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For my mother, Linda Johanson, every word.

There are no goodbyes for us. Wherever you are, you will always be in my heart.

—Mahatma Gandhi






Three great ages;

the age of the yew tree,

the age of the eagle,

and the age of the Cailleach Bhéara.

—Proverb from West Connacht








THE PEOPLE



	The Angles

	Ælle: King of Deira

	Æthelfrith: son of Æthelric, grandson of Ida

	Æthelric: Angle lord of Bernicia, son of Ida

	Hussa: King of Bernicia

	Ida: Angle conqueror

	Theobald: son of Æthelric, grandson of Ida

	The Britons

	Kingdom of Strathclyde

	House of Morken

	Brodyn: Languoreth’s cousin, former captain of her guard

	Eira: Lailoken’s wife, born Gwendolen, daughter of Urien of Rheged

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

	Lailoken: Counsellor of Strathclyde, Languoreth’s twin brother

	Languoreth: Queen of Strathclyde, Rhydderch’s wife

	Torin: captain of Languoreth’s guard

	House of Tutgual

	Angharad: second daughter of Rhydderch and Languoreth

	Cyan: second son of Rhydderch and Languoreth

	Tutgual: King of Strathclyde

	
Elufed: Queen of Strathclyde, a Pict

	Gladys: firstborn daughter of Rhydderch and Languoreth

	Morcant: eldest son of Tutgual

	Rhydderch: King of Strathclyde, Languoreth’s husband, second son of Tutgual

	Rhys: eldest son of Rhydderch and Languoreth

	The Christians

	Brother Anguen: head monk in Mungo’s order

	Brother Thomas: culdee

	Mungo: Counsellor of Strathclyde, former bishop of Strathclyde

	Kingdom of Selgovae

	Maelgwn: Dragon Warrior and the 3rd Pendragon

	Fendwin: Dragon Warrior

	Diarmid: Wisdom Keeper

	Archer: Chieftain of the Selgovae

	Kingdom of Ebrauc

	Peredur: King of Northern Ebrauc

	Gwrgi: King of Southern Ebrauc, Peredur’s brother

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

	Kingdom of Gododdin

	Cywyllog: wife of Meldred

	Meldred: Chieftain of Southern Gododdin, Aedan’s grandson

	Kingdom of Rheged

	Urien: King of Rheged

	Eira: Urien’s daughter, birth name Gwendolen, fostered by Euerdil

	
Owain: Lord of Rheged, Urien’s eldest son

	Elffin: Lord of Rheged, Urien’s son

	Penarwan: wife of Owain

	The Picts

	Ariane: priestess, the Orcades, Languoreth’s former counsellor

	Bridei: High King of the Picts

	Briochan: head Wisdom Keeper, Bridei’s foster father

	Gogfran: King of Stirling

	Eachna: High Priestess at Fortingall Muirenn: chieftain of Dùn Dèagh

	Imogen: Briochan’s wife

	Talorcan: warrior, Muirenn’s lover

	Rhainn: Pictish commander

	Vanora: Gogfran of Stirling’s daughter

	The Scots

	Aedan mac Gabrahn: King of Mannau and Dalriada

	Ana: daughter of Aedan, Meldred’s mother

	Artúr: Aedan’s son

	Bedwyr: warrior of Mannau

	Bran: son of Aedan, Artúr’s brother

	Cai: warrior, Artúr’s foster brother

	Chaorunn: Wisdom Keeper in Dalriada

	Domangart: son of Aedan, Artúr’s half-brother

	Eiddilig the Small: warrior of Mannau

	Eochaid Bude & Eochaid Find: twins, Artúr’s half-brothers

	Gabrahn: Aedan’s father

	Gartnait: son of Aedan, Artúr’s half-brother

	Maithgemma: daughter of Aedan

	Young Ewan: Artúr’s ghillie








PRONUNCIATIONS



	Angharad: “An-HA-rad”

	Arderydd: “Ard-dur-ITH”

	Ariane: “Ah-REE-AH-nee”

	Artúr: “ar-TOOR”

	Bedwyr: “BED-oo-eer”

	Bridei: “BRI-dee”

	Briochan: “BREE-o-can”

	Brodyn: “BRO-din”

	Cai: “k-EYE”

	Cyan: “KY-ann”

	Cywyllog: “Coo-ETH-log”

	Eachna: “AUCK-na”

	Eiddilig: “ETH-il-egg”

	Eira: “EYE-ra”

	Elufed: “El-LEAF-ed”

	Eochaid: “YOCH-id”

	Gladys: “GLA-diss”

	Gododdin: “God-DO-thin”

	Gogfran: “Gog-VRAN”

	Gwenddolau: “GWEN-tho-lye”

	Gwrgi: “Ga-WHERE-gi”

	Lailoken: “LIE-lo-kin”

	Languoreth: “Lang-GOR-eth”

	
Maelgwn: “MILE-gwinn”

	Peredur: “PEAR-REE-dur”

	Rhainn: “RAIN”

	Rhydderch: “RU-therk”

	Rhys: “REEse”

	Tutgual: “TOOT-gee-al”







    In the 1830s, a group of quarrymen discovered a body buried on a hilltop 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 artifacts were a simple earthenware vase and, inside it, the decayed remains of what looked like parchment. A report was published in the New Statistical Account of Scotland and the body was removed so quarrying could continue.

Where the skeleton was sent, or whether it was reburied elsewhere, no one knows. The body, the coffin, and the earthenware vase have all been lost.

Along with the parchment, and whatever had been written upon it.






CHAPTER 1 Languoreth


Dùn Meldred, Southern Kingdom of Gododdin

Land of the Britons

2nd of July, AD 580

It began with a dream.

Those were the first words my daughter uttered after eight years missing. Angharad was dead. Or so I’d been told. When I sat at my weaving, eyes touched upon me with pity. Look at the woman who has lost both daughter and son. I met their gaze, unflinching. Yes, I am still here. It is a wonder, is it not, what the heart can survive?

I heard them whisper, Some say she still keeps counsel with their ghosts.

Perhaps they were right. For only yesterday I had watched my lost daughter glide like a specter across a battlefield. Who was this woman who kept company with Pictish warriors, ink marking her body and hair falling down her back in a mass of ruddy coils? She wore a cloak made of feathers, beaded and slick from driving rain.

From a distance, I’d not known her at first, my own child. The relentless churn of time can do such things. After all, how could I have imagined the woman she’d become?

Now she stood beside me high upon the ramparts of a fortress, her gray eyes somber as we looked out across a field of the dead. On the muddy expanse below, warriors prodded the fallen, hoping to finish any enemies who yet lived. Soon, the corpse birds would come.

Lord Meldred’s Hall sat like an eagle’s nest high above the Tweed River Valley, commanding views of the Dreva Hills. Spears of summer sun pierced the blue-black clouds overhead. It was the sort of light that followed a storm, casting the grassy lands of Dùn Meldred in a gilded light that belied the massacre below, where men lay like effigies, eyes unblinking. My body still thrummed from the terrors of war, but I pushed it aside, reaching instead for Angharad’s hand. Along the creamy underside of her wrist, a trail of birds had been pricked in black ink.

“Crows?” I asked. Had she remembered what I’d told her of my old teacher Cathan, or how our hearts were like birds, pricked full of feathers? But the look she gave me was veiled, unyielding.

“We cannot speak of our markings,” she said.

I felt a stab. We cannot speak. My daughter was a stranger, no longer a Briton. Last evening I’d overheard her speaking with the Picts, their tongue rushing from her lips like water. Now, when she spoke Brythonic, it was with the cadence of one who came from the north. I did not want to ask how long she would stay, for I knew she would not. I looked at our joined hands.

“You must forgive me. I cannot help but touch you,” I said. “This morning when I woke, I worried it all was a dream, your returning.”

Angharad looked at me, her gray eyes taking my measure, but said nothing. If she was angry, she had every right: I was her mother, meant to protect her, yet I’d sent her away when she was just a child. My reasoning had been sound. Angharad had a gift. But what did that matter? I had sent her away, and she’d been lost to war. She and her elder brother, Rhys, whose first battle had been his last.

“You must know,” I said, “not a day went by that we did not search for you. I carry the loss of your brother like a boulder. But a child gone missing is worse than any death. The trickery of hope is enough to drive a mother mad. We searched for you in kingdom upon kingdom, our search sputtering out again and again on the shores of either sea. I am shamed to say, the days I woke and wondered if you might be dead, I felt the smallest relief. For at least in death I knew you could not be suffering.”

Angharad looked out over the hills.

“There are those who call the kingdom of the Picts the Shadowed Lands,” she said. “I cannot blame them. One can scarcely imagine its vastness. There are mountains upon mountains, countless rivers and lochs that furrow the land. It is a world unto itself. Deep and hidden. As a child, I feared it. But now I cannot imagine who I might have become had I not known it. Now there is no other place that feels like my home.”

I could not help but marvel at her—this young woman who’d dreamt that an army of Angles was marching to make war upon the Britons. She had returned to us with a band of Pictish warriors who had turned the tide of the battle. I had been headstrong and impetuous at her age. Angharad’s training had wrought her into a woman far wiser than her seventeen winters.

After the Battle of the Caledonian Wood, as our celebration had cooled to embers, I’d listened with a tortured sort of rapture as Angharad described what had become of her as a child all those winters ago, in the Battle of Arderydd. She’d run to my brother’s hut in the woods to find his wife, Eira, waiting. They’d escaped the fighting only to be taken by Gwrgi of Ebrauc. Though he said he meant to deliver Angharad to her father, Eira knew he could not be trusted. Their attempt to escape left Angharad alone in the forest. There she met a monk who promised to deliver her to safety, but their boat was set upon by Picts, and Angharad found herself held captive once more.

Since that day, she’d been hidden away in the shadowed lands of the Cruithni, the first people. Over time, her memories of home grew distant. She began her training as a priestess. She woke one day to find that she no longer wished to escape.

“Angharad…,” I said now. But for some things, there are no words. She turned to me, reading my face.

“It wasn’t your fault, Mother. All that passed was meant to be. I do not blame you for it.”

I reached out with my free hand to smooth her coiled hair. “You are so at ease in the hands of the Gods. They have snatched you up as if you were their treasure, when always you have been mine.” I reluctantly lowered my hand from her hair as if she were a thing forbidden. “I strive to be devoted. I have even felt their touch. But giving you up was one of the most difficult demands they have made of me. And now, knowing all the misfortune you suffered, I do not know if I can ever be at peace.”

Angharad looked at me as if I’d somehow disappointed her. “It was not misfortune, Mother. Can’t you see?” She took a breath as if to say more, but the moment was broken by a shout from the battlefield. She lifted her hand to block the sun, squinting into the distance.

She pointed. “There.”

Far across the fields, where the river Tweed snaked beneath the Dreva Hills, a cluster of warriors was racing to surround a wounded man. They’d discovered him as they were rooting through the nearby heap of dead warriors, no doubt. But from the way he loped, half crouched as he attempted to run, he appeared close to death himself.

“He must have hidden beneath that pile of the dead,” Angharad said.

“Yes,” I agreed. “And that standing stone will be Drumelzier Haugh.” I nodded at the specked stone in the distance. Our warriors closed on him like a pack of hunting dogs, but not before he’d reached the tall gray stone beside the river, falling against it as one embraces a mother.

The man was claiming sanctuary.

The warriors stepped aside as Torin, captain of my guard, pushed through. I did not know much of the ancestral stones here; these were the lands of our neighbors, the Britons of Gododdin. But sanctuary was a right by law, and—enemy or no—our warriors would not risk dishonoring the dead.

Torin turned and looked up, searching out the place where I stood, and I motioned impatiently, my voice carrying across the pasture from the great height.

“Bring him,” I called out. They snatched up the prisoner, tossing him onto a nearby cart, and I took my daughter’s elbow.

“Come, we’ll meet them at the lower gate,” I said. “I am curious about this man. He may be of value.”

Angharad nodded. I glanced over my shoulder at the fort as we trod the mud-slick path, wary of meddling. My husband, the high king of Strathclyde, was out hunting survivors with Lord Meldred and the Dragon Warriors. With Rhydderch away, my word was held highest. But the battle was scarcely over, and Lord Meldred’s swineherds still milled the grounds with their wolfhounds close at heel. The wayward warriors would be all too eager to wet their blades with Angle blood.

The sturdy doors of the outer gate eased open and my warriors urged the mule-drawn cart through. I studied the wounded man as the cart rattled closer. Older than twenty winters, yet still younger than thirty. His hair was the color of ash bark, his beard trimmed to a point, darkened by blood. His eyes were a pale blue and his skin was waxen. He’d lost much blood. He grunted in pain as my men hoisted him, propping him against the back of the cart so I might look him in the eye. Torin was already frowning. It seemed the man had tested his patience.

“We discovered him skulking beneath the dead. He claimed sanctuary before we could spear him,” he said.

“Has he given his name?” I asked.

“He has refused, my lady.”

“Is that so?” There was something distinctive about him, something in his bearing that made me wonder if he might be nobility. I moved to stand before him. “Tell me, then. What is your name?”

The man turned away.

“Obstinate,” I observed.

I looked to Torin, giving a slight nod, and he jabbed the butt of his blade against the man’s weeping stomach wound. The man expelled an animal sound, collapsing in pain.

“Your name,” I said.

He looked up, eyes searching the sky overhead. “My name… is Ealhstan,” he said.

Beside me, Angharad shook her head. She leaned in, speaking softly in my ear. “Ealhstan is not his name.”

I did not question my daughter’s gifts.

“My daughter is wise,” I said. “Lie to me and I will discover it. And it will be far the worse for you, Angle.”

“I have given… my name.”

I tossed him a reproachful look, and Torin leveled his blade at the man’s throat as I leaned over the splintered edge of the cart.

“You have claimed sanctuary,” I said. “However, I wonder: Is sanctuary to be honored in times such as these? What honor have your people shown in slaughtering good Britons, in burning our homes as you swarmed from your stolen lands at the edge of our eastern sea? And not for the first time,” I added. “I was a child of ten when Ida the Angle took the kingdom of Bryneich. I saw what ‘honor’ the Angles were made of then. Babies smashed against rocks. Children made motherless, limping to my father’s gates in states of gore. I wrapped their wounds with my own two hands.”

I gestured and Torin pressed the point of his blade to the skin.

“You wear the clothes of a footman, yet I sense you are learned. I am learned, too. Do you know who I am?”

He coughed, his look dismissive. “You are Languoreth of Strathclyde. Wife of Rhydderch. They call you the ‘Lioness of Damnonia.’ ”

I glanced at Torin. The Lioness of Damnonia? This was a name we had not heard.

“Yes, I am Languoreth of Strathclyde. But who are you?” I said. “I possess some knowledge of Anglisc, thin as your tongue may be. Eahl-Stan. It means ‘sacred stone,’ does it not? Come, now. You insult me.”

“I have claimed sanctuary,” he said. “Kill me, and you do so before the eyes of the Gods.”

“Your sanctuary means nothing to me. The Morrigu rode with the Britons today. I’m certain she would not deny me the satisfaction of your death.” I considered him. “But I believe you to be a noble. You do not wish me to know your value, should I offer you up for trade. Despite our victory, there can be no doubt that your people have prisoners, too. I assume, then, that you are worth a good deal to your king.”

His face betrayed nothing, which only made me keener.

“I will discover who you are. But should you die of your wounds before I come to it? Well. The decision shall be made for me. Who is to say? Perhaps I am as dim-witted as you think.”

I turned to Torin. “He’ll give us nothing more now. Take him to the prison hut.”

Torin gave the order. As the cart rolled uphill, Angharad stared after it as if figuring a puzzle.

“What is it?” I asked.

“That man. He looked familiar. As if I have seen him somewhere before.”

“The Angle? Are you certain?”

Her gray eyes were distant, her fingers fidgeting along the inside of her palm. “Yes, I’m certain. Perhaps it will come to me.”

“It will, my love. I do not doubt it.” If I was right, and the man was indeed noble, he could not be traded in such a state. He would likely die on the journey, which was no use to us at all. I paused, torn between a mother’s caution and the desire to allow my daughter to ply her gifts.

“Will you tend to him?” I asked. “You’re a strong healer. Far better than I ever was. His life could be worth ten or even twenty of our own warriors in exchange.”

“Yes,” she said. “I will see to it.”

“Good,” I said. “But I do not trust him. I’ll send two of my men to keep watch at the door.”

“If you wish it,” she said, seeming unworried. “I’ll go and gather my basket.”

“Thank you, Angharad.”

“Of course, Mother.”

Mother. The word sounded strange coming from her lips. I watched as she followed the cart up the steep slope of the fortress to fetch her supplies. There was a chasm between us now, and I felt the rift like breaking earth. She was a child of the Gods, I reminded myself. I had given her up long ago.

“My lady?” Torin’s deep voice stirred me from my thoughts.

“Yes. What is it?”

His blue eyes held concern. “Will you return to the Hall, then?”

“No.” I frowned. “The man is a noble, don’t you agree? He must have swapped garments with a footman. Let’s return to the battlefield. Perhaps we’ll find something that gives him away.”

“Well enough.” Torin nodded, offering his arm. My boots squelched in the muck as we followed my men back through the open gate, and I yanked at the hem of my dress impatiently as it caught in the slop, tangling about my feet.

“What Angle lords are accounted for? I cannot remember,” I said.

“Quite a few,” he said. “Come, then. I will show you.”

We strode side by side, easy in our silence. It had been seven winters since I’d plucked the fair-haired sentry from his place guarding Tutgual’s prison pits, and he’d become invaluable to me since. I felt closer to Torin than I did to my only living son, though it saddened me to think it. Now twenty-two winters, Cyan carried too much of Tutgual’s blood. Where Cyan was prone to rage, Torin was level as a woodworker’s plane. Smart and precise, Torin was, above all, honorable. Too often now when I looked at my son, I sensed a growing darkness, as if something within him twisted as he grew.

I took a breath as we neared the place where our trophies had been thrust upon pikes beyond the outer rampart of the fortress. Fifteen in all, each bearing an Angle’s head, gruesomely severed. This is what became of those who waged war upon the Britons. But it was not the gore I need steel myself against; rather, it was the memory it summoned. My cousin Brant’s head, taken as a trophy by Rhydderch’s brother, Morcant, after the battle of Arderydd. I closed my eyes against it, but it tore through me all the same, the way his blood-blackened hair had crackled beneath my fingers as I’d drawn his head from the pike.

“Are you well?” Torin asked. “You needn’t look if it troubles you.”

“No, Torin. It isn’t that. Go on.”

“If you’re certain.”

“It would be a help to see their bodies. Where are they?” I asked.

“Piled to be burnt. The men have already gathered any plunder.” He turned to them. “Find the corpses and line them up here, brothers.”

As the men struck out to pair bodies with heads as best as could be managed, I lifted my gaze to the faces of the dead. I had thought, by my age, I would be more accustomed to it. But each face was nightmarish. Motherhood changed a woman more than becoming a queen ever could. Each of these men had been a babe once, no less beloved than my own.

Torin gestured to the pike bearing the head of an old, balding man. “That will be Rawdon. And there is Wacian, or I’m a fool,” he added. Despite his measured tone, Torin’s eyes were lit like a child’s on a festival day. In passing winters, Torin had excelled in his position. As volunteers came to join my guard, he quickly distinguished their gifts and put them to good use, for not all were warriors—some were even women. I now possessed not only a strong and loyal guard but also a growing number of men and women who kept close watch from other kingdoms, sending news and information. So it was that the features of every high-ranking Angle lord was known to Torin. He’d seen to it. But he had seen few of them himself.

I gestured to a man’s head with long strands of tangled black hair. “And this man? Who is he?”

Torin leaned closer, his blue eyes keen. “Him I do not know.” He called to the men, now returning with bodies. “Who took this trophy, then?”

A thick, freckled warrior with ginger hair stepped forward. “It was I.”

“Did you slay him in battle?” Torin questioned.

“Nay, I cannot claim it. I found him by the river,” The man gestured toward the standing stone.

“What was taken off him?” I asked. “I would see what he was stripped of.”

The warrior reached into his padded leather vest. “His was not the armor of a king, my lady. A lesser nobleman, perhaps. He wore this.” He withdrew a brown leather belt with a golden buckle, handing it to me. The delicate metalwork gleamed in the sun, interlacing knots of Angle craftsmanship. Amidst the swirling nest of gold a lion bared its teeth.

“Æthelric of Bernicia and his kin claim the lion, do they not?” I asked.

Torin looked over my shoulder. “Aye. The lion belongs to Æthelric, a son of Ida.”

Ida the Angle had ruled in my youth and had issued twelve sons. Those twelve bore countless sons of their own, and I confess I knew only a scattering by name. I glanced at the corpse head. “This man seems too young to be Æthelric. What of his sons?”

“He has two who are grown. Theobald and Æthelfrith.” Torin examined the dead man’s head. “Theobald’s head is shaven, I am told. Æthelfrith is said to be brown of hair, but it is light in color. Not nearly so dark as this.”

“The man in the prison hut has light brown hair. What if he swapped clothing with this fellow, hoping to escape the battlefield unnoticed? This could very well be the head of a footman.”

“If we do hold a spawn of Ida, no doubt they’ll be eager for his return,” Torin said.

“You are right.” I handed the golden buckle back to the warrior. “Thank you. You may keep this.”

The warrior bowed and I turned to Torin.

“Dead men can’t be traded. It is good, then, that Angharad will see to him. When Rhydderch and the men return, I’ll speak to him about the prisoner exchange. I’m certain they’ve found others.”

“We mustn’t keep him long lest he hear or see too much,” Torin said.

“Yes,” I agreed.

A spawn of Ida, the first Angle to bring ruin to our lands. I could not forget the horrors I’d witnessed as a child at his hands. As we turned back to the fortress where the Angle now lay, the girl I’d once been pounded in my marrow, demanding revenge. But she was impetuous; the woman I’d become was measured. Any grandchild of Ida was worth a great deal, and we would need all our leaders returned, if indeed they yet lived. This man’s life was not mine to take.

“I should have known him on sight,” Torin said.

“Torin, he was much disguised by blood. You could be one of Mungo’s Christians for how you flagellate yourself.”

Torin only frowned.

“If you’d like, I could arrange for a goat’s-hair shirt,” I said. “I hear Mungo wears just such a one beneath his robes.”

“You should not jest of Mungo, my lady,” he said. “He watches you. And now that he returns in our company to Strathclyde, there is no telling what he may do.”

“I must find humor where I can, else I would weep,” I said. “I still cannot fathom that my own husband would bring such a dangerous man back to court. Believe me, Torin, I above all know what Mungo is capable of.”

We fell into silence, the echoes of my past rumbling in my head. As we neared the upper gate, I stopped.

“I saw a spider this morning as I was dressing,” I said. “She was sat high in the corner of the guest quarters, silent, building her web. I watched her awhile, her delicate legs working. ‘How beautiful it would be, to be a spider,’ I thought. Sticky is her silk; there is nothing that passes that she cannot catch.”

I looked at him sidelong, dropping my voice so only he might hear.

“It was a sign, Torin. Sent from the Gods. For now that I am queen, I need a gwyliwr. A watcher. My brother is to be head counsellor, along with Mungo. Lailoken is in danger, too. We must build a greater web, one that catches every whisper. I must have eyes ever watchful, ears pressed to every door.”

“You… wish me to be your gwyliwr?” Torin asked.

“I can imagine no other.”

“But I am no spymaster. I know far too little of the craft.”

“Torin, you have done as much already. Your aptitude is beyond argument. You have learnt the image of nearly every Angle lord in Bernicia. How came that to be?” I did not wait for his answer. “You have placed men and women among the Angles—no simple feat. There is no other I would trust. Please. It must be you.”

He considered it. “We would need more scouts. That will require barter and coin. And in Partick, we must have someone among the Christians.”

I thought of my chamberwoman Desdemona, her dark head bowed before the blade, and an old wound twisted in my gut. I did not wish to speak of it—not her betrayal, nor the choice I’d had to make.

“I tried as much, once,” I said. “It did not fare well.”

“Then we must try again,” Torin said.

“It is not so simple.”

“No,” he said. “In this realm, nothing is simple. But it can be done,” he said. “There is that man we spoke of. That hermit in the wood. Perhaps we should begin there.”

“Do you mean to say you agree?” I asked. “You will do it?”

He took a breath, then blew it out. “Aye. I’ll do it.”

I clasped his arm and squeezed it, unable to keep the emotion from my voice. “I am grateful for you, Torin of Mann.”

He nodded, clearing his throat. “The men will soon return. We must quicken our pace.”

Up ahead, the fortress loomed from its perch on the hill like a hungry bird. Torin urged me on, his light eyes unwavering.

“You say you are in need of a greater web, my lady. Together, we shall build it.”






CHAPTER 2 Angharad


Angharad followed the narrow path toward the prison hut, her palms throbbing. Curious. They were such old wounds. Yet sometimes, in sunlight, she could still see the places where the thorns had embedded at the Battle of Arderydd as she tumbled from the heights of Caer Gwenddolau. So many winters had passed. It was strange that her body begged her to remember now, and the sensation plucked at her as she passed the kitchen house, where spits were being tended by hollow-eyed servants hungry for meat.

Brother Thomas had warned her, hadn’t he?

Pluck the thorn, and it is gone from you. The hole will heal, and your skin soon forgets. Let it linger and, in time, your body may eat the thorn away. But the thorns will be in your blood, going round and round within you, forever.

A shiver traced her arms despite the warmth of the day, causing the willow basket hanging from the crook of her arm to slip. In a world made of war, every novice learned healing, and despite the fact that it wasn’t Angharad’s calling, even she had to admit she had a knack for it. She hoisted the basket as she spotted the dank wattled hut where four men stood guard before a padlocked door. Two belonged to her mother, the others to Lord Meldred.

The taller soldier stepped forward. “We are to accompany you. The man might well be dangerous,” he said. But a gaming board was set on the small pine stool between him and one of Meldred’s men, and the other two held ale horns. All looked worn through.

“The man is more dead than living,” Angharad said. “Listen out if you will.”

“Aye, then.” The soldier twisted the key in the iron padlock and waited as she ducked into the dim confines of the chamber. As Angharad’s eyes adjusted she was met by the smell of rot. The prisoner was curled upon a dirty sheepskin, his back to the door.

“I’ve come to dress your wounds,” she said. The man stirred only slightly, grunting as he turned with some effort onto his back. Of course he would let her. Otherwise he would die. Alone in the hut with him, the prickle of knowing she’d felt would not leave her. But her mind was a sluggish thing, her senses weakened from long days on foot and the immediate onslaught of battle.

Return, she commanded her memories as she set down her basket. But the memories in which this man might be found had long been banished to the bottom of a waterfall. She squatted but did not touch him—not yet. Angle or no, each touch would be agony. She didn’t wish to poke and prod until she’d seen the entirety of his injuries.

“You are cavalry, even if you are not a nobleman,” she observed.

The man scoffed but said nothing.

“Oh, come. I can see it here. Nearly all of the blows were dealt to your legs. You were mounted, on horseback. Until someone speared you, that is, in your stomach. Then you fell from your horse.” Angharad peered at his stomach. “You had good armor as well. The spear did not pierce all the way through. Perhaps it is true what they say: fortune favors the rich.”

The man lolled his head to regard her with what looked like a grudging respect, and Angharad rolled up her sleeves. “Are you ready, then?”

He nodded, closing his eyes, and she reached for him. But as the tips of her fingers met his clammy skin, memories crashed back in a torrent: There she stood upon the grassy banks of the river Tyne, Brother Thomas at her side. Upriver, a small currach glided toward them, four figures at oar and a captain. His eyes were pale and his hair ash brown. His beard was groomed and trimmed to a point.

Angharad yanked back her hands as if she’d been burned.

“You,” she said. “You were the Angle trader from the river Tyne.”

It was astonishing how his face shifted then. He shot up onto his elbows, eyes widening as if Angharad were an adder.

“You…,” he breathed. “You were that girl, a wicce! You cursed my sister and she died!”

“Your sister, was she?” Angharad stiffened. “She stole my mother’s torque. Stole from a child.”

I curse you, she’d shouted at the oarswoman. I curse you to die!

“Wicce,” he repeated.

Angharad threw him a disapproving look. “I am no witch. I’m a Wisdom Keeper. One would think you would know the look of one. After all, you are certainly not a Christian.”

He’d tossed the beautiful wooden cross Brother Thomas had carved into the river.

“Besides,” she added. “Your sister died by a Pictish spear.”

She narrowed her eyes. “The question is, who are you? You are no simple trader. You’ve taken great pains to keep yourself secret. Traded clothing with another soldier, no doubt. Was he dead already, or were you the one to kill him?”

The man’s jaw twitched and he looked away.

“That’s fine. You needn’t speak,” she said, setting to work on his wounds.

Words were a distraction in any case. Visions would come if she bade them. His body would turn traitor.

The Angle watched her with a withering look of a warrior who’d suffered injuries far worse than these. But behind his practiced gaze, Angharad sensed a subtle pulsing: a longing for home.

Tell me more, she invited. But the wounded man seemed curious of her, too.

“Your mother is queen,” he observed.

“Yes,” Angharad allowed, packing a poultice. “And the torque your sister stole was a family treasure. It was given to my mother by her father when she was a child.”

The man only shrugged.

Angharad paused, looking up. “I must commend you on your mastery of Brythonic. As I recall, you scarcely spoke a word at all.” She lifted her hands in imitation. “ ‘I… am… Angle trader!’ ”

She’d expected the man to bristle, but he laughed instead, coughing.

“Amusing, is it?” She raised a brow. “What were you doing on the river, then?”

He looked at her a moment, deciding something. “Scouting,” he said.

“Of course. The Angles knew war had been waged upon Uther Pendragon. You wanted to see the destruction for yourself.” Angharad was surprised by the anger in her own voice. She had thought herself healed, but the presence of this man was picking at scars.

“Uther was a great warrior,” he said.

Angharad fell quiet. She’d loved her uncle, with his two great golden eagles. She’d admired him. Though to her, he would always be Gwenddolau. The Angle mistook the softening in her eyes for opportunity.

“Listen,” he said, lowering his voice. “You are a Wisdom Keeper. Surely you know the Gods have put you before me. You must help me escape.”

“You know I cannot,” Angharad scoffed.

“Then your healing is wasted.”

“No healing is wasted.”

“Hussa will only kill me,” he said.

“Hussa your king? But you fought for him in battle.”

“Indeed. He placed me where I most certainly would die.”

“But you lived.”

The thought did not console him. He turned to stare at the wall. In the silence that settled, the vision Angharad had sought came at last, weaving its dreamlike filaments between her skin and his. It whispered of the man he was and, possibly, the man he would become. Angharad saw a wooden Hall perched upon a steep, grassy mount, surrounded by the sea. The great room breathed with hearth smoke beneath high beams of sturdy timber. The man sat on a bench at the edge of the Hall, a woman by his side. Her hand rested on his thigh, but his pale eyes were fixed upon the throne.

“You wish to be king,” Angharad said aloud. If the man startled, he recovered quickly.

“What I wish is no matter, for soon I will be dead,” he said, baiting her. But Angharad would not offer up her visions to the enemy.

She secured the last of his packings with a knot. “I am finished. If you should die, it will not be by my hands.”

The man sank back onto the dirty sheepskin, and Angharad glanced round the putrid hut. Blood stained the earthen floor. How many had met their end here? Enemy or not, she could not help but pity him. This was the curse of the healer. Angle, Pict, Briton, Scot—their wounds and pale bodies all looked the same. They were all once children, loved by their mothers.

Returning the supplies to her basket, she stood. “Rest, then. I will send someone to change your poultices.”

“You will not return?”

“No, I will not.”

The man coughed and looked up. “I must thank you, then,” he said stiffly. “I… shall think of you with kindness for what you have done.”

They regarded each other for a moment. His words felt like oak.

“I wish you well,” Angharad said, then thudded on the door. As the sentries secured the iron padlock behind her, a name came in a whisper.

Flesaur. The Twister.

Not his given name, perhaps, but it left her ill at ease. She’d share it with her mother. Angharad followed the cobbled path up to Meldred’s Hall, deep in thought. The aching in her palms had ceased, yet the memory of the oarswoman still lingered behind closed eyes.

I curse you. I curse you to die! She could still taste the bitterness in her mouth as she’d shouted it, still hear the woman’s scream as the Pictish spear sailed from the trees overhead, piercing the woman through the eye. Brother Thomas had assured her the woman’s death was not her doing, but even then, Angharad had known the power of her Gods. A curse was a serious matter. If wrought without cause, it would harm its creator. Cursewomen bartered on such business and oft paid the price. She’d seen them as she traveled through settlements: age fell upon them more quickly. Illness, too. There had been lovesick girls at both Fortingall and Woodwick who had dabbled in tablets, symbols of malice carved into wood. No good ever came of it.

But a curse uttered from the mouth of the righteous? It was the call of a fledgling, demanding its mother. The Gods did not suffer injustices done to their children.

She stopped on the hilltop not far from the Hall, looking out over the distance. Clouds piled like fleece over the Dreva Hills. Angharad looked out over the wide green- and yellow-grassed valley to the place where the dark river bent and the ancient stone stood.

Why has this man come to us? she wondered. Bird flesh pricked her arms, the kind that arrived on the tail of paths and their alignments. Whatever his purpose, it would be revealed only in time. But Angharad sensed him in days to come. Flesaur. His spirit cast a long shadow.

She stood a long while, hoping for a sign: a flicker of sunlight over the hills, or the far-off swoop of a bird. Instead, the only things she saw were the distant specks of men upon horseback. She rubbed her eyes, tired of the sort of dreaming that left her wondering whether what she was seeing belonged to this world or the next. But no. The men were quite real. They were streaming into the valley from the Old Roman Road. And as the wind caught their banners, the fabric pulled taut.

Red and black.

Angharad’s stomach soured. These were the banners of Ebrauc. It seemed Gwrgi and Peredur, the kings of Ebrauc, had survived the battle after all.

“Angharad. There you are.”

Angharad spun to see Eira emerging from Meldred’s Hall. Her hair gleamed golden in the sun and her cheeks were flushed from the Hall’s summer heat.

“Angharad, what is it?” Her uncle’s wife looked puzzled. “You look as if you’ve seen a shade.”

“The men of Ebrauc have returned.”

Eira’s face fell. She looked out over the fields.

“I thought Gwrgi might be dead,” she said. “I should have known better. Evil is no easy thing to kill.”

Run, Eira had told her, that night. I will follow right behind.

But Eira had not followed. Angharad had concealed herself in the bushes just beyond the tent. Eira did not know that Angharad had heard her cries that night, heard what men thought they could get away with in times of war, as if true darkness could ever be banished by morning’s light.

In fact, Angharad had not spoken of it to anyone. She had left it in the pool at the base of the falls. She had been healed by Eachna at Fortingall by tree and by stone. But just like the thorns, the echoes thrummed still.

As the warriors of Ebrauc reached the lower gate, Eira’s face paled. Angharad took her arm.

“Lailoken and the others will soon return,” she said. “Until then we must hide you away, somewhere you’ll be safe. My mother’s quarters. Come, I will take you.”

“Hide me away?” Eira stiffened and drew back. “Whatever do you mean?”

Angharad cursed. It was delicate, this dance of pretending. Eira would suffer if she realized what Angharad truly knew.

“Gwrgi has not set eyes upon you since putting you on the prison cart,” Angharad said quickly. “Forgive me, Eira. My mother told me as much.”

Eira glanced down at the line of men on horseback winding their way up the hill. Angharad wanted to beg. Eira, you needn’t face them. But Eira’s back was straight as a rod.

“We needn’t speak of it.” Eira reached for her hands, her lips wearing a smile that did not match her eyes. “It was you and I, wasn’t it, when they came upon us, after the battle. It is right that we are together now.”

“Yes,” Angharad said, pressing Eira’s fingers in hers. “It is right.”

Turning, they strode briskly uphill, Gwrgi’s arrival chasing like a shadow at their backs. Hand in hand, they thrust open the doors of the Hall like children wishing to prove they no longer held a fear of the dark.






CHAPTER 3 Languoreth


The Hall smelled of oil smoke, of wicks burnt too low, and the acrid taste settled in the back of my throat as I entered. Mungo turned from his conversation by the hearth with Lord Meldred’s wife, Cywyllog. His gaze felt like winter, but I met his blue eyes unflinchingly. I am no longer the child you frightened in the wood. How it must rankle him that of all the Britons it was I, Morken’s daughter, who now reigned over Strathclyde. After all, it was my father who brought about his exile. And I was determined to see him banished again.

Across the room, Ariane, my former counsellor, leaned against the wall in her blue cloak, watching the men and women of Meldred’s court with an idle disdain, and I slipped round the outskirts of the great room to join her. This Hall, and nearly all of those in it, had become repellent after so many days in cramped quarters. I would have clawed from my own skin if it promised escape.

“You look as I feel,” I told her, nodding at the room.

“Gatherings like this are quite unnatural,” Ariane said. “Britons hide behind high stone walls with good reason.”

“You are right. I suppose the last occasion that thrust together Britons, Picts, and Scots was the coming of Rome.” I smiled, but the thought was sobering.

“I imagine you are eager to return to your far-flung isle,” I said. “Gatherings of any sort have always been unnatural for you.”

Her pale, delicate face eased at the thought of it. “Yes, I will return to the Orcades, at least for the time being,” she said.

It was still a shock to see her standing before me, close enough to touch, though Ariane had never been one for embraces. I had loved her and trusted her above all, and she had left me without so much as a farewell. Her departure had wounded; it felt a betrayal. And I had not seen her since. Now she’d returned in the company of my daughter, but neither would stay. Wisdom Keepers answered a call beyond my hearing.

“All these winters passed, and I still do not know the reason you left,” I said. I meant to speak evenly, but it came hotly, an accusation.

“You knew the conditions of my counsellorship, Languoreth. I did not leave because I did not care for you. I left because it was time.” Ariane’s eyes were a mild summer evening, and her words made me feel like a child. After all, she’d told me when she arrived at Cadzow that she would not stay forever. I swallowed the thickness in my throat.

“It cannot be an easy life, living at the whim of the wind,” I said.

“No life is easy.” Ariane eyed my torque. “It is only a matter of which difficult task we are summoned to do. Is that not so, Queen Languoreth?”

Her words held a weight that left my stomach feeling heavy. “I cannot say I have fulfilled the hopes of those who placed me here,” I said. The Angle man had called me the Lioness of Damnonia, but in truth I did not know what I had done to earn that title. I’d rescued a slave cart of Gwenddolau’s people—people of the Old Way—many of whom were still safe in my service at Cadzow. I kept the old festivals. I prayed to the Gods and kept watch for their signs. But while battles came and went, and loved ones died, I could not help but feel I was little more than a figurehead, put in place to placate my people while the Christian power grew. I searched Ariane’s face for the answer I’d been grasping after all of these years. But her gaze was fixed upon Mungo as he joined the cluster of monks near Lord Meldred’s table.

“Perhaps your summons had not yet arrived,” Ariane replied. I followed her gaze.

“It has always been him, hasn’t it? My purpose and his—they have always been intertwined.”

Ariane did not answer; she needn’t. She reached instead to tuck a wayward strand of her dark hair back into her plait, and I spotted streaks of silver sprouting at her temples. A desperate sort of loneliness struck. Do not age, do not leave this earth, I cannot lose you, I wanted to say. The day she’d left, I’d fractured. Ariane had always known the Gods’ map, and my place on it, and without her I’d felt adrift. But in a deeper place, I’d known that wherever Ariane might be, she was ever wakeful, listening to the wind, working in shadow to keep the ways of our people alive.

She turned then as if she could yet read me, and I nearly startled as she reached for my hand. Her skin was smooth and cold to the touch, but the power of mountains thrummed through her fingers. I would have stood there, soaking in her strength for ages, had she not suddenly stiffened.

“What is it?” I asked as she released me.

“Something foul.”

A clamor sounded from the entryway and a sunburnt watchman appeared, rushing to Cywyllog to murmur in her ear. Meldred’s wife stood abruptly, her skirt snagging beneath a stool leg.

“Make ready,” she called to her servants. “The warriors of Ebrauc have returned. Even now they are at our gate!” Her smile was broad, as if they were heroes. I wanted to spit.

It was not that I hadn’t considered this moment; rather, it had been easier to consider in the face of battle, when it was uncertain any of us would survive long enough to face it.

“I must find Eira,” I said, hurrying toward the door. I rounded the corner of the entryway, only to nearly collide with her, Angharad following close behind. From the looks upon their faces, they’d spotted the warriors from the hilltop. I wrapped Eira beneath my arm.

“We needn’t see them. Come, hurry. I’ll take you to my chamber.”

But Eira slipped from my grip, shaking her head. “No, Languoreth.”

I stopped in disbelief, whispering fiercely. “Eira. Gwrgi is mad! There is no telling what he might do.”

“I will not hide. I am sickened to death of hiding!” she hissed. My chest tightened with dread. I could see that she was resolved. What else could I do? It was she who had suffered.

“If that is your decision, I will not fight you. But I am here. Torin and the men are here. We will keep you safe, I swear it.”

Angharad’s hands were clasped, white-knuckled. I turned to her to offer comfort, but she looked past me in search of Ariane as Meldred’s men—those who could leave their posts—arrived in a bright gust of summer wind, their faces pink from the heat. As we trailed behind them into the great room, they dealt impatient looks to the servants scurrying to the tables with platters of cheese, bread, and heaps of roast meat, for yesterday we had defeated the Angles, and now more celebration was in order. Hospitality demanded that the men of Ebrauc be lavished with food and drink, and that they receive their share in spoils. Meldred’s warriors jostled round the ale barrels with their drinking horns in hand.

Then, from outside, the hollow blow of a horn, the rumbling trudge of boots.

“They’re coming,” Angharad said. Eira flinched as a sudden thunder of fists struck up, pounding a welcome upon the heavy oak tables.

“Ebrauc. Ebrauc.”

The doors to the hall were thrust open, and the warriors of Ebrauc flooded into the great room like rats in a storm. Red and black were their banners, their shields. The reek and gore of battle was still upon them, their foreheads anointed with rusty streaks of Angle blood. Cywyllog’s wry smile dropped at the sight of them. Beneath her façade I glimpsed a flicker of uncertainty.

Aye, Cywyllog, I wanted to tell her. They are unpredictable. You’re wise to be afraid. The warriors did not smile. They did not even acknowledge their welcome. Such were the men who served Gwrgi and Peredur, the kings of Ebrauc.

As a girl, I’d first found the brothers to be comically ill-matched: Peredur was tall and slender with gray-streaked, thinning hair, while Gwrgi was short and muscled, the hair beneath his helmet kept close-cropped, blackened with lead to disguise his years. I soon learned there was nothing humorous about them. Each was his own breed of monster.

“Ebrauc. Ebrauc!” The chant rose to a roar as Gwrgi yanked off his war helmet, tossing it upon a table. It was almost funny then, how the brothers looked round the hall with indignance, searching for a king. But no man present possessed a higher nobility than I.

“Where is Rhydderch?” Gwrgi called out. The din dropped. Before I could speak, Mungo stepped forward in a swish of robes. He was over fifty winters now, his flaxen hair shifting to gray, which lent him an irritatingly learned look.

“Rhydderch King is off scouting,” he said. “But I am here.”

“Bishop,” Gwrgi bowed.

I strode into the center of the hall, leveling Mungo with a look. “This man is no longer a bishop. A counsellor of Strathclyde, only. I am your host. I and the lady Cywyllog.”

Gwrgi regarded me, sniffed, then rubbed at his nose. His fingers were still crusted with blood.

“We imagined you returned to Ebrauc,” I said.

Peredur raised his thin brows in a show of surprise. “Return to Ebrauc? Not whilst Angle dogs yet cower in the wilds.” He gestured to his men. “Come. Bring the trunk.”

Two warriors shuffled forward, dragging a wooden trunk and dropping it unceremoniously before me with a thud. Peredur stood impassively as they unfastened the lock, thrusting it open, and a sea of precious metals glinted in the lamplight. Silver brooches and hand pins. Daggers. Rings. Armlets.

“Our spoils.” Peredur waved at the trunk. “We will await your husband, the king.”

“Of course. In the meanwhile, the lady Cywyllog will see to your comfort. Perhaps she might also arrange for finger bowls so that you might refresh yourselves.” I looked pointedly at Gwrgi, who found this delightful, braying with laughter.

“Oh, there’s no need,” he said, waggling his fingers. “It seasons the meat.”

A look of disgust crossed Cywyllog’s face. Yes, idols and feet of clay. Was that not from the Christian book?

“Let us have music,” she said quickly, clapping her hands. As the musicians struck up, she leaned toward a passing servant, catching her arm. “And you. See to bowls.”

I let out a breath as the men dispersed, filling their horns with drink, and the kings of Ebrauc took the seats of honor at Cywyllog’s table. Across the room, Eira stood, taut as a bowstring. I knew her as a sister, could sense she was about to do something.

I tried to catch her eye. Please be careful, Eira. But she did not see me. Her eyes were locked on Gwrgi. I could only stand, helpless, as she lowered her head and plunged into the river of men like a minnow fighting the current. It seemed an eternity before she reached the far side of the great room where Gwrgi sat, drinking deeply from a white horn of ale.

“I would speak,” she said. Eira’s voice was swallowed by the din, and neither Gwrgi nor Peredur possessed the good graces to acknowledge her. I glanced worriedly at Torin, who stood watching just beyond Cywyllog’s table, and he gave a slight nod, touching a finger to his blade. They had still not given Eira any notice. Her cheeks flamed as she looked between Gwrgi and Peredur, her anger mounting. And then, in one swift movement, she lifted her arm, slamming her fist like an anvil down upon the table.

“I would speak!” she said.

Warriors lowered their horns, stunned silent by this woman’s brashness.

She had Gwrgi’s attention now, and I did not like the look upon his face.

“What is the meaning of this?” Peredur turned to Cywyllog. “Who is this woman?” Cywyllog’s mouth opened like a stranded fish.

Eira cut in before she could speak. “Do you mean to say you do not recognize your own kin, Lord Peredur?” she asked. Peredur frowned. But Gwrgi—oh, how he loved a game. His dark, glittering eyes fixed upon her like a weasel eyeing a field mouse. Beside him, Peredur scoffed.

“Recognize you? You insolent woman. Go away.”

It was alchemy, the way she drew herself up then.

“You insult me,” Eira said tightly. “It has been many winters since I was a foster in your mother’s care. I may have grown into a woman, but surely my face remains unchanged. I am Gwendolen, daughter of King Urien of Rheged. And you are my cousin.”

I’d heard Eira use her birth name only once before, when she’d told me of her past. She had discarded that name when she chose a new life. But like some strange incantation, it seemed to return a certain power to her now.

“It is funny you should not know your own fosterling,” she continued. “I can still recall the morning you and your brother returned from raiding, the way the banners flapped in the wind. ‘We must welcome our heroes home, Gwendolen,’ your mother told me. What a horrible mistake that was. To think you heroic.”

A woman gasped. The people of the great room were riveted, shameless with expectation.

“What is it, then,” Peredur asked with impatience. “What is it you would say?”

Eira took a breath. “I stand before you to seek justice for a horrible wrong done by this man.” She thrust a finger toward Gwrgi. “For Gwrgi of Ebrauc did beat me, abuse me, and leave me to die.”

A wave of murmurs traveled the room. It could not be a shock to see Gwrgi of Ebrauc accused of lawbreaking. It was only that no woman had ever dared accuse him. Eira paused, looking uncertain.

“Continue,” I called out, sending her strength. She glanced at me, then carried on, her voice remarkably even.

“ ‘Throw her body into the river,’ Gwrgi told his man. He thought me dead. But his warrior took pity upon me. He brought me to a woman who hid me away and healed me. She raised me as her own, and my family was deceived. They were told I died from fever.”

“Lies,” Gwrgi pronounced flatly. But his eyes danced with amusement.

“You will allow her to speak,” I warned.

“I left the girl called Gwendolen behind,” Eira went on. “Even as I undertook a life of servitude, I was thankful to start anew. At least I should never have to look upon his face again.”

“And next she will say she bore his bastard,” Peredur cut in. “I tire of this. Give her one head of cattle. She is but a chamberwoman. Pay her and be done with it. Our men have earned their ale.”

“I am no chamberwoman!” Eira shouted. “I am a daughter of Rheged, of Urien King, and I have not finished.”

Gwrgi tilted his head and passed off his drinking horn, peering at her. “Come now… Eira, is it? Even I tire of this game. Is this how Ebrauc is rewarded for our efforts? Had I injured my own kin—a child of Rheged, as you say—surely my uncle Urien would have brought war.”

He might have said as much, but Gwrgi knew her; I could see it plainly on his face.

Eira’s jaw was tight. “Each moment you have lived has been by my grace,” she said. “But I will keep silent no longer. I would have the Song Keepers sing for a thousand ages of what a disgraceful and piteous man you are. You did not know me today, just as you did not know me when you encountered me after the Battle of Arderydd. When you commanded your men to defile me and then sent me off in the prison carts.”

Lady Cywyllog stiffened as Peredur shot to his feet. “You cannot make such accusations! This is no assembly. There is no jurist present.”

“How you must tire of keeping after a madman,” Eira snapped.

Things were spinning dangerously out of control. I closed the distance between me and Eira.

“Let it be an assembly, then,” I pronounced. “This woman has called for justice. The law states that in absence of a jurist, a king or queen may administer.”

Peredur’s laugh was humorless. “Ridiculous. This chamberwoman is clearly in your service.”

“Enough,” Mungo thundered, stalking into the center of the great room. “I am counsellor to Rhydderch of Strathclyde, the kingdom where this woman now dwells. I will act as jurist in this matter.”

My mind raced. I did not trust it. What reason could Mungo have to speak on Eira’s behalf?

“Now is not the time,” I said. “If Lord Peredur demands jurists, we must bring the matter to assembly.”

Mungo turned to me. “Why should the matter not be settled now? As you say, this woman has called for justice. If she speaks the truth, she has nothing to fear. What say you, Gwrgi of Ebrauc?” Mungo waited. Peredur shot his brother a silencing look.

“Do not consent,” he said.

“I do not address you, Lord Peredur. I am speaking to your brother,” Mungo said evenly.

Tension crackled like dry moss underfoot. I could see what played behind Gwrgi’s eyes; he could not resist the temptation to harm. He would risk it, if only to watch Eira suffer.

Gwrgi stood, bowing with a flourish. “Very well. I consent.”

“And you, Lady Eira?” Mungo asked. “Do you wish to settle this matter forthwith?”

Eira glanced at me, squaring her shoulders. “I do.”

“Then it shall be so.” Mungo clasped his hands, walking prayerfully in a show of contemplation. “Lady Eira. The events you recount transpired many winters ago. It is customary to ask: Do you possess a living flame? One who perhaps bore witness, who might speak on your behalf?”

My stomach dropped. Without a living flame, it was Eira who would suffer. I had not borne witness, and Angharad had escaped into the forest.

Eira blinked. Gwrgi’s warriors watched with triumph in their eyes. The very men who had defiled her. Please, Gods, I prayed. Show your hand in this. Protect your daughter. Silence billowed, weighted with the promise of ruin. But then a shuffle sounded from the corner of the hall.

“Please. Let me through.” The crowd parted, and my daughter stepped forward.

“Angharad?” I breathed. Her eyes darted to me, then fixed upon Eira. Eira shook her head ever so slightly, as if she did not want to believe it. After all, Angharad had not been there. Eira had assured me she had escaped into the wood.

“You bear knowledge of these supposed events?” Mungo demanded.

“Yes, I do. I am a living flame.”

“Speak, then. We would hear your account.”

“I cannot speak to the first accusation,” she said. “But I bore witness to the second.”

Sickness rose in my throat. Sweet Gods, she’d been only a child.

“Go on, then. Give your name.” Mungo said. If you knew nothing of him, you would not even catch the distaste in his tone. But I knew that Mungo had a particular dislike of priestesses. It had been his silvery tongue in Tutgual’s ear when I was a girl: he’d seen to it that female Wisdom Keepers were exiled from court. But Angharad was also the daughter of his king. Mungo could not dismiss her out of hand.

“I am Angharad. Daughter of Rhydderch,” Angharad began. “I was but a girl when we were taken against our will by Lord Gwrgi after the Battle of Arderydd. Lady Eira was then my nursemaid. She was struck with fear at the sight of Gwrgi. I thought it strange, for he said he intended to return me to my father. But he soon enslaved her. He allowed her to accompany me only when I insisted. Eira told me we were in danger, that we must escape.”

“And did you escape?” he asked.

A shadow darkened her face. “I did, but only thanks to her courage. Lady Eira was captured ensuring it.” Angharad paused. A look passed between them.

“Continue,” Mungo said. “We must know all.”

Anticipation played in the twist of Gwrgi’s lips. The hall hung upon Angharad’s every word, and yet, suddenly, she seemed frozen. Her chest was rising and falling too quickly. I knew she was prone to visions. Was she seeing it all again? Across the hall, Ariane murmured something, shifting her weight, a reminder—of what, I could not say. But I watched Angharad’s resolve return, color rushing to her freckled ivory cheeks. It was fury rising; I could feel it mounting like thunderheads.

“Speak.” Mungo was losing his patience. Angharad’s voice shifted, deepening with anger.

“It was night, and dark, the forest beyond the tent was only blackness. Eira shouted for me to run, but I was too afraid. Instead, I ran into the brush. I hid myself away.” She paused, closing her eyes as if seeing it replay on the backs of her lids.

She spoke then, revealing the horrors that had transpired that night.

I watched the men of Ebrauc as the shame they hadn’t felt then gripped them at last, smothering. They shrank back upon their benches, darting glances round the room.

“I heard such suffering that night,” Angharad concluded. “No god shall ever forgive Gwrgi of Ebrauc and his retinue for what they have done.”

The great room was silent as a tomb. A tear slipped down Eira’s cheek. Mungo looked at Gwrgi as if seeing him anew. And then, out of the stillness, a rumble sounded. I looked round in confusion before recognizing the source.

Thunder.

Just as the others recognized it too, a boom sounded so near overhead that the timbers rattled, startling the monks near Cywyllog’s table. Mungo craned his neck, glancing up at the rafters, then back down at Angharad, his face full of a newfound curiosity. But Angharad took no notice of nature’s judgment. Her gray eyes were fixed upon Gwrgi as if a look alone could burn him to the ground.

In the wake of the thunder, the people in the great room were dumbstruck. I gripped my skirts beneath the table and broke the silence.

“I think we have heard quite enough,” I said, turning to Mungo. “Speak, then. What is your judgment?”

Mungo’s chest rose with a breath. Bowing his head, he spoke, as if to himself. “I have heard the words of a living flame. However, this young woman cannot speak to the distant past. Therefore, regarding the matter of the woman as a fosterling, I can pass no judgment.”

Gwrgi laughed. My stomach wrenched. Mungo continued.

“Regarding the events that took place following the Battle of Arderydd, I believe this woman’s account to be truthful.” Mungo turned to address the kings of Ebrauc. “Lord Gwrgi. In commanding your warriors to harm this woman, you have committed a most vile evil. It is an act that utterly disgraces you in the sight of God. The law states: For the defilement of a daughter of a king, the guilty will offer forty-two milk cows.”

Peredur slammed his fist down, nearly upending the table. “This is an outrage!”

Mungo waved a hand unworriedly, turning to me. “I understand Lady Eira is wife to Lailoken, son of Morken. Is this true?”

“Yes,” I said carefully. “Lady Eira—Gwendolen, as she was once called—is my sister by marriage.”

Gwrgi clapped his hands, grinning with delight. “Lailoken’s bride? If only I had known. I would have ordered my men to defile her twice.”

I wanted to rip out his eyes. Across the hall, Lady Cywyllog’s mouth fell open and the monks seated beside her murmured in alarm. I stifled my fury and leapt upon the opportunity Gwrgi had granted with his madness.

“He has admitted it!” I scoffed. Mungo’s placid expression fell away, replaced by something dark and more familiar.

Lord Gwrgi, baptized a Christian, had just demonstrated his vileness in such a way that no lavish gifts to the church or prowess in battle could persuade one to overlook it.

Mungo crossed the great room in a few short strides, towering over Gwrgi. For a moment I thought the former bishop might strike him.

“It would seem my judgment is not yet complete. The wife of a counsellor holds an honor price of twenty-six milk cows,” he said. “Therefore, in recompense for this most egregious act, you shall pay a debt of sixty-eight milk cows.

“Furthermore,” he went on, his voice low but deadly, “you are hereby exiled from all rituals, celebrations, and observations of God. No church—nor churchman—shall ever again offer you sacrament. Nor shall you be entitled to the God-given mercy of sanctuary.”

Mungo leaned in, a hairsbreadth from Gwrgi’s face. “Your soul shall be banished from the afterlife. On the day you breathe your last, you shall yet be condemned, not to join the exalted in the kingdom of God but to languish as a shade, wandering the earth in disgrace and in suffering, forever.”

I had never imagined Gwrgi to be a pious man. But it would seem my judgment was in error, for Mungo’s words seemed to strike him to his core. His face reddened. He blinked. Whispers buzzed round the room. I did not wish to lose the moment. I stood and moved to the place where Eira stood, taking her hand.

“Sixty-eight milk cows and exile from the church is a sound judgment. And yet the Lords of Ebrauc possess no cattle here at present.” I glanced at the trunk. “I do, however, see a generous quantity of silver.”

The warriors of Ebrauc bristled. I pinned them with my eyes, daring them to speak as Mungo considered it.

“Lady Eira. Would you accept these spoils of war in exchange for Lord Gwrgi’s debt?”

Eira’s reply was plain upon her face: neither silver nor cattle in any amount could ever undo what had been done. But I hoped she saw my intent. Cows were of great value. However, cattle belonged only to the kings of Ebrauc. Their warriors stood before us, and they cared for nothing so much as their plundered silver and gold.

“I accept,” Eira said.

“It is done, then. This matter is settled.” Mungo nodded. Across the hall, Torin gestured and two of my men stepped forward, lifting the trunk by its leather handles and hefting it off to my temporary quarters. The warriors watched their battle spoils being dragged off like wolves eying a stolen carcass. I knew the way of beasts. It was their leader who would be blamed, he who allowed their kill to be so readily taken. Soon there would be murmuring in the mead halls. In the distant corners of Ebrauc, they would plot to remove their kings.

Only one final task remained. I crossed the great room to stand before Gwrgi.

“There is no hospitality owed to lawbreakers. Your judgment has been pronounced. Now you will leave.”

For a moment he regarded me with a vague stare of disbelief.

“Did you not hear me? I said you will leave.”

Gwrgi’s eyes were like knives. I waited, unyielding, as he got to his feet, ale horn in hand. As Gwrgi reached out, Torin rushed to my side, but Gwrgi only chuckled and lifted his brows, tipping the contents of his horn onto the ground. A shuddering of benches scraped through the great room as his warriors followed suit, standing to splatter their ale upon Cywyllog’s tidy flagstone floor.

It puddled like urine and Cywyllog stood, enraged by the sight of their indignant, bloody faces. “How dare you? You dishonor us all. The queen of Strathclyde has given an order. You will leave—now! At once!”

Boots squelched as the warriors of Ebrauc clattered for their weapons. My men raised their spears. Cywyllog’s men followed suit. For a moment, we stood motionless. Had a flint been struck, Meldred’s Hall might have burst into flame.

Then Gwrgi hurled his empty horn to the floor and nodded at his brother. My shoulders sank in relief as the kings of Ebrauc strode from the hall, their warriors following close at their heels.

Cywyllog looked as if she might faint.

“Thank you,” I told her.

“You would have spoken for me,” she said, looking after them. But there was little warmth in her voice.

“I would have done,” I agreed. She’d been hostile upon my arrival at Dùn Meldred, and I did not trust her, but I could offer her at least some grace.

“I fear I have made an enemy of Ebrauc,” she said.

“Ebrauc was an enemy already, Lady Cywyllog. Only now you are aware of it, too. This will not come down upon you. You were a most gracious host. And you were within your rights by law.”

The silence in the great room was stifling. I looked to the bards. “Let us have music, please.”

The musicians struck up dutifully, a somber tune. Servants came with buckets and cloth, sopping up the spilled ale, and the warriors and nobles turned to one another, talking in low voices. They averted their eyes from Eira, an offering of kindness. I wanted to go to her, but there was one with whom I needed to speak first.

Mungo stood in the center of the great room, regarding me. I cut through the crowd, closing the gap between us. I could not bear to thank him. But it could have gone very badly for Eira indeed.

“Your declaration was just,” I said.

“Why is it you seem surprised, Lady Languoreth? I am a man of God.”
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