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			“I’m worried about your friend,” a deep voice rumbled in my ear, startling me from my fantasy of hiking my skirts and having Arthur take me from behind as we rode double on his horse. I was mounted in front of him as I had been for the past three days of travel, his thighs and arms cradling me in place. It had been comforting at first to feel his strong, solid form behind me, keeping me safe and secure, and then that comfort had begun to change. I became aware of every point of contact between our bodies, of the scent of him, of the rhythm of his breathing and the beating of his heart. My muscles were loose, my body growing heavy with an incoming tide of desire.

			Arthur had done nothing to encourage my lust, had behaved with perfect correctness throughout the journey, and still my breasts were full and aching for his touch, my sex feeling the rocking caress of the saddle leather beneath it as a mocking taunt. We’d reach Corinium before nightfall, and none too soon. I was dangerously close to grabbing his hand and forcing it under my skirts to gain a moment’s relief.

			“Worried? About Daella or Terix?” I asked, and leaned sideways to peer around him, back to where Daella and Terix shared a horse. A stone-faced Fenwig rode beside them, while Maerlin had gone on ahead. Our donkeys, the packhorses, and two of Arthur’s men-at-arms followed up. My dog Bone loped alongside us and periodically disappeared into the woods to harass squirrels and rabbits.

			Daella saw me looking and smiled. She had been irrepressibly gleeful since the moment of our reunion after Fenwig’s foiled abduction, as well she should be. Her plan had succeeded, to free Terix of her odious brother Uern and the threat of sacrifice in a Saxon ritual. She had saved Terix’s life, and for the past few days had enjoyed—as only an infatuated girl could—riding in front of Terix and feeling his body supporting hers.

			I sympathized.

			Not that I was infatuated with Arthur; I was guarding carefully against it, having wasted too much of my life pining for men who were never to be mine, while I forgot my own needs and goals. And yet . . .

			And yet. His body was big, hard, and warm behind me; he smelled of strong, healthy male; when he spoke, his voice was a low rumble that vibrated inside my chest; and he had an easy manner that lowered my guard. Add to that the fact that he had rescued me from Fenwig and that he felt our futures were somehow linked, and it was impossible not to feel an attraction.

			That was all I would let it be, however: an attraction, unfulfilled. Except for the mention of our entwined futures, Arthur had given no sign that he had an interest in me that went beyond common courtesy; and even that “entwined futures” comment had said nothing of love or lust.

			“It would be foolish to worry about Daella,” Arthur said. “That girl is too sensible to fall prey to dark thoughts. I meant Terix: he hasn’t recovered his spirits.”

			My gaze shifted to Terix. I hadn’t seen it before, had taken Terix’s joking and laughter for sincere, but now that I looked I could see the bleakness in his eyes.

			“He’s been melancholy more often than not, of late,” I said, facing forward again.

			“Why?”

			“He wishes he were better with a sword.” It was a simple answer, but said much below the surface to those who looked.

			Arthur made a male noise of understanding. In a woman it would have been an unseemly grunt, but from him it was deliciously masculine.

			I knew that Terix wished he could protect me, and he wished he were skilled in the art of warfare, by which so many men were judged. He found it humiliating that his life had been saved by Daella, a young girl, and that if not for her he would have had a Saxon’s sacrificial axe at his throat. Then, once he was free from the Saxons, he’d had to wait uselessly while Arthur rescued me from Fenwig’s hands.

			He was feeling that he had little to be proud of.

			Maerlin, I’d since learned, had been the mind behind my rescue. He had made careful, deliberate comments to Fenwig about Wynnetha wanting me gone, and had subtly given him the idea of recruiting Wynnetha to help steal me from Mordred. Arthur had then needed only to follow Fenwig, to find me.

			The beauty of Maerlin’s plan was that Fenwig would get the blame for my disappearance. Mordred would believe me out of his reach, and on my way to Gaul. Arthur and Maerlin would be innocent of causing trouble, and Wynnetha’s father, Horsa, would bear them no grudge.

			Fenwig, having yielded to Arthur at the point of his sword, had now given his word not to attempt to abduct me again. He had instead vowed to protect me, until I chose to return to Clovis.

			Another reason, then, for Terix to feel low: his role as my protector had been usurped by a man better skilled at the task. Never mind that protection was not what I’d ever sought from Terix, and never mind that what he gave me—his friendship, his humor, his natural wisdom—were more valuable to me than a legion of fighting men.

			The more reassurance I gave Terix, the more annoyed he became, until I realized that coddling from a female was only making him feel worse. That which he needed, I could not give—but that didn’t stop me from fishing through my mind for some way I could help.

			The sun was halfway to the horizon when the road we’d been following along a wooded ridgeline came out into the open and I caught my first sight of Corinium. It lay below us in a gentle valley between the low hills, a large town surrounded by a wall with towers and grand gates; our road ran straight to one of them. I could see tiled roofs and the dominating structure of a basilica, that Roman building used for conducting the legal affairs of a town.

			My breath stopped, and for a disoriented moment I thought I was back in Gaul. This was a Roman town in full flourish: smoke rose from workshops, the walls were in good repair, and even from this distance I could scent the life of the place: roasting meat, woodsmoke, dung, and the very stones themselves, damp and mineral, their scent carrying as they released the fading warmth of the day.

			“That’s the Corin,” Arthur said, gesturing at the narrow river undulating through the valley like a snake, the sun setting its scales aglitter. “The road going in from the south is the Fosse Way. We’re on Ermin Street right now.”

			Instead of continuing on the street and into Corinium, however, we took a small side road across the ridge of another wooded hill, and then descended into farmland in the center of which sprawled a grand villa. It was a welcome sight to my travel-weary, filthy bones: I hadn’t had a proper bath in longer than I could remember. Surely a villa such as this would offer one, and perhaps a small room to sleep in, in that greatest luxury of all: privacy.

			Our arrival was met with a bustling, cheerful mob of household and stables staff, their quick hands unloading our belongings from our mounts and leading the animals away before I’d found my bearings. I was still blinking at the hubbub when I felt someone watching me, and turned to see a hideously scarred face in the shadows of a colonnade: an older man with a leather patch where his right eye should have been. His left eye stared at me, intense and penetrating—or did until I met his gaze, at which point he ducked behind a column, clearly not wanting to be seen. The hairs stood up on the back of my neck. I’d never seen the man with the frightening scars before, and had no idea what his interest in me could mean.

			A serving woman came to lead me away, chattering in Latin about the room that awaited me, and how I would have a chance to rest and clean up before meeting our host at dinner. I peered over my shoulder at where the man had been, but he was gone.

			“Who’s the man with one eye?” I asked the woman.

			“Hmm? Oh, that’s Brenn. Maerlin brought him home with him from Byzantium, many years ago. They say that both his eye and his arm were taken by a leopard, but no one knows if it’s true. No one has the courage to ask. But his lower leg; now that I know had to be cut off after it was crushed by a horse falling on him, on a rocky slope.”

			I swore under my breath. How many parts had the man lost?

			“Still, he’s the best fighter for training the men, and can take down anyone except Maerlin.”

			“Even missing two limbs and an eye?”

			She tilted her head at me and raised her brows. “Which tells you why no one has the courage to ask him personal questions. He’s too clever; he may not have the strength or swiftness of the younger men with all their parts, but he can predict every move they’ll make, and counter it before they even know themselves what they’re about to do. There is no deadlier soldier than Brenn, either with a blade or without.”

			I hoped his staring had been only out of curiosity. The last thing I needed was a man like that taking an interest in me.

			The villa was all that I’d hoped, and then some. The courtyards, gardens, atrium, and every large room that we passed through were filled with sculptures, paved and walled with mosaics, and held thrice as much furniture as I’d ever seen in a villa in Gaul. Terix, Daella, and I were given three small sleeping chambers next to each other, and Daella fell onto her bed in a helpless fit of giggles when she saw the statue of a naked Apollo looming in her room. He took up so much space, she had to brush against his muscled thighs to get past the corner of her bed.

			She was scarlet and silent with embarrassment when it came time for the bath, however. Even with Terix and everyone else ejected from the bathing chambers, she was as shy as a baby mouse at taking off her clothes, and only began to relax when, after scrubbing off the dirt of travel, I led her to the pool of hot water and coaxed her in. She sank into the steaming waters up to her neck, her face going still with wonder.

			“I’m never going back to Tannet Fortress; I’m staying right here, forever,” she said, making me laugh. “Grandmother said that her father helped keep the baths at Aquae Sulis. I always tried to imagine what it was like, to bathe like that—I’d dunk my hand in a cauldron of heating water and swish it back and forth—but I never guessed it would feel like this. I wish she could see me right now.”

			“You miss her, don’t you?”

			A small nod of the head, a wavering smile. “When I feel homesick, I remind myself how angry she would be if I went back. She told me she’d beat me bloody with a stick if she ever saw my face at Tannet Fortress again.”

			“She didn’t want you to feel guilty about leaving her, and building a better life elsewhere.”

			Daella sank until her lips were underwater and the water surface touched the base of her nose. She blinked back a sheen of tears, then lifted her head just high enough to speak, the water rippling at her lips. “I don’t think I can ever be as brave and selfless as her.”

			“You already are.”

			She shook her head at such nonsense, and I let it go. If life was kind to her, she’d never again have to test how much she was willing to risk for others.

			I had to force her out of the warm water and into the frigidarium to cool down, and she cast me baleful looks for doing it. By the time we were finished, servants had brought clean clothes for us, gathered from I knew not what forgotten Roman chest. Finely woven of foreign cotton, they were lovely, delicate gowns unsuited to the chill of a Britannic autumn. Woolen shawls helped, as did putting up our damp hair, but Daella was not the only one casting longing looks back at the hot pool.

			Not everything at the villa was done in the Roman style, however. When Terix, Daella, Bone (who refused to leave our sides), and I made our way to the banqueting hall, it was not a Roman array of couches around low tables that I saw for dining, but rather hip-high rectangular tables laid out in a three-sided U. Linen covered their tops, and long benches padded with crimson cushions lined their sides. Braziers set around the room helped take the chill off the air.

			I took all of that in at a glance; it was the people already present who captured my attention. All eyes were on an elderly man: a once-vigorous, tall figure now slightly stooped, one hand on a cane and the other holding a goblet of blown glass. His bald, liver-spotted head was rimmed with white hair, and a bulbous, broken nose sprouted from between two pale blue eyes gone watery with age.

			“. . . a raiding party of Picts took thirty sheep from Cydwyn, and herded them off through Dunnech’s lands; if Cydwyn had only—” He cut himself off as he saw us and, after handing his goblet to someone, came forward to greet us, his cane clacking on the mosaic floor with each step. Bushy white brows lowered as he looked us over, and I felt Terix straighten like a soldier under inspection, while Daella leaned closer to me.

			“So these are the three who have caused such a disruption in our peaceful life,” the man said, planting the cane in front of him with both hands resting atop it. His jaw worked, as if chewing his gums. He didn’t look happy to see us.

			Maerlin stepped forward. “Ambrosius, I’d like to introduce my lady Nimia, former consort of Clovis, King of the Franks; her friend Terix; and Daella, a healer formerly of Tannet Fortress.” His mouth quirked. “And their dog, Bone Cruncher. Nimia, Terix, Daella: my great-uncle, Ambrosius Aurelianus.”

			We murmured our greetings, which Ambrosius ignored, still squinting his eyes at us. “Only the dog looks clever. Are you certain these are the three who outfoxed Mordred?” he asked Maerlin.

			I thought I detected a glint of humor under those bushy brows, and dared to speak. “The dog came up with the plan. We only did as he advised.”

			Ambrosius gaped at me a moment, and then a deep guffaw burst from his throat. “Ha! Then well done, Bone Cruncher!” He bowed to Bone, who whined in confusion and cast his gaze at me for reassurance. “You shall sit beside me at the table, in a place of honor.”

			Bone retreated behind us, then stuck his muzzle out between my and Daella’s hips, making Ambrosius and the others laugh. “Welcome, welcome, Nimia, Terix, Daella,” Ambrosius said, his façade of sternness dropping away. “And mighty Bone Cruncher.”

			The atmosphere in the room relaxed, and Maerlin introduced the other people to us, though they were a blur of faces and unpronounceable names to me. Except for one.

			“Nimia,” Maerlin said, taking my hand. I felt again that shock of pleasing coldness, and tried to tug away, but he would not let me. Even worse, he led me to the one-eyed, one-armed, one-legged man who was staring at me as fiercely now as he had been in the courtyard. His eye, seen up close, was a strange shade of amber-yellow in the center, surrounded by warm brown; it made his eye look almost orange. “I most especially want you to meet Brenn.”

			I cast a questioning look at Maerlin—why especially Brenn?—and felt his answer through his touch: trust me.

			I looked back at Brenn. At that watching eye.

			An eye whose color I had only seen once before, in a silver mirror.

			A cold rush went through me, and sickening thoughts of possibilities. But no—how could— This man? This terrifying man? Disbelief and shock froze me to my bones.

			As Brenn stared at me, some of the same flustered thoughts seemed to go through his own mind. His eye widened, his face flooding with color.

			“Brenn knew your mother, Ligeia,” Maerlin said. “Eighteen, nineteen years ago, was it?” he asked Brenn.

			“Jupiter’s balls,” I whispered, as the room swam around me and sound seemed to come from a far distance, dampened by an ocean of water. It couldn’t be.

			Could it?

			It had to be.

			A shudder of emotion shook me, and my tongue seemed not to belong to my body when I spoke. My words felt as if they came from someone else’s mouth. “You must be my father.”

			Brenn, fiercest of the warriors under Ambrosius Aurelianus, deadliest man with a blade or without, lost all color in his face, rolled his one eye up into his scarred head, and crumpled to the floor.
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			The meal was a welcome distraction, laying order and rules of civility over the turmoil that had erupted when Maerlin introduced me to Brenn. In the moments after, some had rushed to the fallen warrior to tend to him; Terix had put his arms around me from behind, holding tight; and Ambrosius Aurelianus—once he understood the cause of the drama—had thwacked Maerlin’s head with his cane and called him a heartless, thoughtless fool. Maerlin’s amused smile had vanished as soon as Brenn fainted, and he’d stood tight-lipped and pale, his eyes hurt and confused, silently taking all the abuse that Ambrosius had to give.

			When Brenn fainted I had met Arthur’s stunned gaze, and seen the color drain from his face—and then flood back again just as quickly when his eyes shifted to Maerlin. His hands had clenched with anger.

			So Arthur hadn’t known. Only Maerlin, who had thought . . . thought what? That springing this upon us as a surprise would make it more joyful? I remembered the glowing dragon he’d conjured to delight the Saxons, and the wails of frightened children that had come instead of laughter and applause. Yes, he probably had thought that surprising us all was the best course.

			The meal helped everyone to settle their tempers, though tension and curiosity seethed beneath the surface—my own included. Brenn had retreated to recover in private, and Ambrosius was too well bred to allow anyone to ask me questions. Only Terix dared speak softly to me, while the conversation went on around us.

			“Did you have any idea?” he asked, his hand on the small of my back in silent support.

			I poked my knife at the fish on my plate and shook my head. “It’s always been my mother in my mind, my mother whom I’ve sensed. I spared no thought for my father. From what she’d told me, it was a brief connection: a few nights, nothing more. All I knew about him was that he was a Celt.”

			“He was even more surprised than you.”

			“Maerlin told him that a Phanne woman was visiting; that’s why he was staring at me when we arrived. At least I knew I had a father; he must have had no notion of having a daughter.”

			Terix gave a mock shudder. “The danger of being a man. I could have hundreds of children I know nothing about.”

			I chuckled. “Hundreds? You haven’t been that great a success with women.”

			“I meant thousands.”

			“Where did you find the time?”

			“It doesn’t take long.”

			“It does if you do it right. The poor women!”

			Terix harrumphed. “No woman has regretted her acquaintance with Augustus.”

			“Tell me you’re not still calling your cock that.”

			“I was thinking of changing his name to Zeus. It’s faster to say than Augustus; with the saved time, I can fit another woman and a half into my day.”

			I bumped my shoulder against him and smiled. “You’re horrible.”

			“It’s more fun than being good, as you know as well as I.”

			“And the trouble we get into because of it . . .”

			Terix lifted his wineglass to me in a toast. “Keeps life interesting.”

			With wine and food, everyone’s mood had improved, though their gazes kept falling on me, their curiosity only growing more bold and speculative. After the meal there were games and stories in another room, and while Terix was deep in the telling of a richly embellished version of our escape from slavery at Sygarius’s villa, Arthur came to me.

			He sat down beside me, his movements languid while my whole body tensed and grew awkward with attraction at his nearness. “How are you faring?” he asked, his tone calm and easy. He had the rare ability to seem unruffled by troubling emotions: there was no evidence of the anger and upset I’d glimpsed in his face earlier, and it made me wonder yet again if I was seeing the real Arthur, or a mask.

			“I’m well enough. What of Brenn?” As my own shock had faded, my thoughts had gone to the battered warrior. What must he be feeling? Imagination failed me, but I hoped he felt some of the same astonished wonder that I did.

			“He may never recover from the shame.”

			My heart fell into my stomach, and my shoulders with it. Shame, at his bastard daughter. I’d never considered that.

			Arthur chuckled. “Of fainting, Nimia. He dares not show his face for it. The platters of sweetmeats that have been sent to his room make it worse; he thinks the whole household is coddling him.” He took a honey cake from the small table near us and bit off a hunk. “Which they are. He’ll have to gather his courage to face the upcoming weeks of women giving him tender looks and laying a hand on his arm to ask, ‘How are you?’ ”

			“He’ll hate that?”

			“Part of him will. But he’s still a man, and sympathy is half the battle to a woman’s bed.”

			I choked on my wine.

			Arthur thumped my back. “From the men, he’ll get a few gruff stories of how they felt when they found out they were to have a child. Most, though, will just wonder how in Hades a man who looks like him fathered a creature like you.”

			I decided to take it as a compliment. “Is that what you wonder?”

			“No, I can see the resemblance.”

			I tucked in my chin and raised my brows.

			“I can see past a few scars and missing parts,” Arthur said, his voice still light, the crinkles still at the corners of his eyes, though I sensed his meaning had become deeper. “I can see the face of the man beneath the evidence of his bravery and endurance.”

			His gaze seemed to be asking me, Can you?

			“I would talk with him, were he willing.”

			He took my hand and gently squeezed it, then stood and pulled me up. “Come, then.”

			“Now?” I squeaked. I hadn’t had time to think of what I would say, of how I should act. I stumbled, feeling flustered and shy and not a little bit frightened—though of what, I wasn’t sure.

			Arthur ignored my protest and led me a short way through the villa to a cozy room off a small inner courtyard. Braziers and lamps had been lit, and food and drink brought to the low table between two couches. Brenn stood with his back to the doorway, face-to-face with yet another Roman statue, this time a bust of an unknown woman. Its paint was long vanished, the lady’s eyes staring blindly from blank white marble as if gazing into eternity. Brenn wore a contraption of forged metal and wood strapped onto the stump of his arm, with a leather harness that went over his shoulder and around his torso.

			“Brenn,” Arthur said gently.

			Brenn flinched, though he must have heard us coming and known we were there. Arthur squeezed my hand and left us.

			Brenn turned, the wood peg of his leg beneath the knee making a metallic rap on the floor; I looked down and saw that the peg ended in a curved blade of dull metal, the tip of it bent to form a flat area. The blade flexed slightly when he put his weight on it, allowing Brenn to move with a degree of grace, despite having only one complete arm for balance.

			“I must have gotten my ability to dance from you,” I blurted.

			His eye widened. “Then how sorry you must be to have me for a father.”

			“No!” I rushed forward. “You misunderstand. I am an excellent dancer. I meant to admire your control of your body, your movement. And I have been told there is none better with a sword.”

			“Still, I can’t be what you imagined.”

			“I had no imagining.”

			He looked away, and I realized how that might have struck him. I had known he must exist, but had not spared a thought on who he might be. “Tall and pale,” I said. “I did think that. You are not pale, though.”

			The corner of his mouth pulled in what might almost be a smile. “By spring you will say differently. A winter in Britannia will suck the color even from your golden skin.”

			“Are you a Briton by birth?” I asked, as we both edged toward the couches and sat down opposite each other. I poured from the pitcher, my hand shaking, and was surprised to see pale yellow come out, not the red of wine. I sniffed my goblet, and caught the scent of apples.

			“Cider,” Brenn said. “I like it better than sour Roman wine.”

			“I’ve not had it,” I said, and took a sip. The dry, fermenting must of an orchard in autumn filled my mouth. It was a softer flavor than the acid bite of wine, and after getting past the strangeness of it, I found I liked it. “We have this in common, then,” I said, raising the goblet.

			“To answer your question: I was born in Armorica,” Brenn said.

			I nodded. Armorica was in the northwest of Gaul and had remained independent from Rome. Celts had long moved between there and Britannia. “How came you to be here, with Ambrosius?”

			He looked past me, out the empty doorway, and for a long moment I thought he would not answer. Then he rubbed his mouth with his leathery hand, dropped it, and sighed. “Chasing a dream; the dream that was Ligeia.”

			My heart thumped. “You thought she came here?”

			“She may have. She may be here still, on the Isle of Mona.”

			I set down the goblet, my hands too weak with shock to hold it. “Here. She may be here.”

			“Mona,” he corrected, and then seeing my expression he waved the thought away, erasing its importance. “I don’t know that she’s there.”

			“But you followed her here, to Britannia?”

			He shook his head. “I followed Maerlin.”

			My lips parted. “Maerlin?”

			“We should start at the beginning.”

			“Yes. Please,” I said, and picked my goblet back up, holding it between both hands so it wouldn’t slosh.

			“It’ll sound like ancient history to someone as young as you.” He scratched under the leather harness on his shoulder—he seemed as nervous of me as I was of him—settled back, and began. “I went to fight with the Romans when I was fourteen. My family—your family—were farmers, but I had no love for the plow. I had six older brothers, which meant there would be no land left for me. Better that I strike out on my own. I’m not so sorry for those older brothers, though: they were good for teaching me to fight if I wanted my share of respect. Or food.” He grinned.

			I quavered a smile back, while my mind reeled at the thought of having six uncles in Armorica.

			“I walked across Gaul until I found a Roman legion. I worked my way up through the ranks, fighting with the Romans for fifteen years, until an ambush by Ostrogoths in the Alps. It was a massacre. I escaped, but I ended up lost, wandering alone, half-starved. Which is when I met Ligeia.”

			I sipped my cider, tried not to show how intensely I wanted to hear this as I waited for him to continue. My mind was spinning madly with the knowledge that I had family in Armorica. Cousins by now, surely, possibly with the same strangely shaded eyes. By the goddess, might I even have brothers and sisters somewhere?

			“Ligeia seemed to be waiting for me, sitting on a rock in the sunshine, a basket of food beside her. I came around a bend in a path and there she was. Smiling.” He ran his hand through his short hair, scrubbing at his scalp as if he still couldn’t believe it. “She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, or have seen since, in all the lands I’ve wandered. And not just because of the basket of food.

			“The next few days with her . . .” He cleared his throat and became fascinated by his goblet. “Well, you don’t need to hear that. Then I woke one morning and she was gone.” He looked up, his eye wide with loss, throwing back at me the copper color that was a mirror of my own. “It was as if the whole thing had been a dream. I almost convinced myself it had been.”

			“You never saw her again?”

			He shook his head, but without conviction. “Not in the flesh. I searched. She wasn’t someone to go unnoticed, especially not with those tattoos covering her arms and legs.”

			“And the rest of her body,” I said.

			“No, just her hands and legs, and a few small ones, here,” he said, running his fingertip along his forehead, at the hairline.

			I remembered those marks. “A chain of spirals, like waves.”

			He nodded.

			I remembered the tattoos on her hands and legs as well, and realized I didn’t have any memory of spirals on her torso. I’d only assumed they were there because of my own tattoos, and my childhood memories of her were too faded to be trusted. It was her face I remembered most; and yes, her hands, which had been so skilled at giving comfort.

			“I became a mercenary after that; a soldier for hire. I wanted to see more of the world than the barracks of Roman forts. It was about six years later, in Byzantium, that this happened in a battle.” He gestured at his missing arm and eye. “But I made sure no one survived to gloat about it.”

			“You killed men after your arm had been hacked off?” I said in disbelief.

			He laughed. “With blood spurting out of my veins? No. I was wounded, and infection set in afterward. It was lose the arm or my life, and there were many points when I thought losing my life the better bargain. But then in the midst of the fever, blood, and pain, I saw Ligeia. Or thought I did.”

			I drew in a breath. “She came to you. In your mind. When you thought you were going to die.”

			His head pulled back in surprise. “Yes.”

			“She did the same for me.”

			“Then it was real,” he said in wonder. “I didn’t understand most of what she said—it was a chant, in another language. But then I heard her say that my story was not finished, and I must stay alive because I would be needed.”

			“For what?”

			He laughed. “It would have made life easier if she’d told me.” He tilted his head, turning it like a bird to get a better view of me through his one good eye. “Maybe it has to do with you. What are the chances that we would meet, eh? That Maerlin—of all people—should bring us together? There must be something big that’s going to happen, that we’ll both be part of.”

			I grimaced. “Phannic prophecies, I’ve found, are rarely painless in their fulfillment. I hope for both our sakes that you’re wrong.”

			“I’ve wondered for years,” he mused, as much to himself as to me. “I’ve thought it was Maerlin who needed me. Now that you’re here, though, I don’t know. It can’t be coincidence, can it, that we should meet?”

			“I don’t like to think what Fate has in store for us, if I’m the one who’s going to need you. Need speaks of things going wrong, of danger. Of life and death.”

			“That’s a dark view to take. Life must have been hard on you, if you expect the worst at every turn.”

			I looked on this man who was missing limbs and an eye, and yet had continued as a warrior, and felt my own trials small, my efforts weak in comparison. Here was a strength born of endurance, and of perseverance in the face of overwhelming odds. He showed no bitterness for the cruelties of Fate he’d suffered, no anger at the world. He’d loved a woman and followed the hope of her across Europe, on the memory of a dream.

			“There have been hard moments,” I said, and hoped he’d never ask for details. I didn’t want to tell him what Sygarius had done to me, or what Clovis had sent me to Tolosa to do. It was enough that, thanks to Fenwig, he already knew that I had been the lover of Clovis, King of the Franks. “Plenty of good ones, too, though. Go on, what happened after you lost your arm and eye?”

			He looked like he wanted to ask about those hard times, but he also seemed to sense my resistance. He refilled his cider and went on: “It was a long time until I was well again, and then I had to find another way of living than as a soldier. I learned the blacksmith’s trade—it’s no easier than fighting if you have only one arm, but I understood it. The metal spoke to me in a way that it doesn’t, to most men. And I figured out how to make this,” he said, raising his elaborate false arm. He demonstrated how he could open and close the pincer on the end by squeezing his upper arm against his body. “And this.” He raised his false leg. “I made a silver eye with a tiger stone for an iris, too, but it seems to scare people when I wear it. Just as well; the patch is more comfortable.”
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