

    
        
          Hounded by Fate

        

        
        
          Sons of Britain, Volume 6

        

        
        
          Mia West

        

        
          Published by Mia West, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      HOUNDED BY FATE

    

    
      First edition. June 16, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Mia West.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201245795

    

    
    
      Written by Mia West.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Cover Notes

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For anyone needing a little courage

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Northern Caledonia

Late autumn, 529 CE

––––––––
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The wolf could smell his own despair.

Among other things. Frost. Dead grass. Tannic water somewhere near. And dung; deer, fox, hare.

Some old instinct in the wolf paused at the evidence of life. Of food. Was he hungry? He stood on the flat and stared at the forest ahead. Shelter, rest, sleep. His legs quivered with wanting them, more than food. When was the last time he had slept? Once, he had counted suns. Then moons. Now neither, though they both circled endlessly. In the trees, at least, the wolf wouldn’t see them. Or the fucking stars.

But forest also meant danger. Sharp beaks like pincers. Hooves that bruised and tusks that tore flesh. Squealing screams that made the wolf’s skin flinch under his fur. The scar beneath his ribs began to burn. Real or memory? The wolf couldn’t make himself risk a step for several bloodbeats, could only breathe in air (winter, winter on the wind) and watch it drift away in wisps.

Then he smelled smoke.

His bones seemed to lock in place, and images arose—old ones, ones that made the wolf quake from nose to tail. Fire. Sparks. The strike of metal on metal, the smell of hot iron. More scents, of sweat, of food cooking. The shush of skirts, and boots scuffing on a dirt floor. A voice, teasing, cajoling.

The wolf lifted his snout and inhaled. Stepped forward, ignoring the fresh chill of frost under his pads. The smoke was coming from the forest. Not a natural fire. An intentional one.

The skirt, the voice. Sit, brother.

He sat.

Sniffed again.

Above the trees, a pair of hawks traced circles in the sky above the forest, their wingtips flared broad as they looked for prey.

He rose and crept toward the trees.

Danger. Pain. Halt. But his legs moved as if on their own, pulled by the smoke. Sun and sky became limb and leaf, and the textures under his paws grew softer, richer of scent. Warmer. The wolf heard the sounds but couldn’t stop until he had breached the small clearing. He drew to a halt and swayed.

Flames, licking. Fat, dripping and sizzling. Pale faces turning. The wolf’s legs gave out, finally, and his chin hit the needle mulch. It smelled loamy, sleepy.

Boots scuffed, and the wolf dragged his eyes open. A skirt, of a sort. Short, with trousers underneath. The footfalls were light. Voices, blunt and stony, rang from the fire, but the small boots came on, heel to toe, heel to toe. Then, slowly, the edge of the skirt whuffled down to the earth, and the wolf looked up.

Mora?

Dark eyes gazed back, and the wolf’s heart shivered. Too dark, those eyes. The hair, too, in its plaits like burnt ropes.

Not Mora. And the wolf...not anyone who needed memories. Not a man. Not anymore.

Only a wolf.

The girl was murmuring something, or maybe that was the wolf’s blood, sluggish and lurching. Fingers rose before his snout, curled and dirty in their mitts.

A bark from the fire. The harsh song of iron in cold air.

But the wolf couldn’t move. The girl’s fingers came to rest on his head, and his eyes fell shut, leaden, as she murmured and stroked. Heavy footfalls made the earth shudder under his body, but the wolf was tired of fighting. This time, he would let the danger take him.

Maybe then, he could finally forget.

Pushing his nose against the girl’s knee, the wolf inhaled the soothing scent of lanolin and waited for his world to end.

~ ~ ~
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“Lura!” Agravain charged toward his daughter, ax drawn and ready to hack the wolf apart. Pulse beating in his ears, he hooked an arm about her and dragged her out of range of its teeth.

“Papa, no—”

“Go to the fire.”

“Stop!” She darted back, wedging her small body between his and the wolf’s. “It’s sick.”

“Could be diseased. Go sit by Jorri.”

“Lura,” Jorri called. “Come here, child.”

Lura looked toward the fire and frowned. No: scowled and then braced her boots in a recalcitrant stance and crossed her arms.

One of the men behind him chuckled.

Agravain eyed the wolf. It lay on its side, eyes closed. The creature looked most of the way to dead. He knelt and met his daughter’s stubborn gaze. She had just five summers to her, but it was like trying to stare down his own mother. “It’s a wild beast, Lura, and may be injured. What danger do injured beasts pose?”

Her jaw set in mutinous silence.

He checked the wolf again. Still unconscious, for now. “Answer me.”

“Sometimes they strike,” she muttered. “But it’s too weak to bite—”

“You don’t know that.”

“But it came to us. It wants help.”

“It wants food. Your food. Are you going to give up that rabbit you snared?”

He realized his mistake as her entire demeanor shifted to one of excitement. “Aye! I will. It can have my rabbit. Then it’ll get its strength back.” She started toward the fire, but he caught her arm.

“First of all, daughter, that’s my rabbit, too. We set the snare together.”

“Did not—I tied the—”

“And second, why would we want it to regain its strength? So it can rip out our throats?”

“Wolves only do that when they’re threatened.” Her eyes bore into his. “You said so.”

Did all fathers face this sort of rebellion as often as he did? If he’d crossed his own father this way, Lot would’ve beaten him until he lay as unmoving as this pathetic excuse for a wolf.

He was not Lot. “I did say that, and it’s true. But every animal must die in its time—”

“No—”

“—and it looks to be this wolf’s time.” He turned her to face the creature.

To her credit, she studied it for a few breaths before defying him again. “It’s only napping.” She turned back to him. “I propose a bargain.”

Another chuckle from the fire.

Agravain sighed inwardly. I’ll take her with us, he’d told himself. It was to be their final hunt in the highlands before winter set in and made the crossing from their home in the Orcait too perilous to risk. I’ll keep her close and teach her our ways, he’d thought, and then, because he hadn’t yet deluded himself completely, She won’t bother anyone.

No one but her father.

He leveled his stoniest stare at her. “A bargain?”

She lifted her chin, narrowing her brown eyes at him. Gods, she truly was her grandmother’s granddaughter. “I’ll set a bit of my share near it. If it doesn’t move, we leave it alone. To die,” she added with obvious reluctance. “But if it eats, we leave it alone then too. To live.”

“It would be better to kill it now, lass. If it’s dying, we might ease it on its way.”

“But if it’s only tired, it isn’t dangerous.”

The beast was in its last hours, he was certain. Its bones stood up under its ragged pelt, which was littered with scars, including an especially ugly one under its ribs. This wolf was as likely to attack as to rise into the air and fly away.

Lura was watching him at his thinking. She’d always been a keen observer. Even on the day they’d lit her mother’s pyre she’d watched the proceedings closely and asked him about them later. Why was the smoke dark? Why did it rise, and where did the sparks go when they winked out? Where did her tears come from, and why did they taste like the sea, and why didn’t he have any?

She was curious and willful and knew her own mind, and his love for her would be his undoing.

“Fetch your portion, then.”

She grinned and ran to the fire pit. Jorri pulled a haunch from the roasted rabbit and handed it to her. As she scampered back, the fellow smirked at him.

Agravain glared back, at all of them. They could keep their opinions to themselves. She was his only daughter—his only fry at all and likely to remain so—and he would teach her to use her brain. If she chose to give up half her dinner for this exercise, he would let her do it. 

Besides, this was a bargain he was going to win.
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The sturdy wooden boat pitched and rolled as they neared the final bend toward the fortress. Cliffs rose high above his right shoulder as they rounded the island, offering no shelter from these currents out of the west that heralded squallish weather. Faced with a rough crossing or several days more sheltering on the mainland, during which the spoils of the hunt would begin to spoil in truth, they’d decided to cross. As it was, two hawks circled high above, no doubt drawn by the dressed deer carcasses. The sooner they docked, the better. Though accustomed to the sea, half the men still had a grimly green cast to their faces. Agravain himself had certainly felt better.

Two members of their party seemed completely unperturbed. His daughter sat in the center of the aft deck, riding the swells as if she’d been born on a ship. He’d have been unconditionally proud of that if the other unbothered party hadn’t been the gods-bedamned wolf.

The miserable beast lay with its head on Lura’s legs like some overgrown lapdog, eyes shut and tongue lolling through the cords of the muzzle Agravain had fashioned from the rabbit snare. With any luck, the creature would expire before they reached the docks, and he could dump it overboard.

But if the past day and night had taught Agravain anything, it was that fortune wasn’t currently favoring him. Its first betrayal had come when the wolf caught the scent of Lura’s roasted rabbit haunch and roused from its stupor long enough to eat half.

Agravain had managed to order her to the fire to sleep, only to wake in the wee hours to find her sitting next to the wolf again, cradling its head and singing softly to it, much as she did now. “He ate everything!” she’d whispered excitedly across the camp.

“It,” he’d corrected her.

“He,” she’d insisted, and then proceeded to meet his logic turn for turn, and step for step, until he’d found himself lifting the limp beast into their boat. His mother would have his head.

But his daughter owned his heart, so here he was.

The fortress came into view, to the relieved groans of several men. They maneuvered the craft to the docks that jutted into the harbor below the gate, and one by one, the men of the party handed each other onto the solid planks and began to unload the venison.

Agravain gave the wolf a narrow eye.

“He’s alive,” Lura said, holding on to its fur protectively.

“So he is,” he muttered, then nodded toward the dock. “Climb out.”

“Wolf first.”

Jorri coughed, then cleared his throat. “Let’s have him, then.”

Avoiding the man’s eyes, Agravain bent and lifted the wolf in his arms. As thin as it was, it still felt substantial, which did not bode well for the peace of his household. With a bit of jostling, he lifted it up to Jorri, who laid it on the dock. Lura clambered out of the boat on her own and knelt next to the wolf, stroking its head.

What were the odds he could get the beast to his chambers without his mother’s notice?

“So you return!”

The odds were nil. Morgawse was striding down the docks toward them, her skirts and cloak whipping about her. She stood shorter than Agravain but was every inch the undisputed ruler of these islands, a position she’d held even before she’d orchestrated her husband’s death. She hadn’t wielded the knife herself—Gawain’s man Palahmed had done the honors, guarding Gawain’s life—but she’d set the game in motion.

Now her keen gaze was trained on the wolf, which didn’t have the good sense to heave itself into the chop. “What have we here?”

Lura stood. “I caught a wolf.”

Morgawse’s eyes widened. “Did you now?”

“Papa said I could keep him.”

His mother’s eyes flashed up to meet his, one dark eyebrow rising in challenge.

“I said,” Agravain growled, “if it survived the crossing, we would discuss it.”

“It looks half dead,” Morgawse murmured.

He grimaced. “Unfortunately, it lives.”

His mother turned back to Lura. “Are you certain it isn’t a pwca, come to steal you away?”

“He hasn’t tried to trick me,” Lura said calmly. “And my name-rune isn’t carved on his teeth.”

Agravain flinched. “When did you determine that?”

“When he was eating,” she said, but in a sidewise tone that told him she’d probably lifted the beast’s lip when Agravain wasn’t looking. “Grandmother?”

“Aye?”

“What is the word for wolf? In Cymrish?”

His mother had taught her birth tongue to all her sons, against Lot’s wishes, and had started formally sharing it with Lura the year before. Lura came back from every afternoon in her grandmother’s chambers with new words.

“Bleidd,” Morgawse said.

Lura knelt next to the wolf. “Bleidd.”

“Well!” Morgawse clapped her hands. “Welcome home, my fierce young hunter. You may keep your wolf. Get along inside. Jorri will carry it in. Jorri?”

“Mistress.” The man carried the wolf down the dock toward the gate, Lura leading the way as if she ruled the place.

“Agravain?”

“Aye, Mother?”

“Have you lost your mind?”

He sighed and hefted his pack. “It’ll die yet.”

“Not if I know my granddaughter, it won’t.”

“I’ll keep it muzzled.”

His mother flicked her fingers, dismissing the subject as if the sea breeze might whisk it away. “How was your hunt?”

“Productive. We brought back a dozen or so.”

“Excellent. And your return is timely. We have visitors.”

Agravain glanced about the docks and then saw it: an unfamiliar boat moored closer to the fortress. “Who?”

“The leader calls himself Hogo.”

“What sort of name is that?”

“Some brand of southern. They bring news of Cymru.”

“At this time of year?” He snorted. “Sounds like a bid to accidentally get socked in here for the winter. Where are Gareth and Gahers?”

“Where are your brothers, ever?” She twirled a finger in the air. “About. Listen.” Threading an arm through his, she pulled them down the docks. “I believe it’s time.”

“For?”

“For Lura to begin her true education. Stories and sums are for babes. It’s time we begin to prepare her for her future.”

A thin sliver of dread slipped under his skin. Her future meant one thing: marriage. “She has but five years.”

“When I had five years—”

“You could bake bread, weave cloth, milk goats, build houses, and forge swords.”

Morgawse chuckled. “Daggers, only. Swords are rather heavy.” She looked at him sidelong. “What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid.”

“You’ll still see her all the time. But, in the twixt, she’ll learn constructive skills.”

“She’s learning them now. From me.”

“Oh? You know how to bake bread? Weave cloth?”

“She learned how to dress a deer this trip. And set a snare. She caught two rabbits and cleaned them both. How many of your lasses can do that?” None of them, that was how many. Bake bread.

“Agravain. You must let her go at some point.”

“What I must do is show her how to cure the meat we brought home, for a start. I have another mouth to feed now, and I’ll be drowned if I’m going to care for the creature myself. Lura will learn responsibility there first.” He ground his teeth. “Thanks, by the bye, for preempting my say on the matter of the wolf.” He nodded to the gatekeeper as they passed through.

His mother clucked her tongue. “I only did what you were bound to do. You’ll spoil her.”

“Aye, just what every wee lass dreams of: a half-dead beast to revive.”

“You’d be surprised. What has she named it?”

“Wolf,” he muttered.

Morgawse gave him a pitying glance. “You need a new wife, Agravain. Else your daughter will row you under.”

This again. “What if I want a man, as Gawain did?”

Her eyes went gratifyingly wide, and she halted their steps. “Do you?”

He scoffed. “I already have one stubborn will in my life.”

“And a wolf.”

And a fucking wolf.

She patted his arm. “Go show our Lura how the venison is cured. When you’ve finished, join us. And bring my granddaughter with you; it’s time she learned the ways of negotiation.”

The ways of negotiation. Lura was well ahead on that score.

“Oh, and leave your foundling in your chambers.” His mother shook her head, bemused. “Our guests have brought a wolf of their own.”

~ ~ ~
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Once, long before the wolf was a wolf, he’d crossed the sea.

A narrow channel, it turned out, but it had seemed enormous from the shore, like his grandfather the smith, and as restless as his other grandfather, the old soldier. They were taking him on an adventure, him and his father and mother, and his mother’s parents and his uncle, and Masters Philip and Tiro, across a bit of ocean to another land. The crossing had only taken a day, but he’d stood at the boat’s rail for as much of it as his elders allowed, the wind stealing his whoops for itself, his belly leaping inside him as the craft rode up and down the swells. He’d been a little disappointed that the land on the far side had looked like his own—rocky beaches, tall yellow grass atop high bluffs. He tried to imagine the mountains they would be walking to, some so high they would be wearing caps of snow, Master Tiro said.

When they docked, he’d run down the gangway, eager to see the mountains, but then his mother’s belly pains had begun. But she didn’t retch her rations over the side of the boat. Instead she made her way ashore, then lay down near some bleating goats and bore a babe. A wet, bloody, hairy, squalling babe whose new name meant bear.

His own name didn’t mean anything special. He’d asked.

Salt filled his senses again now, and relief washed over him like so many waves. He’d run so far north he’d come to the sea, and then managed to cross some part of that too. If he must continue drawing breath, at least every salt-laced inhalation would remind him how much distance he’d put between himself and... Well. No need to think on it anymore. He seemed to be floating, two planks supporting his body. Then the sounds of wind and slosh changed, giving way to boot scuffs on stone and distant voices. Everything was muted in a way he hadn’t experienced for a long, long while, but there—just there—was a voice that reassured him. Small and low, but strong, like a well-woven cord.

Lura. That was what they called her. That was what she’d said to him as she stroked his ears. Lura. Lura.

“...Lura.”

It came in a deeper voice now, and the girl responded with words he didn’t understand. Then he came to rest on something so soft it didn’t seem real. It smelled like the girl. He opened his eyes to a dark, flickering space and pushed his nose into the softness. Sheep’s wool. Then Lura was there at his head again, stroking his fur, and he closed his eyes. They spoke back and forth, strong girl and gruff man, and he sank into the crackle of the fire and the stillness of his body.

Sometime later he became aware of the voices again, though the deeper voice was different now. Lura’s sounded different as well. Softer, not as certain. Pleading, perhaps. Her hands rested on his head.

Don’t open your eyes.

He wasn’t sure where the thought had come from, or why, but he kept them shut and opened his other senses. The space held the slightly dank scent of stone but also the warm comfort of dry hay and worn leather. The man smelled of sweat and dried piss and unwashed hair, as all men did.

As he had done when he’d been a man.

The wolf wasn’t a man very often now. Hadn’t been for months, maybe longer. The farther north he’d run, the more imperative his fur had become. Bare skin brought quick, violent chills. How had he survived so long as a man? Without his own fur and fangs he’d needed other animals’ pelts, and blades. And boots and trousers and spoons and cups... Being human required too much.

The strange, muted quality of the chamber pressed on his hearing again. Had he made a misstep, approaching the people in the clearing? Surrendering himself to their blades and boats for the sake of a small girl’s gestures of comfort?

“Lura.” Her father, he guessed.

The girl’s fingers tightened in his fur, and she made a sound even he could interpret as mutinous.

“Lura.”

More sounds from the girl, swift as a rill in spring. The man joined in, speaking over her, but Lura was undeterred. Holding the wolf’s scruff in a fierce grip, she argued and argued, though he could hear a faint tone of request. Push, pull, push, pull.

They fell silent. The fire popped and hissed, and the girl’s breath puffed from her nose.

At last, her father grunted. His words were blunt but spoken low, frayed at the edges by fatigue, and Lura’s fingers relaxed their hold in the wolf’s fur. Her response was more subdued too, and seemed thankful. The wolf let himself sink into the sheepskin once more.

Until there came a knock on the door post and a different man spoke. The sounds were as bitten-off as all the rest had been, but then two of them formed Agravain and Morgawse, and the wolf found himself fighting to hold on to his canine form.

He was in the stronghold ruled by Lord Uthyr’s sister, and Lura’s father was her eldest son. The wolf had heard the man’s name a few times over the years, especially since...

Since the time Arthur’d been gone. Since he’d formed a mercenary band around him, one that included a northerner named Gawain. Uthyr’s nephew, and this man’s brother. There were at least two more brothers in this clan, the wolf’s memory offered, and all were allies to Arthur.

The wolf buried his snout in the wool and held on to his fur with all his will. How had he wandered to the farthest reaches of the land, only to find himself amongst friends of the one person he wanted to forget? Should have run south, he thought, all the way to Rome, or whatever was left of it.

Because where he’d washed ashore was the worst possible place for a wolf who wasn’t only a wolf.

But especially for a wolf whose name had once been Cai, brother of Arthur the Bear and traitor to Cymru.
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Wind soughed through the pines above, chilling the water droplets the autumn sunlight hadn’t yet dried on Arthur’s skin. He shivered but made no move to cover himself. His blood always ran hot after a shift. Soon he’d be ravenously hungry, too, but he could put it off a bit longer. A glance sidewise told him Bedwyr was just as content. Maybe even more so, given how he sprawled in the grass, his eyes closed.

“Feel that?” Bedwyr said, his voice a soft growl, reminiscent of the bear form he’d embodied a quarter hour before.

“Feel what?”

Bed’s beard split in a wide grin. “We’re not on a fucking boat.”

Arthur chuckled. “Now you point it out...”

Bedwyr sighed. “Bliss.”

Arthur plucked a blade of grass, drawing it between his fingers the smooth way, then the rough. “We are due to meet the men at the docks—”

“Shhh.”

“The sooner we’re on the ship, the sooner we’re back at the villa.”

Bed gave a noncommittal grunt, and Arthur smiled. His man was not fond of boats. Or of ships or coracles or rafts or any other craft that might roll him about before dumping him into the sea. Nevertheless, Bed would have to board one today. Rhys had offered to send one to fetch them on this western coast in the upper reaches of Cymru, and Arthur didn’t intend to walk home.

He rose onto an elbow to better enjoy the view while they were alone. The silver strands that had begun to shine from Bed’s temples and beard. The way his blunt toes were spread in the breeze. His rounded belly that neither summer campaigns nor his current supine position could flatten. Arthur ruffled the thick hair there, still damp from their swim, enjoying the cushion under the flesh. Enjoying also how Bed stretched under his touch and then relaxed again with a groan.

“Comfortable?”

Bedwyr hummed.

Arthur slid his hand down to the other soft flesh he appreciated and cupped his hand over it. Bedwyr was feeling lazy indeed; he didn’t swat Arthur’s hand away even when he began to wriggle his fingertips. “Could’ve sworn I saw some stones hereabouts. Where’ve they gone?”

“Hibernating.”

Bed had become a surprising and steady purveyor of bear humor in the three years since they’d turned. Sometimes Arthur thought it a shame that Medraut and Gally were still too young to trust with the knowledge of shifters. They might laugh at their uncle’s weak jokes.

Not that Arthur complained anytime Bedwyr let his playfulness show. When they were alone, it was usually bait.

“Hibernating, eh?”

“Tucked up, safe and warm.” He opened one eye to squint at Arthur. “And peaceful.”

Well, that was as good as a dare.

He rolled on top of Bedwyr, settling one thigh between Bed’s. That grin flashed again, confirming Bedwyr’s intent. His hand brushed bits of grass and pine chaff from Arthur’s back before pulling him down. His mouth tasted so familiar Arthur couldn’t have described it with a blade to his throat, but he had sense enough to enjoy it. He kissed Bed with slow brushes of lips, lazy swipes of tongue. Presses of teeth that were more promise than threat.

His man craved a soft touch, always had done, and while Arthur didn’t know how that craving had developed, he’d nearly always been happy to oblige. Once in a while he forgot himself; when it came to touch and pressure, he preferred them harder, more aggressive. Fortunately, Bed took his lapses in stride, accepting his apologies, though he did occasionally take his revenge, subjecting Arthur to an extended session of feathery caresses that made him want to come out of his skin.

Once, he had come out of his skin. Had shifted just to throw his weight around. So, of course, Bedwyr had shifted as well and put him in his place.

The bite marks had taken a few days to heal.

Rocking against Bed’s hips, Arthur buried his nose in the man’s neck. His senses were still sharp from his shift, and Bed smelled fucking delectable. He had to tamp down the impulse to grind harder, push faster. During spring and summer, they had to find their moments between skirmishes. At their winter refuge, they had months of long, dark nights to enjoy each other. In this suspended state between
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