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ABOUT VENGEANCE OF ARTHUR

The High King calls. And no one arrives at Camelot unchanged.

 

Saraid wants only obscurity.  A quiet life in Deira as companion to Princess Adrivete. She has lost enough to Saxon blades. She will not chase glory.

But when Owain of Rheged rides into court demanding justice for Morguase of Lothian’s murder, old alliances stir. Old resentments ignite. And before Deira can decide its loyalties, a royal command arrives from Arthur himself.

Adrivete must travel to Camelot. Owain will escort her...and Saraid will not be left behind.

The road strips away illusion. Owain is not the savage avenger court gossip paints him to be.  He is driven, dangerous, and bound to a reckoning that may tear Arthur’s fragile peace apart.

Camelot is no longer a city of miracles. It is a battleground of secrets, ambition, and vengeance.

And when the storm finally breaks, Saraid must decide where she stands, before Arthur’s enemies decide for her.

This story is part of the historical fantasy romance series, Once and Future Hearts, set in Britain during the time of King Arthur.

1.0 Born of No Man
2.0 Dragon Kin
3.0 Pendragon Rises
3.5 Once and Future Hearts Box One
4.0 War Duke of Britain
5.0 High King of Britain
6.0 Battle of Mount Badon
6.5 Once and Future Hearts Box Two
7.0 Abduction of Guenivere
8.0 Downfall of Cornwall
8.1 Touch by Maen Llia
9.0 Vengeance of Arthur
9.5 Once and Future Hearts Box Three
10.0 Grace of Lancelot
11.0 The Grail and Glory
12.0 Camlann

Also (only from Stories Rule Press):
The series Special Bundle
Tracy Cooper-Posey’s Super-Bundle

Readers have described Tracy Cooper-Posey as “a superb story teller” and her historical fantasy romances as “written art”.  Get your copy of Downfall of Cornwall today!

A Historical Fantasy Romance/Ancient Historical Romance series


 

PRAISE FOR 
VENGEANCE OF ARTHUR

Camelot, filled with a little bit of everything, intrigue, murder, old, new and dangerous love

You'd swear every word read is true, that's the power of research and love of writing. This book in the series has a powerful punch.
 
Awesome historical romance

I highly recommend this book along with all of Tracy's books as wonderful reads.
I've read every single one of Cooper-Posey's "Once and Future Hearts" books and can honestly say that THIS is the best book yet

Cooper-Posey inserts a couple of plot twists that will leave you gasping out loud and somehow... with more unanswered questions.

This book has it all - suspense, mystery, murder, romance, and action
 
Cooper-Posey is a master storyteller and she skillfully weaves her storylines and characters 

I loved this book! Vengeance of Arthur is a rollercoaster ride from start to finish and you'll be left anxiously waiting for the next book.

I was held on the edge of my seat as the machinations of characters and tense situations worked towards a climax that delivered a proper *gasp* moment! I was so immersed I hadn't even realised I'd gasped til my husband asked if I was ok (WoW!).

I love how the story is told as a slice-of-life close-up of everyday people from Arthur's court and from other parts of Britain in those times. The characters are real and easy to relate to because Ms Cooper-Posey creates such rich detail without a lot of wordage.

Am delighted that after nine books I'm still captivated and surprised by new plot twists.

Loved it! Vengeance of Arthur is filled with politics, government, heartbreak, family honor, redemption, and love. 

The whole series is fast paced and I have trouble putting them down! I have to know what happens next. 

Be prepared for an emotional story. 

My goodness!! My poor little heart can't take it anymore.

When almost everything is predictable you can count on Tracy to rock you expectations. Big time.


 

ABOUT TRACY COOPER-POSEY

Tracy Cooper-Posey is a 2024 Aurealis Award finalist for best SF Novella and the author of over 200 published titles that blend romance, suspense, science fiction, fantasy, and historical intrigue. She writes across multiple pen names—including Cameron Cooper (space opera) and Taylen Carver (fantasy, also an Aurealis finalist)—and has collected a long list of accolades, including the Emma Darcy Award, the SFR Galaxy Award, and fourth place in Hugh Howey’s SPSFC#2.

An indie juggernaut and genre chameleon, Tracy has been publishing since 1999 and running her own one-woman fiction empire since 2011. Her stories range from sweeping sagas to bite-sized thrillers, and she’s as comfortable writing tangled political intrigue as she is crafting a killer space opera saga. She’s a strategist at heart—an INTJ with a sword-sharp mind and a whiteboard full of fictional worlds. A former magazine editor and romance writing instructor, and an Australian Canadian, she now writes full-time in Edmonton, Canada, where she lives with her husband and creative partner, Mark Posey. 

She runs on Irish Breakfast tea, dark chocolate, and a fierce love of genre fiction—from Frank Herbert and Mary Stewart to Murderbot, MacLean, and McCaffery. 

The treadmill continues to go unnoticed.
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Stories Rule Press

 


WHO’S WHO AND WHAT’S WHAT

On-line version, for easier reference.  Tip:  Bookmark the site page and this page in your book for future reference.

 

Aeron:  Guenivere’s horse.

 

Accolon:  Accolon of Gaul.  Minor son of Gaulish king.  Companion to Uther.

 

Aglovale:  Son Pellinore and Alis.  See Listenoise

 

Agravaine:  Son of Lot.  See Lothian

 

Alis:  Wife to Pelinore (dec.)  see Dunoding  

 

Alun:  King of Brocéliande.  See  Brocéliande

 

Amaria: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Ambrosius Aurelianus: (Welsh: Emrys Wledig).  High King of Britain (dec.)  See Pendragon

 

Anwen Idria: Daughter of Idris & Rhiannon.  See Strathcylde

 

Anwen of Galleva:  Heroine, Pendragon Rises. See Galleva

 

Arawn Uther:  Son of Arawn and Ilsa.  See Brocéliande.  Husband of The Lady of Corneus.  See Corneus

 

Arawn:  Hero of Dragon Kin.  King of Brocéliande. See Brocéliande.

 

Arthur:  Son and heir of Uther Pendragon and Igraine. See Pendragon.

 

Ban of Benoic:  Brother to Bors, and exiled from his own kingdom by Saxon incursions.  See  Benoic

 

Bedivere:  Welsh: Bedwyr.  "Bedwyr of the Perfect Sinews".  Oldest son of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus.  See Corneus

 

Belenus: Lancelot’s horse

 

Bevan:  King of Calleva.  See Calleva

 

Blavet:  Large tidal river, location of Lorient, capital of Brocéliande, Lesser Britain.

 

Bors the Elder:  King of Guanne.  See Guanne.

 

Bors the Younger:  King of Guanne.  See Guanne

 

Brandegoris:  Brandegoris of Estangore.  See Kernow

 

Brandérion:  Village in Lesser Britain, the birth place of Ilsa.

 

Brennus:  Idris’ horse.

 

Brigid: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter. See Brynaich

 

Budic:  King of Morbihan.  See Morbihan

 

Cadfael:  Hero of Born of No Man.  See Dunoding

 

Cador:  Duke of Cornwall.  See Cornwall.

 

Cai:  Son of Ector.  Companion to Emrys. See Galleva

 

Cailleach: Cara’s horse

 

Calleva:  Kingdom in the south of Britain, neighbouring Cornwall. .  See Calleva.

 

Campbon:  By the great Briére swamps of Lesser Britain.  Capital of Guanne.

 

Cara: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter. See Brynaich.  Heroine of Battle of Mount Badon.

 

Caradoc: King of Brynaich.  See Brynaich

 

Carnac:  King Budic’s summer residence in Lesser Britain, where Ambrosius and Uther prepared to take back Britain from Vortigern.  See Morbihan

 

Claire of Brandegoris:  Mother of Elyan the White by Bors the Younger.  See Kernow

 

Claudas:  Frankish King and conquerer.  See Berry

 

Coria:  Corbridge, in modern parlance.

 

Cynbel:  Athur’s horse  

 

Devian: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Dinadan:  Son of Brunor.  Siblings:  Breunor, Daniel.  See Kernow.

 

Dindrane:  Daughter Pellinore and Alis. See Listenoise

 

Dornar:  Bastard son of Pellinore.  See Listenoise

 

Doward:  Hill fort where Vortigern perished.

 

Ector:  Count of Galleva. See Galleva

 

Elaine of Listenoise:  Daughter of Pellinore and Alis.  See Listenoise

 

Elaine:  Ban of Benoic’s wife.  See Benoic

 

Elen:  Daughter of Arawn and Ilsa.  See Brocéliande.  Wife of Cador of Cornwall.  

 

Ellar:  Lot’s seneschal

 

Elyan the White:  Son of Bors the Younger and Claire of Brandegoris.  See Guanne.

 

Emrys Myrddin: Son of Idris & Rhiannon.  See Strathclyde

 

Evaine:  Bors the Elder’s Queen. See Guanne

 

Forest Sauvage:  Where Galleva is located, close by Hadrian’s Wall. See Galleva.

 

Gaheris:  Oldest son and heir of Lot. See Lothian

 

Gareth:  Son of Lot.  See Lothian

 

Gawain:  Son of Lot.  See Lothian

 

Gorlois:  Duke of Cornwall.  See Cornwall

 

Guanne:  Kingdom in Lesser Britain.  See Guanne

 

Guenivere:  Welsh:  Gwenhwyfar.  See Camelard.

 

Hector de Maris:  Half brother to Lancelot du Lac.  See Benoic.

 

Héric:  Ban of Benoic’s lands, within Guanne, Lesser Britain.

 

Hoel:  Hoel the Great, Hoel of Brittany.  King of Morbihan.   

 

Horsa:  A Saxon leader

 

Idris the Slayer:  Northern warrior.  See Lothian

 

Igraine:  Daughter of Emlawdd Wledig.  Wife to Gorlois of Cornwall.  See Cornwall and Pendragon  

 

Ilsa:  Heroine of Dragon Kin.  See Brocéliande.

 

Iseult of Ireland:  Daughter of Anguish of Ireland and Iseult the Elder.

 

Kahedin:  Son of Hoel.  See  Morbihan

 

Kay the Stalwart: Son of Idris & Rhiannon.  See Strathclyde

 

Keincaled: Gawain’s horse.

 

King of the Magyars:  Husband to Julia.  Father of Sagramore.  See Kernow

 

Lady of the Lake:  A title bestowed upon powerful women who control the Perilous Forrest and the Lake at the heart of Brocéliande.   The title is not hereditary.  See The Perilous Forest.

 

Lamorak:  Son of Pellinore and Alis.  See Listenoise.

 

Lancelot of the Lake:  aka Lancelot du Lac.  See Benoic

 

Leodegrance:  King of Camelarde

 

Leolin:  Mair’s horse

 

Lot:  King of Lothian

 

Lowri:  Daughter of Cadfael and Lynette.  See Dunoding.

 

Luca: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Lucan:  Son of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus.

 

Lynette the Elder:  Heroine of Born of No Man. See  Dunoding

 

Mabon:  King of Calleva

 

Maela:  Daughter of Vortigern.  Wife to Mabon.  See Calleva

 

Mair:  Daughter of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus. Heroine of High King of Britain.

 

Mared:  Daughter of Bors the Elder.  See Morbihan.  

 

Mark:  Brother to Tristan the Elder.  See Kernow

 

Merlin:  Myrddin Emrys.  See Pendragon

 

Morbihan:  Kingdom in Lesser Britain.  See Morbihan.

 

Morgan le Fey:  Daughter of Gorlois and Igraine.  See Rheged

 

Morguase:  Daughter of Gorlois and Igraine.  Wife of Lot.  

 

Morlaix: Kingdom north of Brocéliande, in Lesser Britain.

 

Nareen & Isolde: Caradoc & Ula’s twin daughters. See Brynaich

 

Newlyn: Caradoc & Ula’s son. See Brynaich

 

Nimue:  Lady of the Lake. See The Perilous Forest

 

Pellinore:  King of  Listenoise

 

Percival:  Son of Pellinore and Alis.  See Listenoise.

 

Perilous Forest:  The heart of the Brocéliande forest, where The Lady of the Lake lives.

 

Rhiannon:  Daughter of Anwen and Steffan.  Companion to Cai and Emrys.  See Galleva

 

Sagramore:  Son of the King of the Magyars and Julia, Princess of Rome.  See Kernow.

 

Scorff:  Smaller river that runs into the Blavet by Lorient.  Fresh water river.

 

Steffan of Durnovaria:  Hero, Pendragon Rises.  See Galleva

 

Tewdwr:  Son of Hoel.  See Morbihan.


Tielo:  Rhiannon's horse

 

Tintagel:  Fortified rocky island connected to mainland Cornwall by narrow natural bridge of rock.  

 

Tor:  Bastard son of Pellinore.  See Listenoise.

 

Tristan the Elder:  King of Kernow.

 

Tristan the Younger:  Bastard son of Tristan the Elder. See Kernow.

 

Ula: Caradoc’s queen. See Brynaich

 

Urien:  King of Rheged

 

Uther:  Uther Pendragon .  High King of Britain.

 

Uther Rawn:  Son of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Vannes:  Principal town of the kingdom of Morbihan.

 

Vedra River:  The Tyne, in modern parlance.

 

Veris:  Son of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Via Statra: Roman road between Vannes and Corseul, Lesser Britain

 

Vivian of Maridunum:  Mother of Merlin.

 

Vivian:  Accolyte of The Perilous Forrest.  Lover of Nimue.

 

Vortigern:  High King of Britain.  Died at Doward.  Succeeded by Ambrosius.  Wife:  Olwen.  Sons: Vortimer, Catigern.   Daughters:  Maela.

 

Ynnis Witrin:  Avalon.

 

Yr Wyddfa:  Snowden

 

HOUSES, CLANS AND TRIBES

BENOIC

Ban & Elaine
Ban:  King of Benoic
Elaine: (see )
Hector:  Ban’s son (by Suzanne de Maris)
Lancelot du Lac: Their son

BERRY

Claudas:  King
Claudin: His son
Dorin: His son

BROCÉLIANDE

Arawn & Ilsa
Arawn: King of Brocéliande
Ilsa of Brocéliande: Arawn’s queen.  (See Morbihan)
Elaine: Arawn’s sister (see Benoic)
Evaine:  Arawn’s sister (see Guanne)
Alun: eldest son of Arawn & Ilsa, King of Brocéliande
Arawn Uther: second son of Aran & Ilsa
Elen: Daughter of Arawn & Ilsa (see Cornwall )

BRYNAICH

Caradoc & Ula
Caradoc: King of Brynaich
Ula: Caradoc’s queen.
Brigid: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter
Cara: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter
Nareen & Isolde: Caradoc & Ula’s twin daughters
Newlyn: Caradoc & Ula’s son

CALLEVA

Mabon & Maela
Mabon: King of Calleva
Maela: Mabon’s queen.  Daughter of High King Vortigern & Olwen.
Bevan: Mabon & Maela’s son.  King of Calleva (see below)
Bryn: Mabon & Maela’s son. Partner of Druston (see Dunoding)
Lynette The Younger:  Mabon & Maela’s daughter.  (See Dunoding)

 

Bevan & Lowri
Bevan: Mabon & Maela’s son.  King of Calleva
Lowri:  Bevan’s queen. (see Dunoding)
Branwen: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Eira: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Martyn & Trevor: Bevan & Lowri’s twins ons
Betrys: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Deryn: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter

CAMELARD

Leodegrance & Gwenhwyfach
Leodegrance: King of Camelard
Guenivere:  Leodegrance’s daughter

CORBENIC

Pedr: King of Corbenic.  aka The Fisher King
Elaine: Pedr’s daughter

CORNEUS

Bedrawd: Duke of Corneus (serves Kernow)
Bedivere: Bedrawd’s son, companion to Arthur
Lucan: Bedrawd’s son, companion to Arthur
Mair: Bedrawd’s daughter. The Lady of Corneus, after Bedrawd.  Wife of Prince Arawn Uther (see Brocéliande)

Mair & Arawn Uther
Veris:  Son of Mair & Arawn Uther
Devian: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther
Amaria: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther
Uther Rawn:  Son of Mair & Arawn Uther
Luca: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther

CORNWALL

 

Gorlois & Mari
Gorlois:  Duke of Cornwall
Mari:  Gorlois’ Duchess.
Cador: Gorlois & Mari’s son (see below)

 

Gorlois & Igraine
Gorlois:  Duke of Cornwall
Igraine:  Duchess of Cornwall (see Pendragon)
Morguase:  Daughter of Gorlois & Igraine (see Lothian)
Morgan:  Daughter of Gorlois & Igraine.  aka Morgan le Fey (See)

 

Cador & Elen
Cador: Gorlois & Mari’s son.  Duke of Cornwall.
Elen:  Cador’s Duchess.  (See Brocéliande)
Constantine:  Cador & Elen’s son

DUNODING

 

Cadfael & Lynette
Cadfael:  Hero of Born of No Man.  Vortigern’s War Duke.
Lynette:  Cadfael’s wife
Bricius: Cadfael & Lynette’s son (see below)
Alis:  Cadfael & Lynette’s daughter (see Listenoise)
Lowri:  Cadfael & Lynette’s daughter (see Calleva)
Drusan:  Cadfael & Lynette’s son, partner of Bryn (see Calleva)
Eogan:  Cadfael & Lynette’s son (see below)

 

Bricius & Maeve
Bricius: Cadfael & Lynette’s son
Maeve of Ireland:  Bricius’ wife
Cadoc: Bricius & Maeve’s son
Tegan:  Bricius & Maeve’s daughter

GALLEVA

 

Ector & Druscilla
Ector:  Count of Galleva
Druscilla:  Ector’s wife
Cai:  Ector & Druscilla’s son. Companion to Arthur.

 

Steffan & Anwen of Galleva
Steffan: Hero of Pendragon Rises
Anwen:  Heroine of Pendragon Rises
Rhiannon:  Their Daughter (see Lothian)

GUANNE

 

Bors & Evaine
Bors The Elder: King of Guanne
Evaine:  Bors’ queen (see Brocéliande)
Bors The Younger:  Bors & Evaine’s son (see below)
Lionel:  Bors & Evaine’s son
Mared:  Bors & Evaine’s daughter (seeMorbihan )

Bors The Younger
Bors The Younger:  Bors & Evaine’s son.  King of Guanne

KERNOW

 

Tristan the Elder
Tristan The Elder: King of Kernow
Brandegoris:  Cousin to Tristan (see below)
Mark: brother to Tristan (see below)
Tristan:  Son of Tristan the Elder
Dinadan:  Friend of Tristan’s.

 

Brandegoris of Estangore & Julia
Brandegoris:  Cousin to Tristan
Julia:  Princess of Rome, wife to Brandegoris
Sagramore:  Son of Julia and the King of the Magyars
Claire:  Daughter of Brandegoris & Julia

 

Mark of Kernow
Mark: brother to Tristan. King of Kernow

LISTENOISE

 

Pellinore
Pellinore:  King of Listenoise, descendant of Joseph of Arimathea (see below)
Tor: Pellinore’s bastard son and heir
Dornar:  Pellinore’s bastard son

 

Pellinore & Alis
Pellinore:  King of Listenoise, descendant of Joseph of Arimathea
Alis:  Pellinore’s queen (see Dunoding)
Percival:  Pellinore & Alis’ son
Aglovale:  Pellinore & Alis’ son
Dindrane:  Pellinore & Alis’ daughter
Lamorak:  Pellinore & Alis’ son
Elaine:  Pellinore & Alis’ daughter

LOTHIAN

 

Lot & Morguase
Lot:  King of Lothian & Duke of Orkney
Morguase:  Lot’s queen.  (See Cornwall , and also Pendragon)
Gaheris:  Lot & Morguase’s son & heir
Gawain:  Lot & Morguase’s son
Agravain:  Lot & Morguase’s son
Gareth:  Lot & Morguase’s son

 

Idris & Rhiannon
Idris of Lothian:  Hero, War Duke of Britain
Rhiannon (see Galleva):  Heroine, War Duke of Britain
Anwen Idria:  Their daughter
Emrys Myrddin:  Their son
Kay The Stalwart:  Their son  

MORBIHAN

 

Budic of Britanny
Budic:  King of Morbihan
Isla:  Budic’s bastard daughter
Hoel:  Budic’s son & heir (see below)

 

Hoel & Mared
Hoel:  Budic’s son & heir.  King of Morbihan.
Mared:  Hoel’s queen.  (see Guanne)
Tewdwr: Hoel & Mared’s son
Kahedin: Hoel & Mared’s son
Isuelt of the White Hands: Hoel & Mared’s daughter

 

PENDRAGON

Ambrosius:  High King of Britain (see below).
Uther:  Ambrosius’ brother & heir (see below)

 

Ambrosius & Vivian
Ambrosius: High King of Britain (see below).
Vivian:  Princess of Dyfed
Merlin:  Ambrosius’ bastard son by Vivian

 

Uther & Igraine
Uther:  High King of Britain
Igraine:  Uther’s queen. (see Cornwall )
Arthur:  Uther & Igraine’s son.  War Duke of Britain.  (see below)

 

Arthur & Morguase
Arthur:  War Duke of Britain
Morguase:  Wife of King Lot (see Lothian)
Mordred:  Arthur’s bastard son by Morguase

 

PERILOUS FORREST, The

Nimue: Lady of the Lake
Vivian:  Nimue’s second in command and partner

 

RHEGED

 

Urien & Morgan
Urien:  King of Rheged.  Cousin to Lot of Lothian.
Morgan:  Urien’s queen.  (See Cornwall )
Owain & Morfydd:  Urien & Morgan’s twin son & daughter.

 

STRATHCLYDE

 

Idris & Rhiannon
Idris:  King of Strathclyde.  
Rhiannon:  Idris’ Queen.  Foster sister to Arthur.  
Anwen Idria: Idris & Rhiannon’s daughter
Emrys Myrddin: Idris & Rhiannon’s son
Kay the Stalwart:  Idris & Rhiannon’s son

 

 

 

 

 


 

MAPS

Some reading devices do not display these map images well, or at all.  If that is the case, use this link to jump to a webpage where the maps are reproduced. (Tip:  Bookmark the page, which allows you to refer to it while reading, and not lose your place.) http://tracycooperposey.com/once-and-future-hearts-series-maps/ 

 


[image: Greater Britain ]



 


[image: Southern Britain ]



 




AUTHOR NOTE
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EARLY IN THE MIDDLE OF the sixth century C.E., the world suffered through a series of very cold summers that scientists have described as similar to a nuclear winter—no sun, failing crops, and all the misery that lack of food and warmth brings, including the secondary effects; disease, pestilence and high mortality rates.

It would have been very easy in those days to believe the blight upon the world was the result of a curse or angry gods.

In February 2004, experts at Cardiff University in the United Kingdom announced they had figured out what had caused the lack of summers; a comet had reached Earth and exploded in the upper atmosphere. The debris from the huge explosion enveloped the earth in soot and ash, blocking out the sunlight for years.

Because a great deal of archeology is educated guesswork and estimation, and for the sake of telling a good story, I moved those grim summer days backward in time by twenty-five years to where my story is set. Why? Because years of no summer arriving without warning might explain why a nation of people suddenly lose faith in their leader, despite him having provided peace and plenty for a generation. Hunger drives desperation. Desperate people forget everything but the need to survive.

And perhaps my guess is right. Or perhaps Arthur lived a quarter century later than my estimation. Our current ability to research the past means that no one knows for sure.


 

CHAPTER ONE
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Kingdom of Lothian, Greater Britain. Early spring, 510 C.E.

OWAIN ACHED TO ESCAPE THE overheated, smoky hall stuffed full of loud, merry people drunk on too much sour Lothian wine. So when the screaming began, his first reaction was a trickle of relief that the merriment would now be interrupted. As one of the few sober men at the long table, it also gave him an excuse to investigate the source of the caterwauling.

The great hall of the Lothian keep was narrow and lengthy, like the tables crammed into it. The ancient stone walls were black with age and the smoke from biers and lamps that had nowhere to escape except through tiny, inadequate vents in the high roof. Carpets and tapestries hid some of the dark walls. Wreaths of early greenery had been hung between them, to celebrate the wedding couple. This far north, few flowers yet bloomed to adorn the wreaths. His sister’s bouquet had been one of herbs and snowdrops.

Whenever he stepped into the great hall of Lothian, Owain’s mood flattened and soured. Perhaps it was because of Lothian’s checkered history. Or the miniscule light the fortified keep allowed into the room.

Yet every bier and lamp was lit, tonight. The straw on the floor was fresh, right down to the old stones beneath.

Certainly, no one could help but be impressed by the great assembly of guests dressed in their finest and brightest garments, whose appearance enhanced the elongated hall. King Gaheris of Lothian was not the only royalty in the room. Two of Gaheris’ brothers, Agravaine and Mordred, were also present. They’d travelled north from Camelot to see their brother Gareth married. Their mother, Queen Morgause, added to the luster in the room.

The glimpses Owain had caught of Morgause in her indecently extravagant apple green silk gown, which made much of her unnaturally youthful figure, was one of the reasons for his mood. Morgause was his aunt, but had been an indifferent mother figure to him and Morfydd in the absence of their real mother, Morgan.

Morgan had not bothered to stir herself from her magical Avalon for her daughter’s wedding. Neither Owain nor Morfydd had entertained any hope that she would arrive in Lothian, even though Owain had penned the invitation himself and paid the courier to ensure it was delivered.

The other personages in the room were just as gilded and majestic as the Lothian and Rheged clans. King Idris of Strathclyde, the third northern kingdom, attended with his wife Rhiannon, the milk sister of Arthur, the High King. Their oldest daughter, Anwen, who was heavy with child, and her husband, Sagramore, who was heir to two eastern thrones, had also made the short journey.

Owain knew that others would count him among the royal blood in the room. He was the oldest son of the King of Rheged, even though that kingdom had remained without a king since his reprehensible father had died.

He impatiently pushed the thought aside and hacked a small slice of venison from the haunch in the center of the bridal table, even though he was no longer hungry. Royal blood was nothing. A man’s actions spoke louder. So did a woman’s…

The screaming reached his ears as he chewed the first mouthful of meat. It was faint, almost drowned beneath the waves of music and laughter and shouting. Morfydd and her new husband, Gareth, had retired to the bridal chamber some time ago and now the guests were relaxing and concentrating on enjoying themselves.

Another series of screams sounded, this time louder. Owain dropped his chin and turned his head, straining to locate the source of the cries.

The next scream caused a check in conversations, but as it was not repeated, the noise returned to its previous level.

Owain stood, a hand on the hilt of his sword so it did not jab or slap his neighbors at the table, and lifted his leg over the bench.

“Where ye think ye off to, then?” King Idris asked, his eyes narrowed. He was not stinting himself with the Lothian wine. Possibly because Sagramore was making sure the old King’s cup remained full.

“You didn’t hear the screams, my lord?” Owain asked the king.

Idris frowned and shook his head.

“From the private wing,” Owain added. “It’s a warren, back there. You’ll get lost.” Although the bridal chamber was there, too. “Stay and drink,” Owain added. “I’ll learn who tries to disturb the feast.”

Sagramore raised a brow. “Would you like assistance, Prince Owain?” He appeared to be as sober and as calm as Owain felt, which ran counter to every tale he’d heard about the eastern prince’s prodigious drinking and chancy temper.

Owain shook his head. “Do not stir yourself. I’m sure it is nothing.” He wove through the tables to the wider space between the last of them and the wall, which served as a corridor for the servants and for guests who wished to traverse the length of the hall.

Owain hurried along, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. He nodded at various guests who were sober enough to notice his passing and raise their cup in his direction, or nod or smile at him.

They were oblivious to the troubles beyond the hall. He tried to envy them their moment of peace and merriment, but could not. Happiness was not for the likes of him.

He headed for the exit and whatever lay beyond it.


 

CHAPTER TWO
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THE CHILL OF THE AIR beyond the hall would have sobered Owain, if he had not already been so. It slapped at his face and hands, reminding him that outside these walls, summer was still to show itself, even though most of the snow had melted. The narrow corridor was badly lit, a single torch burning in a holder halfway along its length.

Another breathless scream sounded, making Owain’s heart give a little jump. Whoever was screaming had grown weak with the effort. This cry would not have been heard in the hall behind him.

He drew his sword and broke into a run. The private quarters were at the top of a set of spiral stairs at the end of the corridor. The width of the corridor and the stairs were designed to slow the pace of an attack upon the private wing.

Owain climbed the spiral stairs two at a time, his left hand against the cold stone wall, helping him climb. The light was dim at the top of the stairs for there were as few torches on this level as there had been below.

Here was the place where the screams had issued from, for servants and people were crammed into the narrow corridor, all of them trying to push through the door of one of the bed chambers. Over their heads, Owain could see the open doorway and the flare of candles and lamps within the chamber. But he could see no more than that, even with his height. There were simply too many people crammed around the doorway.

At the very edge of the body of people stood Gareth. He wore a hastily fastened robe and bare feet. The bridal chamber was in the opposite direction, but the screaming had roused him from his wedding bed.

Owain gripped Gareth’s shoulder. “What is happening?”

Gareth glanced at him. He was the youngest of Lot’s red-headed sons and far more even-tempered than his brothers—except, perhaps, for Gawain. His pleasant face looked troubled, now. “That be Mother’s chamber, Owain. I canna make sense of the shouting, though. Gaheris is in there.”

Morgause. Ever trouble seemed drawn to her. And oh, how she delighted in it!

Owain gave Gareth another little shake. “Go back to your bride. I’ll find out what Morgause has done and let you know if I think it worth disturbing you tonight.”

Gareth glanced back at the closed door at the other end of the corridor. “In truth, I’d rather not insult your sister on the first night of our marriage. Thank you, Owain.” He turned and headed back down the dark corridor.

Owain sheathed his sword, then gripped the arms of the man directly in front of him, plucked him away from the tight pack of bodies and put him to one side. Grimly, Owain cleared a path for himself toward the door. He shoved his way between shoulders, nudged and pushed and moved people aside. Most of them were servants, no doubt drawn from the extremities of the keep by the shouting. When they saw who tried to move them, they backed away quickly and deferentially. There were a few richly-dressed guests among them. Possibly they had been beyond the walls of the hall and had come to investigate the noise, too.

At last the door came into view, with only a single layer of people between Owain and the bed chamber. He could see over the tops of their heads.

And he saw blood.

An enormous pool of the red liquid lay on the cold stone chamber floor. It was already soaking into the fur rug at the foot of the magnificent bed that was the centerpiece of the room.

The bed was also splashed with blood. The coverings and furs were scattered. A blade had slashed the cushions apart and feather stuffing lay over the mess, a thin layer of unnatural snow.

The rich, hot and coppery scent of fresh blood was thick, competing with the perfumed air in the chamber. Morgause liked her comforts and feminine luxuries, but even her powerful scents could not compete with these newest aromas.

Owain pushed aside the last of the people in front of him and stepped into the chamber, then to one side to avoid the spreading pool of blood. He looked around, taking in the details, as his heart kicked into a faster gallop with each telling particular.

Upon the small table in the corner of the room sat a silver urn and two gold cups. The cups were half-filled with a rich red wine—not the wine Lothian usually served.

Now he was farther into the room, Owain could see past the corner of the big bed. A bear fur was spread beside the bed to keep bare feet from the chill of the floor. Lying on the fur was Morgause. Her eyes were open and unmoving. Her body was so hacked and blood-smeared that it took a moment for Owain to realize she was quite naked.

Beside her, a serving woman was on her knees, heedless of the blood. The woman rocked and clutched at her chest, moaning. Then she lifted her chin and gave voice to a piteous wail.

It was clearly she who had been screaming.

Owain drew in a slow breath, absorbing the fact that Morgause was dead. Then he turned to face away from her and toward the one other person in the room.

A tall chair and footstool had been placed on that side. The chair held pretty cushions, and the table beside it held little bottles and tubs and a high quality copper mirror. It was here Morgause had applied her unguents and potions meant to preserve youth and maintain her appearance. The quantity of them, and their strange colors and textures made Owain’s nostrils flare.

Morgause had loved dabbling in magic.

Gaheris sprawled in the big chair, now. One boot heel was perilously close to the leading edge of the red puddle. His hand covered his eyes. The hand was smeared in blood.

The other hand gripped his sword, the point of which was driven into the space between two stones, snagging it. The sword and his sword hand were as bloody as the other.

Owain skirted the blood and moved over to the chair. “Gaheris,” he said softly.

No response.

Owain crouched to bring his head down to the same level as Gaheris’. He gripped the heavily embroidered tunic sleeve and shook Gaheris. “Cousin. Speak to me. What happened here?”

Gaheris gave a groan.

“Gaheris.” Owain shook him once more.

Gaheris lowered his hand from his eyes, but did not otherwise move. His eyes were haunted. His face was pale. “I found them here. Together.”

Ah…. Owain nodded, although he doubted the king saw it. “Who, Gaheris?”

“Mother…and…that man.”

“Which man?” Owain demanded, then winced. He had long ago come to understand Morgause and her ways, but her sons were blind to her more craven flaws.

Gaheris’ gaze flicked toward Owain, then away. Pink tinged his ashen cheeks. “Lamorak.”

Lamorak? Owain tried to hide his surprise. The son of old King Pellinore was much younger than Morgause, although she had always been drawn to youth. He was married, though. While Morgause would not let another man’s wife interfere with her entertainment, Lamorak was a Christian. All Pellinore’s tribe were Christian. The Christians took their marriage vows seriously, to the point where straying beyond one’s wife was considered a sin.

Owain put the thought aside for later consideration. He studied Gaheris. The man was rousing from his shock, now. “You killed her, Gaheris?” he asked, as kindly as he could. While the blood and the state of Gaheris’ sword and regal clothing claimed the truth, Owain needed Gaheris to explain so he could decide what must happen next. Asking the direct question would coax Gaheris into speaking.

Gaheris swallowed. “I came in to demand she return to the hall while the guests were still there and I found…” He closed his eyes. “I don’t know what happened, Owain. I felt…hot. And cold. That she could do this, so flagrantly—right beside her son whose marriage she witnessed only hours ago…”

Owain glanced at Gaheris’ faded thatch of deep red hair. The famous Lothian temper had been his undoing. Gaheris was the most stable of the Lothian men—for even Gawain could lash out with sudden passion, if driven to it. But this, the perfidy of his mother, the shock of seeing her true nature, had pushed Gaheris into a rare fury.

Owain rose to his feet. “What did you do to Lamorak, Gaheris?”

“What?” Gaheris blinked up at him.

“Lamorak. What did you do with him?” The body was not in the chamber. Had the servants carried away that half of Gaheris’ and Morgause’s shame already?

Gaheris considered the question for a moment. His gaze seemed far away. “I let him go. He was unarmed. Naked. I told him to leave Lothian as fast as he could.”

Owain drew in a deep, deep breath and let it out. “Then you managed to hold on to your honor, Gaheris. Well done.”

“He will not get far,” Gaheris whispered. “Agravaine and Mordred will see to it.”

Cold gripped Owain’s middle, bringing him to stillness. “They witnessed this? Gods’ teeth, Gaheris!”

Gaheris swallowed again. “Mother…” His voice broke and he hid his eyes once more.

Owain gripped his sleeve once more, and hauled him to his feet. “Where are Agravaine and Mordred? Tell me!”


 

CHAPTER THREE
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Kingdom of Deira, Greater Britain.

NEITHER THE COLD NOR THE dampness were kind to King Drust’s aging, bent body. As today had proved to be both, Saraid correctly guessed that the king would not move beyond the royal chamber, and that shortly after the last meal of the day, he would send for Adrivete to tend him.

As Adrivete’s companion, Saraid followed the taller woman to the king’s room, carrying the box of ointments that Adrivete used to bring the old man a measure of comfort. The king’s room was a chamber by name only. The Deira family were venerable, counting their ancestors back beyond the coming of the Romans…and their ancestral home reflected the weight of that history.

The fort sat upon the highest hill in the district. From the top of the palisades, one could turn to the north and see the old Roman wall, and just beyond it, the rolling dales of Lothian and Strathclyde. And to the south, one could see the smoke of Saxon cooking fires, for the northern edges of the land they claimed for themselves was less than a day’s ride from the borders of Deira.

The hill had been held by the Kings of Deira for such a length of time that the buildings tucked inside the palisades sprawled across most of it. They leaned against each other in places. Often, a new building was built right beside another, using the existing building’s wall as one of its own. It was possible, Adrivete had revealed, to move from the king’s palace to the front gates without once stepping outside, even though the route would take thrice as long to walk as it would take to move directly along the beaten path to the gates.

The buildings were of a range of ages, from newly sawn, still-green wood walls to timbers so ancient they resembled stone in appearance. The palace was of the latter type. The wood was worn smooth in places, and creaked when the wind blew, which it frequently did.

But Saraid was used to the sound of the wind. She even liked to hear it, if she was tucked beneath furs, or by a warm fire.

Still, the building was a palace in name only, and the room where Drust lingered away from the cold of the evening bore little resemblance to what she thought a royal bed chamber should look like.

Furs and hides had been nailed to the walls to hide their nature and to trap the heat in the room. Braziers added more heat and needed light, their ashes and the occasional coal dropping to the earthen floor, which had been cleared of the old woven rugs and mats that covered the rest of the room.

King Drust sat in the leather-slung chair, wearing a heavy robe and thick fur wrapped around him. He looked up as Adrivete crossed the room. “About time, daughter.”

“I came as soon as you sent for me, father. Stop your complaining,” Adrivete said. She took the box of ointments from Saraid and rested it on the barrel beside the king’s chair.

Adrivete was much older than Saraid, yet still unmarried, a fact that puzzled every kingdom which shared borders with Deira, including Saraid’s. The princess of Deira was not at all an ugly woman, although she was not beautiful like women the poets made such a fuss of, such as Queen Guenivere, whose beauty was legendary. Adrivete was handsome, instead. She was the tallest woman Saraid had ever met and was taller than many men. She had dark hair that in the sunlight shone red, which she most often wore loose, with a simple leather band around her forehead to hold it back. The length of it spilled down her back, touching the belt of her gown.

Her gowns were plain but well suited to her figure, and were neither too short nor too long. She had several of them in pretty colors, but no matter which gown she donned, she always wore a worn leather belt about her hips, and over it, a faded green silk cord knotted at the front, so the tasseled ends hung below her knees. It was far more feminine garb than the Queen’s Cohort were rumored to wear when they rode to war.

Adrivete had a pleasing figure, even though her hips were small, her waist only a little smaller and her breasts barely
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