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For my mother, Deirdre, and in memory of my grandmother, Iris: women who chose to fight









Twrch Trwyth will not be hunted until you get Gwyn son of Nudd, in whom God put the fury of the demons of Annwfn, lest the world be destroyed. He cannot be spared from that.


‘Culhwch and Olwen’, The Red Book of Hergest


She knew what made the horses kneel.


Here was the heart of all wild things.


Alan Garner, The Moon of Gomrath
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Historical Note


This book is foremost a fantasy. While I have chosen to explore the early medieval period, I have always been more interested in the way history intersects with myth than with rendering a detailed portrayal of an era. Saying this, I have striven to recreate early eighth-century Britain with some accuracy; any errors are likely due to the sparse detail available, and to the inevitable nature of storytelling. I have been liberal with the birth and death dates of historical personages, as well as the posited dates of certain events. Other events, I have entirely invented.


Ine and Æthelburg, whom you will meet in these pages, might have been what we would call a power couple today. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Ine was King of Wessex for thirty-seven years, an immensely long reign in this period, and Æthelburg bore the title of queen before its use was discontinued amongst Wessex royalty. Even Ealhswith, wife of Ælfred the Great, was not granted it. Æthelburg is also popularly held to be one of the few female Anglo-Saxon warriors. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle intriguingly records her leading an army to destroy her husband’s fortress at Taunton, while William of Malmesbury, writing in the Norman period, was quite taken with her character. Ine himself is famous for creating one of the earliest Anglo-Saxon law codes, part of which Ælfred appended to his own laws – thus ensuring its survival. Ine’s law code points to the evolving nature of kingship, with a new emphasis on upholding justice, maintaining social order and legislating for a population that included native Britons as well as his own Saxon subjects.


While Britons lived in Saxon Wessex during this period, relations were still poor between the two peoples. The Old English word for the natives was ‘Wealas’ – the root of Wales. It carried a derogatory connotation and was used to distinguish all natives from the Saxons, not just those in the Cymric kingdoms. The Dumnonii were a native British tribe that had controlled the West Country for hundreds of years, but West Saxon incursions were pushing them ever further into Devon and Cornwall. Geraint of the Dumnonii, who was killed in battle around 710 AD, is considered by some historians to be the last ruler of a consolidated Dumnonia.


Despite this ongoing struggle, the Saxons were still given to warring amongst themselves, and a king’s authority could be challenged by any ætheling: a prince or noble with sufficient credentials for kingship. A royal court, therefore – with its shifting tides of power and influence – had the potential to become as perilous as a battlefield. It is against this turbulent historical backdrop that I have set my story.


History offers a wonderful canvas for writers, especially when primary sources are contradictory and relatively scarce. This has allowed me the space to interpret situations in creative ways, with an eye to including identities and themes chronically under-pursued in historical narratives. Similarly, the elements of Welsh myth I have incorporated only hint at the extraordinary depth of Celtic folklore. I hope readers will be inspired to explore it further.









Persons of the Story


The Royal House of Wessex


Ine – King of the West Saxons


Æthelburg – wife of Ine, Queen of the West Saxons


Ingild – younger brother of Ine, ætheling of Wessex


Cuthburh – sister of Ine, wife of Aldfrith of Northumbria, now a nun


Cwenburh – sister of Ine, also a nun


Cenred – father of Ine, Ingild, Cuthburh and Cwenburh


Frigyth – wife of Ingild, deceased


Eoppa – son of Ingild and Frigyth


People of Wessex


Hædde – bishop of Wintanceaster


Earconwald – bishop of Lundenwic


Nothhelm – King of the South Saxons


Thryth – wife of Nothhelm


Gweir – a warrior gesith


Leofric – a warrior gesith


Edred – a warrior gesith, sworn to Ingild


Sælin – wife of Edred


Winfrid of Crediantun – a Christian priest


Godric of Wintanceaster – an ealdorman


Osberht – an ealdorman


Beorhtric of Hamwic – an ealdorman


Gefmund – gerefa of Gifle


Merewyn – daughter of Gefmund


Eadgifu – a lady of the court


Sinnoch – master of the king’s stables


Deorstan – chief stablehand


Eanswith and Alis – maids to Æthelburg


Dumnonia, Kingdom of the Britons


Geraint – King of the Dumnonii


Cadwy – son of Geraint, prince of Kernow


Goeuin – sister of Geraint


Dinavus – steward of Dintagel


Ulch – Lord of Carnbree


Beruin – a local lord


Cigfa – a witch


Emrys – a wandering storyteller


Eiddon – a warrior


Celemon – a warrior


Brys – a warrior


The Wild Hunt


Herla – leader of the Wild Hunt, formerly an Eceni warchief sworn to Boudica


Corraidhín – a hunter, Herla’s second-in-command


Senua – a hunter, sister of Gelgéis


Gelgéis – a hunter, sister of Senua


Orlaith – a hunter


Nynniaw – a hunter


Ráeth – a hunter, deceased


Annwn, the Otherworld


Gwyn ap Nudd – King of Annwn


Olwen – daughter of Ysbaddaden, chief of Giants


Culhwch


Rhiannon


Pwyll


Pryderi


Bwlch, Cyfwlch and Syfwlch


Cædwalla – former king of Wessex, deceased


Centwine – former king of Wessex, deceased


Ceawlin – former king of Wessex, deceased









A Note on Pronunciation


The ash character Æ/æ used in Old English is pronounced like the a in ‘cat’.


The Welsh names Gwyn ap Nudd and Annwn appear so frequently throughout the book that I wanted to provide a phonetic pronunciation for those unfamiliar with the Welsh alphabet. While it is difficult to create one that is both easily understood and incorporates the whole sound, an approximation would be ‘Gwin app Neethe’ (to rhyme with seethe) and ‘Ah-noon’.









Prologue: The Wild Hunt


I should never have sought him, he of the silver eyes. When I followed stories into the wilderness to find him, and he turned a face towards me, it was ancient and sad. When I asked his name and he denied it, the face he wore was wild; a stag stirred to madness by the harvest moon. When, finally, I told him what I wanted, he laughed and his face changed again. A low anxious hum rose between us, as if wasps nested in his heart. I remember stepping back. But I did not step far enough.


My queen’s name once sang in the throats of our people. It rang above the thunder of chariot wheels, and the horses that drew them into the maelstrom of battle. We washed the Romans’ blood from our skin together, Boudica and I, just as we lay cradled in the same dark, imagining a world without fighting, tithes and overlords. A world without Rome.


My own story should have ended like hers, in the dance of spear and shield. I should have lived and died simply like the warrior I was. But I had heard the stories. Druids warned of hollow places, where worlds touched and dreams became flesh. They spoke of a guardian – someone with the power to challenge Rome. Boudica’s bravery could not defeat an empire.


The day I met him, the King of Annwn had eyes like cold stars. He was both huge and humble: a giant one moment, a man the next. I found myself on my knees, his hand atop my hair. ‘So,’ he said in the voice of the wind that scoured high crags. ‘You wish for the power to drive Rome from these shores.’


I forced aside fear. ‘The druids call you guardian – of land, life and law. Will you help our people?’


‘I have heard your plea, Herla.’ He raised me up. ‘All that remains is the price.’


I felt myself stiffen. ‘Price?’


‘It is customary to bring an offering to the Folk of Annwn.’ His lips part; a gleam of teeth. ‘What have you brought me, Herla?’


‘I have brought nothing.’ Who was I to know of offerings and etiquette? Such things were the province of priests.


‘Not true.’ He extended a hand towards me. ‘You have brought yourself.’ When I did not speak, he continued, ‘Come to my feast. Come to the merry halls of Caer Sidi. Give me but three days and I will give you three gifts.’


Unable to help myself, I asked, ‘What gifts?’


He smiled. ‘Power your enemy cannot withstand.’


Ah, how those words pulled. And yet – ‘Boudica marches on Londinium in three days. I must be at her side.’


‘You will be.’ His hand turned gracefully so that it hovered, palm up, before me. ‘You will be there with the boons of my people.’


Power your enemy cannot withstand.


I called the best of my warband, nineteen women in all. Among them Corraidhín of the swift spear; passionate Ráeth; sisters Senua and Gelgéis; and sweet-voiced Orlaith, whose sorrowsongs were as haunting as her battle cries. I kissed Boudica, swore I would meet her on the grassy plain before the Roman capital. In three days, I whispered, the war would be won.


I looked back only once. The Queen of the Eceni met my eyes, her tawny hair snapping like a pennant and a promise of blood. It always tangled hopelessly around her face whenever we lay together. My fingers had combed those fiery strands more times than I could count.


I never saw her again.


The Otherworld king met us at the foot of a great cliff, and my heart shuddered to hear how the stone cracked and groaned open at his touch. Darkness leaked into the world. We flinched, but the king’s smile was light. ‘Fear is for the weak, Herla, do you not agree?’


A flowery shore waited to greet us, deep beneath the earth. ‘The steeds of Llŷr,’ the king said of the horses that fled across that meadow sea. A golden road lapped at my feet and, like every mortal who had strayed into the Otherworld, the desire to tread it gilded my bones. I ached to go where it led, but I remembered Boudica. When the king whistled, twenty horses broke from their herd-kin. ‘They will carry you swift and sure,’ he told me, ‘if you will accept them?’


Like a fool, I nodded, and found a shining bridle in my hands. ‘Beautiful.’ When I ran my fingers across its glossy flank, the horse’s white coat deepened to dark. I watched that silken hue flow over the rest and paid it no mind; how glorious we would look, riding down the Romans, crushing them beneath hoof and blade.


The following day – although it was difficult to tell beneath the misty, cavernous skies of Annwn – the king threw a feast. Mead flowed from the doors of Caer Sidi. The Folk of that dread castle, touched neither by age nor by infirmity, welcomed us, flattered and plied us with the finest foods. Pellucid honey, apples and blackberries, tiny cakes, and cheeses white as winter. Songs were sung in that place, jests made. And if our hosts’ laughter had an edge, we did not hear it. I did not hear it.


At the end of the second day, I remembered the vow I had sworn to Boudica. My heart pounded at how nearly I had forgotten her. The more I thought on it, the stronger it grew, and no amount of fairy wine could numb the sense of urgency that beat like a war drum within me.


‘My second gift to you.’ The king snapped his fingers and my mind filled instead with the sight of the sword that lay across his palms, mist-pale. ‘Will you accept it?’


Like a fool, I took the sword. It was the most beautiful thing I had seen, more beautiful than the wilderness of my queen’s hair. But in my hands it had a hilt of shadow and a blade darker than the space between stars. As I lifted, swung it, I could have sworn it cut the world itself. ‘Great Culhwch’s axe can draw blood from the wind,’ the chief of Annwn said, and his voice held a strange joy, ‘but this is sharper.’


As the third day ended in frolic and feast, I found myself pacing before the doors of Caer Sidi, the glorious sword sheathed at my side. ‘I am grateful for your gifts, lord, but they are useless without an enemy against which to wield them. Is it not time to return?’


He tutted, as if at a restive child. ‘Will you not accept my third and final gift?’


I had become complacent then, and greedy for more. ‘What is it?’


‘Mount.’


Like a fool, I mounted. Soon we would be at Londinium. Soon I would win Boudica victory and the Eceni freedom.


‘Here.’ The king passed me a small hound and I frowned as it draped itself before my saddle. It was all white save for two unsettling blood-red ears. ‘One of the Cŵn Annwn, hounds of the Otherworld. He is Dormach, my favourite.’ His voice, usually so smooth, was harsh with regret. ‘Do not alight in the mortal realm until the hound leaps down.’


‘Why?’


‘You desired the third gift. Remember –’ his eyes glinted – ‘stay in the saddle until the dog leaps down.’ And without another word, the chief of Annwn lifted his hand and sent us from his kingdom.


I knew we were returned – the wind had all the boisterous imperfection of the real world and I bared my teeth at it. ‘We make for Londinium. For victory.’ When my warband hollered, their voices had an odd resonance, as of horns blowing across a distant plain.


Llŷr’s steeds ate up the leagues, but the land looked different. Unfamiliar. Stones were missing from the great road that led to Londinium, and weeds straggled up between the cracks. My unease grew. A ragged group were building a wall with the stones of the road and I reined in. ‘You are fortunate we go to break Rome’s power in these lands, for they would not be pleased to find you dismantling their work.’


‘Your speech is odd,’ one of the men replied, face paling as his eyes swept over us. ‘And the Romans are gone – or nearly. They will not care what we do.’


‘Gone?’ My heart stuttered. ‘Boudica has won?’ Without me?


He chuckled. ‘Boudica is three hundred years dead. If she lived at all. There are some as believe her a story.’


‘Lies,’ Ráeth cried, and before I could stop her, she leaped from the saddle. The instant her foot touched earth, her body crumbled, collapsing into dust.


I screamed. The labourers fled.


One day, my heart told me, one hundred years. The others screamed too. We threw back our heads, shrieked our grief at the sky, but what emerged were howls; a predator’s cry. Dormach turned to look up at me, his muzzle a hideous grin, and in his eye, I saw the wasp-hearted King of the Otherworld for who he really was. I read his name there: Gwyn ap Nudd, the ancient shepherd of souls.


From that day forth, we rode, for the bloodhound showed no sign of leaping down. Every month, when the moon grew old, Gwyn’s blade woke us from our damned slumber beneath the tor to slay any who crossed our path. It was indeed sharper than the axe that drew blood from the wind: it sheared soul from flesh. Those souls rode with me, a host of spirits whose bitter lamentations withered my heart. I had no need to dismount to become dust. I forgot the Eceni. I forgot Boudica. Even mortal language was lost.


The Britons called us the Wild Hunt and learned to dread the ageing crescent of the moon. The Saxons that came in Rome’s wake threatened their children with tales of our savagery. To the priests of Rome’s god who stayed to finish the conquest the empire had abandoned, we were the Devil’s kin. And Gwyn ap Nudd? He never once showed himself. So it went through three more centuries, and the only thing that stirred the dust of my heart was the bloodlust that drove me to hunt.


Until the night I met her. Until the night the hound of Annwn leaped down.
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Æthelburg


Tantone, Somersæte


Kingdom of Wessex


‘Burn it,’ she says.


Faces turn to her in the waning light. ‘Burn it?’ Leofric repeats. ‘But Tantone is a strategically important piece in your husband’s—’


‘You want Ealdbert to control it, or worse, the Wealas?’ Æthel casts a dark glance at the fortification beyond the wall. Unornamented and squat, with greening planks of stout wood, it would still go up – with a bit of effort on their part. ‘Let us burn him out.’


Leofric shakes his head. It’s a shade greyer every time Æthel sees him, and more than likely, she is the cause. ‘I want Ealdbert dead as much as you, but firing Tantone is a step too far.’


‘We did not bring a force to garrison it,’ Æthel argues, starting to pace. ‘Do you think the king will be pleased to hear we left it behind for the taking?’


‘My queen, Ine king himself ordered Tantone built. At least send word to him before making an impulsive decision.’


Æthel comes to a sudden stop. ‘Ine king is my husband, and he trusts me,’ she says coldly, stamping on the flicker of doubt her own words sow. ‘He will support my impulsive decision.’


‘I agree,’ comes a new voice.


Edred is dressed a little too well for battle; a golden brooch pins his cloak to his shoulder, and his tunic is linen fine enough to wear at court. ‘The Wealas still roam these lands,’ he adds with a vague gesture westwards, and Leofric frowns. ‘You know the natives – always searching for ways to undermine Saxon rule. Unless the king posts men here, Tantone is better off ruined.’


Æthel seizes the chance to say, ‘And he informed me of no such plan to do so.’


‘Maybe true, my lady, but equally he gave no instruction to destroy it.’ Anger mottles Leofric’s cheeks. ‘I must insist—’


‘Insist, Leofric?’ Edred raises an eyebrow. ‘To the Queen of Wessex?’


Æthel straightens her mail shirt while the man splutters, although she would rather not win this battle by rank. It’s a sensible decision. Any good commander would make it. Edred’s agreement is a surprise, however. He is her husband’s brother’s man and not one she knows well. Æthel regards him through narrowed eyes. Perhaps he seeks to win a favour from the king and hopes for her support. Whatever the reason, she’ll make use of it.


‘All I meant,’ Leofric says through gritted teeth, ‘is that—’


‘The queen has decided. Your protests now are improper, if not downright defiant.’


Æthel presses her lips together before a smile can ruin her poise, but she has probably made an enemy this day. Well, it can’t be helped. ‘Burn it,’ she orders her men.


After a moment, Leofric nods infinitesimally, and that small motion kills any humour Æthel had in her. How dare he give his permission – and the men look to him for it? It gnaws at her heart: the knowledge that Ine’s gesiths think nothing of her prowess in the field. No matter how many successful campaigns she fights, how swift her thinking or strong her arm, to them she is still only a woman. ‘Burn it all.’ Her tone is harsh and Leofric walks away. Ostensibly to supervise, but his displeasure is a chill that even the rising conflagration cannot banish.


When the buildings beyond the palisade are fully ablaze, she picks up her spear, unshoulders her shield and ensures her sword and seax are loose in their sheaths. ‘To me.’ A yell from the assembled men, and Æthel bares her teeth as she leads them up and over the earthen ramp, covered by arrow fire. Her blood thrills. Wild-eyed men are tumbling from the fortress as the flames spread, and she cuts them down, her anger at Leofric turning her blows savage. It is only after a dozen have fallen that she remembers they ought to take prisoners. And where is Ealdbert, the traitor she came here to fight?


They have brought a hellish dusk. The night is orange, the air choking and thick as old stew. A man – boy, she amends on seeing his thistledown beard – lunges at her out of the stables, carrying with him the frightened squeals of horses. She parries the blow, but the boy’s eyes lock with hers beneath her helm and widen.


‘The queen,’ he shouts, ‘it’s the queen!’ In moments, another five of Ealdbert’s men surround her. Shit.


‘Lady Æthelburg,’ the eldest says with a mocking bow. ‘How considerate of you to provide my lord with such a fine ransom. How much will your husband pay to have you back unharmed?’


Æthel flinches at the thought of Ine’s face if she were to arrive trussed like game at the gates of Wiltun. She can picture his pained look perfectly. He would not blame her – he never did, even if he should – but the men of the Witan are a different story. Ine would be forced to make her excuses. Æthel’s fist clenches on the hilt of her sword. ‘I doubt he’d pay a silver penning,’ she tells her assailants, already hearing the apologetic speech he would give the Witan. ‘I am far more trouble than I am worth.’


The man chuckles: her only warning before she is forced to parry a backhanded blow meant to knock her unconscious. The others are grinning too – at least for the first minute. One by one, their smiles fade as each attack fails to land. Æthel can feel her face set in a frozen grimace. Batting aside the sword of the man who mocked her, she sees an opening and takes it, thrusting her spear into his ribs. His leather slows the strike, but does not stop the spearhead sinking deep.


‘Bitch,’ the boy snarls as his companion staggers. Æthel tries to pull her spear free but it’s stuck fast. She draws her sword just in time to block the boy’s rage-fuelled swing.


A second man lunges for her. She catches the blow on her shield and spins to deflect a third that slices into her arm. Damned if I’ll let them take me. Yelling wordlessly, Æthel launches a flurry of blows hard and fast enough to send the boy to his knees – if it wasn’t for the fact she is facing four other men too. All of whom are starting to wonder whether she needs to be taken alive. Dodging a blow aimed unambiguously at her kidneys, she thinks, How dare they? Fighting for her life against the Wealas – Britons – is a given, and against the men of Mierce and the east to be expected. But these are her own people, Wessex born. How dare they raise arms against her?


The roof of the stables is afire now; Æthel can see her men hustling the valuable horses out of danger. Most of Ealdbert’s small force seems to be fleeing into the night, but where is he? A horrible thought hits her, along with another glancing blow. Was he ever even here? He had fled west; she’d spent a month driving him from place to place until she had cornered him here at Tantone. At least, she had thought him cornered.


Her sword is knocked aside. Throat sore from gasping smoke, Æthel watches it thump to earth cracked by summer sun and pulls the shorter seax from its sheath. Another man goes down with the weapon planted in his neck, and she snatches his sword as he falls. It is a poor substitute for her own pattern-welded blade, but they are forcing her onto lower ground where she cannot reach it. She coughs; the smoke is thickening, making her eyes stream. Æthel drags an arm angrily across them.


Blinking, she thinks she sees Edred’s face, but grey rolls across and a streak of silver swings at her in the dark. Everything slows. Æthel watches the blade part the smoke and knows she cannot raise her shield in time to block it. How ridiculous, a stray thought says. How incredible.


The iron stops an inch from her flesh. Still braced for the blow, Æthel blinks again, but the sight before her becomes no clearer. The boy warrior’s mouth is open, his eyes bulging. With the sureness of a woman born to the battlefield, she knows that he is dead.


Screams pierce the dark. Not the cries of the wounded, or the desperate fury of those fighting for their lives, but lost bitter wails. Æthel shudders. The next instant, sheer instinct throws her flat just as a blade scythes the spot where she was standing. Her helm slips; she pulls it off before it can blind her, to see riders among them like ragged ghosts, steering their mounts through the spear-din. Men are falling beneath sword and hoof; the slaughterhouse stench of spilled guts is thick in her nose. Æthel frowns, trying to gauge numbers, but the chaos is absolute. That is, except for one still point. She raises herself, sticky with mud and blood, and looks.


Like the eye of a storm, unreally calm, a woman looks back. Mounted atop a horse larger than any Æthel has seen, armoured in leather and fur, one of her gauntleted hands is curled around a blade as dark, surely, as the roots of the world. Many small braids tumble out beneath a horned helm pushed back from her face.


Something inside Æthel stutters, stops . . . and the figure is gone, become the chaos. She licks dry lips, tastes blood. Perhaps she has taken a blow to the head. ‘Leofric!’ she yells, staggering to her feet. She does not expect a response, but the gesith answers from somewhere east of her and Æthel follows his voice to the edge of the earthen ramp that guards the fortress. ‘What’s happening?’


He is grim-faced. ‘That traitorous bastard must have had horsemen. They swept through and cut down two dozen of us before we even knew they were here.’


She curses. ‘If they’re Ealdbert’s, where are they now?’


Leofric shakes his head and Æthel wonders whether he saw what she did: that person – wild and beautiful and dangerous beyond all measure. She grimaces. A trick of the smoke and the pain of her wounds. More likely the riders belong to Ealdbert and she is a royal fool for failing to find them before the attack.


‘You’re bleeding,’ the gesith says, and she is surprised to hear a note of concern in his voice. Probably concern for his own hide – it will not look good if she dies on his watch.


Æthel shrugs. ‘It’s nothing.’ And it mostly is, but the wound on her arm will need stitching up. ‘What of Ealdbert himself?’


‘No sign.’


Although Leofric’s tone remains neutral, condemnation is writ large in his lowered brows. Tantone, he thinks, has burned for nothing. Men have died for nothing. Æthel looks away. ‘It’s one less place for him to hide.’ Their losses are heavier than she had planned for. ‘Did we take any prisoners?’


‘Two.’


Edred emerges out of the night, wiping his sword – the only dirty part of him – on his cloak, and Æthel recalls her brief conviction of seeing him among the men who cornered her. ‘Where have you been?’


‘Ensuring we have these to question.’ He gestures over his shoulder. His men are dragging a pair of smoke-stained prisoners, their wrists bound.


‘Soften them up.’ Æthel makes sure they can hear. ‘I will question them later. If they do not talk, kill them. I won’t feed traitors.’


Leofric nods approvingly and Edred bows. ‘Your will, my queen.’ The men are led off, staring wide-eyed at the fortress that sheltered them. Clearly it had never occurred to Ealdbert that she would choose to burn the place. Æthel adds the absent ætheling to the list of men who have underestimated her . . . or think her merely unhinged. It is a long list.


Tantone is a beacon in the night. Those riders . . . She cannot convince herself they were Ealdbert’s. Else they’d have stayed to rout us. But if the fire had alerted them, it would alert others. Æthel turns her head west. ‘Gather the dead and bury them quickly. Geraint may have eyes in the area.’


‘The King of Dumnonia is not brave enough to face us,’ Leofric says. But he too turns to look westwards, where the land rises and falls in the first of the valleys that give the people of Dumnonia their name. Night blankets those forbidding dales; Æthel shivers at the thought of them. She was raised in open country, on a plain disturbed only by the ancient tombs of people gone before. Gentle, grassy mounds – unlike the tangled hills that hide the Britons. Space for a horse to run without pause while she clung to the reins and the wind and the sound of sun drying the grasses. She used to plait them while she waited for her horse to catch his breath. Keep your hands busy, her mother had said, and they won’t suspect your mind is at work too.


Æthel smiles at the memory; the sad smile that comes with knowing her mother cannot give her more advice. ‘I could do with it,’ she murmurs under her breath and goes to oversee the collection of the dead. Despite her attempt to banish them, a pair of eyes burning brighter than the fire goes with her.


‘Holy God, Edred. I said soften them, not beat them to within an inch of their lives.’ Æthel crouches in front of one of the rebels. In the dawn light, his cheek is split and blood crusts his swollen mouth. ‘They do need to be able to speak.’


‘Crazy she-wolf,’ the man slurs.


Before Edred can raise a hand to strike him, Æthel catches it. ‘Peace. I don’t care what he calls me.’


‘By insulting you, he insults the king,’ Leofric remarks, and she keeps her expression blank with an effort. She would bet that crazy she-wolf is exactly what he thinks of her after tonight.


Æthel forces down exhaustion, leans forward and grabs the rebel’s chin. If he wanted a she-wolf, he could have one. ‘Where is Ealdbert?’


His lip curls. ‘If the king seeks him, why didn’t he come himself?’


‘We are not talking about the king. Where is Ealdbert?’


‘Gone.’ He spits. Æthel ducks aside and it lands on Leofric’s shoe. The gesith makes a sound of disgust. ‘Ine won’t find him.’


‘Few places would extend him welcome.’ She flicks her eyes at Leofric. ‘Sussex?’


‘Nothhelm would not dare. After the beating Cædwalla meted out, the realm’s sworn to your husband now.’


‘You don’t know where he is, do you?’ she says to the rebel. ‘Might as well admit it and save me the trouble of torture.’


The man glues his lips together, but she knows she is right. Both are likely no more than ceorls pressed into the ætheling’s service with promises of wealth. She tips her head on one side, considering what to do. Ine would probably exile them . . . and they’d swiftly join up with Ealdbert again. The hard decisions always fall to her. ‘Kill them,’ she says and forces herself to watch while it is done.


The events of last night are blurring in the late-summer dawn. Searing heat, metal on metal, the scream of tired muscles – all seem a fancy. Except her. Æthel could not forget those eyes if she tried. They are there even now when she shuts her own, along with a face haunted by pride and grief. She shakes herself. Foolishness.


‘The riders,’ she begins and stops. A blackbird pipes gaily; the breeze is gentle. From where they are camped, Tantone is a slur on the green, its watchtower a smoking ruin. But something is moving. Æthel squints at a ripple in the grass, and her blood chills. ‘Leofric!’


‘What is it?’


Æthel nods at the frisks of distant movement. ‘Look.’


Leofric follows her gaze, raising a hand against the glowing sky. ‘Deer, surely.’


‘No,’ Æthel says. ‘Wealas.’


‘What?’ Edred joins them. ‘Dumnonii – here?’


‘I knew Geraint would investigate. He’d be on us already if we hadn’t moved our camp.’


‘I cannot see any men.’


‘And you won’t until it’s too late.’ Æthel wheels round to bark out orders. ‘Move! Strike camp. Be quick about it.’ No man looks to Leofric this time. They can hear the alarm in her voice.


‘Why not face them?’ Edred catches her injured arm and Æthel winces. ‘If Geraint is foolish enough to bring the fight to us—’


‘Foolish?’ She almost laughs. ‘Our forces spent the night fighting, burying bodies, and then marching out here to put some distance between us and Tantone. They are in no shape to take up the sword again so soon. Geraint is not foolish. It’s the perfect opportunity.’


‘What do you mean we won’t see him until it is too late?’ Leofric asks slowly.


Æthel hesitates. Plenty among the court do not believe what she has witnessed with her own eyes. And the bishops come down hard on such talk. ‘Geraint employs . . . unusual methods,’ she says meaningfully, and prays he takes the hint. ‘You know the Wealas and their superstitions.’


‘Superstitions can’t make up for strength of arms,’ Edred says.


Æthel grinds her teeth, determined not to spell it out. Her credibility has taken enough of a knock. ‘Look at the men,’ she says in a low hard voice. ‘They have been up all night while Geraint’s forces are fresh. Only a fool would stay and face him.’


‘What forces? Some scouts, perhaps, but nothing more.’


I have seen them appear as from air, she tells him silently. As if Geraint and his men could blend seamlessly into the world around them. No battlefield prowess can explain that. And if those flashes of movement are anything to go by, he – or whatever power he prays to – is doing the same now. The Dumnonii will be on them while they stand here and argue.


‘Enough.’ She lowers her voice, so only Edred and Leofric can hear. ‘You know I value your opinions in the field.’ Æthel draws a breath. ‘But, as you pointed out last night, Edred, I am queen. If I say to retreat, you will retreat, and I am not beholden to state my reasons.’


They glower. She has had this conversation more than once, and every time she wonders whether this will be it – the time they openly defy her. She wonders what she would say, how she would react. They are important men, trusted in court, and have proven themselves good counsel. It would cost Ine to exile them, but he would do it if she asked. He has never denied her anything. Except that. And as the years pass, she – not he – bears the consequences of his decision. In her darker moments, Æthel wonders whether it is guilt that urges him to support her, to defend her, rather than belief in her ability.


Between blinks, the blood drains from Edred’s face. There they are: lining the brow of a hill. She does a clumsy count – at least five score warriors – and shock courses through her, leaving no room for the pleasure of vindication. Only an overwhelming force would have the confidence to declare themselves so openly.


‘We’ll pull back to Gifle,’ Leofric says tightly into the silence. ‘Once we have walls around us, we dispatch scouts to keep an eye on Geraint.’


‘And send a message to the king,’ Æthel adds, eyeing the Wealas – more and more appearing by the second. ‘I have never seen the Dumnonii show themselves or their forces so blatantly.’


Leofric grunts agreement and Æthel mounts her horse, her thoughts in turmoil. First Ealdbert, then the nameless riders, and now Geraint. Foreboding cramps her chest like a winter ague. As she turns her horse south-east, she imagines she can feel Geraint’s eyes across the intervening distance, the mass of Dumnonia brooding at his back. What does he want? And more to the point, why did he show himself? His decision to drop his disguise, to threaten them openly: bluster or something else?


Æthel bites her lip. After years of uneasy truce, it’s as if the King of Dumnonia wants war.
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Herla


Glestingaburg, Somersæte


Kingdom of Wessex


They sleep beneath the tor . . . until the moon is old and it is time to ride. Then Gelgéis raises a horn to her lips and Orlaith raises her song and they pour forth, their horses darker than the night. Herla needs no horn; her cry is a wild thing, and deadly. Life shudders when she throws back her head. The scurrying beasts of the grass burrow into it, and the owl on the wing veers sharply. Smaller shapes fall from the sky.


The shy deer are stirred to frenzy. Herla’s head is as proud as theirs: the horns of her helm upswept, one broken, its bone tokens a rattle. Beneath it, her hair is a mane of dark braids, her smile animal. The bloodlust is upon her, and she welcomes it.


Her hunters tumble after in a rough cavalcade. At the forefront are Nynniaw and Corraidhín, spears bundled behind their saddles. Then come Orlaith, Senua and Gelgéis. Others fall in behind. Their faces are cold as the ice that splits trees in winter.


Raising her eyes moon-ward, Herla catches a scent on the wind. We ride. Her order is not words, but impulse. The Hunt-tongue is simple. We ride. Draped in front of her saddle, the bloodhound adds his own curdling howl to their chorus. Herla’s shadow shrouds them and withers the late-summer leaves. If any person were to step outside, they might hear it: the echo of Gwyn’s laughter in Herla’s.


Mortal distance is nothing to the horses of Annwn; she closes quickly on her quarry. The fools have even lit a fire to announce themselves. Fire on the night of the old moon. Either they court death, or no one remembers the stories.


Or – she soon discovers – they are enmeshed in battle. Herla watches the tide of it, the ebb and flow of slaughter, and it tugs at something in her, buried deep. Smoke, stench, banners. The black sword hungers to join the fray and she lets it, swinging it in bloody arcs as she thunders among them. It takes the combatants some moments to realize she is there, for the screams to begin as her hunters cut a brutal path. The sword of Annwn shears through armour and flesh alike – all the frail tethers that bind souls to bodies – and Herla laughs, as the bright threads break before her.


Blood on her lips, she seizes a young man. Son of the dust. Will you ride with me?


‘I don’t want to die,’ is all he says, over and over until his soul is swallowed in the host. Her hunters toss down a score of warriors and the black sword sings. More this night to ride with her, hunt with her, sleep with her under the tor until the moon is old again.


A mailed figure catches Herla’s eye. The earth beneath the warrior is scuffed; she can see weariness in the set of their shoulders, in the way their weapon hangs low. Wheeling her horse, she charges, swings – and the warrior throws themselves flat, leaving Herla’s blade to cut air. Momentarily stunned, she watches as they rip off their helm with one bloodied hand and eyes like chips of blue ice meet hers. Short fair hair dampened with sweat. A woman, fierce-faced in the lurid night.


That gaze pierces Herla like the Otherworld blade. Her bloodlust falters, her head abruptly tumbling with colour. Smoke curls sweetly; a rabbit spitted over a cookfire; a tawny-haired woman leaning back on her hands. Faint lines crease the corners of her eyes.


The dog howls, and night returns. There is pain in her chest, and a terrible weight on her spirit: the souls of the reaped ready to crush her. With a gasp, Herla tears her gaze away, urges her horse into a gallop. It is only when she is running that she realizes she is running; from what is unclear. Obediently, her hunters follow. Although Gwyn’s hound thrashes, howling his rage, the hill and its flames, and the woman with ice-sharp eyes, are left behind.


The night is young, but she rides for the tor, spurred on by something nameless. Is this fear? Herla’s skin prickles with a feeling she is sure she knows, but cannot recall. Her memories are darkness, riding, killing, and dreamless sleep to ride again. And yet it lingers – the brief vision of the fire with its rabbit, watched over by a tawny-haired woman.


‘Lord,’ Corraidhín calls, and her voice cuts through Herla’s wild musing. How long has it been since she heard it? Like her, the Hunt speak horn. Their words are the flexing of horse muscle, the beating of shield and spear. That is language enough. Herla ignores the word, that slip of the old tongue. Still pursued by the thing unknown, still plagued by souls whose true weight she has not felt until this moment, she makes the only choice left to her: enchanted slumber in the deep halls of Glestingaburg.


Oblivion.


For the first time, Herla dreams.


She climbs steps she has climbed before, dread kerbs of stone that end at a door many enter and few leave. She is walking, each footfall remarkable because it is her own. Her hand, as she pushes on the wood, is unfamiliar. Skin browned from the marsh sun, knuckles rough. That hand, she knows suddenly, has braided leather, scrubbed pots with sand, cut kindling and laid fires. She cannot stop staring at it, wondering what else these strange fingers have touched. Cloth worn thin from river stones. Wool. The skin left on warmed milk. Softer things. Hair tawny as an owl’s wing.


She drops it with a hiss, as if the wood of the door has turned to forge-fire iron. Those new words are massing in her mind. Scrub. Sand. River. Milk. Tawny. No, not new. Old words she has forgotten how to say. She wants to hold them close. She is frightened of holding them close.


Caer Sidi swallows her footsteps. The Folk of Annwn are busy inside it – wasps in the nest of their chief’s heart. She sees him before she is seen. He is moving from group to group with determined, agitated strides. He looks up and shock rules him for so brief an instant she is sure she imagined it. Then his face relaxes into a smile. The same smile that bought and shredded her trust.


‘Lord Herla.’ Gwyn ap Nudd gathers a retinue around him. ‘I am surprised to see you. How are you enjoying my gifts?’


She opens her mouth. Her words are a howl, and the Folk laugh.


‘Ah, yes.’ The King of Annwn shakes his dark head. ‘As you have discovered, the art of conversation is no longer required from you. A relief, is it not?’


Herla’s eyes burn.


‘Do not look at me like that.’ With a nod to the sword sheathed at her side, ‘I gave you what you asked for, after all. Power your enemies could not withstand.’


She keeps her lips shut, keeps the savage language locked away, but in her dust-dead heart are the ashes of Rome. Slain by time. Along with her people and everything she loved.


Love? It is something from the old language, a word the Hunt-tongue cannot shape. Like fear, Herla thinks she felt it once, but it is far from her grasp.


‘Please do not bear me too much ill will.’ Gwyn ap Nudd comes closer and Herla fights the urge to retreat. ‘You are the unknowing architect of my deliverance. Of all this.’ He spreads his arms at the pavilions beyond the castle’s doors, proud with pennants: a black hare; two golden rings linked with a chain; a wing on a bloody field. More banners hang above her, emblazoned with the famous cauldron of Annwn, the one that can heal death.


‘I am grateful,’ Gwyn whispers.


There is no remorse in him. No acknowledgement of his crime. She had not thought it a crime until now – the Hunt is everything. But here in the halls of the fortress that changed her, Herla is closer to herself than she has been in centuries. Other memories pile up behind her eyes; she has only to let them in.


And then Gwyn waves a hand. ‘You have trespassed long enough, Herla. Take my blade and return to your rest.’


Annwn unravels around her. She cannot refuse the order, but something has shifted. Scales tipped ever so slightly in her direction, away from the King of the Otherworld. Perhaps he feels that shift; her last sight of his face shows it frowning.


Herla wakes in darkness.


She has never dreamed before and she has never woken before. Her waking is the Hunt and when she does not hunt, she sleeps. So it has always been.


She cannot move. Her arms and legs are bound to her side like a sacrifice laid in the mud. Neither can she turn her head, but she senses them there, her hunters, bound and slumbering as she is supposed to be. Their horses sleep beside them. They lie as if in death, as if waiting for the world to catch fire at the end of days.


She makes a sound. It takes her a moment to realize it is a word, a real word, like the ones she spoke before. ‘No,’ she says to the suffocating dark. Free me, or let me sleep. She strains, but it is like straining against fate. Invisible strings she has never wanted to believe in.


Weight on her chest is her only answer. Hot breath, claws. The dog has come to sit there and he is no longer small. She can feel how massive are his paws, how wide his muzzle. The Cŵn Annwn’s true form. Has he leaped down? I should not be awake to ask the question, Herla reminds herself. Three hundred years have passed the same way: waking, riding, sleeping. If breaking the curse were as easy as this, she would have thrown off the yoke long ago.


Sleep does not come. What comes instead is tawny hair. Tawny hair and green eyes, which change, slowly, to icy blue. A smudged face in the night, battle-weary. Not a face Herla knows, but she recognizes the spirit behind it. So familiar. So like another’s. She strains after a name, finds none. Only that lingering foxfire colour and a scent of cedarwood.
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Ine


Wiltun, Wiltunscir


Kingdom of Wessex


‘Your own wife,’ Ingild says, slamming down the missive that brought the news. ‘That woman will be the ruin of this realm.’


With a surge of anger – anger he rarely feels – Ine rounds on his brother. ‘Lower your voice. As you point out, Æthelburg is my wife.’


‘Even you must admit she has gone too far this time,’ Ingild says in the same forceful tones. They are in the Witan chamber at the back of Wiltun’s great hall and only a partition separates them from the bustling space beyond, always full of servants tending the firepit, providing food for the men coming and going. Far too many ears to hear Ingild slander the queen. ‘You built that fortress at Tantone,’ his brother continues. ‘Our enemies will not see us as strong or united if your wife—’


‘Prevented Ealdbert from gaining a foothold.’


‘Ealdbert wasn’t even there.’


‘But he is of noble blood.’ Ine struggles to lower his own voice, taking two deep breaths. ‘Remember that an ætheling with a fortress is no small threat.’


‘Especially in a kingdom without an heir,’ Ingild retorts and Ine looks away, profoundly glad that Æthelburg cannot hear. His chest aches with her absence. There are more and more of them lately, as if she is finding reasons not to be at home. With him.


His brother comes around the table to grip his arm with sudden solicitousness. Ine tells himself not to believe it; Ingild has blown hot and cold since they were children. ‘You must understand, Ine. Women are not built for war.’


‘Please tell her that to her face. I want to be there when she hits you.’


Ingild ignores him, darting a glance at the door instead. The others are expected any minute. ‘Put her aside. Take another wife. One who’ll give you an heir before the kingdom tears itself apart.’


‘You’ve never liked her,’ Ine says flatly, pulling his arm free. He remembers how much relish Ingild took in comparing Æthel to his own bride. And Frigyth was a good person, kind and honest, until the fever took her and their second, unborn, child. Ingild has never been quite the same since.


‘It’s not that I dislike her, it’s . . . well, we are talking about the woman who set a pig loose in your bedchamber.’


‘That was a long time ago,’ Ine says with a wince, because the mess really had been awful. ‘And she was just proving a point.’


‘Proving a point? Ine, listen to yourself. She’s a madwoman.’


‘Apologies, lord.’ The door bangs open, revealing Nothhelm of Sussex, followed by Gweir, Ine’s most trusted gesith. Bishop Hædde comes next with ealdormen Godric and Osberht. And then his father, Cenred, seeming no more lucid than usual. Ingild’s expression darkens on seeing him.


‘You called for us?’ Nothhelm prompts, a flush in his cheeks. He has been drinking, despite the hour.


‘Indeed. It concerns Geraint of Dumnonia.’ Ingild opens his mouth, no doubt to mention Tantone, so Ine snaps, ‘Æthelburg is pinned down at Gifle with Leofric and Edred.’


‘Pinned down?’ Gweir asks sharply.


‘By a host of Britons larger than we’ve seen in a decade.’


‘Has Geraint stopped them from leaving?’


Ine slowly shakes his head. ‘The missive said only that he has hawk eyes on the settlement. But since they have not returned, I assume so. What could he possibly intend?’ The question is directed at Gweir. Bastard son of a Briton, Leofric fondly likes to call him, but the gesith does have an insight that the rest of them lack.


The table holds a map, secured at each corner by weights carved in the shapes of beasts: dog, horse, bull and a wyvern like the one that rides the Wessex banner, proud head caught on the cusp of striking. Gweir leans over it, his finger tracing the river: an old meandering border between Wessex and Dumnonia.


‘The destruction of Tantone may have given them heart,’ Ingild says before Gweir can speak, and in his sinking heart Ine knows the news is spreading beyond this room even now. ‘Geraint could use the opportunity to take back lands west of the Parrett.’


‘He has not ventured so far east in years.’ Gweir looks at Ine. ‘I do not believe the loss of Tantone can account for it.’ There is a question in there, of course, but Ine pretends not to hear it.


Nothhelm squints at the map. ‘It may have given Geraint new heart. But I agree it seems out of character. Unless he plans to drive us from Escanceaster?’


‘I’ve been too focused on the trade at Hamwic,’ Ine mutters, nodding at the inked settlement on their southern coast. ‘The Britons may think we don’t have the resources to fortify Escanceaster.’


‘If so, they should be disabused of the idea.’


A predictable Ingild response, but the others agree with him; there are nods all round. And it is true – a determined Geraint could easily retake Escanceaster. But Ine cannot swallow his distaste at the thought of fighting the Britons, and he suspects Ingild knows it. That’s what his brother really meant when he claimed Æthelburg would be the ruin of the realm. Easier to blame a woman, rather than a king. Fresh anger burns in his throat. Or perhaps it is simply disgust at himself for letting Æthel take the brunt of his brother’s scorn.


Distracted, he turns to his father. ‘What do you counsel?’


Cenred smiles benignly, and that mild expression turns Ine cold. He has heard the whispers; once so incisive, his father’s mind is fading. Ine keenly misses the days they spent together on the law code, here in Wiltun. Days filled with ink and parchment, rather than mud and fighting. Æthelburg had spent those same days far away from talk of hides and fyrds and wergelds. She’d been hunting down exiles heading unerringly for the East Saxon court, despite Sigeheard’s promise not to shelter them. What would I do without her?


Ingild’s snort intrudes on the memory. ‘Why do you ask him? Father is no more use than a babe-in-arms.’


Ine almost expects Cenred to cuff his son for his rudeness, but the old man has not heard. He wanders over to one of the unlit braziers that warm the room in winter, and pokes it absently.


‘If Geraint wants a fight, why not give it to him?’ Ingild leans on the map. ‘You’ve ignored him long enough.’


A sick feeling growing in his gut, Ine studies the faces of his advisers. ‘You agree?’


‘Geraint’s certainly made it impossible for you to ignore him any longer.’ Nothhelm is Ine’s kinsman and King of the South Saxons, whom Cædwalla beat into submission some years ago. He shakes his head at the thought. Loyalty is better won with gifts of power.


‘If he threatens your wife, he knows you will come yourself,’ Gweir argues. ‘It could be bait designed to coax you into the open.’


‘Oh, it is certainly bait.’ Ingild stabs his belt knife into the parchment heart of Dumnonia. ‘But we’ll take advantage of it.’


As the blade quivers to a stop, Ine turns reluctantly to Hædde, already knowing what the bishop will say. ‘Would such a campaign find favour with the Church?’


‘The Britons are still in need of guidance,’ Hædde says crisply. His small dark eyes flit across the map. ‘Removing a heathen king from power would certainly aid the Christian cause.’


‘I don’t want Geraint killed.’ Over Ingild’s splutters, Ine adds, ‘Dumnonia is a huge territory and needs a capable ealdorman to govern it. I cannot be everywhere.’


‘Geraint an ealdorman?’ Ingild is almost choking. ‘Have you lost your mind?’


‘You believe he’d rather die than answer to me?’


‘I don’t care what he’d rather do.’ Colour has risen in Ingild’s cheeks; he is almost as flushed as Nothhelm. ‘I care that you would be leaving a man certain to rebel the moment your back was turned. You are all but sanctioning a revolt.’


‘Ingild ætheling is right,’ Osberht says amidst other sober nods. He and Godric are eyeing Ine as if he has indeed lost his mind. ‘Victory in Dumnonia hinges on removing Geraint from power.’


Ine lets his gaze fall on the table, imagining the pages of the law code spread there. He had done what he could for the Britons in Wessex. But for those in Dumnonia – ‘Killing their king will antagonize them needlessly. And there is a precedent, remember.’ He directs his words at Hædde. ‘Rome might have let Dumnonia govern itself, but technically it was still part of a conquered nation. What I am proposing is really no different.’


‘Rome was far away, lord. Whereas Dumnonia is on your doorstep. They speak a different language, practise a different religion. If you want them to integrate, they must change.’ He nods at Ingild’s dagger still buried in the map. ‘And I do not think they will, at least while Geraint is alive. He is a powerful figurehead.’


‘Ine king.’ After the raised voices of Ingild and Osberht, Gweir’s hushed tone is strangely ominous. ‘I advise caution fighting him on his own land. There are forces in Dumnonia that have kept Wessex at bay since the days of Constantine. Or you would long ago have taken it.’ Ine frowns to himself. Gweir’s use of you is an unusual slip for him.


Bishop Hædde presses his lips together so hard that they whiten. Godric studies the wall, and even Ingild seems at a loss for words. It is not the first time Ine has heard of such a thing – Æthelburg has reported similar. Stories of mists rising on dry days, men vanishing in woodland no larger than a hide. But whatever the truth of such claims . . . ‘My mind is made up,’ he says. Being king must count for something sometimes. ‘I do not want Geraint harmed unless there is no other option.’ Ine takes a deep breath. ‘Call the gesiths together, Nothhelm. We march for Gifle.’


He can see protest in the glances they exchange as they leave. Like a child following his elders, Cenred drifts out after them. Ingild is the last to go and his stiffened back plainly says, You are a fool. Ine raises a hand to his forehead. The skin there feels rubbed raw.


Leaning over the map, examining his realm’s fragile boundaries, the hairs on his neck suddenly lift as one. Ine whips round, but the room is empty. Beyond the door the sounds of the hall continue unabated; the low mutter of gossip, the scrape of benches. And yet the sense of being watched is so acute that he seizes a light, splashing radiance across the wall where shadows cluster thickest. An old shield hangs there. Once wielded by the warmonger, Cædwalla, its nicks and dents are battle scars, testament to blood spilled. Ine brushes a finger across it – before snatching his hand away with a gasp.


The shield is cold. Wood hanging in a summer-heated room should not feel like ice. Heart thumping, he raises a finger, hovers it above the painted middle. That prickle of watching eyes sharpens.


When he touches it again, the shield is just wood, rough and cool beneath his fingertip.


Ine shakes his head. It must be weariness, concern over Æthel, worry over Geraint. Have you lost your mind? Ingild’s voice asks again, and Ine turns his back on the shield, wishing abruptly for the noise of the hall.


That night, the court is a frenzy of talk. Ine sits brooding in his chair on the platform set along one wall. On either side of him, the benches that can easily seat two hundred are only half-full. It will take a few days to gather the fyrds, to call men in from across the shire. Dumnonia is on everyone’s lips. And so, as he feared, are whispers that Æthelburg not only burned their stronghold at Tantone, but managed to provoke a horde of Wealas, from which she must now be rescued. For the umpteenth time that day, Ine rubs his forehead. Although they are careful not to criticize her in his hearing, he can guess what words are exchanged under breaths. While he has pretended not to notice the ill feeling rising against his wife, it has grown like a weed unchecked, until it is large enough to strangle. A weed it was his responsibility to uproot. If only Æthel were here more often –


There is a hollow inside him. Ine grabs his goblet to fill it and wine slops over the rim. Servants have vanished his untouched meat, but they have kept the beaten metal full. He doesn’t know how much he’s drunk; the idea of carrying on into insensibility is overly appealing. Maybe he will sleep with his head pillowed on his arms and wake to a bleary dawn like the regular sots of his court.


‘Are you well, lord?’


Ine sighs. ‘Too full of thoughts.’


‘Your wife is the most capable woman I know,’ Gweir says, leaning in to lay a hand on his arm. ‘Do not be concerned for her.’


‘I’m not.’ Please don’t do anything foolish, Æthel. At least wait for me. Catching the gesith’s sympathetic grimace, he pulls himself together. ‘Gweir, what did you mean when you spoke of Constantine and forces in Dumnonia?’


Gweir stiffens. Ine follows his gaze to see Hædde sitting with Earconwald – the bishop is newly arrived from Lundenwic. The men have their heads together and glare in tandem at a particularly raucous peal of laughter from further along the table. ‘Speak freely,’ Ine says, interest stirred by Gweir’s obvious unease. ‘They can’t possibly hear.’


‘My king.’ The gesith’s shoulders are still hunched, as if expecting an attack. ‘It is not a subject that the Church looks favourably upon.’


‘I am not the Church.’


Doubt is clear in the curve of Gweir’s brow. No wonder, Ine thinks, with all the charters I’ve issued. Gold, land, protection. The Christian cause wants for nothing in Wessex. ‘You know it has more to do with politics,’ he admits in a low voice. Not an admission he would make to just anyone.


Finally, Gweir nods. ‘I have heard that there is a . . . spirit in the land.’ The gesith’s voice is a murmur, and Ine strains to hear him over the banging of cups, the roar of the fire as another log is heaved onto it. ‘It’s tied to the blood of Dumnonia, the royal line specifically, although some Dumnonii have use of lesser powers.’ He is speaking quickly, as if frightened he will otherwise lose his nerve. Or perhaps it is the sight of the bishops in close conference, their chains of office burnished by firelight. ‘Geraint can use this to help his people, or hinder his enemies.’


Ine steeples his fingers, resting his chin upon them to think. ‘Are you saying he can call upon the land to fight for him? Ask the fog to mask his movements, the rain to wash away the tracks of his men so that they pass unnoticed? Trees to uproot themselves and confuse an opponent?’


Gweir does not reply. When the silence starts to stretch, Ine sits back. The gesith has an odd expression, enigmatic enough that it proves impossible to read. ‘Gweir?’


‘Sorry.’ He shakes his head. ‘You have quite the imagination, lord. Yes, I suppose Geraint could do all those things.’


‘Pagan heresies, of course,’ Ine says, taking a larger gulp of wine than is good for him, and Gweir swiftly agrees. Flicking what he hopes is a surreptitious glance down the table, he wonders what Hædde and Earconwald think of such stories, whether they view his reluctance to kill Geraint as heretical. The Church might not be powerful enough to remove a king, but they could certainly back one of his rivals.


Shouts interrupt his musing. Men are slapping an indistinct figure on the back, urging them on in drunken tones. Now that night has fallen, the only light comes from the fire, torches and the stone cressets burning at intervals along the walls.


‘Tell of the Spear-Danes from across the sea!’


‘No, the battle at Finnsburuh.’


They want a story, Ine realizes. His eyes are stinging from the smoke, or sleeplessness, or simply too much wine. Hands help the scop onto the table, where they rise slowly to their feet. Ine frowns. Beyond their creased brown skin and greying hair, he cannot tell whether they are male or female. ‘I have not seen that person beneath this roof before,’ he murmurs to Gweir.


‘Storytellers travel widely,’ the gesith says with a shrug.


It is remarkable – watching men sit up like eager apprentices. A scop is a scop first and foremost, no matter their gender, age, or their place of birth. No other person is granted that same kind of acceptance . . . not even a king. Ine smiles to himself, recalling what Gweir said about his imagination. Perhaps I ought to take up storytelling instead.


‘Honestly, poet,’ Nothhelm calls out, ‘whatever tale you choose will suit us. We’ve all had too much to drink to remember it come morning.’ Shouts and more thumping of cups make a truth of his words.


‘Then perhaps I will tell of the forty tasks set by a giant for his daughter’s hand in marriage.’ The scop’s voice is a melody of ages, resonant and rich. Silence falls. ‘It begins with a hill and an order to plough it and sow wheat enough for a giant’s table.’ Their eyes are impossibly blue in the gloom. ‘It ends with a sword and sleepless nights. But nothing challenged the young hero more than the seeking of Gwyn ap Nudd, Lord of the Hunt.’


Where another scop’s story would be scattered with the hoots of their listeners, the hush tonight is religious. Ine tears his gaze away to Hædde and Earconwald. The bishops sit as still as the warriors and nobles, but there is a bitter curl to Hædde’s lip as he stares at the scop, and his brow is dark. As well it might be, at pagan tales.


‘Now they must have Gwyn, for the great boar, Twrch Trwyth, cannot be hunted without him.’ The scop is warming to their story. ‘Trwyth is no common boar, you see, but a prince who carries a comb between his ears. No other comb can tame the giant’s tangled hair without breaking in pieces. It is a treasure like the cauldron of Annwn, or Garanhir’s basket, which can feed a hundred men on a single man’s share.’


Ine rubs his eyes, blinks them furiously, but the sight before him does not change. The shadow of a boar looms over the scop’s shoulder, its eyes a violent shade. Between its ears lies the horn comb, its prongs chased with silver. If he is seeing things, he has certainly had too much to drink.


‘Or the pots coveted by the warlord, Gorr,’ the scop continues – and the boar fades. ‘They will keep their contents warm until the last days.’ Ine is breathing relief when a new vision shimmers into being: stoppered earthenware jugs sitting amidst the debris of the table. Though men’s elbows touch the jugs, no one spares them a glance.


‘Or Teirtu’s harp, which needs no harper to pluck it.’


In place of the jugs stands a harp as high as the storyteller’s thigh. Its graceful neck is stretched like a dancer’s, and its strings glow with their own light. Ine swallows hard. He knows he has gone pale, is thankful that his face is mostly hidden. Not one person blinks at the harp as it fades.


‘Marvels all.’ The scop spreads their arms and Ine tenses. ‘But we are concerned with Gwyn. His skill is needed to hunt the boar. His skill, his horse and red-eared hound.’ Palms turning up, they meet the eyes that meet theirs. ‘But how is our hero to get him? Before this land ever felt the step of man, higher powers summoned Gwyn to Woden’s Barrow, and there he was charged with a solemn duty.’


The fire, chuckling a moment ago, sinks. Torches burn lower in their brackets and the shadows become cavernous. ‘His feet are meant for the field.’ Now the old scop’s voice is a bared inch of blade. ‘Where black wings mock the slain. He alive – they in death, their souls a-wander.’ Ine cannot look away as a figure appears framed in the doorway, sword in hand. Antlers crown his head like the gods of their heathen past. ‘It is his task to take those souls up, though where he takes them –’ the scop shrugs – ‘I cannot say.’ That bladed voice drops to a whisper. ‘Perhaps to Annwn, to Caer Sidi or Caer Wydyr, from where so few return.’


It covers the doors and the carved wooden pillars on either side. It spreads all the way to the ceiling, swallows the beams, the weapons mounted on the walls: a glittering citadel, gold-fair, not unlike the images of Heaven Ine has seen scribes sketch in their margins. Illuminated like manuscripts, the towers are of glass and whitest stone. The doors – three times the height and width of his own – are thrown wide and stairs lead up to them. A thin rivulet of blood is creeping over that dread stone. Ine watches it wend its way towards him like a worm lifting its blind head to the sun.


He pushes his chair back. Men flinch at the noise, turning to look. Heart racing, Ine rises – half staggers – to his feet. The scop is staring at him now too, proud and unblinking, as if they are equals. He does not care, has a desperate urge to flee the bloody stairs and the boar’s shadow and the horned man with his red-eared hound. It is the drink, Ine tells himself, making him see things, making him sick to his empty stomach. He ought to know better.


He laughs weakly, waves a hand, says something like please continue. Then the King of Wessex flees his own hall, guards throwing open the doors before him into a summer night that is blessedly empty of visions. The scop’s eyes follow him. They burn like a spear thrust between his shoulder blades.
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Æthelburg


Gifle, Somersæte


Kingdom of Wessex


Gifle is a small community with walls that do not deserve the name, but it is easier to defend than open country. Part of the dirt streets are laid out faintly in the Roman style, a remnant of days long past, and the folk here are Æthel’s own people with a scattering of Wealas. No one looks happy about a bunch of warriors descending on them, and they are even less happy when they catch sight of Geraint’s threatening ring. The Dumnonii patrol the low hills, showing their strength but keeping their distance. Æthel hates it. She paces up and down the gerefa’s shabby hall, cursing.


Over the past sennights, they have tried to break for the old Roman road several times, but Geraint has men enough to guarantee a wholesale slaughter and does not pursue them as long as they retreat to Gifle. He has them penned like livestock. Æthel grinds her teeth. She knows what Geraint wants – the king. And if this goes on any longer, he will get him. Along with half the men of Wiltunscir.


‘To hell with it,’ she growls, sweeping up her sword. ‘Bring my horse,’ she snaps at a young woman who gazes back, her mouth a little round ‘o’. Æthel supposes she has not seen a female in battledress. After a stunned moment, she hurries off.


‘My queen.’ Nostrils flared, Æthel turns to find the gerefa, Gefmund, whose roof currently shelters her. He is a large man with the build of a warrior gone to seed, the creases worn deep in his face. ‘You have news from the king?’


‘No. I am going to speak with Geraint myself.’


She might as well have said she planned to run naked through the streets screaming pagan curses – his face pales and she is halfway to the door before he finds a response. ‘Stop. Æthelburg queen, you can’t.’


‘Can’t?’ she says, halting with her hand on the latch.


‘Shouldn’t,’ Gefmund amends, closing the distance. Æthel flashes an icy look and he backs off a pace. ‘It is too dangerous.’


‘If Geraint intended to kill us, he’d have done so. He wants my husband.’


‘A plan to lure the king here?’ He scratches at the sagging skin beneath his beard. ‘For what purpose – other than harm?’


‘If I die, Ine will not stay to hear his words. Which is why I will be safe.’ If I died, he would be free of me. Æthel catches her breath at the horror of her own thought; a thought nurtured by the doubt that has grown quietly over the last few years. He could marry again. She feels sick. Is this what their marriage has come to? With her wondering exactly how much her husband cares if she dies?


‘You will be safe from what?’


Although they are the last people she wants to see, the arrival of Leofric with Edred on his heels is a merciful distraction. Anger is easier to embrace. Gathering up the emotions churning inside her, Æthel turns a hostile eye on them. Have they been conferring without her? She starts to pull open the door. ‘I am going to ask Geraint what he wants.’


‘Unwise.’ Leofric shuts it with a bang. ‘My queen, Geraint knows your value. If you are captured—’


‘I won’t be captured.’ With sheer brute strength, she wrenches the door open and Leofric stumbles. After the dimness of the hall, the sunlight stabs her eyes, only making Æthel angrier. ‘I am not some sheltered flower. I can look after myself.’


‘Edred, you must agree that Lady Æthelburg is taking an unnecessary risk.’


‘If she wishes to speak with Geraint, we cannot prevent her,’ Edred says – and it is the second time since leaving Wiltun that he has surprised her. Æthel frowns, not liking it. ‘I think the effort pointless, however.’


‘Pointless or not, I will know what he intends.’ Fed up with men and opinions she did not ask for, she swings a cloak around her shoulders and marches across the yard to her horse, which the young woman already has saddled and waiting. ‘What’s your name?’ She had been about to add girl, but in daylight, the woman looks to have seen at least five and twenty winters.


‘Merewyn, lady queen. My father is gerefa here.’


Æthel swears. ‘I am sorry. I treated you like a servant.’


‘I am a servant,’ she says with equanimity, ‘to Wessex and to you,’ which only makes Æthel feel worse.


It seems crass, but she nevertheless presses a coin into the woman’s palm. ‘For your speed. It is appreciated.’


Merewyn smiles. She has lovely eyes, clear as lakewater.


‘Wait!’ Leofric is calling for his own horse, snapping out orders for men to join him. Æthel ought to do as he says, but a recklessness is in her, fuelled by impatience and anger, and that awful doubt bubbling away beneath the surface of her thoughts. She swings swiftly into the saddle.


When she reaches the gates, however, they are open. The air is full of shouting and horn blasts – Æthel shivers at the memory of the horns she heard the night Tantone burned, now near a month gone – and she stands up in the stirrups to see better. A long dark column marches towards Gifle, golden wyvern rippling above it. There are a dozen horsemen at its head.


She stares at them, knowing she ought to feel relieved. What she feels instead is . . . conflicted. Like a child who has climbed a tall tree, lacking both the courage and ability to return to the ground. Now others are come to fetch her down.


‘Ah,’ Edred remarks from behind her. ‘That was a fast march. The king values you highly.’


Æthel says nothing. She has not seen him for two months. Instead of waiting to greet the party, she returns to the gerefa’s courtyard, stables her horse and sets to polishing the nicks out of her blade. The sharp, rhythmic motions are soothing. Seated on an upturned barrel, she lets her thoughts wander until a hustle of voices intrudes.


Half a dozen people make for Gefmund’s hall. The gerefa himself is among them, alongside a bunch of gesiths, Nothhelm of Sussex and – Æthel blinks – the king’s brother, Ingild. All of them are talking at once, their words washing over the one silent person in their midst.


He looks tired, is her first thought. Æthel crushes it. For some reason, holding onto her anger seems very important. She clutches it before her like a shield, as she rises to her feet. When Ine glances round and sees her, his face brightens, and she has to clutch it even closer. The sun picks out the golden flecks in his eyes.


‘Oh, Æthelburg,’ Ingild says lazily, following his brother’s gaze. ‘How good to see you well.’ He nods at her arm with its puckered scar. ‘Ealdbert’s men put up a fight, then.’


Ine comes over immediately. ‘Æthel. You’re hurt?’


‘It’s all but healed,’ she says, backing away from his worried hand. Some of the light leaves his face; she tells herself she does not care.


‘Still as charming as ever,’ Ingild remarks. Ine gives him a hard glance and Æthel thinks, not for the first time, How can brothers be so different? Not just in looks, but in character too.


Ine is dark where Ingild is fair. He is slender for a man, and lacking Ingild’s temper; Æthel recalls her father grumbling that her husband-to-be seemed more scholar than king. Of course, he had never protested the match, not when it would make his daughter Queen of Wessex. Neither had Æthel. She and Ine had met a few times as children, and she remembered a boy with serious eyes. Awkward, shy almost, but when he spoke, people listened. She feels a pang at the memory, and yearning for those that came after it. Happier times, when they were younger, keen to know each other, full of plans for Wessex and its people –


An unexpectedly cold wind scatters the thoughts like leaves, and Æthel is left staring at Ingild with his sneer and his quirked brow: an expression he reserves just for her. They lock horns every time they meet. She is the opposite of everything he expects to find in a woman.


Ine offers his arm and, since it would cause comment if she were to refuse it, she lets him walk her into the hall like the graceful lady she and Ingild both know she is not.


The moment they are inside, Gefmund all but hurls himself before her husband. ‘Ine king, it is an honour to have you beneath my roof.’


‘Thank you for your hospitality towards my wife and gesiths,’ Ine says and stops, gaze twitching to one side. Æthel does not miss the eyebrows raised between Ingild and Nothhelm. What has happened since she left Wiltun? ‘You will be compensated,’ Ine says, almost an afterthought. In the dim hall, he looks unwell.


‘Generous, my king. Please sit. We lead modest lives here, but I will send for food and drink.’


The hall is less than half the size of those at Wiltun and Wintanceaster and consists of just a single floor with sleeping quarters at the back. There are no windows save for the holes at either end of the roof to let out smoke, and the paint on the wooden walls needs refreshing. The firepit burns lowly, requiring a dozen torches to light the room. They add their own smoke to the pall that hangs in the air and makes Æthel cough.


The table shows signs of being hastily swept free of crumbs, but a few mead spills remain, fanning white against the wood. They sit: she and Ine, Ingild, Nothhelm and the gesiths. Gefmund deposits himself on the end of a bench. No one talks as servants lay out fresh-baked bread, beef, stewed apples and a cheese so large it could serve in a shield wall. Despite her unease that something is going on, Æthel’s stomach growls. She has been too angry to eat today. As soon as the jugs of ale are down, she reaches for bread, dips it in the apples and stuffs it in her mouth while pouring with her free hand. Gefmund is watching her with a crinkle of distaste between his brows. She pointedly tears off another hunk of bread and chews it, staring at him all the while. He looks away.


For a few minutes, no one speaks, as they help themselves to the food. Æthel watches Ine wrestle with the cheese and swallows a bubble of mirth alongside her bread. ‘The message we received was somewhat lacking in detail,’ Ingild says, and the bubble pops. They all know who sent the message. Ingild might as well come out and call her useless to her face. Æthel hacks off a piece of meat with unnecessary force.


‘We knew nothing of Geraint’s motives,’ Leofric admits with a glance at her. ‘We still don’t. Only that there are over five hundred men out there in the hills and they do not want us to leave.’


‘But there have been no losses?’ Ine asks, yielding in his battle with the cheese. As he settles for beef instead, Æthel tuts. Seizing the meat knife, she stabs the cheese, cuts downward and then, with a flourish, offers him the chunk she’s skewered. ‘Thank you, Æthel,’ he says mildly, adding it to his trencher.


With a wince at the mangled cheese, Leofric shakes his head. ‘Incredibly, none. We lost more at Tantone fighting against Ealdbert. Or his men at least.’


‘You forget,’ Æthel snaps, ‘that we cannot be sure the riders who slew our men were Ealdbert’s.’


Ine pauses with the cheese halfway to his mouth. ‘Riders?’


‘They vanished as they came,’ she says, seeing between each blink the woman on the horse. Wild braids woven with feather, bead and bone. The sword in her hand like a remnant of the darkness before the world was made. ‘Swiftly. From nowhere.’


‘What do you mean, Lady Æthelburg?’ Edred is frowning.


She stares at him, then at Leofric. ‘You saw them, Leofric.’


The gesith scratches his cheek. ‘With the greatest respect, Æthelburg, your description is a little . . . fanciful. While I admit their behaviour was odd, there is no cause to paint them as anything other than warriors on horseback.’


‘Leofric is right,’ Edred says and grimaces sympathetically. ‘It is easy for the mind to play tricks in the midst of battle, all that fire and smoke—’


‘Do not patronize me. I have been fighting battles since before you earned your first sword.’ It seems Edred’s unexpected support of her is at an end. Æthel cannot say she is surprised. She glares at Leofric instead. ‘You admit their behaviour was odd. If they were truly Ealdbert’s men, they’d have stayed to rout us.’


‘You do not call Tantone a rout?’ the gesith asks, in a quiet, but carrying voice.


They are all looking at her. Æthel’s heart pounds sickly. The food, welcome a moment ago, sits like lumps of flour in her mouth. She takes a swig of ale, swallows hard, can feel her husband’s eyes searing as all suns. Determined not to look at him, she sits back. ‘I find I am no longer hungry. I will visit the scouts. Geraint will not have failed to notice your army.’


‘Æthelburg . . .’ Ine says, but she swings a leg over the bench and is gone in a few quick strides.


Outside, she leans against the wall and lets the breeze cool her flushed face. She could believe bad of Edred – he is slippery – but what game is Leofric playing? The two of them painting her as hysterical, fanciful . . .


With a growl, Æthel pushes off the wall and makes her way to the main gates. Folk glance up from their work as she passes, clad in tunic and trousers, weapon belt slung about her waist like a man. Not all their gazes feel friendly. She suspects she offends a lot of people just by being herself.


Are the gesiths right? Were the riders no more than traitorous men? Perhaps I really did inhale too much smoke and dreamed her.


Thunk.


An arrow shivers in the post beside her head. With a cry, Æthel throws herself down, but no others come. Slowly, she looks up and back. There is a message wrapped around the shaft.


The gates are a swirling mass of men. A couple rush to help, but she waves them off. This is what you get for daydreaming. Æthel yanks the arrow out of the gatepost, then, raising her hand against the sky, squints at the distant archer shouldering his bow. ‘Stand down,’ she calls to men in the act of strapping on weapons. ‘It is only a message.’


‘What does it say?’ one asks.


She glances at the note and curses. ‘If you can read it, feel free to tell me.’ Folding her fingers over the incomprehensible words, she marches back to the hall. It is galling to return so soon, but there is no help for it. Æthel throws open the doors, letting sunlight pour inside. ‘From the Dumnonii,’ she says, thrusting the note at Ine. Her husband speaks three languages, so she assumes he can read it.


‘How?’


‘An arrow shot a little too close to my head,’ she admits.


Instead of reading the thing, Ine’s eyes crinkle in concern. ‘You’re not hurt?’


‘For God’s sake, I’m fine. What does it say?’


Faced with her glower, he looks down. ‘Geraint wants a meeting. Out in the open, under a flag of truce.’ He passes the note to Gweir. ‘Do I have that right?’


The gesith runs his eyes over it. ‘Yes, Ine king. At midday.’


‘What’s the hour?’


‘. . . Almost midday.’


Ine shoves the bench back and the others are forced to their feet too. ‘What are you doing?’ Ingild demands, an ugly mottling in his cheeks. ‘He whistles and we come – like obedient dogs?’


‘Ingild.’ Ine runs a hand through his hair, mussing it, and Æthel feels a sudden urge to smooth the dark curls at his neck. She stubbornly tramples on it. ‘Geraint has done me the courtesy of not attacking an inferior force that included my wife.’


She knows he means numbers, but cannot help wincing at how the gesiths will interpret the word. You’re so good with languages, couldn’t you have spoken more carefully?


‘But that does not place you at his beck and call. Who does he think he is?’


‘A king,’ Ine says drily.


‘Ingild ætheling is right.’ Nothhelm comes around the table. ‘It will make us look weak – before Geraint and our own men.’


For a moment, Æthel swears her husband’s eyes flick past them to something in the corner of the hall. She follows his gaze, but sees only furs stacked haphazardly, and a sad ball of yarn fallen from a weaver’s basket. Ine’s shoulders slump. ‘Then what do you advise I do? Ignore him?’


‘For now,’ Nothhelm says. ‘If he takes offence and chooses to fight –’ his eyes glint – ‘well, he won’t find us so easy to intimidate.’


‘I was not intimidated, Nothhelm.’ Æthel rounds on him. ‘I simply did not have enough men to force an exit without taking heavy losses.’


‘I wasn’t aware that bothered you,’ Ingild says and the temperature in the hall drops considerably. While Æthel wouldn’t mind punching him, the swirling mass of guilt in her chest dampens the urge. No matter that her men were slain by riders she is almost certain weren’t Ealdbert’s. Dead is dead.


The creases around Ine’s mouth tell Æthel he’s not happy, but he makes no further argument. That irks her too. You are king, she thinks at him. It’s your decision. But since the law code, he puts too much value on the advice of others. All of whom have their own plans. Æthel knows it is just as dangerous to turn your back on your allies as on your enemies. At least enemies can be trusted to do the obvious.


Midday comes and goes. The afternoon dies in a blaze of glory. Although watchers line the palisades of Gifle, no more message-bearing arrows find their mark. What might Geraint be thinking? Their refusal to meet him is part of a power game Æthel has no taste for. The stakes are always ordinary lives.


She returns to Gefmund’s quarters, only to find Ine already there, white-knuckled hands clenched on the back of a chair. Partitioned off from the main hall, the room is softened by baskets of embers, and furs that have seen better days. He is muttering under his breath. ‘You know what they say of folk who talk to themselves.’


Ine starts. ‘That they hate company?’


‘Quite.’ Æthel leaves it a moment too long before asking, ‘Does that include mine?’


‘Of course not. Why would you say that?’


She unbuckles her sword belt, tosses it on a nearby table. ‘You would not be in this mess if it wasn’t for me. I chased Ealdbert out here, allowed Geraint the opportunity to corner me, to lure you—’


‘No.’ He rubs his forehead, a recent habit that has been growing worse. ‘This confrontation is long overdue.’


‘But you would prefer to have it on your own terms. Instead we’re dancing to Geraint’s tune.’


Ine is silent. In the brazier, wood cracks and settles.


‘The others think I am a danger,’ Æthel says. She tells herself she does not care, but her voice is like a river flint, hard and cold. ‘They would prefer I remain at court with the other women and leave men’s business to men.’ She draws a breath. ‘What tales have they told?’


Ine hesitates. She braces herself for the worst before he says, ‘Ingild did bring up the pig.’


‘Oh.’ Despite everything, a weak chuckle fills her throat. ‘I’d forgotten the pig.’


‘How could you forget something like that? The mess was so bad I considered retiring to a monastery.’


‘It was absurd to sulk over that cloak,’ she retorts. ‘A person shouldn’t place so much value on possessions.’


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
SN
HUNTRESS

LUCY HOLLAND





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
HUNTRG 55
?% LUCY HOLLAND g?





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/map.jpg
6’,5*6,

(G
ngube:)uwlc B
L.ondo.
0 ",)m.

el ©

,(’ &@Ja;’f\graue)
Q/ €S s & “Uhncanceastep,

/ N m%&finchzséaj %
/Sce 0 Smﬁz&'z f s u

/.':/
(i gy DS, "2

Frei
P
(Glastonburs Tor)

Cancone ™
(cannion) g

3

Ny S Eescacensten,
NCA‘SGL» /( xeZer,
(Gintizel) | o‘o {

S oM m(ll Yl
CIRBUR INBURN:
g SCIRBURNG e

2%,

&

S T R





