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Dinas Powys, summer 479

I wanted a mercenary, not a husband.

I had entertained spoiled princes before, but this was no spoiled prince. This was the Red Dragon of the Votadini—and my people needed him. In his homeland to the north, he had earned his title dux belloram, lord of battles. He had kept the damned Picts and Scots at Antonine Wall and pushed the damned Irish back to the sea. He had confined the Saxons to the east. Until now.

Nine days before, a young widow had begged me for protection from the raiders who had killed her husband and son. I could still smell the smoke on her clothes and see the scratches on her face, made with her own fingernails in grief. The fear in her daughter’s eyes haunted me.

I had wanted to weep, but I could not waste time weeping. The Saxons were raiding their way west, and I had to do whatever I could, even turn to an outsider, a general so ambitious his king had exiled him. I was no better than Vortigern when he had allied with the Saxons to fight the Irish. But what else could I do? My own captain was dead. I knew how to rule. I needed someone who knew the battlefield.

Artorius must behold a woman worthy of alliance. My new hilltop fortress, with its earthen bulwark and ditch might not be enough to convince him. I wished I had a daughter to tempt him and almost regretted toying with my suitors, who thought they could buy me with gemstone trinkets. I used to pretend to be as sweet and submissive as the Madonna. I used to hold out myself as bait to get them to do what I wanted, to get real gifts of cattle and iron. After twelve years, the princes knew to stay away from me. Surely, someone had warned the dux belloram. I was a ruler. I was not like the Madonna.

As morning light crept through windows of stretched pigskin into my round wooden hut, my maid handed me a clay jar. The scent of lavender wafted to me when I opened it. Maidens use this to increase a suitor’s ardor.

“Nareen, I’m too old for this,” I said. “He will think me foolish.”

My maid shook her head. “You are still striking, and you need every weapon. Besides, he’s not young. He might want a woman his age.”

Why would he settle for a virago near thirty, when he could have a maiden? Still, I slathered the perfume on my skin and gave the jar back to my maid. I sat on a stool, so she could comb the scent through my hair.

“Which gown?” I asked. “Scarlet?”

“It looks best with the blue of your cloak and the green of your eyes.”

With practiced hands, Nareen wove my red-gold hair into two plaits and attached glass beads to the ends. Using rags, she applied one dye to my eyebrows and another to my lips and cheeks. Then, she helped me dress and fastened my cloak with a silver brooch below my throat. She fetched my diadem.

“Mirror,” I ordered.

I studied my reflection in the polished bronze. My crimsoned lips and cheeks matched my fingernails, but nothing could conceal the fine lines near my eyes and mouth. I turned my head from side to side, satisfying myself that not a hair was out of place.

I had sent a servant to give the lead offering carved with my wish to Sulis in Bath. I held my cross and murmured a prayer to the Madonna to let this work.

✽✽✽

A guard announced my guest’s arrival at midday while I was speaking to the priest about alms to help the widow. I let my gaze sweep over my great hall. Light flowed through the pigskin windows and filled the large space. The wooden chests and shelves gleamed from their hemp oil polish. The scent from the rushes strewn on the floor mingled with the wood smoke from the hearth.

When Artorius strode in with his guards, my menservants paused in assembling the trestle tables. My breath caught. I knew him by his silver torc and shaved cheeks. He wore a fine orange-red wool cloak with yellow embroidery over a matching tunic that fell to his calves. Tall and muscular, he looked born to wear armor and sword, the way a dragon is born to fly and breathe fire. He carried the scars on his legs as if they were trophies, as if the Irish blade would bite but not cut him down. He had the bearing of one who would bow to no man.

I wanted to talk to this hero, but for a moment, I could not speak. When I found my voice, I welcomed him to Dinas Powys.

“Queen Gwenhwyfar, you have built an impressive fortress,” he said.

I smiled, flattered. Then the grin froze to my face. He knew my weakness for praise about my home. I could not let pretty words impair me. “We can talk about it more at dinner. Come, let us eat. We have fine wine from Italia.”

I would have rather talked about why I had asked him to come, but I tempered my urgency. He must not think me too eager.

✽✽✽

As servants cleared the bones and crumbs that remained of the feast, I invited Artorius to the hearth. The dux belloram sat on a stool while I placed myself in my chair next to him.

He took a breath. “I have an offer.”

I nodded for him to continue. How much cattle and land did he want? And could I persuade him to agree to less?

“I seek your hand in marriage.”

The earth was spinning. Marriage? A different kind of trade. Am I your prize, dux belloram? No. A prize would be a king’s daughter, a plump, pale, perfumed maiden, not an iron-hearted shrew like me. Still, his price was more than what I wanted to pay.

“Dux belloram ...”

“Artorius,” he said, his hand on mine. In another time and place, if my heart were still as soft as wet clay, I might have fallen in love.

“Artorius,” I echoed, trying his name on my tongue. “Give me time to think this through.”

His smile didn’t reach his dark eyes. “Of course.”

I had made a perfectly reasonable request, yet he must have heard how I had delayed decisions and made an art of prolonging negotiations. I had been content to rule alone.

My sole reign was luck. When I was a child, my father had promised me to the heir of the neighboring king, but a hunting accident killed my betrothed. My father died before he could finish negotiations with another suitor. Men had sought my hand, but I had no wish to give birth, not when I could still see my mother bleeding after a baby came too early.

I could not delay marriage forever. My followers kept saying how I needed an heir, but I thought I had more time.

Why couldn’t Artorius ask for cattle? It would be so much easier.

✽✽✽

For the next three days, I treated Artorius as an honored guest, but I could not decide if I should accept his offer. He would not wait forever. Nor would the Saxons. I liked him and would welcome him to my bed, but that was not reason enough to marry. If he were my consort, my warriors might more readily accept him, and my followers would stop asking me about heirs. But would Artorius be content to remain my consort? We were sitting near the hearth again, the summer rain pattering against the pigskin windows, when I broached the subject. My servants assembled trestle tables ten paces away, pretending not to listen.

“Why do you want to be my husband instead of my general?” I kept my voice low.

He paused. “My children would inherit the realm.”

I nodded, grateful for his honesty, grateful he didn’t use empty words about beauty and goodness. “How do I know you won’t usurp me?”

“Your people would never tolerate an outsider. And I don’t want to bother with peasants’ squabbles, the harvest, or trade. I want to fight.”

“Then, why did the king of the Votadini exile you?”

“I was the true protector of our people, and he thought I would steal his crown. He talks and acts brave but has the liver of a scared little boy.”

“So my spy tells me.”

He pressed his lips together. “The beggar with the crooked nose?”

“Clever of the Votadini to use beggars as spies, even in the church I patronize.”

“Why tolerate him?”

“I know who the spy is.” I gave him a sly grin. “And I know what lie to tell in his hearing.”

His lips quirked. “When will he tell my former master about your answer to my offer?”

“When I can give you one.”

He squared his shoulders. “Don’t play games with me. I’m too old for that.”

I bristled. “You will not rush me. Or do you think me so old that I’m desperate?”

“You are too beautiful to be desperate,” he said.

I arched a brow. “You think you can win me with flattery?”

To my surprise, he laughed. “If you could be so easily swayed, a man would have won you a long time ago. That is why I want you.”

“Now who’s playing games? You want me because I’m a queen.”

“That, too, but it’s more than that.” He stroked my cheek. “I need a woman who knows the price we must pay for our people.”

I knew the price. I had seen it in the widow’s scratched face as she hunched over a candle in church.

“Give me time, Artorius.” My voice was barely above a whisper.

✽✽✽

Artorius and I went riding two days later in the beech forest near my stronghold and followed a path in the dappled light along the river. I wanted to escape prying ears. When we slowed our horses to a walk, my guards stayed far enough to be out of earshot but close enough to protect us.

“Artorius, if I marry you, how do I know you won’t leave me later?”

“I will swear an oath on a piece of the true cross.”

A splinter the priest
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