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To Nan and Poppy, the greatest grandparents a girl could wish for. Your memory lives on in this story.
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Glossary




This story was based on a tale from the first branch of the Mabinogi, a fascinating piece of medieval Welsh literature. Because of this Motoki and Gil often use phrases that I have borrowed from the Welsh language. I want to take this opportunity to apologise to all Welsh speakers out there, including my own grandmother, for any inaccuracies I have made in the use of their beautiful language. 

Gil favours:
drewgi (smelly dog)
twpsyn (moron)
mrawd (brother)

Motoki favours:
coc y gath (an expression of dismay, translation is ‘The cat’s willy’)
dhiau mwyn (for gods sake)
cachu (shit)

Arawn favours:
bachgen (boy)
fy ysbïwraig annwyl (my beloved spy)
fy mab (my son)

Other words used:
Selsig Morgannwg (Glamorgan Sausage) - a traditional Welsh sausage made from breadcrumbs, leeks, and cheese.



A short note on pronounciations
Looking at Welsh words can seem like a jumble of letters if you've never been exposed to it, but it's actually a very phonetic language. Here is a really rough guide, although is nowhere near a complete explanation and is only to be used to make things simpler, rather than as concrete advice:
dd is pronounced like the "th" in "this"
w is pronounced like "oo" if it is being used like a vowel (so Annwn is pronounced Ah-noon), but is pronounced like an English "w" if it is used as a consonant (so Arawn is pronounced Ah-Rown like frown).
f is pronounced like an English "v" 
ff is pronounced like an English "f"








  
  

Prologue


Thirty Years Ago





Whether awake or asleep, the sound like a thousand pairs of hands clapping in steady rhythm remained an unremitting part of Gwydion fab Dôn’s eternal prison. The deafening noise came from the same thing that kept Gwydion’s own hands from reaching up to explore the source of moisture he could feel upon his neck. Chains of blue encircled his entire body, made not of cold iron but rippling water instead. 

Gwydion’s captors had known him well and had meticulously planned this trap that he had so foolishly sprung. Although not yet a sorcerer of his Uncle Math’s renown, Gwydion fab Dôn had magic enough that no ordinary chains could hold him for long. But because these chains of blue were crafted of water, not metal, each link gushed with the power of a river, swirling as every river is wont to do, ever changing. Its unpredictability made it impossible for Gwydion to exploit any weakness. Worse still, the chains of water not only roared deafeningly in his ears, but they also obscured his sight and drowned out the cries of his voice.

To say it was annoying would be an understatement.

As the chains swirled, though, something curious had happened over the long years. With nothing else to listen to, nothing else to see, Gwydion had learned the language of the water, could hear it speak as clearly as if he were talking to one of his siblings. Carefully he listened, and he learned. Vast tracts of knowledge, complicated spells, the wisdom of generations of witches. He doubted the Dyfed Witches had intended that for him.

Gwydion wiggled his fingers that clutched the cloudy orb in his right hand, the trigger to this trap which he had so unwittingly walked into. A so-called serpent’s egg, able to ward off any enchantment – except, apparently, the enchantment that was currently surrounding him. Try as he might, Gwydion was not able to release his hold on the serpent’s egg. Nor did he particularly want to when he considered the centuries he had lost in his procurement of it. If he thought the enchantment might break if he released the egg, however, he might at least try a little harder to drop it, and yet changes had happened while he still held tight to his prize.

He could not rightly say when he first became aware of a distraction from the call of the water. Birdsong, faint but there. Light that made the water glisten. The roar of water had quietened to a gush, and Gwydion could hear the telltale signs that he remained in the forest he had been trapped in for so long. Something had happened to weaken the chains. Not enough for him to break them, but enough for him to feel a sense of hope for the first time since his capture. So, he clutched tightly to his serpent’s egg and continued to learn what he could from the water that encased him, because now there was a chance, however slight, that one day he would be able to use his knowledge. Because one day he might be free.

Gwydion’s gaoler, the Inifri Duir, could be seen standing before him now, a green-and-brown blur through the blue rush of water. The creature seemed disturbed by the same difference that so invigorated his charge. The Inifri Duir swayed back and forth in rhythm, and Gwydion could feel the creature was using his own special brand of magic, the magic of trees, to add to the spells already holding him in place. But Gwydion was not bothered. He observed the wards closely, learning from them and preparing for the day when he would be free to use them for himself.








  
  
PART ONE - ENDINGS











  
  

Chapter one

Five Years Ago





His hair was the lustrous white of a full moon, his skin as grey as choppy water. Atop his head perched a pair of swept-back black horns, as proud as any crown. Buttercup eyes glared out of furrowed brow and power rippled from every fibre of his being. He was a god, an immortal, invincible. He was mortal Motoki’s stepfather and ruled his home with the same iron fist he used to rule his realm. He was Arawn, High Lord of Annwn, snatcher of mortal women and protector of the souls of the dead. 

Arawn stood before the denizens of his realm now, all manner of strange and fantastical creatures on their knees, heads bowed. Hovering to one side was the swirling creature of dust and ash with lightning in her heart, Tyst, her incorporeal form whirling in anticipation of her high lord’s orders. Whispers that a new battle was imminent had reached the pointed and furred ears of the blue-skinned trows, the unipedal hobgoblins, the elfin-faced Elle Folk with their twitching tails.

The anticipation among the creatures as they waited with their heads bowed was palpable. Motoki squeezed in among them, a mortal among beasts. His brown eyes slid to the side to find his stepbrother, Gil, grinning at him. Like his father, Gil had the swept-back black horns, but his hair was a glossy raven black, and his glittering eyes were filled with mischief rather than cunning.

‘Oh, the drama of it,’ Gil said. Motoki bit his lip to hold in the laugh that bubbled to the surface. A whey-faced pixie glared at him from beneath fluttering lashes, and Motoki bowed his head lower.

‘Get on with it, old man,’ Gil muttered for Motoki’s benefit, but Motoki refused to make eye contact with the rascal again.

At last Motoki heard Arawn’s hooved feet clop closer to his gathered subjects. Twitching ears and swishing tails gave away the creatures’ excitement.

‘The night of the seventh moon is nigh upon us, and I have thirst for the thrill of the Hunt.’

A frisson of excitement rippled through the crowd, fur quivering and fangs bared. Arawn waited until pin-drop silence was restored before continuing.

‘My hounds have need of the exercise, and my people deserve to have their fun. All creatures of Annwn are invited to accompany me on the Wild Hunt, the first in three hundred years that will be taken to Earth.’

Motoki sucked in his breath. His brother shot him a troubled glance. Earth, the mortal realm, Motoki’s place, if not of birth, then at least of origin. His mother’s land, from whence she was snatched by Arawn to be his queen while she was pregnant with Motoki.

To see his home for the first time would be to achieve a private dream.

The crowd bristled with charged energy but remained voiceless out of respect for their high lord.

‘Tyst, of course, will whip up a storm so violent, her destruction so great, only the foolhardiest of humans will not remain trembling inside their dwellings. Then, when the land is bathed in silver moonlight, we RIDE!’

Unable to contain themselves any longer, the creatures cheered – tinkling shouts, guttural growls, a billow of wind that could only be Tyst.

Arawn’s yellow eyes surveyed his people with satisfaction until his gaze fell upon Motoki. The high lord’s lip curled, revealing an overlarge canine in among his more humanlike teeth.

‘Only those of age may join me, of course,’ he said quietly, but Motoki heard the words that could only have been meant for him.

A few disappointed cries joined the chorus of celebration, creatures comforting younger friends while unable to hide their own joyous smiles of anticipation. The Wild Hunt would ride to Earth once more. This was not the war they feared was upon them, but a celebration of who they were deep down to their very souls.

But Motoki knew better than to feel disappointment, because he should have known that Arawn would never trust him to journey so close to his own kind. No, the anger that surged upwards from the pit of his stomach and made his head throb was directed only at himself for his momentary feeling of hope. Because anger directed at Arawn was as useless as trying to empty a river using only a single pail. Motoki had learned to dam up those emotions long ago.

‘I’m sorry, Mo,’ Gil said, clapping him on the shoulder. Motoki did not meet his gaze, looking up instead at his mother. Queen Youko sat upon a throne of gold, looking as distant and beautiful as ever she did in public. If she had yearnings to visit the mortal realms, she did not reveal them.


      ***‘I’m sorry, Motoki. You know your father will not shift on this.’ Tyst shimmered in rhythm to her sighing words.

‘Why won’t that drewgi let my brother see the world he came from? Just once. This opportunity may not arise again for another three hundred years.’

Tyst’s sigh was like a tinkling of wind chimes. ‘Wrong question, Gil.’

Motoki watched his brother pace the room. A talented shapeshifter, his appearance now changed to reflect his mood, his nose a peaked black beak, his eyes glittering black, a scythe-like tail swishing behind him. No matter the form, no matter how grotesque the shape should be, Gil was always breathtakingly beautiful, as if nature could not bear to remove their blessing from their beloved for even a moment. Even now, as he scowled at Tyst, he was a sight to behold.

‘If he can’t go then I stay too.’

Tyst’s tinkling sigh filled the room again as Motoki pondered her words.

‘Wasn’t Arawn’s Wild Hunt banned by the Otherworld council from entering Earth?’ he asked. ‘Did not the Ancients seal the way themselves?’

‘Yes,’ Tyst said, ‘but now we ride.’

‘He’s tired of peace and wants war, the twpsyn,’ Gil said, running his now-clawed fingers through his glossy black hair. ‘But this invites the wrath of more than just Hafgan, who I was sure he was about to announce yet another battle with.’

A shadow filled the doorway.

‘The ban has been lifted,’ Arawn said from the entrance.

Gil reined himself in, but Tyst whirled on the high lord. ‘What did you have to give the Ancients in return?’ Even as the sound of a sighing breeze, Motoki could hear the fear in Tyst’s voice at questioning her ruler so boldly.

Arawn appeared unbothered by the wisp.

‘Earth, it appears, has grown complacent in our absence. There was a ballot for the pleasure of reminding them to mind their manners, and Annwn’s name was drawn.’ A smile bloomed across his face. ‘Hafgan was furious.’

‘He will want retribution. He will seek to make you pay.’

Arawn shrugged his powerful shoulders at Tyst’s words. ‘I keep my war blade well honed, fy ysbïwraig annwyl.’

Fear and worry settled into the pit of Motoki’s stomach, replacing his anger, but it was Gil who voiced his concern.

‘But his geis – the curse placed upon him by the Ancients . . .’

‘To be slain by none other than a mortal’s blade.’ Arawn’s yellow eyes brushed briefly over Motoki. ‘Maybe someday, but for now I can still make him bleed.’ He pointed at Gil. ‘In the meantime, you are to stay beside your brother and see he comes to no harm, fy mab.’

‘If I am to protect him anyway, I see no reason why I can’t protect him on the Wild Hunt.’

‘No.’ The word came out of Arawn’s throat as a growl. ‘Your brother is only fifteen, young even by human standards. Until he is of age your brother is safest in Annwn, under the protection of my wards. I promised his mother I would never risk his life, and I mean to keep that promise. Queen Youko is a good and loyal wife, never reproachful of my actions. I will not repay her with the death of her son.’

He marched from the room, brooking no further argument.

Tyst’s released breath ruffled the boys’ hair.

‘I do not think you should test him on this,’ she said, and even Gil appeared to agree. Motoki knew it was useless. He would never go home.


      ***The storm descended upon the hilltop town steads, whipping the trees into such a frenzy that their roots tore from the ground, their branches shattering rooftops. Humans huddled in the darkness of their homes, electricity cut off, shivering from more than just the cold. Because the wind, as it tore through the gaps in the windows, under doorways, through whatever openings it could find, sounded like the braying of dogs that triggered some long-forgotten, primal instinct of humans to hide, hide, hide.

Later, when the clouds parted to reveal the light of the moon, it was said that a chariot could be seen flying through the sky, a horned figure in the seat, snow-white dogs with crimson ears loping in its wake.

The humans put such visions down to the fear of such a wild storm. Dead animals, destroyed houses, no heat or electricity or clean running water, was all due to the freak winter storm.

But deep down an ancient memory flickered, and those who remembered the old ways sat down to cast the runes and draw the tarot, and they shuddered at what they saw. One of these onlookers, a powerful witch from an ancient line, shuddered and cast her worried gaze to the forest behind her cottage. Something stirred within its depths, and it made her feel afraid. She drew her granddaughters in closer to her, gleaning comfort from their warmth.








  
  

Chapter two

Three Years Ago





The house Motoki lived in with his mother was the only one of its kind in Annwn. Built as a wedding present from Arawn to Youko, it was an elegant structure made with sandstone bricks brought down from the northern Annwn coblynau quarries of Timouth. The rooms were spacious, many open-roofed for Arawn’s comfort, the walls decorated with Youko’s photographs and art. Motoki paced through the inner courtyard to the kitchens, one eye trained on the velvety sky above. The sun was inching its way higher in the sky. The single-combat battle would be happening soon and all of Annwn would be there. Except for him. 

Motoki quickened his pace, marching through the abandoned kitchen and into the larder. The hobgoblin cook who worked for Arawn usually guarded his domain with a fierce possessiveness, but since Hob had already gone to see the battle, Motoki was able to grab an entire hock of ham, some of the hob’s famous crumbly white cheese, and a ceramic jar containing thin green pickles. Tromping back to the kitchen, Motoki deposited his loot onto the clean prep table and snagged a crusty loaf from the bench near the open window. He sat down on a rough wooden chair and tore open the loaf. As he was about to shove a fluffy chunk of the bread into his mouth a glossy black raven flew in through the open window and snatched it from his hand.

‘Hey!’ he said as the raven, in the blink of an eye, transformed into Gil’s favourite appearance – the one he called his handsome one, even though they were all beautiful. Gil popped the piece of bread into his own mouth then flashed Motoki a grin.

‘Shouldn’t you be at the coliseum by now?’ Motoki asked his brother, snatching the rest of the bread out of the rogue’s reach.

‘I have a plan.’

Motoki’s stomach tumbled over itself in a familiar sensation of fear and excitement at this regular phrase of Gil’s, one that always preceded trouble.

‘Take your plans elsewhere. I’m eating lunch,’ Motoki replied, waving a piece of the crumbly cheese for emphasis. ‘I am not in the mood to be dodging the arrows of the Elle Folk or being half-drowned by a grindylow today, thank you.’

Gil leaned in closer, his face filled with impish delight. ‘Don’t you even want to hear it?’

‘No.’ Motoki bit off a hunk of ham, reaching for the ceramic jar of pickles, but Gil’s hand flashed out and snared it first.

‘Not even if my plan is to get you into the coliseum to see the fight?’

Motoki held his hand out for the jar. ‘I cannot leave Annwn.’

‘For your own safety,’ Gil said, deepening his voice in an uncanny imitation of his father. ‘I know that, but Tyst all but confirmed that half of the coliseum is in Annwn, the other half in Hafgard. As long as we take care to stick to the Annwn side no one will be able to murder you.’

Motoki raised his eyebrows. ‘Who is to stop Arawn from murdering me when he finds out about this little adventure you’re planning?’

‘He won’t. He’ll be rather busy, you know. Swinging his battleaxe at that drewgi, Hafgan.’

Motoki finally managed to snatch the jar of pickles back from Gil. He opened the corked lid and threw a pickle to his brother, who snagged it deftly from the air. Motoki retrieved a second pickle for himself.

Even while waiting for Motoki’s answer, Gil’s eyes were on the window and to the outdoors beyond, as if he would transform into a raven and fly back out the window, free from the roof and walls that encased him. Better, Motoki supposed, than the pacing like a caged beast that Arawn did, when you could get him indoors at all.

Motoki groaned inwardly, knowing he was probably making a huge mistake, as he heard himself say, ‘Fine. If only so I don’t have to watch you pining for the outdoors,’ he said. ‘Help me pack up here first or Hob will refuse to cook my meals for me for at least a week.’

Gil waved a lazy hand and the food magically disappeared. ‘Done,’ he said, his smile arrogant.

Gil, as he matured, was gaining impressive strength in his already vast powers, but still Motoki could not help but duck his head into the larder to check that everything was back in its rightful place. It was, after all, he who would incur Hob’s wrath should anything be amiss when the old hobgoblin returned.

Not waiting to find a door, Gil climbed right out of the open window he had entered through, and with a sigh Motoki followed him up and over the sill.

‘I suppose you have a plan to get us to the coliseum before the battle is over?’ Motoki asked. ‘Or have you yet again forgotten that my mortal legs cannot keep up with yours?’

Gil’s answering grin made the cheese Motoki had just eaten churn uncomfortably in his stomach.

‘Today you travel in style,’ he said, dark wings that had not been there a moment before flaring out from his back.

Motoki took a step backwards. ‘Oh no,’ he said. He took another step. ‘Oh no, no, no. Last time you dropped me.’

‘I caught you before you hit that tree, didn’t I?’

‘Gil.’

His brother crossed his arms. ‘Do you want to go to the battle, or has all your moping this past week been for a different reason? Lovelorn, perhaps? Or just the mortal growing pains Youko told me to be patient with?’

‘Fine,’ Motoki snapped. ‘Just stop talking. I don’t want you to drop me this time.’

‘I can talk and fly at the same time, you know,’ Gil replied, his face completely free of any guilt or shame. ‘I’m a pretty talented guy.’

Gil looped one arm under Motoki’s legs, the other around his shoulders before Motoki could make any further protests, and Motoki clung to his brother for dear life. With a powerful stroke of his wings, and probably a healthy dose of magic, Gil shot up into the air with staggering ease. Motoki’s breath released with a little ‘oof’, and it took his lungs and stomach a moment to catch up with the rest of his body. He cursed at his brother once he got his breath back, but Gil just laughed as he soared towards the outer reaches of Annwn.

Together the brothers zoomed over the narrow sea, skirting the fuzzy, misty border to Earth. Motoki was grateful for the bubble of air that Gil threw around them when he noticed Motoki’s eyes were streaming from the wind, but still he couldn’t watch as they crossed over the undulating ocean water, the swaying forests, and the various settlements of the folk that called Annwn home.

Motoki could not speak much for fear of losing his lunch to the land below, and Gil left him to his silence as he soared, faster than he had ever flown Motoki before. Motoki wondered if Arawn had noticed that Gil was maturing into his powers, or if Gil hid them from his father. He wondered lots of things, largely to keep his mind off the fall he would take before he splattered on the ground, but mostly he just wondered if Gil was going to drop him.

After about an hour Gil began a blessedly slow descent. Motoki’s ears popped as his feet touched the ground and he wobbled on his legs like a newborn deer as he gazed up at the looming wall of the Coliseum of Carnarfon.

‘Come on,’ Gil said, leading the staggering Motoki to a hidden entrance he had not noticed, a mere shadow against the dark stone wall.

Feeling finally found its way back to Motoki’s legs as they entered the shadowed entrance to the coliseum. A grey-skinned trow stood to attention, halberd perched on one shoulder. Gil reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver spoon Motoki just knew was from Hob’s kitchen. The trow’s face lit up at the sight of the pure silver, the one thing its race coveted above all else.

‘A spoon, blessed by the very moon herself,’ Gil said, a common saying to mean the metal was pure silver rather than an alloy. ‘You did not see my brother here today.’

‘What brother?’ the trow asked, eyes wide in false innocence.

Gil clapped the trow on the back, vanished his wings, and beckoned for Motoki to follow him. The trow averted its gaze from the mortal as he passed.

Motoki and Gil entered the arena from the lower level, having to walk up flight after flight of wooden stairs until they were about halfway up the tiered seating.

‘I’ve given up my place in the royal box today,’ Gil said to a panting Motoki. ‘I hadn’t realised how crowded it is in the main seats.’ They peered out into the seating area, the creatures of Annwn and Hafgan oblivious to their presence as they watched the spectacle playing out on the arena floor below. With an encouraging nod to Motoki, Gil stepped out of the protection of the doorway they were lingering in, and Motoki followed closely behind his brother.

The applause thundering through the arena was so loud that Motoki could not hear the clash of weapons from the ground below. The animalistic sounds of the jeering spectators turned Motoki’s blood to ice, and he immediately regretted agreeing to Gil’s harebrained scheme. But he was here, now, so he forced his feet to take one step in front of the other behind his brother, trusting in Gil to protect him from the bloodlust he saw on the creatures’ faces.

The brothers wove their way through the cheering and jeering crowd, hoping to find a vantage point from where they could better see the battle taking place. Dodging through stomping feet, swishing tails, and shaking fists, Gil finally found seats for the both of them beside a tawny-furred faun.

‘What have I missed?’ Gil tried to shout his question over the din. The faun just threw the Dhia prince a glare before returning his limpid gaze back to the battle. Giving up, Gil nudged his brother instead, handing him one of the piping-hot pieces of Selsig Morgannwg he had snagged from a tray carried by a purple-skinned pixie as he had made his way around the arena. As Motoki bit into his piece of Selsig, hot melted cheese oozing over his tongue, he finally caught a glimpse of the battle taking place on the arena floor. Arawn, High Lord of the Dead and King of Annwn was once again testing the might of his battleaxe against the powerful sword of Hafgan, King of Hafgard.

Motoki watched Arawn, with muscles rippling, place a crushing blow on Hafgan’s shield. He could not hear the sound of it over the constant clapping of the audience, but Motoki could feel the force of it reverberate through his entire body as if he himself had taken the hit. He shuddered. He may have grown up around the Dhia, the warlike race of immortals who ruled over the lands and the inhabitants of the Otherworld, but Motoki felt he would never grow used to their casual use of violence. He did not understand the need for it, nor why Arawn and Hafgan performed this senseless dance so often. He looked to his brother to share his disdain, but Gil’s eyes were trained on the warriors below, his face alight with pleasure at the sight of the battle.

Motoki turned his eyes back to the fighting Dhia just in time to see that Arawn was looking directly at him. Not at his opponent, not at any of the hobgoblins or coblynau or fauns stomping their delicately hooved feet. But him. From the way Gil clutched at his arm he could tell that his brother had seen it too. Motoki froze, a prey spotted by a predator.

With a mighty swing of his powerful arm, Arawn let loose his battleaxe at the same moment Gil started to haul Motoki away.

‘We need to go. Now.’ Gil’s command was punctuated by a sickening thud down in the arena, so loud Motoki could hear it over the cacophony of the creatures around him. The crowd began to cheer and bray, but Gil was yanking Motoki through the gathered creatures, and it was all he could do to keep his feet beneath him as they fled from the coliseum. Down the wooden stairs and out of the shadowed doorway they fled; there was no sign of the trow that was supposed to be guarding it.

Gil said nothing as wings appeared on his back and he grabbed hold of Motoki. Motoki made no objection this time as his brother shot up into the purple sky and made for home, somehow flying even faster than he had on the journey to the coliseum.

It was a mad, panicked flight, the muscles working in Gil’s jaw as he flew. He would look behind him every now and again, at the roaring wind Motoki could hear gaining on them. It only added to the fear that somehow grew even larger as Gil landed on the paved courtyard of Motoki’s residence. They staggered towards the front door, gripping the doorframe as lightning flashed within a swirling column of wind that raged towards where they stood. Tyst had found them.

‘How dead are we?’ Gil asked the wisp, his usual swagger missing from the words.

There was no sign of her usual tinkling sigh as Tyst replied, ‘I think you already know the answer to that. Go inside and wait for your father. He will be here to deal with you once Hafgan has arisen with the dawn.’

Hours, then. The waiting would be agony, a punishment in and of itself. Motoki suspected his stepfather knew that.

The brothers wordlessly made their way through the house to Youko’s sitting room, Gil taking up his usual position on the windowsill, his eyes trained on the sky outside. Tyst settled down in front of the door to the room.

‘I knew I shouldn’t have listened to you,’ Motoki said as he dropped into the plush cushions of the sofa.

Gil grinned at him, but it lacked its usual warmth. ‘You managed not to claw my neck to pieces on the flight back, so you’re at least getting used to heights. So that’s a positive from today.’

Tyst did not have eyes, yet Motoki could somehow tell she was glaring at the Dhia prince from her position on the opposite side of the room.

‘This is no laughing matter, Gwilym,’ she said. Motoki was glaring at his brother too, and a retort was on the tip of his tongue, but then Gil’s shoulders slumped and despair shone from his eyes, making Motoki swallow his words.

‘I am sorry, Mo,’ he said quietly. ‘I didn’t think it through. I forget, sometimes, that you are mortal. Until I smelled the bloodlust of the denizens of Annwn and Hafgard in that coliseum I had not considered the danger to you. I was only thinking of Hafgan’s geis – the curse placed upon him by the Ancients that made him immortal to anything other than a single blow from a mortal blade. It makes him want to remove you, his biggest threat, from this world.’ He held his hands up in Tyst’s direction as if in surrender. ‘You see, I do listen to your lectures. But since the old brute was rather busy, down in that arena with Arawn, I did not think he could be a danger to Motoki. I thought only of the adventure. I – I’m sorry.’

Tyst’s whirling form stilled at his words, so unusually self-reflective of the Dhia prince. Gil placed his hands over his heart. ‘You know I would never place Motoki deliberately into danger, Tyst.’

‘You did today.’

‘Father is going to kill me.’

‘We shall see.’

Gil’s eyes went back to the window, his face filled with such grief that Motoki went to him and sat beside him on the windowsill.

‘I knew the danger and I still chose to go, mrawd,’ Motoki said. ‘I am sick of being hidden away here, coddled.’

‘I know,’ Gil replied softly. Together they watched a small flying lizard flutter past the window. Silence gathered in the room, the only sound the small creatures going about their afternoon outside.

As the sun crept ever lower in the sky, casting red and burgundy streaks through the purple sky, a green-skinned servant came into the room with a tray of food for them – roasted venison, herbed potatoes and steaming bread with great big globs of golden butter. It tasted like ash in Motoki’s mouth.

At some point in the evening Motoki fell asleep, back on the plush sofa. He awoke to the buzzing feel of Arawn’s power as it rippled through the building in search of him. The power caressed his skin as it found him before pulling away. Moments later Arawn himself stood framed in the doorway, Tyst making way for him. Every line of his muscled body was taut with anger.

Gil placed himself between his father and Motoki.

‘It was my fault. Blame me.’

Arawn’s yellow eyes flashed as he took in his son and heir, his large, pointed canines bared.

‘Oh, I do blame you, Gwilym. It will be a long time until you stop shaking from my wrath, fy mab.’ Arawn’s gaze slashed to where Motoki had leapt to his feet in front of the sofa. ‘But both of my sons did wrong today. Both shall pay the price.’ His gaze, blissfully, returned to Gil. ‘Your brother must learn to say no to you when you are being a fool.’

Arawn still did not leave the doorway, but his presence seemed to loom farther into the room. ‘You swore to me you would always protect your brother, yet yesterday you placed him directly into harm’s way. If that crowd had turned on him, at the scent of his mortal blood, there was not a thing you or I could have done to stop them from tearing him to pieces. For that you are on guard duty at the border to Earth, effective immediately, and for a duration yet to be determined. Understood?’

‘Yes, my liege,’ Gil replied, bowing more humbly than Motoki had ever seen him bow before.

The border to Earth, a barren wasteland where nothing ever happened save for the spirits of the dead occasionally flitting through, was a boring, dreary place. Gil, so active and restless, would find it unbearable. Motoki wondered how long Arawn meant to keep him there for.

Gil rose from his bow and squared his shoulders. ‘I respectfully request permission to remain while you deal with my brother.’

Arawn’s eyes gleamed. ‘Request denied. Leave us.’

‘No.’

Arawn cocked a white eyebrow. ‘Today is not the day to square off with me, bachgen.’

‘Yes it is. I feel your anger and it is my duty to shield Motoki from it.’

‘Tyst,’ Arawn said, ‘see my son out, if you will.’ A gust of wind blew in answer to his words. Gil could have fought back and stood a fair chance of winning against the wisp, Motoki knew, but he instead allowed Arawn’s spy to herd him out of the door, one last pleading look to Motoki not to provoke Arawn further.

Motoki was still maintaining the nonthreatening pose that was one of the first things he remembered his mother teaching him, not moving a muscle, not so much as flinching as the door slammed shut behind Tyst and his brother.

Arawn, to Motoki’s surprise, did not start yelling, but instead strode across the room and took a seat on the sofa opposite his own. He who never entered a room if he could avoid it, sitting casually as if he did it all the time. Up close, Motoki saw his stepfather’s yellow eyes looked weary, although he did not show any other sign of fatigue in his powerful body.

‘Gil forgets you are human, fy mab, but it is something that you can never afford to forget.’

‘I know what I am.’

‘Do you?’ The words were quiet, dangerous. ‘How did you feel in the coliseum today? Did the bloodlust call to you?’

‘I felt like prey, trapped in a cage filled to the brim with blood thirsty predators.’

‘Good. Because that is what you are, and you must never forget that. For your mother’s sake, if not for mine.’

Motoki found it difficult to swallow at the mention of his mother. He had not thought about what she would make of his adventure with Gil yesterday.

‘You are beginning to comprehend, I think,’ Arawn said, his steady gaze missing nothing.

There were times when Motoki resented his stepfather, others when he was merely confused by a nature so vastly different from his own. But right now he just felt small. Before him sat the father figure that had comforted his hurts when he was a child, who had taught him how to hunt and fish and ride. Who had so patiently told him story after story when he struggled to fall asleep at night. Arawn had strived to be the type of father a human child needed, and even if he often missed the mark, he had tried. Looking into that piercing yellow gaze, Motoki’s entire body felt heavy under the crushing guilt at the pain and panic he had caused his stepfather today. Because that had been what he had seen flash across Arawn’s face at the coliseum today when he had caught sight of Motoki, so quickly he might have missed it had he not been so transfixed. Panic, at the danger Motoki was in. He wished Arawn would start yelling at him, commanding him as he had done with Gil. It would be better than this fear he could feel beneath Arawn’s wall of confidence.

Arawn’s voice was gravelly when he next spoke. ‘If Hafgan gets his hands on you, Motoki, it would cause a war that would tear these lands apart. I would personally see to the breaking of the world. You are my son, and I would be honour-bound to do no less.’

He rose to his feet, heading straight to the door, away from the enclosing walls. ‘You are to supply meat for the table for the following moon cycle. No matter how long it takes you to hunt or fish, you will provide this family with the nourishment it needs.’

He left Motoki alone in the sitting room, the door quietly closing with the calm control of Arawn’s magic.

Motoki placed his head in his hands and pressed the heels into his eyes until stars flashed across his vision. His stepfather’s stricken expression when he had spotted him in the arena replaced the stars, and he knew that look would haunt his dreams for a long time to come.

Stupid. He was so stupid, so human. Stuck in a world of immortal, brutal beings who would hunt him down if he were not their king’s stepson.

Never again. Never again would he do something so utterly foolish.

Motoki lifted his head, blinking until his vision cleared after the pressure he had put on his eyes. First, he would gather a bouquet of the small white flowers his mother loved so much as an apology to her for his actions, then he would hunt a pheasant or a coney for the table. And he would tell himself, every day, that he was content with this life, protected and pampered and stale. He did not need adventure. He needed to remain safe.
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