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ALTHOUGH THE DARK FORCES of Arawn are defeated, the Saxons have massed on the border of Wales, aiming for nothing less than the complete subjugation of the Welsh people. But defeating an army of Saxons is only the first step Rhiann, Cade, and their companions must take if they are to stop Mabon from claiming dominion over the human world for all eternity. 

The Pendragon’s Quest is the fourth book in The Last Pendragon Saga.
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​THE COMPLETE SERIES reading order: The Last Pendragon, The Pendragon's Blade, Song of the Pendragon, The Pendragon's Quest, The Pendragon's Champions, Rise of the Pendragon, The Pendragon's Challenge, Legend of the Pendragon.

A Note to Readers
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ALTHOUGH I’M SURE THAT many, many of you have perfect retention of the cast and plot of The Last Pendragon Saga up until now, I must report that my own husband failed to retain the entirety of the plot up until now. I’m shocked, I tell you, shocked!

So, a refresher:

In the opening chapter of The Last Pendragon, Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon (Cade), enters the court of Gwynedd after King Cadfael’s men ambushed and killed all of his men, including Cade’s foster father, Cynyr, on the road to Aberffraw. As Cadfael had married Cade’s mother (Alcfrith), Cade had believed that Cadfael’s overtures towards him were genuine. A mistake.

Rhiann, Cadfael’s daughter (not by Alcfrith), rescues Cade from hanging and they flee Aberffraw. In the process, Rhiann learns that Cade has been changed by the goddess Arianrhod into one of the sidhe (of a sort, anyway). Eventually, they connect with Cade’s men: Rhun (his foster brother), Goronwy, Bedwyr, Taliesin, his seer and bard, Dafydd, Goronwy’s younger brother, and Geraint, one of Cade’s captains. 

Word comes from the south (Llanllugan) that Saxons are encroaching into Wales and Cade leads his men—and Rhiann—into battle. It turns out that the Saxon force has combined with demons, who’ve been released from the Black Cauldron by Arawn, lord of the Underworld, and are controlled by Mabon, the son of Arawn and Arianrhod.

Adventures ensue, carrying into The Pendragon’s Blade and Song of the Pendragon, including the defeat of this combined demon/Saxon force at Llanllugan, the capture and rescue of Cade at Caer Ddu, the crowning of Cade as King of Gwynedd at Aberffraw, where he is reunited with his mother, and the assault on Arawn’s lair underneath Caer Dathyl by Cade and his friends. 

Song of the Pendragon ends in a clearing outside of Caer Dathyl. Arianrhod has rescued them from Arawn’s cavern and set them to rights. She visits Cade, tells him that Mabon has been returned to her, and blesses him.

Thank you for reading The Pendragon’s Quest. Enjoy!

Prologue

Arianrhod

––––––––
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“YOU CAN’T RELY ON HOPE, Sister. You know that.”

I leaned over the rail of the boat, trailing my fingers in the water and ignoring my brother, Gwydion, as I usually did. He might be a great warrior, and my senior by millennia, but what he didn’t know about matters of the heart could fill Taliesin’s great tome. 

I grasped Gwydion’s hand as he helped me onto the shore and then tilted my head to feel the warmth of the sun on my face. Mist had descended on the water as I’d made the journey across the sea, moving from the human world to that of the sidhe. But the sun always shone on my Isle of Glass.

“Arianrhod—”

“I am listening, Gwydion, but you have never been a parent and cannot know what it means to have a son. Mabon is my child—”

“You may wear a glamour in the human world, but I have never seen it cloud your thinking as it has in this case. You can’t fix this merely by wishing. Mabon has left you, and if you can’t find him before another does, he will face the greatest punishment our kind can inflict on one of its own.”

“I know that.”

And I did. If the Sidhe Council, of which I was a member and which my mother and father had ruled through all the ages of the world, discovered that Mabon sought the Thirteen Treasures of Britain, they would strip him of his powers and condemn him to walk the earth as a human man. The Treasures were great gifts of the sidhe to the Welsh, the possession of only a handful of which would give Mabon enough power to usurp my father’s seat.

My father, Beli, had described his command of the Council as akin to riding an untamed horse. With the coming of the Christian God and the failing of the old ways, it seemed at times as if he’d dropped the bridle. He would want to make an example of Mabon to prove that this was not the case.

Mabon might not survive such a fall from grace. 

“What of your champion? This Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon—can he help?” Gwydion said.

“Not this time.” 

Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon, the future High King of Wales, might prevail over his Saxon enemies and thwart my son’s plans again, but I couldn’t depend upon it, not without interfering in the human world myself more than my father would condone.

“Besides, he hates Mabon.” 

Gwydion snorted laughter. “For good reason. But Cadwaladr doesn’t hate you. He has served you well in the past.” 

I had given Cadwaladr the power of the sidhe, and because of that gift, he had succeeded in banishing Arawn, Mabon’s father, to the Underworld. Arawn, at least, wouldn’t be interfering in human affairs for some time to come. In addition, Beli had spoken harshly to him of his foolish actions—of stepping beyond his mandate as the Lord of the Underworld. That Arawn had done so out of love for Mabon couldn’t excuse the error. It was probably better not to dwell upon what my father might say about my own meddling, which, admittedly, was unlike me. I hadn’t had a true champion among humankind for centuries—I hadn’t wanted one nor seen the need.

“Will you help me, Gwydion? Will you find Mabon for me before our father discovers what he’s trying to do?”

Gwydion gazed over my shoulder, towards Wales, though of course he couldn’t see it from where we stood. For a moment his face was shadowed, as if a cloud had crossed the sun. But that couldn’t be ... could it? 

“I have distanced myself from the human world of late. You know that.”

“The bard, Taliesin—” 

“No longer sees. He is the last of his line. Given that, I’ve seen little use in furthering my patronage.” Gwydion focused on me and though his face was bright, my memory of the shadow hadn’t faded. “It is a fine line we walk, Arianrhod. I sometimes wonder why we ever desired interaction with humans at all.”

I couldn’t make sense of that, so I changed the subject. “Speak to Taliesin now. He will not have forgotten you.”

“I will think about it.”

“What do you fear?” The words burst from me, though I’d never known Gwydion to fear anything.

“We are fading, Arianrhod. Our power wanes, even as Father strives to rule the Council as he always has, hanging onto his dignity with both hands—while Mabon tries to take it from him.”

“The sun still shines—”

“Don’t be a child, Arianrhod. A darkness has crept into the world, filling the chasm between us and this new God of the Christians. It stands now as a barrier between me and my servant, Taliesin.” 

“I don’t believe it. You are the son of Beli. You can do anything.”

Gwydion pursed his lips. “If I do as you ask, if I renew my ties with Taliesin, you must promise me something.”

“Anything.” Hope rose within me. Gwydion was wavering. 

“You must go to our father and reassure him of our loyalty. You are the goddess of battle, as well as time and fate. Look to your duties and stop trying to protect your son. He does not deserve your love.” Gwydion’s eyes bored into me.

“And Cadwaladr?” 

“Leave him to his fate.” Gwydion turned away, ending the conversation. He strode away from me, into the mist. 

“I don’t know if I can do that.” Though, I’d allowed my brother to vanish before I answered him. 

Chapter One

––––––––
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Tonight the hall of my lord is dark,

With neither fire nor bed.

I will weep a while, then still myself to silence.

––––––––
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Tonight the hall of my lord is dark,

With neither fire nor song.

Who will give me peace? 

––––––––
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Tonight the hall of my lord is dark,

With neither fire nor hope.

Grief for you overtakes me.

––––––––
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Darkness descends on the hall of my lord

The blessed assembly has departed, praying

That good comes to those of us who remain.

––––––––
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—Taliesin, The Black Book of Gwynedd

––––––––
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March, 655 AD

Cade

––––––––
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“WAKE UP!”

Cade had been dreaming of the battle in Arawn’s cavern. His stomach hurt from clenching it in his fear and desperation. Even with Arawn’s defeat, his people were still in danger. Geraint and Tudur would soon face a host of demons which Arawn had unleashed, in such numbers as Geraint could never hope to counter. 

“By all that is holy, Cade, don’t scare us like this.” That was Rhun’s voice. His foster brother had always been one for telling Cade what to do.

“Oh please, please, wake up, Cade.”

Cade’s eyes snapped open. 

Rhiann gazed down at him, her face six inches from his. They looked at each other for one of her heartbeats before she threw herself at him and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I was so worried! It was as if you were really dead!” 

Cade’s arms came around Rhiann. He reveled in the feel of her, kissed her forehead, and patted her several times on the back, trying to get her to look at him again. Tears tracked down her cheeks as he brushed her hair out of his face with one hand. 

After another reassuring look, Rhiann released him to sit back on her heels. Cade pushed onto both elbows, studying his friends who formed a circle around him: Rhun, whose deeper voice he’d heard; Dafydd, a bit wide-eyed, clenching and unclenching his large fists; Goronwy and Hywel, mirror images of each other, not in looks but in temperament, their swords out and half-turned away, ever watchful of potential menace; and Taliesin, who gazed at him reflectively while leaning on his staff.

“From the seer who no longer sees, I, Taliesin, speak of Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon—who calls usurpers to account, who vanquishes demons, who, with his magic sword, banished Arawn to the Underworld—”

“All right, all right. Enough.” Cade scrambled to his feet. “Next you’ll say something about escaping Aberffraw without help, or battling the storm that shipwrecked us in the world of the sidhe and saving you single-handed.” He glared at Taliesin. “None of which would be true.”

Cade’s critique didn’t seem to affect Taliesin. “You are not normally one to sleep.”

“I haven’t slept too long, have I? The sun isn’t yet up, is it?” Cade checked the skyline above the trees that surrounded the clearing in which the companions found themselves. No light showed on the eastern horizon, and Cade allowed himself a moment of relief. Then he noted the location of the moon, and stared at it, puzzled, for it was in the same spot it had been when Arianrhod had visited him after they defeated Arawn. He could have sworn their conversation had occurred hours ago, but if he’d really slept, perhaps that wasn’t something he had the ability to gauge.

“Not for a long while yet,” Rhun said. “Or, at least that’s my feeling. I don’t have a good sense of the hour.”

“Nor I. And that disturbs me.” Taliesin studied Cade some more. “Has something happened we should know about?”

Cade bit his lip. His friends weren’t going to like this. “Arianrhod visited me.” There was no good way to say it, except straight out.

Taliesin narrowed his eyes at Cade. “And ...” 

“She apologized, not so much for giving me the power of the sidhe but for bringing us into such danger.”

“She apologized?” Rhun said. “That’s—that’s—”

Taliesin finished for him. “Unprecedented.” 

“She also thanked us for doing what she could not,” Cade said.

“You’re being polite.” Goronwy glanced at Cade, flashed a smile, and then looked away again. “She thanked you, you mean.”

Cade had to acknowledge that Goronwy was right, though he hadn’t wanted to say it. “If that was an oversight on her part, allow me to thank you now, if not for her, then for myself. I couldn’t have defeated Arawn without you.”

“Modesty at last,” Goronwy said.

Cade ignored that, as Goronwy deserved. “She also gave me two gifts.”

Taliesin took a step towards Cade, his face paling. “Don’t tell me you accepted them! A gift from a goddess is never without a price!”

Cade choked on a laugh. “Did I have a choice? Need I remind you how little control I have over the goddess?”

“That would be none,” Rhun said.

Taliesin nodded and subsided, his expression grudging. “She made you so you could do her bidding. I have not forgotten.”

“I would like to think these new gifts were in thanks and not in expectation of future services, although I suppose I’ll have as little choice in the matter then as now, were she to ask more of me. As it is, she gave me the gift of sleep, as you saw.”

“So you were sleeping!” Rhiann said. “I could hardly credit it.”

“... and the ability to do this.” Cade reached for Rhiann again, pulling her to him. She fit perfectly in his arms—as he remembered from their brief interlude underneath Caer Dathyl—tucked under his chin with her slender arms tight around his waist, holding on. Laughter bubbled in his throat at how natural it felt to hold her.

“So this means you can touch me now—can touch any one of us—without fear of doing us harm?” Rhiann leaned back to look into Cade’s face.

“So it seems.” 

Rhun stooped to pick up Caledfwlch, which lay on the edge of the blanket, a yard from Cade’s feet. The companions gazed at the sword, and Rhun held it out. Rhiann took it, with a wary look at Cade. “You told me when we first met that your touch had the power to kill. I’ve seen you use it. And struggle to contain it.”

Cade had been unable to touch anyone—unless he meant to kill them—since Arianrhod had changed him from man to sidhe two winters earlier. From the moment he’d found Caledfwlch at the enchanted Caer Ddu, however, the sword had given him both a strength and a control over his power that he’d never known before. He’d only allowed himself to admit to loving Rhiann because of it, because the sword gave him a chance—a slim one, but a chance—at a normal life.

Rhiann drew the belt around Cade’s waist and buckled on his sword, fumbling a bit with the stiff leather. He studied her downturned head and then looked at Taliesin. It was he who would best understand what Arianrhod had done to him, and what she’d changed.

“I still have the power, but it’s quiet, as if it’s waiting for me to use it rather than waiting to use me.”

“That’s all to the good,” Taliesin said, “but something tells me that Arianrhod isn’t finished with you yet.”

“And if she’s not done with Cade, we’re all in for it,” Rhun said.

“I’m sure you have the right of it,” Cade said, “but for now...” 

“For now, we need to move.” While they’d talked, Goronwy had been surveying the entire perimeter of the clearing. It was thirty feet across, surrounded by leafless trees. A fire pit sat at its center, the flames still burning brightly, though to Cade’s knowledge, nobody had stoked it. “I, too, am confused about many things, but I do know that we still have the demons from Caer Dathyl to deal with. Geraint and Tudur need our help.”

Demons came in all shapes and sizes, often with horns or fur: the manifestation of a child’s nightmare, only worse. Much worse, because they weren’t created in a dream, but were real, sent through the black cauldron by Arawn, Lord of the Underworld, to haunt the fields and forests of Wales. Few were able to pass as human as Cade could and he’d met no other demons who possessed his particular gifts, if one could call them that, nor his degree of power. It seemed that Arianrhod had bestowed his affliction only on him. 

“Where are we?” Rhun said. “That remains our most pressing question, although some information as to how we got here wouldn’t go amiss.”

Cade checked the moon again. It still hadn’t moved from its initial position. Come to think on it, the moon was nearly in the same place in the sky as when they’d entered the caverns underneath Caer Dathyl.

“As to how, we can certainly make a good guess,” Taliesin said. “Arianrhod took us from the cavern, set us to rights, and has put us on a path of her choosing. As to where...”

“I know where we are.” Dafydd turned slowly on one heel, studying the trees and the sky above them. “We’re still in Arfon, not far from Caer Dathyl. I came through here when I fled the fortress after Teregad gave me leave to go, back before I fell in with you.”

“He gave you leave to go, only to hunt you down afterwards,” Goronwy corrected his younger brother, “but that’s past and done. Are we near the road?” 

“It lies a hundred yards to the west, no more.” Dafydd peered at the skyline. “I believe Arianrhod has placed us just to the north of where Geraint and Tudur were supposed to set up camp.”

“What—so now we can fly?” Gone was Rhun’s jesting tone of before. His words came out bitter, and Cade catalogued the list of crazed events that had happened to them in the last twelve hours, wondering which of them most troubled Rhun and caused his anger. 

“How helpful of Arianrhod not to put us in the path of the oncoming demons,” Goronwy said. “Just think if she’d put us between them and Geraint’s camp.”

Cade eyed both Goronwy and Rhun, and then took charge before the others caught their discontent. “Lead on, Dafydd. It’s likely we have very little time, if we have any time at all, before the demons reach Geraint’s position.”

Dafydd set off at once through the trees, Taliesin close behind, the little light on the end of his staff lighting the way. Rhiann, who’d found her quiver and bow and slung them on her back, followed with Hywel. Cade, Goronwy, and Rhun brought up the rear. 

“What’s gotten into you two?” Cade spoke once the others had moved a bit ahead, and the three of them were alone. 

He pushed through a blackberry bramble: the rich, sweet scent of sun-warmed berries saturated the air. In another life, Cade would have eaten them but now they would taste like nothing more than sawdust in his mouth. The bramble had found a niche at the edge of the trees, cascading over the edge of a rock as it sought sunlight, rather than thriving in the darker, shadier places, like raspberry or blackcurrant. Or me. 

“This is wrong,” Rhun said. “I may not be sidhe, but even I can feel it.”

“Which part?” Cade said. 

“Which part isn’t?” Goronwy said.

Rhun made a dismissive gesture. “Not so much the goddess, though I’m none too fond of the way she’s manipulated you—and through you all of us—these last weeks. But this is too easy; too pat.”

“We defeated Arawn—”

“Begging your pardon, my lord,” Goronwy said, “but we didn’t, not really. You may be sidhe and by that power able to silence him for a while, but his actions against us—against Wales—and our reactions, with the help of Arianrhod, are the start of what looks to me like open warfare between the gods—and maybe between the gods and men.”

“That’s exactly it.” Rhun punctuated his words with a finger to the sky. “The gods haven’t interfered in our world since the Romans came. They didn’t even step in to save Vortigern as he lay dying and the Saxons overran all of Britain but our small corner. Why do they arise now? And what role do we have to play in it? Do we have to be on Arianrhod’s side just because she made you? Are there other sides besides Arawn’s or Mabon’s?”

It had been Cade’s ancestor, Vortigern, who’d invited the Saxons into Britain after the Romans left, hoping they would stand as a buffer against the even more barbaric Picts who raided Briton’s shores at every turn. As he’d been fighting the Picts in the northeast, the Scots in the northwest, and the Irish along the coast of Wales all at the same time, one could hardly blame Vortigern for latching onto a convenient solution. He’d given up too much land to the Saxons, however, and was betrayed in the end by the very people he’d sought to befriend. Cade’s people had been fighting these interlopers ever since, backing further into the mountains with every year that passed.

The Saxon lords had divided the Welsh into small pockets, with the western lands the last untouched bastion of Britain. As recently as two years ago, Cade’s uncle Arthur, the great king of Gwent, had sent a lone rider from his seat at Caerleon to Bryn y Castell to warn of the events to the south. Like his northern compatriots, Arthur had fought many battles against the Saxons and feared the Welsh would be reduced to ever shrinking circles of land, fighting back to back as the invaders attacked from all sides.

Cade’s birth father, Cadwallon, had formed an alliance with the Saxon King Penda of Mercia, in an attempt to forestall the attacks and regain land for the Welsh. Upon his death, the usurper Cadfael had pledged his forces to the same treaty. But the Welsh had gained nothing from either alliance but time.

Cade swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. I can’t answer any of that. And Taliesin...” His voice trailed off. 

“Doesn’t see anymore. Yes, we know,” Rhun said, “even if he tries to make light of it.”

Cade didn’t know how to respond to that either and they continued in silence, eventually gaining on their companions. Cade was both disgruntled by his friends’ observations—since he’d been thinking things were going pretty well for once—and dismayed that he heard truth in their words.

Behind Cade, back in his more cynical, jaded, and ultimately humorous shell, Goronwy grumbled yet again about knights not walking. 

Rhiann overheard, glanced back at him, and shot him a wicked smile. “You know, Goronwy. You say that knights don’t walk, but since I’ve known you, you’ve done quite a bit of walking. Either knights do walk, or perhaps you’re not a real knight?”

Goronwy growled back at her and Rhiann’s eyes lit with amusement. She knew not to take him seriously and Cade’s heart warmed to have her with him. That part of the world was going right at least. He was just happy to have all his friends in the same place and in one piece. Although Arianrhod hadn’t realized it, that was reward enough.

As the companions trotted on, Cade kept checking the sky, expecting the sun to rise at any moment but it stubbornly refused to show itself. Normally, that would have pleased him, but the oddness of not being able to locate himself in the dark, or in time, only disturbed him instead. 

He tried to pass off his disorientation as a result of the heavy cloud cover which had blown in since they’d left the clearing. And when it released its rain a few moments later, it only seemed inevitable, given the way the day and night had gone so far. In Wales, cloud cover in March was more normal than not. Cade told himself he was imagining trouble where there wasn’t any, or at least not in the weather. Nobody else gave the rain any notice, other than to pull up the hoods on their wool cloaks. 

“I can’t believe we’re heading back to Caer Dathyl,” Hywel said. 

They turned onto the road and picked up the pace, able to move more quickly even though the road had become a slough and their boots were coated with mud.

“Hopefully, Siawn’s in charge now.” Rhiann skirted an enormous puddle by moving to the edge of the road where it met the grassy rim of the forest and Cade followed suit. “He left the cavern just before Arawn fell and I’d like to know for sure what’s become of him.”

“And Teregad,” Hywel said.

“And Mabon,” Rhun said. “He has my knife.”

Goronwy snorted laughter. “As you left it in his throat, you can hardly blame him for not giving it back.”

“It was his knife initially,” Cade said. “Do you really want to keep something of his?”

“I suppose not,” Rhun said.

“Unless a weapon from the world of the sidhe is the only way to harm him, just as with Arawn,” Goronwy said.

Taliesin grunted assent, and everyone turned to look at him. “I suspect that is true.” And then he elaborated further, “I find it likely.”

“How about a good punch to the nose?” Dafydd said. “He certainly deserves one.”

Even Taliesin laughed at that. “That I could not say. You’ll have to try it next time you see him.”

“Be that as it may,” Cade said, “Arianrhod told me that Mabon has been returned to her.”

“What?” Taliesin halted in the middle of the road, down which he’d continued to boldly move, ignoring the puddles, even though his cloak was now six inches deep in mud. “What did you say?” The rain dripped off the end of his pointy nose, which he directed at Cade. 

Cade shrugged. “That’s all I know. The conversation was rather one-sided, and I didn’t dare ask what she meant by it.” 

“My lord!” Ahead of them, Dafydd broke into a run. “Men call to one another ahead of us!”

Taliesin shot Cade another look—a despairing one—which was an expression Cade had never before seen on Taliesin’s face. The other companions ran after Dafydd, but Cade caught Taliesin’s arm before he could follow. “You fear the demons?”

“The demons? Why would I fear them?”

“But—”

“It’s Mabon. Arianrhod may have given you gifts, for which we can’t help but be grateful—and which I hope we won’t come to regret—but that Mabon is with his mother instead of banished to the Underworld with his father is the worst news possible.”

Another shout came from ahead of them as their friends disappeared into the woods to the west of the road. “We must hurry.” Cade wished he could question Taliesin more, but they had no time. “We’ll talk later.”

“We’ve dragons everywhere we look, my friend.” Taliesin now jogged beside Cade. “And I suspect that I’m not the only one who is having trouble with his sight.”

“You can’t mean Arianrhod? Her plan worked out just as she intended, don’t you think?” 

“I think she left a great deal to chance. I suspect that she would have found several possible outcomes acceptable.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“The gods are taking sides in our world. That can’t be good for any of us.” Taliesin reached out a hand to Cade and caught his arm. “I cannot see, and because the gift has deserted me, I cannot help you. I have lost my bearings.”

And though Cade had never understood Taliesin’s reliance on his sight, he could see the dread in his friend’s face. 

And share it.

Chapter Two

Rhiann

––––––––
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DAFYDD’S LONG STRIDES outpaced Rhiann’s smaller, quicker ones, but after his initial head start, she hadn’t fallen further behind. She wasn’t sure she was ready for another battle, but at least this time, she and Dafydd wouldn’t be defending helpless women and children on a lonely path all by themselves. They’d fight among the other men, in the thick of things with everyone else. On second thought, maybe that wasn’t better after all. 

They’d run no more than a quarter-mile before shapes of men showed through the trees. Rhiann had feared that it might be hard to tell in the dark which side was theirs, but it took only an instant to make that determination: these men had Cade’s dragon banner waving above their heads and that was the only side she wanted to be on. Dozens of torches lit up the forest and the hillside ahead of them, even as the rain continued to pour down. Cade’s men had established their position to take advantage of their strengths. Unlike the demons, they had archers and a significant number of men on horseback.

Just in front of her, Dafydd skidded to a halt. “Wait!” He held out a hand to stop her headlong rush. “We have time. The demons aren’t upon them yet.”

Now that she’d stopped running, she saw that Dafydd was right. No arrows had yet been loosed. The shouts Dafydd had heard must have been the warning calls that the demons were coming, rather than cries of men in the midst of battle. They’d come upon the scene from the north, with Geraint’s forces taking up the hill to the east of their position and the demons marching through the valley to the west, their own torches sputtering and guttering in the falling rain, but still lighting up the night and showing their progress for all to see.

“Better for them to march in the dark so we couldn’t guess their numbers,” Dafydd said. “Did they think we would quake before them?” 

“Mabon probably thought it, he’s that arrogant.” Rain plunked on Rhiann’s hood, and she brushed her wet hair from her face with her fingers. The humidity in the air pressed on her, heavy with the scent of moist earth and foliage. “I’m not sure these demons do any thinking on their own.”

“Geraint couldn’t have set this up better if he’d planned it.” Goronwy came to stand beside the other two. “He owns the high ground. The demons march along a narrow valley and will be within arrow range for two hundred yards before they reach Geraint’s position on the heights.”

“What I don’t understand is why the demons didn’t get here earlier,” Rhiann said. “It was after midnight when we entered Caer Dathyl and ages before we reached Arawn’s cavern.”

“We’re some ten miles from Caer Dathyl, give or take,” Dafydd said. “It’s far, but not so far that I wouldn’t have to agree with Rhiann.”

“They could have ransacked a village or two on the way,” Goronwy said. “That would have slowed them some and isn’t outside their capacity.”

“Remember what I said about time.” Taliesin spoke as he and Cade caught up with the others. “It passes differently in the world of the sidhe than in this one.”

“Of course,” Cade said. “Why didn’t I think of that before?” 

Rhiann moved closer to Cade, comforted by his presence. “You mean just like when we went into Caer Ddu, time passed differently when we were inside Caer Dathyl?” 

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Taliesin said. 

“No wonder the moon never moved in the sky,” Cade said. “If you hadn’t woken me so forcefully, I would have thought myself dreaming still.”

Rhiann flashed back to the horrible feeling of Cade’s lifeless body beneath her hands. If that was what sleep was to him, she much preferred having him out and about in the middle of the night, even if it sometimes got him into trouble. Because he had no breath or heartbeat, it was as if he had been truly dead.

Two years before, Arianrhod, the goddess of time and fate, had appeared to Cade in the form of a beautiful woman. With no warning, no query or discussion on her part, she had changed him into a sidhe of a sort. He’d become a god among men, except that in exchange for power, she’d taken his breath and heartbeat, and maybe even his soul. Arianrhod was a triple goddess—manifesting at different times and circumstances as mother, maiden, or crone. 

Cade had lamented to Rhiann more than once that her coming had made him only one thing: a demon. Rhiann had consoled him with the notion that every man feared the beast inside himself, but Cade had countered that in him it became tangible, and each time he released the power of the sidhe, it became harder for him to hide. 

And it was only when he took a man’s life that he felt truly alive. 

That was the part of him Rhiann didn’t know—didn’t ever want to know, though she’d seen it more than once. Yet if they were truly to be together, she would have to come to terms with it. Somehow.

“And then once we left the clearing and the clouds moved in, it was impossible to tell the time at all,” Hywel said.

“But surely it hasn’t been three days since we entered Caer Dathyl?” Dafydd said.

“No,” Taliesin said. “I believe the magic has worked in the opposite fashion this time. By my estimation, it’s been only three hours. We’ve many hours still until dawn.”

“Look!” Hywel pointed towards the southern ridge across from the one on which they were standing. “A rider comes!”

“That’s Bedwyr,” Rhiann said. “I can tell from his bulky shape.”

“Let’s go.” Cade grasped Rhiann’s hand and tugged her forward. 

“He’s going to be surprised,” Rhun said.

To the companions’ amusement, they arrived at Geraint’s command post simultaneously with Bedwyr, who dismounted from his horse in front of the pickets. 

“What took you so long?” Cade said.

“How—” Bedwyr’s mouth opened in astonishment, but then snapped shut. “Don’t tell me, I don’t want to know.”

“It’s a long story and worth the hearing.” Goronwy clapped Bedwyr on the back in greeting. “Glad to see you made it too and in one piece.” 

“I take it by the fact that you stand in front of me that all went well inside Caer Dathyl?” Bedwyr said. “Did you find Arawn?”

“We did,” Dafydd said.

“Suffice to say, Teregad has been deposed, Arawn banished to the Underworld where he belongs, and the black cauldron closed,” Cade said. “For now.”

“There’s more, but first, we’ve some demons to kill,” Rhun said.

“Right.” Bedwyr blinked. “Glad that’s straightened out.”

Geraint and Tudur hurried over. 

“My lords! You’ve come just in time.” Geraint’s eyes scanned the companions, and Rhiann could see him counting them to make sure none were missing. His brows furrowed as he got to eight and realized they were one short, but he didn’t ask about Siawn. “I trust everyone is well?” 

“Very well,” Cade said. “What’s our situation?”

Geraint nodded at Tudur, who stepped forward to speak. “We’ve archers arrayed in a half-circle at the crest of the hill. They’ll do their work first, and we’ll see how many demons they can bring down. After that, it will be hand-to-hand, I’m afraid. We don’t have enough arrows to take care of all of them.”

“We brought you a few more,” Dafydd said. 

Rhiann glanced at the quiver he wore and the bow in his hand, noting them for the first time. “Where did—”

“It was to hand when I awoke.” Dafydd shrugged. “I put it on. Your quiver also has more arrows in it than it did, you know.”

Rhiann had been so occupied with Cade that she hadn’t noticed that either. Shameful, really, because the first obligation of a warrior was to his weapons. Or hers.

Hywel moved to stand beside Dafydd. “I’ve arrows as well.” He held up a bow and twisted to show the quiver on his back. “It seemed petty to question the gift.”

“I know what you mean,” Cade said. “Not that any of us would have benefitted from turning the goddess down.”

“It’s time to move, Cade,” Rhun said.

“Right. You three go with Taliesin.” Cade stabbed a finger at Dafydd, Rhiann, and Hywel. “And no putting yourselves at undue risk! It would be a shame to have survived Caer Dathyl only to fall to an errant demon axe.”

“We’ll protect her.” Hywel took Cade’s words for what he really meant. Dafydd nodded vigorously beside him.

“Just as likely to be the other way around.” Taliesin turned on one heel. “But no matter. Young ones, with me.” He set off along the top of the bowl on which they were perched.

Cade called after Rhiann, imitating Bedwyr’s growl. “Rhiann—” 

“I know. I know.” She flapped a hand at him over her shoulder. “I’ll be careful.”

“You’d better, cariad!”

Rhiann waved again and then focused on the task at hand. She walked steadily behind the others until Taliesin came to a halt by a group of archers from Aberffraw. They stood in a row, gazing west towards the relentlessly advancing lines of demons. Rhiann read fear in the set of their shoulders—and perhaps a bit of misery, given the weather conditions. Nobody had yet strung a bow, as the rain would harm the bowstrings. But that meant nobody was really ready for this fight either.

“Lady Rhiannon!” It was Llywelyn, the captain of the Aberffraw garrison. “You’re safe and whole!”

“Quite safe. I expect you to let me know if my draw isn’t as precise as you expect.”

“Always, my lady,” Llywelyn said amidst the general laughter. 

The tension she’d felt in the men on the ridge eased for a moment. Then it ratcheted up again as Dafydd, Hywel, Taliesin, and she took their places alongside them—not because of them, but because the demons were approaching arrow range, though they still had a little time.

Taliesin had positioned the four of them on the left flank, so they’d be among the first to shoot at the demons. Hopefully, the archers on the other side of the valley, some three hundred yards away, would do the same, and together they’d catch the demons in a pincer movement. 

“We’re going to be all right, Rhiann,” Dafydd said. “These demons aren’t so tough. We’ve fought them before.”

Rhiann choked on a laugh. In truth, the demons were tougher than humans, as Dafydd knew well. But maybe not as smart. That had to help.

“What’s the worst thing that can happen?” Hywel said. 

Rhiann wrinkled her nose at his irreverent tone. The worst thing that could happen was that when the arrows started flying, the demons would charge at them, thinking to break through their lines, rather than flee the other way. If that happened, if the foot soldiers who stood on the slopes below them couldn’t stop them, the archers would be unable to defend themselves adequately. More lightly armed than the rest of the army, they might all die. At least as full-fledged knights, Hywel and Dafydd had swords at their waists. Rhiann had only a knife.

“We planted stakes twenty yards ahead, on the uphill slope.” Llywelyn read her thoughts. “If they try to get through them, the stakes will give us time to regroup.”

“Or run away,” Hywel said. “That means you, Lady Rhiannon.”

“At the very least, the stakes will slow the demons down,” Dafydd said. 

“How did you know the demons were coming?” Rhiann said. “King Cadwaladr sent Bedwyr to warn you of their numbers, but he arrived when we did.”

The little light at the end of Taliesin’s staff gave off enough illumination to reveal Llywelyn’s offended expression. “Scouts, of course. We’ve been ready for over an hour.”

“And what is the hour?” Hywel said. 

Taliesin glanced at him and nodded his approval at the question. All of them had wanted to know the answer to that since they’d woken in the clearing.

“Four hours after midnight, I reckon,” Llywelyn said. “Less than three until the sun rises.”

“Dawn will not save us from the demons this time,” Taliesin said. “It will be over by then, come what may.”

Now that the demons were closer, the archers settled into whatever stance they found most comfortable. Their joviality and humor, which had been false to begin with, was gone. The leafless branches above their heads continued to drip onto their heads in an offbeat rhythm which Rhiann couldn’t help counting out in time to the marching of the demons. 

Dafydd slipped a knife from his belt. Like the sword at his waist, the join between the blade and the hilt formed a cross, and he kissed it. Hywel, for his part, pulled his sword from its sheath, stabbed it into the ground in front of him, and knelt. Rhiann didn’t copy them, but said her own prayer, perhaps a mirror of Hywel’s: Dear God, keep me safe. Let all those here return to their homes in one piece, both in body and mind. 

Rhiann closed her eyes. As she’d been trained by the captain and friend who taught her to shoot, long ago at Aberffraw, she forced herself to stuff all emotion into a box in her mind and put it away, as if placing it on a shelf out of reach. Cade had told her that some men fought angry, and it gave them power. For her, it was better to feel nothing—no anger, hatred, love—for it would distract her from the task at hand, and she couldn’t afford that. For now, there is no love for Cade; no fear for my friends; no regret for a life half-lived. There is only the bow in my hand and the arrows in my quiver, with death a widening abyss beneath our feet. 

Chapter Three

Cade

––––––––
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“THE TRUTH NOW,” CADE spoke once Rhiann and the others had disappeared up the trail, “what do we face?”

“Two thousand demons,” Geraint said.

“That’s my count too,” Bedwyr said. “I caught up to them an hour out of Caer Dathyl. It was lucky that I had a horse to ride because I could never have kept up with them on foot.”

Cade looked beyond his companions to the oncoming march of the opposing force. He might be a sidhe—changed by Arianrhod into a creature out of legend—but these demons were no legend. He’d fought them for two years on his own and recently with friends, and he knew their strength. Arawn and Mabon would have had confidence that such an army could overpower twice that number of men, and Cade had a paltry eight hundred foot soldiers at his disposal. Cade gritted his teeth. He was just going to have to prove Arawn wrong. Again.

“The archers are well situated,” Geraint said. “Each have a dozen arrows to hand. I have confidence they can bring down a great number of the beasts.”

“From what I could see,” Bedwyr said, “the demons are not well armored.”

“It’s too bad we couldn’t have delayed them somehow,” Tudur said. “The dawn is too far off to count on its aid.”

“The dawn might slow them down some, but not as much as it will me,” Cade said. “Besides, it’s raining. There won’t be a sun today. The clouds will protect everyone.”

“Right.” Rhun rubbed his hands together. “Archers around the sides, foot soldiers to the front as the demons come on, and cavalry to flank them. It’s the old way, but the best way.”

“One thing they haven’t done is send out scouts,” Geraint said. “I don’t understand it. It’s almost as if they knew exactly where we’d be.”

“They were being aided by Arawn and who knows how many other gods,” Cade said. “Arawn may have been banished to the Underworld, but that doesn’t mean he’s impotent—that doesn’t mean we still can’t lose everything.”

“Or, if Arawn is otherwise occupied, we have Mabon to deal with again,” Goronwy said. “He isn’t in the Underworld with his father, right? Arianrhod was quite clear on that?”

Cade gave Goronwy a curt nod. His stomach roiled at the thought of what Mabon had done and could still do, loose in the world. Arawn hadn’t been able to control him, so Cade didn’t have much hope that Arianrhod could either. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Rhun said. “Whoever it is, whomever we face, we have no more time.” 

The companions’ horses had come to Arfon with Geraint. Cade was glad to see Cadfan again. The stallion whickered as Cade rubbed his nose. As one, the companions mounted and led the other horsed knights and men-at-arms away from the camp, circling into the trees to the north of the valley through which the demons marched. When the archers had expended their arrows and the foot soldiers had drawn the demons fully into the valley, Cade would lead his cavalry to slam the door behind them.

As they waited for that first flight of arrows, a hush descended on the human watchers, broken only by the muffled march of the demons’ feet. Cade had one hundred and fifty men on horseback. How could that be enough? They’d survive only if the archers were able to reduce the numbers of their opponents—and Cade’s men were able to catch them unawares. 

“Half.” Goronwy leaned in to speak to Cade. “If the archers can reduce their numbers by half, that will make us nearly even.” 

Cade nodded, although he wasn’t going to hope for such a positive outcome. Still, the demons had strength but no brains. Maybe that too could tip the balance in their favor.

Then the archers released the first rush of arrows, their passage sounding as much like a flight of birds as wooden shafts, except for the moment they hit. Demons didn’t scream their pain. Cade wasn’t sure they felt pain, but they felt something and the calls among them were guttural and wrenched the ear.

Goronwy stood in his stirrups, straining his eyes to see through the water-logged air. “What can you see, my lord? My eyes aren’t what they used to be.” 

Cade didn’t like the sound of that. He didn’t like the idea that any of his companions were growing older with increasing frailties. Not that Goronwy would be frail for a long time, but it highlighted the fact that they didn’t yet know if Cade would age alongside Rhiann. Perhaps that was the next gift Arianrhod could give him.

“Second flight ... third flight ... fourth flight ...” Cade counted them out as the shafts flew past them. “The arrows are finding targets. They’re hitting and demons are going down, but they’re not turning. They haven’t lost enough of their numbers yet.”

“That’s a side effect of not having a coherent thought,” Rhun said. “They don’t know when to run because they lack a sense of self-preservation.”

“I hoped for a while that returning Arawn to the Underworld would affect them,” Cade said, “that they’d lose their motivation to fight.”

“I guess not,” Goronwy said.

The demons continued to march up the valley, pushing through the flights of arrows and climbing over the fallen bodies of their companions. At one point, Cade thought he heard Rhiann’s cry aim for the neck or heart! over the rush of battle. He hoped he’d heard it, anyway. 

He peered through the darkness, trying to make out what was happening. “They’re getting closer now. It’s almost time.” Fewer arrows barraged the demons now, but still they came on. 

“The archers don’t have enough arrows.” Rhun urged his horse to the edge of the trees. “The demons’ numbers are too great, and the arrows they have left they’ll need to save for the end.” 

“I know.” Cade met Goronwy’s eyes, and then Rhun’s.

Rhun nodded and straightened in his seat. What more was there to say? 

Cade unsheathed his sword. He’d waited until this moment because as he raised it above his head, Caledfwlch blazed into a column of light. The air glittered around it, and the light shot into the trees above their heads, reflected off the raindrops, the branches, the burgeoning leaves, the water in the air, and onto the men. Even the demons couldn’t fail to notice.

Cade stood in his stirrups. “We ride!” 

The knights and men-at-arms burst from the trees and rode down the slope in a rush, death a roar on their lips. They came out ten yards from the rear of the demon force and catapulted into it. 

One demon after another fell before Cade. It took only a few heartbeats, which neither the demons nor Cade had, of course, for the demons to realize that they faced a greater enemy from behind them than from the front. Rhun kept to Cade’s left and Goronwy to his right, each chopping and hacking with him. 

“By the Saints, they stink!” That was Rhun. 

Cade glanced at him, noting the greenish liquid coating him and his shield, even as the rain washed it from his face. None of the blood was red. None of it was his.

Glad for Rhun’s dark humor, Cade returned his attention to the creatures in front of him. Horned, furred, bear-like, antlered, from brown to green, even some who looked more human than not. Cade met each one’s eyes as they fought, looking for some sign of humanity—some notion of what they were doing beyond mindless killing. He didn’t see it and Cade should have known better than to think that he ever would. Cade himself wanted to hold onto his own humanity as long as possible, but as he hacked and slashed at his foes, he admitted, yet again, that he would do better as a sidhe, that it was sheer stubbornness that kept him from releasing the demon that lived inside him. 

Still, he hesitated. 

Cade blocked the axe of a demon who was trying to behead Goronwy. His friend had been a hair’s-breadth from going down because of the creature, and Cade cursed himself for his stupidity. What was pride when his men’s lives were in danger? He needed that sidhe within him. It was why Arianrhod had changed him in the first place—not because he was evil like the demons, but because she knew that in order to defeat them, he needed the strength that the world of the sidhe gave him.

In the time it took to lift his sword and let it fall, he released his power. It flooded him as if he were standing under a waterfall in full spate, or drawing a deep breath after swimming underwater for too long. Except Cade hadn’t drawn breath in two years.
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