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One of the privileges of writing is sharing the fun and joy of stories with my readers.  I send newsletters with details on new releases, special offers, deals and news about my books.

From among the most engaged and long term subscribers, I offer Street Team membership and the chance to read all my books before they’re published.

Sign up for my mailing list and get three free books, as a sample library, and join the community of readers who love romances.

See details when you have finished Once and Future Hearths Box One.
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About Once and Future Hearts Box One

“It takes me back to the magic I felt when reading Mary Stewart's stories of Merlin.” – Amazon Review


The first three books of the series that will “keep you hooked until the end”, featuring the myths, legends and magic of the beloved King Arthur stories, surrounding heart-rending romances of the men and women who lived and loved in these perilous times.

Born of No Man
Can love triumph despite duty?
When duty thrusts them together, Lynette’s secret clashes with Cadfael’s suspicious nature and threatens to tear them and the entire kingdom asunder. But, Lynette must keep her secret at all costs to protect Princess Vivian’s unborn child. A child who would become known as…Merlin.

Dragon Kin
Will she become the cursed king’s fifth dead wife?
In Lesser Britain, drought grips the land, forcing Arawn, King of Brocéliande, to take a fifth wife, hoping she will be the mother of his firstborn, whom the prophecy says will break the curse and save his people. Can Arawn find a way to save his people and the land that supports the future Pendragon?  Will Ilsa break the curse?

Pendragon Rises
She is invisible to everyone but the blind man… 
When the new High King, Uther, meets Igraine for the first time and becomes obsessed with her, Anwen and Steffan are drawn into a web of lies and deceit that could destroy Britain’s fragile peace.

These novels are part of the ancient historical romance series, Once and Future Hearts, set in Britain during the time of King Arthur.

1.0 Born of No Man
2.0 Dragon Kin
3.0 Pendragon Rises
4.0 War Duke of Britain
5.0 High King of Britain
6.0 Battle of Mount Badon
7.0 Abduction of Guenivere
8.0 Downfall of Cornwall
9.0 Vengeance of Arthur
10.0 Grace of Lancelot
11.0 The Grail and Glory
12.0 Camlann

Readers have described Tracy Cooper-Posey as “a superb story teller” and her ancient historical romances as “written art”. Get the first boxed set today!


 

Praise for the Once and Future Hearts Series

You will be drawn into a world so different, so compelling. You won't want to put it down.

Love the descriptions and settings that transport me to that world. Well told and well written.

This book really kept me on my toes I cried so much not knowing what would happen. I'm so in love with this series.

This series is in the right century, told in the right way, and based on sound research, plus, it's just plain old great storytelling!

Tracy Cooper-Posey has brought the Arthurian Legend alive! I am so enjoying this series & it seems each book gets better and draws me in deeper.

A simply fantastic series that is getting better and better with each new book.

The more I read of this series, the more I want.

I can't say enough good things about the series!
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The Formation of Twelve Love Stories

My first introduction to King Arthur was indirect but buried its hooks deep.

If you’re familiar with my writing and me, it’s quite likely you already know I grew up without a television or access to movies, which left me with only one avenue to stories: Reading.

I read everything. 

We lived in a miniscule town and the other three children in the town were boys. So I read a lot. My mother must have put in mail orders for books every week, for there was no library and no stores that sold books except for the store my parents ran. I re-read my collection of books (Enid Blyton was a staple), until I was thirteen and moved to a bigger town on the coast to attend high school…and the school had a whole, entire library of books. Nirvana!

The discovery of new-to-me authors and stories accelerated in that first year.  Among the huge number of books I read was an award-winning children’s fantasy series, The Dark is Rising Sequence by Susan Cooper.

I gobbled up the series and swiftly acquired copies of my own, which I kept right up until I moved to Canada and was forced to sell them for the heart-breaking price of 50c each to raise cash for the move.

I have since re-acquired them…in ebook format, so this time, I will get to keep them forever.

As you can tell, the series had a big impact on me. The parts of the story I liked the most were references to an ancient king, Arthur, and the power he had over Britain. Arthur was not a major character in the series, or even a primary secondary character, but his influence on the series was considerable. I can’t say too much more about the role Arthur plays in the series and not lay down massive spoilers, so I will merely say that my first exposure to the Arthurian myth was soul-branding. Arthur was treated not as a grand king in shiny armor, but a Celtic warlord with wisdom and a personal history that haunted him.

I swiftly gobbled up every book I could find about King Arthur, which included T.H. White’s The Once and Future King—the title of which I borrowed shamelessly for this series.  T.H. White borrowed his title from the myths and lore, which I had got to know very well by then.

A single government-run TV station was accessible in my seaside town.  The station played a single movie every Sunday afternoon, usually classic movies from the golden age of Hollywood. One of those movies was Camelot, with Richard Harris, Vanessa Redgrave and Franco Nero. I loved it, for it was a musical rendition of The Once and Future King. But at the same time I was appalled at the campiness and the plate armor. It felt a bit like they were making fun of the Arthurian legends, which bothers me to this day.

Then I found Mary Stewart’s Merlin series, starting with The Crystal Cave, and was struck dumb with amazement and pleasure. Not only did she retell the Arthur stories as dramatic tragedies, but she placed Merlin and Arthur in their correct century (which T.H. White failed to do)…and there was not a “sir” in sight.  She even included the culture of those times; druids and Roman influence, slaves, Celtic tribes, and the very few facts we do know about the fifth century.

I have been entranced with Arthurian myth ever since.   

It was inevitable that once I began writing seriously I would, sooner or later, tell my own version of the Arthur cycle.  As it turns out, it was later, rather than sooner. I have been publishing for twenty years, now. You hold the beginning of my contribution to the myth in your hands.

Because the bulk of my writing is in the romance genre, and Arthurian stories are at their heart grand romances (scholars call the stories “the Arthurian Romances”), I built the series around twelve love stories, to match the twelve battles Arthur fought to win freedom for Britain.

Enjoy.

Tracy Cooper-Posey

March 2020


 

BORN OF NO MAN


 

About Born of No Man

A LEGEND BEGINS…

Can love triumph despite duty?

Lynette, companion to Princess Vivian, has learned to trust the princess’ visions and so, guards the dark and powerful secret of the man in the cave.

Cadfael the Black, battle commander to High King Vortigern, lives only to kill Saxons, to avenge the brutal murder of his family at their hands. At the court of King Gwilym, the very heart of Roman Britain, he meets the beautiful Lynette, a woman who could thaw his frozen heart.

When duty thrusts them together, Lynette’s secret clashes with Cadfael’s suspicious nature and threatens to tear them and the entire kingdom asunder. But, Lynette must keep her secret at all costs to protect Princess Vivian’s unborn child. A child who would become known as…

MERLIN.

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

1.0 Born of No Man
2.0 Dragon Kin
3.0 Pendragon Rises
4.0 War Duke of Britain
5.0 High King of Britain
6.0 Battle of Mount Badon
7.0 Abduction of Guenivere
8.0 Downfall of Cornwall
9.0 Vengeance of Arthur
10.0 Grace of Lancelot
11.0 The Grail and Glory
12.0 Camlann

Readers have described Tracy Cooper-Posey as “a superb story teller” and her ancient historical romances as “written art”.  


 

Praise for Born of No Man

Wow ... this is a fantastic story. The author takes us straight into the heart of Arthurian Britannia with a tale that gives us the origins of the story of Merlin…Fantastically written and filled with tension. – Dark Ages Romance
___
Reader Reviews:

Love, love, love this book! I am amazed at how well Tracy Cooper-Posey has constructed this story to introduce us to Merlin, King Arthur's magician, through characters surrounding his beginnings.

It takes me back to the magic I felt when reading Mary Stewart's stories of Merlin. Tracy Cooper-Posey has written another winner!

I was absolutely surprised by how the events unfurled, and if only for that you should read it. I just can't wait for the next one.

As a long time, self proclaimed Arthurian Legend junkie I couldn't wait to dive into Tracy Cooper Posey's new series. Tracy once again proves to be a master story teller as she weaves the delicate threads of this beloved legend into her own.

I love how the legends and historical factual ‘bits’ are interwoven in the story.

Oh my goodness. Of course I was not sure what to expect with this but what I got was a wonderful story set in the time just before King Arthur. Invading Saxons, Romans, Kings, princesses, mysteries, Merlin, and romance? Wonderful beginning to a new series and I cannot wait to read more.

Just loved the book - Tracy always manages to develop great story lines that keep you hooked until the end (thanks for the late night Tracy!).

I also love the fact that her female characters are definitely not boring, whiny or TSTL.

Tracy Cooper Posey is brilliant at weaving stories with individuals that are completely believable in their thoughts and dialogue.
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Why here?

Not long after Born of No Man was published, I received an email from a perplexed reader, who was upset that nowhere in the story did Arthur appear. There was no magic or dragons and no knights, either. Wizards were conspicuously absent.

“Why did you start here?” she asked.

Fair question.

The very simplest explanation is that Mary Stewart started her Merlin series around this time and place. This is my homage to her brilliant books. But that’s just the superficial reason.

To understand Arthur, the choices he made, and the choices of the people around him, learning about the dark days which preceded his emergence as High King of Britain gives one a baseline, for they were very dark days.  The pilot light of the heart of Britain was close to being snuffed out.

Arthur’s ascendance was not typical even for those times. His heritage—the contributions of Merlin, Ambrosius and Uther, and even Vortigern’s ignorant leadership—all shaped the people and temperament of the nation he led from that awful abyss.

To fully grasp the significance of the peace Arthur delivered, it helps to see where he started out.

That story starts here, with Merlin’s conception and the drum-taut political tensions of Britain under Vortigern’s leadership, when two enemies, Cadfael and Lynette, meet.


 

Chapter One
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Kingdom of Dyfed, Britain, 440AD.

They came across the snared man in the hills behind Maridunum, well out of sight of the busy town. He sat on the sopping turf, his cloak pulled well over his head so the rain dripped from the edges onto the ground between his knees. One leg thrust out at an odd angle.

The rain was a steady hiss against the ground and hid the sounds of their approach. They were beside him before he stiffened with caution. As people did at the approach of a stranger, he reached for his belt knife.

However, the knife and a good sword rested on the grass out of his reach, both wet and reflecting the gray clouds among the green growth.

The man’s shoulders hunched over once more. He brought the cloak around him.

Lynette stopped her pony with a soft word. She lifted her head so she could see beyond the edges of her hood to look at the woman on the other horse. Vivian’s dark eyes held the same far-seeing, glassy expression that had been there when Vivian insisted they ride among the hills this morning, rain or not.

“See if you can help him,” Vivian instructed.

Lynette did not argue with the princess. When she was in one of these moods, there was no point. Just as Lynette had resigned herself to being soaked to the skin from riding out on such a miserable day, she now climbed from her horse with stoic silence.

“He won’t harm you,” Vivian added, her voice louder. Her tone was firm and distant. She spoke with complete certainty.

Cold fingers drifted up Lynette’s back, colder than the touch of the rain.

She loosened her knife in her belt, anyway, and moved cautiously across the slippery turf toward the man. She crouched down in front of him, putting herself between him and the knife and sword.

Black eyes looked back at her. White, clear skin. He was young, yet had big shoulders under the heavy cloak. The cloak, Lynette noted, was of good quality stuff. The fur lining it was thick, although it was bedraggled by water, now.

“Could you cut me free?” the man asked. “I can’t reach my knife.”

“I don’t know him,” Lynette called to Vivian. “He’s not from here.” She looked at the man’s outstretched leg. Around the heavy boot was a strip of leather, cinched in tight above the ankle. It had tightened enough to squeeze and crumple the boot, collapsing it against his calf.

The other end of the snare was buried beneath a rock so heavy it would need two men to move it. Local hunters used rocks to weigh down their snares in this way. They would leave the snares in place for weeks at a time, while long grass grew up around the edges of the rock, beckoning prey to nibble upon it.

The man must have struggled hard to yank the snare so tight. The rain made it impossible to ease open the snare.

“I dropped my knife and sword when the snare tripped me,” he explained. His voice was strong and confident. “I won’t hurt you,” he added.

A dim shadow cast over them, then Vivian dropped next to Lynette and studied the man, her hand on her knife.

He stared back at her, a faint surprised expression in his eyes.

Lynette had seen many men stare at the princess in that way and hid her smile. Poets had written verse about Vivian’s beauty and kings and princes from far and wide had sought to marry her.

Her father, Gwilym, had refused them all.

“It isn’t for lack of fortune,” Vivian had explained to Lynette when the last king had been sent away with his head down. “They are all as rich as anyone can be, these days. It is their political affiliations my father objects to.”

Where King Gwilym’s true loyalties lay, no one knew for sure. He paid lip service to High King Vortigern, as did everyone, yet remained vague about sending troops to aid Vortigern’s efforts against the Saxons, despite his sons railing at him to let them fight.

Lynette had learned upon her arrival at Gwilym’s palace a year ago to step delicately around the subject of allegiances and the High King. Vivian remained unwed, offering hope to neighboring leaders. As long her father did not pursue a match for her, there was no need for formal alliances that could not be broken later. While she was unwed, his loyalties did not have to be declared via a joining of houses through marriage.

In the meantime, Vivian bewitched every man who saw her. She was a Celtic beauty, with raven black hair, eyes that matched and clear fine skin. Her brows were two sweeping arches and her chin fine and pointed. Most men, when they saw her, missed the firm line of her jaw and the furrow that was quick to appear between the elegant brows.

The snared man blinked, absorbing the impact of her appearance. He waved toward his ankle. “Will you free me?” he asked Vivian.

“We don’t know him,” Lynette said. “Look, he has a good sword and boots and that cloak is no simple war cloak.” There was little else she could see beneath the cloak. However, the wrappings above his squeezed boot were leather, not torn linen. The boot itself was sturdy, thick leather, with a solid sole and leather lacings. He wore bronze wrist guards about both wrists. “Why would he drop his knife and sword when he fell, if they were in his belt?”

Vivian looked at the man, raising her brow.

“Yes, I was holding them,” the man said with a touch of impatience. “I almost walked into the middle of an encampment of soldiers last night and backed away with my blades out. I kept them out, while I looked for shelter from the rain.”

It was a reasonable explanation. Soldiers, particularly the High King’s men, were inclined to act first, only asking for explanations later.

“There are king’s men on the road?” Vivian asked, her tone sharp.

“I did not say they were Vortigern’s people,” the man replied, his tone matching hers.

Lynette rolled her eyes. “Then it might have been anyone. Or no one at all.”

The man sighed. “There is a simple way about this. Take my sword and knife and toss them far out of reach. Then cut the snare. Then leave, before I can reach them.”

Vivian plucked her knife from her belt. “I judge you to be as harmless as any rabbit.”

“Vivian, no,” Lynette breathed. She shifted back on the grass and snatched up the knife and sword. She held them beneath her cloak. They were solid, heavy things. The sword’s hilt was inlaid with a great green jewel and wrapped with gold wire. It was no simple soldier’s tool.

Vivian ignored Lynette’s protest. She sawed at the leather about his ankle. Even with a sharp blade, the leather was reluctant to separate. Then, with a wet snap, it loosened and fell.

Almost as if the rain had been waiting for that moment, it stopped with a suddenness that made all three of them lift their chins and look up at the sky, startled.

The man laughed. There was a wary note in his chuckle.

Lynette pulled Vivian away, out of the man’s reach, as he stood and shook himself off. He stamped the foot that had been trapped and wriggled the ankle, testing it. He was taller than Lynette had guessed.

They waited warily while he assessed himself. Then he squared his shoulders. “You have my thanks. Now, if you will point me toward my weapons, I will collect them and go.”

Lynette glanced at Vivian. The princess nodded, raising her knife to a more useful height, in case he tried to attack them, after all.

Lynette lifted her hand, displaying the knife and sword.

“Ah.” He took a step toward her, then his knees buckled and he sank to the ground, one hand held out to save himself.

Vivian leapt toward him and pushed at his shoulders to straighten him and prop him up.

“I feel…strange,” he said, his voice distant. A great shiver wracked his body.

Lynette lowered the weapons as Vivian pulled the hood off the man’s head and rested her fingers against his high forehead. His hair was black and short…and wet. The fine cloak had been no protection through the long, rainy night.

“He is far too hot,” Vivian declared.

“We should take him back to the palace. The physician will be here tomorrow,” Lynette said.

“No physician,” the man said. “No towns.”

“No king’s men, either, I presume,” Lynette said dryly.

The man gave another violent shiver.

“The hermit’s cave is up at the top of this hill,” Vivian said. “We can leave him there. I have herbs that will heal him. I can bring them back. Help me, Lynette.”

It was the same flat tone Vivian had used to announce she wanted to ride, this morning.

Lynette wanted to protest. They should not be helping this man. He avoided kings’ men, travelled well-armed and didn’t want to be seen by ordinary folk. To help him would entangle them in the danger that followed him.

Only, Vivian had made up her mind.

She was normally highly cautious of being seen as anything other than a loyal daughter. Sometimes, though, the way she had of glimpsing the future directed her to foolish and risky acts.

This seemed to be one of those times.

Vivian’s gaze held Lynette’s, willing her to help.

Lynette didn’t quite sigh. She enjoyed a close friendship with the princess, yet she was still in service to her and sworn to obey her. Vivian’s unmoving stare was a reminder of that obligation.

Lynette threaded the sword and knife through her pony’s saddle cloth, then bought both ponies closer to where Vivian held up the man. His head was hanging forward, although he was not unconscious. He helped them get him up into Vivian’s saddle and held himself in it while they coaxed the reluctant ponies up the sharp slope to the summit.

While Vivian led the ponies, Lynette collected wood, carrying it in a fold of her cloak.

As they walked, a watery sun emerged from a break in the clouds and the gray day turned into one of rain-washed colors. It was March. Daisies and foxgloves, bluebells and primrose were lifting their buds to the sun. Swifts and sandpipers called from the higher branches of the trees.

A merlin gave a harsh cry as it dove straight down, its talons spread, and speared its prey.

The reminder was not wasted. Lynette stopped gathering wood and watched behind and around her. They were a good way from the town and it was not unknown for Saxons to move this far west in their search for land and food and sometimes, simple conquest.

The cave was empty. No one had lived in it for many years despite it being an excellent shelter. There was even a small spring at the front, seeping up from among the rocks at the mouth. The water was pure and cool.

Vivian and her women had delighted in telling Lynette the story of the haunted cave. The ghosts of those who lived and died there lingered. The last man to use the cave had gone mad. True, he had lived alone for thirty years, which might be enough to make anyone mad. Yet the townsfolk of Maridunum were convinced it was the fault of the ghosts whispering in his ears all those years.

Vivian helped the man down from the saddle. He leaned on her and shuffled into the cave. Lynette followed.

The sandy floor was even, the cave itself a rounded oblong, deeper than it was wide. The air was crisp with a chill more biting than the cold of the rain outside.

“I’ll get a fire going,” Lynette said, moving toward a ring of blackened flat stones in the middle of the cave with her armful of wood.

Her voice whispered, repeating itself, over and over, rising toward the craggy roof. Lynette froze, startled.

Vivian’s eyes were large, almost unfocused, as she met Lynette’s gaze. “Voices of the dead,” she murmured. Her voice ran on, too.

There was a soft stirring sound above their heads. The roof was dark with shadow. The shadow moved.

“Bats,” Lynette said.

“Bats that are used to humans. They won’t bother us,” Vivian replied. She guided the man over to a shelf of rock deepened and smoothed by previous residents to make a sleeping shelf.

Lynette dropped the wood into the old ashes and used her knife to shave off bark for kindling. A flint and striker sat on one of the flat rocks. No one wandering into the cave had dared take them, too frightened by the tales of vengeful ghosts to risk thievery.

In a few minutes, the fire crackled. She fed it the damp wood in stages, making it grow.

“Your cloak, Lynette,” Vivian said.

Lynette looked up from the flames. The man was lying on the shelf, now. Vivian’s cloak was beneath him. His own hung from a sharp projection on the wall, dripping. The sand beneath it was dark with water. The puddle spread.

Lynette slid her cloak from her shoulders and gave it to Vivian. Vivian spread it over the man. His eyes were closed. In the low orange light cast by the fire, Lynette could see sweat on his brow.

Lynette shivered at the cold touch of the air in the cave and rubbed her arms. The thin linen of her gown gave no warmth. She went in search of more wood. Instinct told her to look deeper inside the cave. It had been used by men for generations and where man ventured, he left his mark.

She found a cache of thick logs at the back of the cave, stacked neatly. Thick dust coated them. They would be dry enough to burn well. Pleased, she carried them back to the fire and dropped them onto the flames. By the time she returned with another armful, the fire leapt high and the cave filled with light. The air was already warmer.

Lynette stacked more wood next to the man’s shelf, within arm’s reach. He could tend the fire himself by tossing a log onto it when needed.

“Knife…” the man whispered and swallowed.

“I’ll get them,” Vivian said and walked outside. She came back and propped the sword against the shelf next to the wood. She handed the knife to the man. Lynette didn’t protest. He was incapable of tackling either of them.

Vivian looked down at him. “I’ll be back with medicine and food.”

“Thank you.”

Lynette moved to the mouth of the cave and waited.

“What is your name?” Vivian asked the man.

He took a moment to answer. “Emrys.”

“I will return, Emrys,” Vivian murmured.

* * * * *

There was a trace of a path leading down from the mouth of cave, heading for the town. They mounted and let their ponies pick their way down, for they were sure-footed beasts, bred for hills like these.

“He might die before you return,” Lynette said.

“He will not.” Vivian’s voice was firm and distant.

“His clothes, the sword, his manners, his speech…he isn’t a simple villager trying to avoid entanglements with the military, Vivian.”

“I know.”

“I don’t believe Emrys is his name any more than you do. If we don’t know who he is, we cannot tell if he is a threat.”

“He isn’t a threat,” Vivian said.

“You know that?” Lynette asked. “I mean, in the way you have.”

Vivian had an uncanny way of seeing into the future. She often knew what would happen before it did. After serving her for a year, Lynette had become accustomed to Vivian’s predictions about the weather, the yield of a harvest, pregnancies and the sex of newborns. This matter with Emrys, though, was an altogether different sort of prediction.

Vivian stirred and shook herself, as if she was waking up. “I don’t need the Sight to tell you he is harmless. He will be for days now, while the fever has him. Mayhap I will steal his pretty sword for myself, for he could not stop me.” She laughed and kicked her heels. “I’m cold. Let’s hurry!”

Her pony snorted and broke into a gallop. They were on smoother ground. Just over the next rise, they would see the town laid out below them like the map Lynette had once seen, scratched into a wax slate.

Lynette urged her horse into a canter, then a reluctant gallop, following Vivian across the shallow dale.

They cantered up to the crest and came to a halt, looking down at Maridunum.

Lynette was used to the bustling towns and cities of the north. For a southern town, Maridunum was pleasing. It lay along the edges of the Towy. The water at the mouth was deep enough for the drafts of bigger ships. A harbor had been built that allowed ships to tie up right in the heart of the town. Three ships were berthed today, even though it was still only March. Their high prows and sterns jutted above the quay, for the tide was low.

There were four inns, a smithy and other shops opposite the quay, with houses behind them.

Perched on a flat, low crest looking down over the town was the king’s palace. It had once belonged to a Roman general, who had used the house as his summer residence. After the Romans left, the big house had fallen into disrepair. Now, the straight lines of its Roman heritage were only just visible, while many more lean-tos, stables and outhouses were built against its walls.

The original stout oak gates were still in place, although during the day they were left open, while Gwilym’s men guarded the coming and goings into the courtyard beyond.

From up here, the palace looked small. The red roof with the curved tiles ran on all four sides of the big courtyard. Smoke curled from chimneys and in the courtyard itself, Lynette could see grooms and boys working on horses. Women hung washing now the rain had stopped. Chickens roamed the yard freely.

It was called a palace, yet Lynette’s father’s house was a grander affair, with two stories and glass in the windows. Still, Gwilym was considered a strong king and many people looked to him for protection, which he had provided for over twenty years. Grandeur had not been the reason her mother had sent Lynette to this far distant court.

At the other end of the town was the monastery—a ramshackle collection of buildings surrounding the church. Between the monastery and the harbor lay the rest of the town. The expansion was only possible because of the strong, graceful bridge that had been built across the river seventeen years ago. Before then, everyone had been forced to travel twenty miles upstream to the ford.

Cutting through the center of the town, heading east, was the old Roman road to Lecarum and farther on to Caerleon, that the Romans called Isca. The road was still sound and wide enough for five men to ride abreast. The road had been built before the bridge and therefore ended here at Maridunum, although across the river there were more winding tracks and trails leading west.

There was movement on the road. Lynette heard the faint clod of hooves and jingle of harnesses. She narrowed down her focus upon the road, spotting movement. Details. “Soldiers…” she breathed and looked at Vivian.

Vivian nodded. “Then that much of his story was true. Can you see any shields or devices?”

Lynette peered again. “Not yet. When they turn to go up to the palace, I will.”

They waited, watching the large company of men and horses canter along the road. Their mail and the studs on their shields glinted in the light of the sun, which was almost at its zenith. It was too damp for their horses to kick up dust. There were over thirty men, with polished helmets and tall spears. The horses were all big, broad-chested animals, bred for war.

When they reached the river, the company wheeled and headed along the beaten earth track up to the palace itself.

“Square shields,” Lynette murmured. Saxons carried round shields.

“If they had been round, the alarm would have been raised a long time ago,” Vivian pointed out. “I can see…wait…yes.” She settled back on her horse. “The man in the middle, at the front. That is the new king from Calleva.”

“Mabon?” Lynette squinted, to distinguish details from this distance. “He’s short, isn’t he?”

“Or the man next to him is taller than usual,” Vivian replied. Her eyes were narrowed, too. Any man who saw her now would recoil, for Vivian’s expression was hard as she assessed the entourage below. All the sweetness vanished from her face as she juggled allegiances and loyalties and the meaning of Mabon’s arrival.

Lynette had learned much from Vivian about politics and the flow of power among men. She focused on the man to the king’s left, the position of power. He was tall. From here, she could see little of his face. She studied his shield, instead. “I don’t know that shield,” she murmured. “Do you?”

The company passed the burnt shell of the old smithy and turned to follow the track up the hill, slowing as the climb steepened.

“Black shield with a white hammer…” Vivian paused. “Fighting…war…battle.”

“Cadfael,” they both said at once.

“Cadfael the Black,” Vivian finished, with a satisfied air.

“Isn’t Cadfael Vortigern’s man?” Lynette asked.

“Sworn and loyal to a fault, they say.”

“What would he be doing with a petty king from the south?”

Vivian’s gaze met hers. “That is the question, is it not? Although that is not the primary concern.” Her gaze moved back to the king’s retinue, as their horses blew and worked to take the last of the incline up to the palace.

Movement in the courtyard said their arrival had been noticed. Gwilym’s men moved out onto the road in front of the gates, their swords sheathed, yet to hand if needed.

“Mabon’s seat is Caer Celemion,” Vivian said, using the local name for Calleva Atrebatum.

“Right next to the Saxon Shore border,” Lynette added.

Vivian nodded. “Vortigern needs strong leaders along the borders. Mabon is unknown, his strength untested. Perhaps that is why Vortigern’s dog is with him.”

“To help?”

“Or to test and report back to Vortigern.”

As the company paused in front of the gates, to meet the challenge of the guards, the horses dropped their heads, blowing hard from the climb. Shields were lowered.

“There is a woman among them,” Lynette said.

Vivian leaned forward, as if the lean would allow her to see better. “Where?”

“Just behind the king.” Lynette peered, too. She saw again what had caught her glance. The bare head, with no helmet to shield it, shone golden in the high sunlight. The woman’s veil had dropped across her shoulders, revealing the wheat-colored tresses.

“Braids,” Lynette said, her distaste making her voice flat. “She’s Saxon!”

Vivian made a hissing sound. “A slave, perhaps, although why would a slave be with a fighting company? We must find out. And we must find out why Mabon is here. Come!” She turned her horse and pushed it into a tired canter.

Lynette followed. “If Cadfael the Black is with Mabon, that would mean Mabon is Vortigern’s man.” She lifted her voice above the thud of their horses’ hooves.

“Perhaps. Perhaps Vortigern is unsure of his loyalties.”

“Either way, Cadfael is a man of the high king’s.”

“Yes.”

“Emrys wants to avoid them. Taking medicines to him might expose him.”

Vivian’s reply was airy. “I will find a way, with your help.”


 

Chapter Two
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Cadfael stayed by the young king’s side, as the man looked about the big courtyard, at the industry and sturdy prosperity of the place.

Mabon turned his black gaze up to Cadfael. “A well-founded establishment. ‘tis little wonder Gwilym prefers the isolation of his own walls. It appears he has no need of the High King’s support.”

“Isolation is a weakness,” Cadfael said. “Saxons can still reach even this corner of the world.”

“The power of alliances, right, Cadfael?” Mabon said with a boyish grin. He had teased Cadfael about his harping upon the theme of formal alliances for weeks now. “You must keep reminding me of their value, so I may pass them along to Gwilym. If I am to bring him into the High King’s fold, I will have need of the reminders.”

Vortigern had asked the new king to coax Gwilym into a formal recognition of Vortigern as High King. The wily old king of the south had avoided a formal declaration for an entire generation.

The High King had been far more frank with Cadfael about the assignment. “Mabon is unmeasured and unknown, Cadfael,” Vortigern growled, as he bent over the faded map of Britain that traveled everywhere with him. His wine cup held down one curling corner of the hide. “Yet he sits right next to the Saxons, down there. If those white-haired bastards get it into their heads to break the treaty—”

“Again,” Cadfael interjected, earning Vortigern’s dark scowl.

“Again,” Vortigern added heavily. “If they have another bad harvest, they will break it. I need my defenses set before the summer is over. Take Maela to him and linger there and measure the man. He tugs his forelock easily enough, but I need a genuine ally in the south.”

Cadfael had obeyed even though he would prefer to stay and help Vortigern with the Pict skirmishes to the north. In the north, there was a guarantee of battle. Escorting a new bride to her whelp king was a guarantee of nothing but boredom.

“Gwilym is a strong king,” Cadfael told Mabon now. “He will be a useful ally.”

Mabon opened his mouth to speak, although Maela chose that moment to approach her husband, the ends of her white braids bouncing against her hips. Mabon remained silent.

“My lord,” Maela said, her voice soft. She said nothing more and kept her eyes downcast.

Her meekness was considered a virtue in a wife, which in Cadfael’s estimation was a good reason to never marry. Cadfael shifted on his feet, smothering the flare of hatred that speared him every time he saw the girl. It was not her fault her mother was Saxon, or that her servility irritated him. Mabon was the unfortunate man forced to live with her shortcomings.

Mabon cleared his throat, his gaze skittering from his queen to the men around them stretching their legs and exchanging greetings with Gwilym’s. “I am sure the queen will find you suitable accommodations, if you wait but a moment,” he told Maela awkwardly.

The man was just as uncomfortable with his wife as Cadfael. He had accepted the High King’s daughter for the political alliance, for he was not a stupid man. Now he must learn to live with the reality of that alliance. Maela was far too Saxon for a Celtic man’s tastes.

Mabon straightened, relief showing in his face. “Ah! There we are. There is Mervyn now.”

“Mabon!” The tall young man pushing his way through soldiers was richly dressed, befitting his princely status. Mervyn was Gwilym’s oldest son and an ardent supporter of Vortigern. He was known to Cadfael. Mervyn was a good fighter, though weak when cornered. Vortigern took care never to put Mervyn and his men on a flank where they might be caught in a pincer movement.

Mervyn greeted Mabon with warm enthusiasm, babbling about rooms and food and wine.

Cadfael let his attention wander, disinterested. The real welcome would be tonight, when the king sat at table and Mabon could press his case for supporting Vortigern.

Two women rode into the courtyard. They wore neither veil nor mantle and no cloaks, even though the day was mild enough to warrant them. They were both dark haired Celtic maidens with clear, pale skin. The one on the left, in a white gown, was the more richly dressed of the two. Her belt was studded and thick, the buckle possibly made of gold, or a highly burnished bronze. She was a lovely woman, one of the glorious beauties that drove men to drink and duels and poetry. She left Cadfael unmoved.

The other woman wore a deep blue gown with a plain girdle. Cadfael frowned, studying her.

The blue was the color he had spotted, high on the hills over the town. It was not a color found in nature, which was why it had caught his eye.

Seeing the color once more prodded him into moving toward them. He shoved his way through groups of soldiers and nudged a horse’s rump with his arm to move it out of the way.

They saw him approach and cast their eyes to the ground with bashful grace.

Cadfael stopped before them. “You were in the hills above the town as we rode in. What were you doing there?”

The woman in the white gown lifted her eyes to meet his, before dropping them again. “Why, we were riding, my lord. It is a lovely day.”

“It has become a lovely day. It did not start that way. You wear no cloaks. You left without them? In the rain?”

The woman in blue raised her chin. “May we have the pleasure of your name, my lord, so we understand who demands we explain ourselves?”

She had brown eyes, dark and lovely. There was nothing of the Celtic black in them. They were large and expressive. Her hair was brown, too. He could tell because no veil hid the gleaming waves and curls. A tendril the thickness of his wrist tumbled and coiled over her shoulder, brushing the corner of her jaw, to lie over her breast. Beneath, the plain girdle encompassed a narrow waist.

“Cadfael,” he told her with a touch of impatience. Why did she not just answer the question? “Late of Deva. Now, from Calleva.”

“You are in the presence of Vivian, daughter of King Gwilym, Cadfael,” the woman in blue informed him, her voice firm. “The princess answers to no one but the king.”

Vivian lifted her chin. This time she did not drop her gaze.

Cadfael cleared his throat, aware of the treacherous ground he had stepped upon. Insulting the daughter of the king they wanted to woo would not further their cause. “My lady, I apologize for my enquiry.” He attempted to make his tone servile. Instead, it emerged wooden and insincere. “I only seek to identify threats to my king.”

“From two women?” the woman in blue said. She smiled, the full bow of her lips curving at the ends.

She had not declared herself a princess, yet everything about her said she was high born. Her speech was that of the court. Her appointments, though plain, were still expensive. And she dared meet his gaze.

“A threat is a threat. I make no presumptions,” he said. “Saxon women fight as fiercely as their lords.”

“As you can see, we are no Saxons,” the lady in blue replied. “If you will make way for the princess?”

Cadfael hesitated. Here was a mystery that itched to be uncovered. Why were two high born women riding about the hills with no escort, no cloaks and defensive attitudes? He had not forgotten that the sentries at last night’s campsite had reported the approach of someone who had later faded into the night without declaring themselves. From the gathering of small, inconsequential facts, dangerous truths became clear.

He could not question the king’s daughter, though. Reluctantly, he stepped aside, so they could continue on their way.

They picked up the hem of their gowns and moved toward the verandah, skirting men and horses and stuffed, heavy saddlebags piled in heaps for the servants to convey to quarters.

As they stepped up onto the tiles of the verandah, the woman in blue looked back over her shoulder at him. Her gaze lingered, before the princess pulled her along the verandah.

He could not question them. Instead, he would watch them and, in that way, learn their secret, for it was clear they had one.

He would watch them very closely indeed.

* * * * *

Barely before they were out of the big man’s range of hearing, Vivian gripped Lynette’s wrist. “Damn. He is suspicious!” She kept her voice down.

“I don’t think I’ve met anyone as tall, before,” Lynette admitted. “He felt big.” It was an inadequate expression of the way his presence had dominated the space it took up, demanding attention.

“It helps make him a superior soldier. It gives him a longer reach. Big men are clumsy, though,” Vivian said dismissively. “We must deal with him. I cannot have him following me up to the cave.”

“He is only doing his duty,” Lynette pointed out. “With luck, he’ll forget all about us leaving without our cloaks.”

“If that is true, then look back at him. If he is only doing his duty, then he will not watch us leave. He will have dismissed us from his mind and turned to more important things.”

Lynette took the moment they paused to step up onto the tiles to glance over her shoulder.

He glared at them. No, he scowled at her. His blue eyes, that had reminded her of a cloudless sky, were fixed upon her. A heavy line wrinkled his brow.

In this land of black-haired Celts, he was remarkable not just for his height, but the russet color of his hair. His face was weathered, rough with whiskers that could not yet be called a beard. There were lines of weariness at the corners of his eyes, as if he narrowed them often, in suspicion or pain or tiredness.

It made her think that Cadfael the Black had endured more than most men yet lived to tell the tale. “He watches,” she breathed, her heart thudding.

They moved down the long verandah to the women’s quarters and the door that was always guarded. As the guard snapped to attention, Lynette opened the door for Vivian and stepped back.

Vivian glanced at her. “Thank you,” she murmured. Her gaze flicked sideways, toward the center of the courtyard, then back to Lynette. She smiled and moved inside.

Lynette nodded at the guard and stepped in behind her.

Vivian whirled as soon as the door shut. “I was wrong,” she said. “He watches you alone. We can use that against him.”

Lynette shivered. She dismissed it as a reaction to the heat rising from the hypocaust vent she stood next to, bathing her flesh with warmth. It could be nothing else.

* * * * *

Lynette did not have to wait long to find out how Vivian planned to neutralize Cadfael, for the princess made her first move that night, during the evening meal.

The hall was full to jostling, with Mabon’s senior officers seated at Gwilym’s table. Gwilym had wisely placed Mabon to his right. Gwilym’s queen, Ninian, sat farther down the table, with Mervyn and Padrig on either side of her, which was not a dishonorable position.

Lynette and Vivian’s other ladies stood around Vivian’s small table, waiting for Gwilym and Mabon to seat themselves. Late arrivals scurried to find a seat at the big table, or one of the lesser tables at the end of the hall.

Vivian leaned closer to Lynette. “The Saxon woman. See, she is seated next to Mabon!”

Lynette looked. The blonde woman wore a gown of glowing red-brown that made the most of her hair. Her veil was a cream color. Mabon was not a tall man, yet standing next to him, the woman appeared even smaller. That surprised Lynette, for everything she had learned about Saxon women said they were tall, strong and crude.

This one was almost delicate.

Olwen, across the table, also leaned. “That is Maela, his new queen.”

“She’s Saxon,” Lynette pointed out, disgust making her throat tight.

Olwen shook her head. “She’s the High King’s daughter.”

Vivian’s brow lifted. “That is a powerful match!”

Iva, next to Olwen, frowned. “The High King’s witch queen is Saxon.”

“Rowena,” Lynette supplied.

“That makes Maela half-Saxon,” Vivian said. “Poor thing.”

Lynette looked at her, startled. “Poor thing?”

“To be an outcast among strangers is one thing. To be born one of them and still be outcast and have nowhere to truly call home?” Vivian shook her head.

Gwilym settled in his big chair. He was a short man with iron gray hair and a pure white beard, with faded eyes that took in more than they appeared to.

The room rustled as everyone else sat, too. Stools and benches scraped.

Servants carried in trays to serve the meal and conversations buzzed as the meal began.

The women at Vivian’s table discussed the merits and blights of Mabon’s queen. Her braids were disparaged and her mother’s vices discussed. Lynette held herself back from the discussion, turning over in her mind Vivian’s observations about outcasts and outsiders.

Lynette had been an outsider when she first arrived in Maridunum. She had been accepted quickly. Still, there had been long days of wariness while Vivian’s ladies grew accustomed to her northern accent and she had grown used to the different customs of the south and of Gwilym’s court in particular.

If she had looked different—if, say, she had blonde hair—would it have taken even longer for the women to accept her? Even though she was one of them?

The two kings talked, their heads turned toward each other, which excluded everyone else at the big table. No one dared tried to inject themselves into their conversation. Instead, they chatted to others.

The wine flowed, which loosened tongues and lubricated conversations.

In honor of the guests, a final dish of peaches in stewed wine and herbs, the last of the previous year’s harvest, was served. It was a signal that the formal part of the meal was over, and many diners rose and left the room. Those who sought company for the evening, or wished for music or talk, lingered.

Vivian did not like to stay once the meal was done. It exposed her to unwanted attention. Lynette glanced at her, waiting for her to rise, for no one else at the table could stand before she did.

Vivian did not move from her small chair. She frowned, studying the top of the big table.

Lynette glanced that way. The high table had less than half the people left, allowing her to see between shoulders and heads. It was the first time she noticed Cadfael at the far right end of the table, right next to Mabon’s queen, Maela.

He wore a scowl, his gaze moving around the room as he gripped a cup in one big hand. The polished iron on his wrist guards flashed, reflecting the light of the sconce behind him. He spoke to no one. He was the only man at the table not talking.

His gaze swung to Lynette and settled. The scowl deepened.

“This is useless,” Vivian murmured. “While he watches you, I cannot leave.”

Lynette pulled her gaze away from the head table. “Why can you not leave?”

“I must go to the kitchen for supplies,” Vivian said, softly enough that none of the other women at the table could hear.

For Emrys. Vivian was still determined to follow through on her mad plan, despite the new level of scrutiny.

“You risk raising the suspicion of Vortigern’s man,” Lynette pointed out.

“Not if you distract him. He watches you. Go to him.”

“What?”

“Go and speak with him.”

“I cannot. He has not invited me.”

Vivian rolled her eyes. “You know how to seduce a man. I have seen you do it.”

Lynette’s cheeks burned. “You want me to seduce him?”

“If you must. He stares like a man already besotted. It should take no effort on your part to capture his attention and keep it.” Vivian pushed at her knees, under the table. “Go.” She pushed again.

Prodded by Vivian, Lynette rose and resettled her mantle. She was not the only person on their feet, although she felt as if she was. He was likely still monitoring her.

Careful not to look toward the head of the table and signal her intention, Lynette drifted to the side of the room and the corridor of space between the benches and the walls, where she could walk to the other end.

There was another set of doors into the room at that end, too, which gave her an excuse for moving that way, if she needed it.

Her heart jumped and scurried as she walked. Seducing a man who welcomed the attention was one thing. Disarming a man with charm when he was suspicious and surly was quite another task.

She did not consider for a moment disobeying Vivian’s command. She was sworn to serve her and usually, Vivian’s wishes were few and made sense. In the year since Lynette’s mother had sent her to Gwilym’s court, she and Vivian had become friends. Vivian trusted Lynette more than any of her ladies, although Lynette’s ability to read and write had at first forced the trust. Despite not understanding why Vivian was so intent upon helping the stranger, Emrys, Lynette must trust that the princess had good reasons.

On the other side of the table, Mervyn shoved back his bench with his knees and stood, his wine cup in his hand. In the other, he held a big flagon that sloshed heavily.

The movement of his bench nearly dislodged others sitting upon it. Mervyn took no notice. Instead, he lurched along the table, aiming for the head of it. His strides were longer than Lynette’s. His small eyes beneath his jutting forehead were narrowed in concentration.

Lynette thought he was approaching his father and Mabon, who had remained at the table. Instead, he stepped around his father’s tall chair, past Mabon and the silent Maela. He moved to the other end of the table and dropped onto the end of the bench near where Lynette stood, facing Cadfael on the other side of the corner.

Mervyn’s wine slopped, staining his sleeve. He rested the cup on the table, his fingers curled around it and thumped the flask next to it. “You’re the one they call the Black, then?”

“I’m not the only one with that name,” Cadfael pointed out. Unlike Mervyn, his voice and his movements were steady and sober. His gaze moved around the room once more.

Lynette sank onto the empty bench, which put her behind Mervyn, shielding her from Cadfael’s view.

“You’re Vortigern’s battle commander,” Mervyn insisted.

Cadfael was slow to answer. “I…used to be.”

Battle commander! Lynette dipped her chin, hiding her expression behind her veil as shock slithered through her. Vortigern had sent not only his daughter to a southern throne, but also his most trusted warrior!

No wonder Cadfael had instantly become suspicious of Vivian and her. He was used to scanning an entire battlefield, spotting weaknesses and strengths and devising strategies for victory. Suspicion would rise quickly in his mind because wariness was how he stayed one step ahead of the enemy.

“You serve Mabon now?” Mervyn asked. He sounded puzzled.

“I still serve the High King. As we all do,” Cadfael replied stiffly.

“Yes,” Mervyn said, eagerness flooding his voice. “I would serve him better, if I could. They say you are here to convince my father to fight with Vortigern. Is that true?”

The probing question was the height of rudeness…and exactly like Mervyn. He was a colt in a barn, kicking his way to freedom. He and his younger brother were wild to go to war, while Gwilym counseled them to contain themselves, for war would come to them sooner or later. Later, though, did not suit Mervyn’s temperament.

“Lad, you need to find a bed for the night and sleep off the wine,” Cadfael growled.

“I brought the wine for you and I to share.” The whining tone in Mervyn’s voice was not flattering. Then he added, “Hey!”

Lynette leaned back against the table, just enough to see around Mervyn’s shoulder.

Cadfael had pulled the flask out of Mervyn’s hand. He unstopped it and filled his cup. “Go to bed,” he told Mervyn.

Lynette looked toward Vivian’s table. It was empty. Even the other ladies had departed. Cadfael had not taken notice of any of them. The task Vivian had set her had was completed by Mervyn’s clumsy overtures. There was nothing else Lynette needed to do, here.

She rose and slipped to the other end of the room. She would use the door at that end to step onto the verandah and move to the women’s quarters. She felt as if she had escaped by a narrow margin.

Vortigern’s battle commander! Even Vivian would not have thrust her in his path had she known that. Surely, she would not insist upon continuing this madness with Emrys in the hills when she learned Cadfael’s true identity?


 

Chapter Three
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After prayers and breaking fast the next morning, Vivian and her women returned to their wing and settled in the common room to take up their usual duties.

There had been no time for Lynette to share with Vivian what she had learned about Cadfael the previous night. They were constantly surrounded by ladies, including Elaine, Padrig’s wife, who was sharp-eyed and sharper of tongue. Elaine had been included in Ninian’s retinue for barely a month before Ninian told Vivian she must take the woman instead.

Vivian set herself up at a small table to grind and blend the herbs she had taken from the kitchen last night, preparing them for ingestion. The other women glanced at her work curiously. Even Elaine did not dare question her, though.

Instead of opening her sewing basket, Lynette settled by Vivian’s side to read to her the letter that had arrived upon the latest ship. The ship was from Amorica, although people did not say that loudly, even here in Gwilym’s kingdom. Vivian had a cousin in Brittany, Mallt, the daughter of King Budec.

Brittany was where it was rumored the young sons of Constantine, Ambrosius and Uther, had fled when Vortigern slaughtered their father and mother and the oldest son, Constans, then took the title of High King for himself.

Whenever Vortigern’s excesses tried the patience of Britain, the rumors would rise once more of Ambrosius’ imminent return to save them from both Vortigern and the Saxons. The rumors were frequent enough and wild enough that no one believed them, yet the idea of Ambrosius’ return was presumed by many to be a fact. One day, he would come.

Only, it had been twenty years and Ambrosius would be a grown man now, yet he still had not returned.

The rare letter from Brittany never mentioned Ambrosius. Vivian’s cousins led a quiet life, with little money to spare for the sending of letters. Mallt did not read, either, which required she pay a scribe for a letter.

Despite the stilted style and the need for someone to read them to her, Vivian loved receiving the letters. “They bring images of far off places I will never see for myself,” she told Lynette once. “In my mind, I can travel to Brittany, when I hear them.”

Lynette had only cracked the seal on the letter and unrolled the first handspan when the outside door opened. Maela stepped into the room.

Everyone put down their sewing and turned to look at her.

Maela cleared her throat. “Lady Vivian…it was suggested I might be more comfortable among your ladies than the women your mother…I mean, your queen, keeps around her.”

Lynette recalled the queen’s women. They were all older matrons, wives of Gwilym’s officers and lieutenants. They were accustomed to their own company and they kept the queen’s room far too hot, with additional braziers to add to the heat from the hypocaust.

Elaine sighed loudly.

Maela flinched at the vexed sound.

Lynette put the letter aside. “Please come and sit with us, Maela.” She picked up the twists of herbs lying on the stool next to Vivian’s table, put the herbs next to Vivian’s elbow and placed the stool between her chair and Vivian’s.

Maela sidled between the women, her smile tremulous. She sank onto the stool and smoothed her gown over her knees with fluttering hands. “I…have no sewing…” Her cheeks flushed. “I could carry only what fit into a single pack. Cadfael insisted we must be free to move swiftly and not be weighed down by a woman’s notions…” Her voice trailed off.

“I’m sure there is a spindle to spare, somewhere,” Vivian said, her voice kind. “There is always more spinning and weaving, heaven knows.”

The room remained silent around them as the women stared and listened.

“Iva, get the old spindle from the chest, please,” Vivian directed. “Mabyn, the goat’s wool in that bag there, please bring it here.”

The two women put aside their sewing and moved over to the chests that held the wool findings for spinning.

“Goats…oh…” Maela breathed and pressed her lips together.

“You have not spun goat hair?” Lynette asked her, trying to keep her voice even and hide her surprise. Really, who had not spun every fiber there was to be spun, before they were married? Was Maela that sheltered?

“It is just the same as sheep’s wool,” Vivian lied, for it was decidedly different. “I thought you might like to spin it, for it is the softest and most delicate thread, gentle on the fingers and your skin won’t smell afterward.”

“Which won’t drive away your husband,” someone added softly, from within the group of women behind Maela.

Everyone laughed heartily.

Maela blushed.

The suffusion of color spread across her cheeks. It emphasized Maela’s small, upturned nose. She had a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks—pale things that made her look very young.

Iva and Mabyn handed Maela the small spindle and findings, which she fumbled and settled on her knees, with a flustered expression.

“There is no rush,” Lynette told her. “The bag has been sitting at the bottom of the chest for more than a year.” It had been there when Lynette first arrived. No one wanted to spin such delicate thread when there was no call for it.

The room returned to soft sounds of industry. The loom in the corner clacked with a pleasant rhythm as Heledd worked the shuttle with quick movements. Spindles touched the tiles with low knocking sounds.

Lynette put the letter away and collected the basket that contained her sewing supplies and the shirt the queen had asked her to make for Gwilym. Vivian would not want the letter read aloud in front of Maela, whom she did not know or trust.

As she sorted her threads and checked her progress on the sleeve of the shirt, Lynette sought to find a topic of conversation to draw Maela out. No one else was bothering to try.

“Your husband, King Mabon, seems to be a fair man,” she ventured.

“Fair in judgement, or fair in appearance?” Olwen asked, not lifting her gaze from her spinning.

“Both!” Iva declared, making everyone laugh again.

The faint blush was returning to Maela’s cheeks. Possibly, she was not used to the frank and ribald conversation among ladies, if she had grown up in Vortigern’s court with her Saxon mother. Not that Lynette knew how Saxons raised their children, other than thrusting a sword in the hands of either sex as soon as they were taller than the weapon.

“Mabon is a pretty man, with those black eyes of his. A proper Celt he is,” Heledd said. She bent to toss the shuttle across her threads. “He’s much too young for my tastes, though.”

“You have taste, Heledd?” Olwen asked.

Heledd rolled her eyes.

“That husband of yours says otherwise,” Olwen added. “He’s all hair and eyes.”

The women laughed loudly, for Heledd’s husband did have a long and bushy beard and eyes that protruded.

Lynette caught Maela’s eyes, as she looked up, startled at the burst of laughter. “Heledd’s Dewi sat on Mervyn’s right, at the table last night,” she said. “You may have noticed him.”

Maela’s lips parted in surprise, then the corners of
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