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Northern Cymru, 515 CE

––––––––
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Arthur stared at the man across the fire and wondered what would happen if the uninked son of a healer and a blacksmith pulled a warlord’s heir into a dark corner and told him he wanted to fuck.

He’d get his jaw cracked, if he was lucky. Dragged back into the firelight and shamed, if less fortunate.

Arthur rubbed his jaw. There would be no confessing, in the dark or the light. Besides, Bedwyr was his older brother’s closest friend and shieldmate. If Cai found out...

He spotted his brother not far away, arms crossed smugly, sleeves rolled up as always to show off his ink. Others sometimes remarked how much Cai resembled their father, but beyond his hair and height Arthur didn’t see it. Where their father was humble, Cai boasted. Where Matthias chose his words with care and consideration, Cai acted on his first instinct. Fine for the battlefield, Arthur supposed, but he’d felt the brunt of it enough times to know the instinct usually only served Cai and his pride.

No. Arthur had contented himself with watching Bedwyr for years—every one of his eighteen, it seemed sometimes. That would have to be enough, and just now, at the coldest, snowiest part of the year in Cymru, he had little else to do.

The village was gathered in the meeting hall for the evening story fire. While Tiro, their resident storyteller, got ready to continue the tale he’d begun a few nights before, people milled about, laughing and jesting and generally trying to hold off the gloom of midwinter. Light from the central pit flickered over their faces, turning smiles into grimaces and back again. Children ran about, shrieking, chased by a couple of shaggy hounds. 

Arthur shifted on his bench and studied Bedwyr over the rim of his mug. Bedwyr sat next to his father, as usual. Lord Uthyr’s raised chair boasted a high back covered in furs. He lounged in it, a horn of drink in one hand. Bedwyr shared Uthyr’s black hair, his bull-like frame, and, by all accounts, his single-minded fierceness in battle—Cai had told Arthur stories that had raised the small hairs on his arms. If he were honest, half the reason he wanted to fight among the other warriors was to see Bedwyr in his element. Just imagining it had, on countless nights, sent him off to sleep tangled in sticky blankets.

It was widely expected that Bedwyr would succeed Uthyr when the lord could no longer lead men. Such a scenario seemed unlikely anytime soon, and no one said such a thing aloud, let alone where Uthyr might hear them. Any compliment paid to Bedwyr was immediately credited to Uthyr’s stock and training of him.

As ferocious as he might be in a skirmish, Bedwyr always sat just so in the evenings: quietly as his neighbors bustled about. When Arthur was a boy at his lessons, Master Philip had told him that their world and others in the night sky circled the sun, as if each were a stone in a great sling. The old man was wise, but Arthur doubted that particular bit of lore—a product, maybe, of Philip’s longtime partnership with Tiro, master of tall tales. The sun clearly arced over the earth, east to west, as did the moon and stars.

In that way Bedwyr was like the earth: solid and reliable, unperturbed by everything and everyone around him. Just now his dark eyes were trained on the fire. He had thick lashes, thicker even than his sister Gwen’s. His boots were planted wide before him, forearms resting on knees, big hands loose and relaxed. His shirt hid his ink, which Arthur only saw on occasions when the training men cooled off with a swim in a pond, or when Bedwyr sat for new ink following a skirmish. He bore dragons, the sign of his father’s house, one on each arm. The rest of his tattoos were confined to his chest and belly, almost invisible under the hair there. Arthur’s fingers itched with wanting to trace their shapes.

He curled his hands into fists, lest Bedwyr sense them. But Bedwyr only watched the fire calmly, his face betraying nothing of his thoughts.

Then another face was there—Eira, Uthyr’s latest companion. After a few whispered words, she drew back, smiling as Bedwyr rose to join her. They disappeared through the rug hanging at the rear of the hall.

Arthur looked away, the futility of his want threatening to crush him. He would never have Bedwyr, let alone get to touch him outside of pounding on each other with sword and shield in the training yard. And if this fucking winter didn’t end, he’d never fight either.

Restless, he stood and paced about the hall. He nodded to his parents, who, as usual, sat against the wall, listening to Tiro. Master Philip sat next to them, a fond smile on his lined face as he watched his partner entertain the village. Arthur almost tripped on the foot set in his path by his twelve-year-old sister, Mora, avoiding it only because he’d turned away from the contentment on Philip’s face.

He needed air.

The dark chill outside welcomed him, cooling his burning cheeks. He took in a great breath, blowing it out in a long, steamy cloud. Stars glittered overhead as he turned down the side of the building. Shuffling through the snow, he made for the back corner and the shed built there to store the building’s firewood. It would be quiet. He could think—better yet, not think. Just sit amid the comforting spice of cut wood and breathe. He had rounded the edge of the lean-to before he heard the unmistakable sounds of sex.

Or, well, half the sounds. In the dim light provided by a crescent moon, he made out Bedwyr sitting on a low stack of firewood. His trousers lay puddled around his boots. Eira knelt between his splayed knees, her head bobbing, her hand jerking hard. The noises that rose in the quiet space came from her, appreciative hums and the slurping sounds of her labors.

Bedwyr was silent.

Arthur watched him, fascinated. He didn’t want a woman, but he knew himself well enough to know that if one had pinned him down and swallowed his cock, he would have made some noise.

But Bedwyr only sat on the woodpile, his hands gripping the sawn edges of the logs. He seemed to be staring at something on the ground past Eira’s shoulder.

Then his eyes flashed up and caught Arthur spying.

He felt like a young buck, trapped between a bear and a boulder, no antlers yet to defend himself. He should step away. Now. He should go. Now.

Bedwyr’s lips parted as if he would speak, and Arthur blurted, “Had to piss.”

Eira lifted her head with a slick pop and turned to gape at him. After a few seconds, she began to laugh.

Arthur bolted.

Back in the hall, he tried to lose himself in Tiro’s tale, but he mostly heard the erratic thump of his own heartbeat. He shouldn’t have come inside. He should have gone back to his family’s house on the edge of the village. Eira would finish her work, and then he’d have to see that satisfaction on Bedwyr. Most people probably couldn’t, but he’d spent so many years studying Bedwyr’s face, his posture, his every fucking move, that he would see it. Had seen it. This wasn’t the first time one of Uthyr’s women had led his son from the hall.

Arthur grabbed a cup of ale and tipped it high.

~ ~ ~
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Bedwyr stared at the empty space where the cub had stood. Moonlight slashed into the woodshed now as if no one had thrown a shadow only moments before. The snow in the doorway was scuffed, and he recalled how the quick turn of Arthur’s boots had sent a small spray of it glittering. The long queue of his hair had been the last thing to disappear from sight.

Eira purred in his lap, drawing his attention back to her moments before her small, bony hand took hold again, choking his cock. He shifted, trying to ignore the rising sense of panic he nearly always felt in this situation.

But everyone expected this of him. From the time he’d been a boy, whether training him or disciplining him, or even just sharing a joke, his father had only ever handled him roughly. And his father’s women...from the first one Uthyr had insisted he enjoy, their hands had moved on him as if he were made of stone, or fired clay. He was the warlord’s son. How else should he be handled? How else could he possibly want it done? They had asked him, of course—he was Uthyr’s son and could have had them any way he pleased.

He’d never been able to admit what he truly wanted. He’d had only to imagine the resulting cast to their expressions: pity that he couldn’t take it rough, or contempt that he craved a softer caress. Let alone that he’d wished them all to be men.

The only thing for it, he’d found, was to make himself grow as blood-hard as possible, and so he did now what he always did. Closed his eyes and imagined the man. Tall and broad-shouldered. Long hair the color of winter grass, tied neatly behind him, his beard a shade darker and beginning to show silver. Eyes whose brown would be muted in this dark, and downcast besides. A mouth that smiled often when he wasn’t speaking soft, inquiring words. Large hands that had only ever touched Bedwyr gently, in life and in these fantasies he’d never admit to.

When the shadow had crept into his line of sight moments before, it had been long enough that Bedwyr’s belly had iced over, thinking the man himself had caught him at one of these furtive, useless interludes. But as tall as Arthur was, he hadn’t quite reached his father’s height, or the calm stillness Matthias seemed to exhibit at any given moment.

Bedwyr was a fool. He knew this. Matthias was content in his marriage, thoroughly suited to his wife. He was their healer. The health of every person in the village was Matthias’s domain and vocation. He’d never given Bedwyr any reason to believe his kindness held an interest beyond looking after his well-being. Bedwyr was probably the only one to have twisted the man’s voice and touch to his own private use. He imagined them now, settling over him like a lamb’s-wool blanket, imagined blood pulsing into his cock, making it heavy and rendering him as hard as everyone thought him to be.

It didn’t work. No amount of will seemed to muffle Eira’s squeals or equal the clutching grip of her hand. He grabbed her wrist to still it.

She looked up. “Harder?”

Gods’ blood. “No.” He removed her hand from him.

“You want to fuck me? You can, you know. Your father doesn’t mind—”

“No.” He mashed himself back into his breeches and jerked at the laces. “Not tonight.”

Not ever, if he could help it.

Eira rose with a sour expression. “Idiot boy.”

He looked at her, surprised. None of them had ever gone that far, even when he’d deserved it. But she was glaring at the empty doorway. She was talking about Arthur.

“Who skulks about on a winter night?” she grumbled.

“We did.”

“I don’t skulk. I serve my lord.” She swatted at her skirts. “If Cai’s brother had a woman of his own, he wouldn’t have to spy on you.”

“He wasn’t spying,” Bedwyr said, feeling testy. “And he’s no idiot.”

“Could have fooled me.”

Probably.

He opened the rear door of the hall and gestured her to go ahead of him. Once she had, shoulders straightened and chin high, he found he didn’t want to follow her inside. Closing the door behind her, he left the lean-to the same way Arthur had gone.

Stars shone overhead, the dragon to the north, the great bear to its right. He should have just come outside to watch them when he’d grown bored. As he walked the length of the outer wall, he wondered if Arthur had stepped out to do the same. Winters were long and wearisome, with little to do but train for the following spring. Judging by the number of babes born in late summer and early autumn, his neighbors spent a fair number of these dark hours warming their beds. His own bed was no refuge from boredom, except by his own hand, and it was likely to remain so.

Quick footfalls drew his attention to the road. A few seconds later Gwilym, one of their scouts, ran past. Bedwyr hurried after. By the time he entered the hall, it was in an uproar, men shouting and women bustling about. He walked toward his father’s chair, intent on hearing it plain. Halfway there, a man stepped into his path, colliding with him.

Arthur took a hasty step back. Color rode high on his cheeks, and he stared at Bedwyr, his mouth open but saying nothing. This close, Bedwyr had to look up to meet his eyes.

“What’s happened?” he asked.

Arthur swallowed. “Saxons.”

Hail the gods.

The lookouts had spotted them by the trail of smoke they’d left in their path. A small band, but far enough into Cymru to be a threat. Winter or no, there would be a fight.

“We’ll put them down handily,” Uthyr said. “They don’t know these mountains as we Cymry do, and the snow won’t make it any easier for them.” He gave them his wolfish grin. “You’ll be back in your own beds, fucking your fine women, within the week.”

The fighting men cheered at that. Bedwyr made himself shout with them, then moved closer to his father for orders. He received a nod, but then Uthyr called to Arthur. The lad approached, looking as if he was bracing himself. When Arthur stood before him, Uthyr gripped the back of his neck and drew him close.

“Find a cunt and fill it,” Uthyr said. “Takes the edge off.”

Arthur looked back intently. “I’m to fight?”

Bedwyr’s father chuckled. “You’re to fight.”

The cub seemed coiled to spring into the rafters. He gave a curt nod. “Thank you, my lord.”

Cai appeared behind Arthur and gave his shoulders a rough shake. “Maybe you’ll finally get a woman, little brother.”

A familiar look of annoyance crossed Arthur’s face as he pulled away from Cai. “Leave off.”

By all accounts—and several circulated about the village—Arthur was a virgin. Though he’d been served by several, Bedwyr had never fucked a woman, either. He wondered what the cub’s excuse was. A single-minded focus on earning his first tattoo, if he had to guess.

As if reading his mind, Cai said, “At least Dafydd will finally ink over that thing on your arm.”

Arthur’s gaze flicked to Bedwyr but too quickly to read. Then he pushed past Cai, jostling him. “Fuck you.”

“Thanks, no,” Cai called after his brother. “I have other options.”

Cai was Bedwyr’s shieldmate and closest friend. Didn’t mean he wasn’t also a goat’s arsehole. He’d long ago worked his way through the willing women in their village. “Your right hand, you mean.”

Cai waved him off, unoffended. “I’d give it for a good fight.”

“Tempt the gods, why don’t you?”

“I’ll thank them for Saxon stupidity.” Cai hunched his shoulders, then gave Bedwyr’s a punch. “Midwinter treat, eh?”

On that he agreed. Winter in the lowlands of Britain must be unbearable to make the dogs think Cymru’s mountains would be more hospitable.

He would send them fleeing, tails docked as a warning to the rest.
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Bedwyr woke to a heavy hand at his throat. He jerked his dagger upward, only to find his wrist caught in an unrelenting hold.

His father crouched above him, eyes like black stones. “Passable,” he said. “Get up.” Then he rose and walked away.

Bedwyr sat up. Extricating his boots from the blankets took some doing; as usual, he’d kicked hard at his father’s choking grip. At least he hadn’t pissed himself. He had done, once, at home. His father hadn’t shamed him for it, had only told him to master himself. A panicked bladder signaled an unfocused mind.

Willing his pulse to settle, he glanced around the camp, wondering if anyone had witnessed the morning ritual. Men were up and moving, but if any of them had seen it, none let on.

Except for Arthur. He was staring after Uthyr with something between awe and terror. When his gaze slid across the cold fire pit to meet Bedwyr’s, he blinked, his eyes wide.

Bedwyr began to gather his gear. He could say something to the lad, something reassuring. Not about the hand to the throat but the work of the day ahead. It would be Arthur’s first skirmish. Uthyr had made him wait for it, work for it, longer than anyone Bedwyr could remember. And Arthur had: he trained every waking moment he wasn’t eating. He was strong, with an enviable height—taller even than Cai—yet quick despite it. Bedwyr figured he wasn’t the only warrior who looked forward to seeing what Arthur would bring to a fight.

But he was reckless. He wanted too badly to prove himself, to impress Uthyr ap Emrys, warlord and Pen y Ddraig. Bedwyr’s father had assigned Huw to be shieldmate to Arthur today. The man had grunted his assent without further comment—every veteran took his turn protecting the new fighters from themselves. Huw had done the same for Bedwyr, and Tiro for Cai.

As far as Bedwyr was concerned, that should have been the end of it. He should put the matter of Arthur’s greenness out of his mind and spend his hours preparing for his own work. They would find the Saxons today. He would fight alongside Cai, as he had for the three years since his father deemed them ready to shield each other. They worked well as a unit, had trained together under Cai’s grandfather, Marcus Roman.

But that was the problem: their teamwork was instinct now. Even at this moment, they moved in tandem, packing their bedding and arming themselves, no words required. It left too much room to think.

“You should say something to him.”

Cai glanced up. “Who?”

Bedwyr cocked his chin to where Arthur packed his own gear, alone.

“He’ll be fine,” Cai said. “Huw will mind him.”

“Still. Something.”

“You’re such a nursemaid.”

“Fuck you.”

“Why does everyone say that to me?”

Bedwyr gave him a wry look.

Cai sighed. “Fine. I’ll say something.”

“Don’t be an arse about it.”

Cai made a rude gesture and crossed the camp to where his brother was strapping on a sword belt. Bedwyr watched surreptitiously as Arthur listened to Cai. The skin of his face, usually ruddy as any other redhead’s, looked as slick and pale as a cooked egg white. It made the freckles stand out, as if he’d been spattered with mud. Or blood. Could be he’d wear both before the day ended.

Arthur nodded at whatever Cai said, then turned away.

Cai walked back to Bedwyr, smirking. “Happy, mother hen?”

Content enough.

He turned his mind away from green lads and toward the fight ahead.

~ ~ ~
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Arthur felt like vomiting.

His father had offered him herbs on his departure with the war party, but no one else took such things, so he’d refused them. He was already the youngest of the men, the only one among them without the tattoo that would mark him a warrior of his people. That is, if he didn’t count the tattoo he’d given himself at ten. (He didn’t.) The last thing he needed was to be seen accepting a comfort remedy like a suckling babe.

He hadn’t been able to avoid his father’s embrace—Matthias ap Marcus still had an inch on him. He’d suffered the hug under his older brother’s smirk.

At least his mother hadn’t embarrassed him. She’d stood back, her blacksmith’s apron already tied on, hammer at her belt. She’d only nodded to him, jaw set, before turning for her workshop.

That had been three days before. Lord Uthyr had led their band of forty southeast across the mountains. With frequent reports from the scouts, they found the Saxons in a valley between two passes. The invaders numbered about twenty—enough to harass a small village but not so many they couldn’t be overcome. Cymru’s mountains were still foreign to them. Flatlanders, Uthyr called them with a sneer. Chances were, he’d said, the invaders would run at the first threat.

Arthur silently willed them to stay and fight.

Under cover of the trees on either side of the path, they surrounded the Saxon band. They were a rough-looking pack of dogs, their clothing unsuited to the cold and snow. Most huddled about low-burning campfires, with a few stomping about as if to warm their feet. As a whole they looked bone-chilled and scrawny, but at that thought Arthur reminded himself that his grandfather Marcus, while taller than most in the village, had been wiry. It had rendered him quick and agile, and Arthur had never bested him in the training yard.

Huw tipped his head silently, gesturing for Arthur to kneel beside him. Snow melted through his trousers almost immediately, chilling his knee. It sent a shiver up his spine, exacerbating his need to piss. There was nothing for it now—who knew when Uthyr would give the signal. He flexed his fingers and renewed his grip on his sword. The rim of his shield rested on the ground. He rolled his shoulders while he could.

“You’ll be fine, lad. Follow my lead.”

Huw’s profile looked hard as ever, and blunt where a long-ago blade had taken the tip of his nose.

“And when I say follow,” Huw muttered, “I mean stay behind me.”

Ha. Not likely. If he wasn’t one of the first to the fight, there wouldn’t be a Saxon to be had.

He glanced down the line of men crouching among the trees. Cai was there, several shields down, his eyes on the valley, a muscle ticking in his jaw. Just beyond him knelt Bedwyr.

Their trek to this place had given him three days and nights to watch Bedwyr and how he might be different away from the village. In some ways, he was—more given to joking and laughing, and talking in general. Two nights in, he told a story Arthur had never heard before, about the stars in the northern sky. When Bedwyr was a lad, before his father had decided his lessons with Master Philip were sufficient, the constellations had marked the only time Bedwyr had argued with the cleric. After all, Master Philip insisted on calling the dragon Draco, when every man in Cymru knew it was the ddraig. When Philip had told him the civilized Romans had called the great bear next to it Ursa, Bedwyr had shouted that that was the arth and Romans should have minded their empire instead of giving the stars stupid names.

Arthur couldn’t imagine Bedwyr having such an outburst, and he’d laughed along with everyone else. Unfortunately the tale had prodded Cai to dredge up Arthur’s old nickname—cub—and they’d all had a good chuckle at Arthur’s expense. Would he bring his teeth and claws to the Saxons, or would he trundle off to some cave to doze away the winter instead?

It had taken everything Arthur had not to snarl at Cai; that would only have made it worse. He’d said only that he’d go for the invaders’ throats and let the gods judge his worth.

Cai had waved off his bravado, as Cai always did. But Bedwyr had held Arthur’s eye and nodded. Only later, when he lay in his bedroll recalling that nod, did he wonder if Bedwyr had told the bear story on purpose, as some sort of initiation. If so, Arthur had passed it, at least in one man’s mind.

Now, as they waited to attack, Bedwyr was so still he could have been hewn from stone. Gone was any hint of a smile. His brow was locked down, his focus total. He was choosing his first opponent—Cai said Bedwyr did that before every skirmish. So far, none had survived.

Somewhere in the valley walked a man who had better be right with his gods.

Suddenly Bedwyr surged up, his mouth open on a shout, and Arthur jolted, realizing Uthyr’s sharp whistle had just pierced the valley.

“Up!” Huw shouted.

Arthur leapt to his feet, nearly tripping over them.

They ran from the forest, howling.

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


The startled Saxons recovered quickly, forming a circular clump, shields raised against the Cymry. Bedwyr locked eyes with a Saxon facing him and charged harder. Cai ran beside him, sword and shield swinging with each pounding step in time with his own. The eyes Bedwyr watched widened, the whites growing in the grubby face, and the invader’s blade rose...then faltered as he took a half step backward. Bedwyr collided with him, and the Saxon fell. A slip of a shield, a glimpse of unprotected wool, and Bedwyr drove his blade down, through fabric and flesh, into the earth.

Jerking his sword free, he turned to the raider Cai had engaged. Two weapons against one, and soon that one too was down and gasping blood, and on to the next. They fell into a rhythm together, and then Bedwyr lost himself in the pulse of the fight. All movement around him slowed, giving him what felt like three seconds for every one. Opponents fell as if made of straw and wind, their mouths open on cries muted by the low-pressing sky. His sword became part of his body, his shield a wall no man could breach. Blood and steel
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