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ABOUT CAMLANN

When kingdoms fall, can love endure?

 

Morfydd of Orkney has lived in exile, fearing the power that once cost her everything. Solitary and guarded, she trusts no one—until the summons to Arthur’s side forces her back into the heart of Britain’s storm. There, amid despair and looming war, she must face not only her past but the man fate places in her path.

 

Constantine of Dumnonia bears the heavy mantle of heir to Arthur’s realm. Burdened by failure and shadowed by doubt, he is unprepared for the enigmatic woman who challenges his every belief. Yet in her eyes he glimpses a chance at redemption—and a love that may outlast the ruin of nations.

 

Together, Morfydd and Constantine must walk through the gathering doom of Camlann. In the twilight of Arthur’s dream, their choices will decide whether hope can survive even the darkest night.

 

In this twelfth and final installment of the Once and Future Hearts fantasy romance series, Camlann brings the legend to its fated end—yet in love’s enduring spark, promises a beginning.


1.0 Born of No Man
2.0 Dragon Kin
3.0 Pendragon Rises
3.5 Once and Future Hearts Box One
4.0 War Duke of Britain
5.0 High King of Britain
6.0 Battle of Mount Badon
6.5 Once and Future Hearts Box Two
7.0 Abduction of Guenivere
8.0 Downfall of Cornwall
8.1 Touch by Maen Llia
9.0 Vengeance of Arthur
9.5 Once and Future Hearts Box Three
10.0 Grace of Lancelot
11.0 The Grail and Glory
12.0 Camlann

Also (only from Stories Rule Press):
The series Special Bundle
Tracy Cooper-Posey’s Super-Bundle

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

A Historical Fantasy Romance/Ancient Historical Romance series



 

PRAISE FOR THE ONCE AND FUTURE HEARTS SERIES

Imagine how good is the author in her craft that she is capable of surprising us her readers even though the Arthurian cycle is one of the most rewritten ones in western literature.

What a great storyteller! I never thought that anyone could tell an Arthurian tale as well as Mary Stewart, but Tracy Cooper Posey has succeeded. I am just in awe of her ability to meld historical detail with legends and turn out a mesmerizing story.

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

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

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

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

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

Ms Tracy has an amazing way of telling a tale. It’s magical :-)

 

For some it's the legend of King Arthur that excites them about this series but for me it's a thoroughly engrossing, beautifully written novel that has authentic characters and historical facts of the time that enrich the story.

Tracy has the amazing ability of building her characters with such respect and tenderness that you have no other option than to love her [Guenivere]. 

I highly recommend the whole series and I enjoy revisiting characters common to the previous books in the series with the main characters of Camelot merely an interesting background.

I’ll actually be sorry to see this series comes to an end, which is the highest praise someone like me (an Arthurian hater) can offer.

I can't wait for the next one.

War, political intrigues and conniving characters are usually something I avoid but author Tracy  Cooper-Posey does a brilliant job of balancing the these elements by putting the focus on two lives being tossed around by circumstances beyond their control.


 


 

ABOUT TRACY COOPER-POSEY

Tracy Cooper-Posey is a 2024 Aurealis Award finalist for best SF Novella and the author of over 200 published titles that blend romance, suspense, science fiction, fantasy, and historical intrigue. She writes across multiple pen names—including Cameron Cooper (space opera) and Taylen Carver (fantasy, also an Aurealis finalist)—and has collected a long list of accolades, including the Emma Darcy Award, the SFR Galaxy Award, and fourth place in Hugh Howey’s SPSFC#2.

An indie juggernaut and genre chameleon, Tracy has been publishing since 1999 and running her own one-woman fiction empire since 2011. Her stories range from sweeping sagas to bite-sized thrillers, and she’s as comfortable writing tangled political intrigue as she is crafting a killer space opera saga. She’s a strategist at heart—an INTJ with a sword-sharp mind and a whiteboard full of fictional worlds. A former magazine editor and romance writing instructor, she now writes full-time in Edmonton, Canada, where she lives with her husband and creative partner, Mark Posey. 

She runs on Irish Breakfast tea, dark chocolate, and a fierce love of genre fiction—from Frank Herbert and Mary Stewart to Murderbot, MacLean, and McCaffery. 

The treadmill continues to go unnoticed.
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WHO’S WHO AND WHAT’S WHAT

On-line version, for easier reference. Tip: Bookmark the site page and this page in your book for future reference.

 

Aeron: Guenivere’s horse.

 

Accolon: Accolon of Gaul. Minor son of Gaulish king. Companion to Uther.

 

Aglovale: Son Pellinore and Alis. See Listenoise

 

Agravaine: Son of Lot. See Lothian

 

Alis: Wife to Pelinore (dec.) see Dunoding.

 

Alun: King of Brocéliande. See Brocéliande

 

Amaria: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Ambrosius Aurelianus: (Welsh: Emrys Wledig). High King of Britain (dec.) See Pendragon.

 

Anwen Idria: Daughter of Idris & Rhiannon. See Strathclyde

 

Anwen of Galleva: Heroine, Pendragon Rises. See Galleva.

 

Arawn Uther: Son of Arawn and Ilsa. See Brocéliande. Husband of The Lady of Corneus. See Corneus

 

Arawn: Hero of Dragon Kin. King of Brocéliande. See Brocéliande.

 

Arthur: Son and heir of Uther Pendragon and Igraine. See Pendragon.

 

Ban of Benoic: Brother to Bors, and exiled from his own kingdom by Saxon incursions. See Benoic.

 

Bedivere: Welsh: Bedwyr. "Bedwyr of the Perfect Sinews". Oldest son of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus. See Corneus.

 

Belenus: Lancelot’s horse

 

Bevan: King of Calleva. See Calleva.

 

Blavet: Large tidal river, location of Lorient, capital of Brocéliande, Lesser Britain.

 

Bors the Elder: King of Guanne. See Guanne.

 

Bors the Younger: King of Guanne. See Guanne.

 

Brandegoris: Brandegoris of Estangore. See Kernow.

 

Brandérion: Village in Lesser Britain, the birth place of Ilsa.

 

Brennus: Idris’ horse.

 

Brigid: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter. See Brynaich

 

Budic: King of Morbihan. See Morbihan.

 

Cadfael: Hero of Born of No Man. See Dunoding.

 

Cador: Duke of Cornwall. See Cornwall.

 

Cai: Son of Ector. Companion to Emrys. See Galleva.

 

Cailleach: Cara’s horse

 

Calleva: Kingdom in the south of Britain, neighbouring Cornwall. . See Calleva.

 

Campbon: By the great Briére swamps of Lesser Britain. Capital of Guanne.

 

Cara: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter. See Brynaich. Heroine of Battle of Mount Badon.

 

Caradoc: King of Brynaich. See Brynaich

 

Carnac: King Budic’s summer residence in Lesser Britain, where Ambrosius and Uther prepared to take back Britain from Vortigern. See Morbihan.

 

Claire of Brandegoris: Mother of Elyan the White by Bors the Younger. See Kernow

 

Claudas: Frankish King and conquerer. See Berry.

 

Coria: Corbridge, in modern parlance.

 

Cynbel: Athur’s horse

 

Devian: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Dinadan: Son of Brunor. Siblings: Breunor, Daniel. See Kernow.

 

Dindrane: Daughter Pellinore and Alis. See Listenoise

 

Dornar: Bastard son of Pellinore. See Listenoise

 

Doward: Hill fort where Vortigern perished.

 

Ector: Count of Galleva. See Galleva.

 

Elaine of Listenoise: Daughter of Pellinore and Alis. See Listenoise.

 

Elaine: Ban of Benoic’s wife. See Benoic.

 

Elen: Daughter of Arawn and Ilsa. See Brocéliande. Wife of Cador of Cornwall.

 

Ellar: Lot’s seneschal

 

Elyan the White: Son of Bors the Younger and Claire of Brandegoris. See Guanne.

 

Emrys Myrddin: Son of Idris & Rhiannon. See Strathclyde

 

Evaine: Bors the Elder’s Queen. See Guanne.

 

Forest Sauvage: Where Galleva is located, close by Hadrian’s Wall. See Galleva.

 

Gaheris: Oldest son and heir of Lot. See Lothian.

 

Gareth: Son of Lot. See Lothian.

 

Gawain: Son of Lot. See Lothian.

 

Gorlois: Duke of Cornwall. See Cornwall.

 

Guanne: Kingdom in Lesser Britain. See Guanne.

 

Guenivere: Welsh: Gwenhwyfar. See Camelard.

 

Hector de Maris: Half brother to Lancelot du Lac. See Benoic.

 

Héric: Ban of Benoic’s lands, within Guanne, Lesser Britain.

 

Hoel: Hoel the Great, Hoel of Brittany. King of Morbihan.

 

Horsa: A Saxon leader

 

Idris the Slayer: Northern warrior. See Lothian

 

Igraine: Daughter of Emlawdd Wledig. Wife to Gorlois of Cornwall. See Cornwall and Pendragon.

 

Ilsa: Heroine of Dragon Kin. See Brocéliande.

 

Iseult of Ireland: Daughter of Anguish of Ireland and Iseult the Elder.

 

Kahedin: Son of Hoel. See Morbihan.

 

Kay the Stalwart: Son of Idris & Rhiannon. See Strathclyde

 

Keincaled: Gawain’s horse.

 

King of the Magyars: Husband to Julia. Father of Sagramore. See Kernow

 

Lady of the Lake: A title bestowed upon powerful women who control the Perilous Forrest and the Lake at the heart of Brocéliande. The title is not hereditary. See The Perilous Forest.

 

Lamorak: Son of Pellinore and Alis. See Listenoise.

 

Lancelot of the Lake: aka Lancelot du Lac. See Benoic.

 

Leodegrance: King of Camelarde.

 

Leolin: Mair’s horse

 

Lot: King of Lothian.

 

Lowri: Daughter of Cadfael and Lynette. See Dunoding.

 

Luca: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Lucan: Son of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus.

 

Lynette the Elder: Heroine of Born of No Man. See Dunoding.

 

Mabon: King of Calleva.

 

Maela: Daughter of Vortigern. Wife to Mabon. See Calleva.

 

Mair: Daughter of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus. Heroine of High King of Britain.

 

Mared: Daughter of Bors the Elder. See Morbihan.

 

Mark: Brother to Tristan the Elder. See Kernow

 

Merlin: Myrddin Emrys. See Pendragon.

 

Morbihan: Kingdom in Lesser Britain. See Morbihan.

 

Morgan le Fey: Daughter of Gorlois and Igraine. See Rheged.

 

Morguase: Daughter of Gorlois and Igraine. Wife of Lot.

 

Morlaix: Kingdom north of Brocéliande, in Lesser Britain.

 

Nareen & Isolde: Caradoc & Ula’s twin daughters. See Brynaich

 

Newlyn: Caradoc & Ula’s son. See Brynaich

 

Nimue: Lady of the Lake. See The Perilous Forest.

 

Pellinore: King of Listenoise.

 

Percival: Son of Pellinore and Alis. See Listenoise.

 

Perilous Forest: The heart of the Brocéliande forest, where The Lady of the Lake lives.

 

Rhiannon: Daughter of Anwen and Steffan. Companion to Cai and Emrys. See Galleva

 

Sagramore: Son of the King of the Magyars and Julia, Princess of Rome. See Kernow.

 

Scorff: Smaller river that runs into the Blavet by Lorient. Fresh water river.

 

Steffan of Durnovaria: Hero, Pendragon Rises. See Galleva

 

Tewdwr: Son of Hoel. See Morbihan.


Tielo: Rhiannon's horse

 

Tintagel: Fortified rocky island connected to mainland Cornwall by narrow natural bridge of rock.

 

Tor: Bastard son of Pellinore. See Listenoise.

 

Tristan the Elder: King of Kernow.

 

Tristan the Younger: Bastard son of Tristan the Elder. See Kernow.

 

Ula: Caradoc’s queen. See Brynaich

 

Urien: King of Rheged.

 

Uther: Uther Pendragon. High King of Britain.

 

Uther Rawn: Son of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Vannes: Principal town of the kingdom of Morbihan.

 

Vedra River: The Tyne, in modern parlance.

 

Veris: Son of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Via Statra: Roman road between Vannes and Corseul, Lesser Britain

 

Vivian of Maridunum: Mother of Merlin.

 

Vivian: Accolyte of the Perilous Forrest. Lover of Nimue.

 

Vortigern: High King of Britain. Died at Doward. Succeeded by Ambrosius. Wife: Olwen. Sons: Vortimer, Catigern. Daughters: Maela.

 

Ynnis Witrin: Avalon.

 

Yr Wyddfa: Snowden

 

HOUSES, CLANS AND TRIBES

BENOIC

Ban & Elaine
Ban: King of Benoic
Elaine: (see Brocéliande)
Hector: Ban’s son (by Suzanne de Maris)
Lancelot du Lac: Their son

BERRY

Claudas: King
Claudin: His son
Dorin: His son

BROCÉLIANDE

Arawn & Ilsa
Arawn: King of Brocéliande
Ilsa of Brocéliande: Arawn’s queen. (See Morbihan)
Elaine: Arawn’s sister (see Benoic)
Evaine: Arawn’s sister (see Guanne)
Alun: eldest son of Arawn & Ilsa, King of Brocéliande
Arawn Uther: second son of Aran & Ilsa
Elen: Daughter of Arawn & Ilsa (see Cornwall)

BRYNAICH

Caradoc & Ula
Caradoc: King of Brynaich
Ula: Caradoc’s queen.
Brigid: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter
Cara: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter
Nareen & Isolde: Caradoc & Ula’s twin daughters
Newlyn: Caradoc & Ula’s son

CALLEVA

Mabon & Maela
Mabon: King of Calleva
Maela: Mabon’s queen. Daughter of High King Vortigern & Olwen.
Bevan: Mabon & Maela’s son. King of Calleva (see below)
Bryn: Mabon & Maela’s son. Partner of Druston (see Dunoding)
Lynette The Younger: Mabon & Maela’s daughter. (See Dunoding)

Bevan & Lowri
Bevan: Mabon & Maela’s son. King of Calleva
Lowri: Bevan’s queen. (see Dunoding)
Branwen: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Eira: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Martyn & Trevor: Bevan & Lowri’s twins ons
Betrys: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Deryn: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter

CAMELARD

Leodegrance & Gwenhwyfach
Leodegrance: King of Camelard
Guenivere: Leodegrance’s daughter

CORBENIC

Pedr: King of Corbenic. aka The Fisher King
Elaine: Pedr’s daughter

CORNEUS

Bedrawd: Duke of Corneus (serves Kernow)
Bedivere: Bedrawd’s son, companion to Arthur
Lucan: Bedrawd’s son, companion to Arthur
Mair: Bedrawd’s daughter. The Lady of Corneus, after Bedrawd. Wife of Prince Arawn Uther (see Brocéliande)

Mair & Arawn Uther
Veris: Son of Mair & Arawn Uther
Devian: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther
Amaria: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther
Uther Rawn: Son of Mair & Arawn Uther
Luca: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther

CORNWALL

Gorlois & Mari
Gorlois: Duke of Cornwall
Mari: Gorlois’ Duchess.
Cador: Gorlois & Mari’s son (see below)

Gorlois & Igraine
Gorlois: Duke of Cornwall
Igraine: Duchess of Cornwall (see Pendragon)
Morguase: Daughter of Gorlois & Igraine (see Lothian)
Morgan: Daughter of Gorlois & Igraine. aka Morgan le Fey (See Rheged)

Cador & Elen
Cador: Gorlois & Mari’s son. Duke of Cornwall.
Elen: Cador’s Duchess. (See Brocéliande)
Constantine: Cador & Elen’s son

DUNODING

Cadfael & Lynette
Cadfael: Hero of Born of No Man. Vortigern’s War Duke.
Lynette: Cadfael’s wife
Bricius: Cadfael & Lynette’s son (see below)
Alis: Cadfael & Lynette’s daughter (see Listenoise)
Lowri: Cadfael & Lynette’s daughter (see Calleva)
Drusan: Cadfael & Lynette’s son, partner of Bryn (see Calleva)
Eogan: Cadfael & Lynette’s son (see below)

Bricius & Maeve
Bricius: Cadfael & Lynette’s son
Maeve of Ireland: Bricius’ wife
Cadoc: Bricius & Maeve’s son
Tegan: Bricius & Maeve’s daughter

GALLEVA

Ector & Druscilla
Ector: Count of Galleva
Druscilla: Ector’s wife
Cai: Ector & Druscilla’s son. Companion to Arthur.

Steffan & Anwen of Galleva
Steffan: Hero of Pendragon Rises
Anwen: Heroine of Pendragon Rises
Rhiannon: Their Daughter (see Lothian)

GUANNE

Bors & Evaine
Bors The Elder: King of Guanne
Evaine: Bors’ queen (see Brocéliande)
Bors The Younger: Bors & Evaine’s son (see below)
Lionel: Bors & Evaine’s son
Mared: Bors & Evaine’s daughter (see Morbihan)

Bors The Younger
Bors The Younger: Bors & Evaine’s son. King of Guanne

KERNOW

Tristan the Elder
Tristan The Elder: King of Kernow
Brandegoris: Cousin to Tristan (see below)
Mark: brother to Tristan (see below)
Tristan: Son of Tristan the Elder
Dinadan: Friend of Tristan’s.

Brandegoris of Estangore & Julia
Brandegoris: Cousin to Tristan
Julia: Princess of Rome, wife to Brandegoris
Sagramore: Son of Julia and the King of the Magyars
Claire: Daughter of Brandegoris & Julia

Mark of Kernow
Mark: brother to Tristan. King of Kernow

LISTENOISE

Pellinore
Pellinore: King of Listenoise, descendant of Joseph of Arimathea (see below)
Tor: Pellinore’s bastard son and heir
Dornar: Pellinore’s bastard son

Pellinore & Alis
Pellinore: King of Listenoise, descendant of Joseph of Arimathea
Alis: Pellinore’s queen (see Dunoding)
Percival: Pellinore & Alis’ son
Aglovale: Pellinore & Alis’ son
Dindrane: Pellinore & Alis’ daughter
Lamorak: Pellinore & Alis’ son
Elaine: Pellinore & Alis’ daughter

LOTHIAN

Lot & Morguase
Lot: King of Lothian & Duke of Orkney
Morguase: Lot’s queen. (See Cornwall, and also Pendragon)
Gaheris: Lot & Morguase’s son & heir
Gawain: Lot & Morguase’s son
Agravain: Lot & Morguase’s son
Gareth: Lot & Morguase’s son

Idris & Rhiannon
Idris of Lothian: Hero, War Duke of Britain
Rhiannon (see Galleva): Heroine, War Duke of Britain
Anwen Idria: Their daughter
Emrys Myrddin: Their son
Kay The Stalwart: Their son

MORBIHAN

Budic of Britanny
Budic: King of Morbihan
Isla: Budic’s bastard daughter
Hoel: Budic’s son & heir (see below)

Hoel & Mared
Hoel: Budic’s son & heir. King of Morbihan.
Mared: Hoel’s queen. (see Guanne)
Tewdwr: Hoel & Mared’s son
Kahedin: Hoel & Mared’s son
Isuelt of the White Hands: Hoel & Mared’s daughter

PENDRAGON

Ambrosius: High King of Britain (see below).
Uther: Ambrosius’ brother & heir (see below)

Ambrosius & Vivian
Ambrosius: High King of Britain (see below).
Vivian: Princess of Dyfed
Merlin: Ambrosius’ bastard son by Vivian

Uther & Igraine
Uther: High King of Britain
Igraine: Uther’s queen. (see Cornwall)
Arthur: Uther & Igraine’s son. War Duke of Britain. (see below)

Arthur & Morguase
Arthur: War Duke of Britain
Morguase: Wife of King Lot (see Lothian)
Mordred: Arthur’s bastard son by Morguase

PERILOUS FORREST, The

Nimue: Lady of the Lake
Vivian: Nimue’s second in command and partner

RHEGED

Urien & Morgan
Urien: King of Rheged. Cousin to Lot of Lothian.
Morgan: Urien’s queen. (See Cornwall)
Owain & Morfydd: Urien & Morgan’s twin son & daughter.

STRATHCLYDE

Idris & Rhiannon
Idris: King of Strathclyde. 
Rhiannon: Idris’ Queen. Foster sister to Arthur. 
Anwen Idria: Idris & Rhiannon’s daughter
Emrys Myrddin: Idris & Rhiannon’s son
Kay the Stalwart: Idris & Rhiannon’s son
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AUTHOR NOTE
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EARLY IN THE MIDDLE OF the sixth century C.E., the world suffered through a series of very cold summers that scientists have described as similar to a nuclear winter—no sun, failing crops, and all the misery that lack of food and warmth brings, including the secondary effects: disease, pestilence, and high mortality rates.

It would have been very easy in those days to believe the blight upon the world was the result of a curse or angry gods.

In February 2004, experts at Cardiff University in the United Kingdom announced they had figured out what had caused the lack of summers; a comet had reached Earth and exploded in the upper atmosphere. The debris from the huge explosion enveloped the earth in soot and ash, blocking out the sunlight for years.

Because a great deal of archeology is educated guesswork and estimation, and for the sake of telling a good story, I moved those grim summer days backward in time by twenty-five years to where my story is set. Why? Because years of no summer arriving without warning might explain why a nation of people suddenly lose faith in their leader, despite him having provided peace and plenty for a generation. Hunger drives desperation. Desperate people forget everything but the need to survive.

And perhaps my guess is right. Or perhaps Arthur lived a quarter century later than my estimation. Our current ability to research the past means that no one knows for sure.


 

PART I: GATHERING SHADOWS
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Din Gwillt, Orkney Islands. April 515 CE

WHEN MORFYDD REACHED THE BOTTOM of the steps that morning, twelve people waited to speak to her. It had been several days since that many people had needed her help. Morfydd waved to Ban to bring her basket over, and she settled on the stone lip of the well, where someone had already laid a dry cloth for her, and got to work.

To Haf’s wife, Mab, Morfydd handed a mix of willow bark and mint, for Haf had one of his headaches.

To Ilar, for his stomach problems and blockages, flaxseed and licorice root. Morfydd also mouthed a small spell that would do more to loosen his bowels than the flaxseed and moved her fingers in a tiny circle as she handed him the pot.

Nest was seven years old, slender as all the children in Din Gwillt were, yet lively. To her mother, Morfydd handed the preparation for worms which Nest never seemed to be rid of. Morfydd had already worked a little charm into the medicine. Nest grinned, showing her missing front teeth and skipped away, showing more energy than Morfydd felt.

Rhian had delivered a boy child at the last moon and was ailing, still. Morfydd gave her man, Pryce, the calendula preparation this time. He thanked her with a nod, looking relieved and stomped down the hill to their little cot.

Others had smaller complaints, just as easily addressed. Wounds and scratches, headaches and fevers. Sore eyes, sore muscles.

For Siôn, whose fingers were gnarled, knotted to uselessness by the swelling joints, Morfydd slipped a pot of willow bark and nettle tea into the crook of his elbow. She rested her fingers on his hands, and eased the ache in them, drawing it out through her fingers and sending it away. He sighed and muttered his thanks.

Mallt was back with her mother Tydfil. Morfydd gave the girl her brightest smile and glanced at her mother. Tydfil sighed. “She was up all night, coughing and coughing.”

Morfydd nodded and smiled at Mallt. The girl was nearly thirteen yet looked no more than ten years old. Since Morfydd had seen her, only a handful of days ago, she seemed to have lost more size. “Let me look, Mallt,” Morfydd said gently.

Mallt’s mother pushed her forward and unwound the girl’s ragged cloak. “Let her look. Goodness, stand up straight, girl. There.” She nodded at Morfydd.

Morfydd curled her hand into a circle and rested it against the girl’s chest and listened. She kept all expression off her face as she tapped. Then she listened again, even though she didn’t need to. It was to give her time to find the words she needed.

Morfydd straightened and reached into her basket and withdrew the pot of honey, thyme and licorice root she had prepared two days ago, for it was inevitable that Mallt and her mother would return. “This will help with her breathing,” she told Tydfil. “Rub it on her chest as usual.” She hesitated. The words were there now, although she didn’t speak them. Instead, she smiled at Mallt. “Do you feel tired, little one?”

Mallt nodded. Her eyes were enormous in her thin face.

“Yes, I’m sure you do.” She looked up at Tydfil. “If Mallt needs to sleep, let her.” She hesitated and added. “It would be a kindness, now, to let her rest.”

Tydfil’s eyes widened. Her mouth worked. Then she set her mouth firmly and nodded. She picked up Mallt’s hand. “Come, child. Let’s put the lady Morfydd’s medicine on you straight away.”

Morfydd watched them cross the little open area where everyone tended to meet, either while collecting water from the well, or to trade gossip along with their wares.  They took the worn path down the east side of the hilltop.  Morfydd wondered if she would see Mallt again. The wasting sickness in her chest was advanced. Soon, she would not be able to breathe at all, and no spell Morfydd knew would stop the disease.

Aled, the headman of the hamlet, appeared at the top of the steps that led down to the path to the wharf. He worked his staff, for the steps were long and steep, and he was not young. He came over to where Morfydd sat on the edge of the well and nodded to her. “A ship comes, my lady.”

She turned to peer between the round houses at the sea, far below. Din Gwillt sat near the top of the tor. Her house, just up the hill, was the only building that was higher. The hamlet was reached by only two paths, one from the wharf that served the small island, and the other that ran to the east, to skirt the cliffs, that eventually came around again to the wharf path. Any other path only led to a house or place of work, or the fields on the south side of the village.

The view from up here, on a clear day, let one see the mainland, a dark smudge low on the horizon. It was not visible today. Some way out from the island was a ship with its sail up to catch the wind that tore across the firth. It looked like a beetle crawling across the silvered sea.

Morfydd knew the wind would deliver the ship quickly. It was heading directly for her island.

“What is that red, fluttering at the front?” Morfydd asked.

Aled peered. “I think your eyes are better than mine, my lady.”

She tried to sharpen her gaze, studying what must be a banner or flag, that flapped and snapped in the wind. A banner, she decided. A large one, that a wife and her companions would have spent weeks weaving and sewing….

She got to her feet as the details became clearer, for the ship was moving fast. Her stomach clenched and her heart thudded. Her throat grew instantly dry.

“What is it, my lady? You know the banner?” Aled asked.

“Yes,” she whispered. She gripped Aled’s arm. “Do not be alarmed. You must quickly warn everyone else. Chase out the pigs and the chickens. Sweep this square. And I must go and prepare, too. You will escort them to the house, yes?” She beckoned for Ban to follow her with the basket.

She headed for the stairs.

“Who comes, my lady?” Aled called, behind her.

“The High King of Britain!” Morfydd called back.

Aled’s mouth popped open. He whirled and ran.

Morfydd didn’t run up the steps to the house. There were too many. The ship would take long minutes to tie up, its travelers to disembark and climb just as many steps up to the hamlet itself, then these same steps to her house. It gave her time.

Still, her heart pounded and her breath blew as though she was running up the steps, anyway.

The day she had always known would come had arrived without warning. She had not seen it in the flames. Why had the stars not seen fit to give her notice, so that she could prepare herself for this?

Although, what preparations did one make to meet the fate that had been decided for them before they were born?

 


 

CHAPTER TWO
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BAN STAYED UPON THE TERRACE outside the house and reported on the progress of the landing party, while Morfydd sent everyone scurrying to clear away all signs of domestic work, to sweep the stone floor, to straighten the rugs upon the walls, and to pull her chair out from the table, and over to the low dais that she rarely used.

While the servants panicked and cleaned, Morfydd changed into a gown suitable for meeting the High King. She asked Alis to brush and arrange her hair. “And bring me my torc, too,” she added, as she slipped her only earrings into her ears.

Alis fumbled with the comb and tugged, making Morfydd wince, then apologized, her voice trembling.

“He won’t eat you, Alis,” Morfydd said, taking the comb from her shaking hands. “Go and get the torc,” she added, and combed her own hair.

“He’s the High King, my lady!” Alis said as she opened the small chest where Morfydd kept her few valuables.

“And we are already his subjects. He is not invading. He is visiting.”

“Why is he visiting, my lady?”

Morfydd already knew why, though she would not speak the woman’s name aloud. Instead, she focused upon removing the knots from her hair and taming it into order, which was near to impossible on most days and more so now she was hurried. The red waves remained thick, competing with each other. She had not been favored with the straight, gleaming black hair that most women enjoyed.

Which was appropriate, given who she was. Loveliness was not for her.

The King’s party were at the top of the stairs to the house when Morfydd moved back out to the main room and took her place beside her chair, on the floor in front of the dais.

Aled, who, despite his age, did not appear to be even a little breathless from the climb up from the hamlet, stepped in the door, placed the end of his staff carefully in front of him and announced loudly; “My lady, Arthur, High King of Britain, is here!”

He stepped aside and bowed as the landing party moved into the room. In the middle of the group of armed and shielded men was Arthur himself.

Morfydd would have known it was him even if they had met in the middle of a field, without banners or heralds, for his face was the male version of hers; the face she saw in the water each morning. He was as red of hair as her. Their family ran to red-heads. A straight nose and blue eyes. A square chin.

He scanned the room once, quickly, then brought his gaze to her.

Morfydd bent from the waist in a deep bow, as Arthur approached. She waved toward the chair wordlessly, and he settled on it. He was breathing deeply, although he was not billowing his breath as many of the guards and men who accompanied him were doing.

“This is quite the eyrie you have here, niece,” Arthur observed. “I thank you for the welcome.”

“Do you need food? Drink? I asked for wine to be warmed.”

Some of the men filling the room and making it seem tiny perked up with hopeful expressions.

“For my men, yes. Thank you. It was a cold journey across the firth.”

Morfydd waved and Alis nodded and sailed into the kitchen.

Morfydd turned back to face the king. “How can I serve you, Arthur?” she asked. The matter must be dire, for you to have traveled all this way. She did not speak the words aloud. Until he pronounced her doom, she would hold fast to the small hope that he might be here for another reason.

Arthur stared at her. His hand with the great ring tapped on the front of the arm of her chair. “You fare well after your...wedding, then?”

Morfydd drew in a breath, steadying herself.  She wondered if Arthur had been about to say “your last wedding,” but had corrected himself.  Very few people knew about her first marriage.  Most of Britain knew of her second marriage, which had only lasted a few short days, too.

Morfydd gave Arthur a smile as warm as she could manage it.  “I thank you, High King, for supporting my repudiation of Gareth, and declaring the marriage ended. It...smoothed my path.”

“Smoothed your path all the way to here, in exile at the top of the world?” Arthur asked.

“I thought it best to...remove myself.”  Lothian had seethed with fury and conflict over the actions of Gareth and Agravaine.  Some called their actions murder, others called them justice.  All Morfydd could say for sure was that Lamorak and his father, Pellinore, were dead at the hands of Lothian sons, for no good reason that she could discern.

When she had learned that Owain remained in Camelot, by Arthur’s side, she had realized that she was free to withdraw from Lothian.  She had sent a letter to Arthur, repudiating Gareth for his actions, and for endangering Britain and Arthur.  

By the time the year had ended, Arthur’s letter supporting her claim had reached her and she had found herself unmarried.

Again.

Morfydd had found much to keep her occupied, here on Din Gwillt, for the last three years.  

“You and the people who look to you appear to be well-founded,” Arthur said. “The grain silos we passed were still half-full, even this late in the year. Everyone has meat on their bones and has the energy to work hard. You are already tilling the fields, below.”

“We have been most fortunate,” Morfydd admitted. “Tucked away here, we have avoided the disease that has swept Britain this winter.” And a few warding spells helped, too. Although she would not draw his attention to that.

“I saw cattle, pigs, and chickens. A busy smithy, and the well water I saw drawn looked clean and sweet.”

“It is,” Morfydd agreed. “I have worked to ensure Din Gwillt prospers.” Was he lingering upon pleasantries to be polite? Arthur was not known for politeness for the sake of it. He could be kind and merciful, although he did not suffer fools well. At least, that was what she had heard about him, over the years. He had no patience for small talk.

Yet now he made observations about the livestock and the well water.

She swallowed. She wanted to demand he tell her why he was here right now, so that her heart could ease. Yet, she also was happy to let the moment of politeness stretch for as long as Arthur wanted it to.

The cook, Alis and one of the kitchen boys came into the room carrying trays of cups and steaming flasks. The scent of rosemary, sage and warmed rosehips made Morfydd aware of her dry throat, which contracted longingly.

She moved over to the tray that Alis held and poured two cups. She took them back to the chair where Arthur sat and offered him one of them. He took it with a nod and drank deeply.

That allowed Morfydd to sip hers.

Arthur’s men gathered around the trays and murmured softly, pouring cups of wine for themselves.

Arthur put his cup on the flat arm of the chair and straightened his shoulders.

Morfydd held her cup out to Alis, who took it and moved away. She kept her gaze upon Arthur.

He was studying her once more. “You have the look of the family,” he said. “My father. Morgause.”

Just not my mother. She held her teeth together and waited.

Arthur tapped the arm of the chair again. “It is warm up here, at the top of the tor. After the chill out upon the sea, I expected this place to be as cold as there, only it is not. It is warm and still and sunny, as April rarely is.”

Morfydd realized then that he was reluctant to speak of why he was here. He was trying to bring himself to it and so far had failed.

She felt ill. What could be so dire that Arthur himself found it difficult to speak of it? This must truly be the day she had feared. She gripped her hands together, willing him to say the words.

“You have never claimed a place for yourself in Camelot,” Arthur said. “Others manipulate and trade favors to earn a seat at a table in the Great Hall, while you have the right to sit at my table every evening. Yet you have never done so.”

Morfydd would have laughed if she had not felt so ill at ease. “I could not sit at your table without consequences. Who I am would divide everyone at that table, and the rest of Camelot, too. I could not help but cause strife, just by being there….” She shook her head. “There would be no way to escape it.”

Arthur considered her for a moment. The corner of his mouth lifted. “I know precisely what you mean. There have been many nights when I wished to escape it, too.”

Chuckles sounded around the room. Not loudly. Not smothered, either. Arthur apparently didn’t mind his men listening and reacting to his conversations.

“I almost envy your life, here,” Arthur added. “Away from everything. Tell me, do you get news from Britain often?”

“In summer, we have ships and fishing boats stop frequently. Only it has been a long winter…”

Arthur nodded. “Then you will not have heard that I and what remains of four hundred of my men just returned from Lesser Britain, where we defeated Cerdic’s army.” He paused. “Part of his army.”

Morfydd shivered. “You fought Cerdic….”

“Then you know who he is?”

She nodded. “Grandson of the man you fought at Badon hill. We have heard rumors of him even here. Last summer, his people raided along the Ness…”

“In groups too small to send to Camelot for help,” Arthur finished. “Yes, he is a strategist.”

“Then you did not deal with Cerdic himself in Lesser Britain?” Morfydd gave a silent sigh as she realized she was being drawn into a discussion about the very politics and power games she had just said she preferred to avoid.

“Cerdic escaped,” Arthur said. “And took a man of the north with him. Scouts and Lesser Britain people who have been watching tell me that Cerdic will try to invade Britain this summer, after the equinox. What is more, he is building an army the size of which no one has seen outside Rome itself. He has been building it for years.”

“The man of the north that he took...he will guide him through the north?” Morfydd asked delicately.

Arthur sighed. “Yes, I believe he will. The kingdoms of Lesser Britain will work to ensure Cerdic cannot cross the channel any farther south than...oh, about here.” His eyes seemed to gleam. “If you were to remain here, it is possible you will see the Saxon sails for yourself.”

“Unless they use a different path through the north,” Morfydd replied. “Who is the man they have?”

Arthur hesitated.

Throats cleared.

“Mordred,” Arthur said.

Ahh!!! The name said much that Arthur had not. “Lothian,” she murmured. “They’ll march straight through Lothian. They just have to reach it. Brynaich, then…” Brynaich ran along the wild shores on the east of Lothian.

“Most likely,” Arthur said.

“We will not quite see the Saxon sails from here, then,” she pointed out, for Brynaich was south of the highlands. “Although, knowing where he will land…”

Arthur nodded. “It is invaluable information. That is why I have come straight here from Lesser Britain.”

Startled, Morfydd glanced at the armed men in her hall. They were armed and carried shields and helmets not for her, but because they had carried them from Lesser Britain. “To have come such a long way…” she breathed, her heart thudding.

“I
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