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Early Spring, 530 CE

Northern Cymru

––––––––
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It was happening too quickly.

When his father first broached the idea, back at the first thaw, Bedwyr had told himself he had months to turn Arthur’s mind. Weeks, at the least, to convince him this mission was folly, dangerous beyond anything they’d agreed to before.

He had tried. Unite the southern lords? It’d be like trying to herd wildcats. Each had his own agenda, his own ambitions for power and wealth. Their concerns were different from those in the north, more rolling, arable land, more coastline. They wouldn’t even sound like the folk of the north, their Cymrish twisted by distance and time apart.

Worse, most had converted to the religion of the Christ, a faith from a land so far away it was irrelevant to Cymru. What could a people from a green and temperate land possibly take from a dogma born in the desert? From beliefs that claimed a single being had created everything—everything! laughable—and then let his human son be executed in his name. And to what end? To create such guilt and fear among the surviving populace that they would live their lives like sheep? Not to mention, give a heaping portion of their livelihood to the clerics of this faith. That anyone in Cymru couldn’t see through that aspect was shameful. They deserved to be sheep.

Then let them be sheep to Arthur, Uthyr had said. While Arthur had at least pretended to hear Bedwyr out, Uthyr had cornered him daily, arguing for his scheme. Bedwyr’s voice had grown hoarse from shouting. Arthur was no shepherd. A warrior, yes, one who had led large contingents of fellow fighters against invading Saxon dogs. But those men had already been united against a common enemy. Arthur was good with individual warriors and could cajole them into doing just about anything, usually by example.

But men who were arguing amongst themselves when predators were prowling around their halls? Men who spent more time in churches than training yards readying themselves for the battle that mattered? It was a fool’s mission, and they were no fools.

Too bad he hadn’t been able to convince Arthur of that. Now spring was fully here, clamoring with lambs and the ring of armor being prepared, and his chances of holding Arthur here, of keeping him safe in the north, were slipping away like the last drops of snow melt down the rushing mountain streams.

Not that he wasn’t trying to put off the inevitable as long as possible. He wasn’t above keeping Arthur in the yard, engaged in round after round, slipping and sliding in the slush until they were more mud than men. He might have hacked his sword edge on a rock—secretly (twice)—before delivering it to mistress Britte for repairs with a recalcitrant shrug.

But when it came to distraction and delay, he’d always known what worked best on his cub.

“Ah—yes—there.”

The words made tiny clouds in the chilly air inside the shepherd’s hut. The flocks were being kept closer to the village during the lambing, the beasts wandering up the far hillsides on the fairest days, and Bedwyr congratulated himself on his ingenuity. With this hut, and with his tongue.

Arthur’s fingers shoved into his hair, gripping tightly. No words this time, only moans, and Bedwyr allowed himself a grin against Arthur’s stones before he got back to the task at hand, sucking on one until his man hissed, then pulling the other into his mouth. Arthur writhed under him, pushing against his face, and then his words were back, begging.

Wouldn’t do to give in right away, though, so he licked lower.

“Fuck, Bed. Don’t...”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t stop. Gods, don’t stop.”

He lapped hard at the tender skin, tight and pulsing under his tongue. He pushed, teased, eased up, then dove back in, growling. He’d never been good with logic, never been a quick thinker. Had lost most of the debates he’d had the misfortune to get drawn into, unless they’d devolved into a physical skirmish.

But this... This he could do. This, he’d mastered when his opponent was this man. In this small, private arena, he was champion, one who never gave in until he’d rendered Arthur boneless.

When the tight muscle gave way to his efforts, he spit on two fingers and slid them into Arthur’s heat. Arthur groaned, clenching around his fingers. His voice choked off as Bedwyr finally took his cock into his mouth. Bedwyr worked on him with lips and tongue, with two fingers, then three, trying to draw out the moment. Distract...delay...deny...

The thing he always forgot was that doing this affected him as much as Arthur, and this time when the begging came, it pulled him to his knees as easily as if Arthur had wrestled him into position. Arthur’s cock slapped wetly against his belly, forgotten as Bedwyr took his own in a slick grip. “You want this?

“Yes.”

“Can’t hear you,” he said, desperate to stretch time.

“Just fucking fuck me,” Arthur snarled, “or get on your back.”

Desire licked up his spine and, groaning, helpless, Bedwyr pushed into him in a single thrust.

Arthur arched, head pressing into the straw of the bedding, his hands on Bedwyr’s hips, fingertips hard and bruising. Under their direction, Bedwyr drove into him, again and again, because this too he’d mastered: taking orders from this man. His man, his cub, his polestar—the bright point around which his entire life revolved and had done so even before they’d discovered each other like this. Possibly before they’d even met. The gods’ ways were mysterious, and in moments like this one he was content to surrender to their designs.

But those moments always ended too quickly. He enjoyed all of a dozen heartbeats collapsed on Arthur’s chest, slippery with sweat, his mind as foggy as his breath and stupid enough to hope Arthur might be up for a snuggle and a nap.

Arthur grunted under him. “That was...exceptional.”

Bedwyr smiled to himself, careful to hide it. He burrowed closer, sighing. “Aye.”

Arthur’s laughter jostled him, vibrated into his cheek. “Modest.”

“Modesty is for monks.”

“Which, thankfully, we are not.”

“Praise the gods.”

Arthur hefted him up for a kiss, a slow, sweet thing until he bit Bedwyr’s lower lip. When Bedwyr made a noise of protest, went in for another taste, Arthur pushed at his shoulders. “Up. Off. I was due to meet Mama half an hour ago.”

“Why?”

But he knew why. This venture to the southern reaches might be a diplomatic mission, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t go fully armed, and Britte was the one making sure that happened. He sat up, watching as Arthur pulled on his clothes, mourning each bit of bare skin lost to leather and wool. Bedwyr had succeeded in tugging half of Arthur’s hair out of its queue and was mildly scandalized when Arthur made no effort to tie it back again.

“She’s going to know what you were up to.”

Arthur leaned down and kissed him. Then grinned. “Just as I know what you’re up to?”

And with a wink, he left Bedwyr to a victory as empty as the hut.

~ ~ ~
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Arthur smiled to himself as he strode down the path. Oh, he knew what Bed was doing. What Bed had been doing since their parents put this mission to them. Despite what Bedwyr might believe, he was no fool rushing into a rash decision, eager to subject them to the whims of lords he didn’t know. Men who would likely keep on as they chose, despite their alleged admiration of Arthur and his men’s deeds.

But he wasn’t going to forgo whatever temptations Bed used to lure him to distraction, either.

That would be foolish.

He was still chuckling when he ducked under the roof of his mother’s workshop. The scents of heated metal and living smoke struck him with such familiar force he half expected to turn and discover his grandfather Wolf at the grinding wheel, or standing at the workbench, his great shoulders hunched by concentration and age.

As much as he might have liked to pull Wolf aside, ask his advice or Marcus’s for this next mission, they weren’t here and hadn’t been for half his life. His father had had advice before he passed, and Uthyr was nothing but advice these days. And he would heed it, but the one who knew him best, better maybe than Bedwyr did, was here, hammer and tongs in hand, long silver braid swinging as she worked.

“You’re late.” She glanced up when he reached her side, then made a startled second glance at his hair.

“Bed says hello.”

She snorted, shaking her head. Went back to her work. “I doubt he said any such thing.”

Grinning, he retied his hair into something like order. He hadn’t succeeded in making her blush; only his father had ever been able to do that. Well, and Uthyr a few times since they’d returned, something he’d tortured Bed with until Bed shut him up with better uses for his mouth.

“Has he changed your mind yet?”

“No.”

“Good. Any word of the others?”

“Philip says they should arrive later today. I’m surprised we haven’t seen the lads yet—I was sure they’d run ahead of the men.”

“Maybe they aren’t as restless as you were.”

“Mama.”

She brought over his shield, showed him the repairs she’d made to it, but she had something on her mind. Finally, she met his eye again. “What is he like?”

“Medraut?”

“Aye.”

“Your grandson?” he teased.

“Of course that Medraut. Honestly.”

“I’m sure Papa told you about him.”

“And so have you, and Uthyr, I just...” She hesitated, a rare enough thing that he straightened, took notice.

“What?”

“It’s only... Uthyr’s quite taken with his grandsons, and they with him. To hear him tell it,” she conceded with a wry look.

“I think you’ll like him,” he said.

She nodded, one cheek pinched on words she wasn’t saying.

He leaned close. “He’s very excited to meet you. He’s wanted to from the moment I told him you were a smith. And since he was scarcely five years old then, he’s been an age.”

Medraut had been sitting on Bed’s knee, his pale face alight with the story fire in his mothers’ hall, his younger brother asleep in Gwen’s lap. It would be years before Arthur would admit Medraut was his, begin to do the things a father should do. Sharing Britte’s vocation had been a meager morsel, given without thought, but Medraut’s eyes had shone with surprise and delight.

“I hope you haven’t built me up into something I can’t live up to—”

Boots sounded on the path outside, and they turned to find Bedwyr approaching, flanked by the boys.

Arthur smiled at his mother. “Suppose we’ll find out.”

Bedwyr brought them into the workshop. “Mistress. Caught a couple stray goats coming over the saddle.”

Gally sent him an annoyed glance, but Medraut didn’t seem to hear the jibe. His gaze was pinned to Arthur’s mother. He approached her, hands clenching at his sides, and bowed his head. “Grandmother.”

It was quiet, but Arthur heard her sharp inhalation. She stared at the top of Medraut’s dark head for a few heartbeats, then laid her hands on his shoulders. “Let me see you.”

She studied him for a long moment, Medraut holding up impressively under her scrutiny. At his age, Arthur would have been jumping out of his skin. Finally, she shook her head and cupped his cheek. “Welcome,” she said softly, gifting him a rare smile. “If it weren’t for this raven hair, I would think your father had slipped back in here as a lad somehow.”

Medraut grinned at Arthur, and a deep pride rose in Arthur’s chest. He itched to embrace the lad but held off, not wanting to embarrass him.

“Son.”

“Father.”

He wondered what it might be like to hear something less formal, Papa or Ta, but he would take it.

Medraut stepped back and gestured behind him for Mama’s benefit. “This is my brother, Gally.”

“Galahad,” the lad said, predictably. He came forward, chin high with the unearned confidence of younger brothers everywhere, and gave Mama a nod. “Auntie.”

Mama’s brow rose. “Your great-aunt anyway. I suppose Auntie will do.”

He nodded again, then turned to Arthur. “Uncle. May we go find Grandfather?”

“In a moment. When did you leave the others?”

“This morning. They were too slow.”

Behind him, Bedwyr rolled his eyes.

“But we saw Philip in flight, so we followed his path—”

“Hold,” Arthur said, just as Bedwyr scanned the path outside the workshop. “Remember what I told you?”

Gally’s gaze widened, flicked to Mama. “But I thought...”

“Yes, she knows,” he said, lowering his voice. “As do Uthyr, Tiro, and Mora. But you must not mention shifting even if you’re alone with one of those four. Even your grandfather’s shieldmate doesn’t know that shifters exist, and they’ve fought alongside each other for decades. We can never know who could be listening around a corner. I won’t hesitate to send you back to your mothers if I believe you might put anyone in danger. Understood?”

Gally blinked but held his head high. “Yes, Uncle.”

“Yes, Father,” Medraut said.

“All right. I’m glad you’re here. You’ll probably find Uthyr in the armory.”

Gally bounced toward the path. “Come on, Medraut.”

But Medraut didn’t move right away. “May I come back and watch you work?” he asked Mama.

Mama’s expression said she didn’t know what could be so interesting about her work, but also an interesting blush was spreading across her cheeks. “You may.”

Bedwyr took the lads off to find Uthyr, and Mama watched them go. “Matthias told me he resembled you, but Arthur...” She shook her head again. “He’s the very image of you.”

“I was the last to see it, evidently.”

“He’s a sweet lad. And Galahad...”

Arthur chuckled. “Not too rude, I hope.”

“No, just young. Young and cocky. Can’t imagine where he might have gotten that.”

Arthur raised his hands. “Not my fault. I’m just his uncle.”

She hummed, skeptical. “An uncle he wants to emulate.” She picked up her tools again. “They’ll both have the girls of the village in a flurry tonight.”

The boys, too, he thought as he took his leave to follow them. Even if there were no boys of his own bent, novelty made a fellow interesting, and those two couldn’t be newer to the mountains than if they’d dropped from the sky.
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“Mother’s hall is bigger.”

Medraut elbowed Gally. “Don’t.”

“It is. She hosted three hundred at the last festival. This is smaller even than Uncle Arthur’s hall at the refuge.”

“That villa was built by Romans.”

Gally sent him a look that said maybe the Romans should have built everything.

This hall was smaller, objectively. The space was narrower, shorter, the ridge-line of the roof closer overhead. It was darker and smokier, and much more crowded.

But Gally was putting too much weight on all of that. A lot of things were just the same: the great fire pits, the sounds of people and hounds, the scents of roasting meat and spilled ale. The sense of common belonging, of common history and purpose.

“They couldn’t build it bigger, Gally. There aren’t as many trees here, and they aren’t as tall. Come, let’s look at the heads.”

The mounted heads of past hunts hung on the back wall. Most were stags with great branching antlers, but there were a few others, too. Gally let himself be dragged to them, and they discovered a couple of boars, their sharp tusks curving from under their lips, and some sort of wildcat whose spotted coat had seen a better day.

“Morbid,” Gally said.

“I bet every one of them has a story.”

“Sure, until they were killed.” Gally leaned close. “Doesn’t it bother you to see them? They could’ve been shifters.”

“Hush.” He gave Gally a severe look. “Remember what Father said.”

If he hadn’t been watching Gally so close, he might have missed the tiny flinch at Father. It had been there since the day his Arthur had claimed him, or rather since the day Medraut had joyfully told Gally about it, not realizing how it might hurt him. How it might set him apart or put him on the outside of something. Medraut had decided to do what he could not to let it come between them—they were still brothers and always would be, forever.

He was about to turn Gally away from the trophies when a hand landed on each of their shoulders, and they both jumped in their boots.

“Here you two are!”

They were spun about to face a woman they hadn’t met yet. She wore the same wool tunic and skirts as the other women here but still had a cloak on. A long plait hung over her shoulder, the same color as Father’s hair. She was tall, too, taller than any other woman here except maybe Grandmother.

“Aunt Mora?” Medraut said.

The woman grinned. “Just so. I was over the mountain, treating a patient.” She studied Gally, then nodded. “You look just like your mothers.”

Which was not what Gally wanted to hear right now, judging by the set of his jaw.

She looked at Medraut. “And there’s no mistaking whose you are.”

“Excuse me,” Gally muttered and stomped off.

Aunt Mora watched go, brows high.

“Sorry. He’s just tired.”

“No, he’s just a younger brother and in a new place and wants badly to be part of the band of heroes around that fire over there. I know what ambition looks like. And envy.” She turned to Medraut, gave him a gentler smile. “Shall we join them? You can introduce me.”

He did, walking her from man to man, each of whom stood and nodded to her, greeting her with the respect owed to their leader’s sister. They didn’t know her like they knew his mothers, but he suspected they’d soon be joking with her in the same way. Especially Safir, who was always on the hunt for mortifying tales of Arthur’s boyhood.

Safir said as much to her now, and the gleam in his aunt’s eyes promised a bounty of misery for his father.

She shared a couple that soon had everyone around the fire pit howling with laughter and Arthur protesting loudly.

“You were three! You heard that from someone else!”

“Doesn’t make it any less true,” she said, grinning at him.

“Aye, laugh,” he said to his men, then pointed a thumb at his sister. “This one used to collect rocks.”

“Better than black eyes,” Uncle Bedwyr said, “from your own shield.”

The men took over the teasing, and Medraut was glad to see Gally laughing too. He’d been awfully serious lately.

“So.” Aunt Mora nudged his arm, bringing Medraut’s attention back to her. “What do you want from this journey?”

So many things. Too many things. Definitely more than he wanted to admit, even to her. But he’d already managed a few of them. “I wanted to see where Father grew up. He and Uncle Bedwyr have told us so much about these mountains. Grandfather Uthyr, too, and Grandfather Matthias. And I wanted to meet Grandmother Britte. Watch her work.”

“I saw her when I came in. She said you spent time in the smithy this afternoon. What was that like?”

“Wonderful.”

“Was it?”

There was laughter in her voice, but he couldn’t imagine why. Grandmother was a wonder. “I’ve never met a woman smith before. Never seen one, not even in Lord Rhys’s town, and you can meet just about any sort of person there. But she’s so skilled—more than any of the men practicing down the mountain. She could make anything. She could remake Father’s sword!”

Aunt Mora’s brows rose. “Do you suppose?”

He nodded, looking around the hall for his grandmother. She’d been visiting with folk earlier but sat now next to Grandfather. He was whispering something in her ear that was making her smile.

“And how to you find the mountains?”

“Grand. Higher than I thought. And everyone’s been so welcoming.”

She nudged him again. “Especially the girls, I wager.”

He ducked his head, felt heat creeping over his cheeks that had nothing to do with the fire before them. The girls had greeted him and Gally with wide, shy eyes and burbling giggles. He’d tried to be kind to them, polite at least, because Gally hadn’t had the patience to be.

To his relief, Aunt Mora let it drop. “So you’ve seen the mountains, met our folk. Met your grandmother and watched her work.” She leaned close. “Now, tell me, nephew: what is it you really want?”

So much, too much. He looked at his hands. They were twisting around his cup, making the ale inside slosh. He stilled them. Took a deep breath and met her steady gaze.

“I want to make him proud of me.”

His words hung between them as Aunt Mora drew a breath of her own. She seemed to assess him in that moment, and it felt as if she could see things about him that he couldn’t. Know things. Her gaze flicked to Father before settling on him again.

Finally, she smiled. “Good luck, then.”

~ ~ ~
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It was all coming together. Uthyr allowed himself to settle back into the furs of his chair and take in what he’d set in motion.

Arthur’s men sat around the fire pits, enjoying meat, ale, and the warm welcome of these folk of the mountains. Some of the mercenaries had looked strange at first, especially to those who didn’t leave these heights to fight the summer campaigns. Some of his folk had never seen a man whose skin glowed as deeply as Morien’s, or even men who chose to wear their hair shorn close to the skull, as Agravain and Gawain did. Not since Marcus Roman had lived among them.

But they were Arthur’s most trusted, and his people had folded them into their community their own. Some had made it easy; Safir could make himself welcome deep into enemy territory, so ready were his charms. His brother Palahmed didn’t give of himself so easily, but his reserve was a watchful one, thoughtful but not aloof, and that only bolstered folks’ trust in him. And then there were the lads.

Uthyr watched his grandsons as they studied the trophies of past hunts. He’d known that Galahad would chafe here. It would naturally feel confining when a boy was accustomed to the larger, more luxurious spaces of the river towns, and Galahad had a natural pride about him. A younger brother’s ambition, too. He wanted to impress, wanted to be part of something greater than himself. Wanted, perhaps, just to be out from under his mothers’ daily influence. What lad didn’t? Some, he supposed, but a nephew of Arthur’s and Bedwyr’s? A grandson of his own? Aye, the lad wanted, and Uthyr would help him on his way.

Medraut had made a good start. He was eager as well but in a steadier way. Maybe he took his cues from Bedwyr’s cautious nature or Palahmed’s deliberative one. Whatever the cause, it would temper the aspects of his nature he’d gotten from his father. At his age, Arthur had had more natural talent than Uthyr had witnessed in any other young man, himself included. He’d honed his own skills through practice and more practice, while Arthur had been blessed by the gods with a strong raw material that had needed only shaping, honing. Quite a lot of it, but the ongoing result spoke for itself. Uthyr had sparred a bit with each grandson this afternoon, and the hints were there in Medraut. They would begin by training up his physical advantages—his height and reach—and finesse would come later.

He leaned over to Britte until he could smell the smithy in her hair, the residue of work that strengthened their people. He drew a deep breath, drawing his own strength. Reached under her plait to tickle the warm skin of her nape. “Look at all you’ve given us.”

She shook her head minutely. “What?”

“Your sons. Our grandson. Aren’t you proud?”

“I have no right to pride in their being. Not even in their accomplishments. Those are their own.”

“Britte.” He chuckled against her ear, felt her shiver under his touch. “Your blood runs in their veins. They wouldn’t be alive to accomplish things without you.” He kissed her ear. “Take your due.”

She drew a breath. “Maybe I’ll take my due from you.”

He grinned and sat up, just enough
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