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THE RELENTLESS HEAT. The billowing smoke. The gut-churning stench. The laments of his son.

’Twas like watching his own funeral… again.

This time, at least, he could lend comfort. Gull gripped Angusel’s shoulder, and the lad gave him a grateful if watery glance. Eileann nestled her cheek against the opposite shoulder as Angusel heaved a sigh. Gull nodded to her, lowered his hand, and resumed the heartrending task of watching his soulmate’s remains surrender to the flames.

Gods, how he despised funerals. And this war of the Pendragon’s had spawned thousands.


 

[image: Angusel]

 


AS ANGUSEL watched his mother’s body burn, gagging on his tears and the idea—as well as the smell—of her roasting flesh, he begged the gods to remove his pain and guilt.

We cannot. You must feel it.

Gods.

Why had they bothered to talk to him now, when they had closed themselves off to him for days?

Much of his guilt lay bound in the memory of having watched his mother be wounded by an Angalaranach warrior and being too far away to have stopped it. The machaoduin had paid with his royal head, and that man’s father had become unmanned by witnessing his death.

But the gods had inflicted unbearable pain, while Alayna had lain on her deathbed, by refusing her son’s constant and ever more desperate pleas for them to let her live. To let him die in her stead.

We do what The One commands.

Right. He knew that. Fire akin to the beginnings of battle madness stirred within his chest. This “One” that his gods obeyed was about as much help as a dead horse.

If his towering anger offended them back into silence, he’d count himself blessed.

Venting that anger with a noisy sigh, Angusel tightened his grip on Eileann’s waist. She swept aside his hair to trace the now-permanent salmon god-mark swimming across his forehead. As she brushed his cheek with her lips, she whispered a reminder that she too could sense the gods’ words. In her gaze he read her understanding of his anger. A moment later, her expression shaded into a mild rebuke.

To his holy tormentors, and to placate his wife-to-be, he said:

I’m sorry. Forgive me, please?

We shall always love you, Blade.

The unexpected admission burned a hole through the shroud of his grief. ’Twas not much, but Angusel—whom it pleased the gods to call “Pendragon’s Blade,” though most often “Blade”—could not deny that it had cauterized some of the pain.

As for the guilt, he doubted whether anything, divine or otherwise, would ever diminish it. Not when every major choice he made seemed to pile yet another boulder onto the cairn.
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ALAYNA WAS not the only clan ruler to have made the ultimate sacrifice. Angusel’s friend and commander, Centurion Gawain, lost his father in the war’s opening fortnight. Neither young man could reach Chieftain Loth’s side fast enough to deflect the Angalaranach spear. Angusel, having arrived first upon the tragic scene, bore a wagonload of guilt in spite of Gull’s assurances, and Gawain’s, that Loth’s death had not been his fault.

Angusel carried far more guilt for his failure to rescue Arthur and Gyanhumara’s son, Loholt. Gull had chanced upon the wee Pendragonling in the company of Breatanach peasants on the Isle of Maun whilst war was brewing on the main island. He had planned to petition the Pendragon for Angusel to lead the rescue, but by the time Gull had arrived at legion headquarters, the lad’s supreme commander already had spirited most of the army to the staging area, including Angusel, forcing other plans to be made. Plans Gull himself had been instrumental in shaping.

To prevent a potential diplomatic disaster if the wrong person chanced to overhear, Angusel—indeed, even the tyke’s parents, who themselves this night were attending Alayna’s funeral—yet remained ignorant of Gull’s discovery. Gull had developed no small fondness for Loholt, and he hoped with all his heart that the rescue had succeeded. ’Twould have been lunacy, of course, to have tried sending the news during the war.

Angusel uttered another deep sigh. Eileann whispered the suggestion that they depart for the feast hall. Angusel honored Alayna with a prolonged Caledonach salute whilst his beautiful bride-to-be blew a kiss, and then the pair made for the path leading toward the sounds of raucous life. The stiffness of Angusel’s bearing suggested the battle that continued to rage within.

The lad blamed himself for his mother’s death too.

Gull feared that guilt would kill his berserker son before any man’s weapon could.

The pyre’s structure collapsed with a resounding crash. A fountain of flames and sparks sent the attendants scurrying to a safer distance. Hand to heart and eyes closed, Gull bowed his head till his chin nigh touched his chest. Tears brimmed. He let them spill.

Our son says the gods he’s bonded to told him you are with them, and I believe that to the core of my soul. Walk with them always, mo sìorransachd. I yearn for the day when we can renew our eternal love. Till then, please ward our fallen clansfolk, guide me as I strive to govern the living in your stead, and keep watch over Angusel, especially whenever he descends into the throes of the ro h’uabhasach. We both miss you and shall love you forever.

Gull’s best friend, Elian, who had donned his parade uniform for Alayna’s funeral even though he already had informed Arthur and Gyanhumara of his intention to remain here at Senaudon in retirement, gave his shoulder a sympathetic squeeze. Keeping to the tradition that he couldn’t recall which of them had begun, he patted the hand before batting it off.

“I crave your pardon, Chieftain Guilbach.”

The new male voice was so soft, Gull couldn’t identify it. He opened his eyes to find Senaudon’s guard captain—his grief-fogged mind failed to yield the man’s name—standing before him and Elian. Sunset was fading by the moment, and the pyre’s inferno had calmed to a less alarming level. A few men were using long rakes to shift what was left of the timbers, ensuring the fire’s containment. Now and then, one would toss a bucket of water onto a threatening spot and then hand the empty vessel to a runner for a refill.

The rest of the mourners, including Arthur and Gyanhumara, already had departed for the feast hall.

Gull’s gut twisted into a knot.

Good news never interrupted a funeral.

“Do you want me to go, Gull?” Elian had refrained from uttering his favorite endearment, and Gull appreciated the auld boar’s exercise in sensitivity by not being called “dead Pict.”

He pursed his lips, killing the infant smile struggling to be born. Ofttimes, wants had naught to do with needs. This was one of those times.

“I shall meet ye in the feast hall by and by, auld boar. Save me a seat, if ye please.”

The one-legged Breatanach veteran clapped Gull’s shoulder, used it to help him pivot, and then proceeded to step-thock his way onto the gravel path.

Since the new arrival had addressed Gull quietly, he responded in kind. “Aye, Commander—?”

“Saigarmor, my lord. I am—” The man puffed a sigh, blinked twice, and saluted the pyre in the Caledonach way: upraised hand clenched, splayed, then clenched again. “I was Chieftainess Alayna’s second-in-command.”

“Of course.” Gull’s rueful chuckle masked how stupid he felt for failing to recognize in the bewhiskered, muscular man before him the wiry youth he had trained prior to his “death” a decade and more ago. And, of course, Elian knew the man too, having taken over from him command of Senaudon’s defenses during the war, making Gull feel twice as stupid. Gods, grief was a miserable mistress. “Report.”

“A small mounted company stands at the gates, my lord.”

“Caledonach?”

“Breatanach as well as Caledonach. The Pendragon’s men, thirteen in total. Their commander regrets the disturbance during this sacred time but requests speech with the Pendragon. Claims it’s urgent.”

Gull studied the torchlit path to the feast hall but couldn't locate the Ròmanach-Breatanach Arthur or his Caledonach wife in the thinning throng. He doubted, given the severity of the Pendragon’s injuries, that they had gone inside. A glance toward the sleeping chambers revealed a lone pair, one hobbling and being supported by the other, approaching the broch reserved for visiting dignitaries. He returned his attention to the guard captain.

“I daresay the Pendragon is in no condition to receive anyone tonight, Saigarmor.” In fact, it had been nothing short of miraculous that Arthur had stood unaided through the funeral. “See to the feeding and quartering of his troops and their mounts, then escort their leader to me here. Did he give you his name?”

“Aye, sir. He said you know him best as Emrys.”

That damned gut knot grew to the size of a fist.

Gull dismissed Saigarmor with thanks and resumed watching the smoldering pyre.

There could be but one reason driving Arthur’s right-hand man to seek him here.

Forgive me, Alayna. In my first sennight as Clan Alban’s reinstated chieftain, I may have doomed our people.

For if Emrys—now calling himself Merlin—bore ill tidings about the Pendragon’s son, Gull had a sick hunch that he and Angusel and the rest of the clan would be joining their departed chieftainess far sooner than anticipated.

The sound of a mild cough pierced his gloom.

The Ròmanach-Breatanach officer standing spear-straight before him was clad crown to toe in silvered bronze armor. A short Ròmanach cavalry sword was strapped, in the weird, Ròmanach way, to his right hip even though that right hand had “killed” Gull so long ago. The soldier’s knee-length scarlet cloak, pinned with a silver dragon writhing inside a tricolor enamel ring of red, blue, and green, wafted in the evening breeze. In random spots, the silver threads of the cloak’s trim flashed golden in the fitful firelight.

“Well met, General Merlin,” Gull said.

Merlin rendered a Ròmanach salute, fist to chest, holding it there as he spoke. “I am very sorry for your loss, Chieftain… Gwalchaved?”

Gull felt his lips bend in a sad smile. With his leave, Merlin lowered the fist. “Though I felt proud tae use the name mine honored adversary Uther bestowed upon me, never once did my beloved consort utter it. Tae honor her memory, I call myself by my birth name, Guilbach.”

A stiff gust pushed a fold of Merlin’s cloak forward, and he brushed it back. “Are you still known as Gull to your friends?”

The genuine curiosity in the man’s tone prompted him to ask, “Be we friends now, mine auld enemy?” He tried to keep his words brisk but wasn’t sure how well he had bled them of nervousness.

Confusion clouded Merlin’s face. “I cannot think of a reason not to be.”

Refraining from talking about the rescue, Gull could understand, what with Saigarmor and the pyre workers in attendance, and the gods alone knew who else might be close enough to overhear, but he craved a wee bit more than total vagueness. He fingered his beard, casting about for a cryptic way to word his question.

“So, then, be it fair tae presume that the… training exercise I designed for ye was… helpful?”

“Training—? Ah.” The confusion evaporated like loch fog beneath the sun’s dawn onslaught. “Yes. Yes, it was. Delivering that report is what brings me here.” Merlin glanced past Gull. “Are they in the feast hall?”

“Nay. They have retired for the night.” Though ’twas not Gull’s place to reveal why, he could read
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