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​Dedication
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To Little Pud – you have walked through darkness no should ever know, yet you keep moving forward with a courage that humbles me. I am endlessly proud of the person you are, and the person you continue to become. 

This book is for you – for your bravery, your resilience, and your beautiful light. 

I love you more than words can say.
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To my family, whether through blood or bond - I love you.

To my Lady of the Moon and Tides – thank you.

––––––––
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Dream your dream, and work hard to make it happen.
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Name (Meaning) - Age

Brenin (King) - 46 years old

Gerallt (Ruler of the Spear) - 44 years old

Terrwyn (Brave) – 40 years old

Macsen (The Greatest Rival) - 38 years old

Harri (Home Ruler) - 34 years old

Ewan (Warrior) - 30 years old
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​Welsh Translations
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MONTHS

Blaidd (Wolf) - January

Eira (Snow) - February

Mwydyn (Worm) - March

Pinc (Pink) - April

Blodeuyn (Flower) - May

Mefus (Strawberry) - June

Ceirw (Deer) - July

Stwrsiwn (Sturgeon) - August

Cynhaeaf (Harvest) - September

Heliwr (Hunter) - October

Afanc (Beaver) - November

Oer (Cold) - December

MONEY

Ffyrling - brass

Ceiniog - silver

Swllllt - gold
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​Prologue
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It was Imbolc, when winter’s hold began to loosen, and the first signs of spring were welcomed with light. Outside, snow pressed heavily along the eaves of Selene’s cottage, muting the world beyond. Inside, warmth filled every corner, as the hearth fire burned steadily, candles shone in each window, and woven sun wheels hung on the walls for blessing. The air was fragrant with beeswax and herbs, with the lingering sweetness of honey cakes that had cooled on the table earlier in the day.

Not so long ago, the cottage had been alive with cheer. Conway, Selene’s husband, had led the celebration of placing candles and sprigs of rosemary by the door, as their voices harmonised the old blessing songs. Selene had laughed softly at their off-key notes and had passed out mugs of hot chocolate and plates of honey cakes as the fire roared higher. 

Now, Foster had gone to his small hut in the forest for his own celebration with Cernunnos, while Seren and Lilwen had retired to their rooms, pressing quick kisses on Gerallt’s cheeks before leaving.

Conway stopped at the edge of the hearth, resting a reassuring hand on Gerallt’s shoulder. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, his voice calm and warm. He glanced at Selene. “Don’t keep him up too late.”

Selene smiled and blew Con a quick kiss before turning her full attention to Gerallt.

“Goodnight, Con. Sleep well,” Gerallt murmured, his swan wing folded neatly at his side, feathers catching the firelight as he shifted slightly. There was a stillness about him now, as if the weight of years and long roads pressed quietly on his shoulders.

“See you in the morning,” Conway replied, giving Selene a brief, concerned look before heading toward the stairs.

The cottage was now quiet, and Selene studied Gerallt in the glow of the hearth. At forty-four years of age, he carried himself with the lean steadiness of someone shaped by hardship yet never bowed by it. His dark golden-blond hair was now touched with silver at the temples, a quiet sign of years rather than weakness. In the shifting light, his hazel eyes glimmered green, then amber—watchful, thoughtful, and shadowed with a weariness he rarely voiced. He was trim, built for endurance rather than strength, and at his side, the swan’s wing he had chosen to keep moved with subtle, restless grace, the feathers pale and gleaming in the firelight.

Selene folded her hands in her lap. The hearth crackled softly, filling the room with warmth, but it couldn’t chase away the tension she felt radiating from Gerallt. “You are always welcome here, you know this, but why didn’t you rest among your brothers this Imbolc?” she asked softly.

Gerallt’s gaze stayed fixed on the fire, the flickering flames reflecting in the quiet depth of his eyes. His jaw tightened slightly as he considered his answer. “They’re too busy with their own lives and wives right now. I didn’t want to intrude.” His swan wing shifted slightly at his side, feathers brushing against the chair as he moved again, a subtle sign of tension he did not voice.

“Intrude?” Selene scoffed. “They’re your brothers, and they love you. It wouldn’t be an intrusion.” 

The faint shadow of a wry smile touched his lips, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You’re the old married couple of the group with mostly grown children. I knew you’d be happy for a distraction from the daily grind of living with Con. Not that you’re still disgustingly in love with each other or anything.” He shifted, a wince passing over his face.

“It hurts?” Selene asked, concern threading her voice. “You never said. And I’ll ignore that comment for now. Talk to me.”

“The past few years, it’s started aching in the cold.” He fixed her with an intense look. “It’s not really surprising, is it? It’s been with me for twenty-four years; longer than I lived without it. After all these years, I still haven’t found redemption for my mistakes, no matter how hard I’ve tried, for those choices I can’t take back.” He shook his head. “I’ve travelled this world, and have been to places you’ve never even heard of. There’s more silver at my temples than in my pockets. If I haven’t found love yet, I doubt I will. Maybe this is the price I pay for my past behaviour to you.”

Selene’s eyes softened. “None of us are free from the past, Gerallt, but that doesn’t mean you have to face it alone. Sometimes, connection is the only thing that helps you bear it. Love is out there for you, I just know it.”

He looked at her, his quiet intensity pressing into the room like a tangible presence. “Love,” he repeated, almost like testing the word. Then he let out a small, almost rueful laugh. “You’ve always been the romantic, haven’t you? Even now.”

“I’ve seen the heart people carry,” Selene said gently. “I’ve seen yours. And I know it’s capable of more than you give it credit for.”

Gerallt’s wing twitched again, a reflexive gesture, and he ran a hand lightly along its edge, smoothing the feathers. “Maybe,” he said quietly. “Maybe you’re right. But some things... take time.” 

Selene reached out, placing a hand near his, though she didn’t touch the wing directly. “Time will come,” she said softly. “And when it does, you’ll be ready. You won’t have to carry it all alone.” 

Gerallt gave a small shake, pasting a smile on his face. “Don’t worry about me, little sister. Worry about your nieces and nephews instead; they’ve been popping out everywhere lately.” He stood up and leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I’m off to bed. Early start tomorrow. Sleep well, Selene.”

She caught hold of his sleeve before he could turn away. “Don’t leave just yet, Gerallt. The roads are cruel at this time of year. Wait a couple of days, at least.”

He gave a small, almost imperceptible nod. “Alright,” he said finally, his voice low but steady. “I’ll stay a little longer, until the end of the week. If nothing else, I’ll allow myself a few days of rest.”

Selene’s lips curved into a faint smile. “That’s all I ask.”

Gerallt smoothed the feathers of his wing unconsciously. “I’ll see you in the morning.” He grinned as he made his way to the guest room, leaving Selene by the slowly dying fire.

“Is he right, Arianrhod?” she muttered. “Is loneliness the price he is to pay for the mistakes of his past? Mistakes that have already been forgiven?” Selene shook her head. “Surely not. No, I won’t accept that. Gerallt has just as much love to give as his brothers, and they’ve all found happiness.”

She stood and tidied the room quietly, placing the fireguard in front of the hearth and blowing out the glowing creamy-white candles one by one. When she reached the last one, she paused. Leaning over, she whispered a small prayer to Arianrhod for Gerallt’s happiness. She blew out the last flame and left the living room, heading to her bedroom. 

Gerallt moved quietly around his guest room, folding his clothes and placing them neatly on the wooden chair next to his bed. He lay down, his wing folded neatly at his side, staring at the ceiling for a long moment. The warmth from the fire had faded, but he was warm and comfortable beneath the blankets. For the first time in many nights, the weight on his shoulders eased, if only a little. Slowly, he relaxed and let sleep take him, finding peace in the familiarity of home.

Selene slipped into bed beside Conway, letting her body settle into the familiar comfort of his warmth. She reached out instinctively, feeling the steady rise and fall of his chest, and let herself relax. 

In the living room, the last candle flared back to life with a silver flame. The goddess’ voice whispered through the room. “Love will find him, my Chosen. I have not forgotten the one who has waited the longest, although he wasn’t ready before. Have patience, Selene. With your words, I will it."

Though the winter storm swept in from the sea, hiding the hardy snowdrops in Selene’s garden beneath its weight, inside the cottage, they slept in quiet warmth.
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The rumour had reached the tavern at Calcrith two nights after Imbolc was done. An old trader, half-blind and thick with ale, had spoken of a village high in the mountains, half-buried under snow and ice. Their stores were dwindling, and their children were starving. Yet the trader also spoke of an ancient silver talisman, said to bring warmth and protection, which was possibly buried in a ruined shrine beyond the pass. If it could be found, it might mean survival for the villagers. 

Most had laughed it off as tavern talk, but Gerallt had listened in silence, his hazel eyes fixed on the fire, the swan’s wing at his side twitching faintly. The thought gnawed at him long after he returned to the cottage and the others had gone to bed. If there was truth in the tale, it would be worth the hardship of the journey; it would be something that might matter.

Selene had known, the moment she saw the look in his eyes across the breakfast table the following morning, that he wouldn’t stay. The kitchen was quiet, filled with the comforting scent of freshly baked bread and tea. Conway moved between the stove and table, checking on the girls and ladling porridge into bowls. Lilwen set out the plates, humming softly, while Seren fidgeted with her spoon, sneaking glances at Gerallt as though trying to read his thoughts. Foster remained in his small cabin deeper in the woods, leaving the cottage stiller than usual. The girls’ voices and the warmth of the morning meal softened the air, but Selene knew that the quiet in Gerallt’s eyes carried a weight no comfort could lift.

Gerallt ate in near silence, methodical, his eyes distant. The swan wing rested lightly at his side, feathers catching the morning light from the window. He responded politely when Selene asked if he wanted more tea, but his mind seemed elsewhere, tracing the paths of distant mountains and the village in peril.

After a long pause, he set down his spoon. “I can’t stay,” he said quietly. The words fell between them like stones dropped into still water. Lilwen’s humming stopped, and Seren’s hand froze midair.

Conway looked up from the stove. “You’ve only just come back,” he said, his voice low but steady.

Gerallt nodded. “There’s work left unfinished. If I don’t go now, others may pay the price.”

Selene met his gaze, already knowing the shape of his answer. “You’ll go alone?” she asked.

“I must,” he said simply. “This isn’t something I can bring to your door.”

No one spoke for a moment. The quiet stretched, broken only by the clink of a spoon and the kettle’s low simmer. Selene rose, tidying the table with careful hands, checking that the children had what they needed, and making preparations for the day ahead—all the while stealing glances at him. 

Later that night, she sat by the fire with Conway. Gerallt knelt on the floor nearby, polishing his saddle gear, the soft rasp of cloth on leather punctuating the quiet.

“You don’t have to go,” Selene said, voice low. “The mountain is dangerous. You could be trapped—or worse.”

Gerallt worked with calm focus, letting her words hang in the air. “If I do nothing, what does that make me? A man warm at the hearth while children starve?”

Selene’s voice tightened. “And if the mountains take you first? If all we gain is your absence?”

For a moment, only the rhythmic sound of leather being worked filled the room. Then he said, more quietly, “Better my absence than my idleness. I can’t sit by a warm fire while others face hardship that I might help with.”

Conway exhaled, resigned. “Stubborn as a mule,” he muttered, glancing at Selene with a mixture of frustration and understanding. “But he’s right. If it’s true, and he can help, it’s worth the risk. At least we can send him properly.”

“And for that, you have my thanks,” said Gerallt, setting his saddle aside. “I think I’ll turn in. Might as well enjoy my last night in a soft bed.”

“You’re leaving so soon?” Selene asked, a hint of surprise in her voice.

Gerallt nodded firmly. “Yes, Selene. There are lives at risk. Goddess knows how long it took for the rumours to reach here. Every moment counts. I’ll be gone at first light.”

“Goodnight, Gerallt,” Conway said, laying his hand over Selene’s. “Don’t leave without seeing us first.”

“As if I would!” Gerallt’s eyes sparkled with mischief, remembering the time he had snuck away before sunrise, leaving a very irate Selene behind. “You rest as well,” he added softly, almost a murmur. “I’ll be up with the first light.”

Silence settled in the space he left behind. Conway stoked the fire one last time while Selene tidied the hearth.

“He’s faced situations like this countless times, Selene. He’s not reckless, he’s careful, and Ceffyl will keep him steady through whatever the mountains throw at him. He won’t give up,” Conway said.

Selene shook her head, exhaling slowly. “It’s not just the mountains or the weather. It’s everything else—the thieves, the wild animals... I can’t stop imagining him alone in the snow, hurt and unable to move.”

Conway tightened his grip on her hand. “And that’s why we do what we can—food packed, saddlebag ready, prayers said. He’s not without help, even before he sets foot on the pass. You’ve done your part, Selene. Now we trust him to do his.”

They sat in quiet for a few moments, watching the last flames curl into smoke, before making their way to their bedroom. Selene climbed into bed beside Conway, curling close. “I can’t stop worrying about him,” she admitted, resting her head on his shoulder.

Conway kissed her temple. “I know; I do too. But he’s strong, clever, and careful. That counts for more than fear. Now we sleep and save our strength. He’ll need it out there, and so will we here.”

Selene exhaled, nodding, letting the warmth of their shared bodies chase the chill from her bones. Snow pressed against the windows, heavy and unyielding. Inside, the cottage was quiet and warm, and finally, they allowed themselves to rest, even with Gerallt’s journey pressing in their thoughts.

Morning arrived pale and still. Frost traced delicate patterns along the window panes, and snow lay thick along the roof eaves. The cottage was quiet, save for the soft murmurs of the girls as they moved about the kitchen. Lilwen and Seren helped set the breakfast table, their cheeks rosy from the cold air that had crept in when Selene had opened the door to fetch firewood.

Selene stood at the table, tying a bundle of food in cloth—honey cakes, bread, cheese, and dried meat. 

Conway came from the stable, carrying Gerallt’s saddlebag, now filled with fresh hay and oats for the horse. “You’ll need both hands free in that weather,” Conway said, placing it firmly in Gerallt’s grasp. His gaze flickered to the swan’s wing, but he said nothing of it. Instead, he clapped Gerallt’s shoulder. “Stay off the high ridges if the wind turns, and keep Ceffyl steady on the slopes. That horse is your lifeline.”

Selene slipped the bundle of food into the bag before Gerallt could protest. “And keep this dry,” she said. “The snow will take your strength quicker than you think. Eat even when you’re not hungry.”

Gerallt gave a short, quiet smile. “You’d make a fine quartermaster, Selene.”

“And you’d make a terrible patient if you come back frostbitten,” she answered, folding her arms. “So don’t.” Selene pressed a sprig of rosemary into Gerallt’s hand. “For luck. And for the children you’re going to help.”

Lilwen and Seren hugged him tightly before he swung into the saddle. “Come back soon,” Seren whispered.

When he finally stepped outside, Ceffyl was waiting, breath steaming in the chill. The stallion’s coat, a dark roan mix of charcoal and silver-flecked hairs, stood out sharply against the snow, his solid frame a quiet promise of strength for the miles ahead. Gerallt mounted with ease, adjusting the cloak around his shoulders, his wing folding neatly beneath the wool.

Selene and Conway stood together at the gate, the girls huddled between them. For a long moment, Gerallt simply looked at them—the warmth of the hearth behind their shoulders, the fragile peace of family he had never fully known.

“I’ll come back when I can,” he said at last. “If I can find it, the relic will remain with the village, as it should. And if it’s lost... then at least I’ll have given them the chance to stand.”

Conway nodded, squeezing Selene’s shoulder. “Then may the Lady watch your steps,” he replied, though his eyes carried the same worry Selene felt.

Selene lifted a hand. “Safe travels, brother.”

Gerallt inclined his head, a brief gesture of farewell, then turned Ceffyl toward the inland road. Behind him, the sea murmured against the dark rocks, its breath cold and briny in the night air. Ahead, the mountains rose faintly on the horizon, their white crowns glinting under the waning moon.

The stallion’s hooves crunched through the thin crust of snow, each step steady and deliberate. Wind off the water tugged at Gerallt’s cloak as he rode, carrying with it the fading scent of salt and smoke from the cottage hearth. The lights behind him dwindled—first a glow, then a shimmer, then nothing at all—until only the vast silence of the coast remained.

He did not look back again. The road climbed toward the high passes, and the sea’s low whisper gave way to the stillness of the land awaiting him.

Selene stood watching until he was only a shadow against the storm. Then, under her breath, she whispered a quiet prayer to Arianrhod. “Guide him safely, Arianrhod. Don’t let him fall to his despair.” She touched the gatepost for luck, as if anchoring the prayer there, before turning back into the warmth of the cottage.
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The mountains in mid-Eira offered no comfort. Jagged peaks rose sharply against a sky heavy with snow, their edges blurred by the swirling white. Snow swept relentlessly across the ridges, filling hollows, obscuring the path, and reducing every step to a careful calculation. Gerallt pressed on, Ceffyl steady beneath him, muscles rippling beneath his thick winter coat. Each step was deliberate; the stallion’s hooves broke through icy crusts with precise weight, and Gerallt adjusted his balance constantly, aware that one misstep could send them both tumbling into a ravine.

The first day of the pass was harsh but bearable. The wind bit at exposed skin and whistled through the crags, cutting across faces and stinging eyes, yet Gerallt welcomed the sharpness—it helped keep him alert. Every ridge and hollow demanded vigilance. Ceffyl moved at a measured pace, ears twitching at the smallest sound beneath the snow, muscles straining under saddle and rider. Despite the cold and fatigue, they made steady progress.

Night fell quickly, the sun swallowed by a thick bank of clouds that draped the mountains in grey. The wind had sharpened, whipping snow into drifts that settled into every hollow. Gerallt guided Ceffyl to a sheltered indentation in the slope, a small rise offering some protection from the worst gusts. The stallion pawed at the snow, stamping a shallow circle to create a firmer footing, nostrils flaring as steam mingled with the icy air.

Gerallt slid from the saddle, easing stiff muscles before checking his gear. He drew his cloak tight around his shoulders, tucking the wing close beneath its folds to guard it from the cold. From his saddlebag, he took a small pouch of oats and a flask of water, feeding Ceffyl with deliberate care, murmuring softly to steady the stallion’s breath. The night air bit at any exposed skin, sharp as glass, so when the chores were done, he pressed close to the horse’s flank, drawing what warmth he could from its steady pulse.

He cleared a shallow hollow in the snow and lined it with branches for insulation. Ceffyl folded his legs and sank down nearby, ears flicking at each restless gust of wind. Gerallt leaned against him, eyes half-closed, feeling the animal’s heat seep through the thick hide and cloak alike. The mountains muttered in the distance—groans of shifting ice, sighs of wind through stone—but within that storm of sound, they carved out a fragile stillness.

Even in rest, Gerallt’s awareness never dulled. His eyes would flick open at the faintest noise—the crack of settling rock, the whisper of snow sliding from a ledge above. Each sound could herald danger, yet he forced himself to breathe evenly, conserving strength for the climb that awaited with the dawn.

The first night passed with intermittent sleep and watchfulness. When he finally allowed himself to close his eyes for longer stretches, the stallion’s steady breathing and warmth became a small anchor against the cold and the uncertainty of the pass.

By the second day, the trail had grown markedly more treacherous. Snowdrifts rose above Ceffyl’s knees, and the gusts shrieked through narrow passes like living things. Gerallt narrowed his eyes against the glare of the white landscape, scanning every ridge and hollow for hidden dangers. He had heard tales of thieves preying on winter travellers, but the thought of abandoning a village in need kept fear at bay. His wing shifted uneasily beneath his cloak, feathers brushing against the frost, as if even it resisted the cold and the strain of the storm.

The second night proved harsher. Snow had drifted higher along the pass, and the wind came in sharp, cutting gusts that rattled rocks and whipped over the ridge. Gerallt found a slight depression between two outcrops, enough to break the worst of the wind. Ceffyl pawed and snorted, stamping another small circle in the snow, and Gerallt fed him from the remaining oats, murmuring reassurances. He adjusted the cloak over his wing again, pressing his side to the stallion’s warmth, huddling low to conserve heat.

Sleep was fitful for both of them. Every scrape of stone or distant groan of the mountain woke Gerallt, and he would rise to check the ridge, feeling the weight of the journey pressing on him. Despite exhaustion, he took comfort in Ceffyl’s steady presence, in the warmth radiating from the stallion’s body through the snow-covered night. When the gusts subsided slightly, Gerallt allowed himself a few moments of deeper rest, leaning against the horse and letting the rhythm of breathing keep him grounded.

By the second dawn, both man and horse were stiff but alert. The snow had hardened in places, forming slippery crusts, while fresh drifts hid crevices and rocks from sight. Gerallt mounted carefully, adjusting his cloak and the wing beneath it. Ceffyl’s hooves crunched over frozen drifts as they pressed forward, each step deliberate, testing the hidden terrain. The mountain pass demanded attention at every moment, but Gerallt and Ceffyl had found a rhythm, a fragile balance of endurance, caution, and trust.

By the third day, the mountains had grown relentless. Snowdrifts were higher than ever, and the freezing wind cut through every layer of clothing. The sun, when it appeared at all, was a pale disc swallowed by grey clouds. Gerallt’s body ached from two nights of fitful sleep, spent half-leaning against Ceffyl. His muscles were stiff, fingers raw from gripping the reins, and even his wing itched beneath layers of wool and leather.

Ceffyl moved steadily, though fatigue showed in the slight lag of his steps and the tremor of his muscles beneath the winter coat. Gerallt pressed a hand to the stallion’s neck, murmuring soft reassurances, scanning every slope and ridge. One misstep on the icy crust could send both of them tumbling into hidden ravines, and he rode with careful precision, matching the stallion’s pace to the ever-changing terrain.

By mid-afternoon, the wind had begun to rise, sweeping through the narrow passes with a hollow cry. Snow whipped across the ridges, cutting visibility and stinging Gerallt’s face until he was forced to squint against the glare. Even the faintest sound—the scrape of loose stone beneath Ceffyl’s hooves or the distant groan of shifting ice—set his nerves on edge. His jaw tightened as he scanned the slopes, wary and weary.

The pass had become a treacherous maze of ice. Snowdrifts rose above Ceffyl’s knees, hiding rocks and crevices beneath a soft, deceptive blanket. Gerallt adjusted his cloak, pulling it closer around his shoulders and over the swan wing for warmth. Man and horse found a steady rhythm despite the cold and fatigue, moving one careful step at a time through the white silence.

As the light faded toward evening, shadows stretched across the trail, lengthening and darkening the pass. Gerallt reined in, a flicker of movement catching his eye among the jagged rocks above. Shapes—vague, human, and deliberate—shifted against the dimming ridge, moving with an unsettling precision.

“I think we’re about to have company, boy,” Gerallt murmured, running a firm hand along Ceffyl’s neck to steady him. In these mountains, winter travellers were easy prey; few who strayed far from the lowlands ever returned unscathed. He studied the ridgeline, noting how the figures moved with the drifting snow—too measured, too purposeful to be the wind alone.

Ceffyl pawed at the snow, nostrils flaring at scents carried down from the rocks above. His ears twitched at every sound—the whisper of sliding ice, the faint rattle of loose stone. Gerallt’s voice was low but sharp with command. “Easy now. One step at a time.”

The stallion quivered beneath him, every muscle taut with restrained energy. Gerallt felt the same current running through his body—fatigue burned away by instinct honed over years of travelling in different landscapes. Whatever was out there was close, moving in, and watching.

As the last light bled from the sky, the figures became clearer, emerging from shadow with deliberate, silent steps. Ceffyl shifted beneath him, ready to bolt or strike, the tense space between horse and rider humming with anticipation.

Time narrowed, each heartbeat stretching taut. Gerallt knew he was alone in the pass; the wind bit through cloak and armour, carrying flakes of ice that stung his face and whipped against Ceffyl’s flanks. Yet his focus held firm. The villagers’ survival pressed heavier on his mind than the cold gnawing at his skin.

Near dusk, the ambush came. From the shadows of the rocks, men appeared with predator’s silence, moving as if part of the cliffs themselves. Clad in rough furs and frost-stiffened leather, their boots scuffed and gloves cracked to expose raw, red fingers, they bore the signs of long winters spent hunting the unwary. Faces lined and scarred, eyes cold and calculating, peeked from beneath hoods of wolf pelt and battered iron helmets. Each figure radiated patience and deadly intent, a living storm against the failing light.

Belts slung low held crude knives and clubs, along with small pouches of scavenged coins or dried rations. The metallic tang of the weapons mixed with the faint scent of smoke and damp fur. Even in the blizzard, the attackers radiated menace, every crunch of boots in the snow, every muttered curse, and every sharp, wary glance making their movements deliberate and dangerous. Each man was lean but wiry, built for endurance in the mountain passes and for preying on travellers when winter left them exposed.

Gerallt’s hand hovered near the knife at his belt, fingers tightening. Ceffyl snorted, pawing at the snow, his nostrils flaring, and his ears flat against his head. The stallion shifted nervously, muscles coiled like springs, ready to bolt or defend. Every crunch of snow beneath the intruders’ boots sent a jolt of tension through Gerallt, his jaw clenched against the sting of cold and adrenaline.

A sudden gust tore through the pass, flinging Gerallt’s cloak aside. Beneath the folds, the pale gleam of his feathered wing was revealed, stark against the dim light. To the men, it was no mark of a curse—it was the sign of a demon, a cursed outcast. One froze, eyes widening in shock and fear. “Demon-marked!” he spat, the word sharp and raw, carrying across the howl of the storm.

The others recoiled briefly, but their fear only sharpened their fury. They surged forward with renewed violence. The first club slammed into Gerallt’s ribs with a bone-jarring crack; another caught the side of his temple, sending sparks of pain through his vision. Snow hissed beneath the strikes, turning red almost instantly where steel met skin. He staggered, trying to lift the wing in defence, but the men’s fear twisted into rage at the sight of it.

“Monster!” The word tore through the wind, sharp as the blows themselves.

They drove him to the ground, the cold snow slick with blood and sweat. Ceffyl reared beside him, hooves flashing dangerously close, nostrils flaring as the wind carried stinging ice and snow into his eyes. One thief produced a torch-like brand, its ragged cloth soaked in pitch and flickering with a small, but fierce, flame. Sparks leapt and smoke twisted into the air, catching the stallion’s attention. With a terrified snort, Ceffyl bolted, plunging blindly into the storm. His dark, roan coat vanished into the swirling white, leaving Gerallt exposed and alone against the wind and snow.

Gerallt struggled to rise, chest heaving, muscles screaming, but another strike sent him sprawling. Blows rained down relentlessly, clubs thudding against his ribs, knuckles cracking against his jaw, while the snow beneath him streaked with red. Every inhale drew in biting, icy air, every movement seared with pain. His mind fought to stay sharp and find an opening, but exhaustion and injury pressed heavily upon him.

One of the men kicked at Gerallt’s side, sending him sliding a few inches across the icy snow. “Move faster, fool,” another snarled, voice rough as the wind. “There’s little here, but even scraps are worth grabbing.”

They rifled through his pockets with impatient hands, tossing small items aside as they searched. A worn pouch of coins clinked softly as it was taken, followed by a few dried rations, their scent sharp in the cold air. A small bundle of herbs and bandages was snatched next, the leaves crushed and fragrant, as they disappeared into a thief’s grasp.

One of them froze for a moment, eyes catching the pale sweep of the swan wing beneath Gerallt’s cloak. It drew a mixture of awe and fear, the feathered limb unlike anything they had seen before. None dared touch it, though one muttered a curse and spat into the snow, shaking his head as if to dislodge the image from his mind.

“Nothing else worth taking?” a third man grumbled, stamping the snow with his boot, leaving small clouds of icy powder in the dim light.

“Leave him,” the first snapped. “He’s no threat to us now, just a bloodied mess for the snow to hide. He’ll be dead soon enough.”

With that, they turned and vanished into the storm, voices fading into the howl of the wind, leaving Gerallt alone with the ache in his side, the sting of frostbitten fingers, and the bitter realisation that Ceffyl—and all his supplies—were gone.

Gerallt tasted iron on his lips and felt the bitter sting of frost creeping along his fingers and cheeks. The howl of the blizzard pressed in on all sides, each gust cutting through his layers, searing through his bruises and aching limbs. He pressed his face into the snow for a moment, the cold sharp but grounding, before forcing himself upright. Every movement sent fresh jolts of pain through ribs already bruised to tenderness, through shoulders stiff from strain, and through legs trembling with fatigue.

He paused, trying to take stock of the damage coursing through him. His jaw throbbed with every careful breath, ribs protesting with each inhale as if they had been hammered from every angle. Bruises bloomed across his shoulders and arms, and a burning ache ran down his legs where blows had landed. His back muscles trembled under the strain of holding himself upright, and his hands felt heavy and unsteady, numb where frost had begun its slow bite. Even his wing, folded tightly beneath the cloak, felt bruised and aching. Pain radiated through him with every movement, and strength seemed to leak away with every heartbeat, leaving him raw and hollowed by the storm of blows.

The pass lay silent, save for the relentless shriek of the wind and the distant crunch of fleeing footsteps. Even in his battered, bloodied state, the weight of the village’s plight pressed heavier than the cold, pressing on his chest as much as the bruises and the snow. He knew he could not turn back. The path ahead demanded endurance, cunning, and courage, and he was already feeling the sharp pinch of his limits.

The wind bit like knives, slicing through his clothing. Each step required a deliberate effort; each movement was a negotiation with pain. He pressed the wing close to his side, trying to conserve what little heat remained. His fingers, raw and stiff, fumbled at the edges of his empty pockets. Only a few scraps of dried bread and a tiny hidden coin pouch remained, the rest taken by the thieves. Ceffyl, his steadfast companion and the saddlebag full of supplies, had vanished into the storm, leaving him stripped of warmth, food, and flint. Without it, there would be no fire tonight.

The pass stretched before him, mountains rising like jagged sentinels into the dark, storm-laden night. Each ridge, each hollow promised only more danger, but he forced himself onward, every step cautious, weight low to avoid ice hidden beneath the snow. Pain lanced through his ribs and legs with each movement, his jaw throbbed, and frost gnawed at exposed skin, yet he pressed on, driven by the thought of the villagers depending on him.

He ducked into shallow hollows against rocks where gusts bit hardest, pressing his battered body against the cold stone to gather what warmth he could. He rubbed his legs raw to coax blood back into numbing muscles, teeth chattering harshly, breath ragged—but he could not stop. The attack had left him bruised and bleeding, yet he could not allow exhaustion or injury to slow him; the children waiting in the village would not wait for him.

The mountains offered no mercy. Snow climbed past his knees as he trudged upward, the ground treacherous beneath its white mask. A patch of ice sent him lurching sideways, and he tumbled down the slope in a spray of powder, the world a blur of cold until he dug his fingers into the drift and hauled himself upright again. The wind tore at him, yet he forced another step, and then another. He broke branches where necessary to mark a safer path, but never stayed still long enough to build even a rudimentary camp. Fire was impossible, and curling into the snow meant surrender; he had no choice but to keep moving, wrapping his cloak tightly around his shoulders and wing, forcing his shivering body to hold its heat as he advanced.

Hours passed, each step a battle against cold, fatigue, and pain. Every joint throbbed, muscles trembled, and frost crept along fingers and face, but he forced his mind away from the pain, focusing instead on the village—the families, the children who would freeze if he failed. Each mile carried him closer, and each step, though agonising, was an affirmation of purpose. Gerallt would not rest, would not yield, until the villagers were safe.

Finally, the effort became too great. His legs gave way under the weight of exhaustion, his arms no longer able to support him. He sank into a drift of soft snow, which swirled around
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