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The Brewing of Storms
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Scotland, Maetae territory, Winter 570 AD

Myrddin gestured them onwards, his voice lost amongst the din of battle. What a terrible, terrible idea, this of waging war in Winter, when snow fell abundantly, and nothing was to be seen but a blanket of grey and white covering the hills. Artuír had insisted they launched one last, full blown attack on the Maetae tribes after the solstice. They wouldn’t be expecting it, he'd said. They could ambush them easily, he'd said. They could put an end to the constant warring and finally assure a treaty to last them the rest of the cold season, see them through Spring and into Summer. There’d be no need to pick up weapons when men were most wanted at home, to tend to the crops, the animals, what kept them all alive: food, nourishment, family, clan.

All this Artuír had said, inflamed as only he could be, and Myrddin had spread word with magic of his own, making sure every man stood up to join them in battle. But all along, Myrddin had known, as had Galahad. Why Artuír insisted on engaging in battle during the peaceful months.

He needed to strain himself physically; needed to have his mind occupied with strategies and battle planning; needed to end each day so tired, he fell asleep the moment he lay down to rest. Or he'd be driven mad by the force of his grief. For truth was, Artuír hadn't let go of his sentiment for Morganne; he hadn’t come to accept the reality of their kinship nor come to regard her as his sister, and thus nourish for her a fraternal love. No, Artuír’s heart and mind were still inflamed with passion for her, and both Myrddin and Galahad had had their work cut out keeping him at Camelot, trying to busy him with erecting a new fortress, a new castle, where he ruled as king.

At first, he’d thrown himself into it, after the Summer ended and warring came to a halt. He'd spent the entire warm season on the battleground, sword in hand, a bloodlust so intense it seemed to render him immune to blows, scrapes and cuts. He killed with mesmerising speed and accuracy, numbing himself and his feelings, refusing to dwell on what had taken place after his trip to Iona. For not long after Myrddin and Morganne left Artuír and Galahad behind, a monk had followed them on a wild cavalcade, to inform the king his mother had lost her life at sea. The Lady Igernna had been caught by a wave, surely, and lacked the strength to fight the currents and swim back to safety. She'd drowned, and her body floated back to land. A few of the nuns had seen her wash ashore, lifeless, at daybreak. 

So back they'd gone; back to Iona. To arrange for Igernna’s disposal, Artuír at a loss for what to do, Galahad demanding the lady’s body be handed over to her family - for the Mac Fayes had their own traditions, where it came to death. To Avalon Igernna had been taken, her lifeless form strapped to a horse, her son dry-eyed, riding ahead of the train that marched down to the Fisher King’s hall. He hadn't mourned his mother, or the loss of Morganne.

For days, he'd sworn he'd get her back again; he'd wage his last war, fight his last battle, place his crown in Myrddin’s hands and flee south for the woman he loved. For days, he insisted this was what he'd do. But days turned into weeks, and these into months, and Autumn kept them away from the battles, as would Winter. The building of the castle had been a distraction; although much needed, a short-lived one. Soon, the High King had lost all manner of interest in it, and gone back to pacing the halls of his fortress, like a caged dragon needing to be set free. Myrddin had seen the dangers of it. If Artuír wasn't busy, he might lose all composure, and do as his father had before him - head down to the land of the Cornovii and claim his woman from the top of the tower over the cliff. But if Uther’s woman had not been free to join him - for she'd been previously wed and that had made her unattainable - Artuír’s was set even farther from him. An impossibility the boy insisted on disregarding, vouching again and again those were but lies. He still refused to accept Morganne was his sister, and given time, he’d convince her otherwise.

This, Myrddin couldn’t allow. For he had no doubt in his heart of the blood bonds that ran between the two siblings; had no doubt whatsoever Morien and Morgause had spoken the truth. He knew his sister well and seen the pleasure with which she'd delivered Morganne the story of her conception. Morien had wanted to strike that blow, in revenge for what the young witch dared do, the betrayal she'd bestowed. Morien believed every word she'd said about Igernna and Gorlois, Uther and Morganne. Of course Morgause might have lied. Myrddin knew how devious his aunt was, just for the pleasure it brought her. But when he’d accompanied Morganne to Tintagel Castle, the girl told him what Igernna had said. A story that sounded exactly the same as the one Viviane bestowed upon him, when he informed her of what he meant to do, what Morganne had asked of him. There was no doubt in his heart, Artuír and Morganne were brother and sister, and they must never come together in any other capacity again. He mustn’t allow that to happen. So he must be strong, and ensure Artuír wasn't to do anything rash that tore apart all they'd struggled for, all they'd so far achieved. When, in the first days after the Winter Solstice, his young cousin suggested they plan a surprise attack on some of the Maetae tribes, Myrddin had seen a chance to keep the boy occupied, and his mind away from his heart’s desire. So, he had agreed.

And here they were, in the midst of a snowstorm, fighting a battle already gone wrong. Whatever advantage they might have had, was lost to the lack of knowledge they possessed on the lay of the land, and its climacteric conditions. Oh, how Myrddin loathed fighting on foot. Used as he was to having his rump astride a horse, he always felt heavy-limbed and slow, when on foot. 

Ambrosius Aurelianus had brought with him the mighty war horses from across the sea, and Avalloch, the Lord of Avalon and the Summerlands, had immediately fallen in awe of the creatures. He’d asked Ambrosius’s men to train his on horseback riding and fighting from a saddle. Myrddin had been taught to ride as soon as he learned to walk, and so had Galahad and Artuír. Only Bedwyr had been a latecomer into the art of brandishing a sword while riding a horse, but he’d become adept at it, and as good as the others. Only, there was no fighting on horseback during a surprise attack, as this was supposed to have been. So he had to make do, trudging through snow and mud, hacking away at opponents, left and right, without the advantage of height, and the might of a horse’s front hooves, cracking skulls ahead of their canter.

Taking a quick look to his right, Myrddin spotted Artuír through the falling snow. He was on his own, throwing himself into the strife as if with a death wish, and if it weren’t for Myrddin’s knowledge of how powerful his grandsire’s magic was, he’d have been worried for his cousin’s welfare plenty of times. As it was, and with Caliburn seeped in protective spells as strong as the Fisher King himself, he knew Artuír was under no danger of being injured. The sword would prevent it, it would counter whatever attack. And the High King was a mighty swordsman himself. Galahad worried him more, standing alone in the midst of half a dozen painted Picts, who hacked at him as if trying to fell a tree. Catching Artuír’s eye, he signalled in the direction of the future Dalriada king, and both men leapt towards him, putting some distance between them and the rest of their battalion. Myrddin made sure Bedwyr understood what they were doing; and then got himself lost in the fog, headed for Galahad, heart jumping with no rhyme or reason, in fear they might come too late to their cousin’s aid.

As he’d expected, Galahad had been wounded, several gashes finding their way to his thighs, one of them bleeding profusely. And still, he fought on, standing on his own two feet, sword raised with both hands, now he'd been forced to throw away his shield. 

The Picts were so immersed in the fight they failed to notice a pair of warriors come at them from the left, and when they finally realised, it was too late. Artuír had beheaded one man and fallen another, before the rest could even turn round to face him, Myrddin taking advantage of the distraction to hack away at a pair of Picts who still bludgeoned Galahad to the ground. Soon it was over, the Picts dead or dying, and they turned their attention to Galahad, who stood on his knees, panting, long dark hair falling across his face, hiding his eyes. Myrddin’s eyes caught sight of the flow of blood, oozing from the largest gash on his cousin’s leg, and he made for it, hand reaching into his bag, bringing out a vial of ointment and a pair of linen bandages.

“Galahad, can you stand up?” Artuír inquired. There was worry in his voice, fear, if the bear was one to feel it.

The man shook his head, sweat beading his temples. His lips were grey, and Myrddin wondered if it was due to the quality of the light, or the loss of blood. Dabbing a piece of cloth with the contents of a flask, he wiped the wound clean, saw the depth of the gash, eyes widening in ill-kept horror, a look Artuír captured and understood. The king helped Galahad to lie down, so Myrddin could work better. The druid ripped the chequered fabric of his cousin’s breeches, wiped the endlessly flowing blood, caked ointment over it, knowing the wound needed sewing. He wished for Galahad’s mother; she excelled at this type of healing, limber of hand and finger as she was, able to sew flesh together in perfect manner. Even Morganne would have been better than him, for both women were sure to carry with them gut and needles that they could work with. Myrddin never did; he carried only herbs and ready-made ointments, bandages and vials of water he’d fished out of the Calyx, so he could make his tinctures and potions when needed. He wasn’t a practical man, where it came to healing, and that might cost his cousin’s life.

He bound the wound as tight as he could, watching Galahad’s wincing face grow paler, caked some more ointment on top of the first set of bandages, wrapped another set over it. When his cousin finally passed out from pain and blood loss, his eyes sought Artuír’s, noticing how large and round they were, knowing his would be just the same.

“That bad?” the young king inquired, his counsellor nodding in concurrence.

“We must take him to the Lady Viviane, this wound needs sewing, or he’ll end up bleeding to death.”

“I’ll carry him, then,” Artuír stood up and picked the unconscious man as if he was but a bairn and weighed nothing at all. “Lead the way.”

Myrddin looked around, straining his sight as far as he could through the swirls of snow; saw nothing which could guide them back to where their war-band was. Not even the clang and clatter of battle reached his ears, though the wind had abated, and the snow seemed to be dwindling. He couldn’t even make out their own footsteps anymore, a sure way to have led them back to their men, one that lay now hidden by heavy snow. And the longer they took, the more Galahad’s life was at risk. Closing his eyes, Myrddin allowed for his senses to pick up what his conscious mind couldn’t. A frosty breeze came down from the north, a soft but very cold one. Flurries of snow fell to the ground, and the stench of blood assaulted his nostrils, most from the fallen men at his feet. But there, to his left, the acrid, sour scent was stronger, and mingled with fear-infused sweat and human waste. That’s where the battle had taken place - to his left, about two hundred paces away. Opening his eyes, Myrddin smiled at Artuír, the minute wind had brought him not only the scents of death and decay that meant the aftermath of battle, but also the distancing sounds of voices: Artuír’s Cymry, Galahad’s Dal, surely searching for them, with Bedwyr leading the group.

His enthusiasm was cut short, as he found himself under the sights of a cocked bow and arrow held by a painted savage. Half a dozen more equally painted warriors, holding their bows at the ready to shoot, swished through the white expanse, circling round them, surrounding and pinning them where they stood. In their midst, one of their screeching women, looking dangerously murderous, stood poised to strike, should any of them move. Artuír’s frown deepened and he searched Myrddin with a cold stare. Both looked back at the woman, though, mesmerised by her presence. This was no simple warrior, no plain female. Everything about her testified to her authority, and the higher stance she held among the men. This, then, must be the leader. Artuír and Myrddin studied her with a deepened interest.

She wasn’t tall, but neither was she small. Her raven black hair was braided over her scalp and pulled away from a face that was rather large and round, with high cheekbones and a small nose. Eyes cold as a northern wind, unflinching, and of so dark a blue as to remind Artuír and Myrddin of the sky at midnight, over Avalon, an inky darkness on which to get lost. A collar of bones they took as human circled her neck, serving as fastening to the cloak she wore around her shoulders, made up of various wolf skins. On her cheeks and chin, intricate designs were etched in blue paint, as over the eyelids, rendering her a look more savage even than that of the men accompanying her, who had half their faces painted blue, the other half white. This alone - her tribal markings - set her off as one of high standing amongst her people. So she was the one they must deal with. Ignoring the men, Artuír bowed slightly in the woman's direction, realised by the flash of confusion in her eyes she hadn't expected this. 

“My kinsman’s injured,” he explained, wondering if the woman even understood their language. The only times he heard Picts speak, it had sounded more like the barking of wild dogs than proper, human speech. “He needs help.”

Myrddin shook his head; this wasn’t the way to go about it. These people would simply take them for slaves or kill them on the spot, if Artuír were allowed to go on. Oh, they were in a right mess; they were. He knew from the designs on their skin these were the very same clan as the Picts Artuír’s ambush had caught unawares. And by the looks in their eyes, these people knew fair well they were in the presence of those who'd attacked and killed their kin. There’d be no compassion from them. Myrddin would have acted the same way.

“Who are you?” he asked, directing his question to the woman, his speech a bastardisation of the Pictish tongue.

She cackled, clearly amused, barked something to the men with her, and they all broke out laughing. “You lack the skills to converse in my own speech,” she spat, eyes travelling from Myrddin to Artuír, taking in his immense gait; then to Galahad, lying unconscious in his arms. Something about her shifted, a shadow crossing her eyes, a gurgle caught in her throat, as she regarded the injured man with renewed interest.

Hope sprang unbidden inside Myrddin’s chest, and he saw reflected in the young king’s eyes the very same thought. Even in his deathbed, Galahad didn’t fail to entrap the hearts of women everywhere.

“This man will die, if his wound isn’t seen to,” the warrior woman said, stating the obvious.

“He will. So let us leave that we can rescue him, I'll make sure you're handsomely rewarded for it,” Artuír offered, and she guffawed once again.

“No.” A swift signal passed from her to her men, who closed ranks around them even tighter. “You're our prisoners now, I’ll see to it the man lives.” 

As she shoved her head forward, a couple of warriors flung bows across their chests, dropped arrows in their quivers, and grabbed hold of Myrddin and Artuír. Two more painted men stretched out a length of thick, coarse fabric, gestured Artuír to deposit Galahad’s body in it. The High King saw himself forced to comply, and gently placed his cousin over the fabric, being immediately grabbed by two pairs of strong hands, who proceeded to bind his wrists in a tight roped knot. Another length of cord twined around his neck and found its way to Myrddin’s. The bind was done in a way that they’d choke each other, should they try for anything but follow their captors at a brisk pace. 

Artuír’s mind travelled back to the Summer when he and Morganne had met, her words echoing in his head. Words of admiration for the Pictish women who fought alongside their men. She’d have been ablaze to meet a woman like this, courageous and cunning, not afraid of waging war, or giving her life for the good of her clan. Yes, Morganne would have applauded this brave warrior woman. She’d also have bested her, with her powerful magic and spells. Morganne would have made a tremendously effective addition to their numbers.

Artuír’s heart tightened at the thought of his sister. His sister, he repeated, as he often did; but still couldn't bring himself to see her in that light. And he still couldn't erase the pain, or the anger at such truth.

“If we’re to be your prisoners,” he said, walking along to the rhythm imposed by the Pictish warriors, “at least let us know your names.”

It was a risky proposition; the woman might demand their own in return. Myrddin had no desire of letting these people know they'd just made a prisoner of the High King of the Britons and the future King of the Dalriada. But he burned to know who this woman was, so haughty and self-assured; she’d have made a proper queen, had she been born to another people.

The woman faced them; her gaze hard and set, as she looked Artuír up and down, measuring the man who dare speak to her thus. “Those two who carry your kinsman are my own kith and kin,” she replied, after what felt like a long moment. “Breth and Melcon. The man marching ahead is Crautreic, and behind me goes Nechtan. Closing ranks are my cousins, Uoret and Uvan. I'm Gwenwhyfar, daughter of Celchamoth, the Wolf’s Bane, leader of our Clan.”

Artuír turned his head round, wishing to see Myrddin’s eyes and read his thoughts on what the woman had just stated, but all he managed was tighten the noose on his own neck, making him gasp and splutter, breath knocked out of him.

“Where are you taking us?” he heard Myrddin inquire from close behind him.

“To my father’s hall,” she stated, matter-of-factly, “or did you think I knew not to be in the presence of Myrddin, the Enchanter, the Emrys, the son of Taliesin the Bard, he of the Shinning Brow? Oh, yes, my father will be very pleased when he sees the loot I’m bringing him.”

Artuír stood up and paced the small, round, stone cottage they'd been thrown in. For the third time, he walked the short length of the place, grunted in anger, sat back down with a growl, took in his surroundings. The stone hut was circular in form, diminutive, but with clear evidence of being inhabited by a family. To his right, a cluster of skins and furs outlined an obvious sleeping spot, and next to him, stood a crude wooden table, where a few cooking utensils had been placed upon. Everything looked clean and well taken care of. At the centre of the hut, a hearth-like mound spoke of many cooked meals inside the circlet of stones defining its borders. He’d been thrown into this hut along with Myrddin. Galahad had been taken elswehere; the woman, Gwenwhyfar, directing her men to carry the wounded warrior to a larger hut.

Myrddin seemed uncaring as to their fate, uncaring even as to what those damn savages might do to Galahad, and this was another nail driven down Artuír’s back. Again, he jumped up and paced around, flexing hands and fingers, neck sporting a throbbing vein, nerves on edge. He could hardly stand up straight, which only seemed to increase his annoyance.

“It will accomplish you nothing,” Myrddin said, eyes shut, legs stretched ahead of him. He was the image of carelessness, as if he were but on a day’s visit to a far-off village. As if he was travelling around the Dalriada clans.

Only they weren’t, and these people were the enemy. Their lives were at stake; the fate of the future Dalriada king was at stake; and what did Myrddin think the Picts would do, were they to learn of the injured man’s true identity?

“You’ve yet to assess the reality of our condition, wizard,” Artuír barked, eyes blazing like his mother’s, something Myrddin had never seen. “If these barbarians realise who...”

“Hold your tongue, cousin,” Myrddin cut in, aware they might be eavesdropped. If the woman was able to speak and understand their language, who was to say others of the clan might not do the same? “Soon, the chieftain will send for us, and if we play this right, we can end the warring sooner than what even you expected.”

“And how do you propose we go about it? In case you’ve forgotten, we raided these people, do you not think they'll exact some sort of revenge upon us?”

Myrddin shook his head. “For now, all they know is who I am. Your identity, our cousin’s, remain unknown. I'm a druid, and they won’t touch me for that. Besides being held as somewhat sacred in their eyes, I’m grandson to Avalloch, and kin to the wife of a Pictish King. Or have you forgotten the Fisher King’s strategy of marrying Morgause to Lot of Orkney, in an attempt to bring to heel the Picts? There’ll be some measure of respect for Lot and his people; after all, he’s one of them. If I’m not mistaken, this chieftain will try for a bargain.”

“A bargain? And what deal have you in mind this man might seek?”

“Peace. I’ll be kept as hostage, and the Dalriada, the Gododdin, the Alt Clut swear upon a peace treaty. Nothing will happen to me, as long as this truce is held.”

“Hah!” Artuír laughed, but with no humour at all. “And have you live out your life here in the crags, amidst the stone? Never. I, for once, will never agree to it.”

“You will, if you value your life. You’ll do as I say to assure both you and our cousin leave this place safely back to Dunnad.”

“Myrddin, you forget yourself,” the king growled.

“No, it is you who forget yourself. Listen to me, heed my counsel, trust my judgement. That’s all I ask of you. Besides, I may have a plan of my own, with an offer to counter that one, should it rise to the table.”

“An offer of your own? And what would it be, pray, o wise counsellor?”

“Joke all you want, Bear. But have you seen the look upon the woman’s face, as she gazed upon our wounded cousin? I believe a marriage proposal would serve us all well, don’t you?”

Artuír sat back down, this time next to Myrddin. “You are one cunning man,” he said, eyes squinting in the dark, mind fast at work with the possibilities. 

These Maetae Picts had been a hindrance for long, always too close to his seat, his fortress, his lands. Always too eager to strike and retrieve what they claimed as their own, stealing cattle and burning down crops; they'd been a nuisance to Artuír and the Gododdin in particular, more than to the likes of the Dalriada or the Alt Clut, whose lands were farther north. If a liaison were to be struck, one that wedded the future overlord of the Dalriada to the daughter of a Maetae chieftain, the pesky attacks would come to an end. And once they had one tribe join them and their ranks, the rest would follow. He’d see to it. He'd have Myrddin help him see to it; his cousin was always successful in turning people's minds and wills towards his own. A gift Artuír had come to depend upon a tad too much, perhaps.

“What if the father wants to wed the daughter not to our cousin, but to you, Myrddin? Will you be willing?”

The young Druid's expression darkened, brow furrowing, a scowl of hindrance laying claim to his face. He shook his head, preparing himself for what was to come. But it was about time he and Artuír had words on the matter, it was about time they came to an agreement as to that subject. The one subject he'd been avoiding all these months, as much as he'd been avoiding giving in to his desires, and mount a horse that took him down south.

Morganne.

“I shall offer him yourself, if our other cousin doesn’t suit his wishes.”

“That you shall not!” Artuír’s ruffled feathers came through in his voice. “I shall not wed this woman, or any other, at that!”

Sighing, Myrddin leaned his head against the cold stone wall, searching for the right words. That Artuír still held any measure of hope he might come to make Morganne his queen was simply absurd, at this point. Not that Myrddin didn’t understand his cousin’s depth of feeling for the girl, his apparent inability of getting over her. For it was the same with him. Myrddin hadn’t forgotten Morganne; he hadn’t yet managed to let her go. And if Artuír couldn’t have her, then why shouldn’t he? After all, he’d loved her before, and for longer. He’d been the first to kiss her, and she'd made him promises. Morganne had cared for him; she could come to care again, now she knew Artuír was out of her reach. But he wouldn't act upon it, had he not first discussed it with the king. And now the time had come, to bring that issue into the open, and lay bare his soul, his very heart.

“Morganne is not to be yours, you know this. You must know how wrong it is to want her, when she’s your sister,” Myrddin whispered, voice strained, lowered, urgent. Artuír looked him in the eye, shook his head, face growing red. “You must desist, surely you can see this! What kind of aberration do you wish to impose upon her?”

“Love is an aberration?” he shouted, breaking free of his cousin’s strong grasp.

“Having that kind of love for your own sibling is an aberration, yes.”

“Why? Because the Catholic monks say so?”

“You don’t have to be one of them to realise how wrong this is! Cease this line of thought, cousin, it’ll bring you but pain.”

“I would, if only I could,” Artuír admitted. “But my heart beats for her and her alone, and I cannot forget her, I cannot let go. Yes, I do understand, this is not to be accepted by the world at large; still, I would have her and hide the true nature of our relation, for the sake of being free to love her alone.”  

“It cannot be. Marry another, so you put her behind you. Allow Morganne to make a life for herself, to find someone she can love with no restraint and no guilt.”

“Ah! And what manner of man would that be? Who do you suggest Morganne should wed, who do you presume would fill her heart and make her happy? For I can assure you she loved only me.”

“And yet, before she ever laid eyes on you, there was another she claimed to love. There was another she promised herself to. There was another man before, cousin, and he loves her as much as you, if not more.”

Artuír’s eyes locked with Myrddin’s and he saw the shades of truth in their darkened blue. And yet, he couldn’t bring himself to believe what lay behind those words, he refused to see what lay within his cousin’s speech. 

“No,” he said, and shook his head. It would be too much of a treason, to allow such thoughts to enter his mind. If Myrddin and Morganne had been previously attached, it would be too much of a treason.

“I loved her, long before you came to Avalon. And she believed she loved me, before the two of you met. I would have her, cousin, and strive to make her happy, to mend her broken heart. But I want your blessing on this. I need your blessing on this.”

The shock in Artuír’s eyes was painful to watch. He shook his head once more, realising this was all he was able to do, and felt the weight of betrayal settle over him like a blanket of stones.

“Why have you never told me of this?” Hurt painted his face with colours that stabbed at Myrddin’s eyes.

“What was there to tell? Before you came to Avalon, I believed Morganne was to be mine. I kissed her out in the woods, asked if she would run the wild hunt with me, or if she’d join me there for Beltane, at least. Her concurrence led me to believe we were to be wed this last May’s eve. But then it was Lughnasadh, and you were injured in battle and rode down to Avalon, where her hands treated your wounds, and her heart was treated to yours.”

Again, the High King shook his head, how could they have kept him in the dark as to their former agreement?

“I was told by our cousin that you were in love with her, and that the lady concurred. I was distraught, yes. Heartbroken, daunted. Sought her out for the truth, demanded she tell me where her intentions lay. And she said they lay with you, if you would have her. What was I to do, Bear? What was I to say? It wasn’t me the lady wanted, so I kept my feelings to myself. Oh, I pleaded with her, once too many, behind your back, yes. Am I ashamed? No, I’m not. For I loved her long before you, and for a time, I believed it was but a folly of hers, a young girl’s last bid at innocence and carefree spirits. 

“The moment I realised she was in earnest, and you were too, I did all I could to make sure the two of you were together. Or have you forgotten how I fed you oatcakes with an antidote to the mixture my father had you drink, which would have led you to lay down with my sister, were she to play the part of the huntress in the wild hunt? Did you not know it was I who helped Morganne don the garments of the goddess, so she could hunt you through the woods? As much as it hurt me, as much as it destroyed me; for I knew she’d never be mine; I did all I could to ensure your happiness.” Myrddin made a grab for Artuír’s hand, and was happy to see his cousin didn't remove it from his grasp. “I wanted to see the joy in your eyes, to know your heart’s content, for I love no one as much as I do the two of you, do you understand? Not my father, my mother, nor my sister. There isn’t a soul alive I care for as much as I do for you and Morganne.”

Artuír nodded, he knew it well, Myrddin had been a friend, a brother, more than a brother in fact, throughout his still short life. Myrddin had stood by him at every step, and he’d listened to Artuír where others merely cast him aside for the youth of his years. They’d sat long hours into the night, on many an occasion, talking away, laying their plans, sharing their intended future together. There wasn't a single scenery Artuír painted for his life where Myrddin wasn't present, where the druid didn’t hold a place of honour and love by Artuír’s side. Throwing his arms around his cousin’s torso, he pulled him into a bear-like hug. Fate had been cruel, to trap them both into loving the same woman, a woman that was all but forbidden to him. If Morganne must be wed to anyone, then that it were Myrddin, whom he loved nearly as much as he loved her.

“I’m sorry we've caused you all this grief,” he said, “but see how we pay for it. If I cannot have her for my queen, then let her go to you with a peaceful heart, if that is her wish. I give you my blessings, Myrddin, for you to seek out my sister and come to an agreement with her. And you can tell her that from my part, or better yet, I shall write it down for her to read.” Artuír clapped his cousin’s back, fighting down tears that threatened to overflow his eyes. 

Those had been the hardest words he'd ever been made to speak, and his heart was not in them. But his heart was of no consequence, nor was the love he had for Morganne - she was his sister and could never be any other than that. Better to let her go to someone he loved, someone he trusted with his life, knowing Myrddin would do his utmost to bring her joy. Better to have her go to Myrddin and leave her fortress of Tintagel, have her return to him as his sister, if she must, but return, at least. If he could gaze upon her face and see her content and joyful; if he could have the balm of her company, in whatever condition, he’d be appeased. He’d settle for the possibility of watching her bloom and live, of touching her in fraternal endearment, as long as she was by his side, at his hand’s reach.

Tintagel Castle, Cornwall, February 570 AD

Morganne set eyes on the furious sea below, watching the waves come crash upon the crags and rocks that made up a wall where her father’s fortress perched. A strange, eerie place she’d come to, one that fitted her mood. For try as she might, Morganne couldn’t rid herself of the shadows laying claim upon her spirits. The inclement, grey weather, alongside the vast expanse of wild, roaring seas, were the perfect background, the complement to whatever bleakness was hers now. Her life had become one long stretch of dispirited days lying ahead of her, with not one drop of joy to be squeezed out of them.

For her heart, and her head, still dwelled on Artuír. Much as she tried, his image still sprung to mind unbidden, and it was his eyes she dreamt of, his smile she longed to gaze upon, his hands she wished to hold. It was his body she needed sleeping by her and his comfort, the sole food her soul claimed for. It was him she wished was here, now her time was due. For Artuír’s baby was coming, and it was coming soon.

When Morganne had begged of Myrddin to accompany her to her father’s lands, she had no knowledge of the life already blooming in her womb. And for a few months, she failed to notice the changes her body underwent. But as the first assault of morning sickness overtook her, and assured her she’d keep nothing in her stomach for the next few hours, Morganne had known. Taking to her quarters, she’d undressed and searched her body for signs. There, the fullness of her breasts, the roundness of her stomach. The contours of her face, did they not look plumper, wider? Was there not a glow to her skin, a sparkle to her eye? Oh, she was certain of what to expect, when she called for a midwife to observe her and let her know what she'd already guessed.

Artuír’s child blossomed inside her. 

The ultimate iniquity, the last perversion. She carried her brother's child. Her own brother’s.

For weeks, Morganne had raged silent battles within herself. She faltered on the brink of a personal precipice, not knowing whether to plunge into it, whether to stay her hand. Heart and mind waged war against each other, the only outcome that of pain, and more doubt. There were ways, of which she knew fair well, to get her rid of the babe. Some more painful - the longer she waited, the bigger the risk - some quicker and violent, others less. Should she do it? Must she do it? It was her child, flesh of her flesh, blood of her blood. It was her babe growing in her womb, and already she’d forged an emotional bond to the unborn child.

It was Artuír’s, after all. The testimony of a love they'd shared, a proof of the sentiment between them, brought to life in all innocence, in all ignorance of who they truly were. Was that innocent bairn to pay for the errors of their kin? For those errors weren't hers, nor Artuír’s. Their aunts were to blame, their mother, everyone who'd decided to keep the truth from them, was to blame. Every single one of those people who’d chosen to betray them, were to blame for the predicament she now saw herself in, the well of despair she’d fallen into. For they'd allowed for this to happen. 

They'd allowed for Artuír and Morganne to come together, undercover of their secrets and lies. They’d loved each other as man and woman, unaware of other ties, other bonds, the blood that coursed their veins and which was the same. They’d been guilt free, and pure, their love chaste, candid. Must she now kill this babe, as she’d tried to kill the love she felt for her brother? She’d fail, as she had in ripping out of her heart the sentiment that bound her to Artuír, the passion which still coursed her veins, and brought tremors to her limbs, whenever she remembered the urgency of his kiss, the softness of his touch. She’d failed to do it, and so decided she’d fail to lose the bairn.

Born, it would be, into this world of misery she'd made for herself. And not much longer, now, Morganne understood, as her body doubled over, one hand firmly grasping the rough stone of the battlements, panting, gasping, while red-hot, searing pain engulfed her from the knees up to her breasts. A good thing Myrddin had thought up a story with which to justify her demeanour, her grief. He'd spread word Morganne was recently widowed, to a young northern warrior who'd perished under a violent attack of Pictish arrows. It not only justified for her constant tears, but also her ever-growing belly. 

This child was to be as much of a bear as his father. She must never return to the north, especially not with the child, or the bairn would not fail to be recognised. Another jolt of pain took her over, and Morganne let out a growl of despair. Must it hurt so much? Her instincts told her it would be no easy task, bearing this child to life. She was far too narrow of hip, and too small of body, for a bairn as big. A good thing she’d confided her affliction to Morien, who insisted on joining her at Tintagel. The girl had made it a point of informing their aunt Morgause of Morganne’s progress, Morgause who'd been the only one who dared be honest with both her and Artuír.

Morgause had sent along a veritable rabble of druids and bandruí, amongst them a couple of very experienced midwives, who’d assisted the Queen of Orkney herself, during her numerous pregnancies. Both women had been adamant informing Morganne this childbearing would be a hard one. She wasn't scared, though, a surge of confidence having taken hold of her for the past three months. The bearing might be hard, but the bairn was not in danger; she would have known. Her ties to the unborn child were that thick, and strong; she needed neither magical mirror nor any reflective surface, to scry the future of this babe. A smile spread out through her lips, as another stab of pain rendered her paralysed, unable to walk. She rode the wave, as she had the others, it had started early in the morning, and the midwives had told her to walk, walk, so the bairn was pushed down and came out all the easier for it. 

And so she’d been walking, along narrow, cold corridors, up and down steep stairs, sweat breaking down her back, her legs; panting with each step. Until she ended up in the battlements, eyes on the sea, remembering the nights Viviane had told her the story of how Uther Pendragon had fled the North, in search of Igernna, and she’d awaited him on this same fortress, eyes on this very sea. How she wished Artuír would come for her, the same as his father had come for their mother. He’d be here, by her side, walking along with her. No, it wouldn't do; she must not dwell on such thoughts. Tears brimmed her eyes, what she wouldn't give to be rid of this anguish, this longing, this love. What she wouldn't give to wipe his memory from her mind, his taste from her mouth, his love from her heart.

“Here you are,” Morien’s voice cut through the uproar of the wind and the crashing seas below.

Morganne turned back with visible effort, faced her cousin, pain mirrored in her eyes. She took small, quick breaths, bent over once more, hands on knees, cheeks flushed, as a gush of liquid ran down her legs. It was time, Artuír’s bairn was due. Morien ran to her, held one arm around the non-existing waist, tried to get her to move.

“Wait,” Morganne begged, and the pain dimmed, hiding somewhere inside her, only to soon be unleashed again. “Now, we can walk now.”

“What possessed you to come up here? We must get you to your quarters; this child won’t wait much longer.”

“I needed to be alone,” Morganne explained. “The babe is about to be born, I wished to be by myself.”

“Thinking of Artuír, surely. Morganne, it will not do, you must cast him aside. He's your brother, even though you were both unaware of it at the time. Besides...” she hushed herself, shaking her head, nearly dragging Morganne towards the narrow staircase.

“What? What has happened? Morien, you must hide nothing from me.” Panic tinged her voice, heart speeding in her chest, a claw driving talons through it. Something wasn't right. Some woe had come to Artuír, and she was being kept in the dark. “What is wrong with Artuír?”

“Your brother is fair well, my lady.” Morien helped her down one step, then another, and Morganne winced at the use of words she'd chosen. “My own treacherous brother has arranged for him to be wed.”

Wed! 

Artuír had been wed! 

After claiming he’d never let go of her, he’d never give her up, he’d love her forever, he’d been wed? When she was carrying his child, at her own life’s risk, when she’d soon be holding in her arms the evidence of the love they'd shared, Artuír had been wed? How could he? Morganne stopped, pushed her back against the cold stone wall, took one deep breath as another wave of pain overtook her body.

“He’s been wed? Whom to?” The tears she’d so bravely held at bay coursed down her cheeks with no shame.

“Some Pictish wench, daughter of a chieftain. Myrddin arranged for it. He’s one treacherous lout, that brother of mine; see how he now turns against you? Cannot be trusted, that man. But he’s done you a favour, Morganne; you must put all thought of Artuír aside, now. He has a queen on his throne, and soon she'll be bearing him a veritable litter of half-Pict curs.”

Morien proceeded to drag Morganne down the stairs, their progress slowed by the constancy of contractions assaulting the younger woman. But despite the pain, her mind kept going back to her brother, the father of the child she was about to deliver into the world. What would be of her, now, of the bairn? How could he have taken another woman so soon, after all he'd promised her, all the vows he'd made? How could his despair be as short-lived as this, if he was able to lay down with another, as if Morganne had never existed, meant nothing at all? How could he have got over the heartbreak, if she was still as immersed in it as if they’d parted ways mere seconds ago? Oh, she would forget him, as he’d forgotten her, she’d take a husband, another lover, as soon as her body was fit and whole once more. Crying out in pain, while Morien pushed her into the confinement of her private quarters, Morganne knew no such thing would happen. 

She might be wed to another, she might even bear children to other men, but she’d never love as she loved Artuír. He, she would never forget.

“She’s lost consciousness,” Morien informed the midwife, hearing her tut-tut. “How fares the bairn?”

“I’ll have to pull the child out; she’s a weak little thing, is she not? Narrow of hip and feeble of breath, not built for a babe this large. Hold her shoulders, my lady, and you, girl, stand ready, for there will be blood.”  

Morien took Morganne in her arms, checked she still breathed, cheeks pale and sallow from the effort. The girl had been at labour for far too long, and the child refusing to be born. The midwife had done all she could to help, but Morganne’s weakness had prevented her body from doing its part. Not that she’d tried very hard, seeming to have lost all will to live, after hearing of her brother's wedding to a Pictish she-dog. Well, she’d be as much queen as Morien, the older woman mused, a smile parting her lips, her attention focusing on the midwife who now struggled to pull the baby out. But unlike Morien, Morganne had a title, and lands. Artuír would see to it she maintained her status and her father’s inheritance. Perhaps it was time Morien had words with Queen Morgause, and demand she was wed to Bedwyr, who’d been her first love, who she knew she could come to love again. That would see her in a throne, come time, with a measure of power at her hands, and a way of keeping the blood of the Avalonian line alive and thriving. Her work here was done, and her revenge nearly complete. Morganne was just about to pay for her treason, her ambition, on top of all she'd so far endured. A smile of delight painted itself across Morien's lips. She let out a sigh of contentment. Soon she'd be on her way back home.

The midwife pulled as gently as she could, and at last the child came out, amidst a gush of blood. Morien peered closer at the bairn; a big boned-babe, a boy as large as his father must have been, the day he was born. She looked up at the midwife, eyes round at the sight, the child was silent and listless, inside a sac, he looked dead.

“Quick, take him away,” the midwife barked at the girl who’d come along to help her.

The young maid grabbed the babe in a linen cloth, Morien jumping from where she’d sat, Morganne’s head between her legs, ready to follow and see to the dead boy. There were rules, and she would see them respected. After all, this was a Mac Faye, and as such, he needed to be guided into the Otherworld by an expert Druid. One who’d come along to see to it, should anything of the kind happen. The midwife held up one hand, as if wishing to prevent Morien from departure.

“Do not presume to tell me what to do, woman.” Morien’s voice was deliberately cold. “This child needs assistance in his death.”

“This child is very much alive, he was born with a caul, and as soon as the girl rips it, he’ll be screaming and kicking, as any other. But I have my orders, and they do not come from you, my lady. Queen Morgause asked for the bairn to be delivered to her, as you well know.”

“Yes, I know my aunt wishes him to be raised away from this place of ill omens. See to the lady Morganne, will she be told the bairn was stillborn?”

“Of course.”

Morien cast one final look at Morganne and sped after the baby. She reached him in time to watch the young girl rip the sac and pull it out. Inside, a perfectly formed baby sprung to life, his mouth opening and closing weakly, until a howl of large proportions echoed through the hall, bringing a smile to Morien’s lips, and a worried scowl to the girl's, who ran down the corridor towards the stairs, Morien hot on her heels.

“What are you doing?” she asked, following the girl into the warm kitchen, where a fire roared, and a comely woman stood bare breasted and poised in wait.

Handing her the baby, the girl turned back to Morien, one bloodied hand shoving hair from forehead, leaving a red smear behind. “This woman’s bairn was stillborn, but she has plenty of milk to feed this one. We must not have this child crying, the lady Morganne is not to know the truth. I need to go back upstairs, and you must come with me; we have to take this woman’s stillborn to the chambers.”

“You mean to pass a dead baby as my cousin’s child?”

The girl turned a frosty glare at Morien. “What would you have us do? Our orders are very clear, the lady Morganne is not to know her child lives, you’re to be addressed as its mother, and the bairn is to be sent immediately to Orkney, so that Queen Morgause can foster it. If we’re to tell the lady of the house her babe was stillborn, we must produce a body. Luck would have it we found a woman whose bairn had perished in her womb, and it is this child we must now present the lady Morganne with. She trusts you above us all, so you must do as your aunt wishes, and tell her the babe is dead. Here,”

Thrusting the lifeless body into Morien’s hands, the girl led the way back up to the bedchambers. Morien shuddered, the weight of the dead baby in her arms subduing her spirits, imbuing her with a sense of dread, of utter disrespect for the woman who’d carried this bairn in her womb. Looking back at her, though, eased her mind instantly, as Morien noticed the woman already entranced by the suckling newborn clinging to her breast. She’d lost the empty, soulless stare, and now gazed warmly at the child, having already substituted her own baby with this tiny new creature. Running after the girl, Morien hugged the baby closer to her, one hand gathering the skirts of her dress to prevent her from tripping. She came to the room flustered and panting, delivered the lifeless bundle to the midwife, regaining her former place at Morganne’s head, just as she was about to open her eyes.

Their stares met, Morganne’s questioning, Morien’s demure. She shook her head, watched her cousin’s face crumple and twist in pain, tears streaming from her eyes, while sobs shook her body. The midwife handed her the baby, Morganne grabbing hungrily at it, showering kisses upon the cold brow, hugging it tight, crying her affliction and anguish. 

“How can this be?” she questioned, unbelieving. “I only just felt it move about inside me, how can it be dead?”

“It was a hard, long labour, my lady,” the midwife explained, “and the boy took a long time to come out. He was wrapped around the chord, choked. I’m very sorry for your loss, my lady. You must now say goodbye to your child, so we can deliver him to the Druid who’ll guide its spirit into the Otherworld.” She reached her arms to take the baby, Morganne shaking her head and holding the child tighter.

Morien caressed her hair, cooed at her. “You know this must be done, my dear, hand him over. Do you care to name him, or shall I do it for you?”

Morganne shook her head, still unable to accept the truth of what she saw - the lifeless, cold body of a child who’d thrived and grown inside her. “Medraut,” she finally said, as her hands lost all strength, and the midwife took the body from her. “His name is Medraut.”

Morien nodded, stood up. “I shall see to it, then, my dear. You must bathe and rest, now.”

Taking the corpse from the midwife’s hands, she walked out of the room, a smile slowly creeping up her lips. Medraut, what manner of name was that? No, she’d see that the babe had a proper, strong name to him. Mordred, he would be; named after Yglais’s grandfather, a name with power to it, the name of a true warrior. Mordred he’d be, this child of Artuír’s and Morganne’s; and he’d know no other mother but her, Morien Mac Faye, who'd take the place Morganne had wished for herself, just as the girl had taken her place next to Artuír in the Wild Hunt. Morganne would never see her son grow, and know the joys of having him call her mother, no; that would pertain to Morien, she’d be the one showered by this bairn’s love, she’d be his mother, and he would look to no one but her.

Morganne responded to Morien’s embrace with a feeble tightening of her arms around the perimeter of her cousin’s shoulders, deposited a kiss upon her brow; then retreated back into herself and the world of pain she'd chosen to live in. Failing to see the smirk struggling to rise on Morien’s lips, eyes cast down to hide the fresh tears already pooling in them, she nodded her goodbye, unable to utter a word. Morganne longed for Morien to stay, although they’d never been very close, growing up. 

Morganne had been the tomboy always running around with Galahad and Myrddin, following them everywhere, pestering either one or the other, until they taught her to climb trees, ride a horse, row a boat, use bow and arrow to perfection. She was now an accomplished rider and archer, but what good were her many skills, when she’d never been allowed to make use of them? What good, when she’d lost all will to live?

Joining the ranks of druids Morgause had sent along, Morien was helped to her horse by a man in leather breastplate - shield tied to his back, sword hanging from a scabbard down his side. Morganne registered the unusual number of warriors Morgause had sent for Morien’s protection; wondered if mayhap the northern lands were still plagued by strife and war, despite Artuír’s union with the Pictish woman. Her heart tightened momentarily, and she wondered - for a brief second - if it was for the memory of a love which could not be, or worry for her cousin’s safety on her journey. As the retinue cantered down the dusty road, headed for the massive gates enclosing her in a prison of her own making, Morganne turned her back and entered the fortress, a guard shutting the massive gates behind her.

One hand smoothing the fabric of her dress over her still somewhat swollen abdomen, Morganne bit back a howl of anguish. For so many weeks she’d shared life and body with that child, eager to have it in her arms, evidence of how her heart had once beaten and been pure, the last remnants of a life she’d once believed possible, her last link to Artuír as a man, not a brother. 

Now it was gone.

She’d nothing left, except for the tainted memories of their tryst, those that made her shudder in horror and consternation, blushing in shame and anger, for having allowed herself to fall so low. Oh, how she wished Artuír had never walked into Avalon Hall that day, bearing a leg wound that could have had dire consequences, if untreated. Alas, the consequences had been bludgeoned upon her; for the moment Morganne’s eyes lay on him, her very soul was lost to a passion which had consumed them both. Oh, how she wished she’d never laid eyes on him, and had been left to join Myrddin on Beltane, as she’d promised the druid. Now, she’d be back at Avalon Hall, carefree and happy. Instead, here she was, doomed to loneliness and heartbreak, unable to cast aside the love and want still plaguing her, the unbridled desire she had for that man, her brother, blood of her blood, flesh of her flesh.

Flesh of her flesh he’d been, when coming together after the chase of the Wild Hunt, and not a moment went by Morganne didn’t relive it all in her head, heart galloping with the force of the memory, and the jolts of pleasure it still brought to her body. Wrong, it was wrong, an aberration, to want her brother as if he were but any other man. And yet, she wanted him. If Artuír had come after her to Tintagel, like his father had done to their mother, Morganne would have caved in and give up all fight; she’d have joined him as his woman, and cast aside the blood ties between them. But Artuír hadn’t come – instead, he’d chosen to wed another woman, a Pict, of all things. Better her than Morien, her nagging, jealous, petty voice replied, and she scolded her thoughts. Morien had been nothing short of heaven sent, a rock on which Morganne had supported herself all those long months. A shame she’d been forced to leave; with her, every last remnant of Morganne’s will had fled. There was nothing to look forward to, not anymore.

All was left her were the long, grey, lonely days, and the darkest, scariest nights, where her dreams chased her with crying babies and the memory of her brother’s warm flesh laying by her side. The memory of waking up bloodied and exhausted, after the strife of bringing Artuír’s son to life, and being told of the baby’s demise. The memory of the immense pain riding up her body, gripping her groin, her loins, lungs and throat as well, heart about to explode, and the subsequent massive headache which prevented any coherent thought of coming through. 

Oh, how she’d cried, wailed, despair the only emotion at hand. Unable to believe what the midwife told her, what Morien confirmed, she’d wished the child be brought to her, and the small bundle of lifeless flesh was placed in Morganne’s arms. Tears had run down her face, as it should be, and yet, however much her heart caught at the sight of that minuscule puckered face, everything about it seemed wrong. How could he be so small, so light? How could he look so feeble, so still? He’d kicked and moved around her for months, strong jabs to her back, her front; and bringing him out had ripped her apart, he’d been that big. How could he look so minuscule in her arms? How could he look so unlike Artuír, with that shock of dark brown hair on top of his head, instead of the blond fuzz Morganne had half expected to find?

Hardly seemed like this could be Artuír’s child.

Only he was. And he was dead. 

Her heart having died with him, with the loss of love, Morganne had nothing more to cling to. She’d handed the child back to Morien, after kissing its brow repeatedly while hugging it close to her. She’d whispered countless professions of everlasting love for the memory of her son, demanded he’d be sent to the Otherworld answering to Medraut, a name she’d had in her mind for months if the child happened to be a boy. She’d parted with it, said her goodbyes, let go. And by letting go of the babe her own brother had put inside her, she’d let go of Artuír as well. The dream was over, the hope too. He had a wife now, a queen to share his throne, soon he’d have children with her, and never know how Morganne had once carried his baby, and lost it. Their love was wrong, and the stillborn child resulting from it was proof of it.

Now that the druids and Morien were gone, there was nothing left of her previous life. She’d abandoned Avalon Hall for good, couldn’t see herself returning to the place she’d been most happy, the place also where all her dreams had been made to perish. Time might grant her respite, healing, a new road to lead. After the grieving was done, after the pain washed away, Morganne might come to find new purpose in life, but this was not the time, yet. Everything was still too raw, too recent, to allow for clarity of thought. She knew the days and months ahead of her held nothing but pain, despair. At least the child had been sent to the Otherworld, and mayhap one day she might be reunited with it. It still felt wrong, everything about it felt wrong.

Morganne stretched her hand; palm turned upwards, wriggled her fingers. A flicker of light burst from her skin, revolving around itself, formed into a ball, bright blue and strong, although small. The ties that held her to her stillborn son, the magic Morganne's blood carried, allowed for her to produce a remnant of the child's existence on this plain, although a short-lived one. She frowned, it shouldn’t be this vivid, this clear; it should look faded and flickering. Perhaps this meant there was a way, if the child’s spirit was this strong its last remaining energy still held on to its mother. The babe would live on in the Otherworld, and Morganne might still gaze upon its perfectly formed face, into its eyes, if she timed it correctly. 

Suddenly, she had new will to live, for there was at least something to look forward to. The Otherworld was not unattainable for one like her, of the clan Mac Faye, with all the magic her puny body held inside. If she were ready to take the vows, she might be placed there, as guardian of the gates, Lady of the Shadowlands, and live at peace with her past. Granted she had her son.

Turning away, Morganne paced along her hall with purpose. She’d heal, she’d bring herself back to life, and at the right time, she’d return to Avalon and demand her rightful place amidst its inhabitants. Artuír was lost to her, but not their child, and she may yet find a measure of comfort in it, if not the love she’d dreamt would one day be hers.

Camelot, March 570 AD

––––––––
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They sat side by side on the throne room, eyes to the front, set on the masses walking up and down the aisle to greet the King and his new Queen. Artuír’s face reflected the blank expression of his new wife, both unbelieving what destiny had brought upon them. Both unable of accepting how their lives must now turn out. It had been a most cruel twist of fate for the two of them.

Four weeks had fled since his capture by the Maetae tribe to which Gwenwhyfar belonged, and Myrddin had rightfully foreshadowed the outcome of such predicament. Artuír had soon been forced to acknowledge his cousin’s superior skills, when it came to reading others - the Druid had been right. Celchamoth had vied for an alliance, and he’d recognised the Bear as soon as he laid eyes on him. No point hiding Artuír’s identity, his bulk made it nigh on impossible pretending he was any other than the High King of the Goddodin. And the Pict’s proposal had been the only one he’d no desire of listening to, let alone agree upon. But the greater good, as stated by both Myrddin and Galahad, with Gwenwhyfar’s concurrence, had forced Artuír into a wedding he had no wish for, with a woman he may admire for her battle skills, but for whom he felt no passion at all.

Artuír had tried to resist, offering Galahad as husband for the Pictish princess, the chieftain dismissing it immediately. He trusted not the ways of the Dalriada, and would have nothing lower than a man already on the throne for his only daughter. No future king of the Dals would do; Galahad might not even ascend to his throne. Why, every day men died of a myriad reasons, agues and diseases ravaging the land. No, he wished for his child to be placed on a throne straight away, and no other than that of the Britons of South. Artuír it must be. 

Even though the High King had noticed how entranced Galahad and Gwenwhyfar were with each other. Even though he'd largely discussed with Myrddin this was a sure recipe for disaster. Even though he'd drilled both man and woman on the nature of their sentiments and forced them to admit to their mutual love: the passion that ravished them and which had already been consummated, while tending to the Dalriada heir and his wounds. It was of no consequence, they all repeated, and Artuír saw himself thus forced to cave in and agree to such alliance, being wed on the spot according to both the Picts’ traditions and those of his people; Myrddin celebrating the union in a Druidic ceremony that failed to capture his heart.

And then off they were, mounted on the Picts’ short, strong horses, back to Camelot, to his fortress, the palatial castle he’d built for one particular woman, who wasn’t the Queen he now brought along. But his people and the Dalriada had rejoiced with such union, which put momentary end to the eternal wars ravaging those lands. A union that stood unfulfilled, as the King refused to lay with the Queen, take her as his woman. Every night, he made his way to the royal bedchamber where Gwenwhyfar awaited. Every night he opened the secret door leading to a dark, narrow staircase – built to provide the King with a safe escape route in case of danger - and let in the man who would sleep by his wife, Galahad. Artuír wouldn’t take his woman, for it was not her he wanted, it was Morganne, and she alone was able of waking the fire in his loins and the love in his heart. But pretend he must, and now, two weeks into that union, he put up the pretence of being happily married, to the men and women travelling from afar in order to greet their new Queen. He couldn’t wait for all this to be over, so he had his privacy back.

Finally, what had looked like a never-ending procession of people, was reduced to the last few courtiers come to curtsey before the new Queen, and soon tables were placed along the large Hall, so a banquet could be served. Another of Myrddin’s bright ideas, Artuír having to capitulate to it, as in everything else. Was he not King? Was he not the sovereign, the ruler? Why must he, then, be ruled, forced to do as others would have it, kept away from his heart’s desires? Oh, would this night not be over, so he could hide in what were Galahad’s chambers, while his cousin did away with the King’s own wife? 

Obediently, and with a strained smile plastered to his lips, Artuír took his wife’s hand, and led her to the head of the table sitting on top of a dais. The King’s table, one he shared only with the closest members of his retinue. As he took the place of honour, Gwen by his side, he cast his eyes about, spotting all those he’d expected to see there. Viviane and Áedán sat together, with Taliesin and Nimue sharing seats close by. Niniane was nowhere to be seen, which was unsurprising; his aunt hardly ever left her territory within the isle of Avalon, especially if the father of her children was to be about. Elaine of Shallot, as she’d become known, was also absent, but not so her husband to be, the High Lord of the Alt Clut, Rhydderch Hael. Many other minor lords and petty kings dotted the tables, most in the company of their wives and queens, having travelled from afar, just so they could set their eyes on the savage princess Artuír had decided to wed. They were all in awe of her.

And Gwenwhyfar did look magnificent, if not altogether as polished as most other ladies. Her demeanour was that of a warrior, hair braided at the temples falling down her back, the blue paint used a little more sparingly, but still circling her eyes, the furs round her shoulder proclaiming her valour as bane of wolves, the markings on her skin showcasing her kills. One of her arms had plenty of the tattooed dark lines which flaunted the number of deaths inflicted by the owner of said markings; if he were to believe, he’d been forced to marry a veritable berserker. 

She wore her breastplate of polished, thickened leather, over a chemise of dark green wool and the long skirts of her clan, sporting the tartan pattern her father’s hall had claimed - a jumble of forest greens, night blues, and earthy browns. It suited her colourings, and she was the picture of a dangerous foe, but one who was striking and beautiful at the same time. There hadn't been one single man whose eyes didn’t linger upon her with admiration. But none like Galahad’s gaze, where passion and lust fought to win over the love he had for her. Ah, how Artuír wished it had all been different.

Wanting to drown his sorrows, the King emptied his tankard, gestured the page for a refill, drenched it again. Gwenwhyfar’s eyes turned to his, caught his attention, scolding and dark. She had sacrificed much, and would have him at his best behaviour, not a drunken lout, making a spectacle of himself, as she'd seen often enough in other chieftain’s courts. Artuír grabbed his wife’s fingers, pressed them lightly, a gesture of gentle reassurance, but gulped down another tankard of ale. If he had to play the happy husband, drink would be a necessity, at least to help lift his spirits. 

Placing a kiss over Gwen’s hand, he released it with a soft pat, eyes going back to search the room. He still held hopes she might have come, though unannounced and unexpected. His Morganne, his sister, were they to believe all others, his love, his very heart. But she was nowhere to be seen, he realised, gaze squandering even the darkest corners of the hall, where he registered the absence of his aunt Morgause, the treacherous cur that she was. Yes, she best stay away, or he might not respond for his actions. She'd been the liar, the instigator, along with his own mother, the ones who’d so wished him wed to Myrddin’s twin sister, they stooped so low as to spread about a lie and stick to it, Igernna preferring to take her own life to coming clean with the truth, and admitting Morganne was Morgause’s bastard from an unknown father.

Thinking of Myrddin’s sister, Artuír sat up to attention as he saw Morien enter the Hall, drenched from the rain, flushed from the ride. His heart jumped and skittered, Morien had been at Tintagel with Morganne. Head straining left and right, he sought her, in vain. Morien had come alone. His mood plummeted even further, now a dark cloud threatening to thunder over him. Standing up, Artuír raised his tankard, once more filled with ale, and smiled at Morien.

The woman scowled, pulling the hood of her cape down, hair tumbling loose from its folds. She couldn’t help squinting around, eyes coming to find those of her brother, and a silent reprimand passed down to him, as clear as if words had been uttered, along with a promise for payback. Then her attention went back to Artuír and his Queen. Her eyes did all the talking needed - how could he marry a Pict she-dog, when he'd had choice of the most beautiful, best accomplished women throughout the tribes? When he could have had her? He'd declined marrying Morien, his love for Morganne the justification for said refusal, but now he came back from war married to that painted savage? Oh, he’d pay for the humiliation, she'd see to it. She would see his heart broken and crushed at her hands, even more than when learning the truth of what he and Morganne were to each other. 

“Welcome, dear cousin,” Artuír greeted, as Bedwyr stood up from his seat at the King’s table, and made to gather Morien from where she stood.

The woman smiled at the King, one hand gesturing the knight back, took a step further, coming closer to where Artuír held court.

“My lord.” Morien curtsied deeply, then turned to Gwenwhyfar. “My lady. It is with pleasure I greet you into our family, Queen Gwenwhyfar.”

The Queen smiled, a rare happening, bowed her head in acknowledgement. “Thank you, dear cousin. I hope we come to be good friends, in time.”

“I wish for nothing else.” Morien turned her attention back to Artuír and smiled, a grin filled with icy cruelty. “Dear cousin, I’ve just ridden from the south, where I stayed with the lady Morganne in her fortress of Tintagel.”

Artuír’s face bloomed in a blush; he sipped on the ale. “And what news have you, of the lady Morganne?”

“My lord, your sister’s had a difficult time.” Morien lowered her eyes, as if chagrined by the story she must now relate. “What with having lost her dear husband in battle, she was plunged into a darkest sorrow, one that could not bode well for the child.”

“Child? What child?” What could Morien be talking about? He knew of no child. Searching Myrddin’s face in the crowd, Artuír saw confirmation in his cousin’s eyes. Heart plummeted inside him, stomach knotting, lungs constricting, the shortness of breath making him light-headed. There'd been a child, his child. What of it?

“Our dearest cousin was expecting, my lord. The bairn was delivered a fortnight ago, stillborn. The lady Morganne is inconsolable, and when I suggested she come and stay at Avalon, she refused, claiming a wish to be alone, so she could mourn her losses.”

Artuír’s face paled, and he sat heavily on his chair. Hands shaking, legs weakening, he knew not what to say or think. Mechanically, he pushed the tankard to his lips, drained it, belched loudly; fighting the raging pain soaring up his back, and the tears that threatened to spill. The Queen’s hand snaked into his, tightened its grip, a measure of reassurance Gwenwhyfar wished to offer her husband. He’d been nothing but honest with her, concerning his sentiments for Morganne, and the possibility the girl was his half-sister. Gwen was aware of how shocking, how heartbreaking this piece of news must be to the King. And she was also aware of the viciousness in which it had been delivered, its use intended as a weapon, payback, meant to not only hurt, but destroy.

“That’s saddening to hear. We shall write to our sister presently, offer our condolences, and a place at our Hall, should she wish for the comfort of family,” the Queen stated with a smile. “Now, my dear cousin, would you be so kind as to be seated here beside me, and fill me in about this new family of mine? There are so many cousins, and so many names I’ve yet to learn, would you do me the honour of sharing your knowledge with me?”

Morien blushed, but could find no way out of it. By the Queen she’d have to sit, and watch her lavish attentions upon Artuír, seated on a throne that was to have been Morien’s. She’d just have to swallow this bitter draught, play innocent, but watch the Queen attentively, knowing sooner or later she’d find weapons for revenge.

Artuír leaned back on the chair, reached his hand not for the tankard of ale, but for a goblet of wine. When a page came by to refill it, the King grabbed the jug from his fingers and proceeded to get himself as drunk as he could. Myrddin soon came to sit by his side, trying to pry the goblet from his hand, to no avail. Despite being years younger than his cousin, Artuír hadn’t come by the nickname of Bear for no reason, his strength was immense - where other men were robust, he easily overpowered them.

“I’ll ride down to the lands of the Cornovii, presently,” Myrddin proposed, “and bring her back home, where we can both help her heal.”

Artuír shook his head. “No. Let her lick her wounds in solitude. Morganne fares better that way. Myrddin, this is the hardest blow life’s ever given me.” He reached for another drink, pushed away the platter of meat his cousin presented, but obliged in eating, when Gwenwhyfar pressed a chunk of bread into his hands.

Still, his dark mood refused to lift, his mind falling into a turmoil of memories, all revolving around the very same subject: that of his broken life, broken dreams, his broken heart. Images of Morganne danced around his head - her rosy cheeks and the mischievous smile, her lush, plump lips and the blue of her eye, the cascade of soft curls fallen over her rounded shoulder, the look she cast upon him, the touch of her skin, the feel of her hand, the taste of her kiss. 

He fed the memories with wine and inebriation, indulging in all sorts of drinks come his way, be it the free flowing wines, the ale, the mead or cider being passed around - he drank it all, just so he could silence the shrieking wail within him, where a hole of gigantic proportions was building itself in his heart. He drank himself into a near stupor, all the while revisiting every short amount of time spent with Morganne, from the moment they’d met at Avalon Hall to their parting kiss, as she fled from him after visiting Igernna at the convent in Skye. Closing his eyes, he could almost sense her presence, floating by him, never too far out of reach, but still so flitting he couldn’t grasp her. But the memory of her flesh beneath him was there, carved into his body, scarred into his mind, the remembrance of every kiss traded, every word spoken, it was all there, vivid and real, for him to savour anytime he liked, just by closing his eyes.

Later, much later, Gwenwhyfar grabbed him by the hand, Galahad helping him up; and they both guided the drunken King to his chambers, where he finally collapsed and allowed himself to break down and shed much needed tears. He’d cried against his wife's bosom, held by his wife’s lover in a tight hug, both of them straining to console him and ease his pain. A pain they knew would stay with him forever, tainting his very existence for the losses endured, and the punishment fate had cast about, which threatened to rob him of all will to live. And yet, it was of Morganne he thought. Of her suffering, her broken dreams, her losses, far bigger than his, who was King, who’d been granted a Queen so regal she did all at her hand to placate his grief. Morganne had nothing, no one, and Artuír had made sure she stayed alone, by preventing Myrddin from travelling to her Hall, where he could have offered some comfort. The realisation of his own selfishness disgusted him, filled him with a self-loathing he hadn’t yet experienced. But it was soon turned into sour contempt for Morganne: she'd left him, she'd fled and cast him aside, she had no heart inside her, and no love for him.

Bringing his head up, Artuír’s eyes met those of his Queen, dark as the night, matching the blue stains round them that marked her as a Pictish warrior of high standing. Oh, but she was a beauty, he couldn’t deny. He’d been offered a woman worthy of the gods themselves, with her long, strong limbs and unflinching courage, her regal stance, her high cheekbones and the mouth made for love. No wonder Galahad had finally lost his heart to a woman, when she was like this. His hand reaching up her neck, Artuír came to cup her chin inside a fickle grasp, pulling her down to him. Their lips touched, his tongue sought hers, while his free hand pushed off Galahad’s angered grasp.

“This is my wife,” he bellowed, and the heir to the Dalriada throne flinched, stood back, hands up in a gesture of surrender. “But shouldn’t be,” Artuír added. 

Releasing his grip on Gwenwhyfar, it was his turn to stand, unsteady on his feet, and walk away from the bed where he’d been lying. Those two belonged to one another, if not in body, then in heart, in spirit, and he’d never come between them.

Gwenwhyfar turned a concerned eye upon Galahad, face flushed with emotions. Oh, she loved this man, that was undeniable; he had a hold on her no other man could break or surpass. But Artuír was, in truth, her husband, and a most comely one. Also one who was in sore need of comfort and love, of reprieve from his wounds. Lying with him would be a blessing, a sure way to take his mind off his woes. It was also her duty, as his queen, to give herself to him and carry his child to good term. Galahad seemed to understand her, and nodded his agreement, turning towards the trapdoor, where he could leave and reach his quarters.

“Where are you off to?” Artuír demanded.

Galahad faced him, shrugged. “You need your wife, now.”

“This is your woman, not mine.”

“I’m not her husband, cousin, you are. Take her, for you need an heir, and soon the people will demand you produce one.”

“Impregnate her yourself, I care not. I shall not be the one behind your unhappiness, nor hers.”

“Artuír, you married her, do your duty by your queen.”

“Enough!” Gwenwhyfar bellowed. Both men turned to look at her, as she unfastened the breastplate and allowed it to fall on the floor at her feet. “You can both have me.”

The two pairs of eyes set upon her differed only in shape and colour, but not in look. Shock was the foremost emotion depicted, but deep down in their depths, curiosity, lust, desire, all vied to come to the top, and take over the awe. The two men looked at each other, a silent vow passing between them, an agreement being reached.

When Gwenwhyfar discarded the rest of her garments, both men already stood naked before her, ready to share of the passion and the night’s pleasures.

Avalon Hall, Samhain 570

––––––––
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Morganne walked aimlessly around the woods, knowing she’d find no trace of what she’d come for. Dawn was mere hours away, and with it, the gates to the Otherworld would be closed, preventing her from finding whatever trace of her stillborn child still thrived in the mists of time. If Myrddin was right, the babe had never even been alive in this world; there should be no sign of him elsewhere. His was a spark forever lost, a consciousness which had never truly formed, a soul that hadn’t quite existed. A memory, only, spark of a love gone wrong, due punishment for the terrible deeds performed by its parents.

She’d suffered for a long time, the loss of that child, of that love. Left alone in Tintagel, Morganne had wiled away the hours of her barren existence with memories of her past, when she’d been happy and free, unburdened by guilt, by shame. No one had come to console her, no one but Bedwyr, who’d arrived at her fortress by the sea six weeks after her birthing of the dead child.   He’d brought no word from Artuír, only a note hastily scribbled by his wife’s hand, asking Morganne to come to Camelot, promising friendship and healing. She’d crumpled the piece of parchment, fed it to the fire, seen it blaze up in flame, as her own heart turned colder, but still found the tears hadn't yet left her. She’d cried against Bedwyr’s wide chest, a bleak comfort to be found in his presence; at least he’d been with Artuír recently, and it was as if something of him reached her, across the wide expanse of lands standing between them. 

It was as if by holding Bedwyr to her, and by him being held in return, she might reach her brother and share of their love. Not the passion that still governed her senses, but the love she must give to a brother, for she had no other feeling but this, where it came to Bedwyr. And when he’d left, it was with a message for Artuír and his Queen, that even though the Lady Morganne appreciated their friendship, and the invite to come stay at Camelot, her place was now in her father’s lands, Tintagel.

There she’d stayed, until Summer dawned upon her, and the reminder of when Artuír walked into Viviane's private rooms one fine day, leg injured but his constant smile never faltering, hit her full in the chest, bringing out a longing she’d believed was buried deep inside her, if not dead. And as the Summer wore on, so did Morganne dwell on the memories of their past - the first time alone in a room, the first kiss, the first fumblings through their clothing, searching for an inch of skin, flesh, to grab hold of. By the time Summer was in full force, her mind was made up, something could surely be salvaged; was she not a witch? The child she’d held in her arms, lifeless and pale, must live on in the Otherworld, and the veil was soon to be parted, by Samhain. Was she not a woman of Avalon, to know how to help break the mists apart, so she could gaze upon the faces of those now long gone? Her son was still attainable to her, if only at a distance; she could still gaze upon the beloved face of the child she’d carried inside her with such love. But she must make it back to Avalon, and the Hall of the Fisher King, before October came.

It had been a hurried affair, but she’d managed to pack up only the direst necessities, and gather a band of armed warriors around her, to help travel across lands. Which, though not meant to be warring at the moment, still held dangers for lonesome travellers. They’d ridden hard across the whole of Britain, headed up, ever up, to the North, where they'd skirted Camelot. Although it would have been easier and wiser to ride there and change horses, rest for a few days, replenish their victuals. But no, she wasn’t yet ready to lay eyes on Artuír, not as a brother, and not as the man he’d once been to her. So to Avalon she'd led them, and was received with open arms and a warm meal by her aunt Viviane, who saw to it Morganne’s retinue had a meal in their stomachs and a place to sleep that night. Myrddin had been there, just back from visiting his mother on the isle. He’d talked of Elaine and the Fisher King, bringing news of Galahad and Morien, of Morgause’s brood of girls and the boy she was fostering. He’d spoken long of small nothings, with never a word on Artuír, until Viviane mentioned the Queen of the Goddodin being with child.

Oh, how Morganne’s heart had bled at hearing this. It was to be expected, after all, it was the woman’s duty to bring forth children to her husband, heirs to succeed him on the throne and across his vast lands. But it had hurt, knowing he’d lain with another, spewed his seed into her, made life quicken in her womb, when Morganne herself had lost it all. She’d partaken of the strong cider from the isle a little too freely, allowing the drink to work its magic on her, that of oblivion, of content. 

She’d found herself flirting playfully with Myrddin, as she’d used to, when they were younger and there’d been no Artuír between them. And that night, as she lay down to sleep, her head had been full of wonderment and rage, that she’d fallen for another man and not Myrddin; that she’d loved another and not Myrddin, who was the best man she'd ever known. She’d have it all changed, if she could, Morganne promised herself, hand travelling down her body to grab hold of her nether parts and caress her womanhood, Myrddin’s dark blue eyes the only ones in her mind, while she pleasured herself to the memory of a kiss they’d traded long ago.

When Samhain came, and she headed out into the woods to part the veil so she could gaze upon her son, Morganne hadn’t expected Myrddin to follow her. And even though the mists were parted, and she could almost gaze upon the presence that seemed to hide out in the woods, she knew it wasn’t the stillborn babe, her Medraut. When Myrddin explained how the child had never been alive in the world, and therefore could not be living in the shadows with the lost, Morganne had seen sense in it. Despite her unwillingness to believe his words. Her heart had been ravaged by the thought she’d never come to hold that child again, nor gaze upon its eyes, see him thrive and grow and live. She'd been broken by that certainty even more than what she was, at the time of her loss, back when the child had been born. 

Myrddin was there, this time, to hold her in his arms and assure her of his love. He’d been the warmth Morganne had sought all along, the one true light in what had become the darkest night of her existence, and she’d succumbed to him easily. After all, she’d loved him once, she could love him again. So it was they lay down together in the woods, and loved each other through the tears and the pain and the misery, loved each other as they talked of Artuír, whom they loved as well, and they’d come to the agreement, in the end. To join their lives, in what they'd once believed their fate would be.

He'd left her soon after, headed for the Druid encampment, to break the news to his father, and ask that he preside over the ceremony which would bring Morganne and Myrddin together. She’d taken the opportunity to make her way back to Viviane's Hall while consulting with her thoughts and memories, dreading her decision. Dreading even more finding herself once again on her own, to waste away in Tintagel, as she watched the brunt of the waters break against the fortress’s walls and considered mimicking her mother - throw herself into the sea, and be done with life. She needed a reason to live, life was too precious to be wasted and dealt away; she needed something that held her here, in the world. One hand alighted over her stomach, she shuddered. There it was, searching a hold inside her, ready for the quickening, life being brought forth.   Myrddin's seed had taken hold. She'd soon be certain she was with child, the telltale signs growing in her as the babe took shape in her womb. But it was here, already, a new life forming, and she had her reason to go on, to persist. Despite the fears of putting herself through the same pain, the misery of bringing forth yet again a stillborn, she had reason enough to wish to push through. And it wasn’t like last time, was it? This wasn't fruit of a wrongful liaison, Myrddin wasn’t her brother, this child would thrive, there'd be no guilt in her heart chewing away at her health and peace of mind. And the father would be by her, all along. She’d be cared for, what with Niniane and the priestesses of Avalon close at hand, ready to help at any sign of distress.

No, this wouldn't be like the last time, for there was no sin to this babe. He’d come through - and Morganne was suddenly hit by the certainty it was be a him, a boy, much as the last one had been. A name settled in her heart straight away, Emrys he’d be, immortal and everlasting, thriving and living. Her Emrys, her own immortal boy, come to save her soul, her very life. A smile pushed the corners of her lips up, and she was once again the portrait of the young girl Artuír had seen for the first time two years before, the one who’d stolen away his heart, with her rosy cheeks and her sparkling eyes. If he’d seen her now, his heart would have broken at the thought she smiled like this, not for the sake of having him, but for another man. And yet, he’d have been content to know she had new reasons to smile and be happy. She had new reasons to long for life again.

Orkney Isles, February 571

––––––––
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Bedwyr watched the nurse leave, baby in arms, then turned his face to Morgause, a scowl at the ready. Long had he pondered upon what his eyes told him, of this child, the queen’s fosterling, and plenty of times had he tried to pry from her the babe’s origins. Never had she come out with a reply which served to satisfy him, always hiding away behind half truths and white lies. But now, he could no longer be deceived. The bairn must be a year old, no more and no less, and Bedwyr had no need for a stretch of his mind to come to one single conclusion, as to who the parents of the little boy Morgause so dotted upon must be.

“You will tell me the truth, now.” His voice wasn’t as cold or menacing as he’d wished, never had he managed to be aloof with her. His passions burnt deep, and that which he felt for his stepmother was stronger than any other love he’d come to know. Except his love for Artuír, but that was not of the passionate, romantic kind.

Morgause skipped to his side, placed a hand over his lips, smiled. Thirty years old in a month, she’d be, and ever as beautiful as the day she’d first come to Orkney, her hair just as fiery, the eyes as green, their sparkle as vivid. Bedwyr had deemed her the loveliest woman he’d seen, a child he’d been at the time, and already entranced by her charms. And with the passing of years, his opinion hadn’t changed, Morgause growing more and more alluring to his eye, until he could run no more and had to give in, lay by her and learn the ways of men, when he’d been on the brink of becoming one. She did hold his heart, and he’d make her his queen, once his father passed away, which wouldn’t be long now. And then he could care for the children from her loins as if they were his. But not this bairn, no; this was not his to hold and protect.

“What truth do you seek, Bedwyr?” Morgause stepped away from his grasp, hair twirling behind her, silk upon the tip of his fingers. “That I have done all I could in keeping your father alive? He is an old man, there’s only so much I can do. He won’t see the end of the cold season, I fear. Have you been to visit him?”

“I have, just now.”

“And how have you found him?”

“Weak. Waning. I know the end is nigh. Perhaps it’s a blessing.”

“Soon, you'll be made king.”

“Not just yet.” He made to grab her hand, Morgause stepped aside. “Come, be fair with me. Tell me what you’ve done.”

“Regarding what?”

“You know well enough!” His voice echoed through the empty hall, managing to elicit a flicker of fear from Morgause’s eyes. Never had she witnessed his rages, although she knew well of them. Bedwyr was known to be implacable upon a battlefield, and whenever he was cross, storms would gather inside him, which must be let out. “This child you’re fostering, who is he?”

Her smile was demure, candid, eyes downcast and a sheen of colour on her cheeks. “You know well enough, it is Mordred.”

“It’s their son, Morgause, I can see fair well. Look at the size of him! And those eyes? Those are his eyes, and his nose, the round of his face is hers, and so are the bairn’s lips. I can see them in this child; don’t try to hide the truth from me.”

“What would you have me do?” She threw up her hands, voice blasting him with her despair. “This child wouldn’t have survived! If it’s known who his father is, this boy will be killed. Forget you he’s taken a wife, now? One who’s already bearing him children? Forget you who her people are? Any threat to her children’s claim upon the throne will be dealt with accordingly. This boy would never have lived, were I to have let him stay with his mother. He’s safe, here. And he’s my kin, Bedwyr, blood of the Mac Fayes, flesh of mine own. Mother and father are my family; it makes him mine, too.”

“You haven’t seen her suffering, for believing him lost.”

“She could never care for the bairn, nor keep him safe. Why, their tryst alone is all sorts of wrong, what think you would happen were it to be known? That they’ve spawned a monster? For the child will thus be seen, make no mistake, Bedwyr. No one can ever know she's his mother.”

“But you’d use him, for your own purposes.”

“Do you think it’s better to have a savage ruling over the realm of those Britons? A half-blood with absolutely no magic in their veins? At least Mordred stands a chance of, one day, coming into powers of his own. Why, his mother a witch of immense talent, his father born to a Fey so strong she had men fight for her love. Mordred is certain to have more of the Mac Faye blood running inside him than any cur spawned by the Pictish she-wolf. Of course I intend to use him, but not for my gain, you fool.”

Bedwyr took a deep breath, hands grabbing the back of a chair, eyes cast on the flagstone floor, his head lost in thought. Morgause did have a point. If the boy’s true identity were to be known, he might be at risk. But he wasn’t heir to the Goddodin throne, and shouldn’t be made to think he had any rights to it. On the other hand, he was first born, an undeniable truth.

“You must thread very carefully, here, Morgause,” he warned, gaze locking with hers.

“Is that a threat?”

Swift as he could, Bedwyr covered the distance between them, folded her into his arms, lips searching for a kiss he could no longer hold inside. Morgause relented, her mouth eager for his tongue, her body tingling in anticipation of his. No matter what she said to herself, Bedwyr had become her love, the one man who hadn’t failed in wiping away the passion she’d once felt for Uther Pendragon, a passion she’d believed would forever burn inside her. Oh, she'd long ago forsaken Uther and his memory, heart and body holding out for Bedwyr of Orkney and him alone.

“It is but a request, my love.”

“When your father passes, and you’re made king of these isles...”

“You’ll be my queen, fret not.”

“It is not that I mean.” Shoving him away, Morgause turned her back on Bedwyr, walked around the table in hasty steps, hands shaking with ill-contained fury. “You make me sound so callous, heartless. Can you not see how much I love you? How much I’ve loved you all these years? You were never a son to me, Bedwyr. Why, I was no more than a child myself when I was forced to marry your father! Is it any wonder I failed to love him with the passion I love you?”
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