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Chapter 1

AN INCONVENIENT ENCOUNTER
ON THE WAY TO WAR
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TWO THOUSAND HOOVES could kick up a hell of a lot of dust.


Arthur map Uther was accustomed to leading that distant cloud astride his war-horse, not watching it billow and spread like a pale gray-brown blight across the rolling horizon. He was even more unaccustomed to worrying about what would happen when his cavalry collided with the foe it had been dispatched to evaluate while he marched in relative safety back with the bulk of the legion. Now that he was High King of Brydein, proclaimed thus by this very army in the wake of the victory he’d engineered at Caer Alclyd over the allied Saxon and Scotti force last year, his personal safety had become everyone’s concern.


Most of the Brytoni kings had acquiesced to the legion’s wishes. They viewed the high kingship as a civil extension of the military authority they had granted Arthur as Pendragon—Chief Dragon, commander of the Dragon Legion of Brydein—more than a decade ago. The remaining kings had formed an alliance in protest of Arthur’s rule, though those men coveted the high throne and therefore refused to support one another when Arthur and his troops came to call. Their confrontations had ended with little loss to either side, except for the cost in feeding and sheltering the legion for however many days Arthur had deemed an appropriate penalty—nothing exorbitant; he had no wish to fuel resentment, only to make his point.


The last holdout to swear allegiance was his brother-by-marriage, King Urien map Dumarec of Dalriada, the most dangerous rebel of the lot. In spite of being married to Arthur’s sister, Morghe, Urien had been a threat to Arthur’s wife, Gyan, and their children more times than Arthur cared to count. Nothing could ever be proven, however; Urien had been far too careful… until now.


Scouts’ reports of a troop buildup at Dalriada’s border with Gyan’s territory of Argyll had revealed Urien’s decision to take the battle to them.


The hell of it was that Urien was a competent ruler who kept Dalriada economically and politically stable, and Arthur couldn’t think of a better man for that throne. They might once have become friends if Urien in his jealousy hadn’t grown to despise Arthur for being more popular with the army, with many of the other kings, and with Gyan… especially Gyan…


Something prickled in Arthur’s awareness, and he felt the hair of his arms lift. He glanced up to see a massive thunderhead boiling across the sky. Heat lightning flared within the cloud, blue tinted and alien.


Can this be Morghe’s doing?


It was no secret that his sister practiced the forbidden arts, and she seemed to take perverse delight in directing her petty spells at Arthur. She had never forgiven him for forcing her to marry Urien, even though the match had made her a queen, but Arthur had never perceived her magic as a serious threat.


Had she learned how to control the weather? Was this why Urien had chosen to leave his citadel and go on the offensive rather than digging in and letting Arthur come to him as the other rebel kings had done?


The knot in Arthur’s stomach gave its answer.


Bloody hell; he was trained to fight men, not the elements. How could he defend his people against an assault of nature?


Arthur raised his sword hand to halt the column. His legates shouted the command, and it was echoed down the column by each of the five dozen centurions. As the six thousand men thundered to a stop, he felt a burning sensation against his left hip. He glanced down to see the ruby on his sword’s pommel emitting deep flashes of inner fire, and he nudged it with a fingertip. The ruby was hot, far hotter than his hand ever could have made it, though a bearable heat. His sword seemed to be emulating the Latin translation of its name, “Burning Jewel.”


He drew Caleberyllus—foolishly, perhaps—and then watched with hammering heart and throbbing temples as the storm cloud darkened, coalesced, and descended.


Thunder boomed across the hills. Its echoes prickled the hairs on his arms. His head went from throbbing to aching as if it were being crushed in a vise.


Purple-hued mists rose before Arthur and vanished almost as soon as they had formed. He blinked hard, thinking them a trick of the odd bluish light. To his great relief, the cloud, along with his headache, disappeared.


Where moments ago there had been open road, a man stood before Arthur and the legion. He was an impossibly tall man, at least half a head taller than Arthur, who was accustomed to towering over everyone else. The man’s long jet hair was bound by a narrow silver circlet, and he wore a midnight-blue jacket and trousers of a shiny black fabric, the likes of which Arthur had never seen.


“Who are you?” Arthur leveled his sword at the stranger. “Where did you come from? What is your purpose here?”


The man glared at Arthur. “I am Garrin brin Alaric, the high king of this land, and you, sir, whoever you may be, will soon regret leading an army into it.”


“The high king?” Arthur gave a startled snort. “The devil you are!”


As he heard his legates and their subordinates behind him drawing their swords, Arthur signaled them to stand down, and he studied the stranger anew. The silver circlet indicated wealth; Saxon nobility often wore such things, though their kings’ preferences were more ornate. His eyes were clear, so he wasn’t drunk. A lunatic then, Arthur decided, no doubt escaped from some nobleman’s house. Distracted by the cloud, Arthur must have missed seeing him approach.
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