
        
            
                
            
        

    
Also by Kim Iverson Headlee




[image: Gyan and Arthur]

 




The Dragon’s Dove Chronicles

Dawnflight

The Color of Vengeance

Morning’s Journey

Raging Sea


The Challenge Comic Book

Twins



 


Stand-alone Fiction


King Arthur’s Sister in Washington’s Court

Kings with Patricia Duffy Novak

Liberty

Snow in July



 


Nonfiction


The Business of Writing: Practical Insights for Independent, Hybrid, and Traditionally Published Authors








[image: Pendragon Cove Press]


 


The Challenge

by Kim Iverson Headlee

Copyright ©2015 by Kim Iverson Headlee

All rights reserved


 


Interior art ©2015 by Kim Headlee

Cover design ©2015 by Natasha Brown

Credit for cover photographs:

“Beautiful woman with curly hair on gray background”

©2012 by Yuriyzhuravov, ID 31454001 Dreamstime.com

View of Neuschwanstein Castle in Southern Germany

©2011 by olly18, ID 6313254, Depositphotos.com


 


Published by Pendragon Cove Press

ISBN-10: 0-9971202-3-1

ISBN-13: 978-0-9971202-3-3

Audiobook performed by Ruth Urquhart


Comic Book art and storyboard by Tim Shinn


 


 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


 


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this story or portions thereof in any form, with the exception of brief excerpts for the purpose of review.


 



License Notes


 


This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be resold. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.









The Challenge


Dilemmas and Deliberation
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AS GYAN PACED the riverbank, she glared at Caer Alclyd’s soaring granite walls as though by sheer force of will she could force out its occupants to fight on her terms, army to army. Her husband, Arthur the High King, was being held captive by their longtime enemy, the Sasunach warrior-princess Camilla. A decade ago Gyan had killed Camilla’s betrothed in battle, and Camilla had sworn revenge.

The One God alone knew what form that revenge would take. With a shudder Gyan recalled the rumor that Camilla had enlisted demonic aid…

She banished those thoughts, and their attendant fears, by pondering the irony that Camilla had tried to strike at her through Arthur. It might have worked, once. The passion that had colored the early years of their marriage was still celebrated in song throughout Breatein and Caledon.

These days, she wasn’t singing.

Myriad pressures—the constant threat of war and the effort to placate fickle allies, the loss of their son and uncertain parentage of their twin daughters, and the economic upheavals caused by raids and outbreaks of drought, crop failure, famine, and disease—had pounded a wedge between Gyan and Arthur that seemed as insurmountable as the walls of Camilla’s fortress.

Hand to hilt, Gyan lowered her gaze to the Ab Chlota, the river that separated her from her foe. She yearned for the simpler days of her youth, when her leadership duties had encompassed her clan, not the entire realm. And, she realized with a start, when Arthur had been warlord of the people who were her clan’s sworn enemies. Their marriage had transformed animosity to amity.

But she was no longer sure what he was to her anymore.

First and foremost he was the high king, however, and it fell to Gyan to find a way to restore him to the people… even if she could no longer hope that his love would ever be restored to her.

The sound of boots crunching across the rocky ground shattered her thoughts. She whirled.

Two men were approaching her, framed by the blur of activity as soldiers performed their duties in the camp. Men paused to salute as the generals passed them.

Gyan would have been heartened by the presence of Angusel and Merlin, who were as dear to her as brothers, but their grim expressions and the curtness of their return salutes heralded how bad their news must be.

Upon reaching Gyan’s side, Angusel thrust a scroll into her hand, his gaze softening. Her stomach knotted. It took all her strength of will to keep her hands from trembling as she broke the seal and unrolled the parchment to read its contents.

She had expected word of Arthur’s condition, couched in threats. Not this.

Camilla had issued a personal challenge to end the impasse by single combat in front of Gyan’s troops. If Gyan declined the challenge, violated the terms, or lost the fight, her crown would be declared forfeit.

Gyan crushed the parchment in her fist.

She beckoned Angusel and Merlin to follow her to the headquarters tent. Once inside with the flaps tied shut, she whispered the details.

“What will you do, Your Majesty?” Quiet worry colored Merlin’s tone.

What, indeed? She dropped the scroll onto the field table and, sighing, closed her eyes. Victory would be difficult to achieve if the rumor of Camilla’s demon-aided strength was true. Defeating her would permit Gyan to retain her crown… and the joyless life it had come to represent.

There had to be another option.

“Your Majesty?” She opened her eyes to find Angusel gripping the pommel of his sword with white-knuckled intensity. He thumped fist to lion-embossed bronze breastplate. “Let me fight for you!”

She shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, Angus, but it’s me Camilla wants. And through my death, the realm.” With, Gyan added to herself, a hefty dose of humiliation thrown into the bargain.

“You will accept, then.” Merlin sounded surer of what her answer would be than she felt.

Gyan removed her sword belt and sank onto the bench behind the table, staring at the flame of the oil lamp that illuminated the maps and plans and reports scattered across the tabletop. Upon it all lay Camilla’s challenge. The clutter reminded her of the chaos that her life as high queen had become. How pleasant it would be to depart Breatein and return to her clan in Caledon, with no more strenuous decisions to make than which crops to plant, which mares to breed, and which was the best-paying market for wool.

The challenge offered a way to recapture that life. All Gyan had to do was decline it and walk away, leaving her crown—and Arthur, and their infant daughters, and all the problems everyone caused her—behind.

She had never faced greater temptation… or greater turmoil.

Mayhap Arthur favored that decision too. His consent would explain Camilla’s demand that Gyan forfeit the crown if she declined. As popular as the Caledonach Gyan was with the Breatanach people she governed, this would be the best way to dislodge her from the throne without igniting a war. Because the lone survivor had died soon after reporting the ambush, Gyan had gleaned few details about Arthur’s capture. It could be a ruse he and Camilla had concocted…

No! He couldn’t be in league with Camilla. Gyan and Arthur might have their differences, but he had never dealt falsely with her or anyone else.

Yet.

As she recalled the trouble Camilla had caused over the years, on the battlefield as well as off, she doubted the Sasunach woman would let her go that easily. Besides, permanent retreat had never been Gyan’s way. Doing so now would violate the people’s trust in her, trust that had continued to build with every war victory and trade agreement she had engineered, even as her private relationship with Arthur had eroded. No matter how attractive the prospect of an easier life seemed, she could not leave her subjects in the hands of someone who employed the dark arts as a means to an end.

Regardless of her feelings toward her husband the high king, if the condition for his release meant Gyan must fight all the demons in hell armed with naught but a wooden practice sword, then to do any less for him—and for Breatein—would be treason.

“I have no choice.” The words pierced her soul like nails in a coffin. “The Ab Chlota prevents us from laying siege. Caer Alclyd’s walls are too high and slick—and too well manned—for a direct assault. There is no way to get Arthur out of that fortress, and she knows it.”

“As the high queen, you must be protected at all costs. The challenge proves that Camilla believes she shall win. We”—Merlin’s gesture included Angusel, who nodded— “can hide a few of our best archers—”

“I won’t condone treachery!” Gyan’s fist pounded the table. Parchment rattled; ink pots and quills jumped. The lamp flame quivered.

“You don’t think Camilla won’t do everything in her power to secure victory?” Beneath Merlin’s question lay a kernel of truth that Gyan couldn’t deny.

“If I stoop to her level, I don’t deserve to rule any more than she does.”

“It won’t be treachery, Your Majesty,” Angusel insisted. “Call it… a precaution. The archers shall not shoot until you give a signal. Any signal you choose.”

Pushing to her feet, she glared at her generals. “If Camilla is being helped by a demon, she will recognize the trap.”

“The archers could keep their weapons concealed until your fight begins and she becomes too busy to do anything about them,” Merlin said, “even if she does discover them at some point.”

“Merlin and I shall prepare the site. No one else will know the plan’s full extent. Please, Your Majesty.” Angusel spread his hands and shook them in an impotent, desperate gesture. “Let us do this for you.”

His face looked anguished; Merlin’s, determined. As these men went, so went the rest of the army—and the three of them had endured far too much together for her to refuse their wishes in this lone, deplorable circumstance.

“See to it.”

Both men displayed grateful if brief smiles as they saluted her. Regret gripped her heart as she watched their departure. They did not deserve to witness their queen’s death, believing themselves powerless to have prevented it. The… precaution, as Angusel had dubbed it, galled her warrior nature to its core, but her acquiescence should save them from suffering too much guilt and self-recrimination later. She hoped.

No matter how dire the battle might become, she harbored no intention of giving the signal.

She drew Braonshaffir and raised it, hilt up, before her face.

May the One God have mercy on my soul…





Final Preparations
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THE REPORT came while Gyan was arming inside the tent that had been erected near the combat site: “Your Majesty, she is on her way.”

Gyan studied the soldier standing limned by sunlight in the tent’s opening. If he was apprehensive about the idea of his queen preparing for the deadliest battle of her life, he hid it behind a rigid mask of military bearing.

“How long?” The distances to the ferry docks on each riverbank plus the crossing itself ought to give Gyan a brace of hours at least.

“Within the hour, my lady.”

Her stomach lurched.

The announcement prompted a burst of surprised remarks from Gyan’s attendants—officers, armorers, servants; everyone possessing a valid excuse to be present. Although what she craved most was solitude, she could not deny their presence. It was as though they sensed that this might be their last chance to serve her.

Perhaps they weren’t wrong.

Gyan raised her hand. As silence descended, she dismissed the messenger and most of the others with heartfelt thanks. Only three men remained: Corwyn, her shield-bearer, Angusel, and Merlin.

She ordered Corwyn to take her shield outside, remove its cover, and wait for her. He seemed reluctant to leave, but with her encouraging nod and smile he brightened and departed to fulfill her request.

Angusel had insisted upon helping Gyan don her battle-gear. On any other day she would have teased him for this; today she drew comfort from his concern. As
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