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The bitter wind pierces my body.

My feet are sore, my cheeks are pale…

I have endured so much suffering

my body has grown feathers.

—“Buile Suibhne” (“The Frenzy of Suibhne”)





THE PEOPLE


Kingdom of Strathclyde

House of Morken


	Aela: Languoreth’s servant

	Brant: Dragon Warrior, Lailoken’s cousin

	Brodyn: Languoreth’s chief of guard, Lailoken’s cousin

	Lailoken: Languoreth’s twin brother, Gwenddolau’s counsel

	Languoreth: Lailoken’s twin sister, Rhydderch’s wife



House of Tutgual


	Angharad: youngest daughter of Rhydderch and Languoreth

	Cyan: second son of Rhydderch and Languoreth

	Elufed: queen of Strathclyde, a Pict

	Gladys: firstborn daughter of Rhydderch and Languoreth

	Morcant: eldest son of Tutgual

	Rhian: Morcant’s wife

	Rhydderch: second son of Tutgual, Languoreth’s husband

	Rhys: eldest son of Rhydderch and Languoreth

	Torin: guard

	Tutgual: king of Strathclyde



Kingdom of Pendragon

The Dragon Warriors


	Diarmid: Wisdom Keeper

	
Eira: servant

	Emrys: the first Pendragon

	Fendwin: warrior

	Gwenddolau: Uther Pendragon, Emrys’s successor, Lailoken and Languoreth’s foster brother

	Maelgwn: warrior, Pendragon’s general



Kingdom of Ebrauc


	Euerdil: Gwrgi and Peredur’s mother, Urien of Rheged’s sister

	Gwrgi: king of Southern Ebrauc, Peredur’s brother

	Peredur: king of Northern Ebrauc



Kingdom of Gododdin


	Cwyllog: wife of Meldred

	Meldred: chieftain of Southern Gododdin



Kingdom of Rheged


	Gwendolen: Urien’s daughter

	Taliesin: Song Keeper

	Urien: king of Rheged



The Christians


	Brother Thomas: culdee

	Father Natan: Tutgual’s advisor, tutor to Languoreth’s children

	Mungo: former bishop of Strathclyde



The Scots


	Aedan mac Gabrahn: king of Mannau and Dalriada

	Artùr: Aedan’s son

	Cai: warrior, Artùr’s foster brother



The Picts


	Ariane: priestess, the Orcades

	Bridei: high king of the Picts

	Briochan: Wisdom Keeper

	Eachna: high priestess at Fortingall

	Fetla: Eachna’s daughter, Elufed’s elder sister

	Muirenn: chieftain of Dùn Déagh

	Talorcan: Muirenn’s lover





PHONETIC PRONUNCIATIONS


House of Morken


	Brodyn: “BRO-din”

	Lailoken: “LIE-lo-kin”

	Languoreth: “Lang-GOR-eth”



House of Tutgual


	Angharad: “An-HA-rad”

	Cyan: “KY-ann”

	Elufed: “El-LEAF-ed”

	Gladys: “GLA-diss”

	Rhian: “REE-AHn”

	Rhydderch: “RU-therk”

	Rhys: “REEse”

	Tutgual: “TOOT-gee-al”



Kingdom of Pendragon


	Eira: “EYE-ra”

	Emrys: “EM-riss”

	Gwenddolau: “GWEN-tho-lye”

	Maelgwn: “MILE-gwinn”



Kingdom of Ebrauc


	Gwrgi: “Ga-WHERE-gi”

	Peredur: “PEAR-REE-dur”



The Christians


	
Moluag: “Ma-LEW-ig”



The Picts


	Ariane: “Ah-REE-AH-nee”

	Bridei: “BRI-dee”

	Briochan: “BREE-o-can”

	Eachna: “AUCK-na”

	Muirenn: “MEER-in”




In the 1830s, a group of quarrymen discovered a body buried on a hilltop two miles east of Dunipace, Scotland. The skeleton had been laid to rest in an ancient coffin of unhewn stone. No weapons, jewelry, mirrors, or combs were found in the grave. The only accompanying artifact was a large earthenware vase; inside it were the decayed remains of parchment. A report was published in the Second Statistical Account of Scotland, and the skeleton was removed so quarrying could continue.

The body, the coffin, and the earthenware vase have all since been lost.

Along with the parchment and whatever was written upon it.





I.


The battle of Arderydd

between the sons of Eliffer

and Gwenddolau, son of Ceidio.

In which battle Gwenddolau fell:

Myrddin went mad.

—Annales Cambriae, entry for the year AD 573










PROLOGUE


Lailoken

Hart Fell, the Black Mountain

Kingdom of the Selgovae

Late December, AD 573

The snows have come.

The cold seeps into my bones. Winter cuts into the mouth of this steep and dead-grassed valley, and the men huddle closer to the hearth, but no fire can warm us—winter in its bleakness leaves us shut for too many hours within these squat, wattled huts. We cannot escape the ghosts that followed as we fled, friends and fellow warriors. Cousins. Nephews. Brothers.

I wake in the night to the haunting blast of a battle horn. To the sound of a thousand feet rushing toward the fortress through the river below. In sleep, I see bodies piled in heaps, bloodied. Sightless eyes. In sleep, my heels are slipping once more in mud, sliding backward into the muck, spears thrusting at my legs and swords battering my shield as I brace myself in the shield wall. “Hold,” I cry. “Hold!”

I wake to find only hollow-eyed survivors, their eyes understanding in the dark.

When the cavalry charged, the thundering of horses swallowed our battle cry. Never had I seen an army so vast—an angry horde of Britons, my own countrymen. We shared ancestors with even the most despicable among them; cowards who would not join us to fight the Angles came now, to finish us.

We watched from high atop the fortress walls as they crept across our fields like so many fleas. We lit the brush fires. Let the smoke sting their eyes and clog their throats—let them taste our bitter battle fog.

And as we stood, grim-faced in our armor, spear shafts in hand, a moment before the nightmare began, a single red deer fled from the forest below.

A doe.

A shaft of sun caught the glory of autumn leaves and her sleek, tawny pelt, and for a moment I was a boy again, standing with my twin sister, Languoreth, on the banks of the Avon Water as we watched a stag drink in the shallows of the river.

A moment of grace before the horror of destruction.

Now it is Yule, the day of the longest night.

There are twelve days in winter when the sun stands still, and we warriors with our night terrors and our ill-knitting wounds and our bloody-faced ghosts need to conquer the darkness or we will be consumed by it. And so, at sunset, the men stood or propped themselves up as I spoke the old words and lit the Yule log.

The woman who minds the goats had come the day before to take the stale mats from the floor, laying down clean woven rushes that smelled soft and sweet, a distant memory of summer. She brought with her the charred remains of a new year’s fire, an offering to bless our hearth. “For luck,” she’d said, “so far from your homes.”

Her gaze lingered upon the mottled scar upon my cheek that runs from temple to chin, the welt I’d borne now for eighteen winters, half-hidden by my beard.

“Christians,” I’d said.

She’d nodded as if I needn’t say more. Here in the lands of the Selgovae, Christ had not yet taken hold. Perhaps his priests were too frightened by the shades and sharp-toothed creatures that frequent the vast Caledonian Wood.

Now my beard grows long.

I think of my wife and her thick, honey-smooth hair, the way she tilted her head to gather it, sweeping her fingers across the back of her neck. She is yet alive, I can feel her across the distance.

I can feel she is breathing.

She tethers me to my body when my spirit wants to flee, for as the days pass, my mind turns dark. When I sit in contemplation, my mind begins to slip. There is a beast that stalks in the pit of night.

I fear it will take me.

On the bleakest mornings, I climb the icy path up the valley to seek solace at the spring. The trickle of mountain waters is speaking.

Iron in blood, iron in water.

My sister’s husband hunts us with dogs.

Old Man Archer says, “Rhydderch may have dogs, but we Selgovae are wolves. He will never catch you out, not whilst we conceal you here.”

It is true—no one steps foot in the Caledonian Deep without being seen. The Selgovae have watchers who appear and disappear as if made from mist. And we warriors of Pendragon can climb quickly, those of us who are sound. We can slip into the deep chasm of these hills while Rhydderch and his hunters are still specks far below.

And yet one ear is ever pricked for the crow sound of our watchmen.

I do not know whether I fear him or am calling him as I stand upon the boulder, high above the iron salt waters, looking out over the winter hills.

I stand upon the boulder and wait for Rhydderch and his men.

I wait.

I watch.

And I remember.






CHAPTER 1


Lailoken

Strathclyde to the Borderlands

Kingdom of Strathclyde

Late Summer, AD 572

It was the time of year when daylight stretched long. Travelers were often spied long into the lingering hours of dusk, yet on this day, the moors still blazed hot beneath sun when we stopped to make camp for the night.

We were bound for the Borderlands, two days’ ride from my boyhood home, the fortress of Cadzow. We’d followed the wide and glittering twists of the river Clyde south and east, through lofty patches of oak and ash, past merchants rowing upstream in their currachs and men fishing from little coracles. We passed timber-built grain mills and neatly thatched tenant crofts as we traveled through the villages of my distant kin: men and women yet loyal to me and my sister, the children of Morken. Our father had been a fierce and honorable king. But as the people gathered to greet our caravan along the road, it was not me alone they cheered. They rushed from their huts to catch sight of the man who rode by my side—Uther Pendragon. Though he was not their ruler, he and his warriors had fought for many a winter to keep the Angles of Bernicia at bay.

Gradually, the terrain shifted, and we left the villages behind. Soon hills rose turtle-backed in the distance, where pastures gave way to the wild, boggy expanse of moor. It was this land that spoke to me, for it led into the heart of the new kingdom that had become my home. The kingdom ruled by my foster brother, Uther.

But Uther had not always been my foster brother’s name.

He was a boy of fifteen winters called Gwenddolau when he first joined Emrys Pendragon. Emrys was a leader who’d inspired a brotherhood to rise up against the Angles, invaders from across the North Sea. The Angles had gained footing on our soil as hired mercenaries, but before long, through violence, they’d carved out a kingdom from stolen land and named it Bernicia. In resisting them, Emrys and his men became known throughout our land as the Dragon Warriors. There were battles, and then there was peace for a time. But when Emrys was murdered, war stirred once more. We chose the man best suited to defend Emrys’s lands. In becoming Pendragon’s successor, Gwenddolau became something more than a man. He became hero, protector, king.

He became Uther Pendragon.

The Other Pendragon.

And I…

I’d become more than a warrior, or son of Morken. I was a Wisdom Keeper, trained from a boy to be a king’s counsellor, his most trusted advisor. We defended our stretch of the Borderlands through the vigilance of our scouts and the brunt of our swords. Our tenant farmers were grateful. The Gods protected us. The land produced. All we required, we possessed in bounty.

We traveled fast on fleet-footed horses. We traveled light, with thick cloaks and thin bedrolls, with little more than the sack full of oats each man strapped to his horse to be fried with water or blood from wild game. Thirteen leagues in a day we passed with ease.

And yet on this day, we’d scarcely traveled through Hawksland and the Blackwood when my young niece bolted upright in the saddle before me and cried out, “Stop!”

My horse tossed his head as I yanked back on the reins, gripping Angharad to keep her astride as the caravan came to a halt. “Angharad. What is it?” I asked.

The Dragon Warriors drew up their mounts, restless and questioning. They’d never traveled with a child. Who among us had? Now we traveled in the company of a freckled girl of eight winters whose gray eyes were yet swollen with tears. At sunrise, Angharad had left all she had known to train with me as a Wisdom Keeper. That I was her uncle was little consolation.

“The feathers,” she said now, pointing to the ground.

“Feathers.” I followed the line of her finger to the place where, indeed, a cluster of crow feathers lay, their ink glinting rainbows in the sun. “And so they are.”

It was this child’s curiosity about the natural world that had first endeared her to me, and now I was to foster her. Yet despite my reassurances to my sister, I was still learning the way.

“Angharad. Surely you’ve seen crow feathers before.” I leaned forward only to see her brow furrow.

“But I want to pick them up.”

“Well, of course you may. But you must take more care when alerting me to feathers on your next sighting. You nearly tumbled from Gwydion’s back.”

Angharad’s face flushed scarlet, her voice a whisper. “I’m sorry, Uncle.”

There’d been little admonishment in my tone, yet my words alone were enough to flatten her. She pursed her lips in an effort to hold back tears, and guilt struck, pointed as a spear. “Oh, no, Angharad. Please. You mustn’t cry.”

The warriors looked baffled as I glanced round in search of aid. Gwenddolau sat mounted at a distance beside my cousin Brant, expressions vigilant yet uncertain.

“She’s your kin as well,” I grumbled, then motioned to Maelgwn, who already trotted toward us on his horse, green eyes alert.

“What’s happened?” he demanded.

“She’s weeping,” I said.

“Aye, I can see.” He dismounted and went to her, taking her small hands in his. “Angharad, what is it?”

“I didn’t intend for all the men to stop. I only wanted the feathers,” she said.

“Tell me why.”

She took a breath, searching the sky. “My mother told me our hearts are like birds, pricked full of feathers, and that each time we say good-bye, a feather will fall. One for a friend, two for a sweetheart. Three for a child.”

At the mention of Languoreth, Maelgwn’s gaze softened. “And here you spied three feathers, just as your mother said.”

Angharad nodded. “She promised if I found a feather, it had fallen from her heart. She promised if I picked it up and held it close, it would keep me safe.”

“Then you must have them,” Maelgwn said.

I watched as he handed Angharad the cluster of crow feathers. Long had Maelgwn loved my sister, Languoreth.

As Angharad drew them to her chest, I searched for the right words.

“I know your sadness, little one,” I began. “Languoreth and I, we lost our own mother when we were no more than ten winters—”

Angharad’s eyes widened at the very thought. “But my mother is not dead.”

Fool, Lailoken.

“Aye. I mean, nay! Of course she isn’t.” I reached for her. “I only hope to say I know how your own heart must feel. We may collect each feather you see. But you need no such talismans to keep you safe. I swore to your mother—and I swear the same to you—you are safe with me, Angharad. I’m your uncle, your own blood, and… I love you.” The last came too gruffly, and I cursed myself again. Maelgwn frowned.

But Angharad only wiped at her eyes, casting a weary look over her shoulder. “You’re not terribly good with children, are you?”

I smiled in spite of myself. “You’re right, then,” I decided. “We’ve traveled far enough. We shall stop here for the night.”

Gwenddolau approached, swinging down from his horse. “A rest is fine, but we cannot yet make camp. We haven’t passed more than five leagues, Lailoken.”

“Well enough,” I said. “But ’tis only the first day of our journey, and Angharad is unaccustomed to long days upon horseback, brother. You cannot expect her to last from dawn ’til dusk in the saddle.”

Gwenddolau’s clear blue eyes swept the broad expanse of moor, resting on the grassy mound that rose in the distance. “Surely it is ill luck to make our camp so close to a hill of the dead. I have seen enough shades in my day.”

“Aye, we all spied the mound, and many a time have we passed it,” I said. “But the hill lies upstream, and the ashes within it are sleeping. Besides, we are not far from the old ring of stones. I’m certain Angharad would wish to see it. If you’ll not brave the shades for me, brave them for your niece, eh?”

The look I received was one of predictable gravity—Gwenddolau’s humor had gone with seasons past. “I feel no more ease bedding beside a stone ring than I do a mound of the dead.”

Brant drew up his horse, his brown eyes touching on Angharad with concern. “The ring will make a good enough boundary for the horses,” my cousin said. “They’ll not stray beyond it.”

“Aye,” Gwenddolau agreed at last, signaling for the men to dismount. “They’re ill at ease, as I am, round places of the dead.”

In truth, I knew rest would suit Gwenddolau as well, whether he cared for it or not. His old battle wound was on the mend, with thanks to Languoreth’s remedy, but he needed to recover his strength. Thirteen leagues in a day or half that, what did it matter? Angharad was ours now—all of ours—and I meant to tend to her as best as I could.

The thought seemed to weigh upon Gwenddolau, too, for as I watched, he placed his sunbrowned hands round Angharad’s waist, lifting her from my horse with a smile at last. “Well enough, Angharad. Come, then. Let’s find a suitable place to make camp.”

I dismounted, following behind. “It’s bound to be boggy. I’ll fashion a bed so Angharad might sleep in the cart.”

Next to me, the old warrior Dreon chuckled.

“Oh, go on, then, Dreon. Let’s have it,” I said.

“Well. I have naught to say but this: a handsome lord, in his prime at thirty-two winters—a Wisdom Keeper to boot—already become staid and matronly as an old mother hen.”

“An old mother hen?” I said. “You should mind you don’t choke on a chicken bone.”

Dreon lifted his hands. “Eh, now! There’s no need for bandying curses about.”

“When I curse you, you shall know it.”

“I believe you.” The warrior clapped me upon the shoulder. “Whatever you may do, you mustn’t fret, Lailoken. I have bairns of my own, and I’ll lend you some wisdom—children are like wolves. They can smell your fear.”

I’d met Dreon’s offspring. A wild pack of stoats, more like.

“Well,” I said, “seeing as you’re such a master of your own fine progeny, perhaps you’d like to try a hand at fostering mine.”

“Nay.” He frowned. “And rob you of the joy?”

I waved him off and found Gwenddolau and Angharad crouched at the water’s edge, looking upstream.

“We call this water Wildburn,” Gwenddolau said, bending to splash his face. Droplets clung to his golden beard, and when he stood, he shook the water from his head like a dog, smiling at his niece.

“Wildburn.” Angharad looked about. She’d drawn the black feathers from her cloak and clutched them like a doll. “Uncle.” She turned to me. “Is it true there’s a ring of stones nearby?”

“Aye. Just beyond that rise.”

Her face brightened, a joy to see. “May we go there? May we go now?”

“Indeed,” I said. “I’m to train you as a Keeper, am I not? Here you are, eight winters, and you haven’t yet stepped foot in your first ring of stones. Come now, and we shall see them.”

“The midges will be upon us,” Gwenddolau called after us. “Mind that Angharad has some salve.”

“Seems I’m not the only mother hen,” I said beneath my breath. Stopping at my horse to take the ointment from my saddlebag, I smiled at Angharad and dropped it into my satchel.

The Dragon Warriors were moving through the rhythm of setting up camp: laying out bedrolls, watering the horses, and rinsing in the burn, while the youngest men gathered fuel for the fire and unpacked the cook pots. My twin sister had sent us away with great flats of dried beef and a bounty of summer crops, perfect for a stew of wild game, but her face had been ashen as we said farewell that morning. And as we’d ridden off through Cadzow’s gates—I with her youngest child before me in the saddle—I’d looked over my shoulder to see Languoreth standing on the platform of the rampart, watching us depart. It was enough to wound her that I was taking Angharad away. But her lover, too, traveled in my company.

“No ale before supper,” Malegwn called to the men. His jaw was tight as he joined Gwenddolau beside the stream. Each of us had left Cadzow carrying our burdens, it seemed.

Yet Angharad was no burden. Languoreth and I had been so very close when we were children, before our fates had compelled us to live kingdoms apart. Now, with her daughter at my side, I felt the rift somehow mended. Angharad threaded her fingers in mine as she so often had upon my visits, when she and I would walk the woods together, naming things. She had my sister’s tawny-red hair and the winter-gray eyes of her father, Rhydderch.

It felt right, in that moment, that she should be with me. That I should be training her in the way of Wisdom Keeping, raising her as my own. I felt my confidence return, pointing as we drew close. “See it there? The ring of stones lies just beyond that rise.”

But Angharad had already spotted them. “Oh,” she breathed. I wondered if the ring was quite what she’d expected.

Far to the north, I’d visited the ancient, imposing stones of Pictland—towering behemoths that brooded against molten silver skies. I’d sat within vast circles of sixty stones or more that rose amid thick sprays of heather. I’d walked, enthralled and nearly seduced within intimate stones, places where the rocks had been weathered so round that their curves resembled the finest bits of a woman’s body.

Each circle felt different, and rightly so. For buried deep at the root of the stones were the ashes of men and women who had come before, awake and then sleeping with the shifting of stars and the rise of the moon. Though flesh had failed them, rock had become their new earthly body. Now their spirits were ever present. I could feel them regarding us now, as if the stones themselves were breathing.

These stones were not set in a circle. They formed instead the shape of an egg, sunk into the moor in perpetual slumber, rimmed protectively by a gently sloping dyke. The tallest among them was scarcely the height of a man, while the others stooped, irregular and hobbled. Still, they beckoned with their own particular enchantment, and Angharad made to enter swiftly before I caught her hand.

“It is ill luck to enter without seeking permission,” I said. “These stones are guardians—men and women of old. They do not take kindly to trespassers and can cause all sort of maladies if they wish.”

Surely your mother has taught you as much, I nearly said. But Languoreth was no Wisdom Keeper. There was a time when she’d wished more than anything to train, as our own mother had. As I was Chosen to do. But Languoreth was not Chosen. The gift had fallen instead to her youngest daughter. Languoreth had known Angharad was marked. That the child possessed gifts was evident—a thought that stirred excitement in me even as it raised protectiveness in my sister.

But I, too, had seen things as a child. Things that frightened me. Things I could not understand. It was enough to make old spirits out of young ones. Perhaps this was the reason I felt so compelled to teach Angharad how to wield her gifts—so they would not become a burden. So they could not break her.

“Some Wisdom Keepers are showmen,” I told her now. “They would have our people believe that spirit speaks in great booms, like thunder. But spirit speaks in whispers. The best Keepers understand this and keep quiet so they might hear. Close your eyes and be still.”

Through the joining of our hands I could sense her, alert as a rabbit. A little fearful. And beneath the surface, sorrow issuing in a foul and muddy water. I could take it from her if I wished. Draw it into myself, and she might experience some relief. But the source of such wellsprings ran deep. Water will find its way—it would only rise up again. Better to let her come to it in her own time. Her own way.

“Be still,” I repeated. Angharad’s eyes flared with frustration, but she closed them, her cinnamon-colored lashes settling against her freckled cheeks.

I waited until her face began to soften. She had found her way to the quiet, the place where deeper meaning could reside.

“I will teach you the blessing Cathan once gave me,” I said. “Commit it to memory. The words will serve you well.” I moved through the old chant twice, then once more for good measure. “Tomorrow we will return, and those words will be yours to speak. Yes?” Angharad nodded and I released her hands. “You may enter now. Touch the stones if you like.”

“Sunwise?” she asked.

“Aye. Isn’t that the way of it all?”

A summer wind played, flapping at the corner of Angharad’s gray cloak as she stepped into the stones—a gentle sort of greeting. As she began to explore the circle, I told her what I knew of their story.

“This ring was built by your ancestors, those who came to this great island and first dwelled in the north. I speak of a time long ago—time out of memory. What you see are not only stones. They are your people, your clann. Their alignments track the course of moon and sun. The sunrise at Midwinter, the movements that mark the quarter year, too. In this way they are Time Keepers. Cathan brought me here—to this very circle—when I was but a boy. I saw for myself how this stone pairs with yonder hill.” I pointed to the slope that rose in the distance. “If you stand just here on Midwinter sunset, there is a cairn upon the summit that marks the grave of an ancient king. You can watch the evening sun slip down its curve like the yolk of an egg, until it disappears into the earth.”

I turned back to find that Angharad was not listening and fought the compulsion to throw up my hands. Such inattention from a novice was inexcusable. But Angharad was my kin, and the girl had never before visited a circle. I held my tongue and watched her explore, fingers tracing the pale lichen that bloomed from the speckled skin of a stone.

But then.

It was as if the air around us had gone cold. I looked up, expecting to see a swift-moving storm, but the sky was cerulean, dotted with fat, friendly clouds. Strange. Yet there could be no question—the atmosphere had shifted. I could scarcely focus on Angharad’s form, my sight gone blurry.

Stones had a particular fondness for the attention of children. But with Angharad in the stones, this was something more. Ill at ease, I closed my eyes and turned inward, searching for the cause of such a shift, and felt suddenly as if I were being observed.

Nay, not observed.

Stalked.

My blood beat against my temples. These stones were born of my own kin. Never before had I felt such malevolence. What dared stalk me now? What dared stalk my niece?

Angharad stood with her palms pressed flat against a stone. I strode into the ring, but she did not notice my presence. The wind shifted again, but now the smell that met my nose was rank, like flesh gone rotten. I did not wish to speak, fearful of lending more power to this unnamable thing, yet I could sense it, a shadow approaching, traveling across the ages. Ancient. Such power stirred I nearly reeled.

A strange look had come over Angharad’s face.

“Angharad, step back.” I spoke evenly, not wishing to cause her alarm. But the child did not hear me. It was as if she were entranced. “Angharad. Step back, I said.”

Pulling her from the rock was a danger, too abrupt. She had clearly joined some part of herself with the stone. There was risk in tearing her away that all of her might not return. But I could not wait. Reaching out, I yanked Angharad’s hands from the granite and drew back, startled, as she rounded on me, crying out as if wounded.

“It is coming for you! It comes for my mother!” she cried, then slumped against me, boneless. I caught her limp body in my arms. She weighed little more than a sack of feathers. Her freckled skin had gone waxen.

“Angharad. Speak to me. Are you all right?”

Even as I held her, even as I questioned, I knew what had taken place. Angharad had experienced a Knowing.

My tutor Cathan was wont to have them, but he’d held such mastery over himself, his utterances were more akin to a common suggestion than a vision arrived from beyond the veil. Few Keepers I’d known had possessed sight equal to his. For me, divinity spoke through nature. Augury and rhetoric were my skills. Book learnings and king lists. Strategic maneuverings. I was a counsellor—an advisor—not a priest as such. Yet I knew some Seers suffered exertion from their visions, and I imagined the effect could be more taxing on someone young, one who did not yet know how to wield it.

The girl was far too open. Angharad had opened herself and something had come, something unbidden. And I had unwittingly placed her in danger.

I should not have brought her here, I thought. Not without yet understanding her. Then she stirred in my arms and my shoulders dropped with relief. Angharad looked up at me, blinking.

“I’m all right, Uncle. Truly.”

I studied her. “Nay, not quite. But do you think you might stand?”

Angharad nodded and I placed her down gently, searching her eyes. Her gray eyes were stormy, but thank the Gods, wherever her vision had taken her, it seemed all of her had returned.

“Angharad. You must tell me what happened,” I said.

“What happened…” She spoke slowly, as if only just remembering the use of her mouth.

“Aye,” I encouraged, and her gaze turned distant.

“The stone felt soft. Soft as a sea sponge. And empty. Hollow. As if I might push it. As if I might push it and fall right through.”

“And did you? Did you… fall through?” I watched her intently.

“No, for there was something else then. Something coming as if through a tunnel deep in the earth. It rushed toward me like a wind, fast as a thousand galloping horses.”

“And then? Angharad, I do not wish to press you, but I must know the entirety of what happened so I know you are now truly safe. This spirit. Did it feel an evil thing? A… beast of some kind? What did you see?”

She frowned, frustration mounting. “I saw nothing, Uncle! It was a feeling, that’s all.” She struggled to find the words to explain it. “It was… a Thing.”

“A Thing.” I drew her to me. “I should not have brought you here. Not so soon. There are things I must teach you. I made an error, one I shall not make again. I am sorry you were frightened.”

“But I was not frightened.”

I could not hold back my surprise. “Were you not?”

“Nay. The Thing did not come for me,” she said simply. “It came for you.”

A shiver traced my arms, and I pressed her more tightly. Then quite suddenly Angharad’s face shifted and she drew away, laughing. “What is it, Uncle? Why do you embrace me so?”

“I—I wish to comfort you.” I blinked.

“Comfort me? Whatever for?” She smiled. “I am sorry, Uncle, for I must not have been listening. I cannot recall what you did say! Tell me again what such stone rings were built for. I do so wish to explore.”

The child had no memory of the events that had taken place only moments ago.

“Nay, Angharad.” I reached for her. “Perhaps tomorrow. But the stones are before you. Now you have seen them! You will be hungry. Come, let us return to camp. The air grows chill. It will soon be time for supper.”

She furrowed her brow but followed nonetheless. As we picked our way back over the grassy tufts of moor, I puzzled over what had taken place. I had spent time in shadow. In caves and underground pathways. In ancient stone chambers built for the dead. I’d faced my own darkness and my share of shades—in this world and the other. Yet never had I encountered such a… Thing.

At our camp beside Wildburn, the night fire was crackling. We slathered on ointment to fend off the midges that swarmed with a vengeance. Dreon whittled a shaft of ash with his blade, shaping a new spear. We filled our stomachs with hot stew, and the men took turns recounting tales of the woods until Angharad’s lids dropped and she slept where she sat. I picked her up and laid her gently on her bedding in the cart, tucking the sheepskin round her face, so peaceful now in sleep.

But I did not close my eyes that night for fear that the Thing, whatever it might be, should return, that Angharad would somehow be lost to me. I sat awake the long night, spine slumped against the wheel of the wagon, watching the shadows cast from the fire as they flickered and shifted, growing in the dark.






CHAPTER 2


Lailoken

“Uncle, why is it you have no wife?”

Angharad twisted in the saddle before me, searching my face in earnest.

We’d broken camp at sunrise, determined to reach the fort before evening. It was our third day on horseback and overcast—the air threatened rain. We had traveled scarcely a league, and it occurred to me now that the day would be interminable if this were to be Angharad’s line of questioning.

“Ask me another question. Something clever. That’s poor use of our time.”

Angharad only waited.

“Perhaps you should like to hear the tale once more about the birth of our great island?”

“You are quite handsome, even with your scar,” she said.

“I thank you,” I said. “You are not the first lady to tell me so.”

Angharad looked skyward with a laugh, but despite my jest, I did not suffer from vanity. I’d studied my own countenance reflected in bronze. I had a fine nose. Two rather widely spaced blue eyes, graceful brows, and sandy hair I wore long, shaved in the front from ear to ear in the manner of a Keeper. My beard was full, but I kept it neatly trimmed. If I turned my face to one side, the puckering scar dealt me at fifteen winters became a trick of the mind, a vanishing act. That I was handsome I knew, and women agreed. There had been a time when I found ease in the bounty of their affection. But with time I’d learned the body was only a shell built to house the spirit.

“Go on, then, Lailoken,” my cousin Brant said. “Tell wee Angharad why you’ve not wed.”

“I suppose I’ve not yet encountered the right lady.”

Brant scoffed, for this was not exactly true. I’d encountered many ladies and had found them all exceedingly pleasing. It was precisely my joy of encountering women that left me with little interest in tethering myself to any one in particular.

“Nay, Angharad, don’t be led astray,” Gwenddolau said from his saddle. “The truth is your uncle may well have encountered the right lady, but she wanted nothing to do with the likes of him. Is that not right, Lailoken?”

“Ah, I see your humor has returned at last,” I said. “You must be feeling better, brother. You were growing quite dull, you know.”

Brant smiled, but Gwenddolau only lifted a brow.

“Never fear, Angharad,” Brant reassured her. “When Lailoken chooses to wed, he will have his pick of gentle ladies.”

Angharad had turned to Gwenddolau now, her attention blessedly diverted. “And why have you not taken a wife, Uncle? After all, you are a rich and powerful king.”

“So I am rich and powerful, while your uncle Lailoken is handsome. Is this what you say?” Gwenddolau frowned.

“Oh, you are quite handsome, too,” she answered. “But never so much as when you smile.”

“And am I to be only handsome, not rich and powerful as well?” I asked.

Angharad looked between us. “You tease me.”

“Right you are. For there isn’t a citizen of Strathclyde who doesn’t know I possess a great many more gifts than my incredibly fine looks,” I said.

“Humility, for one,” Maelgwn said as he drew his mount up beside us. Angharad laughed. But with talk of marriage, Gwenddolau fell silent.

Strong-featured with pale hair, Gwenddolau suffered no lack of women. But when it came to finding a wife, I’d searched the length of the isle, and no king or chieftain would wed his daughter to Uther Pendragon. Despite Gwenddolau’s wealth and the reputation of his retinue, our kingdom was small and pressed by the Angles of Bernicia in the east. What land he possessed the Dragons had carved out. The risk, these fathers feared, was too great. My own sister, at least, did not doubt our strength. Had she worried over our survival, she’d never have allowed me to foster her youngest child.

As Gwenddolau’s counsel, I’d strengthened our alliances as best as I could. We’d visited the powerful King Urien of Rheged by arrangement of his Song Keeper named Taliesin, a man I called a friend. We’d made a treaty for trade with Aedan mac Gabhran, a powerful Scot, now king of Mannau in the north. And on Gwenddolau’s behalf, I traveled often to my sister and her husband, Rhydderch, at Cadzow and Clyde Rock.

Still, our enemies only mounted. The power of the Angles in Bernicia had quickened, and they sought to test the boundaries of their new kingdom in sudden and violent raids. Raids came, too, from the kingdom of Ebrauc, ruled by Gwenddolau’s cousins Gwrgi and Peredur. Their father had routed Gwenddolau’s father from his throne when I was but a boy. Now the sons carried the feud their fathers begot; they attacked and we countered. Blood flowed on both sides.

It was time for the Dragons to find a safe haven. And if I could not secure a marital alliance for Gwenddolau, I must craft a political one. Thus, our visit to my twin sister at Cadzow had been at my urging. Strathclyde was a great power, and Rhydderch its likeliest successor. I had appealed to Rhydderch for support, but the visit had not been a success. Gwenddolau refused to swear fealty, and Rhydderch would not take up Gwenddolau’s cause without it—to do so was to risk losing the favor of his father, Tutgual. Tutgual had not yet named a tanist, his chosen successor. In the end, the Council of Strathclyde must agree to Tutgual’s choice, but to be named Tutgual’s tanist was a mighty thing.

Now we returned to our kingdom to see to our defenses. Let the kings of the north have their doubts. The warriors Pendragon were among the most feared in our land. We would fortify our ramparts and triple our scouts. We had survived before and would do so again.

Thinking of it, I turned to Gwenddolau. “All has been quiet in our absence. The men have seen to the rampart, yes? They have deepened the dyke and dug the new pits?”

“Aye,” Gwenddolau said. “And tomorrow we will ride out to bring the southern settlements some ease. What happened at Sweetmeadow shall not happen again.”

With talk of adult things above her station, Angharad perked. “Sweetmeadow? Is there a story? I do love a story.”

Gwenddolau and I exchanged a look.

“It was a raid,” he said. “A raid by our enemies. That is all.”

The memory of what I’d seen—what Lord Gwrgi had done—surged back unbidden. The dark-haired woman hanging from the stables. Bodies strewn like dolls. Girls. Little more than children. Rage pulsed at my temples, working its poison, but I could not turn from the visions. Let the girls be remembered for their suffering. After what Gwrgi of Ebrauc had done, it was better they had not lived.

“Uncle, you hold me too tight!”

I looked down to see I’d been clutching Angharad as if she might slip from my grasp.

“Sorry, I am sorry,” I murmured, releasing her.

It was nearly sunset by the time our caravan reached the fortress. Along the river, the sun lit the parchment of birch trunks like melted gold. In the shallows, a waterbird stood, one foot lifted, scouring shadows under rock for its evening catch.

There had been a cliffside fortress at the meeting of the Liddel Water and the river Esk since twilight times. It was a seat of power when I was but a boy, though it had since been burned and rebuilt. The fort commanded tribute on goods traveling north into Strathclyde as well as south into Rheged. We earned a portion of wealth, too, from any wares arriving or departing from the salt waters of the Solway Firth. Caer Gwenddolau might be small, but the reach of Pendragon’s influence was mighty.

As we neared the edge of the forest, the warriors’ wives and lovers came rushing from their huts to greet them, children close behind, and Angharad shrank into the saddle as if she wished to disappear. But I saw her smile as Dreon’s daughters threw themselves at their father like a pack of wild dogs. His youngest shared a birth year with Angharad. They’d make suitable friends.

The warriors who dwelled in the huts below the fortress dropped from their horses and waved us off, taking their loved ones under their arms. Only those who sought escape would join us for supper in the hall this night.

I urged Gwydion into the lead as we mounted the narrow trail carved into the eastern slope of the hill, but as we rounded the bend, there came a brown flash of feathers and the muted thundering of wings.

“Quail!” Angharad said with delight as the flock scattered. They fluttered to and fro in a such a panic it made me wonder at their survival. An omen, perhaps.

I looked up at the timber guard tower as we neared the outer rampart, lifting my arm in greeting. “Ho, Fendwin!”

The ruddy-haired warrior raised a hand in welcome from the lookout. “Well met,” he called out. “And just in time. Einion killed a stag. We’ve been waiting all day now.”

“Fendwin. All right?” Gwenddolau called from behind me.

“Aye, Pendragon. All’s well.” Fendwin peered from the tower with a broad smile for Angharad. “Is this the niece, then, I’ve heard so much of?”

“The same. Angharad, meet Fendwin,” I said.

“Are you the gateman?” she asked, craning her neck.

“Nay, little lass, not exactly,” he said. “We’re all gatemen here. It’s the Pendragon way.”

“The Pendragon way?”

“Our warriors share in all stations of service,” I explained as we passed through the gates. “Dragon Warriors are not like other soldiers, suited only for one task, kept in only one position. Today Fendwin mans the tower. Tomorrow he may ride out to scout. The day after that, he may lead a raid. We are not only an arm or a leg. We are every part of the creature. Even myself. You’ll soon see, for while you may study as a Keeper, you’ll be given your tasks as well.”

“I should like to mind the gate,” she said.

“Well. First you must learn to wield your mother’s blade. Then we shall see.”

We left our horses to graze and climbed to the summit on foot. The hounds heard us coming. Their bays echoed over the summer pastures as we passed through the gate of the inner rampart. Inside, the evening breeze was milder. There were trees here—hazel and ash, crab apple and rowan. But the hilltop was large enough for only the necessities: granary, smithy, kitchen house, guard lodgings, temple, and tanning shed. At the highest point, our timber hall stood, thatch-roofed with a pair of fierce-toothed wooden dragons keeping watch above the heavy oaken door.

“There you can see the hall. And beyond it, the well.” I pointed. “Beside the well is the temple, home to Diarmid, a friend and fellow Keeper. He is a diviner. Uther’s birds are kept within.”

At the mention of Diarmid and the birds, Angharad’s eyes lit. She lived in a land of priests. Seers of the Old Way were banned from Tutgual’s court. Aside from myself, Diarmid may be the first of her own kind the girl would encounter.

“You’ll soon meet him,” I assured her. In fact, I planned to visit Diarmid as soon as I was able. I was anxious to speak with him about Angharad and what had taken place in the stones.

I watched as she took in the tidy buildings tucked within the fortress’s inner rampart, wondering how it appeared to a child so accustomed to Partick, with its bustling market and fine trappings, its scores of monks and richly plumed ladies of Tutgual’s court. But Angharad was a child of Cadzow, I reminded myself. A child of the forest, like her mother. Like me.

“It’s a mite smaller than you’re accustomed to,” I ventured.

“It’s just as I imagined it,” she answered. “I was only thinking of Rhys. He talks of nothing but you and Uther and the Dragon Warriors—I’ve seen him in his chamber. He spends ages hunched over his little pine table, staring at this very place on his map.”

The mention of my nephew brought a smile. “Rhys will come. Would that he’d come long before now, but he cannot go overlong without seeing his favorite sister—not to mention his favorite uncle. You shall see. Rhys is a man of seventeen. He will soon make his excuses and visit us here.”

Even as I said it, I did not believe it. Rhydderch kept his eldest son close. Perhaps he sensed how brightly his son’s passion for the Dragon Warriors burned and hoped to keep the boy’s affection from catching alight.

The door to the hall opened and our shaggy gray hounds rushed out to greet us, thumping their tails and shoving their wet noses into the folds of Angharad’s cloak until she burst into laughter.

“Back, you beasts!” I bent to wrestle my favorite, who stood taller than Angharad with his paws upon my chest. Across the yard of the fortress, the servants moved about their duties, their eyes lingering upon the little tawny-haired girl.

“Come, Angharad,” I said. “All are eager to meet you. But first we shall get you settled in your quarters. You’ll want to rest before supper.”

I led Angharad past the great room and into her little chamber as the servants began to unpack her belongings. As I closed the door to my own small room, the silence felt a blessing after three nights spent beside snoring men on a bedroll. My chamber—as well as Angharad’s—lay off the great room, and it dawned upon me there would be a ruckus in the evenings. What if the child could not sleep?

Sweet gods! Dreon was right. I was becoming staid as a mother hen. I recalled the sight of the ale waiting in the great room on the tables beside the central hearth. Perhaps I did require a servant woman to mind Angharad. Languoreth had wanted to send her woman, but I’d refused; it wasn’t the way. “A Keeper must not travel with servants when they undertake their training,” I’d said. But for all my adherence to custom, I had not anticipated the difficulty. I loved the child, but it would be impossible for me to see to her every need. And tomorrow we would ride out to answer Sweetmeadow. I craved the blurry sort of heat lent by a horn of liquor and the comfort of a beauty in my bed.

Leaning over my washbasin, I rinsed my face and dried it with a cloth, pulling loose my sandy hair from its binding. My white robe was brown with muck from the road, and I tugged it off. Within the walls of this fortress, all knew my station, so I preferred to wear a warrior’s tunic. I pulled one of red linen over my head and stepped into a soft pair of trousers, belting them at my waist.

“A mother hen,” I mumbled. The smooth skin of my stomach stretched taut over ridges of muscle. I was a man at my zenith—face unlined, body strong and able. How long had it been since I’d lain with a woman? I felt the need stir. At Cadzow I had been too preoccupied with matters at hand. But now we were returned to ride out in search of Gwrgi. My blood drummed at the thought of it. It was a dangerous thing to ride out after the head of a king. I would need to stoke my battle madness, to summon my frenzy. Nay, I would not sleep alone this night.

But first I must secure Angharad a nursemaid.

In the great room, I swiped a mug of ale from the table and swallowed it down as I headed across the courtyard, calling for our housewoman. “Hedwenn!”

It was a warm summer evening, and the door to the kitchen house was propped open. I stooped beneath the entryway, but not low enough to avoid slamming my skull against the lintel.

“Ow. Hedwenn!” I rubbed my head with a frown. “Where’s Hedwenn?”

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim. Bushels of marjoram and stringy roots of lovage hung from a length of twine stretched between the roof beams. The hind Einion had killed smoked over the hearth on a spit, and I caught the pungent scent of wild garlic mingling with the earthy char of mushrooms. Suspended from a hook above the fire, an iron pot of broth was simmering.

Hedwenn stood with her strong back to the door, bent over a wicker basket of whortleberries. “Ah! Here you are, back home!” She straightened with a grin. “Come here and I’ll feed you.”

“Nay, Hedwenn. I’ve come on another errand.” I paused. “Well. Perhaps just a bannock.”

“A bannock, then.” She beamed and plundered a warm bannock from a cloth-lined basket beside the hearth. It gave off little crumbles as she pulled it apart, dunking it into the pot of broth before offering it to me.

“Hedwenn,” I moaned as I stuffed it in my mouth. The juices trickled down my chin. “Why must I ever leave you?”

She flushed with pleasure and handed me a linen to wipe my beard. “Ever the flatterer.”

I glanced round at the bustle of servants, and an unfamiliar woman caught my eye. She sat at the table near the wall, half-hidden by the dim light of the kitchen house. Her long brown hair was tied back but had slipped from its plait, further obscuring her face. Her fingers were short and slim, her collarbone fine. How curious. A new servant. Quite possibly a pretty one.

I nudged Hedwenn, squinting into the poor light. “Who is that?”

Hedwenn lowered her voice. “She’s just come from the quay. Been here a for’night. Rhiwallon brought her.”

“Brought her from where?”

“Don’t know. Won’t say. She doesn’t talk much. But she’s a good worker and fine enough help, aren’t you, love?”

The woman straightened, pushing the hair from her eyes with the back of her hand. Her eyes were blue as a dunnock’s egg, rimmed with dark lashes. Hedwenn must have seen the look upon my face because she planted herself firmly between me and the servant, crossing her arms over her bosom.

“I need more help than Pendragon’s allowed me, Lailoken. And you can tell him I’ve said as much! My back’s been painin’ me. And my eyes—”

“Hedwenn. You’re a treasure, and you shall have all the help you deserve,” I said, craning my neck to get a better look at the woman. “But I’ve come on an errand of particular import, and I’ve a feeling about this one.”

“Eira.”

I was taken by surprise when the woman spoke—her voice was soft but firm, and there was a richness in her tone that belied her age, for she didn’t appear to be older than twenty winters.

“Pardon?” I said.

“Eira is my name.”

Snow, it meant, in the tongue of the Britons. And it was fitting, for her skin was smooth and pale. But the look upon her face made it clear she did not appreciate the flippant way I’d referred to her.

“Eira. Very well.” I offered my most disarming smile. “I have need of a nursemaid for my niece. She is eight winters. You have been here only a fortnight, but I am certain you’ve heard of her arrival. She has left behind her family, and though I am her uncle, it seems she could use a companion. I fear she is most lonely.”

At the mention of Angharad, Hedwenn flapped her arms, birdlike. “Aye, goodness me, Angharad! Don’t think I’ve forgotten. I’ve put aside some sweets for her—I baked them off just this morning.” She took my elbow firmly in hand and drew me toward a little parcel set aside on the table.

“You’re trying to distract me, Hedwenn. It won’t work. It’s Angharad I’m thinking of. You must see my reason.”

Hedwenn put a pudgy hand to her hips. “M’lord. Surely you can’t mean to have a servant girl as your niece’s companion.”

“Why ever not?”

She cast about for a reason. “Well, for one thing, they’re not always trusty. Letting her into the hall when she’s been here not one moon?”

Across the room, Eira stiffened.

I studied her. “She seems trusty enough. After all, you’ve got her preparing Pendragon’s dinner.”

“We’ll seek out someone more fitting on the morrow,” Hedwenn assured me. “I shall find you the perfect lady, one far better suited to keep company of a wee princess from Strathclyde.”

“Perhaps I’ve already found her.”

Hedwenn glanced at Eira, dropping her voice to a whisper. “M’lord.”

“Yes.”

“Well, it’s only I don’t think it’s fitting to bring a woman from the kitchens into the main hall. And this one… I won’t say she’s trouble, but she has a tale, I can promise you that.”

“Servitude is no easy life. All servants have a tale.”

“What I mean to say is, I’d be lyin’ if I didn’t tell you I feel motherly is all.” Hedwenn clutched her apron between her hands. “ ‘Bring me a sturdy young boy with a strong back,’ I tell Rhiwallon. And he come back with this one! I muddied her up best I could, but the men have been sniffing round her like a pack o’ wolves. You’re a fool to think you’re the first.”

I bristled and nearly asked Hedwenn which men had been sniffing round, but we’d all had girls from the kitchens, hadn’t we? “Best not to task Rhiwallon with picking the servants next time, I’d say.”

But I couldn’t rightly blame Rhiwallon. There was something striking about this woman. Had I seen her, perhaps I would’ve bought her, too.

“Look, Hedwenn, don’t fret. I’ve heard your words. I only wish to speak with her.”

Across the kitchen house, the woman—Eira—was chopping root vegetables with renewed vigor, but I could tell she was listening.

“I won’t trouble you,” I said. “I only mean to speak to you is all.”

“Then speak.” She returned her eyes to her task.

“I… er…” Damn it all, she flustered me. I frowned, mastering myself. “I wonder, do you… enjoy your work in the kitchens?”

She did not stop her slicing, only glanced up as if I’d gone completely mad. As if any servant truly enjoyed his or her position. It was protection. Labor. Survival.

“Forgive me,” I began again. “What I mean to inquire is, have you any knowledge of children?”

At this she ceased her work, setting aside her knife. “Aye. I suppose I do.”

“What sort?”

She swept the vegetables into a waiting basket. “I was eldest of five.”

“And do you like them? Children.”

“I do.” Her answer was swift. Earnest.

I considered her a moment. “Very good, then. You’ll come with me. We shall get you cleaned up, and I’m certain Angharad will be eager to meet you.”

Eira frowned but stood all the same, brushing peels of parsnip from the coarse brown fabric of her dress. By now all the servants in the kitchen were watching. They’d envy her now, if they hadn’t already. They’d be spiteful. Hedwenn was not wrong—there was a reason we left servants in their places. Perhaps I was being selfish to want this woman to serve a purpose of my own. But I thought of the men. If what Hedwenn said was true, Eira would be safer as Angharad’s nursemaid than here in the kitchens. Under my protection, the men would not take such liberties in pursuing her. Besides, if she was not a match, I’d simply return her to the kitchens. No harm done.

“This way.” I motioned for Eira to take her leave. She inclined her head to Hedwenn in passing, and I reached to take Hedwenn’s hand, brushing my lips over her dry knuckles. “Thank you for the sweets. Angharad will be grateful.”

“She’s got a tale, Lailoken.” Hedwenn frowned. “Be kind to her is all.”

“I am always kind,” I said.

Taking the packet from the table, I left Hedwenn to get on with supper.






CHAPTER 3


Lailoken

I stopped at the soft sound of weeping from beyond Angharad’s door. As I reached to knock, her breath hitched, and she called out, “Who’s there?”

“It’s your uncle Lailoken.”

“Does she not know who her uncle is?” Eira murmured behind me. Truly, this woman was far too petulant for a servant.

“Uther Pendragon is an uncle as well,” I informed her.

“I see,” she said.

I turned, half considering sending this Eira back to the kitchens. But I needed her aid and could not help but marvel at her transformation, one that had been achieved in little time. Her brown hair had been washed and drawn back from her face at the temples, secured by a pair of painted wooden combs. A thick wave of curls, still damp and smelling of sweet oils, tumbled down her back. Hedwenn had found a robe in one of our spare trunks, and though it hung a bit loose, it was dark blue and made Eira’s skin look pure as fresh skimmed cream. I’d leave it to Angharad, I decided. Eira was to be her serving woman, after all. The girl had a right to choose.

I opened the door to find Angharad perched at the edge of her bed, wiping the tears from her face.

“Are you feeling quite rested?” I asked. “Is the chamber to your liking?”

Angharad nodded, then looked at me pointedly. “You’ve brought someone.”

I thought she might be pleased, but the look upon her face had me uncertain. “Yes, I’ve brought someone. A companion. Her name is Eira.”

“I thought you were to be my companion.”

“Well, of course I am. But I must ride out before too long, and you’ll need to stay here. Eira will keep you company.”

“The raid,” she gathered.

“Yes, the raid. And Eira was the eldest of five. She will make a fine companion, I think. She told me she quite likes children.” I stepped back, and Eira gave a graceful bow.

“Lady Angharad.”

“Hello,” Angharad said, taking her in. She kicked her feet as she did when she was nervous—a habit my horse, Gwydion, was none too fond of. “So… you’re to be my serving woman?” she asked.

“If you would like,” Eira said.

“I’m not sure. Is that all right?”

“Yes. That’s all right.”

Angharad looked at Eira, her delicate face shifting. “Have you come from the kitchens?”

“Yes.” Eira looked surprised. “How did you know?”

Angharad smiled. “You have a binding on your finger.”

The linen knotted upon Eira’s finger had escaped my notice, but I knew the truth of it. Raised among priests, Angharad had been brought up concealing her gift, especially among those she did not know. She had become quite clever about it. Quite clever, and it pleased her, so now she shrugged. “Also, you do not color your face.”

“Angharad,” I said. “Don’t be rude.”

“She is not rude. She is observant,” Eira said. “I cut my finger just this morning, chopping wild garlic. And I do not paint my face because I have no use for such things.”

“Not even lily root powder?”

“Not even lily root powder.”

“But lily root looks quite pretty,” Angharad said. “My older sister Gladys uses stain on her lips and upon her cheeks. She’s even allowed to kohl her eyes now. But not me. I’m too little.”

“Beauty is not always a virtue,” Eira said.

“I do not think you could ever appear plain, even should you wish it,” Angharad said. But where any other woman might smile from the flattery of a child, something else flashed behind Eira’s eyes. Something like a secret. Angharad noticed, too.

I knew if she willed it, the girl could likely pry into Eira and perhaps be rewarded with a piece of her story. I nearly wished she would, for then Angharad might learn that prying could unearth things one did not wish to see. But I remembered the moment at the stones and cleared my throat. “Angharad.”

Chastened, she looked down, folding her hands in her lap. “Have you lived here very long?” she asked, changing her course.

“No. Not very long at all.” Eira looked about the room, then motioned to the little stool beside Angharad’s table. “May I sit?”

Angharad seemed uncertain how to respond. Servants should stand. But Angharad was unaccustomed to adults asking her if they might sit or stand—this was the realm of her mother.

“You may sit,” Angharad said. “I’ve only arrived here today. I’m to live with my uncle now. Did he tell you? I’m to become a Wisdom Keeper.”

“That is a very noble thing,” Eira said.

I watched the two of them as Eira settled upon the stool. Hedwenn had claimed Eira didn’t often speak, but it seemed to me she had a fair plenty to say.

“Well,” I said after a moment. “Perhaps I should leave you.”

“Yes, you may leave us.” Angharad looked at me.

“And, Eira, you will help ready Angharad for supper.”

She looked up. “Yes, of course. Good-bye, my lord.”

“Good-bye, then.” I looked to my niece but could not escape the feeling I had been rather unceremoniously dismissed. “Until supper.”

Well enough. It was good they should come to know each other, and I wanted to visit the temple. I had time enough before supper to speak with Diarmid.

I found the Wisdom Keeper bent over a small table he’d set in the grass behind the structure, disemboweling rats.

“And where are your robes?” he addressed me without turning.

“Sullied.” I leaned over his shoulder. “You should make the birds work for their supper.”

Diarmid only grunted. “They like the slimy bits.”

The sleeves of his white robes were rolled up past his elbows, his forearms covered in coarse hair and sunspots. He kept his graying hair cropped close, and his brown eyes were hooded, sharp as those of the eagles he tended.

“Where’s the little lass?” he asked.

“Resting just now, but she’s eager to meet you.”

“She’s a Seer,” he said. Not a question. “And likely more.”

“Aye, I’ve discovered as much. You might’ve told me.”

“You’ve trained enough young ones. It was only a matter of time before you discovered it yourself. Who does it come from, then?”

“Not my own mother; she was a healer. Angharad’s mother did not have the gift. I can only think it comes from her father’s side. Rhydderch’s mother is a Pict. The girl has a way with animals, too.”

“Ah. Perhaps then Angharad will be an augur, like her uncle.”

“The truth is I think she could be a great many things.”

“Special, eh?” Diarmid pushed the entrails into a shallow bowl with a sweep of his knife. Setting his blade aside, he wiped his hands on a broad strip of fabric, then tossed the cloth to me. “Give the hounds a good sniff and set them loose in the granary. That’s where I trapped these two.” He nodded at the carcasses, tipping some water from a nearby bucket to clean the gore from his hands. “Bad luck, rats in the granary. But it’s not yet autumn. There’s still time.”

Something in the Keeper’s tone told me he was speaking of more than rats.

“I took Angharad to the stones at Wildburn,” I told him. “Something troubling happened there.”

Diarmid looked up. “Come in, then. We should not speak of it here.”

I set the bloody cloth on the table and followed Diarmid to the front of the temple. Inside, the stone floor kept the air cool and blocked the sounds of domestic bustle from the courtyard. I breathed in the soothing char of burned resin and heard Gwenddolau’s golden eagles chattering to one another, ruffling their feathers. At the center of the room, a wooden effigy of Herne loomed, cluttered with offerings. Blossoms, gold and silver from our plunder, antler, bone, fresh mead, and a small but skillfully rendered wooden figure with an enlarged phallus, carved by Dreon from the look of it, though I could not imagine, given the number in his brood, he lacked the gift of virility.

Diarmid tossed the entrails to the birds as I removed my leather shoes, nodding to the effigy. It was a representation only. A god of wild places did not favor the confines of any man-made temple, even one hewn of stone. All Britons knew this, not only the Keepers. But it suited to have a place where the people could come during snow and wet weather to sit with their gods, where favors could be asked and offerings could remain unscattered by wind.

“Well?” Diarmid called. “Tell me of the stones.”

I followed him behind the wicker wall that cordoned off his sleeping quarters. In the space, he kept a thin cot, a small bedside table, and a candle in a rude wooden holder. He eased himself onto the cot, and I sank onto the floor across from him, drawing my knees into my chest.

Diarmid listened as I told him of the shift in the air, the smell of it. Of what Angharad had told me, the beast that was threatening. At last Diarmid spoke. “Lailoken. Do you truly believe that men are the wagers of war?”

I considered Diarmid’s question. “Aye. It is men who draw their weapons, who plan their attack. We may beseech the blessings of our chosen gods, but it is we who fight for land, for power, for freedom.”

“Nay.” Diarmid wagged his finger. “The force that drives war is far more terrible than any single man. It is a power—animate and complete. It has a hunger that cannot be sated by the corpses of one hundred thousand men. Always it hungers for more.” He met my eyes. “The beast that comes is war.”

“War,” I echoed. I had felt it, had I not? The immensity. The hunger. “So Angharad warns us of a battle to come. We have fought battles before. Long have Gwrgi and Peredur fixed their eyes upon our land. We will prepare. Angharad’s Knowing is fortuitous.”

“I do not speak of battle. I speak of war,” Diarmid said, and his ferocity startled me.

“Go on, then. I am listening.”

The diviner stared off into the distance a moment, as he did when playing fidchell. “Raids. Battles. Thievery. Lies. All such things only serve to stir the beast. I fear this is larger than revenge sought or justice reclaimed. I fear a greater threat comes for our people, the Britons.”

“We Britons have made our home on this island for time out of memory,” I said. “We will not be undone by this, whatever it may be. With Angharad’s warning, with my counsel and your sight… surely we can find a way to stop this beast in its tracks.”

Diarmid threw up his hands. “Perhaps. Perhaps not! Lailoken, you are a learned man. You know as well as I, vision alone cannot prevent catastrophe.”

I rubbed my forehead wearily. “If only there were fewer kingdoms from which danger may come. That is our first trouble.”

There could be a mass of sea raiders from Pictland, or a scourge of Angles sweeping the country from east to west, as they had done when I and my sister were but little. We could see an attack from Gwrgi and Peredur from the kingdom of Ebrauc, but what strength had they, without a confederation of kingdoms at their backs?

Surely the kings of the Britons were too preoccupied in raiding their neighbors and the rising threat of the Angles of Bernicia to take up arms against the Dragon Warriors, our island’s own protectors. And Rhydderch of Strathclyde was a brother by marriage. He may not have agreed to an alliance, but he would never be my enemy. Take up arms against us? What cause had we given him?

No. Gwrgi and Peredur were our greatest living threat, and on the morrow we would ride out to crush them. “Do not tell me we should not claim our revenge,” I said.

Diarmid’s face shifted. “I crave justice as much as you, Lailoken, but I worry this is not the way.”

“But this very eve I saw success for our campaign. A bevy of quail—the way they flushed underfoot. Herne knows my mind. He knows I seek after it.”

“Aye?” Diarmid’s eyes flicked to the effigy. “And a quick wit has Herne, sending birds.”

I nodded at the memory. I’d been ten winters when my sister and her servant had chanced upon Gwrgi in the market. He’d tormented them by tearing the throat from a chicken with his bare teeth. My cousins and I had seen his deed repaid and tenfold. We’d stolen into his chamber at the inn and filled his bed with chicken heads enough to satiate his hunger. It seemed so long ago now, but the memory summoned some pride. To protect my sister, to answer for a wrong. To do so in a way that was clever yet did not incite a blood feud. That day was the first I understood what it was to be a true warrior.

Diarmid stood, and together we walked to the threshold of the temple.

“Are you prepared, then, to ride out?”

“Nearly,” I said. “We finalize the attack tonight. Truth be told, I hunger for it.”

“Hunger?” Diarmid lifted his brows. “Beware the beast, eh, Lailoken?”



Laughter carried across the courtyard. The door to the hall stood open, and overhead, the sky was awash in purple evening light. In the great room, no fire was lit. With the golden glow of oil lamps, there was no need of it. My eyes fell upon our standard tethered between the posts at the back wall of the great room. The twisting body of the dragon seemed to breathe as the breeze from the open door fluttered the rich blue cloth.

Our Song Keeper, Yarin, was perched on a stool beneath our wall of round painted shields, head tilted to his cruit as he tested its strings. Around the hall, warriors relaxed on pine benches or fleece-lined couches, hunched over gaming boards or cradling cups of ale.

“Escaped so soon?” I chided Dreon, then clapped the muscled shoulder of Fendwin, who sat beside him. Women had come up from the settlement below and arranged themselves on benches beside the warriors, if not upon their laps. Their eyes touched upon the Dragon, but Gwenddolau sat alone, his blue eyes distant.

“I’ve come from Diarmid,” I said, joining him at his table.

“Tell me,” he said, but his voice was weary.

“Later.”

“Well enough. How does Angharad fare?”

“She’s settled in her chamber, as can be expected.” I paused. “I found her a companion.”

“Aye. I’ve heard as much. Hedwenn is not pleased.” He looked at me. “A servant from the kitchens?”

“Aye, but she suits Angharad well; isn’t that what matters? And besides, there was something about her.”

“Something about her, eh?” His eyes fixed on me as if he would say more, but then our littlest charge appeared in the doorway, Eira by her side.

The men stirred to life as Angharad entered, smiling and hoisting their ale aloft. They might have shared only three days with her on the road, but from the warmth in their eyes I could tell my niece had already won their affection. She stopped and looked about the room, cheeks flushed, hesitant to be the focus of so much attention.

Gwenddolau stood, and the room fell quiet as he gestured for Angharad to come close. Eira ushered her forward.

“To any who have not yet met my young niece,” he began, “this is Angharad of Strathclyde, daughter of Rhydderch. She has come among us to train with Lailoken—she is to be a Wisdom Keeper! But she does not brighten our fortress with her countenance alone. Her presence is a reminder that the bond between the Dragon Warriors and Strathclyde endures. She has been entrusted to our care. We, now, are her family.” He lifted his own cup and turned to gaze down at her. “Welcome to Caer Gwenddolau, Angharad. Welcome home.”






CHAPTER 4


Lailoken

When the last of the platters had been cleared, Yarin called up his bards with the bodhran and flute, and the music began in earnest. The women took to dancing, tugging the warriors to stand, and even as the sturdy planks of the floor began to shake, Angharad yawned, nestling herself into the crook of my shoulder. Soon she was dreaming.

Why had I worried? This child could sleep through a siege. As soon as I thought it, I prayed she would not have to. Eira sat across from me, eyes bright from merriment and possibly from drink, for I would admit some guilt in refilling her cup. I harbored no dishonorable intentions—rather, I’d been curious. As she ate and drank, I’d seen the tightness in which she enveloped herself begin to unfurl. Now I watched as she reached across the narrow table to smooth a strand of hair behind Angharad’s ear.

“My littlest brother had red hair. So very much like hers,” Eira said.

I had not looked overlong at her features while we ate. When I heard the delicate and surprising sound of her laugh, I’d acknowledged it was a fine laugh, but no finer than any other. And I certainly had not glanced down her bodice as she leaned to brush the crumbs from Angharad’s dress. A breath of wind drifted in through the open door and carried her scent to me. She smelled fresh, like meadowsweet. I grimaced at the baseness of my own desire.

My blood was hot, my need stirring. But I’d given my word to Hedwenn, and that was no light thing. Across the room, young women lounged on the couches with lily-white breasts beneath their dresses and invitations in their eyes. I’d lain with a few of them, and the memories were pleasant. Surely there was a far more suitable companion to ease what urged me. I would not make advances upon Angharad’s new companion. Eira would sleep on a pallet beside Angharad this night and, if Angharad so chose, for countless nights after.

I looked down at my niece, fast asleep upon my shoulder. “Angharad has her red hair from her mother,” I said.

“Languoreth,” Eira said. “I’ve heard much of her.”

“Have you, then? I should not be surprised. My sister’s fame far exceeds my own.”

“I’ll not flatter you, if that’s what you seek. You know the Song Keepers tell stories of you.”

“And what tales have you heard? I am curious to know.”

“Well, I myself recall only one story. I heard it when I was but a girl. It was long ago now.”

“I think I know the story of which you speak.”

Her eyes met mine. “It was a sad tale.”

“What makes you say so?”

“It was the story of a young lord who rode out to protect his father’s grain. There had been too much rain. Winter had come early and tarried too long. Many in Strathclyde were hungry. That was when they came to raid. The boy thought to make himself a hero. But he arrived to find his father’s men overwhelmed by a mob. Starving and desperate. Fueled by rage. They captured the boy and held him down. They marked him with the same mark his father bore.”

Her gaze shifted to my scar, and I felt heat creep up my neck at her scrutiny. But her story was not quite right. I set down my cup. “I hear nothing sad about that tale. The acts that mark us lead us to our fate.”

“And what is your fate, my lord?”

I did not like the course of this—it ran too close to my core. And so I said, “Hedwenn tells me that Fendwin purchased you at the quay.”

“Yes.” She shifted in her seat.

“How was it you came there?”

“I came there as any servant does. In bonds.”

“Aye.” I nodded. “But what I do not know is how you came to be there. Who was your master? Where do you hail from?”

“I cannot see why it should matter.”

“Is it so unusual a question?”

“Well, I do not wish to say.”

“Yet I wish to know.”

The look she gave me was cutting. “Are you ordering me, then, to tell you?”

“Nay, I will not order you. I am curious about you, that is all.”

“I come from nowhere of consequence. Keep your curiosity. Or if you cannot, send me back to the kitchens.”

I looked at her, taken aback. “You’ve been drawn from the kitchen with a chance now to serve. Any kitchen girl would be thankful. And yet you are not.”

“I had no desire to be pulled from the kitchens.”

“Do you desire, then, to return?”

Uncertainty flickered behind her eyes, but then she lifted her chin. “Perhaps I do.” Silence fell a moment, then she spoke again. “Angharad tells me on the morrow you will ride out to punish Gwrgi of Ebrauc.”
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