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Dilemmas and Deliberation
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AS GYAN PACED the riverbank, she glared at Caer Alclyd’s soaring granite walls as though by sheer force of will she could force out its occupants to fight on her terms, army to army. Her husband, Arthur the High King, was being held captive by their longtime enemy, the Sasunach warrior-princess Camilla. A decade ago Gyan had killed Camilla’s betrothed in battle, and Camilla had sworn revenge.


The One God alone knew what form that revenge would take. With a shudder Gyan recalled the rumor that Camilla had enlisted demonic aid…


She banished those thoughts, and their attendant fears, by pondering the irony that Camilla had tried to strike at her through Arthur. It might have worked, once. The passion that had colored the early years of their marriage was still celebrated in song throughout Breatein and Caledon.


These days, she wasn’t singing.


Myriad pressures—the constant threat of war and the effort to placate fickle allies, the loss of their son and uncertain parentage of their twin daughters, and the economic upheavals caused by raids and outbreaks of drought, crop failure, famine, and disease—had pounded a wedge between Gyan and Arthur that seemed as insurmountable as the walls of Camilla’s fortress.


Hand to hilt, Gyan lowered her gaze to the Ab Chlota, the river that separated her from her foe. She yearned for the simpler days of her youth, when her leadership duties had encompassed her clan, not the entire realm. And, she realized with a start, when Arthur had been warlord of the people who were her clan’s sworn enemies. Their marriage had transformed animosity to amity.


But she was no longer sure what he was to her anymore.


First and foremost he was the high king, however, and it fell to Gyan to find a way to restore him to the people… even if she could no longer hope that his love would ever be restored to her.


The sound of boots crunching across the rocky ground shattered her thoughts. She whirled.


Two men were approaching her, framed by the blur of activity as soldiers performed their duties in the camp. Men paused to salute as the generals passed them.


Gyan would have been heartened by the presence of Angusel and Merlin, who were as dear to her as brothers, but their grim expressions and the curtness of their return salutes heralded how bad their news must be.


Upon reaching Gyan’s side, Angusel thrust a scroll into her hand, his gaze softening. Her stomach knotted. It took all her strength of will to keep her hands from trembling as she broke the seal and unrolled the parchment to read its contents.


She had expected word of Arthur’s condition, couched in threats. Not this.


Camilla had issued a personal challenge to end the impasse by single combat in front of Gyan’s troops. If Gyan declined the challenge, violated the terms, or lost the fight, her crown would be declared forfeit.


Gyan crushed the parchment in her fist.


She beckoned Angusel and Merlin to follow her to the headquarters tent. Once inside with the flaps tied shut, she whispered the details.


“What will you do, Your Majesty?” Quiet worry colored Merlin’s tone.


What, indeed? She dropped the scroll onto the field table and, sighing, closed her eyes. Victory would be difficult to achieve if the rumor of Camilla’s demon-aided strength was true. Defeating her would permit Gyan to retain her crown… and the joyless life it had come to represent.


There had to be another option.


“Your Majesty?” She opened her eyes to find Angusel gripping the pommel of his sword with white-knuckled intensity. He thumped fist to lion-embossed bronze breastplate. “Let me fight for you!”
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