if they were nothing more than barking dogs at his feet.

      “It’s not like you to disobey any rule, much less one with such serious consequences. No one stands on the tor on Samhain.” Cyngen flung his arms out. “I fear she is fey…maybe even a goddess.”

      “For certain, the most beautiful goddess in the world,” Pwyll rasped as his burning desire, stripped him of caution.

      Arthfael grabbed the reins of the prince’s horse and walked him down from the tor. “Come, lest she return to carry you off to the otherworld.”

      Could there be anything greater than having the lady take him away with her? Were his men dimwitted?

      Pwyll turned to his champion, the finest horseman in the tribe. “Cyngen, take my stallion, for it’s the fastest in my stable, and ride after the lady. When you catch up to her, ask that she return to meet me, your chief.”

      That should impress her, Pwyll thought. Also, stunned by her beauty, he felt too lightheaded and out of breath to ride at a dirt-kicking gait, though he normally loved a good gallop across the countryside.

      The muscled warrior galloped to the lady as bidden.

      But Arthfael warned Pwyll, “Even if she is human, any woman that beautiful is sure to be a great deal of trouble.”

      Soon, too soon, Pwyll thought, Cyngen rode back and pulled up beside him. “Though it appeared she rode at a slow canter, her steed’s hooves barely touched the ground. I spurred your horse to a fast gallop, but I still could not catch up to the lady. There is no horse on all the isle faster than hers.”

      Pwyll pondered his friend’s words. “She rides at a slow gait that’s faster than my best steed at a full gallop.” He felt his jaw drop as he blinked slowly. So, it is true, the steed and its rider are not of Earth. “Yet whatever she may be, fey, goddess, or mortal, I ache to belong to her.”
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      Pwyll returned to the hill fort. Though his spearmen picked maidens to dance, drink, and sleep with till dawn, he went into his roundhouse and lay on his pallet of plaid spreads. He had to be alone with his thoughts of the glorious woman … the goddess on the horse. He rubbed his forehead.

      How would he get her attention when he was but a mere mortal? An odd belief, a hope filled his head, that somehow his words could cross the veil between worlds and reach her.

      He spoke to the image in his mind, hair spilling across her back like black waves, eyes the crystalline turquoise of a mountain stream. And willed her to meet with him on the morrow. Finally, he drifted to sleep.

      After a brooding night of pleas to the ethereal lady, Pwyll woke up late. The sun blazed high in the autumn sky by the time he attended a Samhain ritual, the next event of the three-day festival.

      He joined his tribe, gathered along the hillside wrapped in plaid wool cloaks. He crossed his arms against the cold. Even the dogs seemed quieter this morning, as though they too understood the veil between worlds had not yet fully closed.

      Two enormous amber bonfires blazed upon the frost-hardened earth. The flames leapt high into the sky, crackling and snapping as the druid fed them with sacred oak, rowan, and dried herbs. Thick smoke rolled across the pasturelands carrying the sharp scent of juniper and burning cedar.

      “The blessing of the livestock begins,” Pwyll murmured.

      Below him, the gray-bearded druid lifted his arms to the sky. “These cows give their milk to us to feed our children and carry us through winter.” He lifted his staff toward the flames. “So we place them beneath the protection of fire and smoke. Beneath the blessing of earth and sky.” The druid gestured to the men herding the cattle to drive them through the space between the two sacred fires.

      The beasts balked, snorting as sparks danced upward into the cold air. Smoke curled around their thick bodies and horned heads.

      The cattle moved through the narrow path between the bonfires while the druid cast handfuls of herbs into the blaze. Sweet smoke billowed upward.

      With the cattle now purified, protected, and blessed, the crowd dispersed and Pwyll practiced his sword and spear skills, then ate a meal with other feasters. But through it all, the sparkling smile and teasing glint in the woman's eyes as she sat so regally on the gleaming white horse lingered in his mind.

      So, next, he snuck off to the tor, riding alone as he knew his men wouldn’t approve, but they had no real say in his affairs. He was their chief.

      Still, he usually lived life as a wise, dependable chief his men respected, not one to act so recklessly as to go to the tor during Samhain.

      As he rode to the tor and gazed up at the crescent moon and an array of twinkling stars in the ebony sky, he willed the lady to reappear. This time he would ask her name and speak with her as long as he could.

      Soon after he rode to the top of the tor, he had his wish. She was seated on her white steed, in all her shimmering glory. His breath caught in his throat and every nerve in him awakened. He lowered his head in a slight bow.

      Once he caught his breath, he asked, “Who are you?”

      She didn’t speak, instead she slapped her knees against her horse and rode off.

      Pwyll whipped his stallion’s reins and gave chase at a swift gallop. He wondered if she wasn’t interested and wanted to get away from him. Or did she lead him to the otherworld to trap him there, as the fey were said to do?

      He had no fear of either. All practical wisdom escaped him as he burned hot and wild for this woman. He had to reach her. Talk to her. Be with her.

      She seemed to keep a steady but slow pace, though he drove his steed as hard as he could. No matter how fast he rode, he couldn’t close the distance between them.

      The sweating horse trembled with exhaustion. Pwyll reined him to a halt and yelled, “Lady, will you not wait? I would but speak with you.”

      She wheeled her mare around and, at a prancing pace, rode up to the chief. “It would have been kinder for your horse, if you had but called to me to halt earlier. The beast is done with from the chase.”

      Pwyll didn’t know if she was speaking of him or the horse.

      “You say you would have stopped if I but called to you?”

      “Yes, you are why I am here.”

      “Am I?”

      “You are Pwyll, chief of the Demetae. It is you I seek.”

      The words of his men filled his head. Was she a goddess who meant nothing but trouble for him? “It is
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