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      “This is a surprisingly immersive story that blends the sharp edges of bureaucratic culture clash with a warm, mystical undercurrent I didn't see coming. It’s a joy to watch Joyce slowly peel back the layers of this insular tribe, even when her academic curiosity borders on the intrusive. If you’re looking for a read that feels like a cozy, slightly supernatural anthropology trip, this is a perfect escape.” – Nikki Ashendorf, author of As Above So Below

      

      “Woman Afraid of Water is a tale full of wonder and mystery…a collision between rural 21st Century patriarchic society, academia, and an ancient matriarchic culture still immersed in pre-Christian magic. Many sides of culture-shock are depicted between mutually unintelligible ways of life in rural Indiana when a social-anthropology professor ventures to study a community, of traditional Cymri-culture, embedded in a small-town Hoosier landscape. Each character is confronted with choices, loves, hatreds, and callings which come with the recognition that each person is given certain gifts and passions to develop and learn how to use – or not.” – Patrick Hudson, author of Cat's Nine Lives

      

      “This is great! I will spend this rainy day immersed in rural Indiana.” – Sarah Domin, Four Directions Alchemy bookstore owner

      

      “A richly imagined tapestry of Celtic folklore, modern collision, and fierce matriarchal heart! Woman Afraid of Water sweeps readers into a world where horse-drawn wagons share roads with government SUVs, ancient magic clashes with bureaucracy, and every page hums with vivid cultural texture. Cairne Auldwedd is unforgettable: sharp-tongued, commanding, funny, and deeply human. The novel balances humor, danger, social commentary, and warmth with remarkable confidence. A hauntingly original beginning to what feels destined to become a beloved series.” – Thalassa Verte, Gardnerian high priestess

       

    

  


  
    
      For my loving husband, David N. Aldag, an astute Beta reader, and a patient partner in all ways.

      Rwy’n caru dy, ŵr
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      (If history bores you to tears, you can skip this part, and go straight to the story.)

      The Cymric people of this book are products of my imagination. This novel does not accurately portray the actual residents of what is now Wales (Cymru) in the United Kingdom. My characters are descended from immigrants to the USA. However, they’ve retained much of the original Celtic religion(s) and culture(s), including a belief in folk magic.

      In real life, after the Anglo-Saxon and Norse invasions of Prydain (Britain), the Cymric tribes were forced into the area that is now Wales, Cornwall, and northwestern England. Some of them moved to Brittany, on the northern coast of what is now France, called Breizh by its inhabitants. In my stories, during the times of Christianization, many of the people then living in the UK who used magic were compelled to flee to an isolated part of southern Wales. From there, they made their diaspora to what is now America.

      The American Cymraeg dialect in Woman Afraid of Water is not the same as the modern Cymraeg language (Welsh). The vernacular language of this book has elements of Irish and Scots Gaelic, Cornish, and French; extinct languages such as old Brythonic, Cumbrian, and Latin; Middle English; and the Algonquian languages; as well as Old and Middle Welsh.

      The word “Welsh” is actually the Saxon term for “foreigner”. In the Cymraeg language, the word Cymru means the land and the nation, while Cymri (pronounced here as Kim-ree), or Cymric are the people and culture. This name was adapted from the aboriginal inhabitants’ word for themselves: combrogi, which means “compatriot”.

      The name “Cambria” was the Latin term for the lands of western Great Britain, used by the Romans during their conquest. While it is the name of my fictional town in Indiana, USA, it does not reflect the actual locations called Cambria that exist in the Real World. The Cymric inhabitants of my fictional town call their home TirGalon, the heartland.

      While this novel has its basis in ancient legends, the Cambria, Indiana of this story is a fictional place, and the people inhabiting its pages are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to persons living or passed to the Summerland is purely coincidental. Locations or names of actual agencies or any individuals (like the Indiana State Police) are used fictitiously. Although you have probably met people just like these folk at some point in your life…

      For pronunciation and a glossary of American-Cymraeg words, please see the indexes.

      Bendythion! Bydd Dedwedd! (Blessings!)
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      Oh, it’d started out as such a fine bonny morning. The menfolk ambled out to the south forty acres to pick field corn. The Auldwedd children galloped down the lane on their well-groomed Welsh ponies toward the schoolhouse, whooping and chasing each other through the fallen leaves. As they passed by the friendly mailman’s Jeep, the youngsters guided their mounts to the shoulder of the road. Even a little automobile like that had the potential to be dangerous.

      The Lady Cairne of Auldwedd called “Braw morrow!” to the postman from her veranda. His motorcar stopped by the rural mailbox at the end of the pebbled driveway. The chieftain was always cordial to this Ange-man, although he was likely filling her letter box with junk mail and bills. Behind his motorcar, two of Bailey Fordenham’s wives drove their colorful horse-drawn carriage up the lane toward the Auldwedd farmstead. With her intuitive powers, Lady Cairne knew these women were coming to request a croup remedy for their wee babe. The ailment had been going ’round lately, and the chieftain and priestess had already healed over a dozen of her tribespeople.

      With gentle concern, Lady Cairne laid her hands on the baby. She chanted a spell, then poulticed the infant with warm comfrey leaves. The little one’s breathing seemed to come much easier, Goddess be praised. Cairne accepted thanks and a bushel basket of autumn squashes. It was still early morn when the Fordenham wives climbed back into their family’s wagon, calling farewell and wishing their chieftain a braw morrow.

      Cairne had just begun to mix biscuit dough, and was floured to the elbows, when the farm dogs commenced barking. She glanced outside to view a boxy gray motorcar, its doors embossed with the government sigil of Cambria County, Indiana. The approaching vehicle made the Fordenham’s carriage horses snort and shy, and being a bloody Ange fool, the driver wailed on his horn. The near horse cut capers before the second wife could bring him under control and guide the team down the driveway. This ruckus brought Cairne’s junior husband, Llew Auldwedd, riding bareback from the cornfield, his long blond braids whipping behind him, a loaded crossbow clutched in one hand. Second Husband was ready to protect his womenfolks from any threat.

      Yet the car’s driver was merely the taxman. Cairne groaned aloud. Her magical powers could not counteract death nor taxes. Dusting flour from her hands, she removed her apron and neatened her long chestnut-brown plaits. As she stepped onto the porch, Cairne bid her sister-wife Branwen to fix a pitcher of lemonade. It was nigh October, yet the morning air was right warm.

      Llew jumped down from the back of his mount. “<What be the matter?>” he asked breathlessly in the Cymraeg language.

      “<Merely a gov’ment revenuer,>” replied Cairne. “<Ye shall lose a day’s work, guiding him about like a tourist.>”

      The taxman wore a too-tight suitcoat over his paunch. “Mr. and Mrs. Auldwedd? I’m here to do your assessment,” he said very slowly, enunciating each syllable. “On your farm. Um, your property taxes. Do you speak English?”

      “Aye,” Cairne replied. “Llew will be happy to show ye about. Won’t ye, my dear?”

      Llew rolled his eyes and shrugged.

      The taxman was already poking at the shiny glass and plastic device in his hand, asking questions like “Is that a new roof on the barn?” and “When did you install those rain gutters?” The smaller children clustered around the motorcar, drawing pictures on its dusty sides.

      “Back off!” Cairne admonished. “Ye know what happens when our folk touch them contraptions.” At this reprimand, the plent scampered away.

      Branwen offered the taxman a glass of the lemonade. He took it in his sweaty hand, still gazing at his machine, scarce noticing her lovely red curls or shapely figure. Such hospitality was really the task of a lesser-ranked wife, but Lady Cairne had not seen Maire for some time. Since breakfast, in fact.

      “<Say, my sister, where be Third Wife this morn?>” Cairne wondered with a frown.

      “<At daybreak Maire went to milk the kine,>” Branwen recalled. “<Dinna see her since.>”

      Cairne sighed. Maire did not know how to make soap, nor cook on a woodstove, nor spin wool into yarn. She couldn’t do much of anything useful, except minding the children. But Maire had been widowed young, all alone in a world of outsiders. Against her better judgment, Cairne had married the woman into her own ffaine. Maire was comely enough to persuade elder husband Haben and second husband Llew to take her as their third wife. It was a regrettable decision. But Lady Cairne was Guern y’Ffaine, the chieftain, leader of the clans, and thus it would not do to reverse a marriage within her own family.

      The chieftain stomped out to the cattle barn. Sure enough, there was Gwraig-Tair, Third Wife, seated on a milking stanchion reading the National Investigator, while the milk sat curdling in the pail. Cairne snatched the tabloid from Maire’s hand. “<So, lazy one! Here ye sit, doin’ nowt. Tomato worms await ye in the garden!>”

      Maire began to sniffle. She was always leaking water over some foolish thing. Lowering her head, she mumbled, “Aye, m’lady. Here’s the mail.”

      Cairne took the letters and did not spare Third Wife another glance.

      The topmost envelope contained an official correspondence from Cambria County, stating that the road department would generously pave the west farm lane. The Auldwedds would be thanked for their donation of twelve yards of frontage, and could they please move their pasture fence back, as well? The Ange government was claiming some right called “eminent domain,” which the guern didn’t quite fully comprehend. She understood well enough that it meant legal theft.

      The other Cymric families would be annoyed by the imposition, and Lady Cairne would need to make peace betwixt them and the Ange bureaucrats. She’d ruled the tribe for ten years now, and most of her duties were easy, like singing a charm to make the ewes fertile, solving a dispute betwixt clans, healing sick folks, or using her magic to summon the rain. The difficult part was intervening with the department of health and the police department and all the other Ange departments which caused so many problems for the Cymri-folk.

      The tax assessor was still puttering around the barnyard, tapping the glass screen on his implement, wiping his sweaty brow with a kerchief. Several of the smaller plent trailed after him, a pack of dogs at their heels. Branwen’s twin boys snickered when the taxman nigh tripped over a Welsh corgi. “Are you sure that paint is five years old?” the revenuer asked, doubting Llew’s truthfulness. “It looks nearly new.”

      Second Husband ignored the affront to his honor. Waving the children away, he whispered in Cymraeg, “<Hei, Cairne, pray come’n watch this.>” To the taxman he said, “Ye must see the new goat pens!” Llew smiled widely, so Cairne knew that he was planning some funny prank.

      The taxman followed them to a well-fortified wooden shelter, surrounded by a plank wood fence. This was the home of the family’s herd of tylwedd goats, a rare breed that the Cymric farmers had brought from old Prydain. The animals had thick shaggy pelts, long corkscrew horns, and bad tempers. The billy goat spent his days butting the feed trough with his impressive spikes and plotting his escape.

      “Come look at the goat pen,” Llew said again. “Many improvings. ’Tis all very modern and nice.” He winked at his wife. A government revenuer couldn’t resist anything newfangled, especially if it meant gleaning more tax money.

      Llew opened the gate and ambled over to the hay dispenser. The tax assessor followed, gingerly avoiding piles of manure. The nanny goats ignored him, munching their fodder. “See, how the manger is so brand new? Built it last month. Lean over and take a look!”

      “That’s nice craftsmanship,” said the taxman, bending down to examine the feeder. “But I don’t think it will have much effect on your assessment.”

      As he peered beneath the dispenser, his ample rump in the air, the tylwedd buck meandered out of the shed. Billy goat spotted his polyester-clad target, pawed the ground, lowered his head, and charged.

      “Oh no! Run away, fast,” cried Llew, his eyes widened in mock horror. He took off at a slow lope.

      The taxman saw the male goat bearing down on him. Uttering a most unmanly squeak, he sprang up and ran, his shoes sliding in the manure. He collided with a startled nanny, who bleated in exasperation. The plastic and glass device fell into the mire. Moving faster than Cairne thought possible, the portly revenuer staggered through the gateway, plopping onto the ground on his rump.

      Smiling innocently, Llew slammed the gate behind him. The buck crashed into the wood with the full impact of his horns.

      “Be all right?” Branwen called, hastening across the farmyard. Of course, the official had never been in any real danger. Llew was right there, ready to wrangle the goat if need be.

      “My cell phone!” wailed the taxman. “I dropped it in there!”

      Llew chortled, “Go’on back, bend over and get it!” Billy goat shook his horns, daring the taxman to do just that.

      Cairne held her stomach with both hands and guffawed.

      “Please, won’t you go pick it up for me?” the taxman requested in a mournful voice.

      Lady Cairne was about to tell him that Cymric people never, ever touched any electric machine. The magic in their bodies often made such devices explode. But then she heard another motorcar blow its horn, up on the paved county road. Whonk! it blared, like a challenge. Her intuition, the kenning of her Celtic ancestors, told the chieftain she should go find out what was wrong. Without another word, Cairne strode away across the pasture.

      Ned Penderwen’s blue farm wagon, pulled by a team of heavy draft horses, was trundling along the asphalt road. Behind it, a large yellow Hummer revved its engine. The motorcar squealed its tires, veering into the left lane. An oncoming truck blasted its horn, and the big SUV lunged back. It skidded precariously near the orange slow-moving vehicle triangle on the wagon’s tailgate. The young farmer could not pull his horses over to the roadside; there was no shoulder, only a deep stony ravine.

      Cairne could see the squash and pumpkins—and children—piled in the wagon box. Anxiety squeezed her heart. Her intuition said that something dreadful was about to transpire.

      “Quick! Call the poe-leece,” Cairne ordered. She picked up her long skirts and broke into a sprint.

      “What?” asked the taxman.

      “On your talkin’ machine,” commanded Llew. He covered one hand with his shirttail, picked up the device, and handed it over. “Call the poe-leece! Now!” Llew hurried across the meadow after his wife.

      “Whonk!” blared the horn. The driver hollered, “Pull over, you stupid hick!”

      “Canna,” Ned yelled back. “Be nae room! Slow down⁠—”

      The Hummer tried to pass again, careened too close, and struck the rear wagon wheel. The big wooden cart spun like a weathervane. The off horse lost his footing and fell into the ditch. Children screamed. Ned yanked the brake lever, with no result. The wagon tumbled sideways into the ravine, dragging the near horse along with it.

      Lady Cairne heard the splintery crash, and the sound of panicked draft horses, braying in pain. The yellow motorcar kept right on going.

      Panic gave the chieftain a flare of speed. Gasping for breath, she scrambled down the rocky incline. Squash and pumpkins were shattered down the embankment and in the creek at the bottom of the ditch. A little girl’s doll-baby lay beneath a smashed gourd. A small boy had fallen near the trickling water. He was filthy and weeping , but miraculously, he was just scratched. The wagon lay upside down, like a discarded toy. One of its wheels was still spinning.

      “Oh, Danu, dear Goddess,” cried Cairne. “He dinna even stop!” Just behind her, Llew climbed into the ravine. They saw Ned stand up, bleeding from a gash on his forehead.

      “Fy merch, she is under the cart,” he yelled.

      The two men hefted the wagon a few feet off the ground. Lady Cairne pulled a sobbing child from beneath the wreckage. The wee girl’s forearm hung at a bad angle, bone protruding from her torn, bloodied skin.

      “Both my plent,” Ned said. “Both alive. Thank Goddess.”

      At once, the fear left the priestess. She’d performed healing rites a hundred-hundred times, setting broken bones caused by farm accidents and falls from barn lofts. Her hands moved deftly over the child. Her voice became low and soothing. “There there, ’twill only hurt a moment, be a brave lass, won’t ye then?”

      “Aye, Lady Cairne,” the little girl whispered through her tears.

      Ned held his daughter in his lap. Murmuring an incantation, Cairne drew her dagger and cut the blood-soaked sleeve from the child’s dress. She pressed on the wound to stop the bleeding. Gripping the small forearm, the healer smoothly pulled it straight. The girl let out a yelp of pain, then quieted, although tears flowed down her cheeks.

      Llew ripped a length of fabric from his tunic for a bandage. The wound was already beginning to close beneath the laying-on of Cairne’s skillful hands.

      “Get her up to the house,” the guern commanded. “Bid Wendy to boil water.”

      “Aye, m’lady,” Ned answered, clambering up the embankment. A siren wailed in the distance, moving closer. “Yon come the poe-leece. Mayhap they’ll arrest that crazy man.”

      Two Cambria County Sheriff motorcars roared up the lane, throwing gravel as they came to a halt. Flashing lights cast an eerie red glow over the tribesmen’s faces. One cop jumped out and tried to grab Ned. The farmer pulled away, protectively cradling his daughter.

      “Did you’all see what happened here?” a young deputy asked.

      “Do any of you speak English?” an older sheriff interrupted.

      “He dinna even stop,” Ned told them.

      The questions came rapid-fire. Didn’t they have a slow-moving vehicle sign? Was the wagon licensed? Insured? Anyone hurt?

      “Aye,” Llew answered. “Ned’s wee merch—his girl—be hurt. Arm broke.”

      “Call an ambulance,” the young lawman said.

      “Nae! No hospital,” Cairne and Llew spoke at once.

      “You’re bleeding pretty bad, mister.”

      “Nae!” snapped Ned. “Willna go to yon Ange death house.”

      “See, I told you,” the sheriff muttered. “These people would rather die than see a doctor.”

      “What about the child?”

      “Lady Cairne will fix her just fine,” Ned answered. He turned and walked away from the policemen. They didn’t attempt to detain him. As he glanced down at his stranded draft team, Ned remarked, “Horse’s leg broke.”

      “Shoot it,” Lady Cairne told the younger cop.

      The deputy looked sick to his stomach. “You won’t get any insurance if I do – why don’t I call a vet?”

      “Shoot it,” Ned agreed. “Then go chase down the gorffwyll Ange man who done this!”

      “Gorff —Gor-fool—Do you mean to say he was drunk?”

      “Drunk or crazy,” Llew agreed, lifting Ned’s boy in his arms. “Has a big yellow motorcar, square like a box. Went on up the road thataway. An ye follow, might catch him.” But none of the policemen made a move to chase the automobile. Instead, one of them spoke into a talking machine that hissed and crackled like a fire. Cairne shrugged. She knew that the Ange were not very bright. They’d rather ask silly questions while the villain drove off. She and Llew began to follow Ned.

      “Wait a minute! You can’t leave yet—we have to file a report⁠—”

      Cairne and Llew kept walking.

      “Where are the insurance papers?”

      “Prob’ly in yonder wagon,” Llew replied, annoyed by the useless talk. The younger deputy made a move to follow, but the sheriff laid a restraining hand on his arm.

      As the guern hurried across the field toward the Auldwedd farmhouse, she heard two gunshots. Cairne realized that neither horse had survived.
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      Back in her kitchen, Lady Cairne crooned a healing spell as she daubed astringent goldenseal root and boneset herb unguent onto the little girl’s arm. She splinted the fracture with poplar wood, then wrapped it with linen bandages. Gently, the chieftain cleaned gravel from the wee boy’s knees, praising him for his bravery, like a knight in the stories of old. She gave the children willow bark and valerian tea, sweetened with honey, for their pain.

      Cairne bid Ned to hold still while she stitched up his forehead. The young farmer grumbled but obeyed his guern.

      “Protectin’ Services will most likely pay ye a call,” Cairne informed him. “Will say that ye neglect your plentyn, as ye dinna take her to the hospital.”

      “Hospital be a place of death, m’lady.”

      “Do know that, but the Ange dinna care. Then they’ll complain as ye have nae electric, nor indoor plumbin’ pipes, nor a furnace heater.” Ned frowned darkly. Cairne promised to curse the Ange-man driving the yellow motorcar, to blight his crops and sour his milk.

      Haben, the Auldwedds’ senior husband, offered to take the Penderwen family on home.

      The chieftain didn’t pause to speak to First Husband. She was dirty, but there wasn’t time to take a ceremonial bath. Her frock was torn, but she wouldn’t stop to change. Instead, she packed a bundle of sage and hazel leaves, and a handful of precious moonstones, then went out the back door.

      In the garden, Maire glanced up in surprise. “Am picking lots of tomato worms,” she volunteered. The guern paid her third wife no heed.

      Lady Cairne walked at a resolute pace for half an hour down the crushed-stone farm lanes, past the stubbled cornfields and rocky outcroppings. She was tired after the wreck and the healing, but she willed herself to ignore her fatigue. Men threshing the ripened grain waved to her, but she was so focused on her destination, she did not return their greetings. She crossed a little gurgling brook and entered a clearing surrounded by autumn-bright woods. In the center was a grassy, symmetrical hillock.

      The chieftain strode to the sacred grave mound. She scattered the moonstones before it, lit the herbs with a match, pulled her ritual dagger from its sheath, and raised her hands in the air. Throwing her head back, the guern offered a prayer in the ancient Cymraeg language.

      “Dear Goddess Danu, ’tis me, Cairne of Auldwedd, first daughter of Branwen the Healer, the first daughter of Rhyswen the Stern. Please hear my request.” She sat down on the grass, spread her skirts over her knees, then continued. “Thank ye for your many blessings. Grateful are we to live here, in TirGalon, this beautiful heartland. Yet still, we are in need. So, now I ask for your succor.”

      Drawing a breath, Cairne thought for a moment. “Mayhap you’ve noticed the troubles betwixt us Cymri-folk and the Ange. The gov’ment takes our land and tax money and gives us nowt in return. They threaten to jail our plent in a fostering home. Oftimes, poe-leece willna catch the varlets who do us harm. Like today.

      “Blessed Mother, we try to keep your Ways. We’re a peaceful folk, well, except for Tylwedd clan, who always are feuding. Yet we do our best to bring ye honor.”

      Cairne touched the palms of her hands and soles of her feet onto the ground, feeling the power of the holy earth. She closed her eyes and considered how to word her appeal. “I implore ye, Mother Danu, please summon a person to help us. Someone to serve as a bridge between the Ange and we Cymri-folk. Someone versed in law. Someone who can speak up for us. Oh, and please give me an omen, so that we shall know who it be.”

      A bird warbled in the forest. “Diolch, thank’ye, my goddess, my ancestor. Say hello to your husband Llew Long-Hands from me.” Lady Cairne stood up, brushing the grass from her skirts, confident that Mother Danu had heard her plea.

      This evening, the guern would make an offering at her family shrine, gifting some newly harvested grain and fresh autumn vegetables, in thanks for the blessings that were certain to come. And in the following days, Lady Cairne would keep an eye peeled for a sign from the Gods.
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      (From the vlog of Joyce C. DelaFemina, PhD, dated Friday, October 11th.)

      “I’ve finally arrived in Cambria, Indiana, and it’s quite incredible here. No cell towers in sight, but my phone is still getting two bars. Oh, look, a horse-drawn wagon! Isn’t it gorgeous? It’s painted just like a carousel. That home must be Cymric. It’s so charming with the wishing well, and the carved knotwork, and the apotropaic hex-foils painted on the barn. It’s as though I’m traveling back in time to the Middle Ages. What’s a good word for how I feel right now? I know —exhilarated. I’m simply exhilarated!

      “Perhaps I’ll have a chance to actually interview some of the Cymric population later today, after my orientation with Dr. Healy. She seems quite enthused about my research project. This is the opportunity I’ve been awaiting for my entire career…”
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      “In one mile, turn left off Indiana State Road 37 onto County Road 681 and proceed east,” advised the confident female voice of the car’s artificial intelligence. “Caution, unpaved roads.”

      Joyce appreciated her new phone, the first thing she’d purchased with her grant money, considering it symbolic of her Great Adventure. It had a connection to satellite radio, so she could play her beloved classical music through the car speakers. The only thing the GPS could not do was shout a warning to avoid the horse-drawn carriage plodding along, just over the next rise. As she eased her foot down on the brake pedal, gravel pinged on the wheel wells of her little Ford hybrid. Although picturesque, this route was challenging, so it was best to proceed with care.

      The young professor always tried to be sensible, although her recent actions—taking a position as an adjunct instructor at the small liberal arts college in rural Indiana, giving up her comfortable apartment, packing her entire life and moving to the remote countryside—seemed positively daring. Yet if her research project bore fruit, Joyce thought that her drastic life changes would be completely worth it.

      The GPS voice promised that she was only a few miles away from her destination. Joyce gazed through the windshield at an authentic shrine containing the icon of a Celtic harvest deity, adorned with offerings of fruit and grain. Limestone cliffs towered in the background. She pulled her car to the narrow roadside and shifted into park, raised her phone and clicked a few photos. These would provide illustrations for her project and also be a nice picture to e-mail to her mother. Satisfied, Joyce put the car in gear and drove on. It simply would not do to be late for her appointment with the director of the anthropology department.

      Dr. Pauletta Healy was a legendary figure in the academic community. At the beginning of her career, she’d befriended a Cymric chieftain, subsequently becoming the only ethnographer to witness the rites and practices of the notoriously secretive tribe. However, Dr. Healy had never managed to discover their mysterious origin.

      Joyce knew that publishing a treatise on the history of the American Cymru would assure her future at any university in the country. It would mean acclaim, lecture tours, book contracts, grant money, and the respect of the intellectual elite. With Dr. Healy as her mentor, the professor believed that she could accomplish her goal.

      “In five miles, turn right onto Main Street,” said the GPS. Joyce’s appointment with Dr. Healy was at ten, so there was plenty of time to explore Cambria’s downtown shopping district.

      At that moment, her phone rang. The radio was automatically muted, and the female voice asked if she would accept a call from her mother.

      “I suppose,” Joyce answered with a sigh. The AI did not recognize that as a proper answer, so she said, “Yes,” then, “Hello, Mom, how are you?”

      “Me? I’m fine. It’s you that I’m worried about, stuck out there in the middle of nowhere. Why, I read that Cambria place doesn’t even have a Coffee Hut.”

      Joyce tried not to giggle at her mother’s notion of civilization. “Cambria isn’t the end of the universe, Mom. It’s close enough to Indianapolis for the symphony and museums, and shopping, of course. I can always drive home on long weekends.”

      Not to mention that rural Indiana was more accessible than either South America or Africa. As a daughter of blue-collar parents, with six brothers and sisters, Joyce couldn’t afford to fly off to an exotic locale for the purpose of studying isolated pre-industrial societies. Yet articulating this fact would just make her mother feel guilty.

      “Maybe, after this semester is over, you can come home to Chicago, and get your old job back,” Mom said hopefully. “They’re hiring more teachers, you know.”

      Joyce strove to explain that she preferred to gain insight into an underrepresented culture, rather than be trapped in a classroom, attempting to educate indifferent students. “I’d rather do research, Mom. Interview people, learn about their customs. It’s so much more fulfilling. And besides, to get tenure at any decent university, I need to publish a few articles, preferably in a respected anthropology journal…” But Joyce realized that her mother didn’t understand. To her generation, a teaching career meant a secure paycheck.

      “But honey, aren’t those people dangerous? They’re heathens,” Mom said in an anxious tone. “I read online that one of them attacked some tourist.”

      “Don’t worry, the Cymric people are mostly just farmers. Nice folks. Like the Amish.”

      “Maybe you could bring them to the light of the Lord,” her mother suggested.

      Joyce could not suppress a sigh. Since Mom was a good Irish Catholic, she was unlikely to comprehend that the ancient magico-religious praxes of the Cymric tribes were part of their sociological appeal.

      “I’m really not supposed to evangelize—oh drat!” cried Joyce. Alarmed, she stomped on the brake pedal.

      “What? Honey, what’s the matter?”

      Although her car was still in the middle of the roadway, Joyce shifted the transmission into park. Ahead of her, a wide stream of water covered the pavement. It looked as though a sizable river was flowing across both lanes. Although there weren’t any signs posted, it seemed that the bridge was out. Apparently, no one had bothered to inform the GPS network.

      “Joyce? What’s wrong?” her mother yelled through the speaker.

      “Nothing, Mom. It’s just a detour. I’ll have to call you back later.” Joyce pushed the button to hang up, then lowered the window. She leaned out to evaluate the situation.

      In a nearby field, a group of Cymric men were harvesting a crop, using antiquated tools and horse-powered equipment. The farmers were clad in the old Celtic style: plaid woolen trousers, tunics decorated with beads, leather hobnailed boots. All of them had long braided hair, and several wore handlebar mustaches and fierce-looking tattoos.

      As Joyce emerged from her car, buttoning her tweed suit jacket, the men ceased their work. She waved to them and pointed an inquisitive finger at the running water that flooded the road.

      The men put aside their threshing flails and scythes and approached the car. One appeared to be the leader. His mustache was stiffened with quicklime, and thick blue clan markings were imprinted on his scowling face. “Be problem?” he asked warily.

      “Um, not really,” Joyce answered. “I was just wondering what happened to the bridge.”

      “Pardon, Miss?”

      “The bridge,” she repeated. “It seems to be gone. I’m afraid the water is covering the road.”

      The men looked at her incredulously, then stared at each other. The leader burst into laughter. Another Cymric farmer, a man with blond plaits and a wheat-yellow mustache, ambled over to join them. “What be the matter?”

      The man with the clan markings spoke to his companions with the rolling Rs and guttural Gs of the Cymraeg language. The blond man also began to chuckle. “Be nae bridge, Miss. Nary cause to be feared o’ this wee small creek.”

      “I’m not actually afraid; I simply meant—never mind. Isn’t there a detour?”

      “Nae. ’Tis merely a low-water crossing,” the leader said scornfully. “Willna drown a motorcar, not even a sorry little thing like your’n.”

      “Says on it ‘Ford’. Wonder then why it willna ford this wee stream?”

      “Ange women be so feared o’ water, wonder how they ever take a bath?”

      Joyce felt a hot blush rise to her cheeks. She didn’t understand what was so amusing about her predicament. Before she could say anything further, a pickup truck came speeding along the roadway. It veered around her stopped car, and rushed forward into the creek, splashing up a wave. Cold water sprayed over Joyce, dousing her entire body. Her dress-to-impress outfit was soaked. Her hair dripped into her eyes, ruining her mascara.

      The Cymric men found this circumstance especially hilarious. Guffawing, they slapped each other on their backs. In dismay, Joyce wiped her face on her sleeve, which didn’t work, as it was just as soggy as the rest of her. If she couldn’t find a gas station bathroom to change clothes, she would be late for her appointment with Dr. Healy.

      Chortling and shaking their heads, the farmers returned to their task. All except one. This man was attractive, in a rugged sort of way. He wore long auburn braids tied with green yarn. His eyes, the same deep gray as the river, were filled with concern. Politely, he offered a handkerchief.

      “Thank you,” Joyce said, touched by the courtly gesture. She accepted the square of linen and pressed it to her face.

      The man replied in a pleasant baritone voice, but unfortunately, she couldn’t comprehend a single word. He pointed to himself. “Fordenham,” he said, bowing low.

      “Joyce,” she replied. She extended a hand for him to shake.

      He ignored it, actually taking a step away from her, although he continued to smile. With gestures, he indicated that she should get back into her car and drive straight through the river.

      Joyce hoped that Fordenham wasn’t playing a mean trick on her. She put the car in drive and stepped on the accelerator. The water was quite shallow, and her little Ford hybrid easily made it across. It was all rather disconcerting. When she looked back, the russet-haired farmer just smiled and waved.

      And that was Dr. DelaFemina’s introduction to not only a low-water crossing, but the Cymric population whom she’d so dearly hoped to observe.
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      On market day in Cambria Town, horse-drawn vehicles filled the cobblestone streets. Each uniquely painted carriage was loaded with produce baskets, chicken crates, or milk cans. The wagons competed for space with dozens of hulking semi-trucks. Tribesmen lugged sacks of grain along the boardwalk. Children frolicked on the village green, while their mothers bargained with merchants. Historic buildings were interspersed with fast-food restaurants and tacky curio stands. The spectacle attracted hordes of tourists, snapping photos of the street vendors and strolling musicians playing Celtic instruments. It was as if a Renaissance faire had mated with a theme park.

      Towering above the other structures, the village windmill turned its immense paddles in the breeze, pumping water into a trough outside the blacksmith shop. Joyce instantly recognized it from the travel brochures. This iconic structure appeared in every tourism article written about Cambria. The windmill was built of limestone blocks, trimmed with colorful woodwork, and resembled something from a movie set, but of course, it was actually functional.

      As the professor watched, the blacksmith came out of his forge and plunged a sizzling iron horseshoe into the water tank. She made a mental note to take some more pictures after her orientation session with Dr. Healy. But first, she had to find a store which sold clothing, like souvenir T-shirts. If she bought something, perhaps she could use their fitting room to change into a dry suit.

      Joyce parked next to an old-fashioned grocer, and opened her purse to feed the meter, hoping no one would notice that she was drenched.

      A nearby shop with a tin sign above the doorway was labeled “Minerva’s Mercantile.” It had T-shirts displayed in the window, along with Cymric relics: a hoop drum, wooden carvings, and hand-crafted metalwork, including a superb bronze torc.

      Joyce was certain that these items were authentic. She wished that she had time to examine them, but she didn’t want to be tardy. Shoes squishing, Joyce walked past the rows of antiques, canisters of herbs, and shelves of books toward the counter at the rear.

      “Oh my goodness, what happened to you?” asked the pleasant-faced woman behind the cash register. She was about forty, heavy-set, wearing a tie-dyed caftan. Beads and bangles clattered with each movement. “You look like you fell in the river.”

      So much for being inconspicuous. “More like the river fell on me. I wondered if I might use your restroom, please? I’m supposed to be at an appointment at the college in half an hour, and I really need to change clothes,” said Joyce. “I’ll buy something, of course.”

      “No need,” the woman replied with a smile. “But it’s unlikely you’ll make it on time. Hey, Ayafemme,” she called. A tall, slender Black girl wearing a dashiki emerged from behind a curtain. She had long dreadlocks and was supermodel-quality beautiful, except for her thick plastic glasses.

      “Please call Pauletta, and tell her we’ve got her new teacher,” the older lady requested.

      Joyce was taken aback. “Um, how did you know it was me, I mean, how⁠—”

      “You’re dressed just like a college professor,” the woman explained. “Well, except for being so…wet.” She reached across the counter to shake hands, bracelets clacking. “My name’s Minerva, and this is my store. We’ll prolly be seeing you often.”

      “I’m Dr. Joyce DelaFemina. Pleased to meet you.”

      “Yo, Pauletta, where you at? Gimme a holla. Hunh, it’s goin’ straight to voice mail,” the young woman reported. To Joyce, she said, “You need a blow dryer or something? You dripping all over the floor.”

      “Oh! I’m so sorry,” Joyce said, looking in consternation at the puddle beneath her feet.

      Minerva came out from behind the cash register carrying a roll of paper towel in one hand, and a small, wrinkly, pug-faced dog under her arm. “What subjects are you teaching, Dr. DelaFemina?” she inquired.

      “Please, call me Joyce.” The professor began dabbing at her jacket with the toweling, which did not seem to make much impact. Her clothing was saturated. “I’m taking over the freshman cultural anthropology, intro to sociology, wherever they need me. But actually, I’m here to study the local Celtic population. Dr. Healy is supervising my project.”

      “Yes, Pauletta told us about that. It sounds really interesting.” Minerva stooped to wipe water from the plankwood floor. “The Cymric people are so amazing, aren’t they? They make everything by hand, no electricity, no modern stuff at all.” She lobbed a handful of wet paper towel at a trashcan. “We do a lot of trade with the local folks. Maybe we could help you?”

      Thrilled by the prospect of allies, Joyce said, “Yes, thank you so much! Cymric society is so fascinating: their polyamorous marriages, their magico-religious praxes, their mythological structure⁠—”

      “More like a cosmology than a mythology,” Ayafemme interjected. “You fixin’ta do subject interviews or participant observation?”

      Surprised by the specificity of the question, Joyce answered, “Um, given the opportunity, I intend to do both. After I become acquainted with some of the tribespeople, that is.”

      “Well, good luck, but the Cymric folks don’t like outsiders messin’ in they business. ’Specially academics. They think you gonna appropriate they culture.”

      “Oh, Ayafemme, you shouldn’t discourage this poor lady,” said Minerva. “Why don’t you try texting Pauletta?”

      The young woman poked her tablet with an acrylic fuchsia fingernail. “Pauletta ain’t answering her messages, neither.”

      Feeling impatient, Joyce asked, “Do you mind if I use your restroom now?”

      “Oh! Sure,” Minerva said. “Do you have any dry clothes to change into?”

      “Yes, outside, in my car.” Joyce moved toward the exit. “Wow, look at that carriage! It’s really spectacular.”

      “So, Doc, you said you wanted to meet some Cymric people, right? Well, now you got the perfect chance.” Ayafemme seemed amused. “That’s the Auldwedds, in their royal coach.”

      A pair of magnificent draft horses pulled a sizable wooden vehicle to the edge of the boardwalk. The carriage was decorated with carven knotwork in the Celtic style, painted a rainbow of colors. Harness brass jingling, the team maneuvered into the parking space next to Joyce’s little red Ford.

      Two Cymric women stepped down from the driver’s seat. Joyce presumed them to be members of a tribal unit. They were dressed in embroidered ankle-length gowns, petticoats, shawls, and lacy white bonnets. Both carried knives at their belts. The elder of the pair tied the horses to a parking meter and deposited a dime. As the Celtic women entered the store, the wrinkled little dog scurried to welcome them.

      Flustered, as she’d hoped to be introduced to her research subjects under better circumstances, Joyce used the greeting she’d been practicing for a week. “Bendyth y’Mamau,” she said haltingly. The diphthongs and glottal stops were quite difficult to pronounce. Her Cymraeg language app translated this phrase as “The Mother’s Blessing.”

      “Hi,” the younger Cymric lady responded, ignoring the professor’s extended hand. Beneath the hem of her bonnet, the tribeswoman’s shining red hair was elaborately braided. A traditional gold wedding ring adorned her pierced nose.

      The other lady was middle-aged, short yet muscular, and rather stoop-shouldered, likely from performing farm labor. Thick brown braids hung down on either side of her face, emphasizing her long nose and plain features. She marched toward the store counter like she ruled the place.

      “Good morning, Karen. Hi, Wendy. I’ve got your commissions right here,” said Minerva, presenting an envelope. “But unfortunately, there’s one damaged item. Looks like moths ate holes in the fabric.” She held up a soft blue linen dress with a few ragged places near the hem. “Maybe we could use it for a Halloween costume or something.”

      “The name of the Cymric harvest holiday is actually Nos Calan,” corrected Joyce.

      “I’d thought it was Samhain?” asked Minerva.

      “Nae,” the older Cymric woman said. “’Tis the Gaelic, not Cymraeg. And Nos Calan means ‘Night before’ a feast day. We merely call it Hallowed Eve, like ary’one else.” The matron scrutinized Joyce with a frown.

      “This is the new college teacher,” Minerva said helpfully.

      “So why is she wet?”

      “She said the river fell on her,” replied Ayafemme.

      “I got splashed in the place where there isn’t a bridge,” Joyce explained. She grasped the Cymric woman’s callused hand and shook it vigorously. “Bendyth y’Mamau,” she said again. “I’m Dr. Joyce DelaFemina. It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”

      “She’s doing a project, like an article for a magazine. It could focus national attention on your community,” Minerva enthused. “Pauletta told us all about it.”

      “Merry meet, Miss Doctor Joyce. Yet am nary so sure we’ll want any of this ‘national attention’,” said Karen with a grimace.

      Joyce wondered if would be acceptable to record this conversation. “My apologies, but I didn’t catch your last name.”

      The Cymric woman straightened regally. “Am the Lady Cairne Rhyswen Auldwedd, first daughter o’ Branwen, the first daughter o’ Rhyswen, the first daughter o’ Branwen⁠—”

      “Karen got this mile-long pedigree,” Ayafemme interrupted, “just like Minerva’s dog.”

      Joyce winced at the casual insult. The Celts followed a complex system of honor, and it seemed as though Ayafemme had disobeyed several rules of etiquette.

      But the chieftain merely said, “Clumsy Ange tongues canna say my true name. Cairne. Cay-irrr-neh.” She turned to Minerva and comandad, “Gift her with the dress.”

      “Beg pardon?” asked the store owner.

      “She be wringin’ wet. Give her that dress, the one chewed by them moths.”

      Minerva handed over the lovely blue linen gown. Eyes widened in disbelief, Joyce stammered, “Oh, I couldn’t possibly—it’s too expensive to just give away—here, I can pay for it —ow!” The store clerk had stepped on Joyce’s foot, hard.

      “She loves it, she’ll take it,” Ayafemme intervened. “Oh look, Doctor, a text message for you.” She held up the tablet screen, which read “take dress say thx”.

      “Um, thank you,” stammered Joyce. She accepted the beautiful garment, which would have cost her a week’s salary, despite the moth holes. There was sufficient room at the bottom to sew a new hemline. “Thank you so very much, Mrs. Auldwedd. It’s fabulous. I appreciate it.”

      “I don’t know how those moths could’ve gotten into your stuff, Karen. We put tansy sachets in everything.” Minerva said. She picked up the wrinkled little dog and cuddled it next to her ample bosom.

      “Ach! Tansy is merely for the fleas,” said the older Cymric lady. “For moths, you’ll want camphor, as in, y’know, mothballs. Or cedar.” It seemed that Mrs. Auldwedd was well-versed in herbalism. “Cedar chips, like ye put in your ugly dog’s bed.”

      “Zuzu is not ugly,” the store owner protested. “She’s a shar-pei, she’s supposed to look like that.” Minerva kissed her dog on its crinkled forehead.

      “I’ll just go change—” Joyce said, hurrying toward the bathroom. Once inside, she stripped off her damp clothes, then slid the gorgeous hand-sewn blue gown over her head. It fit perfectly. Not exactly what she’d planned to wear for the introduction to her mentor, but perhaps she’d look more professional with high-heeled pumps and a suit jacket.

      Marveling at the kindness of strangers, Joyce repaired her makeup and pinned her hair into a chignon. She stepped out of the restroom and twirled in a circle for the women’s approval.

      “I got hold ’a Pauletta,” announced Ayafemme. “Told her you went for a swim, Doc.”

      “I’ll be on my way, then. Thank you so much for everything. It was wonderful to meet all of you.” Joyce bundled her wet clothes and headed for the exit. “Say, what’s going on, over in the town square? Are they having some type of festival?”

      A fleet of construction vehicles were parked on the village green. Workmen jumped out of the trucks, armed with power saws and wrecking bars. They strapped on their hard hats and trooped toward the windmill. A balding man in a navy-blue suit descended the courthouse steps, strolled across the lawn, and began to give orders.

      “That’s Mr. VanderGiessen, the Cambria mayor,” Minerva told Joyce. “I wonder what he’s up to?”

      “Likely nae good,” said Cairne. She proved to be correct.
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      The construction workers assembled a scaffold, positioning it against the stone walls of the windmill. Several men climbed the ladders. As Joyce watched, aghast, they began tearing boards away from the paddles. The workmen were not being careful; nails shrieked and wood splintered.

      The group of women rushed out of Minerva’s store and stood on the boardwalk, shading their eyes with their hands.

      Ayafemme squinted through her thick glasses. “What they doing?”

      “Looks like they’re tearing down the windmill,” Minerva informed her.

      “Oh, hell no,” the store clerk cried in dismay.

      The brawny, thick-shouldered blacksmith stomped out of the forge, shaking his fist at the workers. Joyce couldn’t hear what he was shouting, but he sounded furious. A crowd of tourists and Cymric shoppers began to gather. The official in the suit unfolded a piece of paper and held it aloft. The blacksmith grabbed it out of his hand and ripped it to shreds.

      The workmen continued to destroy the windmill, attacking the rudder with a shrill whining power saw. The blacksmith returned to his forge. Then, to Joyce’s alarm, he charged back out of the building, armed with a crossbow. It was loaded with a sharp, gleaming arrow.

      “’Tis Rogair Penderwen,” remarked the red-haired Cymric woman. “In English, Rogair means ‘spear’.”

      Most of the tourists seemed to remember urgent appointments elsewhere, and hurried away to their cars. The blacksmith and the mayor raised their voices in anger. Jabbering with excitement, the tribespeople pointed and waved their hands.

      “Had best mosey over there,” Cairne said, lifting her skirts to stride across the cobblestone road. She stepped delicately over a pile of horse manure. The crowd parted before her. Several of the Cymric women actually curtsied.

      Joyce tossed her wet clothes onto the front seat of her Ford, stuffed her feet into a pair of sneakers, and followed at a safe distance.

      “I told you, I have a court order to raze,” said the mayor.

      “Dinna care if ye have the pox,” the blacksmith snarled, brandishing his crossbow. “Stand off!” The work crew ignored him and continued yanking boards from the windmill. “You there, on the ladder,” Rogair hollered. “Ye are standin’ where my bolt will shoot!”

      The worker on the scaffold paid no attention, until suddenly an arrow thunked into the wood right next to his ear. Astonished, the man fell backward onto the ground.

      Rogair loaded another bolt into his crossbow and cranked back the string.

      “I’m calling the police,” the mayor blustered.

      “Now now, be nae need for that, Mr. VanderGiessen,” said Cairne, startling him. She was barely as tall as his shoulder.

      The official was plainly not happy to see her. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Auldwedd. And what can I do for you today?”

      “See that ye got a wee carpentry project.”

      “That’s right. Will you please explain to your people that I have a government order to demolish this building?”

      “Will nae,” Cairne replied in a calm tone. “Ye be wreckin’ down Cymric holdings.”

      “That’s not true, Mrs. Auldwedd. This is public land, and it was agreed at the last county board meeting to raze this structure and build a Burger Palace. A business that generates tax revenue.” He glared at Rogair. “So call off your dogs.”

      “’Tis nary cause for rudeness, Mr. VanderGiessen.” Cairne uttered a few words in her archaic language.

      The blacksmith said, “Aye, m’lady” and lowered his crossbow. He did not unload it.

      Cairne folded her arms across her chest. “Dinna recall readin’ about this here—what do ye call it? Demolish razing—in the newspaper.”

      “It was not open to a public forum.”

      “Let me see that document,” Joyce said, pressing her way forward.

      “The smith tore it up,” answered the mayor with an innocent shrug. He turned back to his crewmen, who were uncertainly milling around. “Now get back there and bust down that piece of junk. Move it!”

      “No way,” replied the foreman. “There’s nothing in my contract about getting shot full of arrows.”

      “Either go back to work, or you’re fired.”

      “Windmill been here since seventeen-and-fifty-eight. Longer than this town,” said Cairne. “Belongs to Cymri-folk.”

      “I’m terribly sorry, Mrs. Auldwedd. But as you know, sometimes we in leadership positions must make unpopular decisions.”

      “Aye, that we must,” Cairne answered with a slight nod. She turned to the crowd and spoke again. Without a sound, the tribespeople turned and walked away from the windmill.

      Joyce was dismayed that the entire Cymric community had acquiesced without any further debate. “It’s certainly a shame that such a beautiful landmark, a treasure actually, can be so easily destroyed,” she lamented.

      The mayor overheard her. “In a week, they’ll forget all about it,” he said with a patronizing smile.

      From the main street of town, a car horn blared. This was followed by a bellow of anger, then a cacophony of honking and yelling. Joyce spun around. A solid line of horse-drawn buggies, wagons, and carriages had blocked the road. Traffic was piled up behind them. Cars, produce trucks, and even a few semis were caught by the obstruction.

      The Auldwedd vehicle stood at the front of the line, the young red-haired woman perched on the driver’s seat. As the professor looked on, the street became more congested with automobiles. The horses stood still, their drivers sitting patiently. Some of them shouted pleasantries to each other over the noise.

      “Hey, move that damn thing!” hollered a truck driver.

      “So sorry, canna. Horse done went lame.”

      “Get out of the way,” a motorist called.

      “Would like to, but wheel be loose. Am stuck here awhile.”

      “Last time Karen got pissed about something, she called a boycott,” remarked Ayafemme. She and Minerva had come across the street to assess the damage. “Lasted for weeks. Them farmers wouldn’t sell food to nobody.”

      “I remember that,” said the storekeeper. “There was a terrible grocery shortage. The price of eggs went up to almost ten bucks. It was a very effective protest.”

      Joyce realized that the roadblock was not a coincidence. It had been planned on the spur of the moment, most likely by Karen, the diminutive, middle-aged Cymric farmwife.

      The traffic jam grew as more people crowded the street. Joyce remembered her cell phone and took it out of her purse. Photos of this incident might somehow prove useful to her project.

      The blacksmith began to remove a shoe from a horse, right in the middle of the road, in front of a crabby-looking man in a gray Toyota. One elderly lady sat knitting on the driver’s bench of her carriage. A young man leaned back on his pony, polished an apple on his shirt sleeve, and took a leisurely bite.

      The mayor barked orders at his workmen. Soon a tow truck drove across the village square, leaving ruts in the grass. It backed up next to one of the carriages. Two police cruisers followed. Several of the mayor’s workers fumbled with the horses’ harness buckles.

      Cymric voices rose in vehement complaint. “Horse thief! He’s a-stealin’ my horses!” a tribesman raged. The city policemen stood by impassively.

      VanderGiessen had found a bullhorn somewhere. “You are ordered to disburse,” shouted the mayor, a smug expression on his face. “You must leave this area immediately!”

      Cairne Auldwedd returned, adjusting her skirts with casual grace. “Shall move our carts when ye have ceased layin’ waste to our windmill, Mr. VanderGiessen.”

      “Anyone who interferes with clearing the street will be arrested. Your vehicles and animals will be confiscated. We will do anything within our legal power to restore order…”

      These words gave Joyce an idea. As a veteran of many college protests for social justice, she knew the roadblock would not be enough. “Ayafemme, could you please run over to the courthouse and grab the form to make a petition?”

      The young woman nodded eagerly, then sprinted away.

      “Minerva, please call the state attorney general,” Joyce said to the storekeeper. “I believe this ordinance was enacted without proper public notification.”

      Minerva tapped at her cell phone.

      “Mrs. Auldwedd, stay right here,” the professor continued. “You can have your picture taken next to the remains of this important historic landmark. I’ll call the state preservation society. I believe it’s in Bloomington⁠—”

      “I don’t know who you are, but this is not going to work,” VanderGiessen glowered at Joyce. “None of these people vote. Besides, the property has already been sold.”

      “Mr. VanderGiessen, please meet Miss Doctor Joyce Del–Deel–Dee La⁠—”

      “DelaFemina,” Joyce finished, reaching out to shake the mayor’s clammy hand. “Can anyone tell me if there’s a local TV station? If we hurry, we can get this story on the news at noon.” Inwardly, she felt a bit nervous. It was likely that she’d spend tonight in the Cambria County jail.

      “One petition,” said Ayafemme, producing a clipboard with a flourish.

      “Here’s a pen,” Minerva offered. “Karen, you can be the first to sign it.”

      “’Twill be a pleasure.” Cairne read the document aloud and translated it to the Cymraeg language. As she spoke, a news van pulled up behind the police cars, further ruining the lawn.

      At the sight of the cameras, the mayor’s attitude changed. He straightened his tie, smoothed hair over his bald spot, and arranged a smile on his face. He began to prattle into the microphone about bringing commerce to the village, new jobs and bright futures. “We’re planning to modernize our outmoded water system with new, up-to-date equipment. But my constituents seem to feel this is wrong,” VanderGiessen said mournfully. “People like her, standing in the way of progress.”

      Suddenly, all the spotlights were on Joyce.

      “Well, um—the mayor wanted to tear down this windmill. Mr. VanderGiessen was demolishing this historic structure. Why, the windmill is as emblematic of Cambria like, um, like the arch is to St. Louis—It’s been here since seventeen fifty-eight, I think.” Somehow, Joyce blundered her way through the speech, ending on a rousing patriotic note. “The windmill is as American as the Statue of Liberty!”

      “One week,” the mayor said to the cameras. “Then we’ll hold a special meeting of the board. And then, that eyesore will be condemned.” VanderGiessen spun on one expensive loafer and marched away toward the courthouse. His workmen trotted behind him.

      Joyce felt a rush of triumph. She turned to accept congratulations and discovered that all of the tribespeople had vanished. In just a few short moments, she’d managed to accomplish what the mayor could not do. The streets were completely empty of horse-drawn wagons. The market square was practically deserted as the news team videotaped the poor defaced windmill.

      “Um, thank you,” Joyce said to the reporter, trying to conceal her disappointment. “Where did all the Cymric people go?”

      “They’re a bit camera-shy,” replied Minerva.

      “You’re a marked woman, now,” Ayafemme said, only half-joking, as they crossed the street to return to the Mercantile.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Geezer ain’t likely to forget this,” the younger woman explained. “You gonna have a lifetime of traffic tickets.”

      The women entered the store, where Karen and Wendy leaned on the counter, chatting as if nothing untoward had happened. Zuzu the shar-pei snoozed on her cedar bed in the corner.

      “Listen, I’d really like to stay and talk, but I’m already half an hour late for my appointment with Dr. Healy,” said Joyce. “Has she texted you back, Ayafemme?”

      “Don’t worry too much about schedules,” Minerva said. “Things go a lot more slowly around here.”

      “Yeah,” added Ayafemme. “It’s like Celtic standard time.”

      “You might want to encourage more people to sign that petition, Mrs. Auldwedd,” suggested Joyce. “I don’t think the mayor has finished with this issue. Is it true that none of your tribe are registered to vote?”

      “’Tis far too much trouble. Our Ffaine lives way out in the countryside. Would have to travel some long miles to cast a ballot.”

      “But they’re American citizens—” Joyce insisted.

      “Aye, with American taxes to prove it.”

      The professor let out a sigh of futility. Cairne tossed her long brown braids over her hunched shoulder. “How long do ye plan to stay here in Cambria, Miss Del–Dee La⁠—?”

      “Please, call me Joyce. And I’ve been meaning to discuss the matter with you, Mrs. Auldwedd. You see, I’m a professor at the university⁠—”

      “Aye, a teacher, like Mistress Doctor Pauletta Healy. Ye livin’ at the college school?”

      “I was planning to stay in the Jolly Celt Motel. You know of it? The one with the plastic horse and buggy on the roof.”

      “Ach, a bad tourist trap. Cost ye dear.” Cairne arched an eyebrow. “Tell ye what, we got us a cottage for rent. Stop by County Road 681 on Sunday next and tour the place. ’Tis cheap.”

      Joyce was delighted at this incredible stroke of good fortune. After just one day in the area, she was already becoming close to her research subjects. Perhaps the Cymric matron was pleased with her for saving the windmill, after all.

      “An ye dinna see me nor sister Branwen, ask for Marw, third wife o’ ffaine,” said Cairne. “Ask her to show ye the cottage.”

      Ayafemme snorted. “Is she up for it? That girl. Not the sharpest pencil on the desk.”

      Joyce gasped aloud. She knew that Cymric familial relationships were sacrosanct, and insulting a clan member was taboo. A comment like that could actually instigate an altercation.

      “’Tis true,” Cairne said mildly. “But I’d warrant that Maire can show Miss Doctor Joyce about, without muddling the task overmuch.”

      A chime signaled an incoming text. “Hey Doc? Pauletta wonderin’ where you at,” Ayafemme told Joyce. With many expressions of thanks and farewell, the young professor hurried out to her car. Despite all the peculiar delays, her new venture was about to begin.
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      Joyce rushed into Dr. Healy’s crowded faculty office, which smelled strongly of patchouli. Every surface was cluttered with textbooks, artifacts, papers, and empty soda-pop cans. Flyers for women’s causes were tacked haphazardly to the walls: breast cancer screening, a Lesbian dating service, a support group for incest survivors.

      The department head was in her mid-fifties, with gray hair cut in a no-nonsense style. She was wearing an Oxford shirt, pressed khaki pants, flat shoes, and a necklace of Turkish worry beads.

      Dr. Healy shook Joyce’s hand with a firm grip. “So very nice to finally meet you, Dr. DelaFemina. We’re fortunate that you were available after the semester has already begun. Won’t you sit down?”

      Joyce helped Dr. Healy to move a carton of books and an African fly whisk made from a bull’s tail, then sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair. The disarray made her feel vaguely claustrophobic. Still, the quiet office was a welcome relief from the noisy, crowded marketplace. After her ordeal with the mayor, Joyce needed time to recover.

      “I am told that you had quite a welcome to Cambria,” began Dr. Healy.

      “Well, it was—interesting. I’m sorry that I’m late.”

      “It was destiny,” the older professor replied, only half-joking. “You saved the windmill, I hear.”

      “Hopefully. They’ll need to pursue legal action if they want to preserve it.” Joyce remembered her phone. “I’ve got pictures, if you’d care to see.”

      Yet when Joyce scrolled through her camera file, she discovered that half of her recent photos were out of focus. The images of the windmill and the police cars were sharp. But the crowd scenes contained nothing but blurry figures, superimposed over the clearly defined horses, wagons, and buildings. In her selfie with Mrs. Auldwedd, the windmill and Joyce both looked fine, while Karen was just an indistinct shadow.

      “Oh, dear,” Joyce said. “I don’t understand it. This is a brand-new phone⁠—”

      “That happens quite often,” Dr. Healy told her. “It’s not your camera. It’s the atmosphere here, or radio-magnetic waves, or something. Or perhaps the Cymric people move too fast to be photographed.” The department head became more businesslike as she rummaged through a pile of forms. “All right. Here is your orientation packet. You’re expected to cover the study lab on Thursday mornings. Oh, did you find the outlet to plug in your hybrid? Good! And you’ve had a chance to get acquainted with our grad student⁠—”

      “Grad student?” Joyce repeated in confusion.

      “LaTasha Jackson. I mean, Ayafemme. I don’t mean to deadname her, but sometimes I forget. She changed it to align with her cultural heritage. So anyhow, Ayafemme is our TA.”

      Things began to make sense. The young store clerk was also a teaching assistant, which explained her knowledge of methodology, and her information about the new professor’s hire. And why she had the anthropology department director’s number on speed dial. “I look forward to working with her,” Joyce said diplomatically.

      While Dr. Healy riffled through a file cabinet, Joyce considered the day’s events. The officious, greedy mayor. The spontaneous kindness of the women at the store. Meeting the Cymric farmers had been a promising start for her project. She still had Fordenham’s handkerchief. Perhaps she could arrange to interview him. Maybe she’d ask the Auldwedd women to assist in her research. Karen seemed fairly knowledgeable about herbalism. Perhaps she could recount some previously undocumented Celtic folklore.

      “Mrs. Auldwedd isn’t at all like I’d expected. I mean, how I considered Cymric ladies to be,” said Joyce. “I’d assumed they were reclusive, and she surely isn’t. I hope her tribal elders will allow me to interview her.”

      “Karen actually is the tribal elder. In fact, she’s Guern y’Ffaine,” Dr. Healy answered. “Let’s see, I had your curriculum right here somewhere…”

      Joyce raised her eyebrows. “You mean Mrs. Auldwedd is the matriarch of her clan? Or is she just the head of a household?”

      “Karen is chief of the Cymric population of Cambria. Her people are called the Auldwedd Ffaine, after her ancestors. Now where did I put your office keys?”

      The young professor was overjoyed to hear that Cairne Auldwedd was the ruler of the entire tribal unit. This meant she governed several extended families. It explained why the farmwife had taken such authority during the incident with the mayor, and why
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