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Fuath chì leis an sùilean.



Gràdh chì leis an cridhe.



Gràdh naomh chì leis an deò.




- Caledonian Proverb




“Hatred sees with the eyes.



Love sees with the heart.



Holy love sees with the soul.”
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THE FORMER EXALTED Heir of Clan Alban of Caledon was dead.


He was certain of it.


There existed no light, no pain, no smells, no heat, no chill, no sensation of any kind save the most beautiful strains of harp music he’d ever heard. The images it evoked bespoke love in its many incarnations: the frenzied passion of the Belteine fire dance, the soaring joy of two souls bonded by desire, a mother’s fierce protectiveness of her children, the lament of a bereaved spouse, a lullaby for a newborn, the rapture of a long-delayed reunion. The Otherworld wasn’t like what he had been taught—he saw no eternal battlefield where Lord Annaomh’s Army of the Blest fought Lord Annàm’s Samhraidhean minions. None of the ancient tales mentioned music in the Otherworld, but he supposed the Old Ones could have whatever they liked.


Comforted by the melody, which was jaunty and lilting and mournful and jaunty again, he wasn’t about to complain to his sithichean hosts.


The final notes thrummed into silence.


“Well done, Eileann,” spoke a nearby male voice in Caledonaiche. “I’ll wager the Old Ones themselves are pleased by your harping.” This won the murmured assent of other Caledonach men.


“Thank you, Tavyn.” The female Caledonach voice sounded demure, as though unaccustomed to hearing such praise.


He was about to add his lauds to Tavyn’s when pain battered his head and chest. Apparently, the gods weren’t done tormenting him. He had been housed with his people—his former people. If this group had recognized him, they never would have allowed him into their company.


Caledonaich did not associate with those who had been stripped of honor.


Dragging a hand across his eyes, though unwilling to open them, he encountered the folds of a bandage swathing his brow. His hand dropped to his chest, and he found another bandage where his battle-tunic and undertunic should have been. He probed the ache’s source and winced. Half a handspan farther down, and the wound would have gifted him one-way passage to the Otherworld.


Where am I?


“Rest easy, brave one.” He must have uttered the question aloud, and the lady harper sounded much closer than before. “You’re in the field hospital at Port Dhoo-Glass.”


The Caledonach ward. 


He groaned.


Someone pressed a cool, damp cloth to his cheeks and neck. He had to admit it did feel good.


“Medics found you with a gash on your forehead and a spear in your chest,” the woman continued. “If you hadn’t moved when you did, they would have left you for dead. You’re lucky to be here.”


Some luck. He wished the medics had left him to the ravens.


Worse, his pain-fogged brain at last attached meaning to the names Eileann and Tavyn. They belonged to the daughter and son of Chieftainess Dynann of Clan Tarsuinn, his dead father’s clan. Tavyn was commander of Second Turma, Manx Cohort, the unit that had charged the Sasunach line beside his. He turned his head onto one cheek and tried not to groan louder.


A hand slipped under his head to lift it a bit. Keeping his eyes closed, he didn’t resist. No sense in rushing the inevitable.


A cup touched his lips, brimming with a warm, honey-scented liquid.


He flickered open his eyes and gazed past the cup’s rim into the face of the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, save one. Lustrous black hair tumbled past her shoulders to sweep toward his chest. Graceful eyebrows accented brown eyes that glimmered with more compassion than he deserved. The light flush of her cheeks made him think of roses beneath a dusting of snow.


Her berry-red lips gave him the gift of a genuine smile.


He swallowed a mouthful of the liquid and grimaced, its bitterness a fitting reminder of the state of his soul.


“Valerian.” Her smile adopted an apologetic cast. “For your pain. Does it need more honey?”


“Nay.” Was his voice as harsh as it sounded? He couldn’t help it; his worst pain, valerian couldn’t cure. He grasped the hand cradling his head and moved it so he could lie flat. To his surprise, he found it difficult to let go. He did his best to return her smile, though it had been moons since his facial muscles had moved in that direction. “Thank you, my lady.”


Nodding, she disengaged her hand and rose, leaving the cup on the stool beside his cot. She bent to dab his cheeks with the damp cloth and placed it beside the cup. “I’ll be staying at the fortress until my brother is well enough to travel. Send for me if you need anything,” she whispered. Her kind smile inflicted the anguish of a hundred spear thrusts. “My name is Eileann.”


He knew; gods, how he knew. If he had never heard her speak, he’d have known from the blue woad Tarsuinnach falcon tattoo spread-winged and screeching across her right forearm, symbol of her status as their àrd-banoigin. Chieftainess Dynann would retain clan leadership for as long as she remained fit for the task, but Eileann carried the responsibility for continuing the line of succession. By Caledonach law, Eileann was free to choose her consort. That her left arm bore no tattoo meant she hadn’t exercised that choice.


Mayhap he could… nay; he was forgetting himself. Or rather, what he had become.


Eileann nic Dynann probably had suitors lined up from one shore of Caledon to the other. If she didn’t, the likelihood of her choosing an outcast was less than the sun changing its course at zenith to set in the east. Best to put her out of his mind. Best for him—and for her.


As she glided to her brother’s cot and reached for her harp, he found he could no sooner forget her than forget the shameful events of his past that prevented him from ever trying to woo her.


He groaned into the pillow.
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SEATED ON the stool beside Tavyn, Eileann picked up her lap-size traveling harp. She plucked a few chords but couldn’t decide what to play.


What a strange young man, whose pain runs deeper than the wounds of his flesh.


Other men, those not wounded past caring, lavished upon her their smiles and winks and words. That one didn’t appear to want her ministrations, yet he’d clung to her hand as though it were a lifeline. A lifeline to what, Eileann couldn’t fathom.


Nor could she fathom how she might comfort him, but the thrumming of her heart commanded her to try.


“Well, dear sister, are you going to play something else for us? Or do you intend to daydream the hours away?” Tavyn’s tone carried its usual hint of affectionate mockery.


She smiled. Play something… yes, of course. The injured men enjoyed her harping, but that one in particular—the one with a hole in his chest and a hole in his soul—had appeared to be entranced by the music. As her fingers found the correct strings, she slid a glance at him. The warrior’s eyes were closed, but a faint smile lingered on his lips. She poured her heart into her playing, hoping she could coax that smile to strengthen.


The next time she chanced to look his way, he had turned from her.


She finished to greater applause and spoken praise than before. Yesterday, that would have pleased her beyond measure. Today, the person whose response mattered—and it was strange to think of anyone outside her clan in those terms—remained silent.


So did her harp’s strings.


“Daydreaming again?”


Leave it to Tavyn to drag her into reality. She nodded at the mysterious warrior. “Who is he? Do you recognize him?”


Tavyn’s face tensed. “No, I don’t—wait.” He lowered his eyebrows. “Angusel mac Alayna.” The name sounded like poison on Tavyn’s lips. “Now he calls himself Aonar.”


Aonar. Alone.


Then Eileann recalled why: Angusel mac Alayna of Clan Alban had tried to rescue Chieftainess Gyanhumara’s bairn, and his failure had resulted in the bairn’s murder. Gyanhumara had dissolved his Oath of Fealty to her and banished him from Clan Argyll lands. Clan Alban considered him a disgrace, as well. By extension, so did all of Caledon. No wonder his pain had seemed so deep.


As she gazed at his sad and vulnerable face, she could find in her heart no hatred or disgust or contempt or even pity, just profound sympathy.


“Medics!”


Tavyn’s shout broke her reverie. He had sat up and was waving an arm. “Tavyn, what’s wrong? Are you all right?”


He gave her an annoyed look. “Of course.” A pair of medics scurried over to his cot, and Tavyn regarded them. “Move that soldier out of this ward. Now.” He jabbed his thumb in Angusel’s direction. “The one who owns the legion officer’s cloak.”


Eileann scanned the ward, but every other cloak displayed a Caledonach clan’s pattern. Angusel’s was plain scarlet. 


Angusel pushed himself to a sitting position. As she watched in shocked silence, he swung his legs over the cot’s side and bent to reach for his boots, reeling and gritting his teeth.


Shaking her head, Eileann gripped Tavyn’s forearm. “You can’t! He’s too badly hurt!”


“He doesn’t belong with us.” The alien sternness of his stare made her gasp. She released his arm. He glared at the medics. “You have your orders, men.”


“Aye, Decurion Tavyn,” they replied, saluting.


The medics gathered Angusel’s few belongings and got him to his feet for the walk to the Breatanach ward, and Eileann’s heart went out to him. She couldn’t debate her brother’s logic or military authority. Angusel no longer held a place in Caledonach society, including the portion of it that resided within the Pendragon’s mostly Breatanach army.


Supported by the medics, Angusel shuffled toward the door. Except for a warrior’s occasional moan and the footfalls of Angusel and his escorts, the converted barracks room lay silent. Men able to watch the scene trained their gazes upon the departing trio. Angusel ignored them, his head hung low. Eileann ached to play him one last song.


In her mind she played that tune for him, a rousing warrior’s send-off, and prayed for his recovery.
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THEY PAUSED at the ward’s outer door, and he looked up. One of the medics proffered the iron dragon brooch and cloak that had betrayed his identity to Decurion Tavyn. Not that his identity mattered; he was but one of Arthur’s soldiers, duty bound to go where ordered.


If that meant crawling elsewhere to die, then so be it.


The other medic helped him don his rent battle-gear and handed him his sheathed sword. He took the cloak from the man’s companion and pinned it in place. His helmet he’d lost in the battle, yanked off by a Sasun who didn’t live long enough to regret the mistake.


As the first medic opened the door, a gust bullied its way inside, unfurling his cloak, guttering the oil lamps, and stirring the rushes. The wind bore the clean scent of the outdoors. It heightened the lingering stench of injury and death. The cold air braced him.


Across the compound, heading his way, shadowed by a dark billow that resolved into an Argaillanach-patterned cloak, strode… her.


He exited the Caledonach ward. As he turned to his sword side, a hand gripped his uninjured shoulder.


“The Brytoni ward is this way, Optio,” said the first medic, in Breatanaiche.


He shrugged the man off. “I have business elsewhere. Dismissed, both of you.” He needed no help for what he had in mind.


They exchanged a glance, shrugged, saluted him, and reentered the ward. He headed toward the fort’s gates and away from her as fast as his pain and the ragged remains of his dignity would permit.
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HE STOOD on the bluff, staring at the gray-green sea pummeling the Manx beach a score of paces below. The Sasunach funeral pyre at his back belched draconic heat and eye-stinging smoke and gut-wrenching stench. As dizziness washed over him, the sandy ground felt as insubstantial as the cloud-laced sky. Palm to sweating temple, he tossed off the surreal sensation with a shake.


Earth, sky, fire, water… as if he were a god imprisoned at the convergence of the elements.


He snorted.


No longer did anyone address him by his given name, which meant “raging sea.” The official duty roster listed him as Optio Aonar, a junior officer not of command rank. No matronymic, no clan, no country; physically, emotionally, spiritually alone.


Uttering a dry chuckle, he gave himself a nickname: “a Dubh Loch,” a poetic description of the condition of his soul.


He drew his sword. The blade bore mute testimony in myriad notches and scratches to the Sasunaich he’d consigned to today’s pyre during last night’s battle, but it gave him no satisfaction. He had prevented the death of the most important person in his life, and she had displayed more care for that thrice-cursed battle trophy he had helped her capture.


If not for him, it would have been her head gracing a Sasunach spear, and yet she had rejected him. Again.


Rage made his hands shake. Tightening his grip, he lowered the sword to heart height, as though she were standing captive before him, but he couldn’t enjoy that fantasy. She had stripped him of his place, his kin, his clan, his country, his very identity, but he could no sooner harm her than cut off his hand. His oath forbade it.


But the gods alone knew how much longer it would restrain him.


The soldiers moved on to build a new pyre, leaving him, indeed, alone.


Aonar.


He studied his sword. A smith could hone it for someone else’s use. Too bad his life couldn’t be salvaged as easily.


As he considered dropping the sword, the thunder of the sea gave him an idea.


The warrior who had named himself Aonar a Dubh Loch cocked his sword arm and launched the weapon into the heavens. He tracked its progress toward an outcropping of boulders near the water’s edge and swore.


“You, down there!” he shouted in Breatanaiche, hands cupped to his mouth. “Watch out!”


Cursing his ill luck, he summoned strength he didn’t realize he possessed and hurried for the path leading down to the beach.
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“PRIORESS, DUCK!”


Through Niniane’s fatigue-dimmed senses, Sister Willa’s warning sounded muffled and remote. A whirring noise intruded. She glanced up to see an object streaking toward her. Gasping, she flung herself from the donkey’s back, hit the sand, and rolled. Her braying mount bolted. In which direction and how far, Niniane could but guess. She stretched facedown, arms over her head, grimacing as pain jolted her left shoulder. The object struck nearby with a resounding thwack.


A gentle hand came to rest upon her uninjured shoulder. “Are you hurt?” Willa’s voice trembled.


Swatting sand from her face, chest, and arms, Niniane sat up. She massaged her sore shoulder, thankful it had not been dislocated. “I’m fine, Willa.” She studied the sword. Its sweat-whitened leather grip, dried bloodstains, and nicks along the blade’s edge proclaimed recent use. The sword had embedded, point down, at the base of a rock, quivering as the waves baptized it in sea foam. “Where in heaven’s name did that come from?”


“From me, Prioress.”


Niniane whipped her head around to see Angusel finish sliding down the embankment. The still-gangly youth regained his footing and staggered toward her, grimacing.


“I’m so sorry, my lady,” he said between rasping breaths. “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”


Merciful God, glistening blood soaked his bandages, and he was worried about her? She scrambled to her feet. “No! I—”


Willa stepped forward, finger wagging. “And a good thing for you, lad. I ought to—”


Groaning, Angusel collapsed onto the sand.


“Oh! Prioress, he needs help!”


No lie. “I will assist him, Sister.” As Niniane drew abreast of her would-be protectress, she laid one hand on Willa’s arm and pointed at the receding equine form. “Please see Heather home and tell the sisters to expect me soon. I can ride Ironwort.” Niniane glanced toward their pack animal. Ironwort was pulling wisps of salty sea grass from the nearby embankment.


While Willa retrieved Ironwort’s pack frame and empty baskets and strode down the beach, Angusel tried to stand but sank to his knees. He swatted away Niniane’s attempts to examine his wounds, though she ascertained that they weren’t life-threatening.


His spirits, however, required drastic therapy.


Niniane hitched up her skirts and waded through the chilly late-September surf to the sword. It took several twists and tugs to free it, as if the sand and water were too greedy to surrender their treasure.


She approached him. He had managed to stand, and the rising tide was licking his booted feet. Holding the sword by the pommel, point down, she stretched her arm toward him. “Yours?”


“Not anymore.” An ocean of anguish resounded in those two whispered words.


Her arm aching from having spent too many hours, too recently, tending too many wounded soldiers, she lowered the sword’s point to the sand and leaned on the pommel, as old Sister Octavia would use her cane. She prayed for the right words. None came except, “What will you do?”


“What I must.” He raised his head, clenched his fists, brushed past her, and strode into the water.


“Angusel, no—wait!”


Surf breaking around his knees, he stopped and turned. “I am Aonar a Dubh Loch.” She must have looked as puzzled as she felt, for he added, “Alone from the Black Lake.”


“Black Lake?” The Isle of Maun had a Black River, called the Dhoo in the Manx variant of the Brytoni tongue, one of two rivers that gave Port Dhoo-Glass its name, where together they fed the Hibernian Sea. But Maun had no natural lakes of any great size, black or otherwise. She followed the line of his gaze and felt her eyes widen. “You don’t mean—”


He nodded once. “I must return to it.”


The force of his despair smote her.


“You are not alone, Angusel! I am with you.” She drew a breath. “So is God.”


“Faugh!” Twisting toward her, he made a chopping and sweeping motion. “Keep your god, Prioress, and I will keep mine.” He faced the sea, his shoulders shifting in a sigh. “For all the good they do me.”


“Killing yourself is not the answer.”


A sneer marred his lips. “What do you, a dweller in the shadow of cloistered walls, know of answers?”


She thrust out her chin. “I know that wherever there is life, there should be hope. Where there is hope, courage. And where there is courage, strength.” She lifted the sword in both fists and leveled it at him. “What I hear from you, Angusel of Caledonia, is that you lack the strength to take this weapon and improve your life.” Shrugging, she lowered the sword. “Perhaps killing yourself will be better.” She stalked toward the dunes. “For everyone.”


A noise between a gasp and a sob floated above the waves’ lull. The splashing told her he was following, but she didn’t stop. They won free of the water, and he dropped to his knees in the damp sand, head bowed, at her feet.


“I cannot deny your wisdom.” The golden-brown eyes that met hers glistened with unshed tears. “Please forgive me, my lady.”


“I will, Angusel, on two conditions.” His upraised eyebrow inquired them of her. “Stop calling yourself Aonar.”


“But I—”


“But you will never see that you’re not alone until you forgive yourself. That is my second condition.”


“Forgive myself?” Confusion and hope warred across his face. “How?”


How, indeed? No two people trudged the same road. Helping Chieftainess Gyanhumara to confront her grief over Loholt’s loss had proved to be Niniane’s key to forgiving herself for her ineffectual role in the tragedy, but she’d had to discover it for herself, as would Angusel.


Lord willing, she could guide him onto the best path.


For the present, however, his path needed to divert him as far from Gyanhumara as possible. Ironwort wandered over to nuzzle Niniane’s arm. She grabbed his lead rope. “Return to the priory with me.”


“What?” Surprise forced Angusel to rise. “How will that help?”


She gave the warrior a frank appraisal. “First, those wounds need tending.”


“These?” He gazed at the bloody bandages bulging through the rends in his battle-tunic and shrugged. “These will mend.”


“Yes, with proper care and rest,” she insisted. “Quiet contemplation too. It has wrought many a miracle.”


“I am a warrior, not a priest.” Angusel thumbed the unadorned iron dragon pinned to his short scarlet cloak. “Arthur’s warrior.”


“And Gyanhumara’s,” she reminded him. His eyelids twitched. “So you shall remain while your body and spirit heal in my care.” Tendering a smile, she arched an eyebrow. “Physician’s orders. I shall inform them.”


“No!” He sighed. “I’m sorry, my lady. Please tell only the Pendragon.”


“As you wish.”


He looked at the sword she held, then at her face, bewilderment dominating his expression. “Your god is not mine. What shall I do at the priory?”


“Those who aspire to greatness must first learn servanthood.” Her gaze captured his. “No matter which god one follows, much good can result when one focuses upon serving others.”


A flock of curlews caught his attention, and his head seemed to track them as they scurried to pace the ebb and flow of each wavelet, poking their long, curved beaks into the brackish mud. “I thought I knew the meaning of service,” he whispered. Something startled the birds, and they rose in a feathered cloud to skim the wave crests. He regarded her. “If there is aught you might teach me, I am willing to learn.”


She pressed the sword’s hilt into his palm. “One day, you shall forge your anger and guilt and pain into something far better.” This she had Seen often: Angusel as an older man in battle, felling foes like deadwood. She might be bereft of the Sight, but the only way to erase past visions was their collision with present reality. “Something,” she said, confidence strengthening her smile, “the likes of which the world has never known.”


His fingers convulsed around the hilt, and he took the weapon from her. He regarded it for a long time before lifting it to his face in salute.


The set of his jaw and fierce glitter in his eyes promised that this prophecy would come to fruition.







Chapter 2
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ADIM AL-ISKANDAR PUFFED along behind the pair of guards as they escorted him to the audience hall. More guards followed him, bearing the chests containing his most expensive wares. He tried not to think about the sealed gilt trunk made of fragrant pine, the contents of which he dared not guess.


His Saxon escorts halted at the huge double doors to utter the watchwords to the soldiers on duty. Palm pressed to his silk-wrapped head, he took several deep breaths. The guardsmen swung open the oaken doors. Giving a final tug to his best green-and-red brocaded honey-gold robe and crafting his most genial smile, Adim Al-Iskandar of Constantinopolis entered the presence of the overlord of the West Saxons.


In his travels, from Alexandria to Tarabrogh, Al-Iskandar had seen few sights to compare to this throne room.


Light cascaded into the vaulted chamber from clusters of burnished gold lamps suspended on thick chains fastened to the ceiling. Dozens bracketed to the walls washed the white limestone in a golden glow.


Though he was no stranger to Wintaceaster Palace, his breath caught as he took in the pairs of tall, fluted, snowy marble columns that marched the length of the hall. Their heads and feet bore the intricate art of a master stonemason, and from each column hung the banners of the lesser kings, princes, and nobles owing fealty to the hall’s builder.


Arched recesses interrupted the two longest walls at regular intervals. Within each recess stood a soldier of the royal guard in an iron-linked hauberk and purple surcoat displaying the crowned White Horse. Each man had a seax and longsword hanging from his belt and gripped a spear. Al-Iskandar had sold their liege the shields, ash ovals with pointed iron bosses, three years earlier.


A magnificent tapestry smothered the wall between each guard post. Here was the crossing of the first Saxons from the Continent to the Isle of Brydein at the invitation of the Brytoni King Vortigern, half a century earlier. Over there was a bloody scene from Liberation Night—which the Brytons had dubbed Night of the Long Knives—when the Saxons had rebelled against Brytoni authority by killing scores of nobles during a feast.


Al-Iskandar rubbed his arm where a gold torc pinched, reminding himself to have the bauble lengthened. His benefactress had made this journey quite worth his while.


Several tapestries portrayed hunts whose quarries ran the gamut of the factual to the fantastic. The fleet stag raced beside the elusive unicorn; the quail covey fluttered toward the soaring phoenix; the fierce boar charged the ravening dragon.


Overcoming the temptation to admire these priceless treasures at greater length, he continued striding across the polished cream-and-jet marble floor crowded with Saxon nobility, dancing attendance upon their king. The men, tall and blond and robust, swaggered about attired in surcoats that matched the columns’ banners. Their ladies were blushing flowers of womanhood, lavishly perfumed, gracefully gowned, and bejeweled to earn the envy of Queen Cleopatra. Feeling the lightheadedness return, he pressed fingertips to the silks covering his temple.


At the far end of the audience chamber, on a raised white marble platform, stood the gilt throne. Overhead, the crowned White Horse pranced across a deep purple field. Behind and to either side of the platform stood a dozen royal guards. The mountain-size warrior standing to the throne’s left had to be their new captain. His predecessor had fallen in battle through no fault of Al-Iskandar’s wares.


King Cissa sat his throne in gold-crowned, ermine-robed, amethyst-sceptered majesty.


As Al-Iskandar jostled through the throng, he squinted to discern the identity of the middle-aged man and the younger warrior-woman chatting with the king. They reclined on oaken chairs to either side of the throne, flanked by retainers whose black surcoats bore the Gold Hammer and Fist of the South Saxon king, Ælle.


Like Cissa, Ælle was crowned and robed in ermine. It stood to reason that the woman must be Ælle’s daughter, Princess Camilla. She wore a hauberk of exquisite silver links; ceremonial, Al-Iskandar recognized, since unalloyed silver was too soft to deflect the bite of iron and steel. The scabbard strapped to her right hip was made of garnet-studded silver. A pity that the scabbard was empty, in deference to her host, for Al-Iskandar would have traded half his possessions for a glimpse of the weapon housed by such sumptuous furnishings. A slim silver circlet bound the princess’s long golden hair.


This had to be a state visit, then, perhaps to discuss trade agreements. He congratulated himself on his timing.


As gracefully as his bulk would permit, he went to one knee before the dais. “Your Majesties,” he greeted the monarchs in fluent Saxon, bowing and tapping fingers to chest and head. He repeated the gesture to the princess. “Your Highness.”


“Well met, Master Adim Al-Iskandar.” Beaming, Cissa rubbed his bejeweled hands together. “What fine weapons and armor have you to show us today?”


As news of the merchant’s wares flew from mouth to mouth, most noblemen approached for a closer look.


Instinct warned him to transact his regular business first. While he displayed his costliest swords, daggers, greaves, belts, breastplates, and helmets, the gilt chest remained sealed. He politely but firmly sidestepped queries about its contents.


Upon stowing the transactions’ jewelry and gold in the pouch slung across his chest, Al-Iskandar cleared his throat and called for the last chest to be brought forward.


“King Cissa, I present to you a gift from”—the guttural Saxon tongue lacked certain sounds for the proper pronunciation of the Picti name, forcing Al-Iskandar to improvise—“Queen Guenevara of Caledonia.” As for making Chieftainess Gyanhumara appear as if she ruled her entire nation, well. At the rate she was slashing through her enemies, aided by the man the Saxons and Eingels had dubbed the “Dragon King,” she would earn the title soon enough.


He bid a guard to sever the thick wax seals. Grunting, Al-Iskandar struggled to lift the massive lid. He was not unprepared for the sight, or the pungent burst of preserving spices, but it made him blanch.


Camilla gasped, wide-eyed as her left hand clutched her ivory throat. The men nearest the chest, including the two kings, fought to suppress similar reactions. Those who found their view blocked pressed forward.


Inside lay the body of a warrior dressed for battle. The bronze-linked hauberk was not torn anywhere that Al-Iskandar could discern and bore not a single fleck of blood. The green-and-gold surcoat likewise appeared intact and clean. A garnet-inlaid gold buckle gleamed from the sword belt. The fingers of the right hand were frozen around the hilt of a naked seax. The left arm was bent, hand to chest. In the elbow’s crook nestled a bronze helmet. The griffin perched on its peak glared through baleful emerald eyes.


The body part the helmet had been designed to protect was gone.


King Cissa stared at the corpse, his jaw tightening, though whether from grief or anger, Al-Iskandar couldn’t discern. “Merchant, who is this Queen Guenevara of Caledonia? And what,” he demanded, his eyebrows lowering, “happened to my brother’s son?”


Wringing his hands and trembling in what he hoped was a convincing show of fear, Al-Iskandar related what he’d heard about the land and naval battles that had occurred on and around the Isle of Maun and of the demon-fierce woman warrior who had defeated Prince Ælferd. He remained alert on this precarious ground. An ill-chosen word could get him killed.


Worse, he’d have his gold and jewelry confiscated and be thrown out to beg his way home.


During his tale, a hush blanketed the hall. Al-Iskandar’s words trailed away to make the silence complete.


King Cissa beckoned to the guard captain and whispered into the man’s ear. The captain bowed and strode to one of the closer columns. All eyes watched him tear down the Green Griffin, face about, and march to the dais. On bended knee, he offered the banner to his king.


The king rose, accepted the proffered standard, and laid it over the mutilated body of his nephew. Princess Camilla walked to the coffin, kissed her palm, and pressed it to Prince Ælferd’s chest, tears streaking her cheeks. After she withdrew, King Cissa yanked the lid down. He kept his palm upon the lid while its dull thump echoed around the chamber and died.


“Merchant, I have a message for Queen Guenevara of Caledonia. Tell her she shall answer to me.” Grief twisted Princess Camilla’s lovely face. After she dashed away the tears, her gray eyes glittered with diamond-hard hatred. “I shall not rest until I have taken her life.”


“As you will, Your Highness.” Al-Iskandar summoned his sincerest smile and rendered the traditional bow of his people.


Upon receiving King Cissa’s assent, he quit the throne room as fast as decorum permitted. His every step became a silent prayer thanking Al-Ilyah for his good fortune.


Never mind that the princess had tendered no payment for the service. Were he to deliver such a message to the mercurial Chieftainess Gyanhumara, he would need the protection of Al-Ilyah’s three hundred fifty-nine companion deities too.
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GAWAIN MAP Loth, former heir to the chieftainship of Clan Lothian of Brydein—a destiny he’d raced to abandon for enlistment in Uncle Arthur’s army—stood in the Tanroc garrison formation, watching Aunt Gyan award members of the Port Dhoo-Glass garrison accolades earned during the “Second Battle of Port Dhoo-Glass, on Ninth Calends October, in the Year of Our Lord 492.”


Commander Gyan, Gawain corrected himself with an inward grin, the military title she preferred to the standard—and Roman—prefect. She was the Dragon Legion officer in command of the forces assigned to the Isle of Maun, which included the smaller units stationed at Ayr Point and Caer Rushen. Caer Rushen couldn’t mobilize because there had been no way to summon them without alerting the Saxons, and the Ayr Point men had to keep guarding that fort’s signal beacon. Both units had lent assistance in the thwarted invasion’s aftermath at Port Dhoo-Glass as well as at the Saxons’ beachhead near Caer Rushen; necessary duties, if not glorious ones.


His aunt looked magnificent dressed in Caledonian ebony leather armor and boots, in contrast to Arthur’s gold-and-white Roman parade uniform, the sword riding her left hip second to the famous Caleberyllus in length and to Gawain’s father’s sword, Llafnyrarth, in breadth. Her short-cropped hair, whipped by the stiff sea breeze, framed her head like tongues of flame.


The reason for its shortness revived Gawain’s hatred for Angusel. But this was a time to celebrate the honors being bestowed upon Gawain’s brothers-in-arms. He banished that fatherless whelp from his mind.


“Centurion Peredur mac Hymar, front and center!” Gyan ordered.


This is it! Her brother, commander of Gawain’s unit, strode onto the platform and saluted Gyan and Arthur. Tanroc’s citations are next! Gawain counted it an honor to have fought in the battle; he had drawn guard duty the night of September twenty-third, “ninth calends October” on the Roman calendar.


Aunt Gyan presented to Uncle Peredur the unit award, a large gold disc embossed with the three-legged symbol of the Manx Cohort, to be affixed to the shaft beneath the award won last year, after the First Battle of Port Dhoo-Glass. While Tanroc soldiers were called forward to receive smaller bronze versions to be worn on their parade harness, Gawain relived the most recent battle in its confusing, exhilarating, painful, terrifying detail. He felt the ache in spirit as well as foot of the midnight march across the island, culminating in a postmidnight sprint to arrive as the Dhoo-Glass line crumbled under the ferocious blond Saxon onslaught, the shock of seeing Gyan unhorsed by the Saxons’ leader, and the gut-churning determination to fight his way to her side. Gawain had saved Angusel’s life in the process, though that was unintentional. Rumor had it the whore-spawn had taken a spear to the chest later in the battle. If there existed justice in this life, that wound would prove to be Angusel’s last.


The gaze of every officer on the platform seemed to impale Gawain, and he squelched his hatred for the young man whose failure had inflicted fathomless sorrow upon Gawain’s family.


“Soldier Gawain map Loth,” Gyan said, her lips twitching into the barest of smiles, “front and center!”


He squared his shoulders, puffed his chest, lifted his chin, and obeyed.


As with the earlier award recipients, Arthur’s aide, Centurion Marcus, passed the ornament to Gyan while Centurion Rhys, Gyan’s clansman and aide, read the citation in his lilting Caledonian accent:


“Soldier Gawain map Loth of Clan Lothian, Gododdin, Brydein is hereby awarded the Phalera Draconis for conspicuous bravery in battle to save the lives of Prefect Gyanhumara nic Hymar, Clan Argyll, Caledonia, and Optio Aonar, Third Turma, Manx Cohort. Without regard for his own safety, Soldier Gawain led a charge to engage a squad of Saxon royal bodyguards. His actions as a warrior and leader bought time for Optio Aonar to reenter the fray, and for Prefect Gyanhumara to kill Prince Ælferd, the Saxons’ leader, thus reversing the tide of battle.”


“You have my everlasting gratitude, nephew,” Gyan murmured beneath the troops’ cheers as she pinned the bronze, dragon-embossed disc to the center strap of his harness. One of the highest decorations in the army… he swallowed hard.


“I had help,” he whispered. Angusel—Optio Aonar’s—well-timed leap had prevented Prince Ælferd’s seax from gouging Gyan’s throat. Gawain had only kept a horrible situation from getting worse.


Sadness eclipsed her face. “I know.”


“I don’t deserve this.” Gawain tugged at the disc.


She stilled his hand. “Arthur and I disagree with you. And I do hope to bestow that other phalera someday. Perhaps you might assist me?” She must have seen an expression brewing on his face that she didn’t like, for her gaze sharpened to a glare. “We shall discuss this another time.”


Her glare schooled into a neutral expression, and she looked past him toward the assembly. “Soldier Gawain map Loth’s exemplary battle performance has earned him a promotion to the rank of decurion”—Centurion Marcus passed her a folded scarlet officer’s cloak upon which gleamed a dragon-shaped iron brooch with an amber chip for its eye—“as well as his choice of postings.”


Gawain’s eyes widened as he accepted the symbols of his new rank. The brooch’s ring bore no enamel, indicating his freedom to stay in the infantry, transfer to the navy, or return to the cavalry. He thumped fist to chest. “It matters not where I’m posted, so long as I may serve you, Commander Gyan!”


She answered his salute in the Caledonian way: upraised right hand clenched, splayed, and clenched. “Well spoken, Decurion, but I urge caution in considering your decision. Such postings have not ended well for some.” Her steady gaze swept the assembly. “I refer, of course, to our honored dead, whose sacrifices we shall glorify with each bow shot, spear cast, and sword thrust for the rest of our lives!”


The cheers, shouts of agreement, and pounding of spear butts on the market square’s cobblestones continued as Gawain saluted. He spun about, quit the platform, and rejoined his unit. As he faced forward, he was heartened to see Uncle Arthur regard his wife with undisguised admiration.


Uncle Peredur prepared to take his leave, but Arthur ordered his brother-by-marriage to wait.


“Your commander has finished presenting her awards,” Arthur said, using battlefield timbre, “and a most impressive array it was. I speak for all Brydein and Caledonia in commending you for your bravery and skill, your loyalty and selflessness. I am proud of you, whether you have earned the privilege of wearing an ornament during parades or not.”


Arthur glanced at Centurion Marcus, who withdrew an object from his sack. It couldn’t be a phalera, Gawain realized, because the centurion hid it in his fist.


“I have two well-deserved promotions to bestow,” Arthur announced. “Centurion Peredur mac Hymar of Clan Argyll of Caledonia is recalled to legion headquarters, effective immediately, to begin duty as Tribune Peredur, Praefectus Cohortis Equitum.”


Gawain blew a relieved sigh to see Peredur accept the red-ringed bronze dragon with the sapphire eye to replace his red-and-green-ringed copper one. Gawain’s uncle-by-marriage had given up command of the Horse Cohort to accompany Gyan to Maun after Loholt’s death. Gawain hoped this was a sign that Peredur, at least, had moved past the tragedy. The tribune’s Caledonian salute seemed to radiate pride and promise.


At Arthur’s signal, Centurion Marcus passed him another small object. Arthur held it aloft: a sapphire-eyed gold dragon encircled by a braided band of green, red, and blue. Gawain’s mouth fell open as recognition dawned. He closed it, but not before Arthur noticed and gave him a short nod.


“I presented this brooch to my bride on our wedding day last year,” began the Dux Britanniarum of the Dragon Legion of Brydein, “with the implication that she would stand at my side as honorary second-in-command. Her leadership of the Manx Cohort, on the battlefield as well as off, has proven to me that she deserves far more than an honorary position.


“Therefore, on this the second calends October in the year of Our Lord 492, I revive the Roman office of Comes Britanniarum, second in military authority to the Dux Britanniarum, and bestow that office, with all its duties and responsibilities, upon Gyanhumara nic Hymar of Clan Argyll of Caledonia.” He removed Gyan’s bronze dragon brooch. While she kept her cloak from slipping, he pinned the gold brooch in place. “Comitissa Gyan shall appoint officers to the posts of Tanroc Garrison Commander and Manx Cohort Prefect, and she is recalled to legion headquarters, effective immediately.”


Gyan gave Arthur a sharp Caledonian salute, and he answered, fist to heart, with a Roman one. She faced the assembly and brandished a Caledonian salute for the troops.


“It has been my highest honor and privilege to serve with you, Brytoni and Caledonian alike. If but half of you feel a tenth as much for me, then I count myself blessed. I shall miss you until next we may serve together. May your gods strengthen you for that day.” A sudden grin split her face. “But regardless of what he says”—she jerked a nod over her shoulder at Arthur, who beamed at her—“it will always be ‘Commander Gyan’ to you. Consider that a standing order!”


“Aye, Commander Gyan!” came the thunderous reply. Gawain hoped his shout rang loudest.







Chapter 3
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THE BEGGAR SAT in the dust, his back propped against the rough-planked wall and a dry flagon in his grip as the tavern’s patrons swaggered into and staggered out of the nearby door. Now and then, someone would toss a mite his way. The kinder men aimed for his cup. Most coin fragments landed paces beyond reach, forcing him to use his crutch like an oar to pull his maimed body to them, driven by his desperate need and his benefactors’ guffaws.


His tremors caused the mites inside the flagon to jump and jingle. A half dozen more and he could drag himself inside for a draught, perhaps even a crust of bread and a rasher of bacon, if the tavernkeeper’s profits had been good.


He squinted toward the setting sun and sighed. It would take till near closing to collect that many coins. Business had slowed to a crawl since the Pendragon’s reinforcements had departed Maun—when? A week ago? A fortnight, a month?


So much for that crust and rasher.


Grief over his lost vocation crippled his soul as he knuckled his grumbling gut and shook his head with another sigh. Days had become meaningless.


God, how his head ached.


That pain he could drown in ale. Nothing could erase the phantom agony shooting through his body from his missing leg.


Grinding his teeth, he screwed his eyes shut and braced his head on the wall.


“I ken ye need a draught, auld boar.”


He opened his eyes to find himself staring into the hazel gaze of a man he knew as Gull. Though Gull kept to himself, he bought him a drink no matter how many coins the beggar had managed to collect.


His smile felt thin as he lifted his flagon before his face to parody a salute. “Many thanks, friend.”


Gull took the cup, emptied the coins into his fist, and stashed them in a fur pouch chained to his belt. The beggar’s hand closed over the black leather forearm guard that covered Gull’s right arm from wrist to elbow. Gull gave a reciprocal squeeze and disappeared into the tavern.


He massaged his stump, wondering about the exchange that had repeated so often, in words as well as gestures, that it had become almost ritualistic.


Mayhap Gull recognized a kindred spirit. He and Gull were of an age, with the gray hair and sun-weathered faces to show for it. Like him, Gull had the broad back, deep chest, powerful arms, and callused, scarred hands of a warrior—though Gull could get about on two legs, damn him.


Bitterness rose like bile in his throat, and he drew a long breath. Gull’s accented Brytonic marked him as a Pict, but he was the lone soul on Maun who cared about the beggar’s plight, and he hated himself for thinking ill of the man.


He shut his eyes and settled in for the wait, serenaded by the off-key singing and raucous laughter and vulgar jests emanating from the tavern.


“Centurion.”


He opened his eyes, heart thrashing. The Dhoo-Glass commander, here? Impossible; he’d overheard talk about her promotion, and that she’d assigned one of her clansmen to lead the Manx Cohort in her stead.


The new prefect disdained beggars, regardless of their former station, and probably had sent a female subordinate to roust him. Picti warrior-women had to be common enough, if their two most powerful chieftainesses were any example. He grabbed his crutch for the arduous process of levering himself to stand on his remaining leg, praying Gull would return soon.


He didn’t see anyone of command rank in the alley, just a trio of enlistees leaning upon each other, weaving and giggling toward the main thoroughfare. Mayhap he’d dreamed the soft, pleasant, female voice. He could use that draught.


As he concentrated on establishing his balance, he heard the swish of robes and glanced up to see the prioress of Rushen Priory standing before him, a serene expression upon her face in spite of the crude surroundings. She had no escort, though she seemed so ethereal and untouchable that perhaps God’s angels warded her steps.


She extended a hand. “May I assist you, Centurion Elian?”


He grunted. “There’s a title I’ve not heard in more than a year.”


“It’s yours again, by the Pendragon’s command, with full pay and privileges.”


Surprise made him recoil, and he almost fell. She hurried forward to support his right side. Shame scorching his cheeks, he shrugged her arm off and hopped backward to lean on the tavern’s wall. “Look at me, Prioress. Take a good, hard look.” He didn’t bleed the self-loathing from his tone. Rag-padded crutch wedged under his armpit, he folded his arms. “How can I be of use to anyone, to say nothing of the Pendragon himself?”


“There is a warrior he wishes you to train.” A smile bent her lips.


He pursed his lips and blew out his disdain. “My training days are done. Arthur knows this. I could no sooner train the sea to lap at my feet—foot.” He glared at his remaining limb and laughed.


“Ye belittle yourself overmuch, lad.”


Elian glanced over his left shoulder to see Gull exiting the tavern. Gull thrust Elian’s flagon toward him. He thanked the Pict and downed half of it in one pull.


After using his knuckles to wipe foam from his lips, he asked, “How long have you been standing there?”


“Long enough.” Gull faced the prioress. “Who be this warrior, my lady?”


“He says that in his own tongue, his name means ‘Raging Sea.’”


Elian had never heard the phrase. Gull stroked his close-cropped, gray-streaked black beard.


“Why would the Pendragon send you to deliver this order, Prioress? Why not one of his own men?” Elian asked. “And why appoint me to the task, of all people?” Why me and not someone who isn’t half a man?


“Because I requested it—and you.” From a pocket of her robe she withdrew a parchment leaf. “If you doubt your reinstatement, Centurion, here is the Pendragon’s writ.”


Not that the hen-scratching would have meant anything to Elian, but the Scarlet Dragon seal and Arthur’s mark inside appeared real. He’d seen both, often, when he’d served as Tanroc’s garrison commander on the other side of Maun. On the other side of his life.


He thrust the parchment at her. Beggars had no need for such things. She shrugged and tucked it into her pocket.


“This is madness. Warriors need sparring partners.” He slapped his stump. “I would have better success hobbling to the moon.” Her benign expression seemed to challenge the truth of his assessment. Exasperation mounting, he looked to his friend. “Explain it to her, Gull.”


“I shall be his legs, Prioress.”


“What? You?” Elian’s eyebrows shot up. He lowered them notch by notch as he voiced each key issue: “You’re not a Bryton. You might have been a warrior, but you owe no allegiance to the Pendragon or to anyone else, as far as I know. Why should you deign to involve yourself in this matter? What do you gain by it?”


“This warrior named Raging Sea intrigues me.”


The prioress chewed her lip. “Two men at the priory, I was prepared to accept. Not three.”


“The priory?” Elian asked. “Not the fort?”


She shook her head. “Your student still recovers under my care.”


“My student.” Elian worked up a mouthful of spittle, recalled his manners, and swallowed it.


“Still recovers?” Concern clouded Gull’s face.


“His story is his to share.” She drew a slow breath, fingering the delicate silver cross at her bosom. “I must refuse your kind offer to help Centurion Elian. Our guesthouse barely has room for two people.” Her expression turned frank. “The centurion and his student are well known to me. You, good sir, are not. I intend no offense, but I cannot put my sisters at risk from a stranger.”


“Aye, for sooth. ’Tis a fair wise lady ye are.” He swept her a deep bow. “I call myself Gull, and Elian has the right of it: I was a warrior and lann-seòlta master.”


Lann-seòlta, Elian recalled, was a Picti term that meant “blade-cunning.” His eyebrows hitched upward as Gull continued. “Now I earn my bed and board wielding mallet and saw. With your leave, Prioress, we shall build our own wee house for to live in whilst we train Ainchis Sàl.”


The prioress gave Gull a questioning look.


“‘We?’ Who is this ‘we’ you speak of so glibly, man?”


Gull’s was the merriest—and soberest—laugh Elian had heard in many a moon. “I might teach yon prickly auld boar a thing or two, as well.” He laid his hand upon his heart. “If ye be willing to accept me, I shall not disturb you or the other womenfolk. Ye have my word. And if your word be nay, my lady, then ye shall hear naught else from me.”


She regarded Gull for a long time. What she saw in his gaze Elian couldn’t begin to guess. “I believe you, Gull,” she said. Her smile shaded to enigmatic. “Raging Sea will benefit from your teachings as well as Elian’s.”


“Come, auld boar.” Gull grabbed Elian’s arm, stooped to adjust it across his shoulders, and stood to bear the weight of Elian’s legless, useless side. “We have a warrior to train.”


“Again with the ‘we,’” Elian grumbled. He drained the flagon and tucked it into his belt. Who was he to disobey the Pendragon, no matter how mad the command? “So be it, then. Let us go to this man called Raging Sea and see what sort of warrior we can make of him.”


The prioress led them toward a donkey-drawn cart positioned in the intersecting street, but before they had taken a dozen steps, Elian halted. “What did you call him, Gull? Ainchis Sàl?” When Gull nodded, Elian asked the prioress, “Do you mean Angusel?”


“You knew him by that name,” said the renowned healer of bodies and souls. “What he calls himself today is a measure of how much he has healed—and of how much healing he must endure.”
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ANGUSEL A Dubh Loch sweated and grunted under the weight of the timber he’d been ordered to carry from the dwindling pile. Since the arrival of Centurion Elian and the Caledonach called Gull, and Prioress Niniane’s pronouncement that Angusel’s shoulder and head were healed, the autumn days had become a blur of backbreaking effort: cutting wood, toting water, and performing other heavy chores for the nuns each morning and toiling over this cottage in the afternoon. The tasks were punctuated by brief periods to care for and exercise his warhorse, Stonn, drink, eat, and rest. In that order.


The work blessed him with dreamless nights and by day kept him from dwelling upon… her. Upon how he had failed her, how often she had rejected him, and how, as impossible as it seemed, he might earn her forgiveness.


The beam teetering on his sword-side shoulder, he trudged past Stonn’s corral and the accompanying whicker to the building site, where Elian sat astride a stool, hammering treenails into the lower portion of the wall. The centurion preferred to leave his new wooden leg off while he performed stationary tasks. It still unnerved Angusel to see the linen-wrapped stump twitch as if the rest of the flesh weren’t missing. The crutch and leather-capped oaken leg leaned at the table that held an ale skin and bucket of treenails, close enough for Elian to press either walking tool into service.


Gull stood perched on a ladder, working on framing the roof. At Angusel’s approach, Gull climbed down to help him. Hoisting the beam between them, they ascended separate ladders and wrestled it into the notches. Then they drew out their mallets and treenails to secure it to the supports.



Angusel wiped sweat from his eyes and glanced over to find Gull regarding him. The Caledonach seemed familiar. Surely he’d have recalled a man who wore black leather bracers up to the elbow on both forearms even though the elder’s days of waging war had to be long since done.



But he had not asked Gull about his past; he hadn’t dared, for Gull would expect the same of him. That would mean having to admit that he’d been outcast from Caledon and risk being rejected by Gull too. Worse, he would have to admit why.


He buried the chilling memories, holstered his mallet, and descended the ladder to join Gull, who had beaten him to the ground. “What next, sir?” Angusel asked Elian, flexing his arms and dreading the answer. He was still rebuilding strength in his shoulder, and the day’s work had left him more fatigued than he’d expected. “Thatching?”


The centurion surveyed the completed roof frame. “Tomorrow you lay the wattles and thatch.” Elian exchanged a glance with Gull, who strode toward the tent where they had stowed their supplies and weapons. The Caledonach returned, carrying two long, wooden practice swords. “Today,” Elian said as Gull tossed Angusel one of the swords, “we see how much work is needed to finish building you.”


He would have preferred to conduct this test when he felt better rested, but he suppressed his protest.


Cowards and incompetents spouted excuses.


While Elian grabbed his crutch and hopped over to perch on a log, the combatants kicked aside construction debris near the cottage to clear a larger area. By tacit agreement they met at the center and lifted their swords in salute.


As Angusel adopted an attack posture and circled his opponent, the familiar heat of battle frenzy banished the fatigue. The clatter of sword on sword revived battle memories, and Gull became the despised foe.


However, this foe proved far cannier than most. Grace and precision marked his style as he thwarted Angusel’s attacks. When Angusel quickened the pace, Gull matched it blow for blow and countered with unexpected twists, feints, kicks, and lunges.


Angusel’s frustration mounted, and he unleashed the full fury of his assault.
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GULL PARRIED a long, swift series of Angusel’s blows, kicks, and body blocks. Some moves could have killed a lesser opponent.


Sweet Nemetona, my brogach can fight!


It took his last dollop of shrewdness and skill to stay ahead of the merciless advance. But Gull saw mistakes aplenty in Angusel’s tactics and form: lunging too far, overbalancing, revealing his intentions with his eyes, relying too much on his sword, too often failing to resume the correct position of readiness following a thrust. Doubtless, Elian saw the same flaws.


Time to put an end to this.


Gull disengaged and spun away. When Angusel charged, Gull stuck out a foot. Angusel failed to adjust his stride. He tripped and went sprawling. Before he could recover, Gull rushed in to pin him to the ground beneath his sword.


Angusel’s heavy panting hissed out between gritted teeth. The golden-brown eyes that glared at Gull seethed hatred.


Gull drew several deep breaths. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten so winded in a practice bout. He smiled, affection surging through his breast for the talented young man. “Enough, lad.” He spoke in Breatanaiche for Elian’s benefit.


“Why did you do that?” The battle flush faded from Angusel’s cheeks, but his gaze had lost none of its intensity. “It was not honorable.”


“Honor.” Gull raised the sword and offered his hand. “Honor has nae place on the battlefield.” True enough for most circumstances.


Angusel batted Gull away and stood. After flinging down his sword, he stalked toward the beach.


“Gull’s right,” Elian called to the receding form. “Kill or be killed, simple as that.”


Not that there was anything simple about the son of Alayna.


Elian bade Gull to follow Angusel. Gull wasn’t altogether sure how much good he could accomplish, but he strode after him anyway.


He caught up after Angusel had scrambled atop a rock that became a wee island at high tide, dislodging seagulls. They flapped off, scolding. Gull splashed through the wavelets to make the climb.


“Leave me alone,” Angusel muttered in Caledonaiche.


“I don’t see your name carved here,” Gull retorted in the same tongue. “I like to brood in this spot too.”


“You? Hah. What could you brood about, old man? You haven’t lost kin and clan and country.”


Gull glared, but Angusel was gazing seaward. The seagulls bobbed atop the waves, preening, napping, or keeping watch.


“Do not presume to know what I have and have not lost, Raging Sea from the Black Lake. Add a wife and son, and your list will be as long as mine.”


Angusel’s arrogance crumbled. “I’m sorry, sir. Truly. It’s just that I—” A growl rumbled deep in his throat, and he pounded the rock. “I want to reclaim my honor! My place!” The fist unclenched. He rubbed it on his thigh, brushing off bits of rock and dried bird dung, and sighed. “My life.”


Gull had not wrestled such issues in years. Seeing those same struggles reflected on a face so full of youthful manhood and promise goaded his guilt—and infused him with purpose. The obstacle course for recovering what had been lost might be twisty and steep, but it had to begin with the first step.


He loosened the thongs of his shield-side bracer.


“What are you doing?” Angusel asked.


“Preparing to answer your questions about my past.”


“By showing me, what? A scar?”


“Aye.”


Gull tugged off the sheath. The sea breeze felt wonderful on his sweaty skin, cool and liberating.


Beside him, Angusel gasped. His gaze shifted from Gull’s arm to his face and back to his arm. He reached toward the skin that had become so pale, the design it bore stood out in stark contrast in spite of its age.


Before Angusel’s fingertips could make contact, they contracted into a fist, and he pulled it back. Angusel’s chin trembled, and he gritted his teeth.


Gull flexed his forearm, making the woad lion appear to prowl for the first time in far too long. “‘Gull’ is short for Guilbach, my birth name,” he murmured. “For my deeds in battle, Uther the Pendragon and his men called me—”


“Gwalchafed. ‘Falcon of Summer.’ A Breatanach name bestowed by the enemy upon an honored adversary. The name I heard most Caledonach warriors call you too.” As Angusel spoke, rage built upon his face like a thunderstorm. His eyes glittered as if they might shoot lightning bolts. “Father.” He spat the word like an epithet.


Angusel jumped into the swelling surf, waded onto the beach, and strode toward their camp. The ache wrought by his son’s departure smote Gull harder than any battle wound he had ever suffered.







Chapter 4
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EILEANN NIC DYNANN watched from her seat on the dais in Dùn Fàradhlann’s feast hall as servants delivered brimming pitchers of heather beer and platters of Samhainn cakes to the lower tables. Each fist-size cake had a core of sweet apple mush, and their appearance on this, the final night of Samhainn, heralded the people’s favorite annual rite: the Dance of the Summer Wraiths.


Symbolic of the eternal struggle between the Army of the Blest and the cruel Samhraidhean, this dance represented a young warrior’s first opportunity to earn the privilege of joining the Army of the Blest in the Otherworld, should it befall him—or her—to die before experiencing combat on this side of the veil. The unblooded dead were consigned to the ranks of the Samhraidhean, doomed to suffer the ravages of blazing eternal summer without hope of receiving the succor of autumn’s bounty, winter’s rest, or spring’s rebirth.


Outcasts shared that fate, blooded or not.


Unbidden surged the memory of Angusel trudging from the field hospital’s Caledonach ward, and unbidden sprang Eileann’s tears.


She blotted them with a fingertip on the pretense of scratching an itch.


“An itchy eye means you’ve seen your future mate.” Her mother, Chieftainess Dynann, grinned at her. “Coileach, or perhaps Iomar?”


A fortnight earlier, Eileann had bidden farewell to those men, Coileach mac Airde of Clan Alban and Iomar mac Morra of Clan Rìoghail, the latest in a suitor parade that had begun at Belteine. The visits had gone as well as could be expected—a feast of awkward with a heaping side dish of embarrassment—leaving Eileann no closer to choosing a consort than swimming to the Isle of Maun by way of the ice-shrouded Orkneys.


“We”—Dynann nodded toward her consort and Eileann’s father, Chieftain Rionnach—“favor Chieftain Ogryvan’s cousin Iomar. Ogryvan’s daughter had the wisdom to marry an army.”


Forcing a smile, Eileann whispered, “Mother!”


Dynann shrugged and regarded the pieces of roasted venison and carrots on her platter. She used her meat knife to spear one of each, popped them into her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “I cannot see why the Tarsuinnaich shouldn’t benefit from Argyll’s closer alliance with the Pendragon.”


“The way I understand it,” Eileann said, “the Pendragon promised to aid the Caledonaich as the need arises. Did he not?”


Rionnach canted past Dynann to give Eileann a long appraisal. She resisted the urge to squirm. “Aye, lass, that he did. But tell me who will be first in line for that aid.” Eileann twitched a shrug. “His kin-by-law, that’s who. Stands to reason. No man in his position would do one whit differently.”


Eileann thought about quipping that the Pendragon seemed to be a different sort of man, based on tales Tavyn had shared since returning home for the winter, but she refrained. Sometimes there was no arguing with her parents.


Most times, in fact.



“You cannot postpone your choice forever,” Dynann said. “Our Ab Fhorchu ferry business shrinks by the day because of the thrice-cursed Angalaranach hold upon Dùn Èideann. Next year they will be menacing other launch points along the south bank, sure as we’re sitting here. Having extra incentive for the Pendragon to help us would be a tremendous boon to the clan.”



“I know, Mother.” First Eileann had to figure out how to stop thinking about the one who could never become her consort. Sighing, she chafed her falcon tattoo and closed her eyes.


“Patience, Dyn,” she heard her father whisper. “Nothing good comes of a rush to judgment.”


“Nothing good comes from doing nothing,” Dynann murmured.


Eileann couldn’t bear to admit they were both right. Another sigh escaped.


The boom of oak hitting stone captured her attention. Dread of her future fled. The Dance of the Summer Wraiths had begun! Twoscore Samhraidhean, portrayed by veteran warriors wearing black armor and animal skulls smeared with fresh blood, and wielding blood-dipped cudgels, poured into the hall through the double doors. They leaped and lunged, sidled and spun amid the audience, whining for Samhainn cakes. Those feasters who obliged their entreaties, they left in peace for a while.


When the pleas shifted to screeching demands, the feasters retaliated by throwing the cakes. Much beer-soaked laughter ensued to see apple mush spattered across a gruesome face, or a cake stuck to an antler only to be plucked off and eaten by the “wounded” Samhradh.


The low, loud notes of aurochs horns announced the arrival of Lord Annàm, the Adversary. The accursed brother of the blessed Lord Annaomh was portrayed as a hideous specter wearing an ox head with bloody teeth and eye sockets. The identity of the warrior dancing the part of Lord Annàm was a secret guarded by the high priest, lest evil befall the chosen warrior. For it was the eternal role of the Adversary to incite his Samhraidhean to inflict cruelty upon mortal kind.


Lord Annàm stalked toward the dais, swinging two bloody cudgels, which he knocked together in time to the music, creating a ferocious clatter. The Samhraidhean lunged and jumped and swiped at their victims, growling and howling to raise the dead. Roaring, Lord Annàm leaped toward Eileann, making her squeal. She pelted him with cake after cake, but he kept surging toward her and her parents, his cudgels’ rhythm beating faster, like the rhythm of Eileann’s heart.


“Who shall save us?” wailed Dynann, Rionnach, and Eileann.


“Who shall save us?” became the constant chorus of the oppressed feasters.


“None shall save you from Lord Annàm and his Samhraidhean!” chanted the Summer Wraiths in malicious, gleeful response.


At the height of the verbal frenzy, the high priest thumped his staff on the slate floor. “Behold Lord Annaomh! He hears our cries! He sees our plight! Praise be to the Lord of Light!”


In charged Lord Annaomh, wielding a flaming spear that glowed golden upon his whitewashed armor, face, gloves, boots, and helmet. The Army of the Blest, similarly painted but armed with torches, sprinted into the hall behind him. They fanned out to engage the Samhraidhean, drawing the spirits’ attacks upon themselves and prompting heartfelt cheers of, “Praise be to our Chief Savior, Lord Annaomh! Praise be to the Blest!”


One of the Blest was Eileann’s younger sister, Rionnag, who had completed her trial-of-blood rite during the moon’s past cycle. Grinning fiercely, her new bian-sporan bouncing against her leather battle-kilt, Rionnag bounded toward the dais, swinging her torch and scattering Samhraidhean to scurry, wailing and cringing, into the shadows.


When Lord Annaomh raced over to assist Rionnag against Lord Annàm, Eileann gasped.


Tavyn was portraying the blessed Lord Annaomh!


Eileann’s surprise vanished with her next breath. Tavyn’s cavalry squad had been instrumental in piercing the Sasunach line during the attempted invasion of Maun, and Tavyn’s javelin had drawn first blood, earning him a special army accolade. Of course such battle keenness carried a price, but Eileann was relieved to note that his healing leg wound didn’t seem to be troubling him as he and Rionnag chased off Lord Annàm and the Samhraidhean closest to the dais.


As Lord Annàm followed the last of the Summer Wraiths from the hall to the jeers of the “rescued” feasters, servants marched in bearing platters of beer flagons and fresh-picked apples for rewarding the Blest. By tradition, peeled apples were bestowed upon the saviors.


Tavyn was receiving his Samhainn reward from their parents. Eileann grabbed an apple and her knife and chatted with a panting but happy Rionnag as the peels pattered onto the table between them.


When she was almost ready to present her offering, she noticed Rionnag’s eyes widen and dart from the apple peels to Eileann and back to the peels. An ancient belief stated that an apple peeled on Samhainn would spell the letter signifying one’s destined spouse. Eileann had viewed that method of prophecy as a jest… until this night.


The peels from Eileann’s apple had fallen into two piles. One pile suggested the triangular outline of a harp. Its neighbor spelled the letter A. Eileann touched the peel forming the sound board of the harp-shaped pile. The peel sprang under her fingernail to make a sideways A.


“None of your suitors has a name that starts with that letter,” whispered Rionnag, glancing at their parents. Eileann felt thankful that their attention remained fixed upon Tavyn. Dynann was presenting him a frothy flagon. “Know you another man—”


“Nay. No one.” Her heart thudding like a war drum, Eileann swept the peels to the floor.


She sucked in a breath and touched her mother’s arm. “Iomar,” she said.


“What’s that, dear?” Dynann watched Tavyn accept the ritual apple from Rionnach and take a bite.


Eileann pressed her fingers into Dynann’s tattoo of the wave-shaped serpent that symbolized Rionnach’s clan, Uisnathrean. Her mother looked more annoyed than curious, and Eileann almost changed her mind. But Clan Tarsuinn couldn’t afford for her to. She cleared her throat and swallowed her trepidation.


“At Belteine, I will marry Iomar mac Morra of Clan Rìoghail.”



 

[image: Angusel]

 


THE CHIMNEY’S stones scraped Angusel’s tunic-clad shoulders. Behind him lay the completed cottage. He called it a prison for his having no choice but to work, train, drink, eat, and sleep so close to the man who had sired and abandoned him.
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