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Sgeulachd ne sinn na’s mò.



– Caledonian Proverb
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GYANHUMARA NIC HYMAR, Chieftainess of Clan Argyll of Caledonia and High Queen of Brydein, was dead.


Arthur descended the mausoleum’s steps to await Gyan’s casket. Even the storm clouds have come to pay tribute, thought their youngest daughter, Gwenhwyfach ferch Arthur, as she drew her cloak closed against the chilling October drizzle.



She glanced at her twin sister, Yfarryn, standing opposite her at the mausoleum’s entrance. After the gilded oaken casket passed between them, borne on one side by Gawain, Gareth, and Medraut and on the other by Bedwyr, Uwain, and Angusel, she noticed her sister’s chin was trembling. Of course Yfarryn would be feeling their mother’s loss more, Gwenhwyfach realized with a surge of envy. As firstborn daughter, Yfarryn bore the Brytoni version of their mother’s given name—Gwenhwyfar, “white shadow”—and had spent far more time in her company, being trained to assume duties within Clan Argyll that would fall to Gwenhwyfach only if Yfarryn were to die childless.


With such an exalted role to fill, Yfarryn preferred to be known as the raw bar of iron used by a farrier to fashion horseshoes.


Gwenhwyfach had never appreciated that choice as much as she did today, now that their mother had become a white shadow herself.


Lannchu mac Eileann of Clan Alban of Caledonia shifted closer to Yfarryn and slipped his arm behind her back. The look she turned upon him was suffused with gratitude and love. Gwenhwyfach suppressed a snort. Yfarryn wouldn’t remain childless for long if she had her way. Her legendary infatuation with Chieftain Angusel’s son had sparked more than one disagreement between Arthur and Gyan.


A chanting Abbot Dafydd and two censer-swinging acolytes followed the casket and its bearers into the mausoleum. The prayers competed with the thud of apples in the surrounding orchard being ripped from their branches by the raging wind. One sound, however, emerged with terrible finality: the scrape of stone against stone as the sarcophagus’s lid was pushed into place. It felt to Gwenhwyfach as though someone were raking a dagger across her heart.


The abbot and his acolytes emerged from the tomb, followed by Uwain, Bedwyr, and Gwenhwyfach’s half cousins, Gawain, Gareth, and their youngest brother, Medraut. Gwenhwyfach offered Medraut a tentative smile.


Had anyone asked her why her heart fluttered and her breath shortened whenever Medraut was near, she would have been hard pressed to form a coherent answer. Myriad details attracted her: his handsome face, charming smile, battle-hardened body, swift wit, wise counsel—not unique attributes, certainly. Why other men failed to turn Gwenhwyfach’s head when Medraut always did, she couldn’t begin to fathom.


He didn’t see Gwenhwyfach’s smile because he had directed his attention upon her sister. Yfarryn and Lannchu stiffened and stepped apart.


Gwenhwyfach watched Medraut join his brothers, feeling a stab of yearning for what would never be.


If the others had appeared sorrowful, Angusel was the picture of grief. He had been the first to find Gyan in Port Dhoo-Glass’s serpent pit and would forever bear the anguish that he had failed to save her life. He passed a hand over his face and sank to his knees, head bowed, at the top of the stairs. “Lady Gwenhwyfar, Lady Gwenhwyfach, I am so—very—sorry…” His voice caught and tears sprang to his eyes.


Lannchu bent to coax him to stand. “Father, we know you did your best. There is no shame in that.”


Angusel shrugged off his son’s hand and got to his feet unassisted. “My best wasn’t good enough. That is the greatest shame, lad.” He gazed at Gyan’s daughters. “My ladies, can you forgive me?”


Yfarryn gasped, hand to mouth, and fled into the mausoleum. Echoes of her sobs drifted up, punctuated by Arthur’s muted tones.


Gwenhwyfach reached for Angusel’s battle-ravaged hands. He hadn’t earned the title of na Lann-Seòlta, bestowed by the High Queen, for naught. But all the blade-cunning in the world never could have vanquished the poison that had stolen her life. “Chieftain Angusel, your son is right. Please do not blame yourself.” She hoped the strength of her grip conveyed the sincerity of her feelings. “I do not.”



He squeezed her hands and released them. “You are most gracious, Lady Gwenhwyfach, and I thank you.” She didn’t believe he had forgiven himself, but she hoped this was a start. He bowed and withdrew to stand beside Lannchu.


Yfarryn’s sobs had quieted, and Gwenhwyfach deemed it time to pay her respects. She laid back her hood, drew a deep breath, and descended the steps.


Pungent incense permeated the narrow chamber. Wan light from four tall tapers battled the gloom. Arthur stood at the head of the sarcophagus, flanked by Yfarryn, his hand caressing the contours of the effigy’s face. He glanced up at Gwenhwyfach’s approach and his hand stilled to rest against one gray cheek. “It’s so hard to believe…”


“I know, Father,” Gwenhwyfach said, drawing her sword. She held the naked blade, hilt up, before her face. She had chosen the warrior’s path, hoping it would forge a stronger bond between her and her mother, to make up for the years they’d been apart. But now… “I know.”


She sheathed the sword and neared the sarcophagus, reaching for the effigy’s closest hand, which curled around the stone sword’s hilt. The granite felt warm beneath her fingertips, creating the illusion that her mother wasn’t dead, that somehow her life force, which had burned so vibrantly mere days before, had not been extinguished.


Gwenhwyfach shook her head to clear it of such fanciful nonsense. The High Queen was dead. Nothing could change that.
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YFARRYN DIDN’T want to leave the tomb. Leaving meant having to begin a life without her mother’s guidance; a joyless life once her father made the expected proclamation.


Blinking back tears, she regarded her sister. Fach—a nickname Gwenhwyfach detested because it meant “small,” so Yfarryn saved its spoken use for when she was angriest at her—looked ever so calm and assured in her silver and boiled leather ceremonial armor. Yfarryn resented Fach for being able to pay tribute in a manner their mother would have appreciated more so than anything Yfarryn might do.


Not true, Yfarryn reminded herself. Fighting the tremors in her voice, she sang the Caledonian warrior’s lament. Having to substitute her mother’s name into the lyrics wrenched her heart, and it was all she could do to keep the song from dissolving into sobs. But it was comforting too, and for that she was grateful.


When the last notes had echoed into silence, she sank to her knees beside the sarcophagus as if the music had been the only thing supporting her. She pressed her cheek and palm to the granite panel, willing herself to wake from this hideous dream.


Her father stooped to whisper, “Beautifully done, Yfarryn. Thank you. Gyan—I’m sure she would have loved it.” Yfarryn looked up to see him drag the back of a hand across his eyes. He stood and offered her his hand. “Come. We must go.”


Yfarryn placed her hand in his, stood, adjusted her cloak and skirts, and ascended with her father and sister into the bleak wilderness of her future.
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AWAITING THEM near the mausoleum, surrounded by a detachment led by a very irritated-looking Cai, was a delegation of toga-garbed men Gwenhwyfach didn’t recognize.


Cai stepped forward and saluted Arthur. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but these men”—on Cai’s lips, the word sounded like an epithet—“refused to be put off. They claim to be ambassadors on an urgent mission from Rome.”



The delegation’s leader eyed Cai with disdain before bowing toward Arthur. Gwenhwyfach dropped her hand to her sword hilt. The gesture did not go unnoticed by the visitors, some of whom shifted from foot to foot. The chief delegate regarded Arthur and said, “Please accept our sincerest condolences and apologies, Your Majesty. We would not have intruded upon so sorrowful an occasion were our mission not of the utmost importance.”


“What can be so bloody important—” At a flick of Arthur’s hand, Cai fell silent. He crossed his arms, glaring.


Arthur prompted the man to continue.


He cleared his throat, squared his shoulders, and jutted his jaw. His companions adopted similar poses. “It has come to the attention of Emperor Lucius that the province of Britannia—”


“Province!” roared Cai. Arthur stared at him.


“The province of Britannia,” continued the ambassador, “is a number of years delinquent in sending tribute to Rome.” Gwenhwyfach glanced at Cai, whose coloring suggested he was heading for an apoplectic fit. Her father looked none too happy either. Heeding neither man, the delegate consulted a scroll he had been carrying in a leather tube. “One hundred twenty-seven years, to be exact. Emperor Lucius has commissioned us to negotiate terms for the settlement of this debt, as well as future arrangements.”
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