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Daughter of the Lakeside
Chapter One

Angharad blinked at her grey, pallid reflection in the base of the copper chamber pot and quietly begged for death. Her breathing hitched as she choked on the rising bile in her gut. 
 ‘I told you to slow down,’ Gruffydd said, watching her with his shoulder leant against the doorframe. He smirked as Angharad battled through her retching. His eyebrows raised, amused. 
Einion chuckled from the guest lounge and their young sister cursed them both with a gesture too vulgar for spoken word. Gruffydd feigned shock, his hand rising to his heart as though a knife had pierced his chest.
 ‘So easily goaded,’ he teased.
 ‘It’s true,’ Enion called with another laugh. ‘Since our arrival you’ve been determined to drink yourself into a stupor.’
 Angharad wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her stained cotton shift and wobbled up from the floor. Despite his prodding, Gruffydd’s grip was gentle as he guided her to the long chair Enion had stretched himself across, picking at his teeth with a whittling knife. 
 She kicked at his boots and he shuffled along, his long brown hair tied back. Swishing as he moved like the tail of a prized stallion. 
The only qualities the three shared as siblings were their inexplicable ability to trip over nothing, and a mane of uncontrollable brown hair. Their father had likened it to manure and their mother, a Willow’s bark. Angharad dragged her fingers idly through her hair at the memory of her Mother’s gentle hands combing through tangles as though unweaving the roots of a tree.
 ‘It would be rude to affront our host,’ she said, sinking further into the straw filled cushions that pricked her back.
 ‘The Arglwydd sends the invitations but he is not the one who fills your goblet, chwaer,’ Gruffydd said with a sigh, the Welsh language rolling off his tongue. He had never been one for drink and had been more concerned with why the warden of Deheubarth, Rhys Gryg had called court together so soon after the summer equinox. Especially with plague so far within his borders.
 ‘You should get dressed - we have work to do,’ he said, heading for the corridor that lead to the castle’s herb larder. Angharad rolled her eyes as he marched away.
 ‘He means well,’ Enion said, braiding her hair with deft hands. Many from Myddfai said they were a gift from God himself. The sentiment made his ears turn pink and most assumed he was modest.. Though really, it made him uncomfortable to accept praise credited to a deity he didn’t believe in. Christianity had moved it’s claws deeper into Welsh culture over the last century and the numbers of druids living openly were dwindling.
 ‘And we both know he’s right. We have a lot of work to do here.’
 ‘The plague isn’t going anywhere brawd.’
 ‘And neither is the drink Harri...so just sit still. We should get to helping Gruff load the cart.’
 He twisted the braids together, tying her hair up and away from her face, Angharad picked at her fingernails and said offhandedly, ‘You’re almost as good as mamau was.’
 He smiled. ‘Baskets don’t weave themselves you know.’
 ‘You’ve more patience for it than me.’
 He shrugged. ‘Our fate is prewritten to Their will. You can’t be good at everything.’
 ‘Now you sound like her too,’ she said jabbing his ribs. 
 ‘I wouldn’t be a very good physician if I hadn’t listened at least a little,’ he winked, pushing her up from the chair.
 Her reluctance dragged along behind her as Angharad dressed for a day of graft. Despite Rhys Gryg’s gift lying untouched at the end of her bed; a cotton dress dyed deep blue, as rich as the colour of the sapphires on the Arglwyddd’s iron crown. She opted for an wool blouse and farming slacks. Unconventional by all accounts but few would ask questions at such a desperate time. She hoped. 
 Gruff had almost finished loading the cart by the time his siblings met him in the courtyard. His eyes lingered on them before returning to the baskets, crates and barrels of distilled water waiting to be loaded. Einion ran to help him with the heavier containers, his face a painting of the perfect apology.
 ‘Where do you need us?’
 Water sloshed in the barrell they shunted on the cart. The water was the signature of their practice and many thought it strange to waste so much on cleaning cloth and surgical metal. Their Mother had taught them that it was an essential catalyst to their herbal agents. 
Angharad walked to the cart and traced the symbols drawn onto the containers with her finger, feeling the magical thrum of hidden runes and sigils meant to heal and protect those who used its contents.
 Most assumed the sigils drawn on the containers were markers of their work, perhaps even symbols of their house. Detecting the presence of magic was almost impossible to do without wielding it yourself. Angharad cringed at those who deigned to call it witchcraft; her Mother always made the process feel so...spiritual. 
 ‘We tap into the very essence of the Earth. We do not create, we simply...wield what is already there,’ she would explain with a smile. ‘Magic is a tool, a gift. It’s our connection to the Earth and all Her wonders.’ She would say, weaving through the water, filling buckets from the  Llyn y Fan Fach lake for her children to practice distilling. Each and every time she would emerge from the water dry as a bone and always smiling.
 ‘You mean your connection,’ Angharad would moan, her young and brittle arms dragging her share of the load through the fields with far less grace than her older brothers. Tottering back to Myddfai village, she would huff and moan and whine. It took years of relentless work to perfect her magical affinity and still it was nothing compared to their Mother’s natural skill. She was a wraith in the water, and Angharad felt like a sinking, slimy toad.
 ‘No Cariad,’ she’d laugh, the sound like music. ‘Our connection. I am of the water, and you are of me. When I return to lake you will keep these lessons with you.’
 ‘What do you mean Mamau?’
 ‘I am the trees, the water and the sky itself. I am the fish in the ponds and the algae in the stream and someday I will be with them again.’
 Angharad remembered most vividly the grieved look her mother wore when she spoke of returning to the water she had been borne from, though her father would brush it away. He insisted he would have a lifetime by her side and that there was no need to think of it. Angharad had barely passed her tenth year when her mother had walked into Llyn y Fan Fach and reclaimed her place as Goddess of the lake.
 ‘You could give us a hand you know?’ Einion said, gesturing to the nearly loaded cart. Returning to herself, Angharad lifted a bundle of clean cloths and threw them unceremoniously a top Gruffydd’s meticulous piling. He grumbled at her but said nothing and climbed into the driver’s wagon. 
 ‘Sit in the front,’ Einion said, strapping his bow and quiver from the weapons concealed beneath the herbs and poultices to his chest. ‘You can never be too careful.’
 ‘I’m capable of guarding too you know,’ she said as she clambered after Gruffydd.  
 ‘No chwaer, you can’t. You can barely shoot an arrow and you have poorer eyesight than an entire colony of bats.’
 ‘Would you two just get on the cart,’ Gruff called. As the oldest by a margin of almost seven years he had never been one for working as a team. Though the trio always managed begrudgingly.
 ‘Where are we headed?’ Angharad asked Gruffydd as he steered our grey speckled mare through the castle gates.
 ‘South. According to Gryg’s advisors there are some settlements hit hard by plague bordering the black hills.’
 ‘So close?’
 He gave a curt nod as Dinefwr’s walls opened out before them. The second circle of townsfolk lucky enough to live within the relative safety of the stone, were already going about their day. The market was already bustling with life with the smell of sweat, raw meat and stewing vegetables drifting through the streets. 
 At first glance Dinefwr life seemed ordinary; an organised kind of chaos.  The sound of coins jangling in cloth purses and shouts of townsfolk bidding for the best cuts of meat rang out in a messy chorus. The constant threat of English invasion seemed a distant worry as rumours creeped through the hills. King John of England was unhappy with the Arglwydd’s pillaging of the Welsh rulers allied to him and with Llewellyn of Gwynedd’s forces gathering strength and momentum in the north, there were few who had no reason to fear. Never mind the pestilence spreading too quickly for bustling communities like this to contain. It was a miracle it had not passed through the city gates already.
 The dust of the dirt track road hazed the clear morning air as the mare’s hooves shuffled through the street, its inhabitants undisturbed or wary of war. The horse’s ears twitched back and forth. Gruff patted at her hind in reassurance.
 ‘How long will it take to get to the first settlement?’ Einion asked, his eyes scanning ahead as we passed through the final set of gates. The two brothers nodded to the guards and Gruffydd shook at the reins for the mare to pick up speed. 
 ‘An hour maybe, if we make good time on the roads.’
 Einion nestled into the sacks, watching the castle fade into the trees behind them.  
The roads were clear, and so it wasn’t long before they reached the border of the black hills. Named as such for the black-red brambles growing along the crest of the hill itself. From a distance the rich colour of the plants would blend to a single blood coloured shadow.
The siblings stiffened all at once, smelling the settlement before it came into view. The scent of decay and burning flesh settled over them like a second skin as they climbed the hillside, catching view of a blaze burning bright in the fields bordering the wilds to the north of the valley’s crest.
 ‘They’ve already started burning bodies,’ Gruff said, his face gray but otherwise unreadable.
 Angharad pointed to the fields, amidst the lush green grass a giant scar cut through the land and smoke rose from its jagged, intermittent edges. ‘It’s a mass grave.’

*

 ‘Does that feel any better?’ Angharad said, the young boy lying in a bed of straw flinched as she wrapped his arms and legs with bandages soaked in oil. He nodded sheepishly and wiped his nose on his bare arm.
 ‘It won’t make the sores go away, but it will stop them from hurting. This,’ Angharad pulled out a vial from a linen sack tied around her waist, ‘will help with the other symptoms.’
 He nodded and mumbled thanks before his mother, still teary eyed escorted her to the door of their hovel. 
 ‘He has to use the remedial every day.’
 ‘I’ll make sure of it. God bless you lady...I don’t know what I would have done if he...if he…’ her voice faded into nothing. 
 ‘He’s lucky it was caught early. Just do as I’ve shown you and if he’s strong he will heal in time for the harvest.’
 After the door shut behind her, Angharad marked the wall with paint made from tree sap and red currant. A sigil for fast healing, and a warning to those who might save themselves from sickness.
 She pressed a hand to the wet paint and closed her eyes. Without charge, the sigil would do nothing - it would just be a sticky smudge on the wall. The streets were mercifully empty after calling all the desperately sick to the marketplace. The healthy had been warned to stay away. 
 The heat of midday beat down on her skin, and Angharad visualised the energy from the sun in her mind. She imagined holding it in her palm like an orb, and felt that energy move through her body, from her core to the palm of her hand. She pictured the heat from the sun travelling out into the markings. 
 She visualised her goal; a healthy family and a plague free home. She felt them work through into the winter and survive the far-off cold. She saw the young boy survive long enough to see the snow fall.
 Angharad opened her eyes and pulled away her hand to see the sigil glow and ripple as though a pebble had struck still water. 
Sigil craft was safer to perform in daylight with the glare of the sun reflecting against the wet markings, a disguise against any hidden eyes that might be watching Angharad move through the empty street.
 With the paint settled and as unassuming as before, Angharad set to working her way through the recently infected still in their homes and felt the thrum of magic move with her. Her brothers had already begun packing away their tools and empty crates by the time she was done.
 ‘There are...so many sick,’ Einion said, his brow greasy with sweat. He watched Angharad closely as she leant into him, her head lolling and heavy.
 ‘You used magic,’ he said warily. Angharad folded as he wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her limp form into the cart. ‘You could have been seen.’ 
 ‘With the two of you drawing half the village to the marketplace? It was fine.’
 He let out a harrumph and continued loading the empty crates. Angharad watched them from her spot, too tired to support herself enough to sit with Gruffydd at the front. She chuckled to herself quietly; at least her brothers wouldn’t have to worry about her getting cosy with a goblet of ale anytime soon. 
 ‘We used a lot of stock today,’ Einion said, sifting through what was left of their remedials.
 Gruffydd took his seat steering the cart, ‘at this rate we’ll be completely out by the end of the week. We’ll have to make more...a lot more.’
 ‘This was just one village,’ Einion said, settling into the back of the cart. Angharad nestled into his shoulder, soaking in the warmth as the chill of the evening spread over the valley. ‘There are dozens more we’ve yet to visit.’
 ‘This is going to take longer than we thought,’ Angharad murmured, her consciousness fading.
 Gruffydd nodded, pulling at the reins and heading back over the hillside. ‘We should send word to Myddfai. If the plague spreads further they will need to be prepared.’
 ‘We left plenty of remedies for them, and Aeres is well equipped to stem the pestilence until we return,’ Einion said. Angharad smiled sleepily at the way he said his wife’s name: like whispering a prayer. She held that with her as she faded out of the conversation, words muted as though she was floating underwater. Angharad welcomed sleep and thought of Isolde; her long hair blowing in the Myddfai breeze.
 ‘What’s happening?’ Isolde watched in amazement as Angharad channelled her powers into the earth. The ground changing from a pallid olive to vivid green, daisies and dandelions sprouted and bloomed from beneath her bare feet. 
 The strain at bringing about spring so late in the year turned Angharad’s cheeks pink and she drank in the sudden breeze gratefully. She wished she was as strong as her mother, who could return life to miles of land with barely a flutter of her long eyelashes. But Isolde’s hands encased Angharad’s all the same and she cried out in awe. 
 ‘You bring life where there is none,’ she said, her eyes sparkling. Angarad shook her head, a soft smile creeping across her face. The pink in her cheeks rose to meet her ears.
 ‘No. Life never left. The grass,’ she gestured to the dying earth spreading across the valley. ‘Is simply returning to soil and when spring returns, its grows anew.’
 Isolde’s face fell as the ground around her slowly returned to its desiccated state. 
 ‘But,’ Angharad said, entwining their fingers together. ‘It is necessary for rebirth. For growth and change and new life to take its place in a world reborn. Without this grass the land would not be fertile. And without fertile soil, we would have no farms, no plots to dig or seeds to sew.’
 ‘You are too wise,’ she said with a smile. From anyone else it would have felt mocking, but her voice was sweet and serene. Gradually, Isolde brought their hands to her lips, the warmth of Isolde’s mouth stark against Angharad’s skin. The kiss was barely that, a graze against her palm. 
 ‘Would you like to go back?’ Angharad said, sliding closer. The sky was beginning to darken and what little warmth they had would surely fade with it.
 ‘No,’ she smiled. ‘Just a while longer.’
 ‘You’ll get cold.’
 ‘Cold-er,’ she corrected, flicking Angharad’s nose with her free hand. ‘It’s been cold all day...but I don’t mind.’
 Angharad rolled her eyes and poked Isolde, albeit gently in the ribs. ‘How cliché. What’s next, will you start singing in verse?’
 ‘Of course not,’ she smiled. ‘Singing is your forte.’
 Angharad made a gagging noise and they laughed beneath a darkening sky. By the time they were ready to return to the village, for the whole walk back the pair’s arms remained delicately and effortlessly entwined.





Chapter Two

 Angharad awoke tangled in bedsheets, the sound of her brothers hushed but panicked whispers coming from the room next door. Her bones ached as she stumbled through to them. Their faces were grave but some of the tension left when they saw Angharad supporting herself in the doorframe.
 ‘It’s getting worse,’ Einion said, continuing the conversation Angharad had missed. ‘Every village we get to, the plague is there long before we have a chance to stem the infection. It’s spreading faster than we can contain it.’
 ‘How do you know?’ Angharad said.
 ‘We’ve had messengers come from almost every village desperate for aid.’
 ‘What do you mean? How can it spread so quickly?’ Angharad’s gaze darted to the window, the night had settled over Dinefwr like a void. ‘We’ve been back mere hours.’
 ‘Days, Angharad.’
 ‘What?’
 ‘We’ve been back days. Three days, to be exact.’
 ‘You let me sleep for three days?’ Angharad’s jaw unlatched. 
 ‘We didn’t let you do anything,’ Gruff said bluntly. ‘We tried tirelessly to wake you.’
 ‘We didn’t know...if it was permanent.’ Einion’s face was dark.
 ‘Well then is there any news of the settlement at the base of the black hills? There would be signs of the sigils taking effect by now. Did it work?’
 Einion and Gruffydd exchanged a look.
 ‘What?’
 ‘You used a lot of your spiritual reserve to help so many in such a short space of time,’ Einion started.
 ‘Did it work?’
 He sighed. ‘Yes.’
 ‘So we’ve found an effective measure beyond our herbs and medicine. You said it’s spreading faster? I have a lot more ground to cover, if we leave before the sun rises-’
 Gruffydd stood from his chair with massive force, sending it scattering across the stone floor. ‘You could have died Angharad. Your training with Mamau was cut short when she left us, you haven’t used your abilities to such an extreme in years.’
 ‘Don’t be foolish Gruffydd I managed fine.’
 ‘You have been unresponsive for three days. Your body is not built to channel so much spiritual energy; not so underprepared. You cannot save everyone, they have to learn to save themselves.’
 ‘So why don’t you help me?’ she begged. Her mother had trained them just as she had been; if anything they were more adept in their practice than she was. They had had more time to learn.
 ‘We have been. We’ve painted dozens of sigils all around villages that we’ve visited the last three days. Work we’ve been forced to carry out without you.’
 ‘We can do this,’ she carried on. ‘It’s what we came here for!’
 ‘We came here to teach people to look after themselves.  We have our own families, our own people to look after too,’ Einion said, the colour in his cheeks seemed duller somehow. It was a tired and worn expression. 
 ‘Our people matter Einion. But so does everyone else here. They all deserve their fair shot. I have to do what I can.’ 
 ‘You won’t be able to help if you have to spend half the week recovering! We’re not saying stop Harri. We’re just saying you have to...pick and choose your targets.’
 ‘I only charged the sigils for those who were recently infected. That is picking and choosing.’
 ‘Then be more particular. Because at this rate everyone we come across is “recently infected.” We can’t do this without you and I won’t write to Isolde to tell her you passed from this world and won’t ever come home.’
 Angharad stifled her retort and helped herself to the cold leftover food on Gruffydd’s plate from that night’s meal, feeling quite suddenly the hunger creeping through her belly.
 ‘We cannot rely on what we have of Mamau’s gifts to save these people,’ Gruffydd said placing his hand to her shoulder. ‘It’s why she taught us how to cultivate so much of the world around us. We’re still human, as human as Thad was. Mamau tethered herself to this land in a human form. We aren’t meant to exist as she does. We are not gods.’
 ‘No. We’re just the children of one,’ Angharad spat, crumbs of bread escaping her lips.
 Gruffydd’s eyes sank in disappointment, though he said nothing else and made to leave for his bed chambers.
 He turned to face Einion and myself and spoke solemnly. ‘I want what is best for everyone. We continue our work tomorrow. Einion will help you supervise house visits. I will cater the crowds alone.’ Before anyone could argue the door slammed shut behind him and that it seemed, was that. 
 ‘He’s just tired,’ Einion said, wrapping his arms around his small sister in a knowing embrace. Einion always seemed to know exactly what she needed when she needed it. Einion became the adhesive that kept the three of them together after their father took his own life in the midst of the grief of losing his beloved. So that even as their world fell apart they managed to keep going.
 With only a year separating Einion and Angharad, they had formed a bond thicker than steel whilst growing up. Gruffydd however seemed to keep a measured distance, like getting close was a tactical decision more than an emotional experience.
 ‘You should get some rest too,’ was all Angharad said. Now wasn’t the time and they still had much more work to do. ‘Where are we going tomorrow?’
 ‘A village skirting Dinefwr. There’ll be less travelling, but it’s a large village so-’
 ‘It’s likely the plague already has a pretty strong foothold in the area.’ 
 Einion nodded.
 ‘It’s going to be a long day.’

*

 The cart shuttled towards Dinefwr castle and Angharad shivered in the cold of the night. Though she wasn’t sure if it was the cold or the memory of so many bodies piled high like bags of grain. The sounds of children screaming, rotting flesh and a lone overflowing sewer trail souring the street, turning the summer air stagnant and sticky. Half the village was already dead when they had gotten there and even fewer had any chance of being saved. No one spoke a word on return to the castle, even the mare seemed subdued.
 ‘We should ask Rhys Gryg for aid,’ Einion said, his voice cutting through the air like a knife. ‘Even if it’s just an extra pair of hands for mixing poultices.’
 ‘What difference will it make,’ Gruffydd said quietly. ‘As soon as he learns this is spreading out of our control he’ll have all of Dinefwr under lock and key. He won’t help; he’ll hide. Just like any noble with a reason to fear for their life.’
 ‘So we carry on then,’ Angharad said. ‘We save who we can where we can, and we go home. Like we planned to in the first place.’ 
 As we entered the courtyard though, any hope of saving lives seemed to fade. A squire of the Arglwydd that Angharad recognised from court stood at the base of the steps leading into the castle.
Angharad had barely climbed down from the cart when the man, with his balding head shining under the light of a wall sconce approached with a bow and addressed Gruffydd.
 ‘Apologies for interrupting meddyg, I am sure you are tired of the day. The Arglwydd sends for you. You’re to meet him in his private chambers...without delay.’
 We exchanged looks but said nothing. The moon was still low in the early night sky and so we hurried into the castle. The squire who accompanied us gave nothing away. If plague had crossed into the castle walls, there would be little use in visiting villages with potions and herb paste anymore. It would be mere hours until the Arglwydd confined himself in a ring of fire to protect against the encroachment of corrupted flesh. 
 The squire did not announce us as we passed into the Arglwydd’s private chambers. A table had been pulled close to the oven which burned low, heating the room. Wood splintered and glowed amber as the heat lulled its inhabitants to rest. A man dressed in clothing ragged from travel had been pulled upon the table’s surface, his meatless bones poking out at every angle. The man must not have eaten a real meal in weeks. The light from the oven cast shallow shadows into the man’s cheeks and the hollow of his neck rattled with every breath he took. His eyes were shut, wrinkled and strained as though even sleep could not provide him rest.
 ‘You called for us?’ Gruffydd cut through the silence and bowed to the Arglwydd. Einion and Angharad hastily followed suit, but Rhys Gryg waved off the formality and his expression remained hard against the orange light cast from the oven. He raised a hand towards Gruffydd, holding a letter bearing a broken wax seal of the symbol of Myddfai: our home. 
 ‘This man comes from territories bordering Myddfai. The letter is addressed to you three.’
 ‘Will he live?’ Einion said, approaching the man with careful hands. 
 Rhys Gryg shrugged. ‘He is near starved, exhausted. He must not have stopped once for the whole journey here. I have already sent for a priest to perform his last rites.’ He gestured to the dying man. ‘Do you recognise the fellow?’
 Einion shook his head. ‘Has he said anything?’
 The Arglwydd shook his head, the iron crown still perched atop his head. ‘Only to deliver the letter, urgently.’
 ‘Is the news grave?’ Einion’s face lifted to Gruffydd. Angharad could almost see the images of his wife flashing before him, bedridden or sacked by an English horde. Gruffydd sighed, taking the letter as a priest let himself into the room in a desperate rush to complete the cleansing of the mysterious messenger’s eternal soul. He said nothing to anyone, his attention solely on the man and his fading breath.
 Angharad thought of her father’s death, and how they had burned his body high in the mountains away from prying eyes at the apex of the full moon. How every year she and her brother’s lit a candle in memory of it, and how as the wisps of smoke climbed high into the night sky she had been sure she’d witnessed his very essence bind with the ash and melt into the scorching earth. 
 The man on the table seemed to find peace in his final moments however, and his face softened as holy water cooled his forehead and cheeks, his final breath mingling with the crackling of the oven.
 The Arglwydd bowed his head solemnly in a show of respect but addressed Gruffydd and the letter in his hands. ‘Should you wish to return to your holdings, I would understand. But your work here has been invaluable, and I still have need of you.’
 ‘Is the news really so poor? Brawd please, what does the letter say?’ Angharad tried to pry the letter from Gruffydd’s hands, but he shoved her away scowling as he read. 
 ‘Show respect Harri,’ Einion said. ‘A man is dead.’
 ‘What news brawd, please share it,’ Angharad said again but silence followed as Gruffydd continued to read, his shoulders sinking with every line he finished.
 ‘Dozens of villages are wrought with plague,’ he said, lips cracked and dry in the firelight. ‘Many are already dead. The sick have been confined to their houses.’
 ‘What about Myddfai?’
 ‘They’ve been doing what they can with what we’ve taught them, but...’
 ‘What else? Does the letter say anything else?’ Einion cut in.
 ‘Enion your wife is well. She tends to the fields in preparation for harvest time. They’re worried about famine; there aren’t enough workers. The grain grows short.’
[bookmark: _GoBack] ‘What else,’ Angharad said, meekly. ‘There’s something else isn’t there?’
 But Gruffydd did not speak and Angharad felt the tears well. ‘Please…Gruff...brawd...please.’
 ‘Angharad...Isolde is sick.’
 The words seemed to douse her in snow, stark against the heat of the fire. Angharad’s breath cut short in her throat. 
‘But this letter is a week old,’ he continued. ‘She might be well, recovering even. So-’
 ‘So as far as we know,’ she finished for him. ‘She could already be dead.’
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