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IT WAS A wild night, the eve of Samhainn. A biting gale roared down from the north, spitting snow. It tore through the trees like some mad thing, stripping away the last of the dead birch leaves and tangling in the pine boughs to make the trunks sway and groan. The snow and leaves whirled together in a frantic dance to the howls of the raging wind.

No noise of nature’s devising could compete with the screams of the woman in labor.

Ogryvan mac Glynnis, Chieftain of Clan Argyll of Caledon, paced the circular stone room next to the family’s living quarters. The midwives had refused to let him be at his wife’s side during her ordeal. As her cries sundered the night, he knotted his fists and quickened his pace.

The room’s only door creaked open. In raced a small child. Ogryvan scooped his three-year-old stepson into his arms. The boy’s eyes were wide with fear, and tear tracks stained his pale cheeks. He buried his head against Ogryvan’s chest.

“Papa, where’s Mama? Wind noisy!”

Despite his concern for his wife, her son made him smile. Peredur hadn’t reached two summers when Ogryvan had defeated the boy’s father in the dubh-lann for the right to become Hymar’s consort. Too young to remember his late father, Peredur had become Ogryvan’s tiny shadow, and the chieftain had been pleased to view the boy as a son of his flesh.

He brushed away the tears on the lad’s cheeks. “The bairn is coming, Peredur.”

“Bairn! Can I go see?”

Ogryvan shook his head. “It’s women’s work, son. We men must wait until it’s done.”

“When, Papa?”

“Soon. I hope.”

Another scream ripped the night. Peredur squirmed. “Lemme go!” He pummeled Ogryvan’s chest with impotent fists. “They hurting her!”

He squatted to set the child down but did not release his hold. “Your Mama will be all right.” He hoped.

“My lord?” came a half whisper from before him.

Ogryvan glared at the door. A young servant stood just inside the room, eyes downcast, wringing her hands. He knew her: Cynda, who had lost her bairn and her husband three days earlier to the fever.

He rose to his full height, holding Peredur. “Well?”

“A girl, my lord. But there was too much blood. Chieftainess Hymar is—” The woman sucked in a breath. “My lord, she is dying.”

Ogryvan thrust the boy into Cynda’s arms and strode down the hall.

The birthing chamber was swarming with women, their frantic activity reminding him of slaughter day at the chicken pens. He riveted his gaze to the still figure on the bed. No one dared stop him as he waded through them to kneel at Hymar’s side.

She was lying on her back, knees drawn up and apart, naked from her swollen waist down. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Agony etched its grim story across her face. More than anything, Ogryvan wished he could wipe that pain away, and he despised his wretched powerlessness.

He gathered her into his arms, and one of the women replaced the crimson-stained bedclothes with fresh ones. She gave him a nod. He laid Hymar down and pulled up the sleeping fur.


Hymar’s lids fluttered open. “Ogryvan…” Her smile was as pale as her voice. “My eternal love… a girl-child.” Grimacing, she drew another gasping breath. “To carry on. After me. Now.”


He picked up her hand and stroked her forearm, over the pair of blue doves that was the mark of Clan Argyll. “Nonsense, Hymar,” he murmured. “You will get well.”

“I see her, Ogryvan. The Hag. There… by the fire.”

By the fire sat Cynda, cradling at her breast the wee pink creature that was his infant daughter, who was feeding greedily. Peredur stood near Cynda, gazing upon his half sister in wide-eyed wonder.

Ogryvan beckoned to Cynda. She eased to her feet and approached the bed. Little Peredur marched straight to his mother’s side. As Ogryvan drew the boy into the shelter of his arms, Peredur wriggled an arm free to reach for Hymar’s hand. Turning pain-hazed eyes upon him, Hymar summoned a sad smile for her firstborn.

“Here is your Hag, Hymar,” Ogryvan replied as Cynda bent down with the baby. “What shall we name her?”

Hymar’s face melted into joy as she beheld her daughter. “She is… my rarest song… Gyanhumara.”

She raised her hand to touch the child. Gyanhumara’s tiny fist closed around her finger. Hymar sighed, smiling, eyes transfixed upon the infant. Her chest did not rise again.

All movement in the birthing chamber ceased. Silence descended. With a grief too heavy for words, Ogryvan bowed his head, pressing the limp hand of his beloved to his cheek. Peredur’s soft whimpers drowned in the sleeping fur that covered his mother’s chest.

The storm battered the building’s stone walls, screeching its rage at being denied entry. The newborn Chieftainess of Clan Argyll uttered a piercing wail.





Chapter 1
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THE COMBATANTS CIRCLED at sword’s length in the churned mud of the practice field, blind to the swelling audience and the chilling autumn rain. One, a giant of a figure, was the teacher. The student was neither as tall nor as well muscled but moved with the speed and agility of youth. The mud spattered on both bodies proclaimed the length of the session.


“Keep up your intensity!” Ogryvan swiped at his opponent’s midsection. “Always! Lose your battle frenzy, and you’re dead!”

Neither was fighting in battle frenzy, but the younger warrior understood. Grinning through the rivulets of sweat, the student danced out of reach, whirled, and made a cut at Ogryvan’s thigh. The blunted practice sword could not penetrate the leather leggings but was sure to leave a bruise atop the wound he had taken at Abar-Gleann two months before.

The swordmaster gritted his teeth against the pain, but he gave his opponent a nod; the student had made an excellent choice of moves. Exploitation of the enemy’s weaknesses was a basic tenet of the warrior’s art. Mastery would serve Ogryvan’s pupil well in the years to come.

“Strive to outthink your foe. Stay one move ahead,” he advised between feints. The clatter adopted a dancelike rhythm as the opposing blade met each thrust. The onlookers shouted their approval.

The youth answered with a powerful counterattack, silent but for the creak of leather and the hollow thunks as sword met shield. The swordmaster staggered backward. His disciple quickened the attack.

And grew careless. The shield sagged. Ogryvan landed a blow to the unguarded left shoulder. Startled, the youth lost footing in the treacherous mud and fell.

The laughter sparked by the mishap, from teacher and audience alike, was not unkind, yet it did not comfort the mud-painted student.

The Chieftainess of Clan Argyll hated to lose.

The reason rankled like that awful brew Cynda called spring tonic: carelessness had caused the loss.

In battle, such a mistake was fatal.

She began to pick herself up, seething, but was shoved face-first into the mud. Before she could twitch, her father’s foot pinned her down. His sword at the base of her neck chilled her spine. It was too easy to imagine what might happen next.

Ogryvan whispered, “Pay attention, Gyan. This is my favorite part.” His rumbling voice poised on the brink of a chuckle. “All hear and beware! The Ogre takes no prisoners!”

Had this been actual combat, her head would have become the newest addition to Ogryvan’s collection. Such was the Caledonach way; to the victor went possession of the defeated foe’s soul. Well honored was the warrior who boasted the largest array.

Long years of training had hardened Gyan to this aspect of warfare, yet the prospect of someday ending up on display in an enemy’s feast hall was grim at best.

By the shifting of his foot on her back, she knew her father was posturing for the crowd. They rewarded his performance with gleeful claps and shouts. The practice session might be over, but she wasn’t finished.

Her sword hilt nestled in the palm of her outflung hand. She tightened her grip. In a burst of movement, she writhed and scissored with her legs, twisted free, rolled to her feet, and brought the sword up in both hands. Ogryvan toppled into the mud. The resounding wet thud of his landing was chorused by the guffaws of the audience.

She grinned, holding the point of her sword to his throat. “Neither does the Ogre’s daughter!”

No nectar was as sweet as the joy of winning, and winning before an audience of her clansmen tasted even sweeter. One day, she would lead them into battle; events like today’s added another brick onto the foundation of trust. Their heartfelt adoration warmed her like the summer sun.

She sheathed the sword and offered a hand to her father. “Even?” Her voice was husky from the exertion.

Ogryvan took the proffered hand to regain his footing. “Even.”

The crowd drifted back to their various duties around the settlement, but one man remained at the edge of the field. She strode toward him, swatting mud from her thighs and chest.

“Well, Per, how did I look?”

“Like the fen-spirits Cynda used to try to frighten us with.” Her half brother reached for a glob of mud lodged in her braid.

“Ha!” She playfully slapped his hand away. “You know what I mean.”

Per beamed at her. “You did well. I don’t think I could have fooled Father like that. Or held him off for so long.”

She didn’t believe him for an instant. They had sparred with each other often enough to know who was the better swordsman, but she rewarded his flattery with a brilliant smile and a challenge: “Race you to the house!”

She launched herself down the path, bruises forgotten in the autumn mist.
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THE CHIEFTAIN of Clan Argyll stood alone on the practice field. Pride pulsed anew for the two promising young warriors, racing like colts toward the family’s living compound. Per, Ogryvan observed with critical interest, was gaining. Arms pumping, Per drew abreast. Too close: Gyan’s scabbard bounced into his leg. His stride faltered. With a whoop of triumph, startling a cloud of pigeons from their perches on the timbered roof, she flashed past him into the long, low stone building.

Ogryvan shook his head in amusement. Winning at any cost was one of his late wife’s dearest passions too. How often had Hymar played some mischief like that? When they galloped their horses beside summer-slim streams, her favorite move had been to drive her mare at full speed into the shimmering water. He could still hear her bright laughter as he spluttered his protest.

With a glance at the leaden skies, he hoped Hymar was somehow sharing his pride.

He began shambling down the path after the youths when his boot crunched against something hard. Gyan’s rectangular oak shield nestled in a muddy bed. Stooping to retrieve it, he resolved to chide her about neglecting her gear.

She ought to hearken well to his words if she had a mote of sense, her father mused. Per too. They would move far beyond the reach of his guidance soon enough. The sorrow of this knowledge clutched his heart like a merlin’s claw over a mouse.

To honor the treaty made after the Battle of Abar-Gleann with Arthur the Pendragon of Breatein, Per and hundreds of other Caledonach warriors would be riding south after spring planting to join the Breatanach army at Dùn Lùth Lhugh. Gyan was finished with her basic martial training; the rest she would have to learn through constant practice, and in battle. But she would not be joining her brother. Her part in fulfilling the treaty terms would take her elsewhere, beginning with the Breatanach school on the island they called Maun.

She didn’t know this yet.

Ogryvan resumed his course for the building. Time to face the moment he had been dreading for the past two turnings of the moon; nay, his daughter’s entire life.

Caledonach children born into the warrior caste were raised on the heroic stories of clan lore. Battles and wars, victories and defeats, incredible acts of strength and bravery: tales as sweet as mother’s milk. Gyan had devoured the teachings, especially the hard lessons learned from the ancient Ròmanach War. And, most recently, Abar-Gleann.

That she seemed willing to swallow her inborn hatred of the Eagle of Ròm spoke to just how much she yearned to fight beside Per and her clansmen, even though they would be wielding their weapons on behalf of the Ròmanach warlord, Arthur.
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BEHIND GYAN, the thudding of Per’s boots on the corridor’s flagstones announced the recovery of his stride. Yet this victory was hers! She savored every moment.

Their laughs no more than breathless gasps, Gyan and Per clattered to a halt before his chambers. He leaned on the door to step inside.

She caught his tunic sleeve. “Wait, Per. Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“Oh, aye.” He bowed long and deep. “You have bested me in a fair race, my lady. I am yours to command forever.”

“Ha! Begone, rogue!” She smiled. “Save your charm for the ladies.”

“Aye, but I have.” As he reached for her hand, the mockery in his grin yielded to affection. “The best lady in all Caledon.”

He gave her braid a quick tug and fled into the room. The oaken door thumped shut behind him.

“Beast!” she hurled at the ironbound timbers. His reply was a hoot of muted laughter.

Brothers! What to do with them?

Or without them?

Chuckling, she set off toward her chambers.

A typical afternoon would be devoted to horsemanship and mounted javelin-throwing. Gyan could sit a horse better than most men could, but flinging a slim barbed shaft at a target from a bobbing back was a skill she’d yet to master. She didn’t like missing any chance to practice this basic Caledonach battle tactic, and today marked the third day of departure from her routine.


A Breatanach chieftain, Dumarec of Clan Mòran, was due to arrive soon, mayhap even this day. Chieftain Dumarec was bringing his son, and Gyan was expected to look her feminine best.


Illness or injury would have been better, without question. Let the other women strut about, prettied up like overgrown dolls to snag a mate. Such was not her way.

But none of the days following the Caledonach loss at Abar-Gleann could be called normal.

“Cynda,” she called upon entering the antechamber.

The short, plump, black-haired woman emerged from the bedchamber with an armload of Gyan’s soiled clothes. Sighing, she rolled her eyes in a familiar gesture of long-suffering patience.

“By the gods, Gyan, you get dirtier than anyone I know! Per included.” The accusation was delivered with a merry laugh.

“You should see Father!”

Cynda, who had nursed the infant Gyan after the death of her mother and had seen her through the bumps and scrapes of an active childhood, dropped her burden near the door.

“I can imagine. Strip off that leather and set it aside to be cleaned. I’ll get the basin and towels. And put your linens onto the pile, there.”

As Cynda left the room, Gyan moved to obey.

Standing naked in the privacy of her bedchamber, she regarded herself in the shield-size polished bronze mirror. All her life, folks had crowed about how much she resembled Chieftainess Hymar. It had always made her wonder…

Was she as tall as her mother had been? Or as slim? Was her hair as lustrous? Were her eyes as deeply green?

Would she prove to be as wise and just a ruler as Hymar was said to have been?

She squeezed her eyes against the stinging threat of tears.

As she gazed into the mirror, her vision blurred with the remnants of her sorrow. For a moment, she saw not a young woman in the bloom of adulthood but a child scampering through spring meadows, stopping now and again to climb a tree or toss stones into a chuckling brook. Her brother was never far behind; Cynda always gasped and grumbled about the pace.

Those were the special days, just after spring planting each year. Duties were light, spirits soared high, and the sun and breeze and wildflowers conspired to lure the unwary into realms of carefree delight.

Those days resided in the forsaken chambers of her mind while other matters competed for her attention: matters that promised to alter her life forever.

There was no mystery to the timing of the Bhreatanaich visit. To show support for the new alliance, Ogryvan wanted Gyan to select a Breatanach lord for a consort. Dumarec’s lands adjoined her people’s to the west, and that border had been disputed for generations, so his son was a logical choice.

Yet she was under no obligation to accept the suggested match. Such was the privilege of the clan’s àrd-banoigin, the woman through whom the line of succession was determined. Caledonach law also dictated that whoever shared the bed of an àrd-banoigin was entitled to the woman’s lands. Gyan controlled more land than any of her peers. Thus, she’d been trained from the first day of womanhood to be selective in her choice of consort.

This son of Dumarec would have to prove himself her equal with sword and horse, no easy task for any man.

But she was also learning there was more to life than battles and bloodshed. The serving lasses never quit filling her ears with stories of their bedchamber exploits in blunt, vivid detail. Something stirred within Gyan during those stories, no louder than a breeze whiffling through a pile of leaves.

She closed her eyes and ran tentative fingers over her breasts, wondering how a man’s touch would feel.

When would she know the caress of love, if her consort were chosen for political reasons?

The sound of someone bustling into the anteroom shattered her reverie. She wrapped herself in a sleeping fur and opened the door.

Mardha, the prettiest of the serving lasses, was bearing the water and washing linens. She greeted Gyan with a saucy smile and a wink. Cynda followed with towels and a gown.

Gyan would much rather have seen Cynda carrying a fresh tunic and breeches and said so.

“You know your father’s orders, young lady.” Cynda organized the bathing implements with a practiced hand.

Gyan sighed.

The wolfskin slid to the floor at her feet as Cynda and Mardha each grabbed a wet washcloth and set to work.





Chapter 2
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OGRYVAN DUCKED TO cross the threshold into the living quarters.

A smear on the gray granite flagstones caught his eye, and he squinted at the floor. The smear resolved into a double set of boot marks. One track stopped at the nearest closed door, Per’s chambers. The other continued down the corridor and disappeared into the shadows.

He presumed that Gyan and Per had gone to get themselves cleaned up. In his present mud-caked condition, this seemed like a fine idea. His daughter’s lecture would have to wait.

Hefting both his shield and Gyan’s, he shouldered open the door to his private chambers. The slave tending the fire scrambled to his feet as Ogryvan entered the room.

“Ah, Dafydd. Well met. I need towels and water.” Dafydd bowed and started to leave. “Fresh clothing too,” added Ogryvan on his way into the inner sleeping chamber.

He left the shields against a wall, shed the muddy leather gear and sweaty undertunic, and stretched on his bare stomach across the bed, eyes closed. Memories flooded his brain of the children, not as he saw them today but years ago: Gyan, always driving herself to keep pace with her brother, and Per, the son of his heart, striving to stay one step ahead. The two of them, running, climbing, riding, fighting, shouting, always together, always laughing.

Well, almost always.

Arbroch without Gyan and Per was not going to be the same.

Creaking hinges announced Dafydd’s return. The hot, moist towels soothed Ogryvan’s complaining muscles. Gyan had given them good reason to complain.

A pity the heat couldn’t salve his spirits.

One by one, the towels came off, leaving a tingling echo of their presence. With a twinge of regret, he sat up. Across Dafydd’s palms rested a thigh-length blue tunic and matching trews. Ogryvan accepted the proffered garments with a nod.

Easing the trews over the purpling thigh bruise forced to mind the disaster at Abar-Gleann, and he grimaced.

Arthur the Pendragon had orchestrated a brilliant win over Alayna and the Caledonach host on the banks of the roiling River Fiorth. How Arthur, an untried leader of men, had managed this feat was beyond Ogryvan’s ken. Good men under him, Ogryvan supposed, and a small but effective cavalry squad—led by the man on his way to visit Gyan—which had outflanked Ogryvan’s troop to capture the dike and seal the victory for the Breatanaich.

It had been during this maneuver that he had taken the spear wound in his thigh that, thanks to his daughter, was throbbing again. As if the wound weren’t enough, the battle itself still gave him nightmares.

After knotting the leather thong to secure his trews, he snatched the pitcher off the table, tipped it to his lips, and swallowed the dregs of the strong spiced wine. The taste wasn’t nigh as bitter as the loss he and Alayna and the rest of Caledon had been forced to swallow. Although, by the gods, it was no small wonder that any of the Caledonaich had been spared. With Alayna’s men pinned to the cliffs above the Fiorth, cut off by Urien’s cavalry unit, Arthur stood in the perfect position to slaughter the Caledonach host. In that man’s place, Ogryvan would not have hesitated.

He dragged the back of a hand across his bearded lips and surrendered the pitcher to Dafydd, who tucked it under one arm, gathered the discarded towels and clothing under the other, bowed, and left the room.

As Ogryvan prepared to don the tunic Dafydd had given him, his gaze fell upon his shield arm and the Argyll clan-mark he had worn there for a score of years.

Picti, “Painted People,” was the name still used by the Breatanaich and other peoples of these verdant isles to refer to the Highland-dwelling Caledonaich. In days long past, the name had begun among ignorant Ròmanach men who’d been too busy trying to conquer the clans to be bothered with learning anything from them. The Ròmanaiche epithet for the Caledonaich, who called themselves the “Hard People,” had been appropriate when custom dictated that clan warriors fight naked, protected by naught but their great gleaming torcs and fiery courage and face-to-foot woad warding-marks, blessed by the gods.

Now, none but clan rulers and the mightiest warriors bore the sacred tattoos. Ogryvan’s flying Argyll Doves, once a rich blue, were showing their age, just like the rest of him.

The outcome of Abar-Gleann might have been different had the high old ways not been abandoned.

With a toss of his head, he chided himself for indulging in such foolish speculation.

The battle’s aftermath saw the drafting of a treaty between the Caledonaich and the Breatanaich. As Chieftain of Clan Argyll, Ogryvan had been one of its endorsers, and the terms imposed by the victors were not as unreasonable as they might have been.

For her part as organizer of the attack, Chieftainess Alayna was hit hardest by the treaty terms. Senaudon and all lands south of the fort were placed under the control of a Breatanach occupation unit. Most of the surviving Alban warriors were forced into the Breatanach army, and Alayna’s son was taken hostage.

Argyll, the strongest clan of the Caledonach Confederacy, found itself in a similar position. Two hundred warriors were slated to swell the Breatanach ranks. At least Gyan was spared from having to share the same ordeal as Alayna’s son.

Small comfort.

He pulled the tunic over his head and tugged it into place. With a grunt, he rose from the bed and crossed to a chair near the fire, where the flames sparked more memories of Abar-Gleann.

Under the treaty, the other clans were required to provide Arthur with horsemen, each warrior and mount equipped with battle-gear. In exchange, the Pendragon promised equal treatment and opportunities for advancement, an equal share in all spoils, and military assistance against Scáthinach, Angalaranach, and Sasunach incursions upon Caledonach lands.

Most of the other Caledonach clan leaders had voiced a preference for death rather than establishing an alliance with Arthur. The loudest dissent came from Alayna; no surprise that, since she’d had the most to lose and the least to gain.

Recognizing the advantages presented by this unique opportunity, despite the impact on his daughter, Ogryvan had bullied his peers into submission. He recalled that moment with a brief smile. Faced with the Ogre’s forbidding glare, not even Chieftainess Alayna had dared to disagree.

The only bright spot in that dismal day was its unexpected conclusion. To celebrate the alliance, Arthur had feasted Caledonaich and Breatanaich alike at Senaudon. Former enemies were treated like longtime comrades. A mountain of pork and venison had disappeared that night, drowned by a river of ale. Defeat had never tasted better.

Even Chieftainess Alayna had not acted as bitterly as she might have, under the circumstances.

Dafydd returned to the chamber with a clean goblet and the wine pitcher, its contents sloshing to the brim. The tray he carried also held a welcome surprise: a loaf of fragrant brown bread and a slab of cheese. The slave set the tray on a small table near Ogryvan’s chair. Ogryvan reached for the bread, commending him for his thoughtfulness. Murmuring thanks, Dafydd started for the door.

“One more thing.” Dafydd stopped and turned to regard Ogryvan. “Please tell Gyan I want to see her in my workroom at her earliest convenience.”

“Yes, my lord.” Dafydd left the chamber.

Holding the wine cup in the other hand, Ogryvan began to demolish the warm loaf. If Gyan was anything like her mother, he would have enough time while she was bathing and dressing to finish a feast.

He took another gulp of wine as his thoughts returned to Alayna of Alban: clan ruler, warrior, mother; a marvel of womanhood. Upon the death of her consort, Gwalchafed, eight years ago, Alayna had approached Ogryvan with a tempting proposal to unite Argyll and Alban. The flamboyant Alayna doubtless would have made an entertaining partner.

Staring into the flames, he tried to imagine the entertainment he and Alayna might have shared. It wasn’t difficult.

In asking him to become her consort, Alayna had played to an even baser emotion: greed. What sane man would turn his back upon the prospect of doubling his wealth?

A man who loved his daughter more than all the riches this world could offer. Because the mantle of chieftainship rested upon his shoulders, marriage to Chieftainess Alayna would have made Argyll cease to exist as an independent member of the Confederacy. Ogryvan could not bring himself to deny Gyan her rightful rank… not then, not ever.
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CLEAN AND gowned—and craving her riding gear and favorite horse—Gyan awaited her father in his antechamber. His distinctive voice thundered outside the door as he gave instructions to the servants in charge of preparing the evening meal. Before long, the door swung open, and he strode in. He closed it behind him and headed for his large ashwood worktable.

The summons had come as she was dressing, forcing Cynda to hurry with the comb through the last tangles. She fingered a soft, coppery lock, fragrant from the dried rose petals crumbled into the washwater. Ogryvan had taught her to keep her hair braided and pinned fast to her head while fighting to deny the enemy a handhold. Now, it cascaded over her pine-hued woolen gown.

“Good practice this morning, Gyan.” The chair behind the table groaned as he sat. “Where did you learn that twisting trick?”

“Per showed me. We’ve been practicing it for a sennight.”

“Ah. Just remember to keep your concentration. Never let overconfidence rule your actions.”

“I know, Father.”

“And another thing, my lass.”

His head disappeared behind the table. He brought up a large, filthy object.

Although caked mud covered most of the identifying marks, she would have recognized her shield anywhere. First the mud bath and now this! Only foolish warriors forgot their gear. Foolish warriors soon became dead ones. Her brow furrowed as she scolded herself.

“I know you know better. Clean it yourself, to make sure you don’t forget this lesson.” As she rose to accept the shield, he shook his head and motioned her back into her seat. He leaned the shield against the wall. “Later. No sense in ruining a perfectly good gown.”

A short smile played across her lips. If muddying the gown could hasten her into more comfortable clothes…

He placed both palms on the tabletop, like a priest preparing to deliver judgment. Hesitation crept across his face. It pricked her curiosity. All thought of the gown and plans for its demise fled.

“Was there something else, Father?”

“Aye.” He drew a deep breath. “You and Per will be leaving Arbroch after the snows melt in the spring—”

“To join the Pendragon. Yes, I know.”

“No.”

“No?”

“Per will, of course, but you are going to a Breatanach school.”

“School?” Gyan felt she must sound like an idiot. “Where?”

“On the Isle of Maun.”

“Maun! One of Dumarec’s. Clever.” She furrowed her brow. “I suppose you think that if I reject his son as consort, I might decide to accept him later, at this school.” She spat the word like a piece of tainted meat. “Well, it won’t work.” Crossing her arms, she tossed her head.

“Gyan, that’s not why I—”

“I am a warrior! Not a fledgling priest to sit and listen to some mumbling old mage all day. You cannot make me go to this place if I do not wish it.”

He sighed. “I’d hoped you would see the wisdom in this. The advantages it could bring you. And through you, our clan.”

“Ha. What can those Breatanaich teach me that I can’t learn here?”

“Ròmanaiche, first.” His upraised hand forestalled her protest. “So you can study Ròmanach battle tactics.”

She felt her eyebrows quirk upward. A chance to learn from the army that had tried to destroy her people more than once across the span of generations… to prevent another Abar-Gleann from ever happening again. If she could bring this to pass, her name would be hailed in the songs of the clan seannachaidhean forever! Her lips drew back in a slow, proud smile.

Ogryvan returned her smile.

“How long must I stay?”

“Two years.”

“I’ll be finished in one.” Her father hooted. “You’ll see. I can’t let Per win all the glory!”

“What’s all this about me and glory?” asked a third voice.

Startled, Gyan turned. She had not heard the door open. Fists on hips, her brother stood on the threshold, auburn head and broad shoulders limned in dancing torchlight.

“Eavesdropping is not polite, dear brother.” Her voice reflected her irritation.

“Keeping secrets from me, are you?” The grin never left his face. He advanced into the room and bent to whisper in her ear. “The wise warrior never puts her back to the door.”

“As if I have anything to fear in Father’s chambers, ha!” He dodged her blow. “What are you doing here, Peredur mac Hymar? Testing me?”

Ogryvan, following their banter with a smile of amused affection, called a halt. “Save that energy for the practice fields.” He directed a sterner gaze at Per. “I presume you have some other purpose here than to torment your sister and disrupt our conversation?”

“My apologies, Father.” Per’s contrition lasted but a moment. “Our hunters have returned. They report seeing the Dailriatanaich in the hills west of Senaudon yesterday morning.”

“And about time,” Ogryvan replied. “How many?”

“Twenty-four, all mounted, with pack horses. They should arrive late tomorrow.” Per tossed another grin at Gyan. “Will you be ready for them, dear sister?”

“More than you will be,” she retorted.

“Peace, children!” Ogryvan raised both hands for silence. “Per, how fared our huntsmen?”

“Three fine bucks, and many partridges and hares.”

“Excellent!” His palm smacked the tabletop. “With that many guests, we’ll need every morsel.”

“Since they won’t be here until tomorrow, there’s no need for me to stay dressed in this.” Gyan plucked at the neckline of her gown. “I think I shall go down to javelin practice.”

“Nay, lass. You’ve too much to do as it is.” Ogryvan’s tone sounded kind but firm. “What with seeing that the sleeping quarters for the Dailriatanaich are in order, feast preparations, and the like—wait, Per,” he commanded as his stepson started to leave. “You and I need to review the plans for the honor guard. Gyan, you’d best get started right away.”

“Very well, Father.”

Gyan felt disappointed not to be sharing in this discussion. Such subjects had always been far more interesting to her than the mundane tasks of running a large household. Yet this time an argument was pointless. Days ago, she and her father had decided that she would not participate in the initial meeting of Chieftain Dumarec’s party. With no heir, she had to be protected from treachery.

She rose and grabbed her shield by the straps, careful to keep it away from her gown yet toying with the notion of creating a mishap as an excuse to change. But with so much else happening, the wrath of Cynda was not a specter to invoke.

As she turned for the door, Ogryvan came from behind the table to pat her shoulder. “Gyan,” he whispered. “Give him a chance.”

She heard the plea in his voice and softened hers. “You mean Urien?” Her father nodded. “Don’t worry. If he’s the right man, I’ll know it.”

Ogryvan bent to accept his daughter’s kiss. Per was not so lucky. As he moved into her seat, she slapped his leather-clad shoulder and darted away. The waft of his miss stirred her sleeve.

With a chuckle, Gyan swept toward the door.
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THE MANNER of Gyan’s departure made Ogryvan recall the feast after the Battle of Abar-Gleann, and how Alayna, bedecked in her costliest finery, had tried to place herself in Arthur’s path. Her behavior hadn’t seemed odd at the time, what with the noise and confusion in the overcrowded feast hall. Hindsight told him Alayna had wished to form a more intimate alliance with the handsome, unmarried Pendragon.

On the threshold, Gyan glanced over her shoulder. Per made an abrupt move out of his seat as though to chase her. With a mock squeal of fear, she made good her escape—and forgot to shut the door. Chuckling, Per settled back into his chair.

Their antics couldn’t distract Ogryvan for long.

Stroking his beard, he wondered if he had been premature to suggest the betrothal of his daughter to the heir of neighboring Clan Mòran in the Breatanach territory of Dailriata. He knew little of these Breatanaich off the battlefield except through his dealings with the slaves. Yet he knew enough to understand that outside motherhood and domestic duties, women played a very small role in their society.

What would happen if Gyan’s consort tried to extend his influence beyond the bounds set by Caledonach law? What would become of the clan if Gyan couldn’t hold him at bay? What would become of her? Most lasses would have been frightened to tears by the prospect of meeting men so recently counted among the ranks of the enemy. Not his Gyan; she had seemed to radiate youthful confidence. He hoped it would serve her well for the decision she would be forced to make.

Her acceptance of Urien map Dumarec meant more than the fulfillment of an agreement. To become her consort, he had to be right, not only for Clan Argyll but for her.

Had he, Ogryvan, done enough to prepare Gyan for this fateful day? Would she be able to make the best decision and face its consequences? More to the point, was he ready to release his beloved daughter to Urien of Dailriata?

“Father? You said you had more plans to discuss with me?”

Ogryvan regarded Per, who, like his half sister, so resembled Hymar that it was difficult to be angry at anything the lad did. “Aye, son. In a moment.”

He strode to the threshold and peered into the corridor, which was teeming with servants preparing for the arrival of the Dailriatanaich. Pushing the door shut, he thought about the man responsible for all this activity… and the reason Gyan would have to marry a Breatanach lord, even if she decided to reject Urien.

Arthur the Pendragon, a leader whose authority was military in nature, not derived from one Breatanach clan but all. Such a man would pose no threat to the continued identity of Clan Argyll or to Gyan’s leadership.

Ogryvan suspected that if the two ever met, Gyan might come to like Arthur, if she could force herself to see past the Ròmanach influence and the conqueror’s stern countenance.

Gyan marrying the Pendragon, however, would not satisfy the treaty.





Chapter 3
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ARTHUR MAP UTHER sat in a dim corner of the wayside inn’s common room, clenching the flagon till his knuckles whitened. He flexed his hand and took another pull. To his men, he always strove to present a cool demeanor, and the room was full to bursting with the fourscore horsemen of First Ala who’d been recovered enough from Abar-Gleann to accompany him on this mission. Strong emotions never won a battle, and as Dux Britanniarum, commander-in-chief of the Dragon Legion of Brydein, one of the duties he took most seriously was the presentation of a good example.

His definition of a “good example” did not include throttling the woman whose refusal to release her son to Arthur’s envoy was the reason for his excursion into Caledonian territory. He stared at the flagon, picturing Alayna’s neck, and felt his lips twitch in the barest of smiles.

“Want to share the joke, Arthur?”

Although his foster brother, Cai, had spoken, Arthur’s other close friend, Bedwyr, also was regarding Arthur. Neither man was assigned to the cavalry; Cai commanded the infantry garrison at Camboglanna, and Bedwyr headed the fleet. Arthur had invited them to represent the other branches of Brydein’s military forces and demonstrate to Chieftainess Alayna the seriousness of his intent. He had to admit being glad of this rare opportunity for their company. The press of duties took the three of them in different directions all too often these days.

The only person missing from this assemblage—though Arthur couldn’t call him friend—was Urien, former commander of First Ala whom Arthur had promoted to command the new Brytoni-Caledonian cavalry cohort. The prefect, who preferred the nobility-bred title of “tribune,” was busy conducting another affair on behalf of Brydein, one just as vital in securing peace with the Caledonians.

In response to Cai’s question, Arthur shook his head and swallowed another mouthful of ale.

“That’s our Pendragon.” Bedwyr’s grin was wide and wicked. Little more than a year after his appointment, Arthur was still unaccustomed to hearing the title that went with the position of Dux Britanniarum: Pendragon, “Chief Dragon.” Bedwyr never missed a chance to help with the transition. “Secretive as ever.”

That won Arthur’s chuckle. “If you two must know, I was imagining what I might do to our wayward ally. And not what you might think, Cai.” He chuckled again as Cai, who had been ogling a buxom serving maid, whipped his head around at the sound of his name. He laid a hand to his neck and winced. “Careful, my brother. One day your lust will get you into real trouble.”

“As if yours won’t.” The serving maid bustled to Arthur’s side of the table and bent over farther than necessary to set before him a fresh flagon of ale, offering Arthur a tempting view of her cleavage. Cai snorted. “You see the effect that damnably handsome face of yours has on the women.”

Arthur saw but leveled his gaze at Cai. “At least the word ‘discretion’ is in my vocabulary.”

Cai uttered a short bark of laughter.

Bedwyr, it seemed, was not above vying for the young woman’s attentions either. He interrupted the shy smile he was giving her to say, “Where’s the fun in that, Arthur?”

Fun, indeed. Although the pleasures of female company were not unknown to Arthur, such encounters had satisfied an immediate physical need, nothing more. The woman with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life would not be a mere bedchamber accessory but someone he hoped would share his vision for a united Brydein and help him usher that vision into being. Such a woman he had yet to meet. That included Chieftainess Alayna, despite her rather obvious attempts to convince him otherwise at the treaty-signing feast.

Not for the first time, he wondered if such a woman existed.

He rose from the table. “You two settle this matter”—he jerked a nod toward the serving woman—“between yourselves. I plan to be as well rested as possible for my meeting tomorrow with Chieftainess Alayna.”

Was it his imagination, or did the woman’s lips purse into a pout as he passed her? It didn’t matter; he had been serious about his intention to retire alone for the evening. Nor did he mind spending the night in a field tent, the innkeeper having informed him that all the rooms were bespoken. As much as he would have enjoyed the luxury of a bed, sleeping in a tent like the rest of his men afforded another opportunity to lead them by example, which he welcomed, even in this snowy October weather.


The drumming of hooves sounded outside, but before Arthur could wonder who had arrived, the door banged open, and the answer became apparent. Think of the devil…

Urien map Dumarec swaggered into the room, flanked by his father, Chieftain Dumarec, and more than a score of their clansmen. All but Urien were arrayed in the black-and-gold-patterned wool of Clan Moray. Urien was wearing his legion armor and short scarlet officer’s cloak, augmented by fur-lined boots, leather leggings, and a long-sleeved undertunic. Every man was shaking flecks of snow from hair and cloak while heading for the fireplace. After exchanging hearty greetings with their comrades-at-arms, the men of Arthur’s unit made way for the newcomers.

Catching Arthur’s gaze, Urien plowed through the crowd toward him. “My lord. Well met.” He did not offer a salute, which was within the bounds of protocol since they were in a civilian setting.

“Indeed, Tribune.” Arthur doubted the sincerity of Urien’s greeting. They’d never been on friendly terms, and Arthur’s appointment to Dux Britanniarum had put even more distance between them. But since Urien was the son of a staunch ally, there was no wisdom in antagonizing him. “Your father bespoke the rooms here for your party?”


“We had to. This is the last inn before we head into Picti territory. No telling what we’ll find in our beds once we get there. Fleas, rats, daggers, you name it.” His eyebrows knotted. “Isn’t that why you stopped here?”

Arthur saw no need to explain himself to a subordinate, nobility or not. “I had my reasons.” He eyed Urien. “If you wish to be successful in your dealings with our new allies, you might consider leaving your prejudices on this side of the border.”

Urien laughed. “You’re beginning to sound like”—he glanced at Chieftain Dumarec, who was hunkered in front of the fire—“someone else I know.” The woman who had been serving Arthur’s table sidled up to Urien with a sultry smile and a frothy flagon, which he accepted with a grin. “Besides, tavern wench or warrior, Brytoni or not, these women are all the same. Even with the language differences, it shouldn’t be too hard to convince the Picti chieftainess of my”—his grin widened as he patted the lass on the backside to the sound of her giggle—“charms.”

Charms, Arthur thought, and an ego to match. But it was no exaggeration to say that Urien was a formidable warrior, and Caledonians seemed to respect strength. The union of Chieftainess Gyanhumara’s clan with Urien’s was as good as done. Such a marriage could make Clan Moray more powerful than Arthur cared to contemplate. Yet for the sake of lasting peace in Brydein, he hoped it would work out for the best.

“Be that as it may,” Arthur said, “I advise caution.”

“Caution, indeed.” Urien’s look adopted a hard edge as he ground fist to palm. “I don’t trust these Picts. Why didn’t you obliterate them with Caledfwlch when I”—he stabbed a thumb at his chest—“gave you the chance?”

With effort, Arthur resisted the impulse to touch his sword’s ruby-pommeled hilt, the smith’s inspiration for naming it Caleberyllus, Latin for “Burning Jewel.” After Abar-Gleann, Cai had coined a Brytoni name for Wyllan’s finest creation: Caledfwlch, “Caledonia’s Bane.” It had almost caused a diplomatic disaster.

He spared a glance for his friends and was thankful they were too far away—and too busy flirting with the serving women—to have overheard the exchange. Two months was enough time to heal flesh wounds but not enough time to salve Cai’s pride for having to endure Arthur’s public rebuke in order to preserve the fragile peace. He returned his attention to Urien. “Do not forget that your charge was carried out under my orders.”

Urien glared but let the remark pass. “The Picts have been a menace to our borders for generations, and—”

“The same can be said about the Saxons, Angles, and Scots.” These last two Arthur spat like the curses they were to him. The Angli had killed his father. And the Scots… he banished a grisly memory with a long blink. “None of them have demonstrated a willingness to negotiate with us for peace. The Caledonians were willing, and Brydein will be getting a much stronger cavalry as a result.” Arthur grinned. “You should thank them for your promotion.”

Urien grunted. “I thought it was quite magnanimous of you to word the treaty to preserve the Picti woman’s right under their laws to choose a husband, providing he’s a nobleman on this side of the border. If you’re so set on this alliance, why don’t you see if she wants to marry you?” He gave an elaborate shrug. “But I forget. By the terms of your own treaty, you don’t qualify. How clumsy of me. Sir.” His smile was so thick with insubordination that, had they been anywhere else, Arthur would have settled the matter with Caleberyllus. And then he’d have renamed it Urienfwlch.

“Yes, Tribune, it was.” He let enough warning seep into his tone to convey his irritation without alerting anyone around them.

What irritated him far more was the fact that, because Clan Cwrnwyll had never waived the illegitimacy of Arthur’s birth, Urien was right.


[image: Gyanhumara]


“I DON’T like it.”

Gyan glanced up to see Cynda, hands on hips, scowl at the pattern of rushes and crushed lavender strewn across the guest chamber floor.

The slave lass clutching the shallow basket of lavender looked up, startled. The basket tipped. A pile of petals fluttered to the floor. With a squeak of alarm, the girl began scooping them back into the basket.

Cynda softened her gaze. “Never mind that, dearie, just spread them around now. Ach, that’ll be fine.” She pointed toward the window. “Mayhap a wee bit more over there.”

The slave bent to her work. In moments, she finished and, bowing, scurried from the room.

“What is it, then?” Gyan smoothed the wool-lined wolfskin sleeping fur on one of the beds. “Have we forgotten something?”

Stepping back, she surveyed the chamber. Everything seemed to be in place: fresh linens and furs on the beds, a fire snapping in the fireplace with a generous stack of wood nearby, clean rushes on the floor, an empty trunk for clothes against the far wall, a basin and pitcher of water on the table, the lamps lit and brimming with oil. Anything else Chieftain Dumarec or his son might need could be sent for easily enough.

If something were amiss, Gyan couldn’t see it.

“Nay.” Cynda made a gesture of impatience with her hand. “Sheltering enemies at the seat of Argyll, it’s unheard of!”

“They are not our enemies today.” Gyan felt ill prepared to accept that a collection of strange scratches on sheepskin could be taken as proof, but she kept the confession to herself.

“Oh, aye, if you can believe the words of a flock of thick-witted men who spend most of their time fighting and drinking and wenching.”

Gyan laughed. “I’ll be sure to tell Father what you think of his exploits.”

“You do that, young lady. Not that he’d listen. But his ‘exploits’ have gotten his daughter tangled up in marriage with one of these Breatanach curs. Your mother never would have approved.”

“I imagine my mother would have done whatever was best for the clan even if it meant accepting my marriage to a Breatanach lord.” She fixed Cynda with a hard stare. “You don’t approve. Why?”

Cynda wrung her hands as her eyes adopted a faraway look. “You didn’t see what those savages did to our poor brave warriors.”

Blessed with a deft hand and a strong stomach for the sight of blood, Cynda had accompanied the war-host to help with the wounded. By Caledonach law, in the absence of an heir, the clan chieftain and chieftainess could not be exposed to the same risk of death, lest there be a struggle for succession should the worst come to pass. Since Chieftainess Alayna had needed Ogryvan’s fighting experience—although in hindsight his skill had not made a whit of difference to the outcome—Gyan had missed the chance for her first taste of battle.

She had understood the reasons and agreed in principle, but it had not stopped her from brooding over the lost opportunity.

When the ragged remains of the host returned, she cauterized her feelings to help tend their wounds. This work gave her a glimpse of the harsh realities: the gaping gashes, the missing limbs and eyes, the raging fevers… and the blood-crusted bodies of clansmen who would never again feel the warmth of the sun, or hear a child’s laugh, or smell the furrowed earth after a spring shower.

Working in the sickrooms was not a pleasant duty, but that was a consequence of war. Whether Caledonach or Breatanach, Angalaranach or Scáthinach, the best and luckiest warriors survived with their skins intact. The others did not.

She laid a hand on Cynda’s shoulder. “I saw enough, afterward. That can’t be the only thing bothering you about this visit.”

The only mother Gyan had ever known collapsed into her arms. “I feel as if”—Cynda drew a shuddering breath—“as if I’m losing you, Gyan… my wee dove.”


Gyan hugged her. Words fled. It had never occurred to her that Cynda might not be able to leave Arbroch. Having to bid farewell to her father and brother and home was hard enough, but Cynda too?


“Nonsense. When I leave Arbroch in the spring, you’ll be coming with me.”

Cynda shook her head. “Your father would never allow it. I know more about the day-to-day doings of this place than anyone else.”

“Then it’s time you began sharing your knowledge, wouldn’t you say?”

“Aye, Gyan, that’s a wonderful idea!” Her eyes sparkled. “The winter will be more than enough time to train a replacement. But who?”

“Bryalla?”

“Not with that wee bairn of hers. Mayhap Rhianna.”

“She seems a little slow in the wits.”

“Aye, you’re right, Gyan. Then there’s—”

A thought flashed. The woman in Gyan’s mental picture was pretty and competent, and able to satisfy Ogryvan’s needs in more ways than one. “Mardha!”

“The very lass I was thinking of.” Cynda grinned.

“Gyan, there you are!”

Resplendent in his polished leather battle-gear, silver torcs, and midnight-blue woolen clan cloak, pinned at the shoulder with a silver Argyll brooch, Per stood in the doorway. Gyan hoped the warmth of her smile told him how handsome he looked.

“Per? I thought you’d ridden out with the patrol.”

He shook his auburn head. “Father and I are trying to decide which of our Breatanach slaves can be trusted to act as translator.” Slaves, Gyan reflected, captured as a result of border disputes, or their children born at Arbroch over the years. Either way, Per was right: not many of them could be trusted with such a critical task. He continued, “We wanted your thoughts on the matter.”

“Good. Where is Father?”

“At the stables, inspecting the honor guard’s mounts. He sent me to find you.”

Gyan faced Cynda. “Can you finish here? And make sure there are enough pallets and sleeping furs in the Commons for the rest of Dumarec’s party?”

“Ach, Gyan, be off with you!” She gave Gyan a gentle but firm shove toward the door. “I’ve been doing this sort of thing since before you both were born.”

As the door thumped behind them, Gyan and Per shared a laugh.

“You know,” he said between chuckles, “I will miss that little tyrant.”

She made a noncommittal grunt. With luck, she would not have to miss Cynda at all.

The area outside the stables was bustling with the regular Argyll patrol and the twenty-two mounted men selected to serve as Chieftain Dumarec’s honor guard. In their midst loomed Ogryvan, scrutinizing everything from harness furnishings to helmet crests. Like Per, he was arrayed in his finest battle-gear, as were the honor guard and their horses.

Gyan yearned to be riding out with the guard, to see these fierce Breatanach warriors for the first time and meet destiny headlong.

Duty tethered her to the settlement. Everything had to be in perfect readiness for the guests. She released her disappointment on the wings of a sigh.

Ogryvan looked up as his daughter and stepson drew near. “Ah, good.” His eyebrows made a thick line across his forehead as he glanced at the sky. Dark clouds were boiling over the mountain peaks, heralding a storm. “Let’s go inside before the skies open on us. Gyan, I don’t want you to ruin your gown.”

“What’s the matter, Father?” She grinned. “Afraid I might melt?”

“With you, I don’t know anymore,” Ogryvan retorted. “You seem to be full of surprises lately. Now, go on inside, both of you.”


The three crowded into the nearest chamber to offer any measure of privacy, the saddle shed. Outside, the first drops assaulted the roof timbers.


“Did Per describe our problem? That we need to have one of our slaves act as translator?” When Gyan nodded, Ogryvan said, “The slightest misunderstanding could spell disaster. I don’t want to trust just anyone.”

“Trust, aye. We don’t need someone who might say something other than what he’s told to say. Although…” Per’s face clouded with a rare frown. “I have to wonder whether any of them can be trusted that far.”

“Since none of us knows the Breatanaiche tongue beyond a few words to get the slaves to do our bidding, we don’t have much choice.” Gyan glanced at Ogryvan. “Father, what is to be the reward if the person does well?”

Holding a spare length of saddle girth, Ogryvan did not answer right away. Nor did he look up when at last he spoke: “Freedom.”

As Gyan started to voice her consent, Per said, “I thought one of Arthur’s treaty terms was for the clans to free every Breatan.”

“Aye, son. By this time next year, we must.”

“Then why not let them all go now?”

“Think, Per.” Gyan laid a hand on his leather-covered forearm. “We have close to threescore men and women here, and I’ve lost count of how many children. We can’t free them all at once, not with winter at the gate. The slaves own little more than the clothes on their backs. They couldn’t make it to their villages on foot before the snows come. And think what the loss of their labor would do to us.” She grinned to soften her words. “Would you want to be shoveling Rukh’s manure all winter?”

“I suppose not.” Her brother’s short laugh sounded rueful.

“Very well. Let us grant freedom for the slave and his or her family and offer them passage home, wherever it may be,” Ogryvan said. “We can manage the loss of two adults and a few children, agreed?”

Per nodded. “But we’re still faced with the original question. Who will it be?”

Studying the neat rows of bridle pegs, Gyan pondered the options. Many pegs were empty, another blunt reminder that the fetters of duty were as strong as those made of iron. And fighting the intangible bonds was just as futile.

She abandoned her mental struggle to regard her father and brother. “We can rule out the women.”

“Oh? Why?” From the surprise in Per’s tone, it seemed he had expected her to suggest one of the female slaves.

“They’re a timid lot.” She shrugged. “We need someone who can keep his wits about him under pressure.”

“Aye. Trouble is”—the folded leather strap snapped taut between Ogryvan’s fingers with a loud crack—“we haven’t seen any of our slaves react in a crisis.”

“What about the fire in the stables last summer?” Per asked. “Who was that stable-mucker? Dav? Daff—”

“Dafydd! Of course!” The memory of that dreadful afternoon sprang up, when Gyan had nigh lost her beloved Brin. “It was his idea to blindfold the horses so they could be led to safety.”

For his role in saving the horses, Dafydd was given a position as one of Ogryvan’s personal manservants. An appropriate reward, although Gyan had always wondered why Dafydd had not been set free for his efforts. In her father’s place, she wouldn’t have hesitated.

Now Dafydd might get his chance.

Ogryvan stroked his beard. “Hmmm, Dafydd… he’s so quiet and unassuming that most of the time I forget about him.” He favored his daughter and stepson with a proud smile. “By all the gods, you two are right. He’s got a good head about him. I do believe Dafydd is our man.”





Chapter 4
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“REMEMBER, MEN, DO not draw your weapons unless you hear the word from me. From me!” Ogryvan roared. “Is that clear?”

If the chorus of “Aye, Chieftain” sounded less than enthusiastic, it was not unexpected. They’d heard the command at least a dozen times in the past sennight. But he had to be certain of their obedience.

“I said, is that clear?” The Ogre hurled the full force of his glare at each member of the guard.

Their second response came much closer to his liking. Bloodlust had its place, to be sure, but today cool heads and steady hearts would see a successful conclusion to the first attempt in clan memory at a peaceful meeting between former enemies on Argyll land.

He raised his fist to signal the troop’s departure. As he set heels to the flanks of his roan stallion, Easgan, he glanced at Gyan. The rain had calmed to a drizzle, and she had taken a step from beneath the stable roof’s thatched overhang. With sword arm outstretched, she clenched and splayed her fingers in the Caledonach warrior’s salute. Fierce pride surged through every line of her stance, making Gyan look more than ever like her mother. And before much longer, he would be losing her too.

At least this separation would not be final. He hoped.

Ogryvan returned the salute. He settled the hood over his head, thankful for the rain that hid the mist rising in his eyes. To drive away the sorrow, he focused upon the matter at hand. The image of his daughter did not fade. For that, he was also thankful.

The regular patrol split from the honor guard to take up positions behind the outermost earthen embankment. Ogryvan inspected his men to ensure that every warrior was concealed, javelin at the ready.

Trust was earned through worthy deeds, not bought by a fistful of scribbling on sheepskin. If the Dailriatanaich were unwise enough to display naked steel during this meeting, none would live to boast about it.

As the honor guard drew rein below the embankment, he watched the translator, mounted behind Per. Like the others, Dafydd was cloaked and hooded against the relentless October rain. His iron slave collar had been removed. Dafydd stroked his neck where the collar had lain, as though unable to believe his good fortune.

Neither cloak nor tunic hid the angry red welts tattooed by eight years under the band.

To use this man today was a calculated risk. If the Breatanaich took offense at the sight of one of their own enslaved, collared or not, then so be it. The swords strapped to the saddlebows of Ogryvan and his men had not been crafted for mock combat.

Easgan snorted and tossed his head. Ogryvan stared at the spot where the trail arrowed from the forest to cross the wide, autumn-dead meadow. Moments later, he heard thudding hoofbeats and jingling harnesses. As they emerged from the pines, the travelers lifted their heads in recognition of the end of their journey.

The Argyll honor guard cantered forward to meet the Chieftain of Clan Mòran. The two bands halted a dozen paces apart and fanned out into the meadow to either side of the cart track. Twenty-four pairs of Breatanach eyes glared at the Argyll honor guard. Most of those eyes widened as Ogryvan nudged Easgan a few steps ahead of the Argyll line. He often had seen this reaction from men who had doubted the tales of his height.

Ogryvan recognized two Dailriatanaich from the Battle of Abar-Gleann: Chieftain Dumarec and his son, Urien.

At Ogryvan’s nod, Dafydd slid from the back of Per’s bay gelding and walked into the neutral area. Ogryvan watched the Breatanaich as they studied Dafydd, who stood between both bands, waiting for Ogryvan to speak.


“Hail, Dumarec, Chieftain of Clan Mòran of Dailriata,” intoned Ogryvan through Dafydd. “In peace I bid you welcome to the seat of Argyll and extend the greetings of my daughter, Chieftainess Gyanhumara.” He gestured toward his stepson. “This is Lord Peredur, Gyanhumara’s half brother.”

“Well met, Chieftain Ogryvan, Lord Peredur,” replied Dumarec. “And you, of course, remember my son.” The ebony-and-gold-cloaked chieftain glanced at the man on his right, the only warrior wearing Ròmanach battle-gear. “Urien.”

Dafydd relayed Dumarec’s words, which Ogryvan answered with a curt nod.

How could he forget the leader of the Breatanach horsemen, whose demon-swift charge at the dike had sealed the defeat of the Caledonach host? Urien’s tactic had stolen victory from the clans, and now he had come to steal Gyan’s heart. Nay, not steal it. By the terms of the treaty, she all but belonged to him already. All Urien lacked was her consent, which would be difficult to obtain in his present condition.

“Lord Urien, I advise that you change clothing before meeting my daughter. She is none too fond of anything Ròmanach.”

When they heard the translation, Dumarec and Urien leaned over to exchange a few private words. At first, Urien seemed to be arguing with his father, but he soon fell silent.

Dumarec straightened. He instructed Dafydd to convey their agreement to Ogryvan’s request, adding, “Shall we take cover, Chieftain Ogryvan?” He surveyed the dripping sky. “Your weather is most inhospitable.”

When Dafydd hesitated, Ogryvan prompted, “Remember, your reward is your family’s too.”

With a deep breath, Dafydd rendered into Caledonaiche Dumarec’s unritualistic comment about the weather.

Ogryvan grinned. He’d noticed the hint of humor in Dumarec’s voice. Gladness at being so near to shelter was plain enough on the craggy face.

“Aye! Let us make haste, Chieftain Dumarec, to where the fire burns under the mutton joints and the spiced wine mulls in the hearthpot.”

After hearing the Breatanaiche version of Ogryvan’s suggestion, the Chieftain of Clan Mòran nodded his assent. Dafydd climbed back onto Rukh. Settled behind Per, Dafydd gave Ogryvan a glance of pure relief. Ogryvan smiled and said, “Well done.”



[image: Urien]


URIEN SAT with his father at the high table of Arbroch’s feast hall. The continued absence of the host and hostess had caused boredom to feast upon his mind.

He touched the red-enameled bronze brooch that was the badge of his rank, catching a fingertip on the dragon’s jet eye. In deference to the chieftainess, Urien had exchanged his cavalry uniform for traditional Dalriadan dress. He was glad of the woolen tunic and trews that let him be warm and dry for the first time since leaving Dunadd. Yet he refused to go without his insignia. A brooch was, after all, a brooch. And no other tribune in the army of Brydein had one like it. In honor of his status as heir of Clan Moray, it bore the clan’s gemstone.

With naught but his meat knife at hand, he felt naked.

He squelched that thought. Showing fear could destroy his chance to win a wife.

Urien’s gaze darted around the hall as he pondered Chieftainess Gyanhumara’s aversion to Romans and everyone who had adopted their ways. From what he’d been told about the woman, it would be a challenge to persuade her to set aside this emotion for his sake. His blood raced. Challenges were his meat and drink. And no challenge yet had defeated him—save one, and he shoved it out of his mind.

He wondered how Gyanhumara felt about living
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