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Gràdhaich domhain air son an neart-tiodhlac.


Bi thu ghràdhaich domhain air son a'misneach-tiodhleach.



– Caledonian Proverb




“Love deeply for the gift of strength.


Be loved deeply for the gift of courage.”








Chapter 1

 

[image: Gyanhumara]





THE CLASH OF arms resounds in the torchlit corridor. Blood oozes where leather has yielded to the bite of steel, yet both sweating, panting warriors refuse to relent.

Her heart thundering, Gyan grips her sword’s hilt, desperate to help the man she loves. Caledonach law forbids it.

Urien makes a low lunge. As Arthur tries to whirl clear, the blade tears a gash in his shield-side thigh. The injured leg collapses, and Arthur drops to one knee. Urien raises his sword for the deathblow.

Devil take the law!

Gyan springs to block the stroke. Its force jars her arms and twists the hilt in her grasp. She groans through the searing pain.

Urien slips past her guard to slice at her brooch. The gold dragon clatters to the floor. Her cloak slithers to her ankles, fouling her stance. As she tries to kick free, Urien grabs her braid, jerks up her head, and kisses her, hard. Shock loosens her grip. Her sword falls. She thrashes and writhes, but he holds her fast, smirking.

“You are mine, Pictish whore.”

Urien’s breath reeks of ale and evil promises. She spits in his face. He slaps her. She reels backward, her cheek burning. He grabs her forearms and yanks her close.

“Artyr, help me!”

No response.

Her spirits plummet. Weaponless, she can do nothing—wait. A glint catches her eye.

When Urien kisses her again, she surrenders. He grunts his pleasure, redoubling the force of the kiss. The questing fingers of her left hand touch cold bronze on his chest. She snatches the brooch and rips it free, hoping to stab him with the pin.

Her elation vanishes with her balance as her tangled cloak thwarts her plans. Face contorted with rage, Urien lunges and catches her wrist. She grits her teeth as his fingers dig in to make her drop the brooch. Pain shoots up her arm. She pushes away. Together, they fall—
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GYAN GASPED and sat bolt upright, pulse hammering. Sweat plastered her hair to her head, which felt like the ball in an all-night game of buill-coise. Bed linens ensnared her legs.

Fingers grazed her shoulder. She recoiled and cocked a fist. Her consort ducked behind his hand. “Easy, Gyan!” She relaxed, and he wrapped his arm about her. “What’s wrong?”

She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “A dream,” she replied, hoping that for once he’d be satisfied with a vague answer.

“Some dream.”

She sighed. “It was the fight—and yet not the fight.” Gently, she traced the thin red line at the base of his neck where she’d scratched him with Caleberyllus to seal his oath of fealty to her and to her clan. But dreams cared naught for oaths. “This time, Urien won.”

Arthur grimaced. “That’s no dream.” He hugged her, and she burrowed into his embrace. “I’d call it a nightmare.”

“Ha.” She bent forward to disengage the linens from her feet. The unyielding fabric ignited her ire. She pounded the straw-stuffed mattress, furious at Urien and even more furious at herself for allowing his specter to creep into her wedding chamber. “Why must that cù-puc keep coming between us?” She gazed at the table where Braonshaffir, named for the egg-size sapphire that crowned its hilt, lay sheathed inside its etched bronze scabbard beside Caleberyllus. Indulging in the fantasy of her new sword shearing through Urien’s neck, she bared her teeth in a fierce grin. “Just let him cross me openly, and by the One God, I’ll settle this matter!”

Arthur’s warm sigh ruffled her hair. Together they righted the linens, but when she would have risen, he clasped her hands and regarded her. “I can’t afford to lose either of you.”

She looked at those hands, young and yet already scarred and callused by years of war: hands that cradled the future of Breatein. “I know.” With her brief squeeze she hoped to convey her desire to help him forge unity among his people, the Breatanaich, as well as with Caledonaich, her countrymen.

One legion soldier in five called the northwestern Breatanach territory of Dailriata home, and one in three of those men hailed from Urien’s own Clan Mòran. In a duel between Gyan and Urien, Arthur’s Dailriatanach alliance would die regardless of the victor.

If politics ever failed to constrain the Urien of the waking world, however, she couldn’t guarantee that diplomacy would govern her response.

She averted her gaze again to the table where their arms and adornments lay. Their dragon cloak-pins sparked a memory. Something else had been odd about that dream, but its details had receded like the morning tide. She couldn’t decide whether to be troubled or relieved.

Closing her eyes, she inhaled, trying to purge Urien map Dumarec from her mind. Moist pressure against her lips announced her consort’s plans. She welcomed his kiss and deepened it. He ran his fingers through her unbraided hair, following the tresses down her neck and over her breasts. Her nipples firmed under his touch. She arched back, and he kissed his way down to one breast, then the other, drawing the nipples forth even farther and awakening the exquisite ache in her banasròn.

The swelling shaft of sunlight heralded a reminder of their duties.

“The cavalry games will be starting soon, mo laochan.” No other man had earned the Caledonaiche endearment from her, and none ever would. Her “little champion” bore her down onto the pillows, and his lips interrupted any other comment she might have made. As they explored the curve of her throat, she whispered, “We must make an appearance.”

“We will, Gyan.” His fingertips teased her banasròn, discovering its damp readiness. “Eventually.”

She stilled his hand. He looked at her, puzzled.

Being àrd-banoigin obligated her to ensure her clan’s future by bearing heirs, but was she ready to abandon the warrior’s path and devote her life to a bairn? She gave a mental shrug. A swift calculation assured her that her courses would return soon, leaving the question to be faced another day. Smiling, she began caressing one of the reasons he’d earned “laochan” as an endearment.

He cupped her face and kissed her, urgency for both of them soaring on the wings of desire. His thigh rubbed hers with slow, firm strokes. Gyanhumara nic Hymar, Chieftainess of Clan Argyll of Caledon, yielded to her consort’s unspoken command. She opened to him, and he plunged her into their sacred realm of mind-blanking bliss.

Whenever Arthur map Uther, Pendragon of Breatein, issued an order, on the battlefield or off, only a fool disobeyed.
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TRENCHER LADEN with goat’s cheese and steaming black bread, and the kitchen’s clamor and aromas and warmth at his back, Angusel mac Alayna stood in the feast hall’s doorway. Most joining-ceremony guests—clan rulers and their escorts, religious leaders, craftmasters, and merchants prominent enough to have been extended an invitation—hadn’t stirred from their quarters. Some sprawled where sleep had overtaken them, snoring through ale-soaked dreams.

“Over here, lad!”

Though he couldn’t see the voice’s owner, he knew only one Caledonach who could sound like a thunderclap without trying. He headed toward the shout.

He found Gyan’s father at a table below the dais, destroying a loaf of bread and a mound of bilberries and slices of early apples, pausing at intervals to bury his face in his tankard. After wiping the creamy flecks from his graying sable mustache and beard with the back of a hand, he resumed the attack on his trencher. Peredur and Rhys, Gyan’s half brother and clansman, flanked him.

All three had dressed for battle in traditional Caledonach bronze helmets and forearm guards, boiled-leather tunics, thick leggings, and knee-high boots, nary a detail missing except their weapons.

“Sit, sit,” urged the Chieftain of Clan Argyll between mouthfuls with an impatient gesture toward the bench. “Hurry. After you finish eating, you must change.”

Angusel glanced at his sky-blue linen tunic and back at Chieftain Ogryvan. “My lord?”

“The games, Angusel. The games!” As Angusel obeyed and dug in, with Rhys pouring him a tankard, the chieftain explained, “The drink has left Conall in no shape to ride. We need a fourth.”

Surprise made him gag on a hunk of cheese. He swallowed hard. “Me, sir?” He took a swig of ale without tasting it. He could think of a hundred reasons why this was a bad idea, starting with his age and lack of experience.

“Of course, you.” The chieftain grinned. “Do you see anyone else?”

Angusel looked about. Another man sat crumpled over the far end of the table. With his cloak balled into a pillow, his clan affiliation couldn’t be discerned, but the loudness of his snores proclaimed him to be in no condition to ride either.

He cleared his throat. “But, my lord, I am not of Argyll.”

“Not by blood, Exalted Heir of Clan Alban,” Chieftain Ogryvan allowed, “but your heart is Argyll.”

Angusel’s hand went to the scar at the base of his neck, symbol of his oath to the woman whose father regarded him with disconcerting intensity.

That oath made his spirits sink. These three men were the best horsemen of Clan Argyll and stood among the best in all Caledon. How could he agree to ride with them when his skills seemed so pathetic in comparison?

Rather than admit that, however, he tried a more practical argument: “I am honored to be asked, my lord, but I have not done the trial of blood. You don’t want an untried boy on your team.”

“We know the role you played in the Scáthinach invasion. Your choices and courage saved countless lives, Gyan’s included.” Peredur snaked his arm through the clutter of half-consumed food and drink to grip Angusel’s forearm. “I gave up leading my ala’s team for this chance to honor Argyll and my sister.” His smile made him look so much like Gyan that Angusel sucked in a swift breath. “If you join us, she’ll be twice as pleased.”

“Aye!” Chieftain Ogryvan thumped the tabletop. The pewter tankards and plates and utensils clattered. The snoring feaster woke with a startled grunt, glanced blearily about, and grimaced. Head in hands, he slid back into his dreams. The Argyll warriors exchanged smiles. Gyan’s father continued, “Young you may be, but calling yourself untried is too harsh, Angusel.”

“My lord, I—” Angusel looked at his trencher, but for once, eating couldn’t have been farther from his mind. “I can’t.”

“Why not?” asked Rhys, grinning at a serving lass and elbowing Angusel in the ribs. “Fancy another type of sport, then?”

Angusel shook his head. “I don’t want to make Argyll lose.” He met Rhys’s inquisitive gaze. “My oath forbids it.”

“Nonsense, lad.” The quietness of the chieftain’s tone commanded Angusel’s attention. “Gyan told me what you two were doing in your spare time before the invasion.”

She had been helping him hone his horsemanship skills, but he remained far from claiming mastery. “Then you should know, my lord, that I am the last person to ask.”

“My daughter spoke of your progress with highest praise. She doesn’t utter empty words.”

True, he thought. But Argyll’s competition included not just other Caledonaich, but the best horsemen of the legion and the northern Breatanach clans. If he could have made water at that moment, it surely would have come out cold.

“If we cannot find a fourth,” said the chieftain, “we must forfeit.”

“Think how disappointed Gyan will be, knowing you could have—”

Chieftain Ogryvan’s upraised hand cut Peredur off. “Will you join Argyll, Angusel of Alban?”

Forfeit. Disappointment.

His gut twisted. A fortnight ago, he had sworn to serve Gyan for the rest of his days, a task he desired with his entire being, even if it meant sacrificing his life. Although he could refuse her father’s request, his heart told him it would shake her confidence in him, a thought too painful to bear.

“Aye, my lord. I will ride with Argyll.” Angusel prayed to all the gods that he wouldn’t fail her.
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URIEN MAP Dumarec of Clan Moray of Dalriada watched the departure of the Argyll cavalry team through narrowed eyes. Overbearing Ogryvan and his pet, Peredur. Rhys the Rat. And youngest and smallest in stature but the biggest troublemaker of the lot, Angusel.

To think he might have become kin-by-marriage to those Picti vermin. Well, Arthur could have the whole bloody lot.

He rubbed the woad Picti betrothal tattoo encircling his left wrist, one bitter reminder of the woman who had broken that betrothal so she could marry Arthur. The other reminder he didn’t have to see. He felt its shameful sting whenever he wrinkled his brow.

Reliving the fight soured his mood. He’d lost more than Gyanhumara at the point of Arthur’s sword. Arthur had removed him from command of the Manx Cohort—a thousand foot and horse—and recalled him here, to Caer Lugubalion, to lead the all-horse cohort. This amounted to about the same number of soldiers, but the Manx unit because of its diversity had been a more challenging command and a logical stepping-stone to greater power. Now, Urien commanded a unit composed almost entirely of accursed Picts; of the eight alae, only First Ala’s roster contained Brytons.

It wouldn’t surprise him to learn that Gyanhumara was agitating for Arthur to put one of her clansmen in command of the Horse Cohort. The bastard probably was itching for such an excuse to discharge Urien altogether. He considered resigning his commission; if he left the army, it damned well would be on his terms, not anyone else’s.

Army politics aside, losing Gyanhumara meant losing her lands, which would have doubled Clan Moray’s wealth, and it had destroyed his opportunity to make a bid for the Pendragonship.

No one stole that much from him with impunity.

But the thrust of his revenge would have to wait until after his father’s death. The choice to remain under Arthur’s thumb at headquarters carried a hefty price: the curtailment of freedom. Being chieftain would eliminate the problem. Certain elements of the plan could be accomplished now, however.

He thumbed a rivet on the silvered bronze of his games helm, which his family had owned for five generations. More than a helmet, the sculpted Roman cavalry centurion’s mask covered the entire face, with slits for eyes, nose, and mouth.

Too bloody hot to wear in combat, the helm’s purpose lay not in the deflection of enemy blows, but ornamentation.

When Urien had learned that Arthur would be staging cavalry games as part of the entertainment for the wedding guests, he’d hastened to commission games helms for his team. Not quite the same as his, for the bronze of the new helms had tin overlay, unlike Urien’s silvered helm. Even a chieftain’s son had limits.

Silver or tin, the sun’s glare would render them identical.

He grinned at his distorted reflection.





Chapter 2
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ARTHUR AND GYAN mounted the stairs of the canopied viewing platform to the throng’s thunderous cheers. There to greet them, garbed in his garrison commander’s ceremonial uniform, stood the man who had performed their Christian joining ceremony the day before, called Bishop Dubricius in his temple and everywhere else Merlin.

“High time you two arrived.” The dark sparkle in Merlin’s eyes revealed the jest. “I was beginning to wonder how much longer I could keep them amused.”

The warrior-priest gestured at the people packed onto the tiered wooden seating behind the fence surrounding the parade ground. More had climbed onto the barracks, smothering the red tile roofs. Gyan noticed that several enterprising souls had perched on ladders or each other’s shoulders, scrambled onto crates and casks, piled into unhitched wagons, shinned trees—anything for an unobstructed view.

On the field, Arthur’s foster brother, Caius, commander of the garrison at nearby Camboglanna, was leading the infantry cohorts through a series of complex formations. Three thousand armored men marching and turning with split-second precision presented quite an impressive sight.

Yet the escalating chants revealed the crowd’s craving for the promised excitement of the cavalry games.

“You ought to get married yourself, Merlin,” Arthur shot back. “Then we shall see how prompt you can be the morning after your wedding night.” Impudence invaded his grin.

“Ah, youth.” Sighing, the warrior-priest surveyed the cloudless heavens. “They never appreciate their elders.” He winked at Gyan. “I am depending upon you to keep him in line, Chieftainess, since he no longer heeds me.”

Arthur chuckled. “No worries there. I have two counselors now.”

With the corners of her mouth quirking downward, she wondered when she’d begin fulfilling that role, since in a sennight she would assume command of the Manx Cohort. She relished the challenge of leading a thousand foot and horse but not the prospect of again being separated from Arthur by a hundred miles of sea.

“Just two counselors?” A man stepped from behind Merlin, grinning to rival the sun. “Arthur, you wound me.”

Returning the grin, Arthur planted hands on hips. “If I had wounded you, my friend, your blood would be telling the tale, not your tongue.”


Gyan said, “Commander Bedwyr, it’s a pleasure to renew our acquaintance under—shall we say—less awkward circumstances.”


When she had met Bedwyr map Bann at the Dùn Ghlas shipyards, he’d been clad in a workman’s plain tunic and breeches. Now, rather than a Ròmanach-style legion uniform, Bedwyr wore a finely tooled, dark blue leather jerkin and leggings to match. Stag-embossed silver discs adorned the jerkin’s front. A silver torc gleamed at his neck. Its ends bore the same stag-head design that decorated the pommel of the silver-hilted dagger dangling from his belt. His cloak rippled the shade of new grass, woven with crossing strands of silver and black. The silver dragon badge, ringed with blue enamel, provided the only hint of his affiliation with Arthur’s forces. Its eye was a yellow-green gemstone the Ròmanaich called heliodor and the Caledonaich called sunstone.

As she moved closer, extending her hand, she noticed his salty tang, blended with the scents of rope and leather, evoking the sea. She clasped Bedwyr’s forearm in a warm gesture of greeting that he seemed glad to return.

Merlin regarded Bedwyr, knitting his eyebrows.

“At Caerglas last spring,” Bedwyr explained, “this lady conversed with me through an interpreter without revealing that she knew our tongue. I never suspected a thing.” Hand to heart, he bowed deeply to Gyan. He straightened, but his smile didn’t. “You have a rare jewel, Arthur.”

Arthur chuckled. “Well, Bedwyr. When did you become the gallant?”

“Your lady wife brings forth the best in me,” he admitted.

“That had best be all she brings forth in you.” Arthur clapped his friend on the shoulder to the rhythm of both men’s laughter.

Gyan cast a beaming glance at her consort. “Jealous already, my love?” She felt her grin turn wicked as she winked at his fleet commander. “Bedwyr, I insist you call me Gyan. All my friends do.”

Arthur and Bedwyr shared a glance and a laugh.

“Bedwyr is right. You are a rare jewel, Gyan.” In truth, her name meant “rarest song,” but she saw no need to correct her consort in front of his companion. He wrapped an arm around her waist and leaned close enough for his lips to brush her ear. “I will tolerate no one stealing you from me,” he whispered.

“Ha. As if I’d let—” The warmth of his mouth upon hers abbreviated her remark.

Their kiss ended too soon for her taste. Arthur broke away and faced the steps. Two more people ascended to the viewing platform: Arthur’s younger sister, Morghe, and their mother, Chieftainess Ygraine, whose name reminded Gyan of the Caledonaiche word for sun. Though of the same height, mother and daughter exhibited countenances as dissimilar as the sun and the moon.

The nature of this moon Gyan knew all too well from her association with Morghe on Maun. Like the heavenly orb, Morghe by turns could appear dark or light or something in between as her moods and purposes suited her. At present, she displayed radiant smiles for everyone. No telling how long that demeanor would last. For unlike the moon, Morghe could be as unpredictable as a blizzard.

Morghe lingered at the far end of the platform, facing the parade ground, as Ygraine advanced toward Bedwyr, Merlin, Arthur, and Gyan.

To the sun, Gyan’s mother-by-law, Gyan directed her gaze.

Ygraine’s ivory gown, edged in a pattern of crenellated crimson squares, fell in graceful folds to her feet, its colors straight off the Clan Càrnhuilean banner. The gown’s sleeveless style, reminiscent of attire depicted on the praetorium’s Ròmanach statues, honored her late husband, Arthur’s father. Strings of seed pearls laced the curls piled atop her head in a manner Gyan suspected also was Ròmanach, since she hadn’t observed it on most of the other Breatanach noblewomen. Ygraine’s clan brooch, a silver unicorn rearing within a circle of reddish gold, adorned the mantle. A gold dragon dangled from a black cord at her neck, its design similar to the badges worn by Arthur’s officers. Hinged at the neck and tail, her dragon writhed and flashed with her every movement.

Although Ygraine had to have at least twoscore and ten summers—her oldest grandson, Gawain, was Gyan’s age—the years had spared her comeliness. She had bequeathed to Arthur her red-gold hair and arresting blue eyes. Decades of duty had engraved their mark on her brow but hadn’t vanquished the boldness of her stride or the pride of her stance.

If Gyan could be as well-favored at that age, she would consider herself blessed.

“Chieftainess Ygraine.” Merlin thumped fist to chest in salute. “It gladdens my heart to see you looking as lovely as ever.”

“Ha, you old flatterer.” Fists on hips, Ygraine grinned. “Your silver tongue could confound the devil himself.”

“Would God that it could be so, my dear lady. The devil is a subtle and persistent adversary.”

“Some things never change.” Ygraine flicked a hand at Merlin’s legion badge. “Including you. Still playing soldier, I see.”

“Your son refuses to let me retire.” Merlin glanced, smiling, at Arthur before returning his gaze to Ygraine. “He has his father’s single-mindedness of purpose.” The smile widened. “And his mother’s powers of persuasion.”

As Ygraine returned the smile, Gyan got the distinct impression that she and Merlin shared a private jest.

Arthur exchanged a look with Bedwyr that bordered on consternation. “If this is true,” Arthur said, “then I must persuade you both to continue your reunion elsewhere so I can start the cavalry games.” He motioned at the restive crowd. “Before we have a riot on our hands.”

Ygraine laughed lightly. “A pleasure to see you too, Arthur.”

“Forgive me, my lady mother. Of course I’m glad—and honored—to see you. It’s only, well… forgive me.”

Gyan arched an eyebrow. Though she found it amusing that the conqueror of thousands could be bested in a single verbal stroke by his mother, she decided she’d be a poor wife indeed if she failed to come to his defense. She clasped his hand.

“Chieftainess Ygraine, your son is a man of single purpose. He does whatever is best for his people. And now, my people as well.” Gazing at Arthur, Gyan infused her expression with love. Her pulse quickened as he rewarded her in kind. “It is but one of the reasons I love him so.” She reached behind his head and drew his face to hers. Closing her eyes, she blotted out all other sensations as her tongue probed and twined with his.

The crowd’s impatient chants gave way to ribald shouts.

“Now who’s inciting a riot?” Merlin asked with mock asperity.

Arthur gave Gyan a grateful smile as they parted. He turned and approached the rail, his gold-trimmed scarlet cloak unfurling in the morning breeze.

“Well spoken, my dear. Arthur is indeed evenly yoked.” Ygraine’s smile radiated approval. “Well come to the family, Gyanhumara.”

Gyan nodded, smiling. “I bid you well come to mine too, Ygraine.” As a peer, she had no qualms about using the woman’s given name, but she hadn’t contemplated the idea of calling her “mother.”

Death had robbed her of the right to call any woman by that title.

With an incline of her head, Ygraine withdrew to join Morghe at the end of the platform, and Bedwyr returned to his place beside Merlin.

Down on the field, Caius glanced toward Arthur, nodded, and barked a set of commands. The men clotted into thirty rectangles to march past the platform. Under the Pendragon’s gaze, the soldiers’ movements adopted noticeable changes: lifted chins, puffed chests, livelier steps, and smart salutes.

Arthur beckoned to Gyan, and she took her place at his side. She’d spurned a gown in favor of her leather-and-bronze battle-gear. Gold dove-headed torcs flashed at her throat and upper arms. Braonshaffir hung at her left hip from the bronze dragon sword belt. Over it all draped the gold-edged, scarlet-and-saffron-banded blue mantle, symbolic of her status as Chieftainess of Clan Argyll. On its folds rode her consort’s gift, the sapphire-eyed gold dragon.

After the last century had disappeared through the gap in the applauding throng, a troop of mounted heralds galloped onto the parade ground sounding blasts on great curved brass horns. Men with sacks slung over their shoulders swarmed over the field, spilling the sacks’ contents into the dust. Four long, narrow white ovals marked their passage. Inside the far curve of each oval lay a set of three concentric circles.

Next entered two groups of men on foot. Wearing naught but sandals and white tunics girded with leather belts, the first crew lugged armloads of javelins. Gyan recognized the men to be the cavalry squads’ drudges. Four of their number split away and took up positions in the near curve of each chalk track. The rest congregated nearby under the stern gaze of their overseer.

The other men had donned helmets and mail shirts. Weaponless, they hefted tall, curved shields, and each man carried a staff bearing a different cavalry standard or clan banner.

As four of these soldiers marched into the rings inside each track, Gyan cocked a questioning eyebrow at her consort.

“The targets,” Arthur explained.

“I guessed as much. Why not use straw bales?”

“Straw is fine for practice, but the crowd”—he raised his voice over the swelling sea of voices—“craves blood. The javelins are blunted to reduce the risk, but to the crowd it looks no different.” His expression took on a determined cast. “I will not fall prey to the ways of my forebears.” She intended to ask him to explain when a smile broke across his face. He pointed. “Here come the contestants!”

Threescore and four horsemen spurred their mounts in a slow canter around the perimeter of the parade ground. A rainbow of banners, horsehair crests, cloaks, and saddle blankets wafted in the breeze. Helmets, body armor, shield bosses, and harness fittings gleamed. Many warriors waved at people beyond the fence, and the audience devoured every moment.

The eight alae of the Horse Cohort each had entered a team. Caledonaich rode in seven alae, the result of the Abar-Gleann treaty. These men wore their clan cloaks over traditional Caledonach black leather battle-gear—another condition of the treaty, since Arthur couldn’t afford to equip a thousand new conscripts with Ròmanach armor.

Selected from the only all-Breatanach ala, the eighth team wore scarlet officers’ cloaks. Their identical helmets obscured their faces, rendering identification impossible. The frozen silvery stares gave Gyan a preternatural chill.

“Arthur, where did First Ala get such strange headgear?” Urien, as prefect of the Horse Cohort, might have put himself on the team, and no one would ever know. She squinted at them, looking for clues in their rank badges, bodies, horses, and riding styles to no avail. “Why would anyone want to fight half-blind like that?”

“Those helms are made for cavalry games. And—” Arthur frowned as the teams lined up before the platform.

“And what?” Gyan asked.

His fingers closed over hers. “They don’t reduce vision as much as you might think.”

“You have worn one?”

“My father’s.” The frown gave way to a rueful smile. “With all the battles, I haven’t had a chance to use it. Perhaps we”—his quiet emphasis on the last word sent a thrill up her spine—“can change that. Permanently.”

She glimpsed that future pooled in the fiery depths of his eyes, a future holding no threat of enemy attacks, when warring peoples would become as brothers, when warriors could hang up their weapons and turn their hands and minds from destruction to creation. A future of happiness and prosperity, a future to believe in, a future well worth the cost in sweat and pain and blood to bring to life.

A mild cough disturbed her reverie, and Merlin approached the rail on the other side of Arthur, with Bedwyr a pace behind him. Gyan again studied the parade ground.

Eight independent teams rounded out the field. Clans Argyll and Alban represented the Caledonach Confederacy. The other six teams included Breatanach clans Cwrnwyll, called in Caledonaiche Càrnhuilean, the Rock-Elbows People; Moray, called Mòran, the Many People; Lothian, called Lùthean, the People of Power; and three others whose banners Gyan didn’t recognize.

“Bedwyr,” she said, “is your clan down there?”

“Aye, Gyan! Clan Lammor’s banner is the green stag’s head on silver.” He waved at his clansmen, and they waved back.

“Ah, of course, Làmanmhor, the People of Great Hands—such as those who made your exquisite jerkin?” That won Bedwyr’s nod and grin. Gyan surveyed the Làmanmhor team. By the expert way they controlled their mounts, they looked as likely a team as any to win the laurels. “Why aren’t you riding with them?”

Arthur shot his friend a grin before looking at Gyan. “If you saw him ride, my love, you’d know why he serves in the fleet.”

She would have explored his comment further, but her attention riveted to a nervous horse on the Clan Mòran team. As the warrior quieted the animal, Gyan couldn’t find Urien riding with his clan, which meant he’d probably chosen to lead the masked First Ala riders. She tried to curb her growing dread as she observed her clan’s team. As expected, her father led them, joined by Per, Rhys, and… Angus? Believing herself to be mistaken, she looked again.

Angusel of Clan Alban regarded her proudly amid his Argyll teammates. She answered with the Caledonach warrior’s salute: upraised sword hand clenched in a fist, splayed, and clenched again.

Arthur drew Caleberyllus and held it aloft, gazing at the crowd until every face turned toward him. “Let the games begin!”
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ANGUSEL SWILLED dust from his mouth, spat, and splashed the rest of the water on his face. He wished he could douse his entire body but doubted whether anything could wash away the fatigue.

Argyll had outperformed its opponents in the earlier rounds. So had Alban; no surprise there. Two of the Pendragon’s Horse Cohort alae also had survived the morning trials, the Sixth—Argyll’s current opponent—and the oddly armored First. Soon, two more teams would go down in defeat.

In this game, accuracy counted as much as speed. Angusel had watched more teams be eliminated by failing to score direct hits on their targets than by being too slow to finish the relay, although the sacrifice of speed for accuracy didn’t assure victory either.

As Angusel glanced at the games marshals, who were recording details of each rider’s performance on damp clay tablets while their assistants copied the completed notations to parchment leaves, he appreciated being a participant and not a judge.

One of the members of the Sixth Ala team cut the far corner at too sharp an angle. Rider and mount went down amid a choking cloud of dust, and the crowd uttered a collective gasp. As the dust cleared, the horse rolled to its feet and cantered off the field, but the warrior writhed on the ground, clutching a leg and howling.

A pair of medics raced to his side carrying a leather sheet stretched between two stout poles, and they loaded him onto the litter. Before they could bear him to safety, another shout went up. Angusel faced the adjacent track.

An important rule involved passing a bronze ring between team members. Possession of the ring by the fourth member at the end of his ride didn’t garner extra points. A nuisance, to be sure, but to drop the ring meant elimination.

Amid cursing warriors and snorting horses, Clan Alban’s ring gleamed from the ground. In the space of a dozen breaths, the final two teams had been decided, and Angusel had never dreamed he’d be riding with one of them. The honor’s magnitude drove all thought of fatigue from his mind.

The chief games marshal halted the competition to give the remaining teams a chance to refresh themselves, change horses, and inspect their gear.

“Fresh mount, lad?” Chieftain Ogryvan nodded toward the Argyll groomsmen, each holding the bridle of a rested horse, as Peredur and Rhys made their selections. “We have plenty.”

“Thank you, my lord. But no, I—” Grinning, Angusel stroked Stonn’s dappled gray flank. He’d seen to his stallion’s needs after each round, walking him to cool him down, checking for stones in his hooves, and taking care not to let him stay too long at the trough or hay crib. “We are just fine.”

“Very well. Mount up!” This command, shouted to the entire Argyll team, carried over the bleating pipes that signaled preparation for the start of the final race.

A hush descended. The pipes skirled again, and the first two contestants spurred their horses ahead of the crowd’s tumultuous roar.

As in the preliminary rounds, each rider had to complete three passes around the track. In theory, it wasn’t difficult to collect a javelin from the drudge, fling it at the armored human target standing in the opposite curve, and swing around to begin again while the horse galloped as fast as the warrior’s nerves allowed.

Theory had little to do with reality.

Peredur raced a flawless round, his best of the day. With each pass, he widened the gap between him and his opponent, who struggled with a skittish mare. By the time Angusel guided Stonn into position for transfer of the ring, Peredur had pulled half a lap ahead, scoring direct hits with all three throws.

Angusel set heels to Stonn’s flanks and snatched the ring from Peredur’s outstretched hand. After slipping it onto his left wrist, he poured his concentration into the ride.

Give Stonn his head on the straightaway… slow him just enough to grab the javelin… lean into the turn… judge the rate of closure on the target… take aim, throw!

He let his ears tell him how successful the throw had been. A metallic thump meant a direct hit. If the javelin missed, the crowd’s cheers and jeers conveyed whether or not it had landed within one of the nested chalk circles.

His cast fell short but landed inside the innermost circle. After correcting for the distance on his second attempt, he heard the javelin bounce off the soldier’s shield. As he began his third pass, his jubilation grew.

He had given no thought to his opponent. After making his final toss, he looked up to see the other warrior beginning his third pass. Fitting four ovals onto the parade ground hadn’t left much room between the tracks. Still, if both horsemen took care, they could pass each other without mishap.

Angusel tightened his grip with knees as well as hands.

The warriors had drawn abreast when the Bhreatan horse shied. Shouts rang out. Stonn reared and threw back his head, pawing and screaming. Angusel’s head collided with Stonn’s. His vision grew blacker by the heartbeat. He clung to consciousness as desperately as he clung to Stonn’s neck. He had to complete his round! His honor, and the honor of Clan Argyll and its chieftainess, depended on it.

A shadow appeared before him. It might have been Rhys. Or another rider. Or a fence post or the gods alone knew what. Angusel squinted at the shape, hoping for Rhys.

Gods, how his head throbbed!

Groaning, he braced against Stonn’s neck, stretching out his leaden arm. He felt the ring slide off and heard shouts and receding hoofbeats. His fingers went numb, and he lost his grip.

He slammed to the ground. Darkness reigned.





Chapter 3
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“ANGUSEL!” THE ANGUISHED cry tore from Gyan’s throat. Several inquisitive faces turned her way.

She’d already thrown a leg over the rail before Arthur’s hand gripped her arm. “Gyan, no!”

“Arthur, let me go.” Not a plea, but a command.

The Pendragon did not obey. “It’s too dangerous down there.”

“Ha. I took my first steps around wilder horses than these.”

“For me, then. Please.” The last word almost didn’t reach her ears.

Most of the horsemen eliminated in the earlier rounds still roamed the field, either astride their mounts or attending their needs as the final race ended. Guards strained to hold back the crowd. Other folk scurried about on foot: women dispensing food and water, lads running errands for the games marshals, medics toting bandages and ointments, grooms lugging armloads of fodder and pails of oats, drudges collecting spent javelins from the tracks. Anyone with even the remotest excuse had contrived to be on the parade ground.

She swung her leg back over the rail and called to a guard standing below her. “You, soldier! Order the medics to bring the injured Argyll horseman up here.” She prayed that Angusel hadn’t been badly hurt.

The guard glanced at Arthur, who nodded tightly, lips pursed. The soldier thumped his leather-clad chest and departed to do Gyan’s bidding. She realized she’d trespassed upon her consort’s authority and flashed him an apologetic smile.

After committing Angusel into the One God’s hands, she turned to discover Caius on the platform. His legion ceremonial uniform had been styled much like Arthur’s, in silver rather than gold, matching the silver dragon brooch pinned to his silver-bordered scarlet cloak.

Fair of face and hair, broad of shoulder, sturdy of limb—and legendary in the bedchamber—she understood how so many women could fall under Caius’s spell.

“Well come.” She offered her sword hand for the warriors’ armgrip. “My brother.”

Caius grunted.

She ignored his reluctance to clasp the blue woad Argyll Doves adorning her forearm. “Your men marched well, Caius.”

“From what little you saw, Chieftainess”—the title came dangerously close to sounding like an insult—“how can you possibly make an assessment?”

“Some manners would become you, Cai.” Bedwyr laid a hand on Caius’s shoulder, his glare charged with warning. Caius shrugged it off like a grouchy hawk in molt.

For Arthur’s sake, Gyan strove to keep her tone pleasant. “An oversight I do regret, General, I assure you. I never would have believed a large body of foot soldiers could execute such complicated moves had I not seen it for myself.” Her smile rose on the wings of a pleasant memory. “This morning, my husband was most insistent.”

If her use of Caius’s rank pleased him, he didn’t show it. “Aye,” he allowed. “Arthur is nothing if not insistent.”

“And I insist, Cai,” said Arthur, quietly but firmly, “that you show more courtesy to my bride.”

The two men locked gazes. Caius burst into laughter.

“You two, what a pair!” Still chortling, he slapped Arthur’s shoulder. “Saints in heaven, preserve us all!”

She failed to see the reason for Caius’s mirth, but Arthur shared the laugh as he reached for her hand.

“Time to reward the victors, Gyan.” He signaled a boy holding four wreaths standing a respectful distance away. The lad marched forward to surrender them to Gyan and withdrew with a bow.

Amid the chorus of cheers, three of the Argyll horsemen cantered to the platform.

Despite her anxiety for Argyll’s absent teammate, she couldn’t suppress the surge of pride for her clan’s victory. The winners received more than the traditional laurel crowns. To the throng’s obvious delight, she leaned over the rail to bestow upon the brow of each warrior a lavish kiss.

A hand pulled her back from the rail. “He’s here,” Arthur said.

She looked past him toward the far end of the platform, where two medics descended the steps and departed in opposite directions as fast as the crowd would allow. On the platform, crimson-and-green-banded sky-blue cloaks of Clan Alban swirled beside legion scarlet as several men stood in a semicircle. Ogryvan, Per, and Rhys dismounted and made their way toward the group, as did Ygraine and Morghe. From the back, Gyan recognized Merlin by his silver ceremonial uniform and balding, iron-gray head. The slender, white-robed figure at his side presented another welcome sight, although how Niniane, renowned physician and prioress of Rushen Priory, could have reached the platform so fast from where she’d been standing with other members of the clergy was a miracle in itself.

A thicket of legs concealed the object of everyone’s attention from Gyan’s view. She sensed rather than saw her consort’s presence as she neared and the group parted to admit them.

Blood and dust masked Angusel’s face. More blood matted his curly black hair and spattered his battle-gear. If his chest moved beneath its leather shell, a person would need a falcon’s eyes to see it.

“I’ve sent a medic to fetch my medicines, Your Grace, and another for water and bandages.” Niniane regarded Merlin, clutching her crucifix. “With this crowd, it may be some time before they return.”

“Then we must do what we can for the lad, Prioress,” he said.

With the ease of a man half his age, the warrior-priest sank to his knees beside Angusel. Niniane joined him. They loosened the thongs holding Angusel’s breastplate and pushed it aside. Angusel didn’t respond. His limbs might have belonged to a child’s rag doll.

Morghe stooped to pick up the breastplate. A mixture of sadness and fear pooled in her violet eyes, at odds with the Morghe Gyan knew. Then she recalled that Angusel and Morghe had been close companions before he’d chosen to devote himself to Gyan’s service. Ygraine wrapped her arm around Morghe’s shoulders.

A medic joined the group, water sloshing over the rim of his bucket and a bandage roll tucked under one arm. Prioress Niniane tore off a strip and dipped it in the water. While she swabbed the blood and grime from Angusel’s too-pale face, Merlin laid an ear to the sweaty undertunic pasted to Angusel’s chest.

When Merlin lifted his head, his look wasn’t encouraging. “His heartbeat is weak and irregular.” Gyan’s hopes fell.

“What more can we do, Your Grace?” whispered Niniane as she wrapped Angusel’s bloody head. “Without my herbs and salves—”

Merlin bowed his head and softly, in Ròmanaiche, began to pray. Niniane’s hand rested on Angusel’s bandaged brow. She, too, bowed her head and added her voice to his chant.

Caledonaich and Breatanaich alike moved to adopt an attitude of supplication. Morghe tightened her grip on Angusel’s breastplate and closed her eyes. Like Merlin and Niniane, most of the other Breatanaich—Arthur and Ygraine included—bowed heads and clasped hands together. Where room permitted, some knelt. The Caledonach way required eyes open, face turned skyward, arms outspread.

Gyan scanned the heavens, but the God she sought reigned above the Caledonach pantheon.

She begged the One God to heal her fallen comrade at whatever cost… even to the sacrifice of her life. She refused to contemplate how devastating his death would be to her.

A ragged gasp made her glance down, dashing away tears. Angusel’s chest rose and fell with a strong rhythm. His eyelids fluttered open. He raised a hand to his temple and moaned.

An image flashed to mind of a day several months earlier, when she’d seen a slave injure his back so badly that everyone believed he’d never walk again. After the intense prayers of his fellow Breatanaich, Rudd had limped from the accident site.

Today’s results startled her no less.

“It does work,” she murmured, in Breatanaiche, to no one in particular.

“Indeed it does, Chieftainess.” The warrior-priest pushed to his feet, captured her hand, and gave it a pat. “If you have faith the size of but a mustard seed.”

Merlin and Niniane stepped back into the circle of onlookers as Gyan dropped to one knee beside Angusel.

“Did—did we win?” His Caledonaiche words sounded so very weak.

“Yes, Angus.” Only then did she remember the fourth laurel crown, some of its leaves bruised by her fist. She pressed the fragrant wreath to his palm and closed his fingers around it. “Your superb riding has brought great honor to Argyll, to Alban, and to my consort and me.”

He rewarded her praise with the crooked grin she’d come to love so well. Returning it, she thanked the One God for Angusel’s healing and vowed to discover the identity of the horseman who’d brought harm upon her sword-brother, though her heart presented but one choice.

And the machaoduin would pay for his near-fatal mistake.
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URIEN FINISHED fastening his new bronze cavalry prefect’s brooch to his cloak and slipped its iron cousin into the pouch tied to Talarf’s saddlebow. “If anyone asks, Lucius was the second rider.” He kept his voice low, mindful that the games helm’s mouth slit amplified sounds, and glared at his teammates. “I rode fourth.”

His men nodded, one with more vigor than the other two. Although the helms robbed identity, Urien knew the confident one. His clansman and longtime friend, Accolon, had done a commendable job of feigning trouble with his horse to set the stage for the accident. Of Accolon’s loyalty, Urien had no doubt.

For the benefit of Lucius and Cato, Urien said, “The man who fails to remember this won’t live long enough to regret it.”

With an angry jerk on the reins, the heir of Clan Moray wheeled his mount around and set heels to flanks. Talarf sprang toward the viewing platform, followed by the rest of the team.

There she stood, the woman who should have been his: tall, proud, and as beautiful as on the wet October day he’d met her, clasping hands with the man who’d stolen her. After being forced to attend their wedding and nuptial feast, Urien thought he’d been exposed to all the pain he was ever going to feel. Seeing her again, though, like this…

The heat under his helm wasn’t the only thing to rise, damn her.

His gaze roved to the woman he would be marrying instead. In the last fortnight, Morghe had insinuated herself into Urien’s affections to such an extent that the sight of her violet gown draping her figure’s bewitching curves made him yearn for time to speed ahead to their nuptials, and to the devil with Gyanhumara and Arthur and everyone else.

To the devil, in fact, was just where Urien itched to send the Caledonian whore. Morghe’s proximity to Gyanhumara sparked an idea. He grinned behind the mask.

“First Ala team,” said Arthur, “identify yourselves.”

Urien’s slow compliance didn’t appear to irritate Arthur as much as he’d hoped it might.

Gyanhumara stared at Urien, her face stripped of emotion. She might as well have been wearing a games helm.

“First Ala team reporting as ordered,” Urien said. “Sir.”

Executing a salute with enough enthusiasm to keep it from being construed as an insult required more precision than a cavalry drill, but Urien’s latest stint at headquarters had afforded many opportunities for practice.

“Your team rode well today, Prefect,” Arthur began, cordially enough, though he chose not to employ the title “tribune,” Urien’s preferred manner of address. “However, I noticed the difficulty your second rider experienced in the final race.” His face transformed into a mask as rigid as the one tucked under Urien’s arm. “Who was he?”

“Lucius, my lord.”

“Is this true, Decurion?” demanded Arthur.

“A-aye, sir. ’Twere an accident, Lord Pendragon. I swear!” Lucius twitched in his saddle under the Pendragon’s fierce scrutiny.

“Your negligence could have cost your opponent his life. Decurion Lucius, you are banned from cavalry games for one year,” Arthur said.

“Banned from—from games?” Lucius didn’t disguise his astonishment. “I can still fight with First Ala, my lord?”

“Of course. With no reduction of rank or pay.” Arthur’s countenance relaxed a fraction. “You are far too valuable an asset to your unit. And to me.”

Lucius responded with a salute and a look that, for all his attempted self-discipline, appeared grateful.

“What says Chieftainess Gyanhumara?” Lucius gasped, but Urien kept staring at her. “Do you not want something more done to the man who hurt your friend?”

She exchanged a swift glance with Arthur, but whatever silent message passed between them, Urien couldn’t decipher it.

“I support my consort’s decision.” Eclipsing her sword’s pommel with her fist, she spat the words through clenched teeth. “Angusel has taken no permanent harm. Luckily for you, Urien map Dumarec. Being the leader makes you responsible for the actions of everyone under you,” she snapped. “Good and bad alike.”

Urien ignored Arthur’s agreement and glared at the woman who’d caused all his problems.

Somehow, he would break that iron pride of hers. Urien ran his tongue across his lips. Revenge would taste sweet, and like a prime vintage, he would savor each drop.
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BY THE time Arthur escaped from the dining hall, the moon had sailed high overhead. Gyan had made a sensible retreat much earlier. Part of him didn’t regret having spent time with his men, but he wished he’d chosen to accompany her.

The statue of the Roman goddess Diana in the praetorium’s courtyard loomed before him. Moonlight transformed the water cascading from her jug into a silvery stream, and it glittered in the ripples around her feet. This chunk of marble had witnessed countless hours of Arthur’s time as a student, sometimes with Merlin at his side to lecture and rebuke and praise, but more often not. Arthur map Uther preferred the luxury of solitude.

He wondered whether marriage would change that. Yet having Gyan for his partner made it a welcome prospect.

As a boy, he had viewed the stone goddess as the perfect embodiment of womanhood, down to the sculpted fingernails. When the first stirrings of manhood had come upon him, he’d found fleshly women to be somewhat less than perfect. Some, a lot less. More than once, the doubt had nagged him that he’d ever find his own goddess on earth.

In Gyan, that doubt never would trouble him again.

“She is beautiful,” murmured a female voice. Arthur turned to see Ygraine gliding toward him. He noted with a flash of irritation that the guards had withdrawn from their posts, except the pair flanking the door, and they stood too far away to overhear a conversation conducted in normal tones. The teeth bared by Ygraine’s smile gleamed like moonlit pearls. “I haven’t forgotten how much a little privacy costs.”

He snorted as an image of her and his father came to mind. Shoving it aside, he squelched the urge to reprimand her for bribing his guards. The men would hear from him soon enough.

“Don’t be too hard on them, Arthur,” she said, as if hearing his thoughts. “They believe they’re doing us a favor.” As he glared at her under lowered eyebrows, her grin widened. “Your father used to get that same look whenever I did something like this.”

He conceded with a sigh. Some battles weren’t worth the effort.

Of the reasons Ygraine might seek private speech with him, he had a reasonable guess. Very little befell Clan Cwrnwyll without the consent of its chieftainess. After having grown to manhood in the fosterage of Cai’s late parents, Ectorius and Calpurnia, he felt less like Ygraine’s son than her liegeman.

“If you are displeased because I didn’t consult you about my marriage—”

“I gave you both my blessing yesterday, and I’m not of a mind to retract it.” She gathered her skirts to settle onto the pool’s raised lip. “Last night, Cai told me everything the bards couldn’t: that certain events rather… outpaced everyone.” She patted the lip beside her in an invitation. When Arthur shook his head, she chuckled. “Arthur map Uther, you are your father’s son.”

Unsure whether she meant that as a compliment, he let it pass. “Did he also tell you that by the laws of Gyan’s people, we’ve been married for a fortnight already?”

“No.” Her finger furrowed the water, and the carp swam over to investigate. Ygraine’s features creased into a thoughtful expression. She flicked the drops away. “Quite convenient, I must say.”

“Yes,” Arthur said. If canonical law, to which the Brytoni clans adhered, had contained such a provision, there would have been no question about the legitimacy of Arthur’s birth or his assumption of Clan Cwrnwyll’s chieftainship upon Ygraine’s death. He didn’t crave either status, but he despised his options being constrained by events beyond his control. “Quite.”

Up jerked her head, and she shot to her feet. Arthur could feel her wrath ignite. Facing an enemy army alone and unarmed seemed much appealing.

“I chose my destiny years ago, Arthur, and I’d do it all over again. Lord knows I paid for that choice by having you… and losing you…” She drew a breath, puffed it out, and drew another. “I’ve always regretted that things didn’t work out differently for you. And for us. Your father included. If you think I don’t care about what happens to you, then I suggest you think again.” When he didn’t reply, she sighed, turning toward the pool. “You have a lovely, spirited bride. I see a lot of Uther and me in the two of you.” Her short laugh sounded rueful. “More than I’d expected. I had hoped to use the occasion of these festivities to get better acquainted with her—and with you.” Ygraine’s shoulders shifted in another sigh, and she faced him. “Forgive an old woman for indulging in vain hopes.”

He may have considered Ygraine to be many things, but never old. Yet as he studied her face, he noticed abundant evidence in the creased brow and the frown lines dragging at her mouth, lines etched by responsibility and, he felt amazed to learn, regret. He began to understand how much he meant to her—to say nothing of her sacrifice to improve his chances of surviving the political chaos spawned by the death of her first husband, Gorlas, which had cleared the way for her union with Uther. Years’ worth of animosity fueled by ignorance melted with the warmth of filial devotion.

“I—” His voice felt husky from the ambush of emotions. “I forgive you.” He surprised himself by how deeply he meant it. Clearing his throat, he held out a hand. “Mother.”

With a beatific smile, she clasped his hand. “We’ll talk later, son.” Letting go, she aimed a nod at the building’s torchlit entrance. “You oughtn’t keep your bride waiting.”

Impish irreverence prompted his grin. “That’s the best advice you’ve ever given me.”

As he took his leave and strode off to heed that advice, Ygraine’s answering chuckle floated after him. “So far.”
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HER BACK to the door, Gyan balanced atop a backless Ròmanach chair in the anteroom of the quarters she shared with her consort, feeling Cynda’s comb’s tug as she pondered the circumstances of Angusel’s injury. The physician expected him to regain full health in a few days, but the news didn’t prevent her from dwelling upon Urien’s probable involvement in the “accident.”

“You’re too quiet, my dove.” Gyan could hear Cynda’s mirth as she eased the tangles from Gyan’s hair. “Thinking about the pleasures your consort will be giving you, I don’t doubt. So… how skillful is he? Is he ardent? Tender? Forceful?”

Gyan had to laugh. “As if I’d tell you!”

“Aye, well, when you get to be my age, lass, you’ll ken that tales are the only things left to stir the blood.”

Gyan shifted to look at her and wondered when Cynda’s worry lines had gotten so deep. “You, old? Nonsense.” She faced forward for Cynda to continue her work. “Now that I’m married, why don’t you marry again?”

The pulling stilled. A virulent fever had taken Cynda’s husband and wee bairn a few days before Gyan’s birth, heartbreaking for Cynda but fortuitous for the motherless infant Gyan. No one else had claimed Cynda’s affections.

“Cynda?” Gyan prompted.

“Nay, lass, I think not.” Cynda chuckled as the pulling resumed, a mite rougher. “I couldn’t hope to find a man half as handsome—or roguish—as yours.”

A pair of lips brushed Gyan’s cheek. Startled, she whipped around to find Arthur bent over beside her, comb in hand and looking as smug as a cat beside an overturned jug of cream.

“Beathach!” She swatted his shoulder and switched to Breatanaiche. “Beast! Must I guard my back in our own chambers?”

“Not an unwise idea, my love.” As he surrendered the comb to Cynda, his expression turned pensive. “Best not to take chances.”

“You’re right.” If Arthur could slip in without Gyan noticing, so could anyone else. She sighed. Would Urien forever wedge himself between her and Arthur, even during their most private moments?

In Caledonaiche, Gyan bade Cynda retire for the evening. While the older woman unfurled her pallet on the antechamber’s tiles, Arthur bolted the door and escorted Gyan into their bedchamber. After securing the inner door, he pulled her into his arms, but the insistent probing of his tongue between her lips failed to lure her thoughts away from her enemy.

“Gyan?”

Dodging the question wasn’t an option; she suspected Arthur would sense dissembling. “Urien was lying.”

“I know.” He gripped her hand and started for the bed. Although sex and sleep bottomed her present list of priorities, she didn’t resist him. “But without proof, I couldn’t take him to task for it.” Frustration and regret sculpted his words.

She disengaged her hand to sit on the bed, contemplating the predicament into which Urien had thrust Arthur. A war-chieftain devoid of conscience would have chosen a permanent solution.

Such a man Gyan never would have married.

Chin on fist, she regarded Arthur as he peeled off the layers of his uniform until he stood before her wearing naught save a narrow cloth band to guard his loins. The sight should have goaded her desire, but her mind’s eye conjured the image of Angusel’s bloody body surmounted by Urien’s smirking face.

“What could he hope to gain by hurting Angus?” she whispered, eyes downcast. “Unless… unless he thinks that by hurting those I care about he is hurting me?” A gasping sob burst from her throat. “It does hurt!” She leveled her gaze at her consort. “Artyr, he must be stopped.”
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HER PAIN-WRACKED declaration, as her right hand groped for her absent sword hilt, wrenched Arthur’s heart. The lapse didn’t diminish the determination painted across her brow. Yet something else dwelt there, too. A hint of—what? Regret?

Grasping her hands, he went to one knee at her feet. “I swear to you, Gyan, I will not let him harm you.” He kissed her fingers.

“It’s not me I’m worried about. If anything happened to me, you’d carve him into pieces too small for worms. And he knows it.”

“Damned right.” The praetorium’s hypocaustum didn’t run during high summer, but tonight the room felt chilly. He couldn’t suppress the shiver.

Expression softening, she tugged on his hands. “Come on up here, you great idiot, before you catch your death.”

Arthur joined her on the bed and crawled beneath the coverlet. With a hand on her arm, he tried to convince her to lie beside him, but she refused to budge. He sat up to begin massaging her shoulders. She sighed.

He leaned over to whisper, “Speak to me, my love.” Her hair smelled of rose petals, making him want to forget their problems in the pursuit of pleasurable activities. If she was concerned about a feud with Urien, however, the pleasures would have to wait.

She bowed her head.

“If we could settle this matter between ourselves—just him and me, sword to sword. But he seems determined to involve everyone I love. I had hoped to prevent a war with Dalriada.” She slumped back against his chest. “Now, it’s inevitable.”

“Is it?”

“Of course!” She pushed away and twisted toward him, her eyes flashing scorn. “Where is that fabulous strategic sense of yours? Can you not see the pattern?” Though not loud, the words shot from her lips like arrows. “If I choose not to react to his attempt on Angus’s life, he will keep trying until I do. Maybe not Angus, next time, but someone else.”

A valid point. Still, perhaps other alternatives existed. He asked, “What if the collision truly was an accident?”

“Ha! To believe that you would have to presume Urien was telling the truth.” She regarded him. “You’d best find someone else to lead the Manx Cohort, Artyr. I suspect I am going to be rather busy.” With a sigh, she averted her gaze.

“This is how he wants you to react.” He slipped his fingers beneath her chin, forcing her to look up. “I need you on Maun. Not at Urien’s throat. Let me deal with him.”

“You think my being on Maun is going to solve anything?” She shook free of his touch and folded her arms.

“I’m hoping distance and time will help you see a clear course. I’ll wager Urien believes he can defeat Argyll in a pitched battle.”

“You don’t think I could win?” Her plucky defiance coaxed a brief smile to his lips.

“I didn’t say that.”

Far from it. She had killed a Scotti general after suffering hours of exposure to wind and rain, deprived of food and drink. If Arthur hadn’t witnessed the fight, he never would have believed the tale. Her right arm still bore the bandage from the deep cut Niall had inflicted during their duel.

“But if Urien believes he has the advantage,” Arthur continued, “he will be difficult to defeat.”

Especially if she committed Argyll to a war without thinking this through, but Arthur couldn’t say that. Being her consort gave him access to her wealth but no voice in Clan Argyll’s government. That duty she shared with her father, and by Caledonian law, Ogryvan would be chieftain for as long as he remained fit for the task. Arthur could advise Gyan—Ogryvan also, if the chieftain cared to listen. If the rulers of Argyll chose to ignore his advice, however, Arthur couldn’t do a bloody thing about it.

“You wouldn’t help me if I had to fight him?”

“Of course I would, Gyan.” He inhaled another whiff of her rose-scented hair as he summoned the courage to tell her what she probably least wanted to hear. “But I do counsel restraint.”

“Restraint? Ha! Then who will be his next victim? My father? My brother? One of my clansmen? You, Artyr?” She thumped the blanket with a fist. “I cannot let him hurt anyone else because of me!”

He gripped her shoulders. The eyes that met his gaze gleamed with feral intensity.

“That’s what would happen if you go to war.” She started to protest, but he cut her off. “I can guard myself against treachery. I imagine your kin and clansmen can too. If you attack Dunadd, it will appear to all Brydein as an unprovoked act of Caledonian aggression. Think what that would do to our treaty.”

He didn’t mention that the outrage of the Brytoni Council of Chieftains at Argyll’s “unprovoked act of aggression” would prevent Arthur from sending his foot troops—provided by those same Brytoni chieftains—to help her. Never mind the inevitable political muddle if Arthur ordered his mostly Caledonian cavalry cohort to stay clear of an Argyll-Moray war.

Or, God forbid, the pressure the council might exert upon him to annul his marriage.

A legion of emotions paraded across Gyan’s face: surprise, denial, anger, horror, and, finally, acceptance. Perhaps she’d discovered these other possibilities too. Arthur hoped so. “Oh, God, no…” Her tortured whisper grieved him. “What am I to do?”

He hugged her. Her cheek felt like a firebrand against his chest.

“We will take the only sensible course: watch and wait.” He brushed his fingertips across her cheekbones.

“I will go to Maun, then. For you.” Her steady gaze heralded her resolve. “What of—him? Is it wise to let him command Caledonians?”

Arthur had wrestled with that issue often since recalling Urien to headquarters, liking the answer no more now than before.

“He is one of my best commanders. And he’s no fool. Chieftain’s son or not, he wouldn’t dare provoke me openly.” For Gyan’s sake, he refrained from adding, “yet.”

“If there’s a way to defy you, Artyr, he will find it.”

“I know.” Urien had begun perfecting his almost-insubordinate attitude when he lost the Pendragonship appointment, long before either of them had met Gyan. Only the respect and alliance given Arthur by Urien’s father, Chieftain Dumarec, restrained him from meting out the punishment Urien deserved. “I can handle him, Gyan. Don’t worry about me.” He flashed his most convincing grin.

Her mouth twitched. “As you command, Lord Pendragon.” The smile vanished, and she squeezed his hand. “I pray Urien won’t destroy the Caledonian-Brytoni unity we’re working so hard to achieve.”

That prayer Arthur fervently shared.
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